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Some of the names and details within
this book have been changed.









To all the women and children who
suffered injustices in Ireland, especially to
Joan, Terri, Deirdre and their families.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


The scenes recreated in this book come directly from interviews with the contributors, portrayed to the best of their memories. As much as possible, I have included dialogue as quoted to me verbatim in interviews, but when it was not, I have deduced it from the contributors’ descriptions of events. Some names and details have been changed to respect the privacy of individuals. Where names have been changed they have been marked with an asterisk.









Prologue


MAYO, JULY 2021


For the past two years, I’ve kept a photo on my desk of a three-storey Georgian mansion I have never been inside. This is a recent photo, but it shows how the brown-grey walls and cut-stone windows have weathered the years well. The house dates back to 1760; it can be found at the end of a long tree-lined drive on an historic estate on the outskirts of Cork City. A red-painted oak door adds a splash of colour, otherwise it looks imposing, almost unwelcoming.


This is Bessborough House, and though I am not permitted to explore it, I have visited its leafy grounds, beside a drab industrial park in the Cork City suburbs. Once past the gates, a narrow road winds its way past a security hut, wide fields and a compact playground. These days the grounds host a centre for vulnerable families, but for many years, the house operated as one of Ireland’s largest mother and baby institutions, run by the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. The women and girls who passed through these doors had their children taken from them and placed for adoption, often without their consent.


By the time I came to hear the stories of those who passed through this house, I had been living outside of Ireland for many years working as a journalist for the BBC. In late 2017, I had returned from a stint as a producer in the Washington bureau with speech peppered with Americanisms and a desire to break away from a frantic news cycle. The world of 5 a.m. tweets and snarky soundbites had exhausted me; I longed to focus on longer-term projects, hear stories told in quieter voices.


Around that time, important conversations were happening in the country of my birth. Ireland was celebrating centenaries of the events that marked the struggle towards an independent state: the 1916 Rising, the bitter War of Independence and the fight for women’s suffrage. It was a time of reflection on why the hopes and promises of an independent Ireland had not been delivered for all its citizens; films, books and documentaries had been commissioned to examine why so many aspects of women’s lives had been placed outside their control.


A referendum on overturning the country’s controversial abortion ban had also been called and I was sent to cover the campaign for the BBC website. In 2018, as the votes were counted, I stood among crowds who cheered and cried in Dublin Castle as the eighth amendment to the constitution was repealed. Taoiseach Leo Varadkar spoke of a ‘quiet revolution’ that had taken place in the country. ‘It’s also a day when we say no more … no more stigma as the veil of secrecy is lifted and no more isolation as the burden of shame is gone,’ he told the crowds. But the legacy of Ireland’s adoption system kept cropping up in conversations. ‘It’s our present and that’s what keeps being forgotten,’ a woman I interviewed told me, herself adopted from a mother and baby institution.


Her words stayed with me. I had known about these places; as a child I heard snippets of hushed conversations, remnants of an era I would never quite understand. As a journalist in London, I watched the film Philomena and was aware of the thousands of Irish children sent to the US; I had felt disgust and shame when a mass grave was discovered at a former mother and baby institution in Tuam, County Galway, just twenty miles from my hometown. But I had always thought of these institutions in a historical sense; there was no longer a place for them in the country I had grown up in, one which had granted me free university fees and had recently legalised same-sex marriage. ‘I get upset when people say that,’ the actress and playwright Noelle Browne, adopted from the Bessborough institution, told me. ‘It’s not a new Ireland for me or 100,000 other people,’ she said, referring to the approximate number of adoptees who passed through the Irish system, some of whom still face difficulty accessing their early-life files.


Later that year, I was commissioned by the BBC to write an article on the Commission of Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes underway at the time. I read the limited historical literature available, pored over yellowed documents and old photographs, and visited the sites of former homes, trying to understand their complicated legacy. It was not a task for the fainthearted; the religious orders responsible for running the homes declined interviews and some documents in state archives were inaccessible.


It took time to get in touch with survivors who felt ready to talk. Some, like Maura* from Connemara, wished to speak to me under a pseudonym. On a crackling phone line, she recounted how she had given birth to her first child in a mother and baby institution in the early 1980s. Her voice faltering in places, she told me I was one of the few people outside of her own family she had told about her time there. ‘You blame yourself,’ she said of keeping that secret bottled up. ‘I always thought I was the only one in the world.’ Others, like Noelle Browne, were less reticent; they spoke of the years they had spent battling to trace relatives and access personal information. ‘The damage and the hurt are continuing into the present day,’ Noelle explained.


While mother and baby institutions in other countries had closed their doors by the 1970s, Bessborough, where Noelle was born, remained in operation until the late 1990s. Almost 10,000 women passed through its doors between 1922 and 1998, and almost 9,000 children were born or admitted there. A group of five people, including mothers who had given birth in the institution and people adopted from there, spoke to me for a 5,000-word article published on the front page of the BBC news website in April 2019. It had been a surprise addition to the Chartbeat list of the most-read news articles in the world that year, performing well with audiences across the globe. The courage of the contributors had struck a chord with readers and prompted lots of people to get in touch and express their shock at the ways in which people were still affected.


Some of the messages came from people asking for information about support and advocacy groups. Others wrote about their personal experiences. Bernie* said: ‘It has re-kindled my long-held (very secret) wish to uncover the circumstances of my birth … I hope that it inspires other people, especially the children of these institutions, to demand answers.’ Margaret* wrote to tell me about her mother, who had given birth in the home in the 1960s. Jim* told me about his wife’s sister, sent to Bessborough in 1980 ‘to avoid scandal’ where she was living under an assumed name in conditions he and his wife found unacceptable. The couple invited her to live with them. Debbie* wrote for help on behalf of her brother-in-law, who had been adopted from Ireland in the 1960s and couldn’t find documents to prove his identity.


Alongside all of these messages was an email from a publisher who had spotted the piece; they wanted to explore the possibility of extending the article into a book focusing on a group of people from the Bessborough institution. As I read it, I doubted whether what they were proposing was possible. All of the contributors, people I had come to know and respect, had shared their experiences at huge personal cost to themselves. For some, taking part in a BBC article had been a great challenge. But most responded positively when I phoned them about the proposal: they saw it as an opportunity to bring the story of Bessborough to a wider audience.


As the weeks and months went on, I spoke with three women who expressed a willingness to share their stories publicly and who did not wish to hold anything back. To learn more about them, I have spoken with them many times over Skype and WhatsApp, have drunk cups of tea in their homes and have seen, where possible, their photos and personal documents relating to the institution. Their vivid accounts took me inside the walls of Bessborough House from the 1960s to the 1980s; through their eyes, we see the hastily packed cases in long-roomed dormitories; the pale walls of the downstairs delivery room; the nurseries filled with babies women and girls would never take home.


Seventy-four-year-old Joan McDermott was the first to sign up fully to this project. A tall, no-nonsense former nurse and social worker, she greeted me with a huge smile and freshly blow-dried blonde hair when I arrived to visit her at her home in Cork. Her blue eyeliner and gold shoes revealed a love of colourful things and inside her spotless kitchen she passed slice after slice of homemade rhubarb tart across the table. Joan urged me to ‘put the bit of humour’ in the chapters based on her experiences; an effusive talker, she could speak uninterrupted for an hour at a stretch. But for forty-six years she told no one about her experience of entering Bessborough as a teenage girl in 1967 and losing her child. ‘Emotionally, I withdrew into myself,’ she said of that time, puffing occasionally on her purple vape pen. ‘I carried that all these years.’ When she tried to trace her son, she encountered years of delays and difficulties that complicated her search. Over the past five years, she has met others sent there in the 1960s and early 1970s, when admissions were at their peak; some of their stories are also threaded throughout this book.


Coronavirus delayed my first meeting with sixty-seven-year-old Terri Harrison. Our conversations progressed from texts she sprinkled with pink heart emojis to WhatsApp calls where she spoke at length about her experiences. Repatriated to Ireland from the UK, Terri entered Bessborough in 1973 as a pregnant eighteen-year-old with very little knowledge about sex. Her son was placed for adoption and she later married, reared three other children and went back to education in her forties, earning a degree. But she always felt as though she lived her life in a bubble, mourning the son she wasn’t allowed to keep. ‘I was lost in this horrible void that never went away … I did a lot of stuff in silence and nobody knew,’ she told me from her home in north Dublin. Despite a spell of ill health, the petite auburn-haired woman with a throaty laugh is an active campaigner. It’s her way of dealing with what she calls ‘a living bereavement’. ‘The best I can do is learn how to cope … it never stops.’


By the 1980s, conditions were better and more women were deciding to keep their children but many still felt pressured into adoptions. Deirdre Wadding’s parents sent her to Bessborough in 1981; a cherished child from an aspirational family in County Wexford, she became pregnant as a student in Dublin. ‘I lost every sense of myself,’ she recalled, remembering the ‘horrible, hurtful, abusive things’ that were said to her. Even in the eighties, she didn’t feel that she could challenge them about sending her to Bessborough. ‘We believed we couldn’t leave there,’ she explained. ‘That was how society worked.’ Now in her fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair and a small silver nose stud, she is among the youngest surviving women to have given birth in a mother and baby institution. ‘It’s a life sentence,’ she told me as she smoked a rollie by the front door of her rural cottage, her turquoise ring catching the autumn light.


Though their lives after Bessborough were shaped by their time there, Joan, Terri and Deirdre have all – in their own individual ways – refused to let their experience define them. I am incredibly grateful for the time they have spent with me, even when it was painful to look back at the past. Throughout the research for this book, never once did they shy away from questions, refuse to answer emails, express impatience at fact-checking or lose trust in the project. In the case of Joan and Deirdre, the sons placed for adoption prefer to keep a low profile and were not interviewed for this book. All three women expressed a desire for those affected to be given access to their records and spoke out in the wish that their experiences would never again happen to others. I hope the finished book honours the faith they have placed in me.


In January 2021, the Commission of Investigation into Mother and Baby Homes released its final report of a five-year inquiry. It found that about 15 per cent of infants born in the institutions examined by the commission died. ‘In the years before 1960 mother and baby homes did not save the lives of “illegitimate” children; in fact, they appear to have significantly reduced their prospects of survival,’ it concluded in its executive summary. The report revealed that in the seventy-six years Bessborough was in operation, 923 children born there died and it is not known where most of them are buried. The inquiry found ‘no evidence’ of forced adoption, while also recognising that the women and girls confined in these institutions would have had no choice but to give up their children. The report’s findings – and Joan, Terri and Deirdre’s responses to them – will be dealt with in the concluding chapter of this book.


As I compiled this mansucript, I returned many times to the photo on my desk of Bessborough House; its thick brown-grey walls have enclosed over seven decades of secrets. Writing about it has challenged what I thought I knew about the country of my birth and the state that was created after independence – a state that confined a higher number of pregnant women and girls in institutions than any other country in the world in the twentieth century. This book does not attempt to be a complete history of the Bessborough institution or of the system of adoption in Ireland; like the photo on my desk, it’s a snapshot of a previous era through the eyes of a group of women who lived through it. They are not alone in their experiences but the accounts that follow are uniquely theirs.









Part One


JOAN’S STORY









Chapter One


CORK, 1967


Joan’s mother and stepfather didn’t say a word to her in the car. Kathleen* touched up her already red lips and brushed back a stray strand of her curly blonde hair. John* kept his eyes firmly on the road. Joan sat in the back, her stomach in knots, looking out the window of the family’s Ford car. On another day she might have appreciated the view, the morning sunlight giving a soft glow to the high ridges of the Galtee Mountains that she knew so well. Today, though, it couldn’t distract her from the tense feeling she hadn’t been able to shake off since the day before. As night turned to morning, she’d lain awake, her mind going over and over the heated conversations she’d had with Kathleen.


‘Where am I going?’ she asked.


More silence. Joan kept her eyes on the road, watching the route. About an hour had passed since they had set off from the family home in Mitchelstown. They had driven by Fermoy and by the Blackwater River, and it seemed to Joan as they passed acres of well-tended farmland and busy market towns that they were heading in the direction of Cork City.


The car turned onto a country road in the suburbs, slowing to stop outside a set of wrought-iron gates which opened to reveal a wide avenue. At the top was a three-storey Georgian mansion partially shielded from view with shrubs and trees. Joan could tell it had once been grand – two stone pillars in the shape of lions framed the front steps and there was an old glass conservatory with curved windows to the side. The front door was painted a glossy red and the lawns and flowerbeds were neatly trimmed.


‘Out you get,’ said Kathleen.


Joan grabbed her overnight bag, where she’d stuffed a change of clothes the night before. Taking a deep breath, she made her way up the stone steps. As the door swung open, she could hear Kathleen and John heading back to the car, then the crunch of the wheels on the gravel.


Here goes, she thought, taking a step forward into the house.









Chapter Two


CORK, 1966


Joan and Ellen* clamoured for a space around the cracked mirror in the tennis club changing room. A sticky cloud of hairspray and chemist shop perfume made them cough. ‘Quick, pass me the lipstick’, Joan instructed Ellen, who dutifully handed it over. Joan dotted the peach-pink shade on her lips, fixed her dark curls in place and gestured for Ellen to follow her towards the door. ‘Come on, we’ll miss the first dance,’ she told her.


‘He’s looking at you again,’ said Ellen, giving her a nudge as they approached the dance floor. Joan knew who she meant: his name was Ben*, she knew that much, he was a couple of years older and a law student at UCC. She’d heard some of the college girls talk about him in the bathrooms.


‘Are you sure it’s me?’


‘I’m telling you, it’s definitely you.’ Ellen nudged her again and pushed her forward.


‘Dance?’ he said. Joan felt her cheeks flush. Up close, Ben was even more handsome than she thought: tall, clear-skinned, with dark-blond hair. She turned her head to see if he meant another girl standing behind her, but she couldn’t see anyone.


‘Go on so,’ she said, taking his hand as he led her over to the floor.


‘I’m Ben. Nice to meet you.’


‘Joan,’ she replied, following his steps.


‘Are you friends with Rose*?’


‘Rose invited me.’


Joan’s hand fitted easily in his for The Beach Boys and the set-dance tracks, and his hands remained respectfully around her waist even during the lull of the slow tunes. When the lights flickered on and the crowd stood for the national anthem at midnight, she saw that his eyes were a pale shade of blue.


‘Thanks for a lovely time,’ he said. ‘Would you, maybe … like to do this again sometime?’


‘Yes. Lovely. That would be lovely,’ she replied, wondering if he’d noticed that she’d said it a tad too hastily.


From across the room, Ellen gave her a knowing look and Joan suspected it might be the start of her very first romance.
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Their first date was at the pictures. That morning, Joan couldn’t touch her breakfast, or her lunch, wondering whether it would be better to wear another tea dress or a skirt and blouse. She’d ask him questions about his friends, his degree, his family. If the conversation dried up, she’d tell him about her plans to be a vet, if her exam results were good enough.


‘You look nice,’ he told her when he saw her outside the picture house.


Joan thought the same about him; he looked freshly shaved, with a neatly ironed shirt and a discreet smell of upmarket cologne. The conversation flowed. He had a big family, lots of brothers, he was enjoying his law degree and to Joan he seemed so clever.


Joan loved the cinema, but sitting beside Ben, she couldn’t pay attention to the plot; she felt giddy in his company. Each time he moved in his seat, she wondered, or rather worried, if he was going to kiss her; if he didn’t, she wouldn’t have anything to tell Ellen about, and if he did, she wasn’t sure how she should respond. When his lips finally met hers, it was brief but wonderful too in its own way.


Joan was smitten. Within a few weeks they were an item. Ben’s family were wealthy like Joan’s: they owned a thriving business on the outskirts of Cork City. He was the first in his family to go to university and had his own car, a black Mini. On a Sunday afternoon, he would collect her and they’d go for a drive and take a picnic, not returning until late in the evening. Or they’d take a boat from Crosshaven all the way out to Cobh, watching the sun shimmering over the water. And in the evening they’d have dinner with his brothers and their girlfriends in a restaurant overlooking the harbour.


Joan could tell Ben anything – he was respectful, kind, someone to confide in. She told him that even though her grades hadn’t been the best the year before, she still thought she’d like to go to university and be a vet. She told him how her mother had tried so hard to get her to be more ladylike, but even now her favourite thing to do was to play a hockey match in the mud. Or how she loved playing the piano but hated when her mother wanted her to entertain the group of women she invited over for afternoon tea.


And she told him the serious stuff too; he knew that after her father had slipped into a diabetic coma and died when she was sixteen, she hadn’t been the same since. He knew too that her mother packed her off to boarding school when she was ten, telling her to ‘for goodness’ sake get on that train’, and never visited her. She told him how with each year that passed, she’d felt a stranger in her family home when she returned for the holidays. Ben knew all of this, and still arrived the next Sunday to pick her up.


After every date, she counted down the days until the next one, remembering every detail to tell Ellen about later. As the summer came to an end and a soft chill crept into the August evenings, she felt her stomach fill with dread as she took the trip to Dublin to be fitted for her replacement uniform.


‘I guess I’ll see you when I’m home for a visit,’ she told Ben on their final date of the summer. It was her final year in the boarding school and her exams were coming up. Maybe the days would pass quickly, like Ben had said. Or maybe they wouldn’t, maybe they’d pass so slowly she wouldn’t be able to bear it. There was little chance she could write to him – the nuns vetted everything and a sneaky letter to a boyfriend would be extracted from the pile before it even reached the postbox.









Chapter Three


CORK, 1967


Kathleen sat in the armchair by the small table in the drawing room. Her face was pale.


‘How could you, Joan? How could you be so reckless?’


‘I didn’t mean to—’


‘I presume Ben is the father?’


‘Yes.’


Kathleen had discovered Joan retching over the bathroom sink and had whisked her off to an appointment. From the moment they had emerged from the doctor’s surgery with the news that Joan was indeed pregnant, she had quizzed Joan non-stop, barely pausing to take a breath.


‘This doesn’t happen to girls like you,’ she continued. ‘Girls from good families and good schools. You’re not a servant girl or a maid. And how is this going to look for me and your stepfather? Did you think about that?’


Joan thought of the parties her mother threw for other wealthy families in the area, solicitors and politicians and businessmen and their wives. How Kathleen would hate to be on the wrong side of the local rumour mill.


‘But—’


It had been almost an hour and Joan had struggled to utter even a syllable. She shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot on the red Persian-style rug in the middle of the floor. The drawing room was her mother’s domain, and Joan always felt like an intruder there.


‘Is he going to marry you?’ She didn’t wait for Joan to respond, making a gesture to dismiss her.


Joan’s cheeks burned. When her period hadn’t arrived the first month, she hadn’t given it a second thought, and even when she’d missed the second, she still hadn’t put two and two together. She’d only ever had whispered conversations about these things with friends from the tennis club, and biology class gave a rudimentary mention of the menstural cycle and little else. There had been just two incidents with Ben when she’d been back home during the school term and she had never imagined it would lead to this. Her mother had kept using that word, illegitimate. And her tone towards her, Joan hated it, it made her feel ashamed.


She phoned Ben from the house phone downstairs. The news felt all the more scary and real when she spoke the words out loud.


‘Right’, he said. There was a pause. It was too long for Joan’s liking. ‘Okay. Right.’ Another pause followed, more awkward than the first one. ‘I have a lot of things to think about. My degree for a start … and I can’t tell my mother. You know she’s been on her own since my father died. This would just totally destroy her.’


His tone worried Joan. He seemed very far away, not like the Ben who had been her boyfriend for two summers in a row.


‘But Ben—’


He gave a deep sigh. ‘There’s nothing I can do about it, Joan – you’ll have to go to England.’


Footsteps. Her mother grabbed the receiver and shooed Joan out.


‘You’re the one responsible for this. What are you going to do about it?’ Joan heard her mother say. The door closed behind her before she could hear any more.


That night, Joan lay awake staring at the pink and white speckled wallpaper in her bedroom, watching as the hours passed and cracks of light started to come in through the grooves in the white shutters. A baby was going to arrive in a few months’ time, that was certain. But how was she going to get Kathleen to calm down? This hadn’t happened to anyone she knew, not at boarding school, not to anyone she knew from the tennis club dances. And Ben had been so strange. What did he mean about going to England? Would he come round or phone her up to apologise?


A tight feeling formed in her chest. From her bedroom she heard little but she imagined the long conversation that Kathleen and John were having, about actions, consequences, the right thing to do. They’d probably progressed from cups of tea to tumblers of whiskey, making decisions about how to deal with things without any input from her. She thought of her father – what would he have said if he had been alive to see it? Would he too have looked at her as though she had let him down?


The next morning Kathleen appeared in the doorway of Joan’s bedroom; her eyes wouldn’t meet Joan’s.


‘Put some clothes in a bag and be ready to leave in an hour.’


‘Where am I going?’ Joan asked.


‘You’ll find out soon enough.’









Chapter Four


BESSBOROUGH, 1967


The nun who opened the door to Joan didn’t smile or greet her by name but instead surveyed her with a cool stare. She wore a loose black habit with a stiff veil and gestured for Joan to follow. Inside the house, Joan could see a long, wide corridor with a gleaming parquet floor, doors and panels made of dark wood and a huge wooden staircase. Her throat tickled from the smell of furniture polish. With short, quick footsteps, the nun led her up three flights of stairs to the top floor.


‘Your mother and stepfather have told me all about your situation.’


Joan nodded. Best not to say very much, she thought.


‘Is there a name you would like to be called while you are in the house? No one uses their real name here.’


Joan stumbled. ‘No, I mean …’


‘In that case, your house name is Michelle. You will answer to this name from now on. And you will say you are from Limerick, not from Mitchelstown. When you leave here you can tell people you were on a nursing course in England and decided to come back.’ She paused, as if gauging Joan’s reaction. ‘This will be yours,’ she said, indicating a small single bed. ‘Dinner will be served at six and the others will show you where to go. There are three main rules of this house and you would do well to adhere to them:


‘Do not reveal your identity to any other girl.


‘You are to have no contact with the outside world.


‘If you run away, you will be brought back by the police.’


Left alone, Joan surveyed her sparse, spotless surroundings. The dormitories had once been long – perhaps even elegant – rooms, now partitioned; in Joan’s section, there were four beds with crisp sheets tightly tucked in at the edges. The only other furnishings were some bedside lockers and a single crucifix on the pale green walls. On the bed was a starched blue dress which she guessed was her uniform; she wondered how long she would have to wear it before she could go back home. She changed quickly, stuffing her dress and overnight bag into the locker. The tunic was shapeless, made of a rough, denim-like material that had faded to a washed-out colour over the years. She sighed. If her mother and stepfather had wanted to teach her a lesson, sending her here seemed like a bizarre way of doing it.


She heard the sound of the floors squeaking under rubber shoes as a group of three girls arrived to wash their hands. She guessed that they were in their late teens like herself, and all were in different stages of pregnancy. None met her eyes or made much of an effort to acknowledge her, apart from one girl, with mousy brown hair, about Joan’s age. ‘I’m Julia,’ she said, with a weak smile. ‘Or at least that’s what they call me in here.’


Joan stumbled. ‘Michelle. I’m from Limerick.’ The words tumbled awkwardly from her mouth; they sounded ridiculous in her Cork accent.


‘Follow me, it’s time for dinner.’


Joan followed the girls downstairs, taking in the house’s high ceilings and a stained-glass window. On the ground floor, Julia pointed out a parlour, an office and a reception room, but Joan didn’t get a chance to see inside any of them. As the door opened into the dining room, Joan heard the clanging of plates echoing off the walls. A group of around twenty young women sat around in small groups at wooden tables laid with white crockery, mostly in silence, whispering when they did speak. The meal was bland, the sort of institutional stew she was used to getting at boarding school. Joan couldn’t touch it. At the top of the room another of the nuns read passages from a leather-bound Bible in a loud voice. Some words got particular emphasis: Stained. Repentance. Shame.


That night, as Joan lay awake, she heard muffled crying through the partitions. ‘How long have you been here?’ she whispered to Julia, who slept in the next bed.


‘Three months now. I can’t wait to get out. The girl that was in the bed before you had her baby so she was moved to another section of the home. We’ll go there too when our time comes.’


‘When do you get out?’


‘When you have the baby. But until then you’re stuck here.’


Joan turned her head over onto the cool side of the pillow, exhausted. She couldn’t bring herself to ask any more questions. She had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answers.
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The next morning, Joan woke early, just after 6 a.m., to the sound of a bell. For a moment, she didn’t understand where she was, but when she did, the realisation did little to relieve the knots in her stomach. She joined the queue that had formed at the hand basins in the bathrooms and washed and dressed quickly.


‘We have mass before we eat,’ explained Julia.


The service began at 7 a.m. in a large downstairs room smelling of incense and candles that was used as a chapel. The girls sat at the front in long wooden pews with the nuns in a row behind them. A priest lectured them on penance, sacrifice and the sins of the flesh, his vestments the only dash of colour among the girls’ faded uniforms and the nuns’ habits. At breakfast, Joan sat beside Julia, trying her best to eat the sticky porridge and whispering to her when she could. She noticed something she hadn’t seen the day before, that some of the women there were older than her and Julia, perhaps in their forties or maybe more.


‘Why are they still here?’ she whispered.


‘They had their children here a long time ago. They never left.’


‘Why not? Surely they wouldn’t want to stay here if they didn’t have to.’


‘Nobody really knows. Maybe their families didn’t want them back? They work in the kitchens now.’


Joan set aside her spoon. She didn’t much feel like eating any more.


‘What do we do for the rest of the day?’


‘You have to work. One of the nuns will tell you where to go. It can be in the kitchens, outside on the farm or in the nursery on the first floor with the babies. Or there’s gardening too, weeding and cutting grass. If you’re really unlucky, in the laundry with me. The steam is the worst.’


Joan imagined a dark building with a huge machine, a wringer and lines of wet, soggy sheets and silently hoped she didn’t end up there. The bell clanged again at 8 a.m., and Julia mouthed a silent good luck to Joan.


‘Michelle, isn’t it?’ said a nun she hadn’t seen before. ‘You’re to go out in the gardens,’ she told her, before Joan had a chance to respond. She pointed her towards a line of about eight girls filing out of the dining hall. Outside, Joan breathed a sigh of relief. It was warmer in the gardens than inside the house; maybe in the fresh air, the heavy feeling in her chest might start to subside.


The grounds were immaculately kept, with tidy lawns and neatly trimmed flowerbeds, the rose bushes full of late summer blooms. To the right, Joan could see a small, clear lake, glistening in the weak sun, and heard some cows roaming the farm.


‘You and Mary can work together,’ said the nun.


The other girl was about twenty, with long blonde hair and a shy smile. When she introduced herself, Joan could hear the soft lilt of a Donegal accent.


The nun opened a box of kitchen scissors.


‘Off you go, let’s start on the front lawns today,’ she said.


Joan tried to catch Mary’s eye. Did she really expect them to cut the lawn with scissors? But Mary just gave her a meaningful look and started cutting. Joan stood for a second, before Mary gave her a nudge and Joan took her place beside her. On their hands and knees, they tackled small sections, putting the cuttings into small cotton bags, not progressing to the next section until the nun inspected the patch and nodded her approval. Piece by piece, they trimmed the lawn, cutting away the long blades as if restoring a precious painting.


At noon, the girls were ushered back into the dining room for a lunch of soup. Joan couldn’t work out what vegetable it tasted of but tried her best to eat it; it was difficult to distinguish it from the stew that had been served the night before. Then they returned to their duties until it was time for dinner.


At 6 p.m., Joan followed the girls into a downstairs room they called the dayroom. It wasn’t comfortable, with its rows of hard bench tables that reminded Joan of her days in the convent boarding school, and there was no television or non-holy books to distract them. Some of the girls were knitting baby clothes; Joan could make out shapes that might become bootees or matinee cardigans.


What are you knitting? she wanted to say.


‘Clack’ went the needles as the words remained stuck in her throat.


Why were they being punished like this? she wanted to ask. When could she go back home? She took a deep breath and sat up straight but the words wouldn’t come. The clacking continued until seven and no one really made any attempt at small talk.


You’re on your own here, Joan thought as she made her way upstairs for the night. You’d better get used to it.









Chapter Five


BESSBOROUGH, 1967


‘What would it be like if I got to keep the baby?’ Joan whispered to Julia.


She wasn’t sure whether the other girl would be awake. It was a few hours after lights out, and only the shadowy outlines of the other beds were visible. From the next bed, Julia’s response was muffled.


‘Sometimes I let myself get carried away,’ she said. ‘I think about how nice it would be to go home with a little boy or girl and my parents would be grandparents … I could go for a walk with the baby in the pram and show all my friends … But then I remember how angry my mam and dad were and I put my head down and get on with things.’


‘Mine were so furious. I’d never seen my mother that angry with me before. But I still keep hoping she’ll change her mind and come and collect me with my stepfather.’


‘I know for a fact that my family don’t want anything to do with me or the baby.’ Julia sighed. ‘The only way for me to keep mine is to go to England. But I don’t know anyone there, and what kind of job would I be able to get anyway? I can’t wait to get out of here and put all of this behind me.’


Joan hadn’t had a visitor or received a letter from anyone in the months she’d been in the home, and she’d started to lose hope that her mother and stepfather might come and collect her. The schedule of mass and work meant she hardly ever spoke to anyone else, so these rare whispered conversations in the dark made things feel less lonely. Joan had told her all about Ben, and in turn she had heard the stories about Julia’s boyfriend, a farmer’s son from the country. Sometimes Julia told her about the stories she had heard about girls who had been there before them; there was the girl whose cousin had had his way with her; others who had one encounter at the seaside and had ended up in Bessborough; another who’d had an affair with a married man. Like Joan, they had little idea of how babies were made, just the little bits of knowledge they had passed down from older sisters or cousins or friends. And there were the rumours about the girls who had married the father of the child and returned to their hometowns with their babies, respectability restored.
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