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Prologue


There is a house not far from Tuam in Galway. One of those gorgeous Georgian estate houses with grounds, built centuries ago, that no doubt held lavish parties and banquets and kept people for miles around in employment. Houses like that, they’re part of Irish history. This one is part of my history.


Ballyglunin Park and I know each other well, because it was taken from the life it had and turned into something destructive, stripped of its adornments and its nature and made use of, like I was. It was used to do wrong, and I was too, inside of the walls where I was kept. Even now, 40 years later, that house and I are the same. Something reconstructed but not recovered.


Who would I be if I had never gone there? I think I would like to meet the woman I was becoming, before Opus Dei pulled me in with their fearmongering and their spiderwebs. Would I be a better person, or a lesser person? Or maybe someone wilder and freer, totally different?


All I know is maybe that woman would be good. It was what I wanted for myself, before all of this: to be a good person. But I don’t know if I ever had that figured out at all. What is good? I still don’t know.


Maybe I am who I was meant to be. I hope so. I’ve had to fight hard for absolutely every single thing I have now, and I still don’t feel like a whole person. I feel like half. Or less. I have these empty spaces, pockets inside of my ideas, and I still don’t know where I’m going. I’ve done my best. It’s all I could do. I left Opus Dei with the clothes on my back and years of neglect, coercion, fear and brainwashing to recover from – as much as I could. You don’t really recover fully from it.


The woman I was becoming is lost. I know it. Maybe she is left behind in the walls of Ballyglunin Park, with the hopes and dreams she arrived there with. I miss her, wherever she is, though I have no way to know her. She runs like a shadow through my mind, a glimpse of a life without the shame they forced into my persona.


We don’t get to go back. We only get to walk forward in this life, one way through, and I suppose that’s the hardest thing about it. I was a child born into the prison of my gender, caged by my culture, and in Ireland back then we had it hard enough – blamed for the moves made on us, blamed for things men did. But I had no youth, no crazy heady summers full of that glorious expression of girlhoods all over the world, even in such a restrictive place as Ireland was then. I never danced with a boy, or cut my hair when he broke my heart. At the age when most girls are figuring things out, I was making vows of celibacy to a god I didn’t understand. When most girls my age were falling in love, I was a slave.


The memory is hard to bear.


I want to talk it through, tell you about it. It’s important. I want to tell you all about those people, the ones caught up too, the ones pulling the strings. The ones who took everything from me in the name of something foolish, something human. God. Does He even exist? You know, He probably does. Does He care what I gave up for Him? I doubt it. I doubt all of it, and I have pushed my fist into His bleeding side more times than I should.


God.


The reality of what the fear of Him did to me takes me over sometimes, drowns me.


Oh, to put my arms around her and tell her, ‘Don’t go, Anne Marie, it will all work out.’


If only I could.


Ballyglunin Park has been rescued from those people, and I have been rescued from those people. We were both set free to come back to the land of the living, where parties and people are, where we eat and drink and laugh, where we mourn the dead and drink and cry and talk for hours and where we disagree and fight and lose the head. This world, where we give ourselves up to living a life, because we only have one. We only have one, don’t we?


And we deserve to be what we were built for.











One


Our kitchen at home was cold. Mam worked all the time. Dad said once that it was because she didn’t want to think. Maybe that was true. My mother’s thoughts were the kind that could bring a person to the brink.


So in 1978, at 15, when I wasn’t in school, I was doing all the things a mother would normally do, because mine was working double shifts: the cooking and the cleaning and the running of a home – that was left to me. I was pretty upset about it too; coming into my own mind as a teenager gave me a sense of unfairness that grumbled out of me as I washed up the bowls my brothers had left around, with spoons still in the congealing milk from old breakfasts. I cooked their dinners, all the usual Irish dinners, stews and mince on spuds, all of that. I did their laundry and made their beds. I cleaned the house and hated them for it, because they were born boys so they didn’t have to lift a finger. If my mother was home, and we were all there, it would still be my name called to do whatever it was, even though I had done everything else every day that she wasn’t. I was responsible for getting my brothers to school, and to Mass on Sundays, pulled up if I didn’t manage it, the responsibility of them all mine even though they should have been well able.


So by the time I was old enough to go looking for a part-time job I could cook the dinners blindfolded. And so it fell in that I would be taken on at the local hotel, the Grand, where Mr and Mrs Murphy ran a tight ship.


The hotel sits on the main road in Ballyvourney, County Cork, where we were living. We’d come home from England a few years before all of this, on account of Mam being Mam. Maybe Dad wondered if Ireland, and the things she was more used to from her old life, could help. But they didn’t. Mam didn’t really notice the world around her anyway.


‘Sure don’t you want to be a chef?’ the family would all say when I complained. I did want to be a chef, but I knew I wasn’t going to get to be one in my own home, pouring hot water into Smash powder or reheating cold chicken and ham that Mrs Murphy had given me to take home after a chicken supper cancelled one weekend.


‘Waste not want not,’ she had said.


In the Grand, Mr Murphy, the owner, did all the cooking, standing over his cooker and looking over his glasses through the steam and smoke and spitting oil of whatever was ordered, the trays and trays of roast chicken in the oven, plated with stuffing that we mixed in a huge baby bath and served with vegetables that came out of the warmer. He used our second names, not our first – like soldiers in a platoon.


Mr Murphy made sauces and soups and stews and at dinnertime, after the guests had been served, he would pull up a chair with all of us and we would all be fed while he read the paper, and he would talk to us in bits and bobs about the events we might have that week. ‘Two hundred people for a dinner dance on Saturday night, no bother to ye.’


Groans and gasps all around, knowing we would be run off our feet with it.


‘If there’s to be chaos,’ he would say, looking over his glasses at us while turning the page on his newspaper, ‘let it be organised chaos …’


Mr Murphy always said that line and we always hummed and hawed in response, making promises to him that we would keep our heads. The kitchen, when he was in it, ran like clockwork. But it was outside, where we were serving, that sometimes got away from me. When it did, Mrs Murphy would catch me by the elbow and make me stand for the count of 10, reminding me that in her hotel, everyone would get fed and everyone would be happy.


‘Serve one person at a time,’ she would tell me. ‘Calm yourself, keep the head.’


It was good advice for an overwhelmed teenager, but I was never a fan of serving. Instead I vied for the spot beside Mr Murphy, on the pass, dishing out Sunday dinners one after the other. He would slice the turkey meat perfectly in thin, identical slices, and send them to his right, for me to put a tablespoon of stuffing on and send the plate right again to Declan Murphy, the eldest son, who would ladle a lash of gravy over that dinner so perfectly he never so much as spilled a drop.


Mr Murphy looked for me sometimes to take that place beside him, and when he did it filled me with a confidence I got nowhere else. Each time he looked for me by name, I swear I grew an inch taller. Because of those boosts, I took pride in my work, a pride that followed me up through the hotel, where I would make perfect beds and leave bathrooms sparkling. In school, at home, nobody gave me praise at all, and I believe that all children need it. Outside the Grand I felt like I was nothing much, but inside of that hotel I was ‘Allen’, Mr Murphy’s right-hand woman, as he would say.


‘Íosa Chríost!’ Mr Murphy would curse in Irish, any time he turned around for something that wasn’t there, neglected by his team of teenage girls who would get sidetracked by rumours of a good-looking boy in the dining room. Weren’t we girls in a tiny village in the middle of the countryside? Those coach groups brought with them dreams of love and romance, the kind that we only ever saw on the television, which we talked about all the time.


‘Did you see Napoleon in Love last night?’ someone would say, and we would be away with our imaginations, weak at the knees with what could be ahead of us once we found the One. My dad would never have allowed me watch shows like that, but sure wasn’t he always out? I watched all the television shows, and so I could always join in swooning over Ian Holm as Napoleon, or Patrick Duffy as Bobby Ewing in Dallas.


‘The fellas around here are brutal,’ Carrie Power used to say, and we would all agree. Then word would go around that there was a coachload of GAA players pulling into the car park and we would all drop whatever task we were halfway through to get a look.


Carrie Power was older than me, one of four older girls, all 17 and 18 – her, Angela Mullen, Tara Ford and Leanne Trudo, whose father was the garda. I knew them from Mass, not school. They always sat at the back, and they always talked. I never had the courage to talk at Mass, but I wished I did. I used to imagine as I walked in that one of them would pull me to sit beside them and whisper to me too, like they did to each other. But that never happened.


Those four always made plans to go into the nearby town, Macroom, to buy clothes on pay day, or to do something in the church, and they always asked me to cover for them, or finish their rooms or jobs, and I would never say no and then I would be late myself, and in trouble at home again.


But, thankfully, also working in the Grand was Niamh Moore, who I met on day one and clicked with instantly, even though I was 15 and she was 13.


‘And a half,’ Niamh would say. She didn’t look 13: she was taller than all of us, with huge brown eyes and black curly hair that flew everywhere and a husky laugh that would take her totally over, and then me too, in that way contagious laughs do, where you find yourself doubling over and breathless even though you don’t know what you’re laughing at. She was always making me laugh – most of the time not on purpose.


One day in particular she had in her hands a tray of individual trifles, in those little metal dishes with stems, and they had started to slide off one side, so she counterbalanced and lost two off the other side straight onto the floor. She gave a small screech when she realised. The containers bounced off the lino, leaving their contents in two blobs at her feet. She staggered for a minute, trying to control the tray, the trifles sliding over one side and then the other.


‘Lord bless us and save us, Moore, will you put that tray down?!’ Mr Murphy said, and so she did, placing it back onto the counter while pressing her lips together as hard as she could and avoiding all eye contact with me.


‘Don’t move,’ I said, and hunkered down with a cloth, using one bowl to push the trifle into another, intending to lift them into the bin. But Niamh stepped back, putting a heel into the part I was pushing forward, and I squealed and could not stop laughing.


‘Oh Jesus,’ Niamh said, lifting her foot backward to see. I wiped the heel of her shoe and the floor, and she hunkered down and helped, and we got it cleaned up.


We realised then that Mr Murphy was glaring over the top of his glasses at us, because we were distracted by each other and hadn’t heard what he had just asked us to do.


We stared back at him.


‘Bins,’ he repeated, and Niamh and I then went for the same bag, sending each other into absolute hysterics again. ‘For the love of —’ Mr Murphy was about to lose it, so we stifled our giggles, and I grabbed the bag and handed it to Niamh, and she left the kitchen with it.


As she left and the door swung, I heard Tara Ford say, ‘Carrie says there is a fine thing down in the bar,’ and so I followed Niamh out and she abandoned the bin bag there and we ran down to the bar, skidding to a stop at the door before we went through it, and then, full of nonchalance, we sauntered in and across the room to the other side, looking like we had business there, turned and walked nonchalantly out again, getting as good a look as we could at the guy in question – all big hair and bell-bottoms – clutching at each other’s sleeves and jumpers as we did.


‘I’d die for a lad like that,’ Niamh said as soon we were back in the hall, and she flattened herself against the wall, swooning as Tara and Carrie came toward us. They always wore the latest thing. I had no sisters, and these girls were so grown-up and cool. I wanted their attention, but I rarely got it. So when I did, I thrived.


‘Did you see him?’ Tara asked.


We nodded.


‘He is a fine bit of stuff,’ she declared.


‘I bet he is from Cork City,’ I said.


‘They’re American tourists,’ Carrie said, in the know.


‘He looks like David Cassidy,’ I said.


‘I shifted a guy who looked like him before, from Enniskeane,’ Carrie said, and I was in awe of her.


‘I love David Cassidy,’ I said straight to her with a smile.


But she wrinkled up her nose. ‘Bit goody-goody for me.’


I felt a sting. ‘Yeah, I don’t like him either,’ I said, dying inside as soon as I heard myself. The older girls looked at each other as if to say, ‘What is this one on?’ and so I turned and walked away, mortified and telling myself I was stupid the whole way back to the kitchen.


Mr Murphy gave me a long, hard look when I came back in. ‘I was looking for you,’ he said, and pulled his knife expertly back and forth on an onion, spreading it out then in thin slices.


‘Sorry, Mr Murphy.’


‘There’s 15 orders come in for soup and sandwiches.’ He nodded toward the platters that were stacked high in the corner. ‘And those plates are absolutely manky.’


I went to work straight away, and he huffed and puffed for a minute, chopping the salad, and then he said, ‘Have you plans after the Inter Cert, Anne Marie?’


‘Getting the hell outta here, I hope.’ I said it without thinking, and then I felt bad, because I loved Mr Murphy and everyone else in Ballyvourney, outside of my house. What I wanted from life I had no idea really. I knew that I was good in the kitchen: even if Mr Murphy never told me, I could feel that I was doing the right thing. Everywhere else I went I was never sure of that at all.


‘Ah.’ Mr Murphy seemed like he had heard this before. He stopped chopping and looked at me with a sigh. ‘Dublin, is it?’


‘No way, Mr Murphy,’ I said, wanting to slip back into his good graces. ‘I’m going to London.’


‘London?’ he said sceptically, and went back to chopping. ‘Sure what’s in London?’


‘I was born over there,’ I said, and he nodded slowly as if mulling over the idea, ‘and I’m going to go back there …’ I said as if it wasn’t just a plan I’d thought up right that moment, ‘to train in cooking. I want to be a chef,’ I pointed at his chopping board, ‘like you!’ I ended cheerfully.


‘Ah, you do, do you?’ he said, sliding the chopped veg into a bowl and taking another onion. ‘Well, come back to me when you get your cert-if-i-cate,’ his Cork accent dancing over the word, ‘and I’ll give you a good job.’


I was charmed with that. ‘You will?’


‘You’re the best girl we have here,’ he said, and pointed his knife at me.


I was so filled up with pride it burst out of me in a smile that made him smile back at me briefly, before he turned back to his work with a cough and a shake of his head.


‘There will always be a job here for you, anyway,’ he said.




‘Thanks, Mr Murphy,’ I said, and I stood looking at him for a minute, before he said, ‘Plates!’ loud enough to send me scuttling back to work. I washed those plates like I was in the all-Ireland finals of plate-washing, I swear I did.











Two


My mother had two sisters. Eileen was a married woman living behind just up the way, and Bernadette was a nun who lived in England. Most Irish families had nuns and priests in them. It was nothing unusual. I loved my aunts fiercely, Eileen because she made me flower girl at her wedding and Bernadette because she used to take me on holidays.


There was an old house in Scarborough that once a year would be vacated by the nuns who lived there, for whatever reason, perhaps a pilgrimage, and Bernadette and I would sleep in their little rooms surrounded by their small things, and I loved every minute of it. We would drive from Portsmouth, singing songs and telling stories on the long journey. Once or twice one of my brothers might be brought as well, sometimes my mam, but mostly it was only me.


On those holidays Bernadette would organise our days on a list that she would keep in the flat front pocket of her black handbag, and strike each event through with a blue biro as we completed it, the sheet of paper pressed against her hand. I relished the routine, being woken and washed and fed with a good breakfast, and then dressed and brushed and teeth done and coat on and out the door to wherever we were going.




On picnics she would gently spread a small white napkin out on the grass between us, and fuss in her bag, taking out a little packet with perfectly cut sandwiches that she laid down on the napkin, and then a bag of cut apples, and a flask of tea. ‘We will have to share that cup, now,’ she would tell me. I didn’t mind; I would have drunk from her hand, I loved my Auntie Bernadette so much.


At dinner time she would make potatoes and vegetables and serve them hot with gravy and butter and some salt that she would sprinkle from pincered fingers across my plate.


In the convent there was all kinds of old furniture and old books, and huge fireplaces, and a long clock on the wall that ticked and hummed on the hour because the chimes were gone on it. In the evenings, we would sit in the drawing room and Bernadette would light a fire, because of course even in summer it would get cold in an old house, keeping me in my coat until she got it going. She would break small sticks that we had gathered in the grounds, and I loved the way her knuckles would flex, and her fingers would press away until the twigs snapped. We would have rolled and tied paper into pretzels as firelighters the night before – we did that before we went to bed, about ten each would do – and so she would take those and light them and force them in among the sticks, and before long a good fire would be taking and the room would warm up.


On some evenings Bernadette would read, and the room would be so quiet except for the sound of her page turning. I would draw or write, play around with the tassels of the huge velvet curtains around the windows for a while, or find some object to make a character out of. Sometimes she would knit for a while or teach me to knit, and the room would fill up with the warmth and so would I, on the inside, wishing that I could live forever with Bernadette. I loved the sound of her knitting needles.


Around the edges of the ceiling were friezes of people and animals and around the light, too, in the middle. Other times if I was playing and I got sleepy, I would roll onto my back and lie there on the warm floor in the quiet, when Bernadette would go through the records there, one by one, and I would listen to the sound that made as she pulled the sleeves away and let them drop. Those evenings she would play hymns and beautiful instrumentals on the record player, and I would fall asleep listening.


I loved the soft voice she used when she called my name and gave me a little caress on my cheek, telling me it was time to go on to bed because I was falling asleep. She would lift me into an old creaky iron cot that had been put in her room for the week.


‘I don’t want to go to bed,’ I would tell her, because the room was cold and the bed was like ice.


‘We sometimes have to do things we don’t want to do,’ Bernadette would tell me, impressing it into me with a soft hand to my cheek, ‘but when we want to be good, we do the things that are uncomfortable and we do them for God. That is what makes us good, and that is what helps us fight against the Devil.’


I was afraid of the Devil. I’d seen pictures of him in the Bible in school. I never wanted to fight him, with his horns and hooves. I wanted to stay as far away from him as I could.




Bernadette would stroke my hair and pray with me, in words I didn’t know the meaning of and with intention I didn’t have. As I got older we would both pray on our knees together, rhythmical calming chants that went on and on, repeating, and where we would take turns to say one bit and have the other answer.


Those rhythms took over you, and your mouth would go without even thinking.


We used to say the Hail Mary over and over, and Bernadette would look at my eyes and I would look at hers, and it felt so warm and safe. That was really normal for Catholics on both sides of the Irish Sea, in the seventies. Everyone prayed before they went to bed, and the prayers were full of fear and Hell and not dying in your sleep. I really wanted to be good.


It was so peaceful. If I’d known how to express myself at that age peace would have been the word I’d have used. Home was chaotic, with a mother there in body but not in mind, and rambunctious brothers. When I was older there was a trundle bed on the floor where I would sleep, out for the count, in total peace with the window open full of sea air, and no fear of being woken by a rowdy pair of brothers in my room, or by my mam’s voice calling because she needed the curtains closed or because I had to run an errand.


When Bernadette would wake me the next morning, I’d eat a plate of hot sausages and eggs and warm toast with melted butter and we would go again.


‘You’ve always been great company, Anne Marie,’ my aunt Bernadette told me.







My aunt Bernadette had it all together as much as my parents did not. Her life was orderly and filled with quiet, while our house was hectic and full of chaos, with brothers who got away with murder, who would tease you and mortify you and never got in trouble for it or anything else.


Whereas I got in trouble for everything.


The rest of them could be lying around all day, and I would come inside and get told off something shocking for leaving their breakfast bowls unwashed, and I would have to do it there and then. And so it felt to me like I was always in trouble – always being chastised for something. So I complained a lot and I sulked a lot, let me tell you. It was easy to point fingers because I knew who to point them at: my brothers, whose lives seemed so easy, in from school and straight back out again to GAA or bike around or go wherever they wanted, or just to lie on the floor or the sofa watching TV, whereas I got questioned and asked who I was with and what I was doing for every second, always given tasks and housework. Always warned non-stop about terrible things.


You see, the influence of the Church in Ireland was through everything.


There was a complete and total normalisation of religion, not like today. If a teenager was asked today what they were doing at the weekend and they said they were heading to do the Stations of the Cross, or Benediction, they would get worried looks, I am sure of it. But back then, that was a totally normal teenage activity.




I was always getting caught watching the telly and scolded. It was Dynasty or Dallas, or some romantic TV series that the whole world seemed to be watching.


‘I am tired of telling you, Anne Marie,’ my dad would say, ‘this show is not suitable for a young woman, do you hear me?’


I’d try to plámás him, I’d tell him everyone was watching it. But there were two subjects my father liked to worry about. TV was the first worry.


‘You stay away from boys,’ he said all the time, about the other one. ‘Do you hear me, Anne Marie?’


He was always making sure I knew to stay away from boys. I will be honest with you: I was so innocent then, I didn’t really know what he meant, since the man himself had enrolled me in a school full of them. My brothers and I went to the boarding school in Ballyvourney, as day students, because it was nearby.


‘An bhfuil Gaeilge aici?’ a Christian Brother had asked my father at my interview. Does she speak Irish?


‘Tá, tá,’ Yes, yes, my father had replied, patting me on the head and pushing me forward as the ideal candidate, because the only school in walking distance was this one and my parents hated an extra bill. They were bad enough with money, and rooting around in the morning for children’s bus fare to go to school was a hassle they wanted to avoid.


‘I don’t think they’re teaching you properly in that school,’ my mother said once, but sure they could have been – I wouldn’t have known about it. I hadn’t a word. I barely understood a word said to me at school, but nobody ever noticed.


I was left out and left behind a little because of that. Some girls used to smirk at my clothes, because we had no uniform and I only had a couple of bits of fashion that I had managed to get with my wages from the hotel. I had a little sleeveless jumper and a pair of jeans, but my shoes were old and worn out and from the last fashion trend. I used to dream about the clothes I could wear if I didn’t have parents that couldn’t see the point in new clothes when I had some in the wardrobe, or new shoes when I had a perfectly good pair on my feet. I used to try to wear them out on my way home, scuffing them up, but Dad would tell me to polish them and say they would do me for another while.


‘Nice shoes,’ the mean girl would say when I wore them into school. There were comments like that from her almost every day. She picked on me and I had no idea why. Now I know why: because boys always chatted to me in class. I just had no idea I was pretty. But I was, really.


So when Dad had a go at me, warning me to stay away from boys, I just shrugged and agreed even though he was asking the impossible. I could hardly actually ignore my classmates. The boys always spoke to me, asking for a lend of a pencil or to copy my homework. I’d tried to ignore them, sometimes. But some of them would badger me and I could never hold out.


At Mass, the priest was always saying it as well, that what went on between men and women was sinful. ‘’Tis a mortal sin,’ he would say soberly, and wag his finger, telling us to go to Confession. In school one of the Brothers would talk about Hell and how to get there.


‘Lust!’ the monk would cry out about the Devil incarnate, but never actually explain what that was. ‘Being lustful is a sin. Sins send you to Hell.’




My mam, rarely, would broach the subject as well: ‘Just stay away from those boarders, do you hear me?’


I agreed and promised. But of course, I couldn’t keep that promise either. The boarders, from all over Ireland, were funny and friendly and I had to talk to them – of course I did. They were in my class.


‘You know what happens to girls,’ Mam would tell me.


‘Do they get killed?’ I asked her, not sure.


‘Worse,’ she said. ‘Worse than that.’


I had no idea what was worse than being killed. Some terrible thing.


‘You’ll go straight to Hell,’ I was warned over and over, by every adult I knew, ‘if you commit mortal sins with boys.’


I knew exactly what Hell was. I had been told. It was a huge pit under the earth, full of fire and molten lava – where the Devil lived. The smell and pain of fire were something I knew: one Christmas when I was barely five, my mother sent our letters up to Santa in the fire. I leaned a little bit too far in and set fire to my own hair.


Then, not long after that accident, an old uncle of my father’s, who lived back along, got very cranky with me for knitting on a Sunday when he visited our house.


‘You will go straight to Hell for that,’ he told me, pointing at my pink knitting needles and blue yarn, ‘a mortal sin – you’ll burn in the fire forever for the likes of that.’


I put them on the windowsill and never dared take up those needles again.







By the time I was a teenager I had learned a few lessons on how to stay out of Hell. But some things were too hard to resist. And sure, despite the prayers and the promises and all the warnings, humans are still human and by the time I got to the end of my fifteenth year, I had myself a favourite boy.


Dan Gallagher was a West Cork lad who looked like every hero I had watched on TV, tall and tanned with a mop of brown curly hair that fell into his eyes. I’d seen him leaning on the far wall at the céilí a couple of times, looking at me. I’d looked away.


Being lustful is a sin. Sins send you to Hell.


In school we had a movie day at the end of the year, and toward the end of it Dan made his way to me in the gym hall, where they’d pulled down the blinds and filled the floor with us all sitting in rows, and he whispered to me to meet him at the back of the school after. I knew why. Everyone went around there to kiss.


‘You have to go,’ one of the girls told me. ‘He asked you.’


I was faced with a terrible choice. Hell, or whatever would happen if I didn’t go to kiss Dan. Hell was farther off, so I went with that. I could say a lot of rosaries, I told myself.


And so, even with the sound of my mother’s warnings beating in my ears, I went and let Dan kiss me, and instantly I felt terrible, real shame deep inside. When he walked me around the front again, some of the other boys from our class made whooping sounds so I ran away.


Down the road, away from them, I blessed myself, but it only made me feel worse. When I got home I took the Bible upstairs and read it, even though I didn’t understand most of what I was reading. I was sure that would compensate for the sins I had committed. It was also a sin to dishonour your parents, so I was in for a double whammy.


‘We rang Auntie Bernadette from the village phone box earlier,’ my mam told me. ‘She said she was sorry you were not there.’


I was glad I’d missed her. Bernadette was so good and clearly I was bad to the bone. I spent the days after that worrying about God and Hell and making my mother sicker than she already was.


‘Your mother finds things a bit hard,’ my aunt Bernadette said to me one time when we were away, and she whispered a little prayer and blessed herself and looked up to Heaven for ages with her mouth moving, and then she crossed herself again and we went back to whatever we were doing. I thought she looked so beautiful and peaceful when she did that, like the paintings of Our Lady in the school oratory.


And I wished Bernadette was my mother instead, because she was never sick.











Three


Even though I had not liked the kissing bit at all, which left me having to wipe my face with the sleeve of my jumper, I had loved the moments before and after it when Dan had a big smile on his face just for me. He stood back just before he kissed me and really looked at my face and told me I was really pretty. Nobody had ever used words like that about me before. All my mother ever said was that I needed to cut my hair.


After the kissing, even over the summer when he had gone home and I did not see him, I used to spend a lot of time fantasising that he would marry me. We would live in a castle, and he would go away on the boat he always talked about. When he would come home he would run through the castle calling my name. Napoleon always did that on the television series I was into, looking for Josephine. When the next term started, I played that fantasy on a loop in my head on the way to school, and as I did the rooms in the hotel.


I had another scenario where Dan and me would go to see paintings in a gallery and stand together looking at them and then he would take my hand and kiss it.


Sometimes if I was doing the rooms by myself I would pretend the hotel was our house, and I would think about myself being Dan’s wife, and that this cleaning I was doing was for him to come home to. If I was Dan’s wife I would wear clothes like the pop stars, long striped skirts and platform boots. I’d grow my hair long and flick it out.


Niamh interrupted my daydreams one day, bustling in through the door with a pile of used towels from the opposite room to drop into the huge laundry bag on wheels that we pushed around. ‘Did you tell Mr Murphy you’re going to London?’


‘I did,’ I told her. ‘You can train to be a chef in London.’


I had only said it to Mr Murphy for effect, but I wasn’t admitting that. London was a place I thought you could probably train to be anything. But as I stood there, with Niamh looking so impressed at that idea, I decided that being a chef definitely was what I would do.


‘I want to be a chef too, you know,’ Niamh said, and we both stopped working and looked at each other.


‘I’ll be finished school before you,’ I said. ‘You’re only in First.’


‘Mr Murphy was saying it’ll be a shame to lose you,’ Niamh said, ‘but you’re not going soon, are you? You’ll wait till you’ve the Inter?’


I straightened up. Niamh was taller than me but I was way older than her. I had prospects as well; Mr Murphy had told me I would do well in the industry. I was going to do my Inter Certificate the year after. It seemed a long way away, but I supposed I would have to wait.


‘Anything to get out of here,’ I said. I didn’t really mean it. Ballyvourney was the nicest place we had ever lived. But I didn’t know what to say, and I’d heard Carrie Power say the same thing last week. It sounded grown-up.




Niamh shook that comment off, blew her fringe away from her face. ‘Maybe I’ll go to London with you instead of school. My mam would let me,’ she said.


I went quiet, but not because I didn’t want her to. At that moment the idea of me and my best friend living together in London, in a place we could decide on – in a flat, where nobody would be shouting and where I could decide when I did the cleaning and when I could walk out the door and live my life without interference – that was such a dream.


‘I think you’re my best friend, Anne,’ she said, then added the ‘Marie’ on the end hastily.


‘I don’t mind just Anne sometimes,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry about it. Mr Murphy calls me that way a lot of the time.’


‘He only ever calls me Moore,’ Niamh said.





Our neighbour Maureen was in the house when I got home, just about to leave. She was folding papers she had brought about something and she looked me up and down and said to my mother, ‘Does school not finish hours ago?’


My mother was a rare sight at home, but that day she was there at the table too. Both women smoked and there were stubs in the ashtray and my mother was tapping the ash off her cigarette, still in her work clothes. ‘She works in the hotel,’ Mam told Maureen, and put the flame to another.


I took a chance on something. ‘Mam,’ I said as sweetly as I could, ‘my old skirt is getting a bit tight – I was wondering if I could buy a jean skirt? I’ll use my own money and Niamh said she would come with me.’




‘I’ll go with you,’ my mother said.


I knew I’d never get any jean skirt that way.


‘I love the hair, Anne Marie,’ Maureen said. ‘It suits you longer.’


My mam had always kept my hair really short and discouraged it long. ‘She looks wild,’ she said now. ‘It needs a cut.’


‘Ah it’s the style,’ Maureen said, and winked at me.


My mother took a couple of drags on her cigarette before she answered, picking the specks of tobacco from her unfiltered Sweet Afton off her bottom lip with pincered fingers.


‘She needs it cut,’ she said.


I looked at the two of them sitting there, and then I went upstairs to my room.





On the way to work the next day some of the boys from my class were at the school gates. As I passed, Dan caught my eye and winked at me. ‘Will I see you at the disco?’ he shouted suddenly, even though he had been ignoring me all week.


I turned around. The boys he was with whooped and punched his arm for the laugh, surprised at his bravery. I didn’t answer him, I was so surprised he called out. I just gave him a shake of my head and scurried the rest of the way to the hotel.


Niamh pulled me into a corner at the hotel as soon as she arrived. ‘Come here to me.’


I looked over my shoulder back toward the dining room, where Mrs Murphy was on the warpath over double bookings.




‘Hurry,’ I said.


‘I know you’re going to London, I know,’ Niamh said, ‘but look.’ She pulled a folded piece of newspaper out of her pocket and showed me, flattening it out on her palm and holding it up to my face.


‘Wait,’ I said, pushing it down to a good reading level. ‘What am I to read?’


Her finger came across to an ad printed in the middle. She tapped it.


COOKERY SCHOOL, GALWAY, NO FEE, JOB GUARANTEED.


There was a phone number at the end to call. I looked at it and read it over and over.


‘Galway?’ I said. ‘But we said London. Niamh, isn’t that the plan?’


‘No, I know,’ Niamh said, ‘but Mammy won’t let me go to London – she said this is far away enough.’


‘Galway,’ I said again, thinking. I’d never been to London on my own, and the truth was I didn’t even know the name of a course there or where I’d live. Having Niamh as a companion in Galway might be a better option.


I considered it all as I read the advert over and over, standing there in the hall of the Grand.


‘My mam wrote to them, so we will see,’ Niamh said.


I thought that was a bit premature, but I didn’t know how to say so. My Inter Cert wasn’t until next May, and Daddy might not even let me leave after that. He always went on about girls needing a good Leaving Cert. All the girls in his family had an education.











Four


A few days later, I was half-heartedly folding laundry while watching the television when I saw a car pull up outside. I stopped what I was doing, turned off the television and went to the door just in time for the knock.
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