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Chapter 1


Then, Patricia


They skulked in the dark like animals, the only illumination coming from the fanlight over the front door. It was safer that way, her father said. You’d never know who might be rambling about. He eased open the door and peered left and right. Stars were splashed across the sky, and a swing-boat moon hung over the street. It was cold for April.


‘I hope there hasn’t been an accident,’ he said.


‘He’ll be here soon,’ replied her mother. ‘Ten o’clock was the time he gave us. It’s only five past.’ She twisted around, her long face creased with irritation. ‘Stand back, Patricia. You don’t want anyone catching sight of you.’


Already they were using her new name, the name she would be known by in Carrigbrack. It was for her own good, they insisted. She’d have more privacy that way. And privacy was vital. One stray word, and a young woman’s life could be damaged beyond repair. She might never find a respectable husband or enjoy a proper family life. Judgement would follow her, and no good man would want to be tarnished by association.


She suspected that using a different name made the situation a little easier for them. It wasn’t their daughter who’d disgraced herself, it was Patricia. Their daughter was dutiful. She sang in the choir and passed every exam. She obeyed the rules. Patricia was a messy imposter.


The secrecy didn’t end there. They’d found a wig and instructed her to wear it. The hair was long and black and smelled of plastic and cigarette smoke.


‘It’s for fear anyone sees you in the car with Father Cusack,’ her mother had explained. ‘We don’t want people asking questions.’


‘Sooner or later someone will enquire after me. What then?’


‘They’ll be told you’re in England.’


‘What about work?’


‘We’ll tell them the same.’


For a time, she had denied the truth. She hadn’t said anything because she hadn’t been able to admit it to herself. Then she’d bargained with God or the universe or whatever was out there. Make it go away, and I’ll change. I promise. When, finally, she’d confessed, time had speeded up. The questions, the looks zipping between her parents, her mother’s weeping, her father’s controlled fury; they’d all blurred together. She regretted not running away. She’d considered getting the bus and boat to London, but she knew no one there, and the few pounds she’d saved wouldn’t have lasted long


‘Where did we go wrong?’ her mother kept asking.


‘We didn’t,’ her father said. ‘Some girls are raised to be no better than tramps, but that was never the case in this house. Her failings are her own.’


Although neither parent was given to displays of affection, Patricia had always assumed they loved her. Their love had shown itself in polished shoes and a new school coat, dinners on the table and drives to the sea. Compared to many parents, their use of the wooden spoon had been sparing. Sometimes they spoke about the sacrifices they’d made. Other girls were forced to leave school at fifteen and earn their keep. She’d been allowed to complete the Leaving Cert. They spoke too about how girls were a constant worry. She remembered fragments of conversation; her mother saying to a neighbour, ‘You’re always nervous with girls. You’re better off with boys. Boys are straightforward.’


After a couple of hours, her father’s rage had eased. He’d left, only to return thirty minutes later with the parish priest. Father Cusack’s white hair was combed into an elaborate arrangement, but it wasn’t thick enough to mask his pink scalp. The lines on his face were deep, like cracks in dried mud. Her parents brought him into the good room, where he sat on the brown sofa and lit a cigarette. He took a pull and exhaled a long curl of smoke. Save for a brief admonishment for the shame she was bringing on a well-respected family, there was no anger. He had the air of a man performing a familiar ritual.


Patricia focused on the strip of green and orange wallpaper that was peeling from the wall behind him. Out on the street, some girls were skipping. In giddy voices they chanted, ‘Cinderella dressed in yella went upstairs to kiss her fella.’


‘Remind me again,’ said Father Cusack, ‘how old are you? Nineteen, is it?’


‘Twenty, Father.’


‘And how many months, do you think?’


‘Four,’ she replied, her voice stronger than she felt. ‘Perhaps five.’


‘The baby’s due in August, then. There’s no chance the father would be willing to marry you, is there?’


‘Oh God, no. That definitely won’t be happening.’


‘Hush,’ said her mam. ‘You’re in no position to be speaking like that.’


‘All I’m doing is telling the truth.’


‘Very well,’ said the priest. ‘I think it would be best if you went out to the kitchen and made us some tea.’


She eavesdropped from the hall. Her parents’ words were easy to make out. They were telling him about Mike. The priest was softly spoken, however, and she caught only snatches of what he had to say. ‘A reliable institution’, she heard, then ‘right from wrong’, followed by ‘surprisingly common’ and ‘tomorrow’.


Outside, the girls had changed their rhyme. ‘Vote, vote, vote for de Valera,’ they sang. ‘Here comes Annie at the door-io.’


Later, Patricia’s mother accompanied Father Cusack to the parochial house. They had a telephone there. He called the home in Carrigbrack and spoke to a woman called Sister Agnes. Her mam came back with instructions.


‘One small suitcase,’ she said. ‘Two nightdresses, a face cloth, a toothbrush. Underwear. Practical shoes. No fripperies, books or make-up.’ The girls wore uniforms, so there was no need for a change of clothes. ‘Not that your own clothes will fit you for much longer,’ she added.


Twenty-four hours later, and they were standing in the grainy light, pretending that everything made sense. The atmosphere was septic, all their rancour and disappointment lingering in the air.


Patricia pressed her fingers against her forehead. ‘What if I decide I want to keep the baby?’


The question prompted another snap of anger from her father. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘we don’t need any foolish talk.’


‘But I’ve heard of girls holding on to their children. It happens in Dublin, apparently. No one here need know.’


‘Don’t mind what they’re doing in Dublin. What’s wrong is wrong. Do you want to kill your mother? Is that it?’


There were a thousand replies she could have given, but there seemed no point. She was flat-on-the-floor exhausted. There was a dull pain around her eyes, a heavy feeling in her chest. She worried too that if they argued, she’d start crying again. Crying would be a mistake.


Presently, they heard the putter of an old Hillman Minx. Her father opened the door just wide enough to confirm the priest’s arrival.


He nodded in her direction. ‘You’d better not keep the man waiting.’


She paused, wondering if they’d give her a kiss or even a hug. She hoped for a sign, no matter how slight, that they would forgive her. Neither parent moved, and eventually she picked up her suitcase.


‘This is it, so,’ she said.


Her mother turned away. ‘Please God, we’ll see you later in the year.’




Chapter 2


Now, Katie


Katie Carroll sat on the edge of the bed. Every day she sat in the same place and recited the same lines, and every day she walked away again. Was there a specific word, she wondered, for the one task you couldn’t do? A special way of describing how your brain turned to sludge and your limbs refused to function? If not, she ought to invent one.


The bedroom was filled with milky sunlight. Dublin had enjoyed a rare hot summer, and while the temperatures had dipped, the days remained bright. In the near distance, a lawnmower buzzed. On Griffin Road, untidy gardens were taboo.


If there was one job Katie couldn’t tackle, there were a hundred questions she couldn’t answer. Two months on, and they continued to ripple through her head. What will you do now? Is the house too big for you? Would you consider selling? What about moving home?


Margo had been the first to ask about her plans. Others had followed. It was funny how she could ignore the enquiries of friends and acquaintances, yet Margo whittled away at her. There was something about her sister’s tone, its blend of sympathy and condescension, that made Katie want to give an inappropriate answer. To say she was thinking of moving to Thailand or finding a young lover. Of course, she hadn’t said any such thing. She’d mumbled about not being sure and needing more time.


There were moments when she forgot. She’d get irritated by the creaking board at the top of the stairs and think, I’ll get Johnny to fix that. She’d roll over in bed, expecting to inhale his warm, soapy smell. Or she’d wake up, and for one happy minute her mind would be blank.


That was when the truth would find its way in.


People, well-meaning people, maintained her behaviour was normal. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself,’ they’d say. ‘Honestly, you’re bearing up well. Considering.’ The last word was an acknowledgement of the suddenness of Johnny’s death. From the day of his diagnosis, he’d had four months. Her time as a nurse had taught Katie that no disease was as unfair as cancer. Receive one diagnosis, and a year down the road you could be sitting in Lanzarote swapping hospital stories. Receive another, and you barely had time to say goodbye. She told herself that there was nothing exceptional about her husband’s passing. He’d been seventy-four, not a grand old age, but a decent one. Old enough for his death not to be considered a tragedy.


At the funeral, she’d been restrained. She’d been brought up to be suspicious of showy demonstrations of grief. That had been the way back then. Wasn’t it crazy that a sixty-nine-year-old woman could be influenced by what she’d been told as a child? But she was. Truth to tell, she’d just wanted to be alone. Oh, she knew she shouldn’t be ungrateful. It was wonderful that so many people had made the effort to be there, to say ‘Sorry for your troubles’ and swap soft reminiscences. It had been years since she’d seen some of those who’d travelled from her home village of Danganstown. Others had come from abroad. One of Johnny’s nephews had made the journey from Madrid, and Margo’s daughter, Beth, had arrived from London.


For the following month, Katie had been busy. Friends had swooped in, offering meals and chats and cups of tea. She’d written thank-you notes and attempted to tackle the endless stream of paperwork. But lives moved on. Even close friends had other priorities, other concerns and demands.


Besides, Katie had never been one for relying on others. Early on, she’d learnt it tended to lead to disappointment. For most of her life, Johnny had been enough. He’d said the same about her. Through a mix of accident and design, they’d had a tight circle of friends. She’d always preferred small gatherings to the dazzle and noise of the crowd.


Now, here she was, back in the bedroom, bags at the ready. All she had to do was parcel up Johnny’s best clothes and take them to the Vincent de Paul. She rose from the bed, opened the mahogany wardrobe and removed a pale blue shirt. Instead of stuffing it in a bag, she rubbed its fabric across her face. For some minutes she stood there, rocking on her heels, a familiar burn at the back of her eyes. This was stupid. The clothes were in good condition. There were men who could put them to use. But, as life had taught her, there was a wide gulf between recognising the foolishness of your behaviour and doing something about it.


She returned the shirt to the wardrobe. ‘Another day,’ she whispered. ‘Another day, but not yet.’


Katie’s grief was a slippery thing. Much of the time she was crippled by tiredness. She wanted to curl up with her loss and mourn in peace. There were other times when she felt a throbbing anger. She was angry with neighbours for coming out with platitudes about time being a great healer. She was angry with Johnny for leaving her. She’d been happy with their life together; there’d been no need for anything to change. Mostly, though, she was angry with herself. Why hadn’t she spotted that something was wrong? What sort of nurse was she? Why, over the years, had she wasted energy worrying about nonsense? Why hadn’t she made the most of what she’d been given? She would march around the house like a madwoman, wanting to kick and scream. Then it would hit her: maybe what she felt wasn’t anger. Maybe it was guilt.


She’d fret about this until she remembered one of Beth’s favourite phrases: get over yourself. Katie was doing too much thinking. She had to get over herself.


Rather than shutting the wardrobe, she reached into the back and took out a box. Once upon a time, it had contained a pair of cork-heeled sandals. As she recalled, Johnny hadn’t been keen on them. He’d also had mixed feelings about the current contents of the box. ‘Seriously, Kateser,’ he’d said, ‘you shouldn’t go upsetting yourself. Anyway, most of those women are probably dead by now.’


She didn’t believe this was true. Yes, the women would be old, but then again, what was old? Age, she’d discovered, was a complex business. If the news referred to a woman as being sixty-nine, Katie would picture a small lady with white hair, ill-fitting dentures and a wardrobe of Crimplene and tweed. It was an image from her childhood, when anybody over pension age was left to wither in a corner with a blanket on their knees. But that wasn’t how she looked or felt. The knowledge that women of her age were expected to shrivel and fade made her doubly determined not to. Even on her worst days, she put on lipstick and mascara. Two weeks after Johnny’s death, she’d had her blonde highlights refreshed. She liked to think he would have approved.


She sat down again, lifted the lid from the box and sifted through its contents. The notebook and the fragile curls of paper took her back almost fifty years. She’d been twenty-two when she’d started work in Carrigbrack. In those days, most people had said little about what happened there. If they did, they spoke in euphemisms. It was a home for girls who ‘got themselves into trouble’, a place where they could ‘reflect on their failings’ and ‘get back their self-respect’.


The notebook had a mottled brown cover and its pages were crisp with age. She opened it at random. The writing, in fountain pen, was small and precise. 19 October 1971, the entry read. Boy, 6 lb 10 oz. Mother aged 19, from Co. Limerick. Named Goretti. Says she will call her baby Declan. Her boyfriend is in Birmingham, and she wants them both to join him there.


No doubt some of Katie’s memories had been warped by time, but she could still picture the young women and their babies. The ‘fallen women’, as some had insisted on labelling them, as if they were characters from the Bible or a Regency novel. She’d be going about her business when a sound or a smell would return her to another era. To a time of flared trousers and platform boots, black-and-white televisions and Vietnam. A time of calculated cruelty and unexpected kindness. She could still hear lonely sobs echoing through the building. She could smell the disinfectant and boiled dinners; see the spots of damp on the walls; sense the isolation and hopelessness.


She would also recall her own failures.


An outsider might assume that Johnny had forbidden her from doing anything with the bracelets. That wouldn’t be fair. He’d been a protective man but not a controlling one. She’d been held back by her own fears. And yet, no matter how hard she tried to push her memories aside, they continued to seep in. Like her childhood in Danganstown and her marriage to Johnny, Carrigbrack was part of her story. And if that story finished now, it wouldn’t have the ending she wanted.


‘Carrigbrack?’ said Beth with a wrinkle of her nose. ‘Yeah, of course I’ve heard of it. It’s in north Clare, up near the Burren. Wasn’t it a big mother-and-baby home?’


‘Mmm. Not as massive as some of the others, but pretty sizeable all the same.’


‘So what were you doing there?’


‘I was a nurse,’ said Katie, trailing a hand along the edge of the shoebox. The two of them were in the kitchen, drinking the milky coffee that Beth had bought from a café near the college in Drumcondra.


A month after Johnny’s funeral, Katie’s niece had returned to Ireland for good. ‘I’d forgotten how much I like Dublin,’ she’d explained. She’d found a job with one of the large internet companies near the docks. Securing an affordable flat was altogether more difficult, and she was staying with old college friends in Stoneybatter. Despite the age gap, Beth and Katie had struck up a rapport. This was helped by the fact that, unlike her mother, Beth had shown no interest in rearranging Katie’s life.


For years, their contact had been infrequent. Katie had rarely returned to her home village. Nevertheless, she’d always been fond of her niece. She’d been a chatty, lively child, full of questions about Katie’s life in Dublin. Margo had seemed exhausted by her. But what mother of six wasn’t perpetually exhausted?


‘Didn’t you have to be a nun to work in a place like Carrigbrack?’ asked Beth.


‘Most of the staff were nuns,’ said Katie, ‘but two or three of us weren’t. We were just . . . well, I suppose you’d say we were helping out. I was newly qualified at the time.’


‘Was nothing else available?’


‘Not much. Getting a job wasn’t easy. And, in the grand scheme of things, Carrigbrack was close to home. Danganstown’s only thirty or forty miles away.’


‘I hear what you’re saying, but didn’t working there make you uncomfortable?’


Katie was beginning to question the wisdom of confiding in Beth. That was the problem with her niece’s generation: everything was black or white, spectacular or unforgivable. They had a certainty about the world – and their place in it – that Katie had never acquired. They were direct, too. There was none of the let’s-pretend-everything’s-fine behaviour of the past. This was, she reckoned, a change for the better. Still, she wasn’t always equipped for Beth’s candour.


‘I didn’t have much choice,’ she said. ‘Mam and Dad heard about the job, and that was that. What I wanted was irrelevant.’


‘How bad was it?’


‘If you mean was there physical punishment, the answer is no. Not officially, at any rate. The regime was harsh, though. The girls were expected to work right up until they went into labour. And conditions were bleak. You couldn’t have called it a happy place.’


Beth shook her head. ‘What gets me is why everybody put up with this carry-on for so long. Did people really think that packing your daughter off to an institution was a good idea?’


Katie attempted to put some order on her thoughts. She didn’t want to be evasive, but neither was she able to give a full answer. Before replying, she took a deep breath. ‘I’ve thought a lot about it, and looking back, it can be hard to tell where misguided ended and cruel began. People were scared. Scared of the Church. Scared of their neighbours. Scared of being seen as less than decent.’


‘But—’


‘I suppose what you’ve got to understand is that for most ordinary people, life was far more limited than it is now. When we were growing up, there was no contraception. You were warned not to have sex before marriage. If you did, and you became pregnant, you were marched up the aisle. If that wasn’t possible, you were sent away and the baby was adopted. That was how it was, and mad as it sounds, most people accepted it.’


‘It sounds mad because it was mad. It was absolutely mental.’


Katie recoiled at the sting in Beth’s voice. Five years in London had stripped most of the Danganstown from her accent, but it was still there around the edges, especially when she became emotional. ‘Mad’ sounded more like ‘mid’, and ‘mental’ came out as ‘mintal’. Katie remembered how, in their early years, Johnny had poked fun at her own country accent. She, in turn, had laughed at his Dublinisms. At ‘banjoed’ and ‘spanner’ and ‘get up the yard’. They’d both marvelled at how such a small country could have so many ways of speaking.


For a while, the two of them sat in silence. On the street, a group of children were enjoying the summer’s last hurrah. Their squeals and hollers crashed through the quiet.


‘I’m sorry, Katie,’ said Beth. ‘I was wrong to snap at you. I do appreciate you telling me this. I just find it all so grim, y’know?’


Katie leant over and tapped her niece’s wrist. ‘You’re fine, pet. I won’t put a gloss on it. Grim’s the right word.’


‘So what’s the story with the box?’


‘Ah. Well, when I was working in Carrigbrack, I decided I ought to record the births in some way.’ She stopped to remove the lid and take out the notebook. ‘New babies were a non-event. Celebration was forbidden, and no one was allowed to make a fuss. The mothers were told to reflect on the sin that had brought them there. “The more pain you suffer, the better,” one of the nuns, Sister Sabina, used to say. Anyway, I knew what would happen. In most cases, the mother would be given a few weeks, perhaps a few months, with her baby, and then – whoosh – the child would be whipped away.’


‘And the mother wouldn’t be entitled to any information about where they’d gone?’


‘That’s right. In a way, the longer a baby stayed, the worse it was. Even though the girls were told not to form an attachment, many of them did.’


Katie paused, and an image drifted in. An image of a frightened young woman who’d been able to keep her boy for five months. She’d wanted to hold on to him. She’d been adamant she could cope. One dank Friday afternoon, he’d been taken away. Later, when she’d accepted that she would never get him back, she’d stretched out on the floor and howled with misery.


It was just one image. One story in an ocean of stories. But it never went away.


Katie was surprised to realise that her eyes were wet. ‘Sorry, love,’ she said. ‘There’s no call for me to get maudlin. That’s not what this is about.’


‘I don’t blame you,’ said Beth. ‘I can’t imagine what it must have been like. So . . .’


‘You’re wondering about the notebook? Well, I decided to keep a record of the births – a few details about the mothers and their babies. And I also kept these.’ She reached into the box and plucked out two paper bracelets. ‘The babies were given identity bands. As you can see, they’re not like the high-tech things they have in hospitals nowadays; just bits of paper with the name of the mother and her baby and so on.’ She handed over one of the bracelets.


‘Boy. Eugene,’ read Beth. ‘Fifth of January 1972. Seven pounds two ounces. Mother: Loretta.’


‘Loretta wouldn’t have been her real name,’ said Katie. ‘They were all given different names in the home. And I can tell you, they used to get a right talking-to if they didn’t use them.’


‘Presumably Eugene’s name was changed after he was adopted,’ said Beth, running a finger over the tiny lettering.


‘I’d say so. The Lord only knows where the little chap ended up.’


‘But wherever he is, he’d probably love to have this. It might even help him find his birth mother.’


‘If that’s what he wants. Or maybe he already has. Remember, he’s forty-six now. And I guess Loretta’s nearly seventy.’


Beth’s round blue eyes were suspiciously misty. Along with her small mouth and narrow nose, she’d inherited those eyes from her mother’s side of the family. But while Katie and Margo had been cursed with flat faces, Beth had been blessed with her father’s delicate cheekbones. At twenty-eight, she was a remoulded version of her mother. ‘How many bracelets have you got?’ she asked.


‘Forty-seven. I was in Carrigbrack for a year and a bit, long enough to see the births of more than fifty children. There were three stillbirths, and three others died when they were very young. Oh, and I missed a couple of bracelets. Obviously, we weren’t supposed to hold on to them. If my stash had been found, I’d have been in serious trouble.’


As she spoke about the babies who’d died, Katie noticed Beth’s mouth tighten. Although the number was higher than it should have been, she’d tried to console herself with the knowledge that other homes had been worse. That being said, practices in Carrigbrack had made a mockery of her training. There had been unnecessary suffering, and she had contributed to it.


‘And you’ve kept the bracelets all this time?’ asked Beth.


‘To be fair, it wasn’t as though I was looking at them every day of the week. I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of them.’


Going back to her school days, Katie had always been embarrassingly organised. She’d been the child who did her homework so that others could copy it. Throughout her career, she’d valued detail, record-keeping, lists. Odd as it might have seemed to others, she could never have thrown away her box of names.


Beth handed back one bracelet and took another. ‘Girl. Jacqueline. Tenth of November 1971. Six pounds four ounces. Mother: Hanora Culligan,’ she read.


‘I remember her. Bless her, she was only fourteen, and a young fourteen at that. Christine was her real name. She called herself Chrissie. She’d been raped by a neighbour.’


‘Jesus.’ Beth swiped at a tear. ‘The poor girl. I hope life turned out well for her, though she must have been totally screwed up by the time she left Carrigbrack.’


‘But you never know, do you? I’m amazed by what people can survive. Maybe she marched out and never looked back.’


‘Do you really believe that?’


‘I’m not sure. It’s what I’d like to think, though.’


‘It’d be great to find out.’


‘It would,’ said Katie, in a low voice. The more they spoke, they more convinced she became. Yes, there were risks. Some of the stories were likely to be upsetting. She might be drawn into contact with people she’d rather forget. Plus, she had only a hazy idea of how to go about this. What she did know was that if she could help someone to unlock a door, that was what she should do. She smiled at Beth. ‘Like you say, the men and women born in the home might appreciate some information about where their story began.’


‘Except . . .’ Beth hesitated.


‘Go on.’


‘Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s a brilliant idea, but I was wondering if this is the right time. Look at the two of us. We’re all teary just looking at pieces of paper. I can hear Mam giving out. “Are you mad?” she’ll say. “Bringing all that hassle on yourself, and Katie’s husband not long in his grave.”’


‘We’d better not tell her, then.’


‘That’s cool with me, but what about my question?’


‘There doesn’t have to be hassle. And as far as the timing’s concerned . . . as much as I always hated those clichés about death, it turns out they’re true. When someone close to you dies, you begin to measure your own time. If I don’t do this now, there’s a danger I’ll regret it. Some of those involved mightn’t have many years left. Besides, it’s not as though I can go hunting down women and harassing them. I’ll put an ad in the paper, and if anyone gets in touch, I’ll talk to them.’


‘The new job doesn’t start for a couple of weeks,’ said Beth. ‘I can give you a dig-out if you like.’


‘Thanks, love. I’d really like that.’


‘And if people do contact you, what then?’


‘I’ll pass on what I have, and that’ll be it. Believe me,’ said Katie, ‘I’ve no intention of getting involved in anybody’s life.’




Chapter 3


Katie


According to Beth, an online adoption forum was what they needed. They could put up a post to let people know about the bracelets. At the bottom, they’d include a dedicated email address. If anyone wanted more information, they could send a message.


Katie wasn’t convinced. ‘Don’t look at me like I’m some sort of behind-the-times old woman,’ she said. ‘I’ve a feeling the folks we want to reach are more likely to see an ad in the paper.’


‘In the short term, maybe so. Only it would disappear after a day. A post on an adoption message board would be there indefinitely. I promise you more people would get to hear about it. They’d be the right people too. If you put an ad in the paper, there’s a danger the rest of the family will come across it. And from what you were saying yesterday, you’d rather do this on the down-low. Am I right?’


‘It’s not as though I’d put my name in the paper. I’d call myself “Carrigbrack Nurse” or some such.’


‘All the same, if Mam saw the dates, she’d guess it was you. There’s far less chance of her spotting a message board post.’


‘Hmm. Show me this forum you’re talking about, so I can see whether it’s suitable.’


Beth laughed. ‘You’re a hard woman to please.’


They were back in Katie’s kitchen in Drumcondra. Apart from the occasional student house, Griffin Road was a street of tidy red-brick homes where the railings shone, the roses were pruned, and the bins were left out – and taken in – on the correct day. Katie and Johnny had bought number 89 in the mid 1970s. Now, youngsters would laugh at how small their mortgage had been. Back then, however, Katie had stalked the bare rooms saying, ‘Thirty thousand pounds’ in a way that someone might say ‘A million euro’ today. She’d been torn between the safety of owning something so solid and her fear that the loan was too big.


Johnny, being Johnny, had taken everything in his stride. Gradually, his carpentry and building skills had transformed the terraced house. Furniture and decorating had been Katie’s responsibility. She’d haunted Roches Stores, Clerys and Guineys. She’d visited every wallpaper shop, auction and warehouse sale, and spent her every spare hour painting and sewing until Number 89 was just right. She remembered her husband’s hand on her back and the way he’d liked kissing the top of her head. They’d had big plans back then.


Looking around now, she could see the kitchen was outdated. There was a stain in the bath, an annoying creak on the landing, and two light switches needed repairing. And, yes, a three-bedroomed house was too large for a woman on her own. Yet there was one thing Katie could say for sure: she wouldn’t be moving.


She pulled her chair closer to Beth and looked at the computer screen. Born May ’67 in Cork – Hoping to Find Birth Mother, said one heading. Another asked: Should I Take a DNA Test? A third was titled: A Message for My Daughter, Born in Mayo, January 1982.


Beth clicked on the next post. A man called Richie was seeking advice. A woman had turned up at his mother’s funeral and sat at the back crying. Later, she approached the family. Their mother had also been her own birth mother, she said. The two of them had been reunited, but the elderly woman had been scared to tell her family. By way of proof, the stranger showed them her birth certificate. It contained their mother’s name. The thing is, Richie wrote, Mam had a very common name. How can we be certain this woman is our sister?


‘You know what, Richie?’ said Beth. ‘You’re an almighty tool. Do you think the unfortunate woman gets a buzz from travelling the country and having a weep at the funerals of strangers?’


‘Maybe you should tell him that,’ said Katie. ‘In slightly more diplomatic language.’


‘Don’t worry. Half a dozen other people already have.’


‘You’ve spent a bit of time on here, then?’


‘This and several other sites. And, honest to God, I’m raging. I’d no idea that tracking down your birth parents was so difficult. Not just difficult; in plenty of cases it’s impossible. Half of the files appear to have been destroyed in mysterious fires and floods. And the official channels take forever. You can be on a waiting list for months, and even then, there’s every chance you’ll get nowhere. No wonder people take matters into their own hands.’


Katie watched her niece’s shoulders stiffen. For the first time, Beth was seeing how the sins of the past reverberated around them. She’d realised that the story wasn’t confined to black-and-white film and bleached-out Polaroids. The women weren’t exhibits in a museum.


‘The lack of records is amazing,’ said Katie, ‘because, as I remember it, everything was catalogued and recorded. Be it a baby’s nappy or a bar of soap, it was on a list somewhere.’


‘So,’ said Beth, ‘will you give the message board a try? Please?’


‘All right, you’ve won me over. But if we find it’s not working, we’ll do things my way.’


Beth grinned. ‘Katie, I promise you, it’ll work.’


For an hour or more, as rain tip-tapped against the windows, the two played with words and phrases until both were happy.




Were you born in the Carrigbrack Mother and Baby Home in County Clare between July 1971 and December 1972, and were you adopted from there? Would you like to know more about the circumstances of your birth? If so, I may be able to help.


I worked as a nurse in Carrigbrack at that time and collected the discarded identity bracelets of many of the babies born there. I still have those bracelets. I also have a small amount of information about the young women who gave birth.


Even if you don’t want to trace your birth family, you might like a memento of your earliest days.


If you think this may be of assistance to you, please contact me. My email address is CarrigbrackNurse@gmail.com.


I promise your query will be handled with strict confidence.


I regret that I can’t answer any questions about births before July ’71 and after December ’72. Neither am I able to help with any wider queries about the operation of the home. I was an employee, not a member of the order that ran Carrigbrack. Good luck with your search. My thoughts are with you.





‘There we are,’ said Beth a few minutes later as she refreshed the screen and their post jumped to the top. ‘The replies and emails will soon start rolling in. Then we can go sleuthing – like Miss Marple and her assistant. Except without the dead bodies, obviously.’


‘Like I told you yesterday,’ said Katie, swallowing a smile, ‘there’ll be no detective work. If someone contacts me, and I can help, I will. If I’m certain they’re the right person, I’ll put the bracelet in the post. Oh, and I’ll have you know I’m years younger than Miss Marple.’


‘Consider me told.’ Beth tucked her long fair hair behind her ears. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Okay.’


‘What did Mam make of your job in Carrigbrack?’


‘I’m not sure. Remember, Margo’s nine years younger than me, so she was only thirteen. And our parents were strict. I don’t think she was allowed an opinion.’


‘You can bet that wouldn’t hold her back now.’


Katie said nothing. Margo had an opinion for every occasion, and a few spares in the cupboard. When her sister had been very young, Katie had been delighted with her. She’d toted her around like a doll. After the novelty had faded, however, there’d been nothing there to replace it. Unfortunately, their connection had never been strong. Katie should probably have made a greater effort to understand her sister, but she feared it was too late for that now.


At twenty-two, Margo had married Con Linnane, the eldest son of the largest landowner in Danganstown. It was decent land too, not like the marshy fields of their neighbours, where only ragwort prospered and only snipe could be assured of a decent meal. The Linnanes had renovated and decorated a mini mansion and filled it with children. Given that Beth was the lone girl, Katie had expected Margo to be thrilled by her return to Ireland. Yet, for some hard-to-pin-down reason, their relationship was uneasy. She’d been tempted to ask if there was a problem, but decided against it. Besides, what she’d said to Beth about Margo and Carrigbrack wasn’t the full story. In Katie’s experience, too much honesty could be as dangerous as too little.


For three days, nothing happened. Again and again Katie returned to her new email account, hoping that someone would get in touch. On the forum itself, some of the responses were hostile. One poster demanded to know why it had taken her so long to offer help. Another questioned why she’d worked in Carrigbrack to begin with. In capital letters, he accused her of being a collaborator and an accessory to cruelty. Poison dripped down the screen.


She wanted to explain, but Beth urged her to hold back. ‘Don’t feed the trolls,’ she said.


Not for the first time, Katie had to ask for a translation.


With her inbox remaining empty, she pored over the forum, reading the stories of others, each one sadder than the next. After that, she turned to other message boards. If your mood was already low, she discovered, internet forums were not your friend. Although the adoption board contained plenty of empathy, there was scant sign of it elsewhere. Politicians were pathetic; television presenters were talentless; most neighbourhoods were dangerous; the country was broken and corrupt; and if you doubted any of this, you were stupid.


That night she dreamt about Carrigbrack, one of those vivid dreams where every tiny detail was magnified and every scene, no matter how implausible, seemed real. She woke up coated in sweat, her nightdress stuck to her skin.


When morning came, she was sluggish, her head filled with concrete. Every step felt as if she was walking up a down escalator. It occurred to her that in trying to dodge the ‘What will you do now?’ questions, she’d made a mistake. Yes, she needed a task to fill her days, but this wasn’t it. Would Beth be able to take down the post? she wondered.


And then it arrived.


The email was titled All Help Appreciated:




Hi,


I’ve just come across your online message and I was hoping you might be able to help.


I’m forty-seven years old, and for reasons too complicated to go into here, I’ve only recently discovered I was adopted.


It turns out that my birth certificate is a fake. It gives my name as Gary Winters, but that wasn’t my original name. My adoptive parents are registered as my birth parents.


According to my adoptive mother, I was born in Carrigbrack. She says she doesn’t know any more than that.


My date of birth is 12 August 1971. Do you have a bracelet for a boy born on that date? And do you remember anything about my birth mother?


Yours in hope,


Gary Winters


Co. Wicklow





Katie tingled like a child with a surprise present. Even if she did ask Beth to take down the post, she would reply to Gary. No sooner had she sent her email than he came back again. He said he’d learnt to expect complications but was confident her information was important. If I hop in the car, he wrote, I can be with you in less than an hour. Katie rang Beth for advice. No answer. She texted, then rang again. Still no answer.


Twenty minutes later, Beth called back. ‘I take it there’s been a development,’ she said. While Katie read out the email, her niece made small humming sounds. When she reached the end, Beth jumped in. ‘Gary Winters? As in the Gary Winters?’


‘Should I know him?’


‘Not necessarily, but if he is who I think he is, lots of people do.’


Katie was sitting in front of her laptop. She ran the name through Google. A Wikipedia page popped up, as did several images of a dark-haired man with a sprinkling of tattoos. In most of the pictures he wasn’t wearing a shirt.


‘Oh,’ she said.


‘Is he the right guy?’ asked Beth.


‘He’s definitely the right age for our Gary. In fact . . .’ she opened the Wikipedia page, ‘the date of birth listed here is the same as the one he gave me.’


‘Wow.’


‘Are you doing anything tomorrow morning, by any chance? I arranged to meet him.’


‘You’re not serious?’


‘I’m afraid I am,’ said Katie, already regretting the combination of curiosity and politeness that had made her agree to Gary’s request. She’d known that in some cases a meeting might be necessary, but in this instance, she feared it was pointless. ‘The snag is,’ she said, ‘I’ve been through my notes and examined all the bracelets and I’m certain there were no births in Carrigbrack on the twelfth of August 1971.’


‘Right,’ said Beth. ‘That means . . .?’


‘That someone’s not telling the truth.’




Chapter 4


Gary


Gary couldn’t remember when he’d last been this nervous. Was it the first time Black Iris had played the Hollywood Bowl, and it had felt as if every star in the universe was backstage? Or was it when they’d headlined the third night of Rock in Rio, and two hundred thousand people had spread out in front of them like ants on a highway? Or was it all the way back when he’d told his parents he was dropping out of college to go on tour with a rock band?


He picked up a teaspoon, passing it from one hand to the other. ‘You see,’ he said to Katie, ‘I keep thinking about the times I came across those pictures on TV – the girls in convents and boys in reform schools and that place in Galway where the babies were buried in a tank – and I never had any idea I was part of the story. But now that I do, I’ve got to find out who my people are.’


‘Your people,’ said Katie, her voice soft. It wasn’t a question, he decided, so much as a comment on his choice of words. Gary was aware that he sounded slightly American. People in Ireland smirked at the way he said ‘garaage’ and used phrases like ‘touch base’, ‘reach out’ and ‘cell phone’. But he’d spent so much of his life in the States that the words of his adopted country were first on his tongue. He had to focus on being Irish.


Katie didn’t tally with his expectations. She was old, sure. But not old old. He’d pictured a large woman with thick legs and steel hair. Someone forbidding. Instead, he’d been met by a small blonde lady wearing beige trousers and a navy jacket. He was taken by the way she’d described herself as a widow, like she was trying out the word. He guessed the bereavement was recent. Neither had he expected an assistant, but from the way Beth and Katie finished each other’s sentences, he sensed they were close.


‘We know who you are,’ Katie had said as she rose from the black leather armchair to greet him. ‘Well, to be honest, Beth here had to fill me in. Grunge passed me by, I’m afraid, but I gather you’re very successful.’


He was touched by her use of the present tense. Black Iris had had their heyday – three Billboard number one albums, nine Grammys, four Rolling Stone covers – in the nineties. They hadn’t been on stage or in a studio for three years. One or two heads had turned as he’d entered the Gresham Hotel and walked towards the bar, but even at the height of the band’s fame, he’d rarely caused an out-and-out stir. After all, Anton had been the charismatic front man, Ray the famed guitarist, Liamo the crazy-as-hell drummer. Gary was the bass player. And unless you were Paul McCartney or Phil Lynott, who remembered the bass player?


Although Katie had warned him that she didn’t have a bracelet for the relevant day, he hadn’t been too disheartened. If his natural parents could be erased from history, it was hardly surprising that his given date of birth was wrong. He figured the details on the certificate couldn’t be that far out. If he could get all her records for July, August and September 1971, he’d be able to find his birth mother.


Katie took a delicate sip of tea. ‘You said in your email that you’ve only recently found out you were adopted. That must have been tough.’


‘Yeah, at the start I refused to believe it. The thing is, I look like the rest of the family. I have two sisters, my parents’ biological children, and we all have dark hair and brown eyes. And if you’ve been told a lie often enough, it becomes hard to accept anything else. For a while, I railed against my folks. In the end, though, I ran out of anger. You do, don’t you? Anyhow, it’s not like I have any complaints about my childhood. The three of us were treated the same – and we were treated well.’


The recognition that he’d been raised by kind, generous people had helped Gary to accept his situation. He’d never approve of what they did, but he’d heard enough stories about miserable childhoods to make him appreciate the Winters family. His bandmate, Ray, had suffered a horrific upbringing, with regular beatings and a mother who defended her husband no matter how cruel his behaviour. Complaining to Ray was like moaning about a paper cut when the guy beside you had a bullet wound to the chest.


‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ said Katie, ‘why did your parents wait so long to tell you?’


Gary’s first impulse was to flim-flam around the question, but he had a hunch she’d see through him. ‘It’s kind of complicated. In my thirties, I had a relationship with a woman called Posy Fuente. You may have—’


‘She’s an actress,’ said Beth to Katie.


‘Oh, yes,’ said Katie, with a deep nod, ‘she won a prize at the Sundance Festival.’


Gary doubted that Katie was genuinely familiar with Posy’s work. She’d done her research.


‘So,’ he said, ‘Posy and I have a daughter. Allegra’s her name. She’s ten. I don’t get to see her as often as I’d like, but . . . we’re in regular touch. And we’re good now, her mother and me. A year or so back, Allegra began having seizures. They were fairly bad, and her doctors couldn’t track down the precise cause. They wondered if there might be a clue in her background. Like, could she have inherited some sort of genetic disorder? When they couldn’t find anything on Posy’s side, they asked about me. I wasn’t aware of any issues, but I thought my folks might be able to help. To begin with, they were vague. There was a lot of shilly-shallying and staring at the floor. A week or two later, Allegra was no better, and the doctors were still asking questions. By that stage, I was in LA. I called home and said, “Listen, if there’s anything, anything at all, you’ve got to speak up.” That was when they came clean. I can hear my old man’s voice crackling down the line. “We can’t tell you,” he said, “because we don’t know.”’


‘How’s Allegra doing now?’ asked Beth.


‘She’s a lot better, thanks. She’s on medication and everything, and Posy has to keep an eye on her, but she’s a great kid.’


‘That’s good to hear,’ said Katie. ‘I assume you haven’t been able to find out if there’s a family connection to her illness?’


Gary rearranged his legs. He felt too long for the chair. ‘No. Only that’s no longer such a big issue. I want to find my birth mother because I want to hear her story. I need to know why she didn’t keep me. Oh, and I’d like to know if she’s okay. Did she ever get married? Do I have brothers and sisters? And, if she needs anything, I’m not short. I could help.’


‘I understand,’ Katie said, reaching for the tea strainer and placing it over her cup. It was a while since Gary had seen proper tea with leaves. ‘I know it might feel like your birth mother didn’t want you, but, believe me, there’s every chance she did. I’m sure she loved you very much. The way it was back then . . . girls weren’t given a choice. And, awful as it sounds, quite a few of the mothers thought their babies would be better off elsewhere. Bless them, they were brainwashed into believing they weren’t fit to raise a child.’


She faltered in a way that suggested she found this difficult to discuss. Gary figured he’d be the same if he’d worked in such a terrible place. Still, her reassurance was welcome.


‘That’s not all,’ said Beth. ‘I’ve been reading up on this. Apparently, there was no support for single mothers. Not a penny. Unless your birth mother’s family had agreed to help, she probably wouldn’t have had the money to feed you.’


‘What a system, huh?’ said Gary.


‘Did your parents say why they’d kept your adoption a secret?’ asked Katie.


‘I mean,’ added Beth, ‘isn’t it unusual for someone’s birth certificate to be forged?’


Gary signalled to the black-uniformed waitress for another coffee. This was going to take a while. ‘Not as unusual as you might think.’ He turned to Katie. ‘When you were in the home, did you ever hear about birth certs being written up without the natural mother’s name?’


She paused to consider the question. ‘I didn’t, but I wouldn’t read too much into that. Carrigbrack was a secretive place. The mothers were forced to sign a document promising they’d never attempt to find their child. A certificate of surrender, it was called. They had no rights, and there was nobody to speak up for them, so the logical next step was to remove their name from the baby’s papers.’


‘It was as though an adoption had never taken place,’ said Beth.


Gary’s Americano arrived. He took a welcome mouthful. ‘And that’s my problem. There are no records. The arrangements were made through a cousin of Dad’s who happened to be a nun. They were told next to nothing, just that I was born in Carrigbrack, I was in excellent health, and my birth mother was from a “decent” family. Whatever that meant.’


‘And . . .’ started Katie.


‘Sorry. You wanted to know why they didn’t tell me the truth when I was a kid?’


‘Yes.’


‘First off, they’d recently moved to a new house so they didn’t have to say anything to anybody. They weren’t going to face any awkward questions about the sudden arrival of a baby. Plus, they genuinely thought they were doing the right thing. They worried that if the other boys at school knew I was adopted, there’d always be some lowlife giving me grief about it.’


‘I see,’ said Katie. ‘If this nun was related to your father, it’s easy to imagine her cutting a special deal for your family.’ She stopped and raised a hand to her face. ‘Gary, you’ll have to forgive me. I’ve made it sound like your parents were buying a second-hand car or a barn of hay.’


He found himself smiling. ‘It’s cool. I understand.’


‘Could the nun give you any information?’ asked Beth.


‘She died more than twenty years ago.’


‘Ah.’ Katie played with her teacup. ‘Now, don’t get me wrong, I’ll help if I can. But I was wondering: you’re a well-known man; might it not be easier for you to go public? To talk to a newspaper or a chat show? They’d be delighted to do an interview, I’m sure.’


She was shrewd, was Katie. Gary paused to gather his thoughts. Light Muzak tinkled in the background. He didn’t mind; musicians had to make a living. To explain why he didn’t want to make his private world public, he would have to tell Katie and Beth the story of his life. He would have to make them see that he’d moved in circles with the potential for limitless good times. From the age of nineteen, when Black Iris had first travelled to America, every rock-and-roll cliché had been available to him, and he’d tried most of them. As the warning at the start of his favourite true-crime podcast put it, his story contained coarse language and adult themes. For two decades, he’d bounced from one city to another. He’d been to all the best parties – and many of the worst. He’d been involved in every kind of excess on every continent.


He liked to tell himself that he’d fared better than most. He’d avoided alcoholism and addiction to hard drugs. His brain hadn’t been liquefied. He had no infectious diseases. What he did have was a personal life that was monumentally screwed up.


His first marriage, to a singer called Lorena Sands, had produced two sons. They were adults now, and he saw them from time to time. Thankfully, his second marriage, to the model Carly McCall, hadn’t lasted long enough for them to have children. He did, though, have another son, from a flirtation with a journalist. Then there was Allegra. Even though she was six thousand miles away, he liked to think he had a good relationship with his daughter. More than twenty years after the birth of his first child, he reckoned he was getting to grips with the fatherhood thing.


While he’d never had sex with a woman who wasn’t willing, he hadn’t always treated women well. He’d walked out on too many and considered the feelings of too few. His story had been part of the tapestry of the times in which he’d grown up, but times had changed. Talking about his life would give others the excuse to go rooting around. In the era of #MeToo and #TimesUp, he saw how his behaviour would be framed, and the picture wouldn’t be pretty. He’d be vilified as a toxic love rat, a tawdry abuser, a guy who’d taken what he wanted and damn the consequences. He’d be part of the gallery of obnoxious entitled men.


A close examination of his life might also raise questions about why Black Iris hadn’t played together in three years and why the bass player and the vocalist, friends since the age of nine, spoke only through their management and lawyers.


He figured that Katie already knew some of his history. Many of the bare facts were available online. He needed her to understand that speaking to the press would be a mistake, so he blundered through an explanation, emphasising his concerns for his parents. They wouldn’t enjoy the spotlight, he said. If Katie didn’t appear fully convinced, she didn’t argue either.


She picked up her red handbag and took out a tattered brown notebook. ‘Remind me,’ she said to Beth, ‘to get a new cover for this. Otherwise there’s a danger it’ll fall apart.’


‘Will do.’


Next, she took out a pair of gold-rimmed reading glasses. ‘Now, Gary,’ she said, ‘like I told you in my email, there were no babies born in Carrigbrack on the twelfth of August 1971. Neither do I have any mention of a Gary, so your adoptive parents must have chosen your name. There were, however, three boys born during the month of July and another two in August. Either side of those dates, there’s quite a gap. In fact, it was October before another boy was born. Taking that into account, the chances are that you’re one of the five. Have you a piece of paper so you can take all of this down?’


‘I can put the details in my phone.’ Gary took it from the pocket of his leather jacket. He also put on his glasses. ‘It happens to all of us eventually,’ he said to Beth, hoping he didn’t sound too pathetic.


‘Right,’ continued Katie, ‘there’s a chance, then, that you are one of these five boys.’


She spoke slowly and clearly, giving the women’s real names rather than the ones they were forced to use in the home. Even so, Gary had trouble recording everything she said. His hands trembled. This was the closest he’d come to finding out the truth.


The names fluttered around him. His mother might have been Gráinne. She might have been Tina or Edel, Noreen or Olivia. He might have been called Paul. Or he might have been Séamus or Kevin, Martin or John.


‘Thank you,’ he said to Katie. ‘Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.’


She smiled. ‘You haven’t got anywhere yet.’


‘But it’s a start,’ said Beth.


‘Can you . . .’ he asked, ‘can you remember any of the women?’ He then thought better of his query. ‘Sorry, that was a dumbass question. It was almost fifty years ago. I can barely remember people I met last week.’


‘As it happens,’ said Katie, ‘I do recall two of them. I remember Olivia because she attempted to escape. The guards brought her back, though what business it was of theirs, I don’t know. She was a real beauty, a gorgeous young woman.’


Gary gave a nod of encouragement.


‘And Edel has stuck in my memory because she was older than most of the others. She was in her mid thirties.’


‘Which means she’d now be in her eighties,’ said Beth.


‘That’s if she’s still alive,’ added Gary. ‘I figure I ought to begin with Edel. Edel Sheehan.’ There was pleasure in just saying the name. And if Edel wasn’t the right woman, it had to be Olivia Farnham. Or Tina McNulty. Or Noreen Nestor. Or Gráinne Holland. All he had to do was whittle down the list and he would find his birth mother.


‘Good luck,’ said Katie. ‘It’s not an easy task. And . . . well, I’m not certain how to put this, but please tread lightly. If you do find your birth mother, it may take her a while to adjust.’


Gary’s head was full of possibilities. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘I . . . um, I was hoping there was one other thing you could help me with.’




Chapter 5


Then, Patricia


‘What you’ll learn here in Carrigbrack,’ said Sister Agnes, ‘is that actions have consequences. I’m aware that nowadays some girls dismiss this as an old-fashioned concept. “Sister,” they say to me, “the world has changed. We can do what we want.” You may even have thought something similar yourself. But,’ the nun paused and focused her gaze on Patricia, ‘no doubt you’re beginning to understand how misguided such notions are. We can’t abandon personal morality, and we can’t fill the country with illegitimate children.’


Patricia had been sitting in the wood-panelled office for ten minutes, and most of Agnes’s speech had been unexpectedly low-key. From behind a heavy desk, she’d rattled through a series of petty rules with the mechanical demeanour of a woman who’d done this a thousand times before, which she probably had. Save for a Sacred Heart lamp, the walls were bare. A tall bookcase was devoted largely to stories about female saints. A dark corner of Patricia’s mind imagined the nun hiding contraband copies of The Country Girls or Valley of the Dolls.


This was her first encounter with the woman who oversaw the day-to-day running of the home. She’d arrived in Carrigbrack late the previous night. While Father Cusack had been brought to the parlour for tea and cake, a pencil-thin nun in a thick black dress and veil had shown Patricia to a dormitory. There, she’d been instructed to change for bed as quietly as possible. ‘The other girls won’t thank you for disturbing their sleep,’ the nun had said. Patricia’s request for a glass of water had been met with a raised eyebrow and a slow shake of the head. In the far corner, a girl had been crying, her muffled sobs amplified by the silence.


Agnes had a comfortable look that belied her position. With her pudgy face, small glasses and rosy cheeks, she looked kindly. Soft, even. Patricia had already seen enough of Carrigbrack to know that there was nothing soft about the place.


She’d heard about the homes. Who hadn’t? From the age of ten or eleven, every show of disobedience had been met with a warning: if you don’t watch yourself, you’ll end up in Carrigbrack. Reality appeared to be even harsher than rumour. A substantial entrance hall, its floor gleaming, gave way to a series of sombre corridors. The mothers-to-be slept in dormitories, the children in a spartan nursery. There were no photographs or personal items, and few toys. Every room was decorated with religious statues and holy pictures. The penitents, as Agnes called them, wore indigo uniforms made from stiff cloth that seemed designed to rub and scratch. They ate in a draughty refectory. The nuns, and the nurses who helped deliver and care for the babies, had a separate dining room. Mass was every morning at seven, the rosary was at six, lights-out at nine.


New mothers could hold their babies only while feeding them. For much of the day, talking was forbidden. Any attempt to escape was likely to fail. The nearest village was more than a mile away, and most of the locals were supportive of the home. Runaways were easily spotted and returned. Anyone breaking the rules could expect to be disciplined. The punishments ranged from extra work to extra prayers to having your hair cut off. Happiness was viewed with suspicion.


Patricia had learnt some of this from a whispered conversation with the girl in the next bed and some from Sister Agnes. From what she had seen of the other women, many were cowed and docile. She had the impression that even if the doors were unlocked and the gates thrown open, few would leave. After all, where would they go?


Agnes was still speaking. There was more force to her words now.


‘What you’ll have to do,’ she said, ‘is reflect on the sins that brought you here and on how you can atone for them. You’ve caused grave distress to your family. When I spoke to your mother earlier in the week, it was clear she was heartbroken. Remember, despite what some would claim, there’s nothing wrong with deference and humility. Men can’t help themselves, so the burden falls on women to keep society safe and close to God. Do you understand?’


As much as she would have liked to argue, Patricia’s compliant streak came to the fore. ‘I do, Sister.’


‘We may not get much thanks today, but future generations will be grateful that we stood firm and protected children from lives of corruption and sin.’


When, finally, Patricia was allowed to ask a question, her words were stilted. ‘I was wondering, Sister, if I could work in the nursery. I think—’


‘That’s out of the question. Such valued positions are given only to our most trusted girls, and from what I’ve heard about the circumstances of your downfall, I don’t think I can include you in that category. Some time working in the fields will be of more benefit to you. We grow our own fruit and vegetables here, and there’s plenty to be done.’


‘But—’


‘I said no.’


To her annoyance, Patricia felt tears pooling at the back of her eyes. Don’t cry, she thought. You can’t cry.


‘There are those,’ said Sister Agnes, ‘including some of my own sisters, who believe your shame will be eternal. As it happens, I don’t share that view. You have fallen and you can rise again. The day will come when you walk out of here and begin afresh. But I warn you, Patricia, if you behave as though you belong in the gutter, the gutter is where you’ll end up.’ She shuffled some papers and gave a watery smile. ‘Now, before we lose any more of the day, I’m going to bring you out to the garden. Sister Sabina is in charge. She can tell you what to do.’


That night, Patricia couldn’t sleep. She hadn’t been able to accept that she was pregnant. Now, she couldn’t grasp that she was here, in a place of strangers, forced to use a name that wasn’t hers, bound by rules that made no sense. A place without colour or comfort, where she had no control and no voice. Even her body was no longer her own.
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