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            Chapter One

            Farewell, St Enda’s

         

         The pages in front of me were covered in all the history notes I had crammed into my brain over the past few weeks. This was my final exam, and in these last two hours I’d been gripping my pen so tightly that my fingers felt stiff, and my wrist ached. I stretched both hands over my table to give them a sense of relief.

         This classroom, which our sixth-year teachers normally used to gather us for attendance and uniform checks, was far emptier than it had been in our English Paper One exam, last Wednesday. I quietly did a head count; there were thirteen of us in total. Eight students were still writing.

         The Callaghan brothers were both bent over their desks, scribbling away like their lives depended on answering each question. Just that morning they’d been boasting about how little they needed to study since they had gotten H1s in their 8mock exams months before, but now from the redness and sweat on their faces, I wondered if they might have underestimated how different the ‘real’ exam questions could be.

         The whole room felt tense, you could almost touch the stress in the air. Marie-Clare, the girl I shared the most classes with, had also finished with her exam paper. She had her pages neatly piled on top of each other and her pens and pencils lined up across the table.

         Marie-Clare was one of those people who soaked every bit of information in like she was a sponge. I liked that she was always so excited to help others; it didn’t come as a surprise when she told me during Maths class one day that she wanted to be a teacher. She was the class prefect, and had won a ‘Best Student’ award last year, so it seemed fitting.

         The two students beside her, Dara and Josephine, looked anxious, as though they weren’t sure if anything they had written was correct. Their eyes kept darting from the wall clock at the top of the room to the pages they were flipping through.

         I could see the back of Sinéad’s head, her straight black hair in a low bun. She was sitting sideways, her elbow on the table and her face pressed into the palm of her hand. She seemed tired and fed up, and honestly, I wasn’t far off feeling the same.9

         The woman in charge of supervising our exam looked just as tired as I felt. I wondered how much she would get paid for making sure we didn’t cheat. To me, her job seemed simple enough. I glanced up at the clock behind her, our eyes met and as if she could read my mind, she too turned around to look.

         ‘You can now stop writing,’ she announced. ‘Organise your answer sheets and remain in your seats until I’ve collected them all!’

         This was the moment I had been waiting for.

         A collective sigh of relief filled the room. I sank back into my chair, finally able to let go of the mountain of tension that had been building up all week. There is only so much studying and preparation a girl can do, but finally, this was it. The end of my last exam and hopefully nothing would stress me out this much for the rest of the summer.

         It felt strange that my time at secondary school was finally over. I didn’t hate St Enda’s, but the thought of no longer rushing down these locker-lined corridors to reach my 9am classes filled me with joy.

         With around a hundred and eighty students in total, it’s a small school: you’ve got the farm kids, the townies and the blow-ins. Even if we don’t all talk to each other, we all know – or at least recognise – each other. While that sometimes 10has its perks, it also means there’s no escaping the watchful eye of the teachers and the daily rumour mills.

         ‘Are you well!’ Sinéad screamed as soon as she spotted me amongst the crowd of maroon-uniformed students walking out of our red-brick school building.

         Sixth-year students were now pouring out of the school’s heavy wooden doors and forming their friend circles. Some had come from history, like me. Others had sat their French exam earlier in the day. I tried to read their faces; some were happy and others looked worried about what they’d just left behind on those once blank pages.

         I was finished! Others, like Marie-Clare and the Callaghan brothers, still had to sit Technology and Religious Education next week. They were heading in the direction of the school library, a separate building just beside the main one. Unfortunately for them, their misery wasn’t over yet. I waved at Marie-Clare as though I was sending some comfort her way and she waved back.

         The school car park was just as busy with many anxious parents waiting. I skipped toward my best friend, holding my arms out to give her a big hug. ‘Sinéad, I can’t believe we’re really done,’ I said, smiling, ‘we’re actually free.’

         I started to tell her about the history questions I found easy and the ones that surprised me.11

         ‘Abi, the LAST thing I want to talk about is this nightmare we’ve had to go through,’ Sinéad said scoldingly mid-embrace. She hated that I cared so much about these exams and in turn, I wished she cared more. I knew it didn’t determine our entire lives, but I still wanted to look back and be proud of how I did in school, even if no one ever asks about it.

         ‘Let’s focus on the important things,’ said Sinéad, shaking me as though it would help her words sink in better. ‘We’re about to have the very BEST summer of our lives!’

         Mrs McGann, our now-former Maths teacher, was watching us from the school gate and motioning for us to leave. Her face was all scrunched up; students joked that it was probably from her constant frowning.

         ‘Let’s go, let’s go…’ I said, forgetting that neither she nor our other teachers had any power over us now. Sinéad stuck her tongue and middle finger out at Mrs McGann, then pulled me by my jumper as she ran off, forcing me to do the same.

         It was less than a ten-minute walk to Vinny’s Takeaway, also known as ‘our local chipper’. This was the hangout spot for many of us in Ennistymon. We loved it here because you could get a decent feed for good value.

         There wasn’t a lot going on for us teens here outside of the summer months. If you were lucky enough to be friends 12with someone who could drive, then you’d have the option of going into another nearby town or village.

         Around here, the most exciting calendar event was Electric, the monthly teenage disco that took place in Ennis town. It had always puzzled me how even students without cars would somehow find a ride there and back in the late hours of the night. The girls at St Enda’s would spend their lunch breaks gossiping about what went down on the dance floor, who kissed who and what drinks they snuck in.

         The rest of us who couldn’t go would pretend to be too cool to care about something as frivolous as a disco. We cared, but some of us just had strict parents who were unwilling to hear us out.

         I’m talking about myself.

         The reason I knew I would never be allowed to go all boiled down to my dad; he had always made it clear that he felt that teenagers shouldn’t have interesting lives outside of school. Even though I disagreed, being able to say, ‘Sorry, my dad is kind of strict,’ when I’d get invited for late night parties or sleepovers at parent-free houses saved me from a lot of things I didn’t feel I was prepared for. Especially after hearing the stories of what ‘scandalous’ activities went down.

         Out of curiosity, though, I tried to suggest going to Electric as a reward for good grades last year, but as expected, he 13snickered and said, ‘Abidemi, the days for parties will come, but not while you’re in this house!’

         After that shut-down, I never bothered to bring it up again.

         Sinéad couldn’t go either. Her oldest sister Margaret, who used to always go out, even to discos as far out as Limerick city, got pregnant before finishing her final year at St Enda’s. As a result, Sinéad’s mom, who herself had Margaret before finishing school, got stricter with the younger two sisters.

         When we finally arrived at Vinny’s, we made our way to the counter and ordered two burgers and chips to share.

         ‘Nine euro please,’ said the man behind the till. Perhaps it was part of his look, but he always managed to have grease stains on his shirt and beads of sweat pooled around his wrinkled forehead. He was Vinny, the owner of the takeaway.

         Behind Vinny was Jack Keane. Although he was in my French and Maths class at St Enda’s we never really talked at school. He had his own group of friends, mainly the football-obsessed lads whose yearly goal was to make the county finals in their sports clubs, but I’d never seen Jack share the same excitement with them. I’d always wondered if they were really his core friend-group or was it the case that he hung out with them because they all grew up together.

         I also didn’t know for sure if Jack was Vinny’s son or if they were related. I had only ever seen Jack’s mom at parent-teacher events over the years.14

         Jack and Vinny didn’t look alike, but they both seemed to have the same sense of humour. They were loudly sarcastic when giving out to each other and Jack never had any fear of being fired.

         Today, it was Jack in the kitchen, which was separated by a thin metal shelf that held all the freshly cooked meals waiting to be assembled. He was dancing between the sizzling fryer and a line of hamburger meat, which he carefully flipped while they grilled.

         Sometimes, when he was up front and working the till, he would fill the brown chip bags right up to the top, and he didn’t go light on the free sauces he handed out! He was nice to us and always greeted us by name.

         While watching Jack work, I wondered if he had finished with all of his Leaving Cert exams. I wanted to know if he too was ‘free from St Enda’s’, but I felt too nervous to ask, so as usual, I left the talking to Sinéad.

         ‘Hi, Jack,’ Sinéad shouted, waving at him from where we stood. He lifted his head and flashed us a smile; his hands were focused on shaking dripping oil out of a basket of freshly fried chips.

         We took our seat at a corner booth, the one we had etched our names into some years ago. Here at Vinny’s, we were able to escape into our own little world.

         ‘Right so, Abi, we need to figure out our plans for this 15summer,’ said Sinéad matter-of-factly, while pouring salt and vinegar over the chips.

         ‘What do you mean?’ I said, sinking my teeth into my burger. I savoured it for a few seconds before continuing, ‘I thought we were just going to take it easy all summer.’

         Sinéad rolled her eyes and pulled out her phone. She typed in a few letters before pushing the screen right up to my face, making me jerk back a little. On her screen was an Instagram post from Electric nightclub in Ennis town. On a terribly designed neon graphic poster were the details of their next event.

         ‘SUMMER TUNES with DJ Cheez, July 1st. Tickets €20.’

         ‘Oh…’ I said slowly, finally getting what she was suggesting. Was she crazy? This event was only a week away.

         ‘No, no, no, Sinéad, my dad AND your mom would kill us!’ I said, shaking my head.

         ‘Girl, don’t be such a bore-bag! We’re grown now, you’re about to be an eighteen-year-old woman, you’re graduating from girlhood, so you’ve got to start acting like it!’

         Sinéad’s words stung a little bit because I felt nothing like a soon-to-be-woman. Unlike most of the girls at St Enda’s, I’d never had a boyfriend, never had my first kiss, I wore the same style of clothes I did when I was thirteen and I didn’t have a ‘beauty routine’ like some of the other girls. The idea 16of officially being a ‘woman’ felt like a distant concept to me and my experiences.

         Sinéad could see me getting lost in my thoughts, so she poked the dimple in my cheek to draw me back to her. ‘Anyway, I’m just saying … everyone knows asking for forgiveness is better than asking for permission,’ Sinéad said, smiling at me, her mischievous green eyes waiting for me to take the bait.

         I knew this routine all over. Sinéad would suggest something we shouldn’t be doing, and I’d go along with it while praying to all the patron saints in heaven that we wouldn’t get in trouble for it.

         ‘Just have a think about it,’ Sinéad said, pulling at one of my braids. ‘I just want to make memories with you before you leave me and go off to Trinity College. You might come back thinking you’re too good to be my friend.’ She said it jokingly, but I knew she really felt that way.

         The thing is, our friendship began when we were nine years old, I think we were in third class at the time. In those days, Sinéad and her cousins were stuck together like glue. It didn’t matter that they were in separate classes, several years apart.

         It wasn’t until her cousins finished primary school, leaving her to spend most of her break times alone, that our classmates – me included – really noticed Sinéad.17

         This was when the bullying started.

         The boys in our class decided to nickname her ‘soap girl’ because she very often came into school smelling like the strongest lavender soap, which was good, until it wasn’t. The scent would fill up the whole classroom to the point that some of us would start sneezing and the teacher would have to open the windows.

         One afternoon, I asked her if she wanted to sit beside me since my desk was right next to the window. Ever since then, we’ve never been apart for too long.

         I guess Sinéad was also now thinking about the fact that after this summer, for the first time since our friendship began, we would no longer have the comfort of being together, almost every single day, especially during the school term.

         Assuming all went well with our exams, I’d be moving to Dublin to study this September. Sinéad, on the other hand, didn’t know if she wanted to study. She loved art, but I guess she didn’t feel strongly enough about it to pursue it any further. I didn’t want to press her too much about it either.

         For now, her plan was to work at her mom’s launderette till she could figure it all out. Whenever I tried to ask her about what she would like to study, she’d always change the subject.

         When we were all asked to fill out our college application form, I asked her if she wanted help filling hers, but she ignored me, so I didn’t push her further.18

         She’d never admit it, but I felt she’d be good at something art related – after all, her portfolio was the one thing I had ever seen her pour all her energy into. She loved to draw comic-book style characters during our lunch breaks, and I could see her becoming an illustrator one day.

         I wanted to experience going to a Dublin college with Sinéad, that way we could live the big city life together, but she said she wasn’t keen on the idea.

         ‘Why would I be bothered!’ she once said, putting an end to the topic there and then.

         Now, as for the disco she was pushing for us to go to, I decided it’d be best to give her an answer that I didn’t have to commit to. Sinéad already knew what my dad was like; he just wouldn’t get it.

         ‘OK, I’ll consider it … but, like, you know … the way my dad is …’ I responded in hopes that she would understand this to be a subtle ‘no’.

         ‘We’ll come up with a plan,’ Sinéad said, swinging her arm around my shoulder to give me a sideways hug as though she had somehow heard a ‘yes’ in my words.

         From the corner of my eye, I noticed that Jack was now out of the kitchen and wiping down the tables around us. I wondered what his plans were for the summer.

         How did the exams go for him? Did he care much about school? Was he planning to go to college? Here at Vinny’s, 19Jack didn’t talk about school, so it was hard to know how he felt about it all.

         Watching Jack move around, I could see why many of the girls at St Enda’s found him handsome. He hadn’t been a ‘boyfriend’ to any of them and I always wondered why, since they all crushed on him. Jack was tall with broad shoulders and moved with a lot of confidence. He was very likeable and gentle. He also managed to do a decent job of staying out of the gossip train that ran through our school.

         Jack must have felt me staring at him; he turned his head, causing his thick brown hair to flop around his face.

         ‘All good with you, Abi?’ he asked.

         I felt an instant wave of panic rush through me. Without thinking, I pushed the last bite of my burger into my mouth and forced a half smile. I nodded while pointing to my full mouth, implying I couldn’t possibly talk back.

         Jack chuckled softly to himself and gave me a nod of understanding before returning to clean the tables beside us.

         ‘Not like you to be stuck for words, huh, Abi?’ Sinéad said, raising her eyebrow at me while looking a little too amused. She grabbed a tissue to clean up the burger sauce that had smeared itself on the side of my lips.

         UGGGH, I’m such a fool! I thought to myself. It must have looked like I was pointing to the clump of burger sauce on 20my lip. I felt so embarrassed that I found myself praying for the ground to swallow me up immediately.

         To save myself from any more awkward interactions, all I could do was sink lower into my seat and wish to be granted the kind of superpowers that would let me rewind these last few cringeworthy seconds.
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            Chapter Two

            Freedom At Last

         

         The sun was still casting a warm glow over our town when we finally decided to leave Vinny’s that evening.

         In the winter months, the walk back home could be horrible, but in the height of the summer it was beyond heavenly.

         The main street was lined with traditional-looking Irish shops and hidden behind them, you could hear the unmistakable sounds of the River Inagh trickling down into the Cascades waterfall. Things I considered boring seemed to be other people’s tourist attractions. Traffic ran through the town as people poured in from picturesque Doolin or the beach town of Lahinch.

         To get back home, I had to cross a small stone bridge and go up a little hill. I’d follow that road, passing rows of mismatched houses. They seemed to be a history lesson on what style of building was trendy in the years they were built.22

         As I went further up the hill, it got greener and some of the houses got bigger, more country in style. Some had low stone walls marking off the land around them and the front yard displayed a mix of wildflowers in all sorts of colours – purples, yellows and whites. I sometimes felt tempted to pick them during my walk.

         I could spot my house from afar, thanks to Dad’s SUV chilling out in front. Our place was a renovated two-storey country house passed down from Mom’s side of the family. It sat on top of the hill. If the sky was clear, on a good day like today from its upstairs windows you could see long stretches of vivid green land, pops of colourful flora and the waves of the Atlantic Ocean shimmering in the distance.

         Mom’s entire family lived here at one point; it was her childhood home. When her parents realised they no longer needed such a big place once all their children got married, they decided to put it on the market and moved to Wicklow. I had visited them when I was much younger.

         That move happened during the Irish recession when downsizing was what everybody was doing. Not Mom and Dad – they were on the house-hunting train and ended up buying it. The first thing Mom did was paint the front door this vibrant seaside blue – her favourite colour.

         I was around seven years old when cancer started to reveal its ugly face and chip away at Mom’s health, right 23up until her passing. Sometimes, I feel like the memories I have from that time belong to someone else, that’s how distant it all feels now.

         Back then, Mom would excitedly tell me stories of how she and Dad first crossed paths on campus at Trinity College. She was all about becoming a teacher, while he was diving into the world of accounting; both were very academic and would always bump into each other in the library. It was one of the reasons Dad was eager for me to attend Trinity. ‘It can be our family tradition,’ he’d say with a grin.

         Dad’s upbringing was very different to Mom’s. He talked less about it, but from the times he did share, I knew that he was born in Ekiti state, Nigeria. The first time he boarded a flight was after winning a fully funded international scholarship. This opportunity would have landed him anywhere in Europe – sunny places like Portugal, Italy or Spain, but he chose good old rainy Ireland. He said it was because he knew a bit about Ireland because of the friendly Irish nuns who used to pop into his boarding school on mission trips.

         As I walked through the door, I could hear Dad’s voice in the kitchen; he sounded like he was on the phone.

         ‘The new clients don’t want to see the report, so it doesn’t make sense for us to rush it, naa big waste of resource be that.’ Dad sounded frustrated, and I could tell from his pidgin English – often spoken between Nigerians who don’t share 24one of the many local languages – that he was talking to a Nigerian colleague.

         Closing the door behind me, I kicked off my black school trainers and slipped into my comfy grey fluffy slippers, neatly lined up on the shoe rack by the entrance.

         The shoe rack was actually a Christmas present from Anne, our cleaner. She wasn’t too thrilled with the idea of us stomping around in outdoor shoes inside. All our floors were hardwood, and she’d often comment on how much dirt we seemed to bring inside. ‘You’ve practically brought the whole earth in here!’ she’d say grumpily.

         Unlike Dad, I took the correction and immediately got him to order us the house slippers I’m now wearing. We got them that same week, but he still hasn’t taken his pair out of the plastic wrapping. Even now, he was pacing around the kitchen in his black leather lace-up shoes.

         As I settled in, Dad was still on the phone, though slightly muffled. He seemed to be having a heated argument. ‘My daughter is back, let’s continue this later,’ he said, his tone suggesting a bit of annoyance with the person on the other end of the line.

         In his late twenties, Dad used to work as an independent accountant, with a list of small clients that essentially made him his own boss. Then, up until last year, he was employed as an accountant for an Irish tech company 25based in Limerick. He often joked that it was run by ‘men with fragile egos’. I think he just didn’t like being told what to do.

         That job meant Dad got a fixed monthly pay with enough benefits to meet our needs, but that wasn’t why he took it in the first place. After Mom was diagnosed, he needed something stable and close to the hospital.

         He never planned to stay at the tech company for six years, but after we lost Mom, staying in that job was one less change in his life and that brought him some comfort.

         That all changed two years ago when Dad made a trip to Nigeria for his boarding school reunion. Having never been to Nigeria, I begged to go with him, but Dad wouldn’t let me. I was so annoyed. I mean, why tell me stories about Nigerian culture and Yoruba customs, but not let me experience it for myself, especially after all these years?

         During that trip, Dad reconnected with an old friend, Balogun, who had inherited one of his father’s companies. ‘Under The Sun’ was a major food brand that specialised in African food products. They exported to many countries, including to African stores in Ireland.

         Balogun mentioned that he was looking for some new accountants, especially ones who had ‘international’ education. When Dad returned home from that trip, he was beyond thrilled. Over dinner one night, he told me that he 26hoped to get the job even though it meant being away a lot on business trips, but the impressive salary made it all the more attractive.

         ‘I am indeed a lucky man,’ he said when Balogun later confirmed the job was his, he didn’t even have to interview for it!

         Dad later told me that his plan was to buy a home in Nigeria for me to comfortably visit and finally meet his side of the family who I had only ever talked to on the phone. In the meantime, he would bring back little gifts for me from his mother who he said couldn’t wait to meet her namesake. This was exciting!

         Dad’s new job was demanding, but it brought about a noticeable change in him – it made him happier, he joked around a lot more. He was also very generous with the pocket money he’d give me. The €10 that I’d grown used to stretching across one week quickly turned to €30 and for the first time in my life, I had money that I didn’t know what to spend on. So, I just started to save it all in a little tin box. I figured I’d need it more when I’m off to college.

         ‘Is it going to be a results sheet full of H1s?’ Dad teased, sliding his phone into his back pocket as I walked into the kitchen. ‘How did the exam go today? Did you write an answer for every question?’27

         ‘I don’t know about H1s, but I feel good about it all,’ I said, smiling back at him, not committing myself to his expectations of excellence.

         I grabbed a stool from the kitchen island and plopped down on it, letting my schoolbag drop to the floor beside me. Dad had stopped his pacing and now stood across from me, his arms folded.

         Physically, Dad wasn’t bulky, but he had a solid build and was quite tall, giving him a strong presence. He kept his coarse hair trimmed close and his bristly moustache hovered above his lips like a little cap. In a different world, he might have made a good army general; he had that ‘no-nonsense’ aura about him. Few people would guess that underneath that exterior, he had his softer moments too.

         ‘Don’t you know that you have your dad’s genius brain, so I already know you did a good job on those papers!’ he said.

         Ignoring his playful comment, I was now eyeing up a glossy pink envelope on the kitchen counter. He saw that I had noticed it.

         ‘Oh, that thing. I meant to leave it on your bed, but since you’ve seen it now, you might as well open it. It’s like the end of your secondary school adventure …’ he trailed off, a nostalgic smile forming on his lips. I could see him lost in memories of the past, probably thinking of the day he first sent me off to school in a well-ironed uniform.28

         Inside the envelope was a white card; it had confetti drawn all over it and in bubbly balloon-like writing it read ‘YOU DID IT.’ A generic message to mark whatever congratulatory occasion fitted.

         Within the wide card was a folded fifty-euro note and a handwritten message: ‘Abidemi, your parents are deeply proud of the young woman you’re becoming, may your light always shine bright.’

         A soft silence hung between us, filled with unspoken emotions. This was a special moment with a bitter-sweet truth; Mom was there for my first day of school and should have been part of my last. Sadly, life had its own plans. Dad and I realised some time ago that talking about her brought more hurt than comfort. So, in times like this, we allowed ourselves to pretend she was still with us, also marking our celebrations.

         ‘Would you like me to go pick up a pizza from Lahinch?’ Dad said, breaking the silence and changing the mood; he wasn’t one to dwell on things for too long.

         ‘I had food with Sinéad at Vinny’s,’ I replied, thinking about my earlier conversation. Would I have a chance to ask about the disco now? Dad wouldn’t be able to argue that I needed to focus on school since that was all done!

         Unfortunately, his phone interrupted my thoughts and what could have been good timing. Taking the phone back 29out of his pocket, he stared at the caller ID while cursing under his breath. ‘Why would you call me at this time?’ he said in frustration.

         ‘Abi, since you’re almost an adult now … can I trust you to take care of the house?’ He paused, trying to read my reaction as though he was expecting me to be surprised. It wasn’t the first time he’d been away for work, so I was slightly puzzled by the seriousness in his tone.

         ‘Yes, of course!’ I replied confidently.

         ‘I know it’s a lot, but I’ll be gone for three weeks this time!’ he continued, his brows furrowing as he spoke. ‘I have to prepare a financial plan for the coming year, and they insist on examining the documents in person, considering their sensitivity.’

         THREE WEEKS. THREE WHOLE SUMMER WEEKS. I couldn’t believe my luck.

         It took everything in me not to smile from ear to ear.

         ‘Oh,’ I said, pretending to be a little upset. After all, this was the longest amount of time he’d ever been away from home because of work, but then a thought popped in. ‘Am I staying with Ms Kelly then?’ I asked, trying to hide the potential disappointment in my voice.

         Ms Kelly lived in the small cottage just beside us on the hill with her two cats and a yard full of chickens. She was much older than Mom and Dad, but she liked them, and 30they got on really well. They had a neighbourly friendship between them.

         Ms Kelly was as sharp as a whistle and kept herself busy. She spent most of her days tending to the land around her or selling her chicken’s eggs, homemade jams and honey from her bees in local shops and to the ladies in her church.

         Ms Kelly’s roots in the community ran deep; she could effortlessly trace any local family’s connections with just a few details. She had witnessed the evolution of Ennistymon and, more interestingly, of Ireland itself.

         While I wasn’t sure if she’d ever considered having children of her own, she often referred to herself as my ‘third grandma’. Over the years, Ms Kelly had been the go-to babysitter whenever Dad needed to be away.

         ‘I think you’d be able to handle three weeks on your own by now,’ Dad said. ‘You’ve been fine all the other times I’ve been away.’

         Dad’s tone changed again; he was back to his strict parent mode. ‘Just make sure that Sinéad is the only person that you have over.’ I could clearly read between the lines; this was his way of saying ‘No BOYS allowed.’

         Dad never asked me about boys, let alone boyfriends, but he’d always found ways to show his disapproval, like when Ms Kelly had her twenty-year-old nephew visit from London for a couple of days last December.31

         They had come over for lunch and Ms Kelly suggested to Dad that maybe I could bring him to the local Christmas Market so he could pick up a few presents to bring back to his family in London. Dad’s response was, ‘She’s too busy preparing for her Christmas test.’ This was a lie because by 18 December, they were well and truly over.

         ‘Anyway, Ms Kelly will come here occasionally to check that you’re OK and I’ve told her to let me know if she sees anything suspicious!’ Dad said. ‘You can tell Sinéad that too.’

         Dad had a way of seeing through Sinéad’s innocent act whenever she came over. He liked her, but he was aware that she had a bit more of a rebellious streak than I did. Despite that, he was glad to know that I had her as a friend.

         A sense of relief washed over me. Was this what freedom felt like? This was a big step. It was a new level of trust and independence that I was eager to embrace.
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