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For my dearest and
most outlandish friend.
For Ingrid Nachstern
who held my foot.





Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary,

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore –

While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.

“Tis some visitor,’ I muttered, ‘tapping at my chamber door –

Only this and nothing more.’

From The Raven, by Edgar Allan Poe







Traditionally, Mother Immaculata addressed the girls on the Friday prior to the Easter holidays. This was no exception.

‘Girls of St Martin’s.’ In full-length robes, Mother Immaculata, known as The Raven to her charges, glided into the hall in her wimple and full head regalia. She gave the impression of being on roller skates, as no actual leg or foot movement was discernible. ‘On Sunday evening after Easter, all the girls of Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Year will move into the school as boarders, while the girls of First, Second and Third Year will return from their holidays a week later as they have already completed their annual Retreat.’

Most of the pupils were boarders anyway, so this would not make a noticeable difference in the dormitories.

‘You will have the evening to settle down and acclimatise. Having said that, come Monday morning after breakfast, silence will commence. There will be no talking whatsoever until the following Saturday morning. That gives you five full days of contemplation and prayer.

‘Contemplate on the indulgences you can amass both for yourselves and your dead relatives. With sufficient prayer you may be able to release many from the torment of Purgatory and send them on their way to the ultimate Happiness. You will all pray to God for a Vocation. He may call you to become a nun during the Retreat. You must be vigilant and prepared for the Calling. Each morning you will walk to the Sister Chapel where you will remain for the day, praying, reading and in contemplation. The Blessed Sacraments of Confession and Holy Communion will be available throughout the week and you should avail yourselves of Holy Communion on a daily basis.

‘As usual, leaving the Sister Chapel and its grounds is forbidden, and of course Sutherland Square is expressly out of bounds.’





Then methought the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the wooden floor

‘Child,’ he cried, ‘My God has sent me – to these angels he has sent me,

Confess, repent, be contrite of thy sins and crimes of yore

In nomine Domine repent, confess thy sins to me some more.’

She shall confess, ah, nevermore.





Chapter One



Kitty O’Dowd sat on a bench in Sutherland Square.

Feck you, Andrew MacDonald, she thought to herself as she took a last drag from the cigarette which she was holding between the first two fingers of her left hand.

Known for communicating in what Mother Immaculata referred to as ‘inappropriate language’, Kitty O’Dowd now contemplated the nun in question. And feck you too, Mother Immaculata. She scowled as she nonchalantly flicked the cigarette onto the pathway where it glowed gently just beyond the reach of her foot.

Glancing at her watch she thought, well, he’s not coming now, and shook her long, dark brown hair back off her shoulders and lifted her pale heart-shaped face to the spring sun.

Jayzus, she thought, as the time shown on her watch penetrated her mind. Ten to four. I’d better be getting back. She grimaced as she thought of what the rest of the afternoon held for her.

She scattered the ash on her tunic down onto the skirt with a disinterested sweep of her hand, and stood up, yawned and stretched.

She checked the path both left and right; she could see no one approaching. Her school tunic was already six inches above her knees. She hiked it up slightly further by lifting it above her belt, and adjusted her stocking tops. She thought about Andrew MacDonald. He was all right to look at, and good fun. And he would have been a preferable alternative to what was on offer in the Sister Chapel.

Kitty O’Dowd was not given to in-depth thought, but she was aware of Andrew’s ability to focus on a person and to give them his full attention. It was both interesting and flattering. Added to that, he had surprised her three weeks earlier with some of his observations at a birthday party, which is where she had first met him. And it wasn’t often that Kitty O’Dowd was surprised. So when he had suggested that she slip out from the Retreat on a daily basis, and that he would endeavour to escape from his school to meet her, she had readily agreed.

Ah well, she thought. Sitting here waiting for him was still better than kneeling in that place pondering on purity, and whether or not I’m likely to be smitten by a vocation.

The idea of going back to the chapel, of slipping in through the basement window and joining her peers for prayer, prayer and more prayer, hovered in her mind. The sheer boredom of what was ahead of her appalled her. She hurried up the path and out of the gate at the south end. Two more hours of chapel and cloisters and bugger all, she thought.

She walked with her back very straight, her neck elongated and her long dark hair swinging loosely down her back. Her pointed chin was lifted high, giving her a slightly supercilious air.

Kitty O’Dowd was working on her walk. Because she had shortened her already short tunic and was wearing stockings, she could not afford to slouch at all. She also felt it would help her in her future career, a career not yet outlined either to her parents or to the nuns. So she walked with her shoulders completely still, and just moved from her hips.

Before crossing the road, she pulled a tiny mirror from her pocket and ran a wetted finger over her artfully plucked eyebrows and checked her perfectly parted hair. Putting the mirror away, she smoothed her hair with both hands, and then keeping her face totally impassive she hastened up the street in the direction of the chapel.

In the chapel, Mary Oliver, her dark brown hair cut in a bob which seemed to extend her neck, knelt holding two nails in her right hand. Her real name was Mary Olivier.

‘Moi, je suis Mary Olivier,’ she had said in French class three Septembers earlier.

‘Non,’ replied Sister Rodriguez. ‘Tu t’appelles Mary Oliver, and don’t argue.’

The nuns felt there was a pretentiousness and an affectation in the pronunciation of her name and had insisted that both the ‘i’ and the French sound were dropped within the confines of the convent.

The nails she held in her hand were not fingernails, but two metal nails which she had acquired from the toolbox in the neighbour’s shed at half-term. Her sallow skin looked pale in the shadowy lighting in the chapel, the hollows in her cheeks more pronounced. She looked up at the crucifix on the pillar to the right of the altar and slipped one of the nails into her other palm. She squeezed her hands tightly so that she could feel the points pressing on her skin.

If I were a nun, thought Mary Oliver (whose daughter, some twenty years later, would look at her in horror and say, ‘Mummy, whatever you do, don’t look up,’), I would sneak into this chapel in the dead of night, and I would lower the cross from the wall and dismantle Christ. I would bury him … I would … I would give him a decent burial. (Her daughter, a dark-haired child with olive skin and brown eyes just like her mother, would say, ‘Mummy, Mummy, there is the most terrible thing on the wall, don’t look, don’t look.’)

Mary Oliver glanced briefly to her right. Across the aisle she saw Bernadette O’Higgins turning the page of a copy of Lives of the Saints. She was mildly surprised to see Bernadette so absorbed in such reading matter on day one. But then, as she knew from three years’ experience, day one of the Retreat was always an interesting day. There were those who approached the time of prayer and contemplation with the attitude ‘well, let’s give it a go’, and those who thought ‘I’ll give it my all’, and those like Kitty O’Dowd who would never give it a chance.

She ran the nails up and down her palms.

Sister Rodriguez came up the aisle. Mary Oliver heard the clickety-click of Sister Rodriguez long before she saw her. Her rosary beads clicked. So did her heels.


Gentle smiles have gentle nuns

But their jaws are firmly set

Through clenched teeth they rule their flock

And every girl must pay her debt




Mary Oliver sighed quietly. She hoped that Bernadette was not up to mischief. She glanced quickly sideways again. Bernadette turned the page of her book and nodded her head several times as though in agreement with her reading matter.

Mary Oliver looked back at the crucifix, not knowing that in twenty years’ time her daughter would try to protect her from just such an image.

‘Dear God,’ prayed Mary Oliver with her sallow skin and her overly thin body. ‘Dear, dear God, how could you allow such a thing to happen to your child? Dear, dear God, if I were a nun, I would take Him down for you and give Him a decent burial.’

(Her daughter, aged eight, would hold her knuckles in front of her mouth and, shaking her head in shocked disbelief, would say, ‘Mummy, Mummy, close your eyes. You mustn’t look.’ And this being the first time Mary had been in a church in almost twenty years, she would look up and see a man hanging on a cross, and seeing it through her daughter’s eyes, it would be all she could do to suppress a scream.)

With her long fair hair neatly braided into one thick plait which hung down her back, and her navy blue eyes following her reading matter, Bernadette O’Higgins heard the clickety-click of Sister Rodriguez coming up the aisle. Inside her head she grinned. Moment of truth, she thought.

As Sister Rodriguez passed her on the aisle, Bernadette turned another page and read slowly and carefully. She looked up towards the altar as if for reassurance, then her navy blue eyes returned to the book, and she bowed her head.

Don’t overdo it, she said to herself. Her reputation was not for piety and she was bright enough to know it. But she also knew that she had surpassed herself this time.

The previous weekend, during the Easter holidays, while her parents had been at a dinner dance in the Shelbourne Hotel, she had headed for the family bookshelves. There she had chosen a leatherbound copy of The Lives of the Saints, Complete and Unabridged With Emphasis on the Virgin Martyrs (including illustrations of their deaths), better known among her siblings as Lives of the Saints, Completely Gory. With a blade, removed from her father’s razor, she had sliced the cover off the book at the spine. She had made good use of a brand new tube of Bostik to glue the leather cover onto her recently acquired Scrumptious Sex (including seven hundred and twenty photographs and sketches to illustrate in detail what made it scrumptious). The denuded Lives of the Saints, complete, gory and unabridged, now lay under her mattress at home. At the end of term her plan was to replace the illustrated version of Scrumptious Sex under her brother’s mattress and do a repair job on the Saints and its cover, and return it to the family bookshelves.

She had it well planned. She had even considered the possibility that her brother’s book might not be in perfect condition by the time she returned it. But so what? Bernadette asked herself. He can’t say or do anything about it. After all, he shouldn’t have had it in the first place.

Meanwhile, in the church, Sister Rodriguez paused as she passed Bernadette’s pew. She eyed the reading girl with a certain amount of interest. Must be growing up at last, she thought. We certainly know how to turn out young ladies at St Martin’s, as Mother Immaculata says. She smiled and nodded at the neatly plaited Bernadette and went on up to the altar.

Bernadette (navy blue eyes laughing) caught Mary Oliver’s eye and winked at her before returning to her perusal of the purloined book. She was about to turn the book upside down to see a certain picture from a different angle, but she restrained herself just in time.

I’d like to try that, she thought as she looked at the picture. She even looks a bit like me, she mused.

Glancing up at the altar, she watched the prostrate Sister Rodriguez and wondered, as she often did, what Sister Rodriguez’s hair was like.

Kitty O’Dowd said she had no hair. That she had encountered the devil at the gates of hell and had had her hair burnt off, before the devil sent her to St Martin’s to make the girls’ lives a hell on earth.

Bernadette was fourteen when Kitty shared that thought with her. They had both giggled so hard that she had nearly wet herself. Now aged seventeen, she began to wonder if Kitty might have been right.

Grinny too, she thought, thinking about their Irish teacher, Miss Ní Ghrian. Only I suspect she is the devil incarnate.

Miss Ní Ghrian was hurrying across Sutherland Square, returning to the convent to supervise the girls for their last two hours of Mass and prayers before walking them back to the Mother House where they boarded.

She was moving at a furious pace and her tight checked skirt kept rising. She knew she was late but she would slip in at the back of the chapel and seat herself near the door. Her lateness should not be noticed. Ahead of her she thought she momentarily glimpsed Kitty O’Dowd with her too short uniform and her new walk, which all the nuns and even Miss Maple had commented on. This new walk was such that Kitty appeared only to move her hips, and her slender body and long legs irritated Miss Ní Ghrian beyond belief. She pursed her pinched lips even tighter. But when she looked again there was no sign of any girl on the street.

The first thing she did on entering the chapel was to see if she could spot Kitty. She glanced up and down the pews trying to identify her. Kitty stood out as a rule, both because of her height, and the way she held her head. The pews were now full of kneeling girls with mantilla donned heads. There was no sign of her.

Got you now, my girl, she thought with a smile. Got you now.

She stayed standing just inside the door so that she could nab Kitty when she appeared.

The altar boys were waving the incense burners and the smell wafted down the small chapel. The ten-year-old boys from the local national school had naïveté and dedication written all over their young and cherubic faces.

The organ started playing and the choir in the balcony above began singing. The Latin words filled the nave of the church and lifted with the organ, strong and pure. The girls in the body of the church joined in. The place was full of a serenity and a purity as they praised their God.

‘Laudamus,’ they sang.

Mary Oliver rolled the nails between her joined hands and thought, Agnus Dei, I am the Lamb of God.

Bernadette O’Higgins (navy blue eyes now thoughtful), kneeling on her Lives of the Saints so as to protect it from prying neighbours, listened to the words and felt momentarily uplifted by them. In the balcony, Kitty O’Dowd (pretending to be a chorister because it was the only way she had been able to get into the church unnoticed) opened and closed her mouth like a fish, in case Miss Maple should turn round.

Treasa O’Donoghue, whose bottom stuck out so that the pleats of her tunic did not fall evenly over it, passed her sheet music to Kitty in a gesture of friendship. Kitty took it and nodded slightly in appreciation.

Miss Maple turned and looked at her choir girls in approval. She noticed Kitty among them. She let her eyes move evenly over all the choristers, before looking down onto the kneeling girls in the body of the church below.

She wondered what Kitty had been up to that she had ended up hiding out among the singers. She had no doubt that Kitty was hiding out. Well, she thought. She’s not doing any harm. She’s singing along, in a manner of speaking. Why, she’s even managed to acquire the music. Treasa’s, no doubt.

She looked at the altar boys, and noted their concentrated faces and their childlike innocence.

They were carefully selected, she reasoned.

‘Amen,’ sang the girls. Over and over. ‘A … a … a … men.’ The incense wafted up so that the choir could smell it. The priest raised his hand in blessing.

‘In nomine Patris, et filii, et spiritui sancto.’

‘Amen,’ replied the kneeling girls.

The girls stood as the priest and his altar boys departed. Then Sister Rodriguez turned and motioned the girls to return to a kneeling position. There was to be a further half-hour’s silent prayer before they would return to the Mother House for tea.

Bernadette wondered if she could continue her reading of the illustrated Scrumptious Sex. After all, the girls on either side of her, who had only come into the chapel when the bell rang at four, would surely not care what she did. She pondered on this for a minute or two.

No, she thought, better play safe. She had a whole week to read her ‘Saints’.

In later years when being interviewed for various science programmes on both radio and television, she always gave credit where it was due. ‘My interest in biology really only started while I was on Retreat,’ she would say carefully. When asked to elucidate, she would reply, ‘The silence in church was beneficial to progressive thought.’

Further up the pew knelt Anna McBride, known as Bridie to her friends, one of whom was Bernadette. Bridie’s thick, dark red hair fell to her shoulders in a mass of waves, her green eyes were closed, and the smattering of tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks were scarcely visible in the shadowy lighting in the church.

At the very moment that Bernadette decided not to continue reading her book, red-haired Bridie was involved in an intricate conversation in the theatre of her imagination. This particular conversation had been going on all day. Bridie was planning her elopement with Jean Jacques Versailles, a fictitious character whom she had created about a year earlier during her last Retreat. He spoke with a French accent, very similar to that of Mary Oliver’s father whom she, Bridie, had not yet met (and whom Mary had not seen in about fourteen years). Bridie had put Jean Jacques on ice for the previous twelve months, bar the occasional interlude. Because of her fierce concentration and her dedication to doing well, she feared his company would distract her during her Leaving Certificate year. So, with her customary self-discipline, she had only allowed him to keep her company in prep when she was terribly lonely, or had permitted him on rare occasions to pop into the dormitory late at night to continue a conversation or to keep a tryst.

‘But how shall we escape?’ Bridie asked the dark-haired Jean Jacques.

‘I’m working on it,’ was his reply.

‘But time is running out, my loved one,’ she whispered in the shadows of her mind.

He stroked her dark red hair, and then lifting it with one hand he ran his fingertips down the back of her neck. She shivered.

‘So little time,’ she said, in the dank dark prison cell whence she had been brought that very morning in chains.

‘I know, my sweet,’ he replied, keeping his hands through the bars on the door so that he could continue to caress his most precious and beloved—

‘Anna McBride!’ The sibilant whisper penetrated the depths of Bridie’s innermost thoughts. Bridie jumped and opened her green eyes wide. Sister Rodriguez was standing beside her, looking at her.

‘Vanity is a sin,’ the nun hissed.

Bridie looked bemused. What the …? she wondered.

‘Don’t you dare run your hands through your hair like that,’ hissed the nun.

Bridie both looked and felt startled. She had had no idea that she had been running her hands through her hair, and anyway, she thought, it wasn’t me, it was Jean Jacques.

She nodded penitently to the irate nun and returned to the French Revolution and Jean Jacques’ midnight caresses, forcing herself to join her hands in a pretence of prayer.

Mary Oliver, sallow-skinned and far too thin, slipped her nails into her pocket and, getting up, she joined the queue of girls who were going to confession on the first day. All girls were expected to go at some stage during the week. There were several different approaches to this compulsory confessional. A few of the girls went on day one to get it out of the way; a few left it until the last minute possible. Some went when the queue looked at its shortest, some when it looked at its longest because it was not supervised and there was the opportunity for whispered conversation. Mary Oliver went on day one because she planned on going again during the week, and by going on day one there was a better chance that she would have something else to confess five days later before the Retreat ended.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’

‘Yes, my child.’

‘It is two weeks since my last confession,’ whispered Mary Oliver, not knowing that this was in fact the last time she would kneel in a confession box to confess and look for absolution.

‘Yes, my child.’

‘I have thoughts,’ she said. ‘Terrible thoughts.’

‘Yes, my child. Tell me about them.’

She hesitated. The missionary priests who did the Retreats were known for their understanding; surely she could tell him everything.

‘Are they impure thoughts?’ he asked.

She could see his profile. The well-fed cheeks, the small eyes. It was the same priest who had said Mass that morning, not the ascetic evening prayer priest. She had heard one of the girls refer to him as a magpie. She didn’t know why. Magpies thieve, she thought.

‘No, Father. Not impure thoughts,’ she said. ‘Well, I have had impure thoughts, but those aren’t what I wanted to tell you about.’

‘Well, tell me about the impure thoughts first,’ he said.

But I don’t want to, she thought to herself. They are not why I am here in this box talking through a grid to you. I was going to confess them, but they are irrelevant. I need to talk about how I want to change things from the inside and how that is all I can think about.

‘The impure thoughts,’ he repeated. ‘You were saying …’

The items in her head were listed according to how she had placed them there. Her normal confession told of irritation, the odd lie, impure thoughts, losing her temper; sins which she had committed and had then placed in order. Sometimes this was the order in which she had committed them, sometimes the sequence reflected the severity of the sin, and sometimes she tagged a particularly shameful one onto the end in the hope that it would not be noticed, or buried it in the middle of a litany of ‘crimes’.

‘I’m sorry, Father,’ she said, her mind caught by what she really wanted to talk about.

‘You see, Father, I want to be a nun and—’

‘I want to hear your impure thoughts,’ he said. ‘I told you that. Tell me them first.’

High up in the church, Miss Maple nodded to her praying choir and gestured to them that they could leave the church by the spiral staircase which led to the porch of the church, and on down to the basement which is the way Kitty O’Dowd had joined the choristers earlier.

The girls trooped down the stairs in single file and out through the porch into the chapel grounds. They were not allowed to speak.

Miss Maple told them to start the quarter-mile walk back to the Mother House.

‘Kitty,’ she said with her most genial look. ‘I’m so pleased you decided to join the choir.’

Kitty stood tall and straight in front of her. It was rare that a teacher addressed her without telling her to take ‘that look’ off her face, or to lengthen her school tunic.

‘I will expect you up there with the choir every day of the Retreat.’

Kitty nodded. Hoisted with my own petard, she thought.

Miss Ní Ghrian appeared in the forecourt. ‘Kitty O’Dowd,’ she said, ‘you are in big trouble, my girl.’

‘The girls are on silence,’ Miss Maple said. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘This is between Kitty and me,’ retorted the irate Irish teacher.

‘Well, as she’s on silence and is one of my choir, perhaps you could bring the issue up with me,’ replied Miss Maple.

Silence. Kitty watched Grinny’s face and it was all she could do to restrain herself from grinning. The long-running battle between Miss Maple and the Irish teacher was well known among the girls, and Kitty’s desire to smirk was almost overpowering. Miss Maple caught her eye and Kitty looked at the ground. She knew she had just been rescued and that it should be left at that.

‘Go ahead, girls,’ said Miss Maple. ‘I will catch you up. Now Aine, what has Kitty done?’

‘I didn’t know she was in the choir,’ came from the gritted teeth of the Irish teacher.

‘Yes,’ said Miss Maple. ‘She is one of my true successes. I’ve been at her for a long time to join us, all year in fact, and I’m very proud of her.’

Kitty moved on and joined the others. She was taken aback both by the venom of Grinny’s attack and by the strength of Miss Maple’s support and the kind way she spoke about her.

Proud, she thought. Proud! That is a first.

In the confessional, Mary Oliver shifted on her bony knees on the wooden step. She was aware that they were sore. What does he want of me? she wondered. She did not understand. He seemed to be wanting to look at her impure thoughts in depth, which did not make sense as there was an unwritten rule that you could confess to impure thoughts and that this phrase covered a multitude; details were not required.

Her distress about seeing herself as a nun with a mission faded as she focused on her immediate problem. She had no idea how to answer the question. She thought quickly. There had not been any impure thoughts since her confession the previous fortnight. At least, she could not think of any. Perhaps her desire to remove Christ from the cross could be considered impure.

‘Father …’ She hesitated.

The girls in the pew outside shuffled on their seats and fell silent as they strained to hear what was going on in the box. Mary Oliver was taking an extraordinarily long time.

Miss Ní Ghrian approached the pew to herd the girls out for the walk home. ‘Time to leave, girls. You can go to confession tomorrow.’

One of the girls pointed at the box and gestured that there was someone in there.

Inside the box, feeling constricted and trapped, Mary said that she did not think there had been impure thoughts after all.

She thought of Christ on his cross, and the smell of the incense lingering in the air outside the box penetrated through the cracks above and below the hinges on the door, and the walls of the box moved in on her and she thought of Christ buried in a box. She separated her hands, which had been clasped together and, retrieving the nails from her pocket, she grasped at the tiny shelf before the criss-cross latticework that separated her from the morning Mass priest. The box seemed very small.

Years later she underwent therapy to help her deal with the confined space on an aircraft, because debilitating claustrophobia meant she could no longer travel by air to visit her father. In a hypnotic trance, Mary Oliver told the doctor that the priest, while delving further into her impure thoughts, asked her did she often think about penises.

At the time, though, she just heard words pounding against the walls of the small confessional, and as the blood drained from her head, her thin hands fell away from the wooden shelf she was holding and she slipped in a dead faint against the door, which opened, and out she fell into the church.

In the horrified silence which followed her tumble, the girls, momentarily shocked rigid, jumped to their feet. Miss Ní Ghrian pushed past them and waved her hands frantically over Mary’s white face. The priest pulled the curtain back on the window of his box and whispered, ‘Next please.’

Afterwards in the dormitory, the girls whispered about what had happened, some in a subdued way, some in an excited way. They were not brought up to criticise or to find fault in a priest in any way. But none of those waiting girls was left untouched by what they saw but could not identify as the callousness of this man. Whatever had gone on between him and Mary Oliver, at the end of the day it was Mary who lay unconscious on the floor of the church. Even Miss Ní Ghrian, not known for compassion towards any of the girls other than her favourites, was startled, to say the least.

‘Would that be normal?’ she asked Sister Rodriguez and Mother Immaculata later. ‘I mean, for Father to continue the confessions just like that?’

‘His Work is of Our Lord,’ Mother Immaculata reassured her and poured her a cup of tea. Mother Immaculata had the ability to speak in capitals.

‘Lots of sugar, Miss Ní Ghrian?’ Sister Rodriguez inquired. ‘I’m sure you’ve had a bit of a shock.’

Mary Oliver, on the floor of the chapel, slowly regaining consciousness, had more than a bit of a shock. She was aware of Miss Ní Ghrian flapping her hands over her face. She could not at first feel her own hands or her feet, and then she saw the faces of the girls peering at her. The last traces of incense wafted on the air.

‘I didn’t know how to get her back here,’ Aine Ní Ghrian said later as she sipped her heavily sweetened tea. She was aware that in some way she had not perhaps handled the situation all that well.

‘You did fine,’ said Sister Rodriguez. ‘But why is Mary’s face marked … well, marked the way it is?’ She was referring to what looked remarkably like handprints on Mary’s pale skin.

‘First of all she banged her head when she fainted. And then, when I got the Chapel Sisters, one of them slapped her face to assist her to recover.’ Miss Ní Ghrian did not add that, having slapped Mary’s face repeatedly, the Chapel Sister had hissed at the girl to get up immediately, that she was in the house of Our Lord and that she was letting her school down.

In the sickbay, Mary Oliver lay still, looking out into the night sky. The Sickbay Sister (known as Sister Sick to the girls) said, ‘If you don’t feel well in the morning, we’ll get the doctor.’

Mary Oliver said nothing.

Treasa O’Donoghue, whose bottom stuck out so that the pleats of her tunic did not fall neatly over it, lay on her bed in the dormitory, on her stomach, and whispered to the Downey twins, ‘But what did you hear? I mean just before she fell out of the box?’

‘Nothing really,’ they replied together. ‘There was a silence. It seemed to have gone on for a bit.’

Treasa thought about that. Mary was one of her friends, but because it was Retreat, she was not allowed to visit her in sickbay. But even if she had not been a friend, her natural curiosity (for which she was famous) would have got the better of her.

‘How long do you think she was in there?’ she asked.

Downeyone said, ‘A good seven or eight minutes.’ Downeytwo nodded.

‘And you heard nothing? Was there someone in the other box who might have heard?’

‘No,’ replied Downeyone. ‘We were using the single confessional – you know, the one on the left of the church. The double one on the right wasn’t being used.’

One bed up from Treasa O’Donoghue, Kitty O’Dowd snorted. Holding one long slender hand out in front of her, she was carefully painting her well-manicured nails with clear polish.

‘Poor old Mary,’ she said. ‘They’ll beat it out of her.’

‘Ssssshhhhh,’ went both Downey twins together.

The door opened and Mother Immaculata appeared. Every girl in the dormitory got to her feet and stood beside her bed.

Mother Immaculata stood looking at them for several long seconds.

‘I hope you are all Adhering to the Spirit of Our Retreat, girls,’ she said. In later years, when Father Ted appeared regularly on the television, every girl from that year thought that Mother Immaculata said ‘girls’ just the way Father Jack did. This made some of them laugh. It made others shiver.

Kitty O’Dowd, whose clear nail polish had got smeared when she leapt to her feet, stood very erect but scowling. The Downey twins, who had been lying on the same bed, had automatically jumped off on either side of the bed. They were both aware of the other’s discomfort. Treasa O’Donoghue glared at Mother Immaculata. She, more than any of them, was acutely aware of the extreme isolation of Mary Oliver in sickbay. She knew that Mary would assume that the silence of Retreat was required even though she was not well. Eyeing Mother Immaculata, she wondered what had happened. Although she lacked Kitty O’Dowd’s brazen approach to convent life, she was actually very astute and far more cynical. But although mentally rebellious, Treasa was also a pragmatist unless pushed.

Bridie in the next dormitory was already in her bed, dark red hair like a heavy bush of fire on her white pillow. She had tried to gain access to Mary Oliver in sickbay, but Sister Sick had said Mary was asleep. Bridie turned under the bedclothes to embrace Jean Jacques Versailles who had managed to pay the prison guard to let him visit his true, his only, his beloved.

‘Jean Jacques,’ she whispered to him, green eyes beseeching. ‘Is tonight the night?’

‘Non, my beloved Anna.’ He never called her Bridie. When he had first appeared he had called her Mademoiselle. ‘We cannot break for freedom tonight. There are double guards on every door.’

‘Hold me,’ she begged him.

‘Pas de problème,’ he replied and scooped her small fourteen-year-old body up into his manly arms.

In the next dormitory Mother Immaculata was continuing to address the ‘girls’.

‘It’s been a long day, girls. Day one is always the Hardest but you’re coming through it well. You only have five minutes until lights out and very few of you are ready for bed. I want you in your nightclothes and kneeling by your beds in two minutes flat. Kitty O’Dowd, your tunic is too short. If you don’t lengthen it, you will be severely dealt with. Take that look off your face. Goodnight, girls. Sister Stanislaus will be in to do lights in five minutes.’ She turned on her heel with a final glare at Kitty’s legs and with a swish she was gone as if on roller skates.

‘Effing cow,’ muttered Kitty O’Dowd as she started to search for her nail polish remover.

The Downey twins, already in their pyjamas, pulled the dividing curtains between the beds so that they were separated from the other beds but could see each other. Treasa O’Donoghue grabbed her washbag and headed for the bathroom.

On the train heading south for leafy suburbia, Miss Maple met her father.

‘Hi, Dad.’

‘Hello, darling. How was it?’ He moved his briefcase to make room for her.

She sighed.

‘Uphill battle?’ he asked as he patted her hand.

‘All the way,’ she answered him. ‘All the way.’

They were silent for a while and she closed her eyes as the train’s wheels lulled her to a peaceful place as they journeyed home. During dinner she filled her parents in on the general progress of the day.

‘Kitty O’Dowd joined the choir.’

They both expressed their approval.

‘Although I think it was more by default than by design.’

‘Can you hold on to her?’ asked her mother.

‘I think so. I think she’ll have to turn up in the gallery at least for the rest of the week.’

‘I think you will work wonders with her,’ her father said. ‘As long as you can hold onto her.’

‘That’s the problem,’ Maeve Maple said. ‘You know I can’t blame her, not one little bit. Some girls just never get a chance.’

‘Well, in some ways she is lucky,’ replied her mother. ‘After all, there she is in a good school having already been expelled from two others. Not every girl gets that chance.’

‘There are schools and there are schools,’ said her father gently, ‘and there are families and there are families.’

The three were silent. Their house was less than a mile away from the seaside hotel which Kitty’s parents owned.

Mary Oliver (born Olivier), sallow skin paler than usual, watched the moon move through the sky as the hours ticked by. Her brown eyes watched it. Her mind did nothing. It was floating somewhere outside her body. Later, when she reconnected, she would wonder what had happened to the two nails she had been holding in her hands. Later, she would wonder what the priest had said that had tipped the balance. Later, she would wonder how she could go to confession again without going into the box. For the time being her eyes tracked the moon. Sickbay Sister, popping her head round the door and seeing that Mary Oliver was to all intents and purposes awake, spoke to her. The following day Sickbay Sister told Mother Immaculata that although Mary Oliver had appeared to be awake during the night, she had, in fact, not appeared to hear when she was addressed. But that was for the morrow.

Two in the morning and Kitty O’Dowd, unable to sleep, was having a smoke in the toilets on the second landing. She was contemplating the next day and whether Andrew MacDonald was likely to turn up in Sutherland Square and whether she could risk slipping out again. She was quite certain that the Maple would not tolerate her turning up late to the choir. But between lunch and four, provided I’m not late, and provided I’ve left a good enough trail, I should be able to get out, she thought.

She did not want to give Andrew MacDonald the idea that she might be interested, but she was interested. He was different. He had thought a few things out. She did not usually bother to think anything out. In fact it had never really occurred to her to think things out, at least not to the extent that he had. She had thought how to get expelled from the convent in Co. Leitrim. Five minutes after she had arrived there it had occurred to her that there were two ways out of it – one was to be carried out in a coffin and the other was to be booted out. She did not bother to consider running away because she had done that before from a previous convent (in County Mayo) and that was why she had ended up in the back of beyond. Twenty odd years later when many of her friends were purchasing country homes and both Leitrim and Mayo were among the places, Kitty O’Dowd briefly wondered whether she would be capable of visiting any of these cottages. Brief consideration it was. She knew immediately that she could not, that she would not ever cross the borders into either of those counties again.

Leitrim, to her, was for ever that ghastly cold convent and the echo of footsteps on empty corridors peppered with statues portraying various degrees of misery, both human and celestial, and fields and fields of cattle and cow dung, and her legs blue and purple with the cold, and chilblains on her fingers, and long, long lonely nights. And she had had to push very hard to actually get expelled. The nuns had other ways of dealing with recalcitrant pupils.

She sighed. Eff the lot of them, she thought as she pattered barefoot along the corridor back to bed.


Chapter Two



Turn back the pages in their lives and here is Mary Olivier, two years old, toddling down the garden of her home outside Paris. The sun shines on her dark hair and her olive skin, which looks sallow in winter and goes a lovely golden brown in summer. ‘Papa, Papa,’ she calls. She is the light of his life but this is not what Maman tells her when she is old enough to understand.

Viens ici, Marie,’ he calls to her. He is just home from work and he scoops his little bundle of joy up into his arms. This is the last time he will ever do this because after he leaves for work tomorrow morning he will not see this little bundle for fourteen years and by then she will be too old to scoop up into his arms. He tosses her in the air and she squeals with delight, and he carries her into the house where they are going to have supper – baguette, salami, thinly sliced smoked ham, tiny cucumbers pickled by the neighbour, tomatoes off the vine. (It is the neighbour who has the vegetable garden, not the Oliviers.) She sits beside him and holds his hand every time it is free.

It is late summer, not just seasonally but also figuratively – the late summer of her childhood.

Au revoir, Papa.

In the morning he comes into her room and plants a kiss on her little fat cheek as she lies like a sleeping cherub in her cot.

‘Au revoir,’ he whispers and he is gone.

Fast forward nearly three years and Mary Olivier lives with her mother, an Irish woman whose name is Deirdre Olivier (née O’Brien), in a basement flat in Bayswater in London. They speak no more French. Mary Olivier remembers the word Papa but she knows not to use it. Her mother is hard put to keep them going, and Mary is minded by a woman in the other basement flat and is taken out daily for a walk in Hyde Park. When they go out she brings her teddy Boubou with her. He is her constant companion. Her name is on a register of missing children in France but it is only the early sixties and there is no serious co-operation between the European countries. Monsieur Olivier has been to Dublin to the Department of Foreign Affairs, looking for assistance in tracking his missing daughter. They are unable to help.

On Sundays Deirdre Olivier brings Mary to Mass. She tells Mary to pray for the wicked people in the world, including Mary’s father. Mary’s memories of her father laughing and cuddling her and tossing her in the air are very blurry now. It is difficult to hold on to such images when you are constantly being told how dreadful the perpetrator actually was. Mary wonders sometimes if the man she remembers might in fact be someone else, like a neighbour or someone. She is a bit vague as to whom that someone might be.

Deirdre Olivier is a secretary. She works from nine until six five days a week, and sometimes on a Saturday. She has a strange quirk in her personality, which leaves her fed up with people after a while. This has led to her marital breakdown, if such can be the word to describe what happened that late summer evening a few years earlier in the Parisian suburbs when she looked at her husband, a successful and hard-working young man rising at a smooth pace in the French diplomatic service. She had looked at him at the supper table as he held Mary’s little plump hand in his and she suddenly thought to herself, Mother of God, I can’t stand this.

The following morning, after he left for his regular day at the office, Deirdre Olivier took her daughter and one suitcase, popped into the bank and emptied both accounts and went to the railway station.

It was an arduous enough journey, with a suitcase and a two-year-old, by train and boat and train again. It was several days before she found the flat in Bayswater and she and the exhausted Mary finally lay down to sleep in a bed.

Prior to that a pattern was already apparent in Deirdre Olivier’s behaviour but her young husband was not privy to it. On leaving school, Deirdre had cut all contact with her classmates and simply moved on into the life of a secretary, which actually quite suited her as she rarely needed to see anyone for longer than six months because she kept changing jobs. On marrying her young and upwardly mobile French diplomat (whom she had met while sheltering from the rain at a tram stop in Dublin) she had cut all contact with her family, and the four years she put in with Monsieur Olivier were four years longer than she had ever given anyone else in her life.

Mary Olivier, beware. Watch your back. The space you’re taking up may be needed for someone else.

Three years in the basement in Bayswater have left the cherubic Mary Olivier with her sallow skin and dark brown hair looking pale and jaundiced. She is now a skinny little five-year-old with huge dark eyes and very pink lips. She says ‘Mummy’ with an English accent, and she goes to school. She’s bright. She has an aptitude for languages, though this is not yet apparent because under the English system she just learns English. Quickly she learns how to read, and in the afternoons after the basement neighbour has brought her back home and let her into the one-bedroom flat where she waits alone for Mummy to return from work, Mary Olivier reads to Boubou, or listens to the wireless.

She has recently heard about a chimpanzee called Ham whom the Americans have sent into outer space, and on his return they have debriefed him. This fascinates her. Can chimps talk? If so, what do they say? If not, why would you send one hurtling into outer space and then bring it into a lab for debriefing? She looks at Boubou. She would never hurl him into outer space and he is only a furry teddy bear. If she had a chimpanzee, a real one, whether it could talk or not, the last thing she would do would be to arrange for it to orbit the earth.

Mary Olivier has a lot of time for thought. She decides to pray for Ham, because really only God can help him. She prays when she gets into bed that night.


As I lay me down to sleep

I pray the Lord, Ham’s soul to keep

And if I die before I wake

I pray the Lord, Ham’s soul to take.




Then it transpires that Ham doesn’t have a soul. ‘Are you sure, Mummy?’ she asks when Deirdre Olivier breaks this piece of news to her.

Deirdre Olivier is absolutely sure. Apparently chimpanzees, dogs and most men don’t have souls.

‘So what happens to them when they die?’

It appears they go to sleep and that is that.

Mary Olivier is afraid to go to sleep that night, even though she is not a chimp, a dog or in any way male.

‘Mummy?’ It is breakfast time and they are in a bit of a rush. ‘Mummy, do they dream?’

‘Who? Does who dream?’ Deirdre Olivier is putting on her face, moueing into the mirror as she deftly puts lipstick on.

‘The dead ones.’

‘What dead ones?’

‘You know, the dead chimps and dogs.’ Mary Olivier is nearly in tears with tiredness and distress.

‘They’re completely peaceful,’ says Deirdre Olivier authoritatively, with no idea or care how these observations may affect her only daughter.

Mary Olivier decides that completely peaceful is acceptable and she goes to school and falls asleep at her desk, black smudges under her eyes. The teacher lets her sleep right through two classes and wakens her gently at break time to make sure she gets her milk.

Mary goes home from school with the neighbour and is let into her flat where she turns on the wireless, hoping for an update on Ham. She hears no more about him, and in due course feels that he has probably gone back to the zoo, which is the right place for him. She listens to a report on Adolf Eichmann and she hopes, indeed she is almost sure, that he doesn’t have a soul. If any evil comes to me, Mother of Jesus waken me.

No guarantees.

Sometimes, when she’s asleep, terrible things happen. She once dreamt that she was in a little cot in a pink room and the light was coming in the window and Papa was standing there ready to kiss her goodnight and suddenly Mummy came into the room and said, ‘You’re Adolf Eichmann,’ and Papa turned and walked out. She woke up and she was shivering and she had wet the bed. She stayed where she was, though, because Deirdre Olivier wasn’t keen on being disturbed during the night (and she wasn’t around to be disturbed during the day).

One day, Deirdre says to Mary, ‘I’m getting married tomorrow,’ and she does.

She marries William Whittaker. He tells Mary he would like to adopt her and then she could be Mary Whittaker, but Deirdre says it wouldn’t be a good idea. He gives Mary the impression that he thinks her real papa is dead, and Mary isn’t sure anyway if he is or not, so she doesn’t say anything.

Life becomes more comfortable. They move from their basement flat to a four-bedroom terraced house and Deirdre stops working from nine until six (and sometimes on Saturdays) and shortly afterwards this tiny baby is found under the bushes in the back garden and she comes to live with them.

‘It was a good thing you found her, Mummy,’ says Mary Olivier, counting Lucia Whittaker’s tiny toes. ‘She could have died out there in the garden if you hadn’t. And then she couldn’t have gone to heaven because she hadn’t been baptised and she would have gone to limbo for ever and ever.’

William Whittaker suggests to Deirdre Whittaker (formerly Olivier) that perhaps it would be better for Mary to attend a ‘normal’ school. Deirdre Whittaker, holding baby Lucia in her arms and pushing the teat of a feeding bottle into her tiny mouth, shakes her head and says no, definitely not. Mary is going to stay at Catholic school, and not only that, in due course she wants to send Mary to a Catholic boarding school in Ireland; that she, Deirdre, was educated like that and she would like Mary to turn out as well as she has. William Whittaker sits Mary on his knee and cuddles her. He wonders what terrible things are going on in her head.

‘What’s limbo like?’ he asks her that evening as he tucks her into bed.

‘It’s full of devils with prongs,’ she says. ‘They keep the babies there and don’t let them out. They’re not allowed to touch the babies with the prongs, but they keep them there.’

William Whittaker nods slowly. ‘Is there anyone else there?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’ She nods. Mary Olivier knows her stuff. ‘All the people who are good but who were never baptised. There aren’t very many of them because really only Catholics are good, and they get to heaven, but mostly they have to go through purgatory first.’

William Whittaker swallows. ‘If I die,’ he says slowly, ‘where will I go?’

Mary looks sadly at him. ‘At the moment,’ she says, ‘you don’t stand a chance. But I’m praying for you. And remember last Sunday when you were in the garden lying in the deckchair and I spilt some water on your forehead?’

He nods.

‘Well, that wasn’t an accident. I was baptising you.’

He kisses her on the top of her head and tucks her in. ‘Say a little prayer for me.’

‘Oh I will. I do all the time,’ she says.


There are four corners on my bed

There are four angels overhead

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John

God bless this bed that I lie on

And God bless Daddy, Mummy and baby Lucia,

but especially Daddy because he’s English and a pagan.




Lucia Whittaker is adored by Daddy and Mary. During the day Daddy goes out to work, and Mary goes to school, and when she comes home Deirdre Whittaker (née O’Brien, once Olivier) is usually busy, so Mary takes Lucia and she cuddles the baby and they listen to the wireless. Both Adolf Eichmann and Marilyn Monroe are dead. Because of some distraction, which took place during the period when these two characters bought their final tram tickets, Mary Olivier is under the impression that they were, in some way, partnered.

Mary’s wireless world is very important to her but the crying of the baby at inappropriate moments over weeks, indeed over months, has blurred and changed the edge of time. The big question for Mary is this: did Marilyn Monroe have a soul? Clearly Adolf Eichmann did not, as he is male and must fall into that category outlined by her mother. Marilyn Monroe was curvy. Her mother, Deirdre, is curvy too. So is the Queen. God save our gracious Queen. That is what is sung when she goes to the cinema with William Whittaker.

In fact, that is what is being sung when William Whittaker keels over dead at the end of The Sound of Music. The year is 1965. William Whittaker holds his chest, and Mary thinks it is for love of the Queen, but then he makes a funny gasping sound and he slips down on the floor between the rows of seats.

Mary stands and looks at him, wondering if there is something happening that she doesn’t know about.

And indeed there is. This is death.

She gets shifted out of the row during the next few minutes as people come to help and an ambulance is called and William Whittaker is carted away and Mary Olivier can’t get through the gawking crowds to be with him. She is swamped by people and carried with the crowd as it surges one way and then the next. When she is finally deposited outside the cinema, she makes her way back to the foyer and hopes that William will yet appear as she doesn’t know that he is gone.

The time has come for me to say goodbye, adieu, adieu, to you and you and you.

She stands there for a very long time, waiting patiently like she has been told to do if she gets separated from him. She is spotted by an usher, who keeps an eye on her, thinking she must be waiting for a parent who has gone to use the conveniences.

In due course the manager approaches her. ‘Are you lost?’ he asks kindly.

She shakes her head. No, she is not lost. She knows exactly where she is.

‘Are you waiting for someone?’

A nod of the head. ‘My daddy.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Mary Olivier.’

A momentary suspicion that she might be connected to the dead man is dismissed as the dead man had a totally different name.

Meanwhile, the police have been in touch with Deirdre Whittaker and Deirdre (now quite a well-off widow) heads for the hospital for the purpose of identification. She has forgotten completely about Mary’s existence and it isn’t until later in the evening, with William Whittaker’s family around comforting her and William’s sister putting the three-year-old Lucia to bed, that it is observed that Mary is nowhere to be seen.

‘Very distressed, is she?’ asks William’s brother of Deirdre, and Deirdre, startled, puts her hand to her mouth and says, ‘Where on earth is she?’

William’s brother (Anthony Whittaker) starts to reassemble the jigsaw of the afternoon and he heads for the cinema, which is now closed. He calls into the police station where Mary is sitting drinking milk and looking scared.

Mary, whom Uncle Anthony thinks of as being a bright little poppet, gives the impression of not knowing what is going on. Even when he explains to her about William’s demise in the cinema, there is something bewildered about her. It reminds him of the day William and Deirdre got married. There was a lot of bewilderment that day too because that was the day both William and his siblings discovered that Deirdre (whom they all believed was a widow) actually had a daughter. (Yes, Deirdre never got a divorce. This is bigamy.)
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