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ALSO BY FIONA O’BRIEN

None of My Affair

No Reservations

Without Him


For Mary, my sister, with all my love


‘We are each of us angels with only one wing, and we can only fly by embracing one another.’

- Luciano de Crescenzo



Introductory Note*


In 1835, John Spratt was summoned to Rome.

His reputation went before him. Though renowned for his preaching, it was this humble Carmelite’s work among the poor and destitute of Dublin’s Liberties that had won him an enduring place in people’s hearts, and word had spread. John Spratt knew the real meaning of what it is to love, and he lived and shared that love generously.

When asked to preach at the Gesù, the famous Jesuit Church in Rome, the elite flocked to hear him, and he received many tokens of esteem from doyens of the Church. One such gift came from Pope Gregory XVI himself – a reliquary containing the remains of St Valentine, including a small vessel tinged with his blood.

St Valentine’s relics returned with John Spratt to Dublin, where they remain to this very day, in the Church of Our Lady of Mount Carmel at Whitefriar Street.

On his feast day of 14 February, a special Blessing of Rings is performed for those about to be married.

But throughout the year, the shrine is visited daily by the hopeful, who come to write their requests of St Valentine in the book laid out for this purpose. They come from all walks of life: old and young; married and single; some celebrating anniversaries; some abandoned and heartbroken; some thankful; some despairing – but all searching, all praying for love . . .

* Adapted from www.carmelites.ie



Dublin, 18 September 1981

‘Hurry up!’ hisses Abby. ‘How long d’you think I can keep these seats for?’ She is lying across the coveted back seats of the school bus, her face puce with exertion from fighting off any takers, tendrils of dark red hair, which have escaped her ponytail, frame her indignant face.

‘Jesus, Abby, relax will you?’ Diana slides in beside her, indicating the seat next to her for me.

‘If we were all as relaxed as you, Di, we’d be sitting up at the front, with Sr Lezzo. Or maybe that’s what you were hoping for?’

‘Keep your hair on,’ Diana grins. ‘We’re here now, aren’t we?’

Sr Lezzo is a reference to Sr Gallaway, an elderly nun, recently returned from America, presumably to retire. She is our class mistress, although she doesn’t teach anything, just supervises study periods, during which time she has an unfortunate habit of slipping one hand underneath her brown cardigan and massaging her breasts absent-mindedly, while absorbed in her reading. She cannot understand the muffled outbursts of mirth this produces. Along with her heavily accented American twang and adopted vocabulary, study has become highly entertaining. Phrases such as ‘load up the wagon’ (the refectory trolley) and ‘put it in the trashcan’ (wastepaper bin) are used by us at every opportunity to infuriate the other nuns, accompanied by the caveat, ‘Sr Gallaway told us to.’

It is thanks to Sr Gallaway and another nun of nervous disposition, recently returned from the Philippines, that we are on this day trip to Dublin. A cultural tour of the city to welcome them home, a visit to the National Museum and the National Gallery, Trinity College, St Michan’s Church and then back home in time for tea. A day out. Our school head, Sr O’Malley, is in charge, accompanied by our History teacher, Mr Sullivan, who looks permanently flustered.

‘Right, girls,’ Sr O’Malley calls us to attention after we have completed our last stop on the tour. ‘You may have one hour – exactly one free hour – to go for coffee or have a stroll around. The bus will be at the top of St Stephen’s Green at ten to five precisely. Anyone who is later than five o’clock will be grounded on Sunday. Do I make myself clear? And, girls?’

‘Yes, Sister?’

‘Since you are in uniform, I don’t have to remind you that you are representing the school. I expect your conduct to be exemplary.’

‘Yes, Sister.’

‘Right you are – and no running.’

We’re off. A sea of floating green in our abhorred school capes that billow behind us as we make our escape.

‘C’mon, it’s this way,’ Abby instructs, as Diana and I follow her, peeling away from the others.

‘Aren’t you coming to Thunderbirds?’ Mary, who is almost as invested in food as I am, looks incredulous.

‘Later,’ says Diana. ‘We’ll catch up with you. See ya.’

I think longingly of Thunderbirds’ burgers and thick-cut chips, followed by deep-filled American apple pie, accompanied by lashings of thick, whipped cream on the side, washed down by Coke – our all-time favourite meal of choice whenever we get the chance to get in to town. But there’s no time, we are on a mission.

‘We might not get another chance – not until it’s too late anyway.’ Abby is resolute. ‘C’mon, hurry.’

We set off down Grafton Street, the main shopping drag, passing by the two large department stores that face each other – Brown Thomas and Switzer’s – then turn left into Wicklow Street and left, again, at the end, into George’s Street, which has a more rundown feel. No big stores here, mostly decaying houses fronting offices. Farther up, we reach Aungier Street, and up ahead on the right looms a large church.

‘There it is!’ says Abby pointing. ‘That’s it, Whitefriars.’ And we cross the road.

‘Are you sure about this?’ I say doubtfully. ‘Couldn’t we go to a fortune-teller instead, or something? Have our cards read?’

‘Don’t be silly, they’re only charlatans.’ Abby is defiant. ‘They don’t know anything – just want to take your money. Do you want to secure your future or not?’

‘How do you know this’ll work?’ Diana looks sceptical.

‘Because it just will. My mother says so. All her friends and family came here and they all got what they wanted – and who they wanted.’ This was said triumphantly. Abby holds anything her mother says in great regard. She is always right, apparently. Infallible, like the Pope.

‘My mother swears by Lough Derg,’ says Diana. ‘You go three times in your life, do the three-day pilgrimage, and get anything you want. You save your soul as well.’

‘Lough Derg is in Pettigo,’ Abby points out. ‘That’s in Donegal, Diana, a mere five-hour trip. And you have to fast for three days.’ She is losing patience. ‘We can do that next summer.’

The thought of fasting makes me feel weak. I have heard horror stories of Lough Derg, people fainting with hunger, their feet ripped to shreds from stumbling over the stones barefoot and having to be carried off to the mainland to be revived.

‘St Valentine is here in Dublin – right inside this church. Now are you coming in or aren’t you?’

We go in.

We enter into a large vestibule, and take a moment for our eyes to adjust to the dim light. On the walls are many plaques and pictures of past members of the Carmelite order, who run the church. Names jump out at me, of robed men who have gone to their heavenly reward. Fr Dinny Devlin and Fr John Spratt have done great work with the Poor of Dublin, I read. I wonder mindlessly if Fr Spratt was any relation to Jack, of nursery rhyme lore.

Inside, in the cavernous nave, our eyes grow wide. The church is huge, and filled along each wall with many statues beneath which flicker a multitude of candles. On the left, there is even a miniature replica of the Lourdes Grotto. At first glance, I see St Joseph, St Anthony, St Martin, the Sacred Heart and many versions of Our Lady. I have never seen so many shrines in one church.

‘Over here, this way.’ Abby heads to the right, and we genuflect and make the sign of the cross as we traverse the main aisle, bowing our heads in honour of the tabernacle, and follow Abby into the south transept. And then, right in front of us, there he is – St Valentine – his statue somehow smaller than I had imagined and, beneath it, underneath his little altar through a pane of glass, there is a small cask, the one that holds his relics. Despite myself, I feel an involuntary shudder. Someone has walked over my grave.

‘Here’s the book,’ whispers Abby. ‘Here’s where you write your petition.’

I am disappointed. I had expected something impressive, intricately beautiful, like the Book of Kells maybe, an ancient manuscript that we’d have to put on special gloves to handle. Instead, what I see before me is just an A4, wire-bound copybook, open at the page of whoever wrote the last request – the writing is illegible, spidery. A biro lies beside it, ready for use. Suddenly, I hang back, unsure, I feel short-changed and uncomfortable, and I don’t know why.

‘Oh, here,’ Abby hisses and snatches the biro. ‘I’ll go first. And there’s no peeking, okay? No looking at what each of us writes, otherwise it won’t come true, your petition won’t be granted. So stand back until I’ve finished.’

I watch as Abby writes confidently, fluidly, as if she has rehearsed this many times in her head. She is word perfect. I glance behind me. Opposite St Valentine is a statue of St Jude the Apostle, the patron saint of hopeless causes, and I wonder if he wouldn’t be a more appropriate choice to intercede for me. I catch the eye of an elderly woman, kneeling nearby with an old man, her husband presumably, and she smiles at me and winks. I feel myself blushing. I am a grade-A eejit.

But now Abby is finished, and she hands the pen like a baton to Diana, who takes her place, turns the page and begins to write her own petitions – or rather demands, I suspect. As Diana writes, quickly, methodically, she frowns in concentration. No room for slip-ups here. From what I can see, which is not enough, she appears to be writing a list, numerically ordered. This strikes me as amusing, but really I am just playing for time, distracting myself, frantically trying not to think of what I will write. What will I ask for? I don’t even know. I am unnatural, without hopes, devoid of dreams. My mind is blank. I feel slightly sick, like I used to when I was little on Christmas Eve before I eventually fell asleep, a mixture of dread and excitement.

And now it is my turn, Diana turns the page and hands me the pen. ‘Don’t bother looking,’ she grins, ‘I’ve written mine in French.’

I smile weakly and take up my position. My hands are clammy, and I can feel beads of sweat breaking out on my forehead. I turn around, like a child seeking reassurance, and see Abby nodding at me vehemently. But still there is nothing. I am supposed to ask for a lover, a soul mate, a happy marriage – but the concept seems ridiculous. For I am surely unloveable. The thought of being a disappointment to some mythical man of the future fills me with foreboding. I am not aware that I am chewing the plastic biro until I feel it crunch and taste the sourness of ink on my tongue. Oh God. I look up at St Valentine, at his kindly, or perhaps disinterested, face. Why should he care? I am one of thousands, millions maybe. I am wasting his time. And then suddenly it comes to me. I am filled with calm and I know exactly what to write. Please, St Valentine, let me be loved, just once, in my lifetime. It doesn’t have to be forever, but I would much rather be on my own than in a loveless marriage. But please, if you can, send me somebody to love me, who I can love too. That’s it. Thank you very much.

I sign it Vonnie, 18th September 1981. Then I heave a sigh of relief, put down the pen and turn the page. My hands, when I wipe them on my skirt, are shaking.

Afterwards, we head back to Bewley’s on Grafton Street for a quick coffee before catching the bus. Well, Diana and Abby have a quick coffee, I accompany mine with a chocolate eclair and a jammy donut. Then Abby gives in and grabs a brown scone before we reach the self-service till to pay up. The place is packed, as usual, not a vacant table in sight. At times like this, I am glad we have Diana with us. She is confident to the point of brazenness about using her devastating Gallic looks and charm to her own ends, particularly where men are concerned. Her father has told her it is a woman’s right. We follow, with our trays in hand, as she makes her way over to a table where a young man lingers with an empty cup in front of him, reading a newspaper. My face flames in anticipated mortification and I study my tray. I have witnessed her in action many times and the men always come off the losers. It seems vaguely unfair. But now I’m tired and hungry and my feet hurt.

‘Excuse me,’ she says in a charmingly put on French accent. And he looks up, startled. She smiles sympathetically at him, as if he is a bit dim, and pauses without saying anything (this is a crucial tactic she says). Then, ‘I see you ’ave finished your coffee,’ she glances at his empty cup and bats her heavy lashes at him.

‘Er, yeah?’ he says, as if to imply, what’s it to you?

At this stage, I or any other normal Irish schoolgirl would have fled. We’re in our uniforms for God’s sakes! He, on the other hand, is wearing a Trinity scarf.

Diana is undeterred. ‘We are very tired, and we would like to sit down – that is a Trinity scarf you are wearing, is it not?’ She seems fascinated by it, leaning in closer to inspect it, as much as the tray she is holding will allow her to.

‘What? Oh, yeah, why?’ he is looking suspicious, and quite annoyed.

‘Well, that means you are a gentleman, no? And you will let us sit down, yes?’ She looks meaningfully at the two vacant chairs and the one that he is still sitting on. Her eyes narrow slightly, and her face, which he is now studying, threatens to become a mask of disapproval.

His expression is a picture – exasperation, reluctance and a grudging admiration flicker in his eyes. Then Diana smiles, full on, the dimples appear, the eyelashes flutter shyly and he caves.

‘Oh, right, yeah, sure. It’s all yours.’ He gets up from his table, holds his vacated chair out to her, then walks away, tucking his newspaper under his arm. He looks back over his shoulder at us, shaking his head, as if he has somehow been hoodwinked, as if he is not quite in command of his faculties.

‘You’re shameless,’ grins Abby, sitting down gratefully.

Diana shrugs, grins and continues in her stage French accent. ‘Few men are born gentlemen, it is women who must make them so. That is what my papa says.’

I tuck into my eclair, relieved that our St Valentine’s ordeal is over. It has rattled me, and I am grateful for the soothing effect of chocolate-covered choux pastry filled with cream, that I savour in measured mouthfuls.

I listen to my best friends as they talk about clothes and make-up in great detail. We are not allowed to wear make-up at school, so much of our time is taken up with discussing it. Anytime I have tried to do my face, I always end up looking like a badly painted clown, it just doesn’t seem to work. Diana is very good with it, though, because she is half-French and therefore ‘naturally sophisticated’ as the girls say. One day in the holidays, she did me and Abby up, and Abby looked like something out of a pre-Raphaelite painting, with her long, dark red hair, porcelain skin, ruby lips and smoky eyes. I looked a lot better than normal, I had to admit, but there was only so much anyone could do with the raw material, even Diana.

‘Why do you eat so much?’ Diana has asked me many times. ‘Don’t you know you can never be slim if you are always eating?’

I do, but what would be the point?

I am reminded again of the unfairness that people who can eat anything and not put on weight don’t seem to enjoy their food the way they could. Abby is always giving out about her straight up and down figure and skinny legs, and Diana prefers to smoke, although she’s not supposed to, even if she is half-French, but she does. Her mother would kill her if she knew.

I have what you would describe as an athletic build. That’s what Barney says when she’s trying to be kind. She says I’m not big, just plump, but that it’s all puppy fat and will fall away naturally. But I know I’m fat. Compared to my mother and Kate, I’m huge. I tower over them too – all five foot ten of me. But I’m good at hockey, sporty, although Kate is a better tennis player. I stay off the courts, because beside Kate in her little white skirt and perfect, tiny figure, I feel like an elephant.

‘C’mon,’ says Di, draining her coffee and putting out her cigarette. ‘We’d better get a move on.’

‘Wait,’ says Abby. ‘What date is it today?’

‘The eighteenth,’ I say. ‘Why?’

I’ve had an idea,’ she says, grinning. ‘Let’s agree to meet up on this day every ten years, no matter what, to see if our wishes have come true, if St Valentine has made them happen.’

‘Every ten years?’ Di is incredulous. ‘What did you wish for, Abby, a retirement home? If mine haven’t all arrived within five years – ten max – I’m certainly not waiting around for the next twenty . . .’

‘But some might take longer than others,’ Abby reasons. ‘We’ll meet every year then! It’ll be fun, make us sure to stay in touch, keep us on track, remind us of how we used to be, when we’re old, like thirty and stuff . . . and married, y’know?’

We pause for a moment to imagine the unimaginable. Ten years from now, we will be twenty-five, almost thirty. Old. Settled.

‘Sure,’ Diana gets up. ‘Why not?’

‘I think it’s a great idea,’ I say. Abby and Di are my best friends, I can’t imagine a life without them. ‘We’ll meet every year, on this day or as close as possible – no matter what.’ I want it confirmed.

‘Of course we will, but every ten years we’ll have a more formal meeting, to make sure our petitions have been answered, to compare notes.’

‘What if they’re not?’ I venture.

‘Oh, Vonnie,’ Abby smiles at me, ‘of course they will. You mustn’t be such a pessimist.’

‘You’re not taking that with you?’ Diana looks horrified as I snatch the remains of my donut and cram it in my mouth.

‘Of course I am,’ I mumble. ‘I can eat and run at the same time, can’t I?’



The Affair

In the beginning, she tells herself it is just the sex. Incredible though it is, though he is, it is just pure lust, a fling, nothing more – because it couldn’t be anything more, not now, not ever.

They meet, accidentally of course, at an airport, he on his way to a conference, she in London for a few days to visit friends and do a bit of Christmas shopping. Their flight is delayed. They swap pleasantries and cards and go their ways, wishing each other well.

But then they meet again, just a day later, in the bar of a very hip, exclusive restaurant that happens to be in the hotel where she is staying. He invites her for a drink, introduces her to his colleagues, who are charming, and who, one by one, discreetly leave, claiming they’ve trains to catch, dinners to attend – until they are alone, just him and her.

‘You’re beautiful,’ he says.

She laughs, because she can’t remember the last time anyone has told her that. His eyes hold hers, just a second longer than is necessary – searching, scanning – an age-old question.

‘When do you leave?’ he asks.

‘Tomorrow, lunch-time flight.’

‘Have dinner with me.’

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘I will.’ Because she will not think about the possible ramifications, not yet, later maybe.

Over dinner, the connection she feels to this man becomes physically tangible. Her breath becomes shallower, her hands tremble. She is eating, laughing, talking. But all the time she is thinking about what she would like him to do to her – the feel of his hands, the smell of his skin, the taste of him . . .

He calls for the bill and they leave the table, walking together easily, already they look like a couple.

He takes her hand, there are no more questions . . .



Dublin, June 2011

Abby is ten minutes early. She puts this down to her hair appointment finishing sooner than she had allowed for, rather than her meticulous (bordering on obsessive, some might say) punctuality. The table has been booked for a quarter to one at Diana’s suggestion – early enough to beat the lunch-time throng, but not so early that they’ll feel like the only people in the restaurant – as Abby is now.

Privately, Abby thinks that Diana simply likes to make an entrance (she will be late by ten, possibly fifteen, minutes). She has done since Abby has known her – although she in no way resents her for it. No more than Diana would ever resent Abby for her nerve-wracking punctuality – although she is too kind to call it that – but Abby knows it for what it is.

‘A bottle of sparkling water and the wine list, please,’ Abby tells the waiter when he approaches with the menu. ‘I’ll have a look at it while I’m waiting for my friend,’ she explains.

She would prefer to order a glass of wine while she waits, it would calm her nerves, but she would most certainly have finished it before Diana arrives, and she dislikes the image of a middle-aged woman knocking back wine on her own, particularly if she is left sitting with a drained wine glass in front of her, just as her companion joins her at the table.

Abby doesn’t feel middle-aged. It is not an expression one hears very often. No one is allowed to grow old at all these days, she reflects, it is considered defeatist.

Abby is only forty-five, which is, by all accounts, the new thirty, but her mother informed her the other day that she was, along with the rest of them, very definitely moving up the ladder.

Abby frowns, tracking her thoughts with irritation. Why shouldn’t she have a glass of wine, and sip it casually? Any number of other women would do just that without a moment’s thought. But that’s just it – Abby thinks about everything, constantly, examining endless possibilities and permutations minutely. She always has done, ever since she can remember, and it is exhausting.

Take this morning. All she is doing is meeting one of her best friends, whom she has known since they were twelve years old, for lunch. There is nothing exceptional about this. Abby and Diana meet regularly, talk regularly, they always have. Abby knows she could trust Diana with her life – so why can’t she relax and trust herself? Why, for instance, did she feel the need to have her hair blow-dried before meeting Diana? Why was she awake tossing and turning half the night, wondering what she ought to wear, whether or not she would weigh herself in the morning and anticipating her mother’s predictable denials when she told her for the umpteenth time that she would be in town and out to lunch and therefore unable to drive her to her bridge class? ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sheila had demanded that morning.

‘I did, Mum,’ Abby said. ‘I told you at least three times this week.’

‘Humph, that’s news to me.’

Sheila, Abby’s mother, is not forgetful. Rather she has always had a selective memory. But now that her mother is living with her and Edward, Abby is forced to endure her personality traits on a more intimate basis. She finds it trying, but thinks it is the least she can do to look after her mother after all she has done for her, her only child.

‘I’ll have to ring Barbara to give me a lift.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea.’

‘It’s very late notice.’

‘I’m sure she won’t mind. You’re on her way, aren’t you? She passes right by our house.’

‘Not everyone is as vague as you about last-minute arrangements, Abby. You can be very thoughtless sometimes.’

Abby had gritted her teeth – only five more minutes, maybe less, and she would be out of the house.

‘If it wasn’t for my arthritis, I’d drive myself. As you know, I hate being beholden to anyone.’

‘Mum, Barbara giving you a lift to the bridge class you both go to hardly makes you beholden to her.’

‘You’re meeting Diana, you say?’ Sheila, sensing defeat, had swiftly changed tack.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m surprised she has time with all the gadding about she does these days.’

‘She doesn’t “gad”, Mum, she works bloody hard. I don’t know how she runs a business, travels and manages her family,’ Abby says in defence of her childhood friend whom she knows her mother is privately intimidated by, although Sheila would die rather than admit it.

‘She doesn’t – that’s how,’ Sheila retorts. ‘Any woman who doesn’t put her husband and marriage first is a very foolish one. God knows how that poor husband of hers manages, never mind the children – they probably can’t remember the last time they had a home-cooked meal. And don’t curse, Abby, there’s no need for it, using coarse language is a very unattractive trait in a woman.’

‘I have to go.’ Abby silently counted to ten. ‘See you later, bye, Mum.’

‘You’re not going into town for lunch dressed like that?’ Sheila looked disapprovingly at Abby’s jeans, T-shirt and her tweed jacket that is fashionably frayed at the edges. ‘Surely you’re going to change, put on a nice suit or something?’

Abby had been going to wear a nice grey linen trouser suit until Roseanna, her twenty-year-old daughter, had told her she looked frumpy and seriously needed to edge up her look.

In the event, she had no time to change anyway, even if she had had the energy. Instead, Abby had left the house feeling both guilty and badly put together, wondering why, no matter what she did, she never seemed to get it quite right.

On the Dart, on the way into town, she had discreetly studied the other women on the train, shielded by The Irish Times, which she held up in front of her, glancing over it occasionally. What preoccupied her most was their individual sizes – seeking, as she was, a similar physical example to compare herself to. Abby knew she had put on quite a bit of weight lately, a stone and a half at least, since she had last stood on the scales, and that had been almost a month ago. Reading the scales was one thing, like assessing your naked self in the mirror, intimidating certainly, but at least the horror was only self-inflicted, ending the moment you stepped off, or stopped looking. What she wanted, needed, she felt was solid, life-sized confirmation. Was she as big on top as that woman opposite with the huge boobs? Were her hips as curvy and well padded as that one, three seats up? Or was she just deteriorating into a general blob, like the expensively dressed woman to her left, with outrageously false eyelashes that made her look like a drag artist? Abby sighed; whatever size they were, she would bet they were all quite happy with themselves – you could just tell – unlike her.

She thought about that the whole way into town, had she ever really been happy? Content even? When she was younger, she always used to think that, once she was a teenager, she would automatically become cool and untroubled by whether or not she pleased people, or whether or not she was doing the right things, making the right decisions. Instead, her teenage years had been ridden with angst, closely followed by despair at her skinny, straight up and down figure and red hair, however long and silky it was. Young womanhood proved no easier. She filled out a little, sure, but, on the inside, Abby remained as devoid of confidence as ever, permanently persuaded of her many shortcomings. For as long as she could remember, she had felt as if she was in the wrong place, at the wrong time, too early or too late. She had lost count of the number of novenas she had said, books she had read, fortune-tellers she had visited who foretold of dark handsome strangers and foreign shores, which only filled Abby with foreboding. Abby hadn’t wanted a dark swarthy foreigner – or to live somewhere hot and exotic – Abby had known exactly what she wanted, she just didn’t in the world know how to go about getting it. And then, although she would never have believed it possible, the manifestation of her deepest desires had materialised in the most unlikely way . . .

Abby hardly notices the restaurant filling up with people she is so lost in her reverie, until she hears the familiar voice and catches an unmistakable waft of Diana’s perfume that precedes her. Abby proffers her cheek for a kiss as Diana passes her, squeezing her shoulder affectionately before reaching for her seat.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late, Abs,’ she slings her bag over the chair as she sits down. ‘I was cursing the traffic all the way here – every light was against me – and you’re always so punctual.’ She pauses to catch her breath and begins to fan herself.

‘Is it just me or is it hot in here?’

‘I hope it’s just you, otherwise my face will be the same colour as my hair in minutes.’

‘Yes, it probably is just me. Hardly surprising as I’ve practically run halfway down the street, no mean feat in these.’ Diana obligingly extends an elegant foot shod in expensively delicate leather, with a vertiginous heel.

‘You shouldn’t have rushed,’ Abby says. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ She indicates the wine list.

‘Ooh, yes, goodie, I could do with a nice glass of red. Have you ordered? No? Oh right, let’s get the food and wine out of the way, then we can talk.’

Halfway through the very pleasant bottle of Merlot they have chosen, and thanks to being in Diana’s company, Abby has come as close as she can to escapism. The sound of Diana’s voice still with its occasional French inflections, chatting away animatedly, relating hilarious details of the latest photographic shoot she has been on in the south of France, has lulled Abby into a dreamy world where exacting husbands, controlling mothers and demanding daughters are but a filmy shadow of the imagination. This exotic world Diana so easily inhabits is exactly the antidote she needs to distract her. She could sit and listen to her forever, she thinks, a smile softening the tension in her face.

‘Have you done something different to yourself?’ she asks Diana suddenly. ‘Hair? Skin? You look amazing. I mean you always look fab, Di, but you look different somehow.’ Abby studies her across the table. ‘More . . . animated – yes, that’s the word for it.’

Diana laughs and, most unusually for her, blushes.

Abby cannot remember, now that she comes to think of it, ever seeing Diana blush, where as she, on the other hand, with her whiter-than-white, freckled complexion has been miserably prone to it all her life.

‘I’m afraid I can only attribute it to being away in my spiritual home and surrounded by beautiful people. Young, beautiful people,’ she says, wistfully.

‘Did Greg join you?’

‘No. He was holding the fort. That’s the deal – or at least it’s supposed to be.’ Diana frowns.

‘How is he?’

‘Greg? He’s fine, better than fine, in fact, he’s just back from his own little break.’

‘Oh? Where?’

‘California. He was meditating,’ Diana explains, lifting her eyebrows meaningfully.

‘I didn’t know Greg was into that sort of thing – spirituality, I mean.’

‘Neither did I. It came upon him rather suddenly, pretty much like all the other courses he’s been exploring – life drawing, amateur dramatics, yoga . . . I could go on.’

‘Oh, Di,’ Abby grins. ‘Is it getting on your nerves, having him around all the time?’

Greg, Diana’s husband, once darling of the advertising industry, had lost his job about a year earlier. Abby, being tactful, usually never refers to it, but today Diana seems to want to talk.

‘It’s driving me bloody insane. That’s why I was so relieved to get away when this job came up.’ Diana reaches for the bottle and tops up their glasses.

‘Still, it must be handy to have him around now that you’re so busy.’ Abby is good at presenting the bright side of other people’s lives to them. ‘To hold the fort as you say. Nice for the kids too,’ she says encouragingly.

‘Uh-uh.’ Diana shakes her head. ‘I’m with whoever said, “I married him for better or worse, but I never married him for lunch.”’

Abby laughs. ‘Life is never easy, is it?’

‘We used to think it would be . . .’

‘Only because we didn’t know any better. We were just kids . . .’

‘You said you had something to tell me,’ Diana reminds her. ‘When you were on the phone?’ She takes a sip of her coffee.

‘Oh, yes – so I do. You’ll never guess!’

‘I’m not even going to try.’

‘I heard from Vonnie, just yesterday.’

‘Vonnie? No way! How is she?’

‘I don’t know, it was just a short email, but, Di, she’s coming home and she wants to see us.’ Abby can hardly contain her excitement.

Di shakes her head wonderingly. ‘How long has it been?’

‘Almost twelve years . . .’ Abby has been keeping count. There had been the occasional email from Vonnie in the beginning when she moved to LA from London, then they sort of petered out, until finally the only communication between them was Christmas cards – although, to be fair, she never forgot a birthday.

‘My, my . . . where do they go?’

‘I know, but I had a feeling we might hear from her sometime soon. After all, we have an anniversary coming up, don’t we? Abby looks at her meaningfully. ‘Don’t tell me you’d forgotten?’

‘How could I?’ Diana says, wryly.

‘Imagine,’ Abby smiles wistfully, ‘thirty years since we made our visit to St Valentine.’ She twirls the stem of her wine glass. ‘And that first day of school seems like a lifetime ago. Do you remember, Di . . .?’



September 1978, First Year

Abby

‘There,’ says Sheila Murphy, viewing every brand-new, name-tagged article of clothing with satisfaction. ‘Everything! Every single item on that damned list – even the green knickers.’

It had not been easy, finding, selecting, not to mention buying everything on the never-ending list, which seemed to conspire to thwart her from the very outset. The woollen-weave, satin-edged blankets; the personal, engraved cutlery; the special tweed Sunday suit; even the magnificent moss-green hooded cloak had been procured, but the green knickers had stymied her. She had looked at the list in confusion. There it was in black and white, staring back at her: Seven pairs of white cotton knickers and two pairs of green, it said quite plainly.

Why on earth green? And where to find these elusive undergarments? Sheila had wondered wildly.

Abby had been no help at all. ‘How would I know, Mum?’ she had asked, wide eyed and not a little embarrassed.

In the end, although she had hated to admit defeat, Sheila had had to enlist the help of a friend of a friend, whose cousin had a daughter who was in her final year at Belmount. Word had filtered back that the mysterious green knickers were part of the sporting attire, to be worn under the games skirt, but over your regular knickers, that way there could be no occasion where a flash of feminine underwear might be glimpsed, whatever the circumstances – say, for instance, if a sudden gust of wind should whip up.

Once she had come to grips with the idea, Sheila was fully enamoured of the concept. ‘Modesty at all times’ was one of her favourite mottos, and you could count on the nuns to be sticklers for it. That was just one of the many reasons Sheila had chosen the exclusive convent for her only daughter’s education. The fees were prohibitive, but the scholarship would take care of that. Abby had worked hard at her local national school, and, good girl that she was, had not protested at the extra coaching her mother had given her in the evenings and at weekends. (What else was being a teacher good for, reasoned Sheila, if you couldn’t enhance your only child’s future prospects?) It would only be for a year, she had explained to her daughter, only until the entrance exam had been passed and results exceeding and surpassing even Sheila’s fond hopes had been achieved.

Now the fruits of their joint labour, the trappings of success, lay before them, stacked and piled with military precision on Abby’s narrow bed, ready to go into the trunk, which Abby’s father, Joe, would load into their ancient station wagon.

Joe had taken the day off work at Sheila’s insistence although he would much rather have not. It was not that he was unwilling to drive his only child the hour or so to County Wicklow to deliver her to her new school – her home from home for the next twelve weeks – it was more a case of concern in case his mask might slip. In case he, the stern guard, a reliable member of the police force, might suddenly become emotional, might lose composure, might even, God forbid, shed a tear. He would much rather have said goodbye to her that morning, calmly, quietly, wished her well and gone off to work where he could have felt of some use, and at least distracted himself from the bleak prospect of just Sheila and himself home alone together for the foreseeable future.

Instead, sitting downstairs, nursing a cup of tea, dressed uncomfortably in a new suit especially bought for the occasion, he feels in the way and useless.

In the car, all the way to Wicklow, Abby is quiet, gazing out the window from the back seat where she mindlessly fingers the pleats on her uniform plaid skirt. She is anxious, but not about leaving home or worrying how her parents will manage without her – that had been on last year’s worry agenda. Her anxieties now concern her immediate destination, what might unfold, what lay in store for her, what will be expected. It is a big adventure, as her mother has been telling her for months, but Abby does not like or need adventure – she is much more comfortable with certainties.

She likes to know exactly what is expected of her so she can dedicate herself ruthlessly to the task in question. This, she has learned, is what seems to keep people happy, and keeping people happy is what makes Abby happy – or at least gives her some peace of mind. Herein lies her present quandary: she knows what her mother expects of her at school, but what about her new classmates? Thirty or so other girls about whom she knows absolutely nothing. She would very much like them to like her, to be popular – this is important at school, particularly boarding school (she has read all the books on the subject she can get her hands on, Malory Towers, St Clare’s, the Chalet Girls) – but Abby is not entirely sure what makes a girl popular.

She does not want anyone to know she is a scholarship girl, that she has earned her place in this exclusive establishment through strenuously hard work and study rather than paying top-notch fees like the others, but she is pretty sure it will be impossible to hide the fact. Although, her mother assured her, they had scrimped and saved all the same, just in case, in the unlikely event of Abby not winning the scholarship. They certainly had the money to send her to Belmount – Grandmother Harvey’s small legacy had been painstakingly protected and added to for this very cause. The scholarship would just make things easier, it would pay for the school fees, but it would not cover everything. It would not pay for the uniform that comprised a veritable trousseau (and in its own way was just as significant). It would not pay for the inevitable school trips and excursions away, but it would be worth it. ‘A good education sets a girl up for life, not just academically,’ Sheila had explained many times. ‘Going to a good school means you mix with the right sort of people – not riff-raff.’ And the right sort of people in Sheila’s opinion meant girls.

Abby had once mentioned innocently that she might like to attend a nearby co-ed day school some of the girls from her old school were going to, but Sheila had been appalled at the notion.

‘Co-ed?’ she had repeated with revulsion. ‘Under no circumstances is a daughter of mine going to school with a lot of common boys.’

Abby had been curious, rather than disappointed, at the reaction this had provoked. ‘Why?’

‘Too many distractions,’ Sheila had said, pursing her lips. ‘Boys are slower learners and they hold the whole class back – then, because the girls get bored, they become lazy, they stop studying and start wearing make-up and flaunting themselves at the boys and, before you know it, the boys have passed them out and get top marks in their Leaving Certificate, while all the girls leave with is the option of a secretarial course and a “reputation”.’

Abby had not been sure what a ‘reputation’ was but gathered it was not a good thing to acquire.

‘Besides,’ Sheila had continued, ‘if a boy has known you since you were twelve years old there’s nothing left he wants to know about you, nothing at all left to the imagination. Boys and young men like nothing better than a fresh face, Abby, a new girl on the scene, not some comfortable old school chum they’ve known since they sat in the back row together. Mystery is very important to boys when they’re choosing a girl. Always keep a bit of mystery, Abby, there’s nothing worse than a boy knowing your whole life story – there’s nothing left for him to find out.’

Abby had not been sure what all this advice had to do with education, but she had been wise enough not to pursue the matter. Her mother knew best, and she had Abby’s best interests at heart. If Sheila said Belmount Convent was the place for her, then Abby would dutifully attend and make her mother proud of her – just as she always had done.

They were here, now, turning in through an imposing entrance, up a winding drive with lawns on either side, stretching to fields in the distance, and beyond there is a glimpse of cornflower-blue sea. Abby thinks she can hear cattle lowing, she remembers hearing that the school has its own farm, and not having been allowed any pets of her own at home, she feels a glimmer of excitement. An old man wearing a cap trundles along with a wheelbarrow, a black Labrador at his heels, and lifts his hand in greeting. They swing around to the front entrance, where the old house looks on to the carefully tended front lawn, joining the many other cars discharging a multitude of young girls, some eagerly screaming greetings, some hanging back, some quietly sobbing. Abby takes a deep breath and gets out of the car. There will be no scenes, no emotional outbursts. They will proceed in an orderly fashion towards the nun who is approaching them in welcome. ‘Abby Murphy, is it?’ she checks her list. ‘I’m Sister Byrne, welcome to Belmount! You’re in St Anne’s, dearie. That’s to the side of the Old House, across the courtyard and upstairs. Helen will show you, won’t you, Helen?’

Helen is a third year, a seasoned student and appointed one of the Guardian Angels who will shepherd the new girls around for the first couple of days until they feel at home. ‘What a lovely idea,’ Sheila beams.

St Anne’s is a converted stable block, consisting of the first-year classroom, common room and two dormitories above. Abby is shown her bed and locker, and begins to unpack. Her mother sets about the task briskly, her eagle eyes taking in every detail of the other girls and their families, chatting, laughing or consoling.

Once the bedclothes are laid out and the trunk is empty, Abby says she will walk her parents back to the car. ‘I’ll make the bed myself, there’s no need for you to wait.’ She smiles at her father’s obvious relief. He is uncomfortable in the midst of all these women, glad to escape to the familiar sanctuary of the car. Back outside, it is almost like a party in full swing. Many of the parents seem to know each other, and are chatting and laughing easily together as they are fed tea and sandwiches on the front lawn. ‘It’s very convivial,’ Sheila says, looking on approvingly. ‘Very elegant.’

One of the older girls rings a bell – the signal for parents to depart and for the girls to say goodbye.

‘Goodbye, Dad,’ Abby says, awkwardly. ‘Thanks for driving me down.’

‘Not at all, pet.’ Joe pats his daughter on the shoulder. ‘Sure we’ll be seeing you in no time. Mind yourself now.’ He sounds stern, but Abby sees his eyes are bright and feels a pang of concern for him.

‘Now, Abby.’ Sheila hugs her daughter, then holds her at arm’s length. ‘Don’t let me down. You’ll do your best, won’t you, love?’

‘You know I will, Mum.’

‘Of course you will. I’ll write to you before the end of the week. And you must write and tell us all the news as soon as you can.’

Abby waves dutifully until the silver station wagon with the dent in the side that her father cannot afford to get fixed disappears down the driveway. Then she turns around and walks stoically back towards her dormitory.

She is only twelve years old, but already life’s responsibilities are weighing heavily upon her shoulders.

 

Diana

I made my bed, then flung myself on it and began to sob noisily. I never believed that they would carry out the threat, not really. Right up to the last minute, even though they had driven me here, I still thought they would relent and take me home with them, warning me that, really, if there were to be another incident, a next time, then I really would be sent away to boarding school.

It’s all her fault of course. It was her idea to send me here. Papa didn’t agree with it at all, I could tell just by looking at him, he looked so sad when they sat me down to tell me. Of course, they used the excuse that because my older sister, Corinne, will be in the Sorbonne for the next few years, that it would be too lonely for me at home alone with them, that it would be better for me to be in the company of girls my own age. Papa is travelling a lot with his work and, anyway, they said Belmount is only a weekly boarding school, we are allowed home each Sunday for the day. But they didn’t fool me. I know Mum has been planning this, she wants Papa all to herself. And now Corinne has gone away, she wants to get rid of me too.

Papa adores me. Everyone says so. He and I have a very special relationship. Corinne prefers Mum, I think, they are more alike. Papa says I am the double of his mother, Grandmère Fouberge, whom I never met, because she had died by the time I was born. Unfortunately, Papa always goes along with Mum, she always has the last say. And just because there were a few little incidents, like getting caught smoking behind the prefabs at my last school, suddenly I’m told I’m going to boarding school! I’ll never forgive her for this – she’s going to be sorry! I’m going to be so awful they will send me home within the week, even expel me! I don’t care how bad I have to be, that will teach her.

‘Dear me, what have we here? Diana, isn’t it?’

I look up to find one of them, a nun, our dorm mistress, Sr Julia, youngish, rosy-faced, sitting on my bed. She puts her arm around me and makes shushing noises. I cry even harder. Several of the girls are approaching with concerned faces, I can see them out of the corner of my eye, but really they’re just curious – snooping. They haven’t seen anything yet.

‘Go away!’ I yell. ‘Leave me alone! Just leave me alone, will you?’

I sense a collective gasp. Clearly, these girls aren’t used to nuns being spoken to like this. It’s a first for Sr Julia, too, I suspect. I don’t care, I never wanted to come here anyway. It’s all a horrible mistake.

‘Now stop that right now, Diana,’ Sr Julia says firmly.

This is not the reaction I was expecting, and I am momentarily shocked enough to raise my head from the pillow and turn to look at her.

‘Come along now, sit up! You’re a Dublin girl, aren’t you, Diana?’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ I hiccup. ‘And no, I’m half-French, actually, on my father’s side.’ There, that should be rude enough to shut her up.

‘Well, for starters, it means you’ll be going home on Sunday for the day, doesn’t it?’ she says crisply. ‘That’s less than a week away. So there’s no need at all to be crying, is there?’

Before I can reply to this ridiculous statement she goes on.

‘A lot of the girls here are from the country, from all over the country, some from abroad even. Many of them won’t be going home at all until the Christmas holidays, they might well be very lonely at the thought of leaving their families and friends behind for such a time, but I don’t see any of them crying and behaving like junior infants, do you? Now, get up and dry your eyes, Diana.’ Then she gets up and turns to the others. ‘Tea will be served in the Refectory in fifteen minutes and, after that, seeing as it’s your first night, there’s a film at seven o’clock, which will be shown in the school hall. You may bring your duvets with you to keep warm if you wish. Now, run along.’

A junior infant! How dare she! Bloody old cow! I was about to scream at her but I saw a few of the girls sniggering. I wasn’t going to have that. So I changed my tack and went over to the cubicles to blow my nose, brush my hair and put on some lip salve, then walked out of the dorm on my own without a backward glance.

In the refectory, first years are allowed sit together for the first meal, so we can get to know each other. Not much point in that, I’m thinking. I refuse a helping of the disgusting dried up chips and greasy sausage rolls that obviously pass for food here, and sit looking straight ahead sipping a cup of horrible tea – it’s that or water, no coffee. Barbaric!

‘You’d better eat something!’ the big girl sitting opposite me whispers. She has been smiling at me since we sat down, clearly trying to engage me in conversation. ‘They’ll let you away with it this evening, because it’s your first day,’ she warns, ‘but after that they’ll call your parents, maybe even the doctor. You’ll get into trouble.’ Her eyes are wide with the thought. ‘I know, you see, because I have a sister here, in third year.’

‘So?’

‘Well, I know it’s not important or anything, but I know how things work here.’

‘I couldn’t care less. I’ve no intention of staying here – I’ll be gone before the end of the week.’

‘Oh,’ she says, looking downcast. ‘That’s a pity! You’re in my dorm, I was hoping we might be friends.’

Then the girl on my right pipes up. ‘I am too,’ she says, shyly. ‘In your dorm, I mean. I saw you both earlier. My name’s Abby. I didn’t want to come here either, really. But don’t worry, it won’t be that bad, honestly.’ She looks at me with concern.

‘I’m not worried.’ I turn to look at her. She has long red hair, pale, freckled skin and big, fearful, blue eyes. She is pretty, but she doesn’t realise it. ‘And I have no intention of eating this muck. My father will be horrified when I tell him we have been given sausage rolls and chips, and you couldn’t even call these chips.’ I hold up a rock-hard example.

‘Is your father a chef?’ asks the big girl, looking interested. She has been eating constantly since we sat down, and is on her third slice of bread and butter, along with several sausage rolls and a mountain of chips.

‘No.’ I am puzzled she should think this. ‘He’s an art critic. Why?’

‘Oh, no reason, just wondering. I love food.’ She stuffs another sausage roll into her mouth. I stare, I can’t help it, even though I know it’s rude. I have never seen anyone eat so much, so quickly. The girl on my right, Abby, giggles.

‘My name’s Vonnie – Vonnie Callaghan,’ the big girl says. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Diana.’ I make sure I sound bored.

‘Well, Diana and Abby,’ she lowers her voice, ‘I have some amazing food upstairs. If you like we can smuggle some down with us to the film tonight. In the dark, if we’re careful, we should get away with it. After tomorrow, if they discover it, it will be confiscated. You’re only allowed food from the Tuck Shop, and that’s only open on Saturday afternoons.’

I roll my eyes. What kind of a place is this? Why all these pathetic rules and regulations? Not that I care of course.

After tea (which should be called dinner, another thing my father will be annoyed about), we undress in the dormitory and get into our ‘night attire’, as Sr Julia calls it. Then, duvets in hand, we troop across the courtyard, through the Old House and into the new wing where the film is being shown in the hall. A projector sits at the back and a large screen has been put up on the stage. Rows of hard-backed, wooden chairs with metal legs are lined up like soldiers.

Vonnie waves at us eagerly, indicating the three seats she has spread her duvet over. She is out of breath from running ahead. It is first-come, first-served regarding seating arrangements on movie nights, she informs us.

Silence is called for. We settle down, the lights go out, the projector whirs into action and the title rolls. Carve Her Name With Pride . . . I’m practically asleep already.

‘Here,’ whispers Vonnie, nudging me. She hands me a piece of carrot cake and something chocolaty and chewy, wrapped in cling film. ‘Tin foil is too noisy,’ she explains. Suddenly, I realise I am starving.

‘For God’s sake, don’t let the nuns see,’ she mumbles, already chewing away.

I bite into the carrot cake, topped with sweet, creamy icing and am pleasantly surprised. It is good, better than good, it is delicious.

‘Do you like it?’ she whispers.

I nod, indicating that my mouth is full.

This seems to please her. ‘Good. Because there’s plenty more upstairs where that came from, and we have to finish it by tonight. Tomorrow, when we’re in class, they’ll search the dorms.’

After the movie, we go back to our dorm, wash and climb into our narrow, squeaking beds. Sr Julia checks on us all, pulls the curtains tight and says goodnight. ‘Now girls, I don’t have to tell you I’m sure, no talking after lights out. Understood?’

‘Yes, Sister.’

‘And no food or transistor radios are allowed in the dormitories. If you are in possession of either, you must hand them in to me in the morning. You may listen to your radios in the common room during recreation. Otherwise, they will be confiscated and you will lose house marks, are we clear?’

‘Yes, Sister.’

‘Now, God bless and get a good night’s sleep. You’ll need all your energy for tomorrow.’ She turns out the lights.

‘Goodnight, Sister.’

For ten minutes or so, there is silence, which soon gives way to the heavy regular breathing of untroubled sleepers.

‘Are you awake?’ Vonnie whispers. I can just about see her in the bed across the way, sitting up.

‘Mmmhmm,’ I say sleepily.

‘Abby?’

‘Yes, I’m awake.’

‘Anyone else? No? Oh, well, it’s just us then.’ She rummages under her bed and pulls out what looks like a large sewing box, and drags it quietly across the floor, then sits at the end of my bed. ‘Now, what do you fancy?’ she says, opening it, and I see it is a picnic basket of sorts, packed with food, tins, paper plates and cups and plastic cutlery.

‘There’s enough to feed a whole family in there,’ whispers Abby, wide eyed.

‘Oh, Barney always makes loads of everything. She said it wouldn’t be a proper first night at boarding school if we didn’t have a midnight feast.’

‘But it’s not even ten o’clock,’ Abby points out.

‘Who cares? I can’t wait another second.’

‘Who’s Barney?’ I ask.

‘She’s our housekeeper and cook, I suppose, but she’s more like family really,’ says Vonnie.

‘You have a cook?’ Abby sounds impressed.

Vonnie considers this. ‘Well, I think she just likes to cook for us, but she’s brilliant at it.’

‘Doesn’t your mother cook?’ I ask.

‘No,’ says Vonnie. ‘I don’t think she likes cooking.’

We are quiet for a while as we tuck in to various individual miniature cakes, pies, trifles and even chocolate soufflés, washed down with Coca-Cola. I eat until I think I am going to burst.

‘The cakes are divine,’ I sigh. ‘They remind me of the patisseries in Paris.’

‘You’ve been to Paris?’ Abby says.

‘My father’s family are from Paris.’

‘Wow, that’s cool.’

I shrug.

‘Your Barney is certainly a good cook, Vonnie,’ I say.

I am beginning to see why Vonnie is overweight. If I had that kind of food around all the time, I probably would be too.

‘I know,’ Vonnie beams. ‘Barney says the best way to make friends with people is to eat with them. So that makes us friends now, right?’

‘Oh, good,’ Abby sounds relieved. They both look at me expectantly.

‘Friends? Sure, why not?’ I say. There is no point disillusioning them.

We clear up any crumbs as best we can and roll back into our beds.

‘Thanks, Vonnie,’ Abby and I whisper.

You’re welcome. See you in the morning,’ Vonnie yawns.

‘Night, night.’

‘Don’t let the bed bugs bite,’ Abby giggles.

They are nice girls, Vonnie and Abby, I think as I feel sleep overtaking me – even if they are a bit immature – but we will not be friends. As soon as I go home and leave this place, we will forget all about each other. I just have to get through until Sunday. Only five more days . . .

The journey up to Dublin on the school bus feels interminable, all the more because we have to wear our stupid tweed Sunday suits, and the harsh material has been scratching my legs. Luckily for me, the bus stops quite near my house, only a ten-minute walk. Abby is being picked up at the bus stop by her parents and Vonnie lives in Wicklow, quite near to school, so her dad collected her and her sister, Kate.

‘Bye,’ Abby called, waving as she got into her parents’ car. ‘Have a great day, Di. See you later.’

Oh no you won’t, I thought happily. We are required to be back at the bus stop at six o’clock for the trip back to school. But I will not be there. Papa will not force me to go back – if I have to beg, I will.

I reach our road and run the last bit of the way to our house and around the side to the back door, which I know will be left open for me. Already, I can smell my favourite food. It’s Sunday lunch as usual, and I’m guessing she has done her special roast chicken with all the trimmings especially for me – out of guilt at sending me away to school.

‘Mum!’ I burst through the door about to start ranting how much I hate boarding school but when my mother turns around, something stops me. She is crying, there are tears on her face and her eyes are red and swollen.

‘Diana!’ she wipes her face quickly with a piece of paper towel. ‘You’re early, darling.’ She laughs. ‘How lovely, just give me a minute until my eyes stop streaming. It’s those horrible onions I had to chop for the stuffing – it’s your favourite, roast chicken with roast potatoes and parsnips and carrots and—’ she hugs me and squeezes me tight.

‘How is school?’

‘It’s horrible. I hate it! The nuns are devils and the food is disgusting. I’m not going back.’ I pull away from her, angrily.

‘But Diana, it’s only your first week, sweetheart. Just give it a little time.’

‘I don’t need time. Where’s Papa?’ I head out of the kitchen intending to go straight into my father’s study where he always sits reading before lunch. ‘He’ll listen to me.’

‘Diana, wait!’

I turn around, something in her tone is different. ‘What?’

‘Not now, sweetheart. Papa is on the phone, it’s business, very important, he doesn’t want to be disturbed. He’ll be finished any minute. Here, help me with the vegetables while I carve.’

I do as she says reluctantly, listening to her prattle, answering her questions sullenly.

After what seems an age, Papa comes in and I run straight into his outstretched arms. ‘Ma jeune fille!’ he laughs with pleasure. And even though I am very angry with him for making me stay even a week away from home in that horrible place, he makes me smile, chatting away to me in French and laughing at my descriptions of school hell.

‘It can’t be that bad,’ he says, as we sit down to eat.

‘It’s worse. You have no idea. They don’t even let us have baths.’

‘Please, Diana,’ Mum pleads, ‘not while we’re at the table.’ Her voice is strained. ‘You’re only home until this evening, let’s have a pleasant day together, hmm?’

I shrug. Papa catches my eye and winks; he understands. I will talk to him after lunch, alone. There is no point having this discussion in front of my mother. She will only make it more difficult. So I change tactic and say how lovely it is to taste home cooking again, and ask Papa questions about his work. The atmosphere, which for a moment felt awkward and tense, relaxes.

After lunch, I help Mum clear away then run upstairs to my room to check on my stack of LPs and tape cassettes. My older sister, Corinne, who has gone to the Sorbonne, is not to be trusted – I have to make sure she has not taken any of my stuff. Satisfied that everything is in order, and looking longingly at my posters of David Bowie, Queen and the Bay City Rollers on the wall, I go downstairs ready to throw myself at Papa’s mercy and plead with him not to send me back. The door to his study is closed and I am about to knock, as we always do before disturbing him, when I hear raised voices and my hand pauses before my knuckles can rap on the door panel. My mother is talking.

‘I mean it! Either she goes, or I do, you decide—’

‘Please, Pauline, you are over reacting.’

‘Is that what you really believe?’

Silence.

‘It’s always her, isn’t it? It always has been. You love her, don’t you?’

‘Please, Pauline, don’t force me to choose—’

‘Answer me! Do you? Do you love her?’

‘I love her, yes! Yes, I have always loved her. Now, are you satisfied?’

‘Oh God.’ My mother stifles a sob.

‘The truth is I love you both. It’s possible to love more than one person, you know! It doesn’t mean I love her more than you – it’s just . . . different. Please don’t do this to yourself, Pauline. You’re my wife, we’re a family.’

Silence.

‘So, you won’t tell her?’

‘I won’t do that to her, not when she needs me, if that’s what you mean.’

‘That’s your final word? As my husband? As our daughters’ father?’

‘Yes, that’s my final word.’

‘Then I will leave. You leave me no option.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Pauline. Where would you go? You love me, I love you – this is just a complication. She needs me, please don’t force my hand.’

I have heard enough! I back away in shock and run upstairs, back to my room where I put on my Elton John tape of Captain Fantastic.

I try to take it in, to understand what I have just overheard, but I feel sick. I had no idea things were like this. I know my father adores me, but I never realised my mother was so jealous of his feelings for me. I knew he wanted to keep me at home. He would never send me away, it was always her idea, right from the beginning. But for my mother to leave if I came home! It was unthinkable! Surely she couldn’t hate me that much? I know I irritate her, get on her nerves sometimes, but not like that . . . not as if she – she hated me. Poor Papa! He was only trying to defend me, to stand up for me.

There is only one thing to do, I decide there and then. I must go back to Belmount. I must go back to boarding school as if nothing has happened. I will behave as if it has all been a joke – as if nothing at all is wrong. Otherwise, well anything could happen! I might have to live with her, on our own together without Papa. Papa might get married to someone else if Mum left! I could have a step-mother! Papa could get sick, maybe even have a heart attack from the worry, like what happened in our neighbour’s family last month. My head is filling with terrible possibilities. I am suddenly horribly sorry for the way I have been behaving. How stupid I have been! I didn’t know how much of a problem I was to them. I didn’t know how badly Mum wanted Papa to herself. But now I realise and it is better to know.

What was it he had said? Don’t force me to choose . . .

Well I won’t. I won’t force him. I would never do that. Poor Papa . . . poor, poor Papa.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Abby says to me later that evening on the bus as we head back to school.

‘I’m just tired,’ I say, returning to the book I am pretending to read.

Back at school, the dorm is full of girls talking about their day at home, and once we have settled, we are told there is hot chocolate in the kitchen for anyone who wants it. I don’t. I am moody and uncommunicative, I don’t want to see or talk to anyone.

‘It’s always hard coming back after spending a day at home,’ Vonnie says. ‘You get used to it, though.’ She smiles sympathetically.

She has no idea.

And that’s the way I intend to keep it. These girls think I am exotic, sophisticated, worldly – and that suits me just fine.

I have a bath. (We are allowed only two baths a week, by rote, and one of my nights is Sunday. The rest of the time we are expected to wash at the basins in our individual cubicles. Barbaric.)

Apparently, the bathing options improve the further up the school you get. In fifth and sixth year, they have proper showers, rows of them. I laughed at the idea when I heard it last week, but that was before I knew I would have to stay here.

In bed, I pull the covers up and pretend to be asleep, even before the lights are turned out. I wait until Sr Julia has gone, until everyone has said their goodnights, until they are all asleep. Only then do I cry – quietly, secretly – no display this time, just fierce control. But the tears that trail hotly down my face are real.



Morro Bay, California, 2011

From where I live in Morro Bay, I can hear the ocean. That should remind me of home, where I grew up in County Wicklow, a stone’s throw from the sea, but, happily, it is a million miles away in every respect from the place. Here the ocean will not be ignored. Great rolling breakers, huge swells of surf or the rush of a wave cradling the shore, all have their voice – sometimes a roar, sometimes a whisper . . .

‘Vonnie, how nice to see you, have a seat.’ Ellen, my therapist, welcomes me warmly.

It has been some time since I have been with her, almost a year in fact. We chat about the usual things for a couple of moments and then I tell her the reason I am here.

‘It’s no big deal,’ I say. ‘In fact, I feel pretty silly even coming here to talk about it, but then I thought . . .’

‘What’s up?’ she asks, her laser-blue eyes pinning me to the chair, although she is smiling encouragingly.

‘Well, I’m going home.’

‘To Ireland?’

‘Yes. Not for good or anything like that,’ I explain hurriedly. ‘Just a visit. It’s a work thing, a freelance project, but I’ll be there for about six weeks or so. I thought it might be a good time to, well, to confront some things, so to speak.’

‘Well,’ says Ellen, watching me closely, ‘in that case, it is a big deal for you, Vonnie. Wouldn’t you say?’

I squirm a little under her eagle-eyed gaze and chew the inside of my cheek as the question hangs in the air. Stupid, stupid. I had felt like a cosy little chat, some benign self-examination perhaps, a pat on the back for doing so well. Time away has made me careless – I had forgotten there is nowhere to hide in a therapist’s office. Not Ellen’s anyway. Already I can feel myself shifting uncomfortably in my chair.

‘So, where shall we start? Are you taking Jazz with you?’

‘Yes, I’ve rented a little house, she’s very excited.’

‘And what about your . . . family? Will you be seeing them?’

‘I– I don’t know. I’ll contact them first maybe, see how it goes from there.’

‘You don’t owe them anything you know, Vonnie. We’ve been through this, right?’

‘I know.’

‘You’re not beholden to anyone now.’

‘I know that. I’d just like to, well, for Jazz. She’ll have questions when she’s older – she already has.’

‘And your mother?’

‘I haven’t said anything to her yet.’

‘Are you going to?’

‘It’s none of her business.’ I sound angry, and I had resolved to be calm, which makes me even angrier.

‘Well, it does concern her, in many ways, don’t you think?’

I shrug. ‘It was all so long ago.’

‘Maybe for them, not for you, though, Vonnie. You’re still finding your way through a lot of this stuff. They’re new feelings for you, even if they’ve been there all along, buried, unexpressed. You’ve had to deal with them, live with them, let them in. Reframe it all, so it’s still fresh for you, in a way, don’t you think?’

‘What does it matter?’ I scowl at her.

Ellen smiles, unflappable. ‘It matters,’ she says, ‘because I think it may just be a very happy coincidence, this job offer to go to Ireland. I think, in fact, it might be the ideal time to deal with all of this – to finally put all the theory into practice. You’re a different person, now, Vonnie. And you’ve worked very hard at becoming that new person. I think it’s a perfectly good opportunity to go back and tell it like it is.’

‘So you do think it’s a good idea?’ Suddenly I am worried, unsure.

‘That depends on you – how you handle it – but I think you’re more than ready, which is more to the point. You’re well able to do this, Vonnie, and you owe it to yourself, not just to Jazz.’

Our time is up before I know it, and I get up to leave. I feel drained, a bit shaky.

‘You know you can call me, don’t you? If you need to.’

‘Thank you, Ellen, I appreciate that.’

‘I don’t believe in coincidences, Vonnie, as you know. It’s the right time, and the right opportunity has presented itself. Let me know how you get on when you get back, won’t you?’

‘You’ll be the first to hear,’ I smile weakly.

‘Atta girl.’

Back home, I check my mail, there are a few work-related ones and one from Abby, a reply to the one I sent her just a couple of days ago. I take a deep breath and hesitate before opening it, not sure of the tone it will take. It’s been a long time after all, almost twelve years, I couldn’t blame her if she was cool or remote. I pretty much dropped off the radar as far as Abby and Diana were concerned, but I had to drop everything to do with my old life in order to create a new one.

‘You need to see a therapist, honey,’ Jenn had said to me, as casually as if I should book a hair appointment. ‘And I have a great one.’
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