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            CHAPTER 1
 
            Larch Hill
            

         
 
         Kick! Kick! Kick! Blue kicked the toe of her boot against the leg of the heavy mahogany table. She was fed up waiting in the cold, dreary parlour for the Hickeys to come. It was sunny outside, warm even, not that the heavy brocade curtains and lace nets that framed the bay window allowed any of the spring sunshine to spill into the damp, musty room. Blue hated this parlour, with its smell of waxy furniture polish, hated having to sit still in the chair waiting to be picked up and taken out of Larch Hill children’s home for the day.
 
         She had washed her hair and brushed it till it shone, scrubbed her hands and nails and put on her clean, pleated skirt, good white blouse and navy cardigan. She was ready. Now she just needed Mr and Mrs Hickey to come and collect her.
 
         She really liked the Hickeys. Mrs Hickey was very pretty with long blond hair and peach-coloured lipstick. She laughed a lot and smelled of sweet perfume. She had let Blue try on her high-heeled shoes and sprayed her with the same sweet scent when Blue visited their redbrick home on the other side of the city. Mrs Hickey talked about her sisters and their families and how much she wanted a family of her own. They had taken her to the Metropole cinema to see Mary Poppins a few weeks ago and Blue sat in the darkness between them, entranced, laughing when they laughed and clapping like they did at the end of the matinee show. It was like being sandwiched between two parents. Blue was ecstatic. Afterwards they took her to tea in a restaurant nearby and she cleared her plate of the sandwiches and scones they ordered, and politely sipped her cup of tea.
         
 
         Mr Hickey had said it was great to see a girl with such a good appetite. When he was driving her back to the children’s home he had pushed a shiny half crown coin into Blue’s hand, telling her to treat herself to something nice.
 
         She wondered what they had planned for today. Maybe they’d go to the cinema again, or, since it was sunny, perhaps a walk in the park, the one with the lake and quacking ducks that her friends Lil and Jess had told her about. She waited, peering out through the curtains every few minutes for any sign of them. They should be here by now. The time was ticking away, wasted. At this rate she’d have no time to go anywhere, do anything. It just wasn’t fair.
 
         The parlour door opened and she automatically jumped up. But it wasn’t them. It was only Sister Monica, ‘Monkey’ as the others called her. But Blue liked her. Sometimes she thought Sister Monica was her only friend in the whole world. She was an old nun, retired from the African missions, and she was in charge of opening the door to visitors.
 
         ‘There you are, child.’
 
         Blue nodded.
 
         ‘They’re not coming,’ said the nun gently. ‘I’m sorry, but Sister Regina got word a while ago that they won’t be coming to take you out today.’
         
 
         Blue swallowed hard, pretending it didn’t matter, that it didn’t hurt.
 
         ‘Mr Hickey’s busy. They don’t have time for a visit.’
 
         Not coming today … ‘Are they coming next Sunday?’
 
         She could see the look of pity in the elderly nun’s eyes as Sister Monica searched for an excuse. She always told the truth. Now she said nothing.
 
         ‘The Sunday after?’
 
         ‘Mrs Hickey’s not that well, Bernadette. Perhaps it’s better for everyone that this is the end of it. There’s no point in going on with something that’s not going to work out, or that people have had second thoughts about. Perhaps it’s better this way.’
 
         ‘They’re not coming to see me ever again.’ She blinked furiously. She didn’t want the nun to see her cry.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, child, but I don’t think so,’ Sister Monica replied.
 
         Blue gave the table an almighty kick, the sound filling the silent room and hanging between them. She waited for the nun to admonish her.
 
         ‘You’d better go upstairs and take off your coat,’ Sister Monica suggested. ‘Change out of your good clothes. Then you might go up and help in the nursery. I know they could do with an extra pair of hands.’
 
         Blue got to her feet and with a cold, empty feeling in the pit of her stomach she ran out the door.
 
         
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         It was noisy and stuffy in the huge upstairs room where the babies slept and spent the endless hours of their day. Though the tall window was open, the smell of sour milk and nappies in need of changing assailed her. Big Ellen held a bawling child in her arms and was walking him up and down, trying to soothe him.
 
         ‘I think he must be teething or something,’ she said, bouncing him in her arms. ‘The poor little pet!’
 
         Three or four toddlers were standing up in their cots, pulling at the bars, rocking themselves, ready to join in the fracas and demand attention too.
 
         ‘It’s mighty hot up here,’ complained Blue, fanning her face.
 
         ‘I thought you were going out today?’
 
         ‘I was supposed to,’ Blue explained, ‘but they didn’t show.’
 
         She didn’t mind telling Big Ellen the truth, as she was one of the nicest people in the whole place. The older girl loved working with the babies and toddlers, forever washing and feeding and changing them, and had confided to Blue that when she was old enough she was going to try and become a nurse. Blue didn’t know how she put up with all the work.
 
         ‘I think Billy needs changing,’ suggested Big Ellen.
 
         Blue gritted her teeth as she lifted the bald, whingeing six-month-old from his cot. He was like a little old man, she thought, and she wrinkled her nose as she carried the whimpering baby over to the changing table. He stared at her, big-eyed, kicking his chubby legs against her, wanting her to play with him. But she wasn’t in the mood, not today.
         
 
         ‘Ah, Blue, will you give him a little tickle or a wee kiss or something!’ Big Ellen watched from a distance as Blue cleaned him, replacing the soaked and dirty towelling-cloth nappy with a fresh, dry one and dumping the soiled one in the bucket.
 
         What a way to spend her Sunday. She should be sitting on a bench in the park or playing on the swings, or feeding the ducks, not stuck here minding these babies.
 
         When she lifted him back up Billy grabbed at her hair, and, despite herself, Blue held him close and jigged him up and down, making him laugh and gurgle.
 
         It wasn’t his fault nobody wanted him. She kissed his soft, baby skin. He smelt lovely now. She looked around the room. She, too, had spent the first two years of her life in this very spot, crying to be picked up and howling when she was put down. Chasing the thought away, she hugged Billy close.
 
         ‘You poor little sausage,’ she consoled, spinning him round the room in her arms. ‘You poor little sausage.’
 
         By tea-time Blue was exhausted. She’d helped Big Ellen bathe and feed the fourteen babies in the room and her blouse was stained and wet. She’d hoped to get down and have her tea before all those who had been out got back, but she now realised she would be lucky to be in time to get anything to eat at all.
 
         At last, she slid on to the bench in the dining room between Jess and Mary. Jess, back from her day out, was showing off the half-crown coin she’d got from Eileen, the woman who came to visit her twice a year. Blue pulled the two remaining slices of bread on to her plate. The sliced pan was curling at the edges already as she spread it with a layer of greasy margarine. But she was starving, and she gobbled it down as fast as she could.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            Molly
            

         
 
         Blue tossed and turned in her bed that night, unable to sleep. She was still upset about the Hickeys, wondering why they hadn’t visited her. Maybe she wasn’t pretty enough, or clever enough. Maybe she wasn’t chatty enough, like her friends Jess and Mary and Lil. She sighed. She was just too ordinary.
 
         The room was warm and stuffy and filled with the coughs and snores of the fifteen girls she shared the dormitory with. She could hear Mary grinding her teeth, and Annie rambling and talking in her sleep as usual. She sighed. The girl should be used to the orphanage by now.
 
         She herself had been in Saint Brigid’s home, Larch Hill, since she was a baby. She had no memory of any other place. This was her home, the nuns who ran it her guardians. She had spent twelve years, five months and fifteen days here.
 
         The children’s home had been open for over a hundred years, housing orphans and children whose parents could no longer look after them. The nuns always called it St Brigid’s after its patron saint, but the children who lived there referred to it as Larch Hill. Other people called it ‘the orphanage’ which was wrong, as lots of the kids in Larch Hill did have parents, a mother or a father, even if they rarely saw them.
         
 
         In the quiet of night, Blue wondered about all the other children down through the years who had slept in this room, and, like her, spent their whole life in Larch Hill. She could sense their ghosts in the corridor, their shadows at the window. She was not afraid of them.
 
         Sometimes she wondered about her mother. Was she still alive or was she dead? Did she think of her? Remember her? Blue had been given into the care of the nuns when she was only a few days old and had no idea of her history or who she really was. It was the nuns who had named and baptised her Bernadette Lourdes Una O’Malley. The nuns had fed her and taught her to walk and talk and survive the hardships of life in a crowded children’s home. She never had any relations come to check on her or see how she was doing, and gradually she gave up any hope of them. Because her mother had not signed the papers, she could not be adopted. Perhaps one day her mother would come back and reclaim her and call her her own. Till then she was just another of the ‘orphan kids’, as the other girls in the school they attended down the street called them.
 
         She kicked the blanket off, stretching her legs and toes and yawning. She just couldn’t get to sleep. She tried to push thoughts of Mr and Mrs Hickey from her mind. There was no point in being upset about them, as that wouldn’t change a thing. She bent down and scrabbled under the mattress. She pulled out her precious yellow magazine and, punching her pillow, curled up and began to read. The street light outside was bright enough – Blue felt lucky it was placed just outside her dormitory as it gave her the chance to look at her favourite magazine undisturbed at night. Sister Monica had given her this magazine when she was eight years old. ‘I think you might like this, child,’ she’d said.
         
 
         Like! Why, she had never seen anything like it. The magazine was called National Geographic and it had a picture of Africa, where Sister Monica had worked on the missions, on the yellow front cover.
         
 
         The inside was filled with pictures of places all around the world and the people who lived there. Blue had studied it from cover to cover, over and over again, reading every precious word.
 
         She knew every picture, every photograph, the colours, the faces, the animals, the landscapes – the rich detail filled her lonely heart. The magazine was like magic, somehow it could take her away from where she was. For a time she could live her life in another place, become another person, far from this grey, sad place.
 
         She curled up, the magazine half-hidden under her blanket as she began to read and to gaze at the photographs. Teza’s African face smiled back at Blue as she carried water from the river to her family.
 
         But there was a sudden interruption. ‘Blue! Blue, what are you doing?’
 
         It was Molly, the new little girl who slept in the bed beside hers. She was only six years old and had been placed in Larch Hill by her father, who had gone to England to look for work following the death of her mother four months ago. She looked like she’d woken from a bad dream.
         
 
         ‘Are you all right, Molly?’
 
         The little girl shook her head, wordless, the tears beginning.
 
         Blue sighed. ‘Do you want to come in with me for a few minutes?’
 
         The dark head nodded and Blue put down her magazine and pulled back the blanket as Molly jumped in beside her.
 
         ‘Do you want to look at the pictures?’
 
         Molly nodded, yawning.
 
         Blue turned the pages slowly, explaining in a whisper one or two of the photographs, but it was late and she could see that Molly was too tired to take it in.
 
         ‘Would you like me to tell you a story instead?’
 
         ‘My mammy told me stories,’ the little girl said solemnly. ‘Every night.’
 
         ‘Well, then, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll tell you a story and when I’m finished you’ll get back into your own bed and go to sleep, promise!’
 
         Molly agreed.
 
         ‘Once upon a time in a house in the big woods there lived three bears …’ she began as Molly snuggled against her, the small body gradually relaxing. In time, Molly would get used to it, to being on her own and having no mammy or daddy to take care of her.
 
         ‘… a big bear, a middle-sized bear and a little baby bear …’

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3
 
            Rules and Regulations
            

         
 
         The routine was the same, day in day out, for all the children living behind the high grey walls of Larch Hill: prayers, washing, early morning mass, a porridge breakfast, school; after school there were the classrooms to be cleaned, rosary beads to make, laundry work; older children had to help with the babies and little ones; finally there was some playtime in the yard, then homework and bed. These activities were punctuated by scanty meals. Sometimes it seemed to Blue that they were all being punished for something they didn’t understand, something those in charge of them believed they had done – a big sin they or their parents had committed that no amount of prayer or hard work could ever wipe away.
 
         The boredom and hard work made some kids cry all the time; others stopped talking, shutting themselves away in a secret world of their own. Some went crazy and kicked and screamed and fought until Sister Regina and the rest of the nuns got so cross with them they were removed from Larch Hill. There were frightening rumours of where these children were sent and the treatment they received.
         
 
         ‘The looney bin! That’s where Deirdre Byrne got sent,’ Lil swore.
 
         Blue had no intention of ending up in a place like that, and when she looked out at the big yard with its empty swings and slide and saw the little kids like Molly working instead of playing, she hardened her heart and buried her anger and used her yellow magazine to help her escape.
 
         Monday and Friday were laundry days, Tuesday was mending and ironing, but Saturday was the worst – it was ‘scrub day’. They had to clean the whole building from top to bottom, brushing, dusting, washing; tables had to be wiped and floors scrubbed, polished and waxed. Everyone had a job to do to keep the children’s home spick and span.
 
         Blue and Jess stood in Jerusalem corridor one Saturday. Three other girls had already brushed and washed the long, long stretch of wooden flooring and it was their job now to wax and polish it. It would take them forever.
 
         ‘Come on, Jess, pass me the tin of polish,’ instructed Blue.
 
         Jess kicked it over towards her friend, then suddenly threw herself towards the floor after it. ‘Hey, Blue, watch!’ she called.
 
         Up! Down! Over! Flip! Blue watched as Jess did cartwheel after cartwheel along the empty corridor, her body light as a feather.
 
         ‘Go on, Blue! Try it!’ urged Jess, back on her feet again.
 
         Blue put down her polishing cloth, then placed her hands flat on the ground and tried to get the rest of her body to rise through the air.
         
 
         ‘Ow!’ She fell, almost hitting the wall.
 
         ‘You’re going too slow!’ advised Jess, doing another three cartwheels to show her. ‘You have to do it fast, not think about it.’
 
         It made Blue feel dizzy and clumsy watching Jess, with her long, skinny body and perfect balance, almost fly through the air.
 
         ‘I just can’t do it,’ laughed Blue, as she collapsed again, crashing into a chair.
 
         ‘It’s so easy and you’ll feel great!’ enthused Jess. ‘Here, I’ll help you. Put your hands down and I’ll hold your waist. Now, lift your legs and …’
 
         Blue began again, but collapsed in a fit of giggling. Too late she saw the long, black skirt of a nun’s habit and heard the click of heavy black beads. It was Sister Regina, ‘The Crow’, the head nun. They were in trouble now.
 
         ‘What are you two girls doing?’ asked Sister Regina.
 
         ‘Nothing, Sister,’ they said in unison, standing up and trying to make themselves look presentable.
 
         ‘I wouldn’t call it nothing to have two big girls like yourselves tumbling around the corridor, showing off their knickers and falling on to convent property.’
 
         Blue looked at the floor, feeling the giggles coming from right down inside her, not wanting to look at Jess in case she felt the same. She could feel herself starting to shake with silent laughter. Jess suddenly exploded.
 
         ‘So, you girls think this is funny!’ said Sister Regina solemnly. They could feel the shift in tone, and instantly all thoughts of giggling and messing were gone. ‘Into my office!’ she ordered.
         
 
         Blue’s heart sank. They were going to be punished.
 
         Silently they marched down the empty corridor, across the hallway and down the next corridor that led to the head nun’s study, watching as she took out her keys and unlocked the door.
 
         ‘Inside,’ she ordered.
 
         The two of them stood, nervous and scared, in the middle of the room as the nun drew out her black leather strap.
 
         ‘What are the rules here in Saint Brigid’s?’
 
         Blue sighed. There were so many rules and regulations in Larch Hill that it would take hours to list them all off. Rules about getting up, rules about using the bathroom, rules about being in time for mass, rules about school, rules about cleaning the school basins and classroom and yard, rules about doing the laundry, rules about minding the babies, about clearing the table, rules about going to bed, rules about not talking. There was a rule to cover every single thing you ever did.
 
         ‘The rules are not to run or play in the corridors, Sister,’ said Jess.
 
         ‘And …’
 
         ‘And we broke them,’ added Blue.
 
         The nun stared at them, considering. ‘Hold out your hands,’ she said finally.
 
         Blue tried not to flinch as the strap rained down on her – one, two, three heavy blows. She blinked away the tears and cradled her hands under her arms as Sister Regina turned to Jess. A minute later it was over.
 
         ‘Dismissed – and back to work,’ said the nun, ignoring them now as they made for the door. Blue was barely able to turn the handle with the pain and stinging soreness in her hands.
         
 
         They walked in silence along the ground floor and up the stairs to the bathroom, then raced to the sink and let the cold water run over their fingers and palms.
 
         ‘Ow! Ow!’ they moaned in unison.
 
         ‘I hate her,’ said Jess. ‘We were only having fun. We weren’t doing any harm.’
 
         Blue leaned against the cool bathroom tiles. There was hardly a kid in the place who hadn’t had a smack or a blow, or a lash of the black leather strap or the cane. It was something they were all used to, being black and blue, and sore.
 
         ‘She’s mad!’ declared Jess. ‘She hates us all, hates us being happy. She can’t stand it!’
 
         Everyone knew the nuns were strict, but Sister Regina was a total disciplinarian. Everybody was afraid of her, even some of the nuns.
 
         ‘If I had a ma or a da or a big brother,’ continued Jess, ‘I’d tell them what she does to us. It’s because we’ve nobody that she picks on us. She’s a big bully. Blue, some day I’m going to just pack up and get out of here! You just wait and see. I’m saving Eileen’s money and when I get my chance I’ll take off and I won’t come back.’
 
         Blue said nothing. She didn’t know how she’d bear it in Larch Hill if she hadn’t Jess as her best friend.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 4
 
            Wet-a-bed
            

         
 
         Blue didn’t know how it happened but bit by bit she found herself watching out for little Molly. At first she tried to pretend it was just because she pitied her, but after a while she realised it was more than that: she cared about her and wanted to protect her as if she was her own little sister. It was a bit like Mary, whose little brother Tommy was also in Larch Hill.
 
         ‘She’s always following you around,’ joked Mary. ‘She’s like your shadow. Just like Tommy.’
 
         Blue had smiled, secretly pleased, knowing that it was true. The two looked nothing like each other: Molly’s dark curly hair and deep brown eyes were in total contrast to her own straight hair, wide face and blue eyes, yet there was something about the little girl that made Blue want to help her. It was almost like having a little sister.
         
 
         She warned Lil and Mary and Jess to be kind to her and tried to get Molly to mix with the other girls her own age.
 
         ‘Go on and play with them,’ she begged one day. But Molly was shy and awkward, and hung back. ‘Why won’t you play hopscotch with the others, Molly? Go and have some fun with your friends,’ she urged, wishing the little girl would take the first few steps to making new friends instead of always standing back, alone, in the schoolyard or the recreation room. But Molly just stood there, shy and quiet, her brown eyes looking sad and hurt as she watched all the others having fun.
         
 
         ‘She’s a strange little thing,’ said Lil, ‘but she’ll settle.’
 
         Blue wasn’t so sure.
 
         ‘Why can’t I just play with you?’ Molly asked Blue.
 
         ‘Because you need to get to know the kids in your class, the ones your own age.’
 
         ‘But I don’t like them, and they don’t like me.’
 
         ‘You just don’t know each other yet, that’s all,’ Blue sighed impatiently.
 
         ‘Why does everyone call you Blue?’ asked Molly, changing the subject.
 
         ‘My real name is Bernadette Lourdes Una O’Malley,’ Blue explained, ‘but, because there were so many other girls called Bernadette and Bernie here, someone nicknamed me Blue when I was small. They said it was because I had the biggest and boldest blue eyes they ever saw! And the name stuck. But the nuns don’t like it, of course.’
 
         ‘I like it,’ said Molly.
 
         ‘Me too! Now, come on and we’ll go and see if anyone is on the swing in the back yard.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Early one morning, before the mass bell had sounded, Blue stretched under the blankets. Molly was still fast asleep, her dark curly hair spread out on the pillow, her eyes closed.
         
 
         ‘Molly!’ she whispered. ‘Molly, wake up.’
 
         Molly stirred, but curled up again immediately.
 
         ‘Molly, you have to wake up!’ she whispered more urgently.
 
         Molly’s eyes opened slowly, her face changing, her eyes scrunching up.
 
         Blue wrinkled her nose. It was too late. Molly had wet the bed. She was in trouble again.
 
         ‘Good morning!’ Sister Carmel burst into the dormitory, yanking the curtains open. Tall and thin, she was much younger than the rest of the nuns. ‘Out of bed immediately,’ she ordered, ‘or you’ll all be late for mass.’
 
         The room filled with groans and complaints as the cold morning air greeted the girls.
 
         Throwing back her coverlet, Blue slowly got out of bed.
 
         ‘Molly! Up at once!’ ordered the nun, striding over. Cautiously the little girl sat up, her cheeks red, her hair tousled. The nun grabbed hold of the floral bed cover and the blanket and pulled them back.
 
         ‘Ugh! Smelly!’ shouted Joan Doherty, a big, pimply-faced girl who loved to jeer at anyone younger and weaker than her.
 
         Sister Carmel tore all the clothes off the bed, revealing the yellow-stained sheets.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Sister,’ whispered Molly, standing, shaking in her wet nightdress.
 
         ‘Wet-a-bed! Wet-a-bed!’ The call went up from Joan and her friends. ‘Wet-a-bed! Wet-a-bed!’
         
 
         ‘Leave her alone!’ said Blue, wanting to go over and punch Joan in the jaw. ‘She’s only small. It was an accident.’
 
         ‘She has accidents every night!’ jeered Joan. ‘She should sleep in a nappy with the babies upstairs.’
 
         Blue could feel the anger flare in her stomach. Molly had enough problems without Joan making things worse.
 
         ‘Come on, Molly,’ she offered. ‘I’ll take you to the bathroom.’
 
         ‘One minute, Bernadette,’ interrupted the nun. ‘Molly, strip the sheets off your bed and carry them down to the laundry room.’
 
         Molly looked scared, like she was going to break down and cry. She pulled the sodden sheets off her bed and bundled them up in her arms. The room filled with the smell of urine as she walked out towards the landing.
 
         ‘Disgusting!’ sneered Joan.
 
         Blue hated it, the daily humiliation of those who had wet their beds. She pitied Molly having to brave the jeers of the girls and the anger of the nuns. None of it was helping; constantly calling attention to Molly’s problem only seemed to be making it worse. She could hear the cat-calls from other dormitories at the other transgressors as they formed a line, all armed with their smelly, wet bedclothes. Molly joined them. Blue was washed and dressed and brushing her hair by the time the little girl got back. She watched as Molly began to pull on her school skirt and blouse.
 
         ‘Molly!’ she warned, ‘what about –’
 
         ‘I’ve no time to wash, I’m already late for mass,’ Molly interrupted. ‘I’ll just get into more trouble.’
         
 
         ‘No!’ insisted Blue. ‘Come on, I’ll take you to the bathroom and help you. Quick. Hurry up!’
 
         Blue knew that the other kids in school and those who sat near Molly in the chapel were beginning to object to the strong smell coming from her.
 
         The line of children for the washbasins had cleared by now, and Blue grabbed hold of a towel and some soap and soaped the little girl all over. Then she dried her briskly with the rough towel, before making her put on her underwear and uniform.
 
         ‘Now, that’s perfect,’ she smiled, as she tidied Molly’s hair with the brush.
 
         Kneeling in the bench during morning mass she could guess what Molly was praying for. She could see it in her expression. Blue vowed to somehow try and help her to remember to wake up, get out of bed and go to the toilet.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 5
 
            The Mystery Tour
            

         
 
         They all screamed out the tune of the Beatles’ new song ‘She loves you’, as Jimmy Mooney, the taxi driver, turned off the corner of Larch Hill and on to the Dublin Road, joining the cavalcade of taxis of every size and colour. Jess, Lil, Mary, Blue and Molly were all squashed into the back seat of the taxi. People in cars honked and hooted and waved at them as they went by. It was the best day of the whole year – the day the Dublin taxi drivers took the children from the city’s orphanages on a special day out. And it was the start of summer.
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