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For Amelia and Darragh, you are my reason for living.
It has all been for you.
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A Horse Of A Different Colour


CANCER IS ALL ABOUT TREATMENT. One treatment after another, or sometimes several all at once. And each treatment leaves behind a layer of pain which, over time, turns you into a kind of scarecrow.


Not from the outside.


From the outside you might look fine; people even tell you you’re looking great. But from the inside looking out, you’re a ragged thing, a collection of old scars and new symptoms, a comically monstrous version of your old self.


They keep piling on the treatment for as long as you can physically stand it, until you keel over from the sheer weight of it all, and drop where you stand. Then they stop. After they’ve done ‘everything we can’.


I know luck is a major player in all of this, but it wasn’t the cancer in my body that turned me into a scarecrow, it was the cancer in the system. And that knowledge makes me angry. Well, let me tell you: they don’t like you when you’re angry. It scares the living daylights out of them.


It’s hard to know where to start. ‘Start at the beginning,’ you might say.


But every chapter of your life has its own beginning.


I suppose I could start on the day I found out I was a scarecrow. But when I think back, something else keeps rising in my mind. Something oddly comical, that happened many years ago.


It keeps coming back to me, this memory. I don’t exactly know why.


I’m out walking. My head is in a dark place. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, a black horse appears. I hear him before I see him, the noise of his hooves against the concrete.


Coming right for me, gathering speed.


I’m running as fast as I can.


A car pulls up – a stranger yells, ‘Get in, get in!’ I jump into his car and we move off at speed. Safe, I think to myself, as I catch my breath, but as I turn and look out the back window I see that the horse is still chasing.


Even in the safety of that sanctuary, I see that the horse continues to pursue, refusing to give in. I look back and wonder what drives that beast on, what logic is at play, and the horse becomes something more than just a horse in my mind. It becomes some sort of metaphor for life.


We are all pursued. And sometimes we are saved. But one day the horse will catch up with all of us, when we are alone. And we are all alone at the end of the day. And it is then that we know who we really are. To accept this fact of life takes a great deal of strength. More than most people realise.


I always knew I was strong, I just didn’t realise how strong I would need to be, especially on that day, 12 January 2018, when the horse finally caught me. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next.
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Making Memories


I HAD BEEN CANCER-FREE FOR more than three years and was used to the routine check-ups. Keeping an eye on things. Checking in every couple of months. My daughter Amelia was with me in the hospital. She had a separate appointment with her neurologist and that had all gone well. She was doing fine. That’s all that mattered. I hadn’t had time to think about my own appointment, until I was there, in the waiting room. Mam was with me too. Three generations, like ducks in a row – Amelia, me and Mam.


My cancer was back. I was there to find out about the treatment plan.


‘Vicky Phelan, the doctor will see you now.’


I left Mam and Amelia in the waiting room. ‘Won’t be long,’ I said, smiling towards Amelia. I took a seat in the consultant’s room. I remember it was cold.


The doctor got straight to it. She told me it was not good news. She talked me through how the cancer had spread, with the aid of a diagram. I was trying to take it all in. But there was one question in my mind – could this be cured? I asked the doctor to tell me if I stood a chance. I could feel the weight of that question hanging in the air.


And then the answer: she told me that unfortunately, the cancer looked to be terminal. I asked her what kind of a timeframe I was looking at. I had to push her for a reply. I needed to know. With chemotherapy, I may have a year, at most. Without it, maybe six months. I was shocked. I tried to take it in. ‘Surely there’s something I can do?’ I pleaded.


Radiotherapy was not an option because of the position of my tumours, which were close to all my vital organs. The only option available to me was to have more chemotherapy – palliative chemotherapy. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


She was referring me to a medical oncologist who would discuss the chemotherapy plan with me. I asked about alternative treatments.


There were no options, it seemed.


What did this mean? I tried to make sense of it in my own mind. I was imagining the worst possible scenario: I had to go home, say goodbye to my children, and get my affairs in order.


I was furious. I had done everything they had asked me to do – I’d been to every gruelling treatment, and now, here I was three years later with terminal cancer.


I stared at her. I looked straight into her eyes, woman to woman. She looked down at the papers on her desk. ‘Is that what you’d do? Give up? I have two children. I can’t give up.’


With that I got up and left the room. The moment I heard the door close behind me, I put my hand out to steady myself against the wall. My legs were shaking. My head felt light.


There was a bathroom just to the left of the surgery, away from the waiting room. I stumbled in, and locked the door behind me. There was a sign on the wall that read, ‘Call, Don’t Fall’. And what did I do? I fell apart. I wept until there was nothing left in me. Everything was going through my head, and nothing.


Eventually, when I had no more tears to shed, I splashed my face with water and tried to gather myself. I couldn’t let Amelia see me like this. I tried as hard as I could to seem normal. I put on my best face and went back to the reception area. But the moment Mam saw me, she knew. Mammies always know. She looked at me, over Amelia’s head. ‘Everything alright?’ she asked.


I shook my head.


We made nervous chit-chat in the car on the way home, with Amelia in the back. As soon as we got in, Amelia went upstairs to her bedroom and I told Mam what the doctor had said.


That was over a year ago now, as I write these words.


I used to wonder how they could do it – people who had been told they didn’t have long to live. How did they get up every morning? How did they keep going? I didn’t understand it. Now I do. There’s actually something liberating about it. When your days are numbered, you see the beauty of every day. It’s almost like a second life.


And my second life began for me that day, when I stumbled out of the doctor’s office. They say there’s nothing more dangerous than someone with nothing to lose. I know who I am now, and what I need to do.


Everything that came next, after that day, everything you are about to discover, and all that came before it, was all for Amelia, and for Darragh. My children are what drives me, every day, and what makes me fight for any time I can have with them here on this earth.


I do not know how this book will end, or if I will make it to the end. But I need to tell this story, while I am here to tell it. While I have time on the clock. How this all came about. The secrets, the trials, the tribulations. And I swear I will tell you everything, as best I can. The unvarnished truth.


I am Vicky Phelan. And this is my story.
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The Beginning


IT’S HARD TO BE SURE of your earliest memory. Things you actually remember, rather than are told.


I was born on 28 October 1974, in Airmount Hospital in Waterford city in the south of Ireland. My parents were living in County Kilkenny at the time.


I was Gaby and John Kelly’s first child, and they were as excited as any young couple about to start a new family. They named me Vicky, Vicky Kelly. You’ve probably never heard of Vicky Kelly, but she was the makings of Vicky Phelan.


My mother was nineteen when she had me. And she went on to have four more children, three in quick succession.


While there was little by way of money when I was growing up, I never wanted for love and affection.


For the first five years of my life, we lived in a very rural part of Kilkenny, a place called Ballygorey, in a small cottage that my father fixed up before he and my mother got married. I remember the grass grew in the middle of the road and old wrought-iron gates marked the entrance to our home. The house was three miles from the village. It could be harsh at times. It was cold and damp in the winter time. But in the springtime, our garden filled with daffodils.


We were surrounded on all sides by fields, cut through by a dark ribbon of river, the River Suir.


My father knew every bend in that river. He was a fisherman. His family had fished the river for generations; the river was in his blood. He went to work each morning before dawn and wouldn’t return until late at night. He practised the old traditional snap-net fishing where two boats row out onto the water trailing a net between them. They’d wait patiently, sometimes for hours, until the moment came, then row back in, closing the net, to reveal their day’s catch. Then off to the fishmonger’s in Waterford to sell the spoils.


Our lives revolved around the fishing season. And when the season was over, Dad had to find other work; he was able to turn his hand to most things. He had a lot of part-time jobs, mainly driving trucks and vans.


My parents were young, just making their way in the world, like most young couples do. My mother worked hard to make our house a home. She spent her days doing all the thankless tasks a mother tended to do: cooking and cleaning and minding the children. Their only car my father took to work, leaving my mother at the cottage alone all day with the children, miles from anywhere, with no mode of transport, except walking or cycling. Times were tough, but somehow they always managed to make ends meet.


It was here in Ballygorey that our family began. My earliest memory is from that time. It was the day I disappeared. My mother still talks about it, which must be why it has stayed with me. It is every parent’s worst nightmare when a child goes missing.


It was 1978 and by that time my mother, at the age of twenty-two, had three very young children – me at the age of three, and the two babies, Robbie and Lee. That afternoon Mam was feeding the babies in the kitchen. They always ate first, then I would be called to sit at the table. Mam had a routine and it worked. Usually.


But this day was different because when it was my turn to be fed Mam called out to me from the next room as she always did. ‘Vicky!’


But this time, no answer came.


‘Vicky! Time for tea,’ she tried again.


When there was still no answer, she hoisted the two little ones into her arms and went to look for me in the sitting room. My books and toys were scattered across the floor, as though I had just been there.


Mam went from room to room, calling my name. She looked under the beds and inside the wardrobes, checking all my usual hiding places. When there was no sign of me, she began to panic. She opened the back door and peered into the garden. Still no sign.


At the front of the house, she saw that the gate was ajar. It was always closed; they were always very careful to keep it that way.


With the weight of a baby in each arm, she ran as fast as she could towards my grandmother’s house which was further up the road, hoping I might be there. She arrived at the house and raced up the garden path. ‘Nanny Kelly?’ she called. ‘Mrs Kelly?’ My grandmother was hard of hearing; you nearly always had to call her twice.


She was sitting on a bench in the back garden, potting flowers, when my mother appeared into view. ‘Nanny Kelly, is Vicky here?’


‘Hello, Gaby. What’s wrong?’


‘Is Vicky with you? She’s not at the house. Did she come up here?’


‘I haven’t seen Vicky since yesterday.’


My mother’s mind went to the worst possible place: the river. ‘Will you take the boys for me? I need to find her.’


She placed the babies on my grandmother’s lap, and ran out the gate. She passed our house on the right and continued down the road, towards the dreaded river.


From the moment they had moved to the cottage, the thought of the river being so close by had terrified my mother, especially with small children in the house. She couldn’t swim and hated being near the water.


As she turned the final bend in the road that day, her mind was as dark as the river. Rounding the corner, she saw, coming up the lane towards her, the old man who lived in a thatched cottage on the far side of the water. And there beside him, wearing his old tattered cap, was me, followed in tow by my faithful dog, Bruce.


My mother was nearly too relieved to be angry. ‘Jesus Christ, Vicky!’


‘I found her sitting by the river, with the dog, missus,’ the old man explained. ‘I was bringing her back to you. I knew you’d be worried sick.’


‘Thank you for finding her, Tom, and minding her for me.’


Standing beside my small frame, he must have looked like a quiet, gentle giant. The locals called him Tom ‘the glasses’.


‘You’d want to be careful with her going down to that river by herself – that current’s mighty strong,’ said Tom, wiping his glasses on the sleeve of his shirt.


‘She managed to get out of the house again without me seeing her. I don’t know how she does it.’


I could feel the tension as I was marched back home; I knew I had pushed the boundaries too far this time. But for my poor mother, this was just the start of it, the beginning of Vicky Kelly’s adventures. There would be much more to come.


‘We’re in trouble now, Bruce,’ I said.


Bruce wagged his tail, as if to say, It’ll be okay. And I knew it would be. I couldn’t help my natural curiosity, any more than I could help the colour of my eyes. And I felt my mother knew that too.
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Mr Dineen


AT THE RIPE OLD AGE of three and three-quarters, I decided it was time for a major change in my life. I decided that I was ready for school.


Every morning I stood at the low window at the front of our house; I was just about tall enough to see out over the sill. I stood on my tippy toes and watched the older children from nearby houses heading off to school in the morning. I wanted to go where they were going – to Carrigeen National School. I begged my mother to let me go.


‘You’ll go next year, pet, when you’re old enough.’


‘Why can’t I go now?’ Always stubborn.


My mother had taught me to read. She taught us all to read very early on. I loved it and I couldn’t see the point in waiting to join the great adventure of education.


‘You’re not old enough just yet. Be patient. Besides, there’s plenty to do here in the meantime to keep you busy.’


I whined and whined, and eventually my mother gave in. ‘Alright,’ she said, ‘why don’t we go and speak to the headmaster. We’ll see what he says.’


I couldn’t believe it. This was my chance. The next day I woke up early; I had a lot to do that day. I immediately reminded Mam of her promise to go and see Mr Dineen.


‘Alright, alright, we’ll go this afternoon.’


My morning was spent picking out clothes to wear for this very important meeting. I needed to make a good impression. I chose my favourite jumper and a pair of blue tights. I laid my favourite reading books out on the bed. I would pack these and bring them with me. At ten o’clock, I was armed and ready to go.


Little did I know my mother had a plan. She was sure that I would be dissuaded by the headmaster, that he would tell me that I was too young to start school, and that would be the end of it. But I was ready for action.


I held my mother’s hand as we walked through the school gates. I could see the boys and girls through the windows, sitting in rows, teachers standing at the blackboards. I could smell the musty scent of chalk in the corridor as my mother led me towards the headmaster’s office. The walls were filled with children’s paintings – colourful and bright. I couldn’t wait to have my painting there too.


We reached the end of the hallway and knocked on the headmaster’s big oak door.


‘Come in!’ said Mr Dineen.


We entered. A tall man sat behind a desk, peering out over bifocal glasses. My mother hoisted me up on to a large wooden seat.


‘Well, hello, Mrs Kelly. Who do we have here?’


‘This is Vicky. Vicky, say hello to Mr Dineen.’


‘Hello,’ I said, suddenly feeling very important in this unfamiliar atmosphere.


‘I believe you are looking forward to starting school, Vicky?’


‘Yes,’ I said, looking down at my feet dangling over the edge of the wooden seat.


‘How old are you?’


‘I’m three,’ I said, confidently. ‘Three and three quarters. I’ll be four in October.’


‘Well, usually the boys and girls don’t come to us until they are four years old. At least four.’


At this point, I decided there was nothing else for it. Much to my mother’s surprise, I reached into the satchel and took out a book. I stood to my full height on the chair and began using the voice that my mother used when she was tucking me in at night.


‘Once upon a time …’


My mother watched in disbelief.


‘… in a land far, faaaar away there lived a little girl …’


I took a deep breath as I turned the page, which was a tricky manoeuvre considering I was trying to balance on the big wooden chair.


‘Well, that’s very impressive,’ said Mr Dineen, looking greatly amused by the whole encounter.


I looked at him. He realised I was waiting for him to say something.


‘Well, Mrs Kelly, contrary to what we might be led to believe, I think Vicky is ready for school.’


‘She isn’t four years old yet,’ my mother reminded him. ‘Don’t you have to be four?’


‘I know, but she is a very good reader. Who taught you to read so well, Vicky?’


‘My mammy.’


‘Well, she must be a very good teacher. Why don’t we start you in baby infants and see how you get on?’


I started school the following Monday.


My mother told me this story recently. Just after my diagnosis. One of her earliest memories of me. I had never heard her mention it before, in all the years. She said it just came back to her. I think she told it to remind me of who I am, and who I have always been – determined, from a very young age.


It’s funny, when you’re nearing the end of your life, how you replay things from the beginning. Like me remembering that day with Bruce by the river, and being rescued by Tom ‘the glasses’ and my mother, even though I didn’t know I was being rescued at the time. As a child, you expect to be rescued. It’s as though life is a game.


But cancer is not a game. That’s why you need rescuing in different ways. When my mother remembered that day in the headmaster’s office, she was still coming to my rescue. By telling me that story, of the day I started school, she reminded me of my strength. She was still saving me.
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School Days


MAYBE ONE RUN-IN WITH the River Suir was one too many for my mother, I don’t know. But less than a year later my parents decided to leave Ballygorey. In the summer of 1979 we moved to a council house in Mooncoin, just a few miles away. It was a better place to be with a growing family, and my mother felt much less isolated. The village had a school, two shops, two pubs and a church. Everything you could need.


But it meant I would have to start school again, another first day for me.


The school in Mooncoin was much bigger than the one in Carrigeen that I had been in with Mr Dineen, which had just two classrooms and two teachers: one room for the junior classes and one room for the senior classes. Mooncoin Girls School on the other hand had lots of classrooms, each with their own teacher.


My parents worried the move would unsettle me, but I didn’t seem to mind change. School for me was an escape. I got bored at home and needed the distraction of other children my own age. A girl called Maria sat next to me on my first day at the new school. We shared colouring pencils and soon became the best of friends, doing everything together. Little did I know that this was the start of a lifelong friendship.


The years passed and were full of the things that childhood brings – finding ways to use up all our excess energy, which usually involved getting into mischief. And a new brother and sister came along: Jonathan and Lyndsey. I finally had a sister. We were a band of five now, the Kellys, seven if you include Mam and Dad. Everyone loved coming to our house, including my best friends Maria and Susan, because it was full of fun and laughter.


We didn’t have much by way of money, and what little we had needed to stretch a long way. But we never wanted for anything. What my parents didn’t have in money they made up for in imagination. My mother baked, knitted and sewed. My father made toys for us to play with, cobbled together from old pieces of cloth and wood and metal.


Mam and Dad had a way of bringing magic to things. Every Halloween they turned the house into a world of weird and wonderful creatures. Dad had a smoke machine and puppets of ghouls and goblins and monsters that they hung from the ceiling. Every child in the village made the pilgrimage to see ‘The Gruesome Grotto’.


At Christmas, the house was transformed into a winter wonderland, complete with Santa Clause, his reindeer and fairy lights. The excitement would continue to build until the big day, Christmas Day, our favourite day of the year.


Whoever woke up first on Christmas morning woke everyone else, and then we all clamoured down the stairs to see what Santa had left under the tree. My parents always locked the sitting-room door in order to build suspense. Dad would delay, on purpose, until our excitement was almost unbearable.


‘C’mon, Dad!’ we’d yell in unison. ‘We want to see the presents!’


Finally, he’d turn the key slowly, like he was performing a ceremony, and we’d all fall into the room.


For the next couple of hours, the house was even noisier than usual, as we played with our new toys, running in and out of the house to show off some particularly valued item to our friends along the street. Then it was time for mass, and within half an hour, Mam and Dad managed to get us washed, dressed and presentable, and sitting quietly in the church, as if butter wouldn’t melt in our mouths.


Those days of innocence passed very quickly indeed. And because I was the eldest, I got used to minding the others and taking responsibility, to help Mam and Dad get things done around the house.


By the age of twelve, as my primary-school days came to an end, I had a strong mind of my own and had a clear idea of where I wanted my life to go. I still had the tenacity of that three-year-old who stood in front of Mr Dineen.


There was a very good secondary school in Waterford, the Mercy, where Maria and some of my other friends were going and I decided that that’s where I would go too.


‘There’s a perfectly good secondary school on our doorstep,’ my father said. ‘Why would you want to go further away?’ He was referring to the Tech in Mooncoin, a vocational secondary school with a focus on practical subjects like woodwork and metalwork.


I argued with my parents for days. They insisted I was going to the Tech, while I stubbornly extolled the merits of the Waterford school. After all, I was very academic.


‘You’re going to the Tech and that’s the end of it,’ my mother said in exasperation one day after we had been arguing all morning.


That evening, when my parents thought I was in bed, I crept out onto the landing in my pyjamas and overheard them talking in the kitchen. They were discussing whether they could afford to send me to the school in town. The uniform and the bus were the issue. They couldn’t justify the expense of sending me to school in town when there was a school five minutes up the road from our house which didn’t have a uniform. It would all add up, especially with four other kids coming up behind me. They were struggling with money and my mother was very worried about it.


At breakfast the next morning, Mam handed me a cup of tea. ‘You know, if you really want to go to the school in Waterford, we might be able to find a way …’


‘No thanks, Mam,’ I said. ‘I’ve changed my mind. Some of the girls from school are going to the Tech and, sure, I’ll make new friends. It’s a good school and it’ll be good for me.’


The Tech was a mixed school, and I actually preferred that. I always found boys more straightforward, a consequence of growing up with three brothers. You knew where you stood with them.


I started at the Tech and was making friends and settling in. All was going well, until I found myself on Paula’s radar. One day in the bathrooms while I was washing my hands, I looked in the mirror and saw her sitting on the toilet seat in the cubicle behind me, smoking out the window.


Paula was an older girl, two years ahead of me, with a tight ponytail and thick makeup. She was known for being a bully. She caught my eye in the mirror and glared at me. ‘What?’ she said. ‘Are you going to tell someone?’


‘No,’ I replied. ‘I’m just washing my hands.’


From that day on, whenever she saw me in the bathrooms or in the corridor she pushed me against the wall or elbowed me as she was passing.


This went on for weeks. Until one day, when I walked into the bathroom and saw her perched on the toilet seat again, this time surrounded by her friends. She leapt up and gave me an almighty push. ‘Look who it is!’ she teased.


I could feel my anger building. ‘Enough is enough!’ I yelled, to the surprise of everyone, including myself. ‘Paula, I’m tired of this. I think we should go down to the headmaster’s office and talk this through.’


She froze on the spot. She wasn’t good at talking. She liked pushing and shoving. I braced myself, expecting her to launch at me again. She gave me one last menacing look and returned to her throne.


I quietly breathed a sigh of relief. The mood had changed in the room. You could feel it. Her face was red. Her cronies could see she was shaken.


We never did go to the headmaster’s office, but Paula never bothered me again from that day on.


I must have made a good impression, because when the bell rang that day to say that school was out, one of the older girls yelled over to me, ‘You comin’ down the pound?’


‘Umm …’ I didn’t know what that meant. ‘Sure,’ I said, chancing my arm.


She beckoned for me to follow her. The ‘pound’, it turned out, was the wall beside the village shop which served as both a bus stop and a hangout for the local kids. It became our regular haunt. We didn’t do much there but sit on the wall and talk and pass the time the way teenagers do. Every day brought some new adventure: someone was ‘shifting’ someone new or some kind of row had broken out amongst the year. Always something to talk about.


They were still getting to know me in the group, but I could hold my own with the boys as well as the girls. I could take a slagging as well as the best of them. That seemed to give me credibility.


One day the boys had a hurley and sliotar and were playing puck-about at lunchtime. They were short someone to play, so I volunteered. I was running down the field when one of the lanky awkward lads accidentally fired the ball straight at me, striking me in the forehead and splitting my eye open. There was blood everywhere. One boy looked like he was going to pass out at the sight of it. Mr Buckley, one of the teachers, put me in his car and drove me to the hospital; I needed five stitches. We made it back before school was over, and I told Mr Buckley that I wanted to return to class, afraid that I would miss something. Before he could argue, I had marched back in for the remainder of the day.


My mother wasn’t impressed when she saw me later that evening. ‘What the hell happened to you, Vicky?’ She scolded me as she tried to wash the dried blood that had matted through my hair. ‘You’re way too old for this kind of carry-on.’


I went into school the next day, holding my head high, displaying my war wound. It looked much worse than the day before. My eye was swollen, black and blue, but when everyone stopped to admire the vivid colours of the bruising, it sort of helped to take the sting away.


As the months wore on, even though I loved hanging out ‘down the pound’, the days were long sometimes and I knew deep down that I needed to focus on my studies if I was ever going to make something of my life.


I had Miss Keyes to thank for that. She was my French and English teacher. One afternoon, when she was handing back my French homework, marked with an ‘A’, she said to me, ‘You know, Vicky, you’ll go far in the world, if you just manage to stay focused.’


That had a big impact on me. She was the first person in my life to say something like that to me, to make me believe I could go somewhere, maybe even to college. She was my favourite teacher. That’s not to say that she was easy on me; she could be very strict, and was constantly reminding me to apply myself. But she never forgot about me, always coming back to check in on my grades and to see if I was studying for the next exam.


She encouraged me to see the world too. Between my Junior Cert and Leaving Cert, she asked me if I would be interested in going abroad for a few weeks to work on my French.


‘I’d love that!’ I said.


She asked a friend of hers who lived in France to put up a notice advertising me as an au pair. And before long, someone answered: a family looking for a nanny to help take care of their two young boys. It was a perfect fit.


So off I went, at the age of sixteen. No mobile phone or email, just an address and handwritten letters. The family lived in Reims, a town in the heart of the Champagne region. I flew to Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris, where the mother of the family, Hélène, met me. She seemed friendly, and I tried as best I could to talk to her in French; I wanted to make a good impression. On our drive to Reims we engaged in small talk while I looked out the window, taking in the new surroundings.


‘We’re in the old town,’ she told me as we turned down a cobbled side street and came to a halt. ‘And here we are.’ The house was like nothing I had ever seen before – a tall townhouse with a big archway, an ornate door and shutters on all the windows.


The housekeeper welcomed us inside. I placed my suitcase in the hall and looked up at the high ceilings and chandeliers and the old wooden staircase that curved upwards. Hélène showed me around the house. There were four floors and an interior courtyard filled with lush green plants. Everything was immaculately presented. She brought me through to the sitting room and introduced me to the children. The two little boys, Alexander and Benjamin, aged three and five, were playing on the floor. Their father wasn’t there that day; he seemed to be at work a lot. She introduced the boys to me as their new English teacher, then brought me through to the kitchen to get to know me a little and outline my duties for the next few weeks. In the light of that room, I could take her in fully. She was glamorous and had an air that seemed kind and welcoming.


A great deal of my duties seemed to involve travel, which came as a very welcome surprise. Over the weeks I was there, I travelled with the family to Brittany to see the children’s grandparents, and to Antibes, a coastal resort in the South of France they liked to go to for their holidays. We flew from place to place in the family’s private plane. Their life seemed to revolve around swimming pools, exotic drinks, sunbathing and entertaining guests. And there I was in the middle of it all, a girl from a council house in Kilkenny! I really was a long, long way from home.


My job was mainly to speak English to Benjamin and Alexander and to get them ready for bed. When their parents were entertaining guests, as they often did, I went upstairs to read my book and kept an eye on the boys while they were sleeping, to make sure they didn’t interrupt the dinner party. I enjoyed that quiet time on my own; I found the entertaining tiresome and shallow. Those in attendance were guests rather than friends, and I wondered what the point of it was. Though I liked to eavesdrop sometimes, from the stairwell, listening to their conversations to learn new phrases and vocabulary.


It was fascinating to witness another family from the inside, to observe how they operate. They were very different from my own family. They had everything they could want, but they didn’t seem to have time for one another. The father was constantly on the phone, even when he was on holidays. The mother lounged around, generally looking unhappy, though it never seemed to draw the attention of her husband. Perhaps that’s why she was unhappy.


I concluded that that kind of wealth came with a personality type. Their friends seemed to have a similar demeanour, though I couldn’t imagine that they had much to stress about. They had cooks and cleaners and all kinds of people to do the things they didn’t like doing. And they didn’t need to worry about money.


I thought of my own parents, struggling to get by, trying to keep food on the table for five children at home.


When I arrived back in Ireland I bounded through the front door, taking in the familiar smells of cooking coming from the kitchen, and the football boots and school bags strewn about the hall, reminders of our chaotic life. My brothers clambered down the stairs and rounded on me with their usual witticisms and teasing. To their surprise, I hugged each of them as they passed, and did the same with my parents and Lyndsey who were in the kitchen. They seemed taken aback. My short time away had given me a new appreciation for what I had at home: my mad, wonderful family.


September came around and so another year of school. The Leaving Cert was the next major hurdle. It was going to be a big year for me and there were important decisions to make. I wanted to do well in the exams, but I didn’t really know what I wanted to do after that. No one in my family had ever been to college. How did people know what course to apply for? How did you choose something that you would want to do for the rest of your life? It was overwhelming.


I decided to pay a visit to Miss Keyes; she would know what to do. She was sitting at the desk in her classroom marking papers. I knocked on the door.


‘Vicky! Come in,’ she said, leaning over the desk and pointing towards the chair in front of her. ‘Please, sit down.’


‘I was wondering if you could help me,’ I said.


‘In what way?’


‘It’s just … I was thinking of applying to university.’


‘I’m very glad to hear that.’


‘It’s just … I don’t know what to apply for.’


‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’


And with that she produced a brochure with all the courses that the University of Limerick had to offer. She sat with me for the next hour, as we leafed through the pages, talking about what interested me most and what I might like to do in the future.


‘What about this one?’ she asked, pointing at the European Studies course. ‘You could do two languages with it.’ It was an Arts degree that would give me the chance to work abroad again. It sounded perfect.


‘Thanks, Miss Keyes,’ I said, feeling relieved as I got up to go. I had been feeling anxious, not knowing where I was headed in life. Now when people asked what I wanted to do after school, I would feel more confident about my answer.


This gave me something to aim for. I had a goal now and I pushed myself to get good grades. I taped colour-coded study timetables to the wall of my bedroom and created a flurry of Post-it notes and index cards, with nuggets of information to memorise.


When the big day finally came around I knew I was ready, but I was nervous all the same. As I walked towards the exam hall Miss Keyes smiled at me. ‘Good luck!’ she said as I passed her in the corridor.


The next few days felt like a blur. Exams followed by more exams, until it was all over and it was time to say goodbye to the Tech for good. Walking away, I felt grateful for the six years I had spent there. I was excited for what lay ahead, even though I didn’t know what that looked like yet, or if I would be accepted into a university at all.


I spent the summer working, trying to make a bit of money. I went back to France to au pair for the same family. It was a good chance to practise my French, to give me a head start, if I was accepted onto the language course.


Towards the end of the summer the Leaving Cert results came out; I had the date marked in my diary for weeks. It was strange being away from home for such an important day. I was imagining everyone gathered at the school getting their results. I spent the day beside the pool in France, wondering when I would hear word from home.


Mam had promised me she would go in to see the headmaster to get my results. She went to my grandmother’s house to phone me that evening. ‘You got the best results in your class, Vicky! 460 points!’ she said, full of excitement.


‘What?!’


‘Top of the class. The best results in the year,’ she articulated slowly and carefully, making sure I could hear her.


I could hear her alright, but I couldn’t believe it.


‘The headmaster seemed surprised too!’ Mam joked. We knew that people didn’t expect much from kids from ‘the street’ – kids who didn’t come from land or from parents with a professional background like a solicitor or doctor. My parents were working class.


‘Ah, that’ll show them! Thanks, Mam,’ I said, suddenly feeling a weight leave my shoulders.


‘Mam …’ I paused for a moment. ‘… I only need 360 points for the course I applied for. You know what this means, don’t you? I’ll be going to UL in September.’


‘I know, Vicky. Me and your dad are so proud of you.’


When the CAO results came out, I got my first choice – European Studies at the University of Limerick. I made it! I was going to college. The moment I was home from France, I went to see Miss Keyes to tell her the good news and thank her for her help.


‘Well, Vicky, you did it!’ she said, clasping her hands together. She seemed so happy for me.


I often wonder what my life would have been like if it hadn’t been for Miss Keyes, pushing me the way she did, and Mam, constantly encouraging me to invest in my education. In a way, I think Mam wanted a life for me that she never had – a chance to make my own mark in the world, before marriage and family swept me off my feet.
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Those Were The Days


THEY SAY YOUR SCHOOL DAYS are the happiest of your life, but for me it was my college days.


The whole concept of college was alien to me. I was the first person in my extended family ever to go to university. And I come from a big family – there are ninety-six first cousins on my father’s side alone; he was one of sixteen children. So my going to third level was a big deal, for me, and for our entire family. I would be breaking the mould.


University wasn’t discouraged, it just wasn’t expected; it simply wasn’t on the table. There were lots of things not on the table for people like me. We were working class and that’s where we were supposed to stay, to man our station. At least that’s how it felt.


And it was a strain, financially. College was going to be expensive. I prepared as best I could, spending the summer au pairing and waitressing to try to make enough money to get through the first term. The move to Limerick brought with it new complications, new costs, like where to live and how to pay the rent. By the time September finally came around I had saved just about enough to pay the registration fee and to buy the course books, and Mam and Dad had scraped together the money I needed for a deposit for accommodation. I don’t know how they did it but somehow they found a way. They never let us down.


Dad drove me to Limerick the day before I was due to start college. The car was laden down with all my belongings and with enough food to keep me going for a month. ‘Just in case you need it,’ my mother said, squeezing another packet of pasta into the car. ‘You never know.’


The first week at UL was called Orientation Week and was designed to settle the first-years in before the rest of the student population returned en masse. I was nervous. I had never felt so out of my comfort zone.


Dad reassured me that it would be okay. ‘You’ll be grand, Vicky. You’ll find your feet,’ he said. And with that, he left.


I sat in the middle of all my things from home, in this alien new place, a house-share in Limerick. Life was moving on quickly, I thought, and this was the start of a very different chapter.


The next morning I put on the clothes I had spent weeks picking out for my first day. It felt like the first day of school again. The campus was full of fresh-faced first-years trying to find their way around. You could sense the excitement in the air, the anticipation and the nervous energy of a fresh start, a new year, a new beginning for everyone.


I felt like, finally, I had arrived. Here were people like me, people who loved learning, who wanted to be here. Not like school, where you had to pretend you didn’t, just to fit in.


The campus at UL was enormous. We had been given a map during Orientation Week. I took it out of my bag as I tried to find the lecture theatre for my very first Law lecture. The place was alive with the bustle of youth: that mixture of innocence and arrogance, when you feel invincible, like all the world’s possibilities have been opened up to you.


As I walked through the door of the lecture hall, alongside all the other students, many of whom seemed to know each other, from school or somewhere else, for a moment I wished that Maria was there. We had been through everything together. I thought of the first day in Mooncoin national school when we shared our pencils. I felt as small as I did then.


I sat down, pulled out my notebook and pen, and got myself ready. I felt better being organised, having things set up. Ready to go. I was watching a couple who were sitting a few rows in front of me. They looked like a new couple, sitting side by side, whispering and laughing. I wondered what they were talking about, when I felt a tap on my shoulder.


‘Sorry, is there anyone sitting here?’


I jumped; I had been miles away. I looked up. The boy standing beside me had jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes. I could feel the blood rush to my cheeks.


‘Can I sit here?’ he said, pointing to the chair beside me.


‘Oh yeah, sure,’ I said, awkwardly standing up, my notebook and pen falling to the floor. I stood out of his way and let him sit in beside me.


He was about to start a conversation with me, when the door opened and the lecturer walked in: a middle-aged man with a scholarly look about him, wearing a worn-out jacket and carrying a leather briefcase. His presence seemed to command attention. The moment he arrived, the talking in the room died down and all eyes fixed on him, including mine.


I am going to like it here, I thought to myself. And I did. I loved my lectures and worked hard at my studies. I joined clubs and societies and revelled in the nights out, late mornings in bed, new friends, boyfriends. People talking about ideas: old ideas tried and tested, and new ideas to be excited about. It seemed like anything was possible.


I was living in a shared house. I made good friends and we all lived in each other’s pockets, popping over to one another’s houses for cans of cider and spaghetti bolognaise. It’s the best time – when you’re finally an adult, able to make your own decisions, come and go as you please, but without the weight of real responsibility. I felt I had come alive, for the first time in my life. Like I finally had wings, and was flying my own course.


Maybe a little too much so. I know Mam worried about me, living away from home. She didn’t have much of a sense of what I was up to, and when she saw me I was often recovering from a night on the town or coming or going from a party. ‘I hope you study there as much as you seem to enjoy yourselves!’ she would say when I was home for a visit.


And I knew she was right. By now I was in my second year of college, and it was time to get more serious about my studies. On 31 December 1993, I jotted down my New Year’s resolutions in my old worn-out diary that I kept by my bedside.


Resolutions for 1994:


1.Act more responsibly in my love life.


2.Cheer Up! Life is what I make it, myself.


3.Begin some serious exercise and lose weight for myself.


4.Be more sensible with my money.


5.Think of others before myself (especially Mam and Dad).


There were things I knew I had to change. And 1994 was going to be the year to do it. Time for some growing up, I said to myself. I imagine most people have almost the same resolution list every year. We all want to be fitter, happier, kinder, loved and in love.


Some of my friends, including my best friend Maria, had boyfriends and were in relationships. I hadn’t met anyone yet. I’d had lots of dalliances, but there was no one I had fallen for. Besides, I thought, a serious boyfriend would only be a distraction from college work.


I loved studying languages. They were like a secret door into another world, another culture. Learning a language was like decrypting a code. I felt I could be most expressive in French and Spanish. They brought out different sides of my personality.


By the end of my second year I was fluent in French, and my Spanish, which I had only started in college, was beginning to come on. One of the reasons I was so eager to go to UL was because of its work abroad programme, or Co-op programme, as it was called. UL was renowned for its Co-op programme across Europe.


It also had the largest Erasmus, or study abroad programme, of all the Irish universities. I was really excited about the prospect of working in France and studying in Spain to improve my competence in those languages, and to spend six months in each country deepening my understanding of the cultures and traditions and hopefully making some French and Spanish friends.


Having heard stories from students who had worked on holiday campsites such as KeyCamp and EuroCamp, I decided I didn’t want to work in those places and I told the Co-Op Office that I would arrange my own work placement. So I contacted the family I had au paired for after my Leaving Cert year, knowing that if anyone could find me an interesting job, they could. They seemed to know everyone. They were delighted to hear I was returning. I made it clear that I wasn’t coming back just to au pair, and they assured me that they would be able to find me something worthwhile.


I was giddy at the thought of being in France again. When I closed my eyes I could imagine myself back there: the light and the air seemed different, bright and soft. I could taste the cheese and wine; I could see the vineyards and the little cafés. I always yearned for France. In my mind it was a land where everyone rode bicycles in the countryside and the cities were sophisticated, with beautiful women and strong men, where people drank coffees, smoked cigarettes and had passionate love affairs. I knew it wasn’t really like that, but I was ever the romantic. I couldn’t wait to be back there.


With the little I had saved and with Mam and Dad’s help I had just enough money to pay for the plane ticket. I felt guilty asking them for a loan, when I knew they had so little, but I promised to pay them back as soon as I was set up with a job in France.


Before I knew it, it was January and it was time to go. I carefully packed my suitcase with everything I thought I would need for six months away from home.


When the plane took off, it sent a rush of adrenaline through my body. I looked out the window and saw the green fields of Ireland getting smaller as we climbed high into the sky, away from land and up into the clouds. It was like magic, flying through the air. I always felt free when I was travelling.


Making my way through the airport in Paris, it felt great to be back in a place where French was the natural, everyday language. I was so used to hearing it in the classroom and reading it in books.


Having navigated my way through the Paris underground, I took the train to Reims, arriving a few hours later. I knew my way around, and got a taxi to the house in the old town. I was looking forward to seeing Alexander and Benjamin again. They must have grown a lot by now.


As before, the housekeeper greeted me at the door. She welcomed me in and helped me with my bag and brought me to the room on the third floor where I had been only a few years previously. It was a very familiar feeling to be back. A few hours later, the whole family arrived home; they had been visiting friends for the day. As they pulled up in the driveway, I was suddenly reminded of the hectic nature of life with them: kids screaming, parents scolding. My nostalgic memories very quickly faded away.


For the next few weeks I minded the children, fed them, put them to bed. Every day the parents told me they were very close to finding me another job. But as time wore on, I started to lose hope. I explained to them that I had come to France to practise my French in a more professional environment. Playing with children all day wasn’t exactly stretching my vocabulary.


The weeks passed and I could see that no job was going to materialise. They were just happy to have an au pair again. So when the parents had gone to work one day I used the house phone to contact the university; I asked them if they had any placements available. I explained the situation and they said they’d look into finding me something. They would call back the following day. ‘After twelve is perfect,’ I said, knowing that the parents would be out at that time and I would be able to take the call.


The next afternoon a woman from the Co-Op Office phoned and told me they could set me up with a work placement they had in a hotel near Péronne, which was only a couple of hours away by train. There had been a cancellation, so there was a place for me – bed and board in return for forty hours’ work a week.


I would work in the hotel as one of the interns, or stagiaires as we were called in France, for six months. There were two other students from UL there already, Mary Quinn and Lisa Murphy, along with other French and English students from hotel management courses. It sounded perfect.


An hour later someone from the hotel phoned to interview me. ‘Hello, this is Monsieur Monceau.’ He sounded very serious. ‘Are you ready for the interview, now?’


‘Emm … yes,’ I said, tentatively. I was praying that neither of the children would come running in on top of me.
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