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Prologue

26 August 1991

Dear Ali,

Have you lost your mind?

Please, please say that this is just some stupid joke. Please say that you were drunk, and it seemed like a great idea to go ringing Dad up – reverse charge too; he was ripping – and tell him that you’re not coming home. He was in the middle of his dinner. His birthday dinner. Yes. Even Liam remembered, and got him one of those desk jobbies – you know the ones, where you get to drop a little silver ball against a row of other silver balls, and watch the domino effect? Dad was the happiest we’d ever seen him. Until the phone rang, that is.

Mam’s been crying all day. Dad can’t even speak. I know this isn’t what you want to hear. But we all just want you home. Me especially. It’s been dead around here all summer without you. Worse than dead. Putrefying.

I’m going to keep this short, for maximum impact. Also, I know for a fact that you skip over bits in my longer letters, because you never once mentioned my Clairol disaster.

PLEASE, COME HOME.

A very shocked Emma xx

PS. Don’t go ballistic. But Mam asked me out of the side of her mouth if you wanted to ‘tell her anything’.

 



31 August 1991

Emma –

Assure Mam that absolutely everybody over here practises safe sex, including me.Well, obviously don’t tell her that.Tell her I haven’t had sex since I arrived. Out of her womb, that is. Do not at any point mention Troy to her.

Has Dad calmed down at all? I really wanted to speak to you on the phone the other night but he wouldn’t let me. He said that he’d wasted enough money on a college course for an ingrate degenerate (steady on, Dad!) without having to foot a massive telephone bill too. But honestly, at what point in my childhood did he actually think I would make a good dental hygienist?? He’s a lovely man, and he was very kind to us when we were growing up, but he’s completely delusional. You know you agree.

I didn’t plan this whole thing. I just want you to know that. Otherwise I’d have brought my hairdryer out with me in June. Last weekend I dragged out that massive suitcase Mam made me bring, and started packing to go home and everything. I even went and had my final turkey sub in the deli down the road (six hundred calories each!!! Mental. I sent on those things to Mam, by the way. Could you please watch her the first few times to make sure she doesn’t overdose? You know the way she needs glasses, only she won’t admit it). But then I started thinking about college, and going back to sit in that awful, depressing lecture hall, looking down on Una Brady’s roots, and listening to Horse Hannigan droning on about enamel and receding gums and God knows what else, and me usually having had no breakfast, and I just fell into the pits of depression. This wasn’t my usual depression. This time I was actually crying and stuff, and having thoughts about ‘ending it all’. I honestly think I’d be seriously tempted if I wasn’t having such a good time over here.

I can’t go back to college, Emma, I just can’t. And, please, don’t go on about my dyslexia – I think at this point I’ve got as much mileage out of that as I decently can. If I’m being straight with you, I’m not even sure I have dyslexia. I think I’m probably just slightly thick. And no, this is not a cry for help. There’s no need to dash off a letter back giving me a massive pep talk about how great I am, if I’d only realise it. Because do you know something? I don’t care  any more. I’ve had enough of books. I mean it. I don’t even fancy opening a magazine any more, that’s how bad things are. (Although you would absolutely love the National Enquirer over here. Totally scurrilous. Also, curiously fixated with UFOs. Apparently, something like one in ten Americans has seen one. It makes our moving statues look completely normal.)

While I’m on the subject of college, I’m going to give you some advice (brace yourself). When the time comes to fill out your application form, go off to Auntie Pat up in the mountains for the weekend – she’ll put you up if you bring her a bottle of something - and ask her to leave the dogs out to keep Dad away. Then spend some time thinking about what you’d actually like to do, as opposed to what the last three generations of the Kenny family have achieved with the sweat of their brows. (And I’m not belittling it – Dad’s very happy there – but a small dental practice in Blanchardstown?) If you haven’t a clue, take a year off and work with the children in Calcutta – I think they would really appreciate it – and come back older and wiser. Or don’t come back at all, like me. Although that would probably kill Mam and Dad altogether. With me, they kind of expect it. At least, I was the only one of us they ever put that kiddie harness on, even while I was only hanging around the house.

Tell Mam not to worry. Macy’s seem to think I’m a productive employee, although I’m pretty sure they’re mixing me up with Fiona, and have said they’ll keep me on ‘off the books’. Troy has heard about two Irish girls who have a room to rent long term in their apartment. Or it could have been that the apartment has only one room. But I’ve taken it anyway. So tell her I won’t be on a street corner selling my wares or anything like that. Although if I had to, at least nobody would recognise me over here. Not like at home, where the first punter would probably be Davey Brennan, or Paddy Sheahan. Mental altogether.

I’m going to go now, because I’m starting to get very nostalgic. Apparently this is the constant scourge of the ex-pat, and you just have to grin and bear it. Right now I’m imagining you and me lying on our beds, our hair fanned out on the pillows like we’ve just tragically died (it was always drowning so there wouldn’t be a mark, remember?) and being prayed over by hundreds of distraught people who cannot believe how flipping gorgeous we  are, even in full rigor mortis, and I swear, I’m going to cry at any minute.

Keep my side of the room warm! And do not use my bed as a handy wardrobe for things you can’t be bothered to hang up. I’ll be coming back for a visit at some stage, you know, and will need somewhere to lay my weary head, not to mention that fabulous pair of leather trousers I got for half nothing due to my staff discount in Macy’s.

Love and hugs!

Ali xxx

PS. Did Dad say anything about the birthday present I sent him? You might have reminded me in time, you lick-arse.

 



6 September 1991

 



Dear Ali,

I got your package (next time will you use plain brown wrapping so that I can face the postman). The information leaflet inside is very suspicious. You’re supposed to take two at mealtimes, and they bind to the fat in the food, ‘thus rendering it unavailable for absorption by the gut’. So far, so good. I’ll still be able to fit into my wedding dress on my fiftieth birthday next year, says I. (Sophia Loren eat your heart out!) But then, turn over the page. There, in much smaller print, it tells you that they’re only to be used as part of a calorie-controlled diet, and that, as in any weight-loss programme, you should exercise and consume a low-fat diet.

How much did you pay for these pills? Because I think we might have been sold a pup. But just as a test, I took two at lunchtime, and then ate a large toasted cheese and ham sandwich, followed by a couple of bourbon creams. Will keep you posted!

I have to go. Here’s your father home. To be honest, it’s very hard living with him since you threw your education back in his face, and I have to placate him constantly. If I could eat a few bars of chocolate and have the calories rendered unavailable for absorption by my gut it’d be a great bloody help.

That was Mam dictating the above, by the way. She feels she can’t write to you separately, or it would be betraying Dad. He’s insisting they have to show a strong, united front, like the time they found that six-pack of Heineken in the airing cupboard. And sorry about having  to refuse your phone call on Friday, too (though it might help a bit if you didn’t always try to reverse the charges). Dad was standing over me like some angel of death, his hand hovering near the wall plug. His genius plan is that if none of us has any contact with you, then you’ll ‘come to your senses’. The blank postcard you got of the spring lambs gambolling around lush, Irish fields is all part of the offensive too, by the way. The next one is going to be of the Cliffs of Moher. He’s quite excited about it. Liam said he’d be better off sending one with a picture of Dublin’s most popular pubs. Liam says hello, by the way. At least I think it was hello. You know the way he never really moves his mouth when he speaks. Anyway, I saw Dad come home yesterday with packets of Tayto crisps and a box of Barry’s Tea, so don’t be surprised if you get those in the post too.

I’d better tell you about Mam now. I know she’s on about diet pills and pretending everything is fine, but underneath it she thinks that you’re impressionable and have fallen in with the wrong crowd. That’s what she told Auntie Alice on the phone, anyway, when Dad had gone to work and she could have a good cry over the whole thing without him looking for the nearest window to throw himself out of – you know what he’s like around crying women. Anyway, Auntie Alice suggested that Mam talk to the parents of the other girls who went out with you in June, in case it was some kind of collective madness, and you’d all fallen in with the wrong crowd, probably a street gang or something. This cheered Mam up greatly, and she was beginning to make plans for all the fathers to go over en masse and drag the lot of you back by the hairs of your heads. Except, of course, that when she rang the other parents, she found out that their lovely, sensible, sane daughters were all coming home next Friday as planned, all ready to go back to dentistry/law/nursing after a lovely summer away experiencing a different culture. That it’s only you.

‘I’m ringing her this minute,’ she told Dad with great determination. ‘I don’t care any more about your stupid plan to freeze her out. She won’t even have noticed anyway.’

‘Unhand that phone, Madam,’ he shouted back. (We’re doing King Lear in school at the moment.The whole class is going around saying to each other, ‘I do declare I fancy a Mars bar from the  royal tuck shop, noble sir.’ Well, we think it’s funny. But then again we’re a whole two years younger than you, and so are much more immature.)

Anyway, there was a bit of a tussle over the phone, and Liam had to threaten them with a bucket of cold water unless they broke it up. Not that there was any danger of him getting off his behind. You can actually see the indentation in the couch from where he sits watching MTV all weekend. Dad keeps trying to see the news, but Liam always has the remote control, and Dad has to wait until Liam goes out to the loo to agonise over his spots before he can scramble to turn it over. Then Mam comes in and starts giving out that the television is on twenty-four hours a day, and that nobody speaks to each other any more, or at least no more than strictly necessary. She finishes up by saying that it was no wonder that you upped and left, and that if she had her own money (which she does, she just doesn’t want anyone to know about it), she’d be right there after you. This is just an idle threat, of course, but it’s enough to bring everybody down, and make us even more discontented with our little corner of the earth here in Dublin.

So, for the sake of us all, can you get some kind of coded message to her about the street gang thing? Just to cheer her up. It’s weird to see her and Dad fighting all the time. I can’t even go down the town any more to escape them because I have to study. We got the whole ‘you only get one lick of the lollipop’ speech from Sister Joan on Tuesday. She clearly doesn’t have a clue about our class. Emily Hunt went to grind school during the summer – can you believe it? We don’t even know where she found one. And Alison is already studying until eleven o’clock every night; she doesn’t even break off for Baywatch. It’s Valium Sister Joan should be handing out, not whipping us up into a further frenzy. I’m trying not to worry too much about the whole college applications thing yet. I’m just going to keep studying like a lunatic and hope that my life’s path suddenly becomes clear the night before I have to fill the blooming thing in.

Can I ask something? If you hate your course so much, why not just jack it in? Why not change to one you do like? Is this a really stupid question? Dad will come to terms with it in time. In fact, he’s already started grooming Liam; leaving dental moulds lying casually around the place, that kind of thing. Liam keeps looking at him  suspiciously, and making his usual mutterings: ‘No way . . . not going to . . . fucking hell . . . my life is terrible . . . leave me alone . . . hate everybody.’ Mam says he must be going through the longest period of teenage angst in history. Then she says to Dad, thinking no one was listening, ‘Thank God we’ve got one normal one.’ And they both turn to look at me!

You can stop laughing. I need to make one thing crystal clear right now: there’s no way I’m staying around to look after them in their old age. I saw the look in their eye. We either club together to put them in a nursing home, or else one of us is going to have to kill them.

I’d better go and post this before Dad comes home from work and sees me. Hopefully he’ll come to his senses in time. I know I’ve been poking fun at him, but he’s actually very upset about the whole thing. I know this because I caught him with one of the photo albums out the other night, and he was looking at a baby picture of you. God, you were fat.

Oh, would you not change your mind and come home? We’ll all do our best to be happy and exciting and make you glad you did. Well, Dad will probably be the same, but Mam and I will try. Promise!

Love & hugs,

Emma xxx

PS. Dad hasn’t put on the stetson yet. I don’t think he’s sure if it’s a joke or if he’s actually meant to wear it. Neither are we.

 



11 September 1991

 



Hi Emma,

Fiona’s gone home! And Anne-Marie and Jo! Am distraught and upset! And, it has to be admitted, slightly squiffy. (Are you getting these letters, or is Dad ripping them up upon arrival? I hope he’s not reading them first. Dad, you’re despicable. And yes, the stetson was a cruel, cruel joke.)

I went to the airport earlier to see the girls off. Fiona was crying her eyes out, mostly because of Kyle (Texan, six foot two 9.7 on the Richter scale) who hadn’t even shown up to say goodbye. Then didn’t Anne-Marie start up about her job in Maud’s Ice Cream Parlour, and the Puerto Ricans. (They all used to insult each other  at work to pass the time – taking off each other’s accent, that kind of thing, and telling each other to feck off back to where they came from. It was vicious, but great fun.) I had to ease them all to the departures gates and hand out tissues, thinking, hang on, shouldn’t they be comforting me? Still, such is the cross I have to bear to remain in the land of sunshine and cheesy popcorn.Yum. Seriously, though, it was awful once they’d gone. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but there I was, in Logan Airport, knowing absolutely nobody. Not even Troy any more. That’s a long story, not worth repeating, and certainly not if Dad is intercepting these letters – I wouldn’t want to be the cause of any kind of cardiac incident. Anyway, I burst into tears too, big eejit that I was, right there in the airport. It wasn’t like at home, where ten people would be rushing forward to ask you where you’d hurt yourself. Here, everybody just walked around me in a wide circle, looking at me like I was mentally unstable, and that’s when I thought: we’re not in Kansas now.

You know the way I’ve always really wanted to say that line? If you want to know, it wasn’t all that satisfying in the end.

Guess who walks by then. Nobody other than Fiona’s fella, Kyle. He’d run all the way from the car park to the departure gates, and he was devastated to learn that he’d missed Fiona by seconds. We both stood there, quiet as anything, but we couldn’t even hear her bawling any more. I knew they’d probably headed straight for the bar on the other side for a few scoops and probably a basket of chips, but I didn’t say that to Kyle in case he thought Fiona didn’t care.

Finally he seemed to realise that I was completely on my own. ‘Y’ all look like you could do with a coffee,’ he said at last (a terrible crutch, the accent, but he seems to bear it bravely enough). So we went for one, and he gave me loads of tips on how to manage without a social security number, and he told me where all the expats drink. All good, useful information, and I really wish I’d written it down at the time. Then he was really sweet and dropped me off at the new apartment on his way home.

I’m sitting on my new bed right now. I use the term ‘bed’ loosely. There’s no furniture here either, so it’s sleeping bags again. The girls seem OK, but Eileen got really excited because I ate one of her  cheese slices this evening. We all have a shelf in the fridge each and apparently aren’t allowed to share anything. This is a bit of a problem for me as I don’t get paid until Friday. And neither of them has mentioned yet the huge hole behind the sink in the bathroom, or the little bowl of pellets beside it . . . Any ideas??

I don’t suppose there’s any point in telling you to take it easy on the study front. You’re old enough at this stage to recognise your obsessive-compulsive streak, and your insane desire to make up for my and Liam’s shortcomings (joke! joke!). If you look in the top of my side of the wardrobe, you’ll find a bundle of study notes on King Lear that I was saving for you. In it is everything you ever wanted to know about the poxy man, including exam papers going right back to 1972, and loads of sample answers. You’ll hardly even need to read the play at all. I certainly didn’t.

Write back, won’t you? Please? Mam rebelled yesterday and made a sneaky phone call to me just before I left the old apartment. It was great to hear her voice, even if she spent most of the conversation advising me that a cooked chicken can last a whole week, if properly covered. And she wants more pills. She must be throwing them back like Smarties. The girls in work are on new ones. Apparently you can eat what you want, so that’ll cheer her up. I’ll send a batch on.

I’d better go.The girls have got in a crate of Bud Light to welcome me to the apartment – apparently we’re allowed to share alcohol – but we’re only halfway through it so have got some serious work to do. Also, am feeling very tipsy now.

Love Ali xxx

PS. A moral dilemma – would it be wrong to go out for a drink with Kyle? Just as friends, seeing as I haven’t any left over here now. I haven’t told him yes yet. Would Fiona take it The Wrong Way?

 



20 September 1991

 



Dear Ali,

Look, Dad was only trying to frighten you. I heard the whole thing in my bedroom. There are hundreds of thousands of illegal aliens in America. There’s absolutely no reason why they should specifically target you, and ‘hunt you down like an animal’. And they certainly wouldn’t throw you in a maximum-security gaol to be  carved up by the inmates. Mam told him that she thought the whole thing was very low of him. Now they’re not talking. The flipping drama.

I think he’s just in a bad mood because Mrs Meagher didn’t go to him for Jenny’s braces – you know Jenny, she’s the one with teeth like Cilla Black’s. Even Dad said that, and he’s always really prim and proper about not commenting on people’s teeth in public. Anyway, Mrs Meagher took Jenny to Jim Hegarty (I know, the butcher) instead. I think your phone call might have come in the middle of a rant Dad was enjoying about all the low-down, nasty, ungrateful people in his life. Also, it probably wasn’t the best timing on your part to ask for a loan. I think he just flipped and thought that if he put the frighteners on you, then you’d pack up and come home.

Anyway, don’t worry about it.

Love Emma xxx

 



11 October 1991

 



Dear Ali,

OK, you’ve made your point. And nobody can blame you for playing Dad at his own game. But at least think of poor Mam. She’s in a terrible state. Every time the phone rings she runs to it like a crazy woman, and shouts into it, anguished, ‘Is that you, my precious baby?’ But it’s nearly always Auntie Alice or someone from Dad’s work, and we’re having to try to get there before her now to avoid any further embarrassment.

It’s been three weeks now without a word from you. Dad got on to the Embassy yesterday. They were very helpful until they realised that you weren’t really missing at all, that the two of you had just had a row and that you were refusing to contact anybody. He was hoping that they could track you down at Macy’s, or else send a ‘cop’ around to your apartment. They told him he’d been watching too much Hill Street Blues, and that he should chill out and give you some space. He’s been going around the place very quiet and sad-looking since. I think it’s pretty genuine.

Mam has started to lie on your bed for hours on end, sniffing your pillow, only I explained to her that it was difficult for me to get any studying done, what with all the noise, and so she only does  it now during school hours. I don’t want to steal your thunder or anything, but unless you want me to flunk my exams, would you ever cop on and give us all a ring?

Your (patient, sort of) sister

Emma

 



25 October 1991

 



Dear Ali,

This isn’t even funny any more.

Emma x

 



29 October 1991

 



Dear Emma,

Just in case I didn’t sound urgent enough on the phone earlier, I’m following it up with a plea to put a rocket under Dad. Things are desperate here. We think we have it cornered in the kitchen, but we’re all so petrified that we’re taking it in turns to stay awake and watch over the other two in case our toes get chewed off in our sleep.

Oh, I wish I was at home in my own bed, across from you. This is horrible.

Ali xx

 



2 November 1991

 



Dear Emma,

Thank you, thank you, thank you. And to Dad. Whatever else I say about him, he always comes through in a crisis. I’ve sent him a pair of Levi’s as a thank-you. I honestly think he would look good in them.

We’re all slowly getting over the fright of things here. It was Eileen who was in the bath, shaving her legs, when it came out from under the sink. It wasn’t even afraid, she said, just kind of lounged there while she screamed her lungs out. It was the size of a small cat. I am not exaggerating. American rats are bigger built than the ones back home. This lad had clearly been coming out to stuff himself with Eileen’s bread and crackers every night in the kitchen, and all the time she’d been blaming me. Anyway, the sight of Eileen trying to squeeze out the bathroom window, buck naked,  must have unsettled him because he eventually turned and headed for the living room, where me and June were trying to glue together some fake ID so that we could get into the bars over here. June actually fainted. I couldn’t believe it. She just passed out cold and cracked her head on the mantelpiece, and had to go into work the next day with a chipped tooth and a big bandage wrapped around her head (she’s an assistant at a beauty counter).

I was pretty scared but managed to hold on to my nerve, and draw upon my experience of finding a ferret in our prefab in school that time. I threw empty beer cans at him until he retreated to the kitchen – reluctantly, I might add, and June said he was hissing and spitting – and then we slammed the door on him and barricaded him in with a chair. ‘All our food is in there,’ Eileen raged. She meant hers, because June and I had only a box of cereal between us. She was still naked at this point. Anyway, I left the two of them armed with bottles of Mr Muscle in case he got out, and I went out to a phone box to get hold of the landlord. It just rang out, like usual. We think at this point he’s probably emigrated because Eileen says he hasn’t collected the rent in two months. Which is great, as we really need a television, and so we’re going to spend the money on that instead, and a set of speakers as we’re having a party next weekend. So all’s well that ends well, really, on that front.

Will you tell Dad thanks again? We tried to get June’s dad to help first, but he kept telling us to try and trap it in a wellie. As if any of us owned a pair of wellies. Eileen said we should call Pest-O-Kill ourselves, and wait until they’d trapped the rat before breaking the news that we didn’t have the money to pay them. As she said, what were they going to do, release the thing? But then June started to look all watery again, and that’s when I made the decision to swallow my pride and give Dad an opportunity to make amends for his vile threats. Anyway, Pest-O-Kill wouldn’t come until someone had paid by credit card up front.

Tell him we’ll pay him back, every cent. Obviously it’ll have to be in instalments. I’m enclosing twenty dollars. He might want to wait until the exchange rate is a bit better before lodging it.

I’m really glad we’re all speaking again. Tell Mam I’ll give her a phone number as soon as we get a line installed. This is harder than  you might think, because none of us has a social security number and they’re really picky about things like that. But Eileen has some kind of plan. I’m not sure it’s entirely legal, but anyway . . .

I keep thinking about the rat. I wish we’d given the wellie thing a go first before calling in the exterminators, but Eileen says I’m just soft.

Thanks again!

Love Ali xxxx

 



2 December 1991

 



Dear Ali,

I’ve sent you a plum pudding in the post. I put it in a Roses tin with lots of foil around it and Styrofoam chips. Emma says it’ll probably set off alarms in the post office!

We’re still hoping you’ll make it home for Christmas. But obviously not if you have to crawl back in on your belly over the Canadian border under cover of darkness. That image has stayed with me, by the way. The thing I want to know is, have you not had your fill of that place yet? I’m not trying to put pressure on you, darling. But your bed is still here for you, and I could keep an eye out for a job for you here, just until you get back on your feet. A nice little number in Dunnes Stores maybe . . . ? I’m not without contacts, you know.

All right, look, I know it’s depressing here. The country is a shambles. Don’t get me started. Your dad says that people are now leaving it up to fourteen months between their annual checkups, in the hopes of saving money on a visit further down the line. And three or four of the neighbours have organised ‘hair salon’ nights at each other’s houses – they dye each other’s hair to cut down on hairdressing bills. I haven’t signed up yet because they’re all looking a bit orange, if you know what I mean. Anyway, one of them made a crack along the lines that we must be loaded, what with the price your dad charges for a simple filling. Well, I wasn’t having that. I broke down the cost of it for her, and told her that hers were more expensive because she has such a big mouth. The look on her face! I’m laughing now even thinking about it.

But enough of all that. I need you to have a word with Emma  about all the studying she’s doing. She’s so focused and determined, completely unlike the rest of us. Sometimes I wish she’d sneak out and find an unsuitable boyfriend, or take up drinking. At least we have some experience of that. Often when I look at her I get the impression that she has this whole business of life sussed, and it’s quite unnerving for your father and me. She doesn’t even openly disrespect us, although it’s not as if she hasn’t been set an example by you and Liam.

‘Come out to the cinema with us,’ we tried to encourage her the other night. There was some mindless action movie on that other, normal children enjoyed. ‘I’d love to,’ she said – sincerely – ‘but I have to do this essay on what role I think the media has in creating the news, as opposed to simply communicating it.’

‘What?’ said Noel. With a really dim expression on his face, I have to say.

‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand it either.’

But she did! She was just being nice! Sparing our feelings. Let’s face it; she’s smarter than the rest of rolled into one, unless Liam is going to stun us all yet.

My main worry is that she’s aiming for medicine, or law. Not that she would dream of letting us in on any future plans she might have for herself. But I’m just thinking, the points she’d need. Clever and all as she is, supposing she misses out by a fraction? What then? Knowing her, she’d doggedly repeat those exams over and over until she achieves what she wants, and frankly I don’t think the rest of us are up to it. Anyway, she might listen to you. At this end, we’re just not sure where we’ve gone right with her.

By the way, what’s in those last diet pills you sent me? Don’t get me wrong – I feel marvellous on them. Much better than the old ones. I have so much energy that I could hoover the house all day long! In fact, I feel a bit jittery if I don’t. And the weight is falling off. No, the only hiccup is that I find it hard to sleep at night – I’m writing this at three in the morning – and my heart goes like the clappers sometimes, like I was on speed or something. Anyway, I’m just wondering.

Much love,

Mam

 



2 February 1992

 



Dear Everybody,

I know this is going to come as a bit of a shock. But I’m getting married. So at least now you won’t have to worry about me any more. Kyle is very, very nice, and he’s a Christian, Mam, which I know is not the same as a Catholic, but it’s close enough. Even though we haven’t known each other very long, I want to stress that we are both very happy about this. So are his parents. His family has a plastic packaging business in Texas and we’re flying down so I can meet everybody over the weekend. We’re going to stay in Boston for the moment, as Kyle is studying, but hopefully we’ll move to a bigger apartment with a spare room if anybody wants to come over for a visit.

We’ve decided to get married as soon as possible – we both just want a quiet wedding, with no fuss – so there won’t be a chance for you all to make it out in time. But maybe in the summer. Or else we will try to come home in the late autumn so that you can meet him. I’ll be legal then, so there won’t be any problem. All in all, everything has worked out well for me over here, so I don’t want anyone to worry about me. I’m going to give you some time to digest all this, and then I’m going to ring on Saturday so that you can talk to Kyle. He really is very nice.

Lots of love,

Ali




Chapter One

Ali


Travelling with three children in tow wasn’t any fun. Especially when the children in question didn’t actually want to go anywhere, except back to bed, which was where they belonged at five in the morning.

‘I need a coffee,’ said Anto, bleary-eyed. He was ten.

‘Shut up,’ said Erin crossly, ‘or I’m going to start wanting one too.’ She was seven.

Where did I go wrong? Ali wondered fruitlessly, as she negotiated the streets in the dark. It wasn’t that hard, as most law-abiding people were tucked under their duvets and the only other vehicle in sight was a police car idling at a drive-thru, its occupants munching on quarter pounders and fries.

Ali drove past the car, making sure that she stayed within the speed limit.

‘Why are you ducking?’ demanded Erin. You could get nothing past her. The boys wouldn’t notice if Ali sauntered by them buck naked and twirling the American flag over her head.

Just for the record, she did not walk around in front of her children naked. It was just an example. However else her parenting skills might fall down, she usually managed to keep her clothes on.

She met her daughter’s eyes in the rear-view mirror now. ‘I am not ducking.’ It was always best to speak in a firm, grown-up voice  to Erin; to at least try to give the illusion of being in charge, even if nobody believed it.

Erin eyed her back for a moment – what do you take me for, a bloody fool? – but it was obviously too early in the day to mount a full-blown challenge, thank God, and so she sank back in her seat and looked out the window. Beside her, Anto dozed. It must be the lack of caffeine.

I am a crazy woman, Ali thought. But she’d been driven to it. It wasn’t as though she’d woken up an hour ago, and on a whim thought, feck it, I’ll just reef the kids from their cosy beds on a school day and we’ll all pile in the car and go on a madcap adventure together! Although there were plenty of seriously unbalanced mothers living not too far from her who did just that. You could usually spot these types by their moustaches. And their habit of ending a lot of conversations with the words ‘praise the Lord’.

But a good number of people in the South thought that way. Not so much in their part of town, but move a few blocks north and you were into serious God-fearing territory. When Ali first moved down to Texas, she wondered whether in fact America was just a dream, and that really she was back at home, having been frog-marched to Mass at some unearthly hour of the morning by her mother, and force-fed Father Eamon’s croaky pleas for intercession on behalf of whatever scut had spray-painted the side wall of the oratory with the unholy words ‘Tommy is Gay’.

Father Eamon wasn’t a patch on some of the women Ali had met at Jack’s first playgroup. Along with regular churchgoing and charity bake sales and making up shoeboxes for the homeless children in Africa, they thought nothing of a dawn hike up, say, the nearest ridge of mountains with backpacks full of cupcakes and home-made seed bars, their bearded spouses in tow (the husbands usually had a lot of facial hair too).

Ali had been invited on one of those expeditions shortly after joining the playgroup. She’d thought it might be a good way to make friends. New girl in town, and all that. And seeing as she had yet to set foot in the white clapboard church at the top of the town (the sign outside saying ‘Come Sing with Jesus!’ always put her off), she figured a nice walk up a hill with the new neighbours would be just the thing to help her settle in. Besides, it would be great to  get away from Kyle’s parents, Ethel and Hal, for an hour or two. Oh, they were lovely people, and had been extremely welcoming, despite their only son having to abandon a brilliant future in college in favour of a hasty marriage and early fatherhood (secretly, they thought of Ali as vaguely sluttish, an opinion helped along by her continued penchant for miniskirts at the age of thirty-four). But, God, their yard: a square of lawn and pavement in front of the house that Hal worked on incessantly. He swept and planted and weeded and pruned, and, just for a bit of excitement, occasionally scooped up a bit of litter from the pristine lawn, which he would hurry in to show Ethel.

‘Look at this!’

They would gather round, turning the litter this way and that, and eventually declaring. ‘That’s from the doughnut shop.’ The fact it had ‘Dee’s Donuts’ emblazoned on the side was usually a clue.

‘Again! We’re always finding their litter on our lawn.’

‘They should send somebody around the neighbourhood to pick it up, like the burger places do.’

The evidence would be bagged and tagged, and then Hal would put on his red checked bomber jacket and baseball cap. ‘I’m going to go around there right now.’

‘Don’t spare your words,’ Ethel would encourage him.

So it was great to get away for the day, even if it was on a nature walk instead of to the pub. Kyle was working and couldn’t come, so Ali baked some muffins with enough linseed in them to ensure regularity for a week, and off they set, her and little Jack, dangling precariously from her chest in a sling. It all felt very homespun and nice, despite her constant fear that somebody would break into a rendition of ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’ at any moment. Nobody did. In fact, everyone was so normal and pleasant that she wondered whether she’d misread these people all along. Who did she think she was, anyway, coming from the city and looking down her nose at these simple, yet honest people, even if they thought George Bush was a great lad altogether? How prejudiced she’d been! They were grand. She just needed to give them a chance. Maybe even take a gander into that church to see what all that hollering and singing was about on a Sunday morning.

But then it all went horribly wrong. It began when the men and  boys peeled away from the group and set off in another direction. Ali presumed that they’d gone to do a collective pee or something. ‘And they think women are bad?’ she’d joked to the female half of the group, receiving some polite, if puzzled, smiles back. Still, most of them were still trying to work out her accent. ‘What did she say?’ had been the murmured refrain all morning.

When the men didn’t come back, Ali wondered whether they were, in fact, constructing some kind of a camp, and would surprise the women with wonderful, three-storey structures made of wood and sticks, which they had hewn with their teeth. Perhaps a fire would be aglow under a tasty pot of beans, if that wasn’t a contradiction in terms, and somebody might produce a bottle of something warming, and they would all gather round and have a little singsong. Ali herself had stashed a naggin of whiskey at the bottom of her rucksack, under the baby’s bottle, in case anybody wanted to let their hair down later on. Some of these churchy types could be wild when they were let out. Look at the Irish; for centuries now, they had managed to seamlessly combine extreme godliness with rampant drinking and sex.

She was just about to suggest that they crack open the whiskey now when a terrible blast filled the air. Guns, just like on the telly. The blast was followed by another, and another, until Ali felt she was trapped in a Martin Scorsese movie. ‘Hit the dirt!’ she yelled, diving to the ground and covering little Jack’s downy head. Clearly they had walked into some kind of drugs war. And on the side of a remote mountain too! She was outraged.

Then she saw that the other women had gathered round her, chuckling and cooing in great amusement. It was only when the lads arrived back, strutting like Hollywood studs as they carried between them a beautiful buck deer, oozing blood and guts like something out of an episode of CSI, that she realised what had happened. They had shot it.

‘What’s happened, honey?’ Kyle said in alarm when she arrived home half hysterical.

When she told him what had happened, he laughed. ‘They were just hunting. It’s what they do around here.’ He shrugged. ‘Personally, I’m not into it, but if you’re going to live here, you’ll have to get used to it.’

She had looked at him askance. Her Kyle – the man she’d thought of as a gentle giant – was really no better than the murderous nutters who praised the Lord on a Sunday morning and went out to slaughter half his creatures that afternoon.

She felt foolish. She hadn’t even noticed that the group had been carrying guns. Well, she had, but she hadn’t looked too closely, and they were kind of the same shape as golf clubs, weren’t they? She’d been thinking maybe a little pitch and putt after the picnic. At no point had it registered that half the jolly picnic group was walking along with enough armoury to wipe out a small town. Even the boys. The little boys.

‘We’re never going back to that playgroup,’ she declared, clutching her precious baby to her chest lest he be ripped from her and brainwashed before his bedtime bottle.

‘You can’t go around getting offended the whole time,’ Kyle told her. ‘Last week you were bitching about all the four-by-fours in the town, and the goddamn ozone layer.’

She was really outraged now. ‘You have a son. Do you not care that by the time he grows up, you’ll have polluted every breath he takes?’

‘Here we go,’ Kyle said, throwing up his hands.

Meanwhile his parents were sitting in the front room in front of Fox News, eyes rigidly trained away from the rowing couple. The whole house was strewn with baby paraphernalia – nappies and dirty baby-gros and toys and general crap, and there was a smell of puke in the air.

Ali took a deep breath.

So did Kyle. ‘This isn’t all my fault, you know.’ He sounded pinched.

‘I know. But it isn’t mine either.’

 



‘Are we nearly there yet?’ asked Anto from the back seat.

‘We’re only on the outskirts of the blooming town.’

Silence for a moment.

‘I feel sick,’ Erin announced.

‘How could you be sick? We’re only in the car ten minutes.’ Finally, the freeway ahead. ‘Will we sing a song?’ Ali said chirpily.

In the rear-view mirror she could see them looking at each other  like she was a crazy woman. And maybe she was. Maybe if she were to pull over to the side of the road right now for just a minute, and thought about what she was doing, really thought, she might chicken out entirely.

Still, when had she ever stopped to think about anything? Oh, she did plenty of thinking after the fact, but rarely before. It must be some genetic fault or something, or else all that anaesthetic that Dad came home reeking of from the surgery had somehow leaked into the drinking water. But then look at Emma. The most clued-in, forward-thinking person Ali had ever met. Emma would never fuck up her life to the extent that she had to make a hasty escape from it in the middle of the night with her kids still in their pyjamas.

Anyway, what was Ali going to do? Go back? Not likely.

So she put her foot down, turned her headlights on (oops) and kept on driving.

‘I have a biology test today.’ Finally, Jack spoke. Or, rather, squeaked. The poor lad’s voice was breaking, and he could hardly get a sentence out without sounding like an opera singer with croup.

He sat in the passenger seat beside her, all six foot one of him. He was the spit of Kyle, pre-paunch: broad shoulders, proper American teeth (white and plentiful), and hair like a Labrador puppy’s. He had inherited nothing of Ali’s, except a tendency towards in-grown toenails, and the way he would scrunch up his eyes when he laughed.

‘Have you?’ she said calmly, while her brain went, fuck. What biology test? Hadn’t he done one only last week? At least, she remembered cobbling together dinner in the kitchen – probably tuna casserole again; she only had three recipes, which she rotated – whilst being grilled about the whereabouts of her clavicle.

‘It’s my shoulder bone,’ she’d announced.Wow. She’d even surprised herself. Something at school must have sunk in during her time with the nuns after all, even though she used to transport herself mentally to Barbados.

But it was the wrong answer. Or, rather, it was the right answer, but he’d have preferred if she hadn’t known and he could have shown off his superior knowledge. So she duly pretended that she hadn’t a breeze where her kidneys were, or what the precise function of her pancreas was. And she didn’t, either.

‘Today, you say?’ she clarified now, frantically buying time.

‘Yes, Mom. Today.’ There was that new tone in his voice again, the one that said, you’re so thick I can’t believe they allowed you to give birth. Ali found it very upsetting. OK, so Erin had been speaking that way to her for years now, but Ali was used to it, and besides, she spoke to everybody that way. Jack had always been so normal up to this point. So lovable. Of their three mistakes, he was definitely the most forgivable. Although technically Anto wasn’t really a mistake; more a misfire, after Kyle had drank those cocktails he hadn’t really been able for.

Placating Jack, Ali said, ‘I’ll ring Miss . . .’ What was her name? Kyle would know. Kyle knew the names of every one of the local high school teachers. He’d necked with most of them, according to local lore. Granted, he’d been fifteen at the time and so had they, but it was still mildly unsettling to be talking to, say, Miss Parkinson or Mrs Lewinsky, knowing that they knew exactly how her husband kissed. ‘It’s still the same,’ she often felt like telling them grimly.

‘Miss Walker,’ she said to Jack. Phew. Her memory was on top form these days.

But Jack only glared at her. ‘And what are you going to tell her?’

Ali kept her eyes trained on the road. ‘That you’re not going to be in today.’

‘Are you going to lie that I’m sick?’

Well, actually, yes, she had been going to. She could hardly tell the truth: that they were, in fact, leaving the country. That they’d have left on Monday and missed Jack’s English test too had Ali been able to find her blasted passport. Eventually it had turned up in the front of Anto’s backpack. Anto had scratched his head at length when confronted by an angry mother. ‘I can’t explain it,’ he’d said eventually, very nicely. ‘I haven’t been in that pocket in months.’

Blame seemed to just slide off him. Broken windows, missing money, doughnut bags actually in Hal’s car, on the front seat, along with greasy napkins – none of it was ever Anto’s fault. And if he was pinned down, he always had an extremely plausible explanation. The money was just sitting there, and he was afraid that if he didn’t take it and put it somewhere safe, like his pocket, then it might be stolen by a burglar. The doughnut bag had been a joke  on 1 April, and it was an awful shame that Granddad didn’t have a sense of humour like everybody else. ‘Well, yes,’ Ali and Kyle would end up having to admit, and suddenly the whole thing was Granddad’s fault, even the broken window, while Anto was a rock of sense and reason.

‘I think I’m afraid of him,’ Kyle had whispered to Ali once.

Jack, on the other hand, was a typical first-born: responsible, protective, diligent, and no doubt worried now about his biology test and the fact that his mother was driving too fast on the freeway in the middle of the night and had snuck a suitcase into the boot of the car when she’d thought he wasn’t looking.

She met his eyes briefly. This wasn’t fair on him. But she was doing him a favour in the long run. ‘I’ll explain everything at the airport.’

‘We’re going to the airport?’ He was aghast now. He was giving her the same look that Kyle often did: there she goes again, doing something crazy, off her bloody rocker.

She pretended she didn’t notice. ‘I know, isn’t it great? I wanted it to be a surprise.’

‘Where are we going?’ he demanded.

Ali smiled her first genuine smile in what felt like months. ‘Home!’




Chapter Two

Emma


Working in television wasn’t half as glamorous as it was made out to be. This was especially true if you worked in breakfast television, as Emma did, and had to get up at the ungodly hour of 4 a.m.

Rise and shine! Rise and shine! Rise and shine!

That was her alarm clock. Instead of beeping, it shouted the above at her in a manically cheerful New York accent. It had been a present from Ali the week that Emma had landed the job.

‘Shut up,’ she shouted at it, with a wild lunge to turn it off. She collapsed back on the pillows in fright. Her heart was thrashing around worryingly in her chest. If ever she didn’t turn up for work, they would find her dead in the bed, one fist clasped to her breast in a futile attempt at self-administered CPR, the other one jammed on that blasted alarm clock.

OK, first things first: what day was it? Thursday. Good. Great! Only one more morning of this hell and then it would be Saturday, and she could sleep in till ten. Till noon, if she felt like it. In her more extreme fantasies, she slept the whole day long, only getting up in time for dinner.

But, of course, that never happened. At precisely 3.59 a.m. her eyes would snap open in the dark, and she would be awake – wide awake – the way she never was on a weekday, when it would actually have been handy. No matter how late she’d stayed up the previous night, or how many glasses of wine she’d sunk, some ironic  inner clock would tug her to full consciousness just as milkmen all over the country were getting up. Then began the battle to go back to sleep: she would toss and turn and punch the pillow and count sheep and then, in desperation, subtract sheep, until eventually she ended up on the couch in her massive fluffy dressing gown, the one that made her look like a baby polar bear, drinking cocoa and watching the poor souls who were pulling the night shift on Sky News.

‘It sucks, doesn’t it?’ she would sympathise with them.

That morning she felt particularly fuzzy, and so she dragged one foot out from under the duvet and plonked it on the chilly wooden floor, just in case she was tempted to nod off again. She had only once turned up late for work, and that was because she had driven into a deer. It had been awful. She’d staggered from the car just as the deer was getting back on its feet. It hadn’t seemed hurt, thank God. They’d stood in the middle of the dark road at 4.30 a.m., looking at each other in shock and fright. And a hint of blame, from the deer.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she told it at last. ‘But I’m going to have to go to work.’

Live television waited for no man or woman, or animal for that matter. The show must go on, no matter what kind of personal disaster might befall you. Emma had gone to work with the flu, the mumps (awful – her neck had swelled up like a tree trunk) and hangovers so vicious that she couldn’t see straight. She’d gone to work the morning the pipe had burst in her bathroom, flooding the whole place, and on Dad’s second heart attack three years ago. The shame was still with her. But the alternative had been ringing up the front desk, and saying something utterly outlandish like, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not going to make it in this morning.’

Lying there in bed, idly wondering what she was going to wear – the purple dress or the skinny jeans that looked great with her new brown boots? – Emma only gradually became aware that something was wrong. It wasn’t just the freakishly early hour; there was something else awry too. Something worse.

This feeling had happened every morning for the past month, and so she wasn’t unduly alarmed. She just lay there quietly, waiting for the full realisation of the situation to make itself clear. The bed,  she eventually knew. To her left, it was cold and empty, and the duvet was flat and undisturbed. And with that knowledge everything else began to fall into place, bit by horrible bit, until she ended up clutching handfuls of the bedding in fright, hoping to God it was all just a bad dream, and the alarm would burst into life at any second, exhorting her to Rise and shine! in its best Joe Pesci voice, and none of this would have happened.

It never did, though.

Work, she thought. It was the only thing that had got her out of bed these last few weeks, and it did that morning too.

 



Emma’s decision to work in television had come as a bit of a surprise to everyone but herself.

‘The meeja?’ her parents had said fearfully when Emma first told them of her intention to put down media studies on the CAO form. The CAO was short for the Central Applications Office – a dark, hellish place in the midlands where every seventeen-year-old in Ireland with college ambitions was forced to submit their future hopes and dreams on an application form, the length and complexity of which had parents popping Valium up and down the country. This piece of paper was sent off to the hellish place, sometimes with a tenner tucked into the envelope, or a packet of fags, and about six weeks after the exams, another piece of paper was spat back out, saying, ‘Medicine? Fat chance, stupid,’ or, ‘I think we all know you would make a really lousy social worker, so it’s Arts for you, where at least you can’t do any harm.’

Emma was told by her career guidance teachers that her grades were so good that she could do almost anything. Anything, they impressed upon her, whilst palming her information on law and stockbrokerage and other high-flying jobs that would have her earning a ruddy fortune by the time she turned thirty.

‘Meeja Studies?’ They were aghast too. A half-baked, makey-uppy course, even worse than Arts. What a waste of a fine brain! ‘But we only have the two channels on the telly,’ it still being 1995. ‘What exactly will you be doing after you graduate? Reading the news?’

The very idea of sitting in front of the nation at six o’clock every evening in an inch of pan-stick and reading an autocue made Emma go hot and cold. She was more a background sort of person, she’d  always felt; the kind who kept her head while all around her lost theirs. She wasn’t sure if this was a good thing or not. It might even be a disadvantage; didn’t people who worked in the meeja have to be kooky and entertaining and a bit mad? But she had a hunch that this was only for the people in front of the camera (bar newsreaders, of course); that the people behind it were in fact the opposite. That they might actually be a bit like Emma: diligent and calm, and the ones who remembered to blow out those fecky little tea lights before everybody went to bed, the ones that Mam had taken a brief fancy to and liked to position just beneath the heavy, highly flammable curtains whenever they were ‘entertaining’. There had been at least two major house fires averted in recent years, thanks to Emma.

‘No newsreading,’ she told Mam and Dad firmly. ‘I was thinking of something more behind the scenes. Like producing.’

They digested this. There were no producers in the family on either side. Only dentists and structural engineers.

‘So, theoretically, you could end up working with, say, the likes of Gay Byrne?’ Dad began to deduce carefully.

You could see his eyes start to shine. Dad’s ‘weakness’ was current affairs. He fancied himself as being very up on them, what with having the radio on in the background all day in the surgery while he extracted teeth and did root canals and the like. He knew of all the broadcasters, and had great respect in particular for Gay Byrne, a man he often declared ‘knew what he was talking about’. If Gay said something, well then, it must be true. Often he would bore the socks off Mam by telling her, word for word, what Gay had said on the radio that day. She’d be so addled by the crisis in the Middle East or whatever that she would end up burning the blessed shepherd’s pie.

But now there was a chance that Gay might actually be in their lives, through Emma.

‘I’d love to know what he eats for breakfast,’ Dad said suddenly. ‘Or what he buys in the supermarket.’

‘What everybody else buys,’ said Mam impatiently.

‘He’s a national figure,’ Dad argued. ‘He can’t be seen stocking up on a sixteen-pack of toilet roll like everybody else.’

‘You think he’s the only man in Ireland who doesn’t do a number two—’

‘Don’t you dare,’ Dad cried.

Mam didn’t care about celebrities, although she was prone to irritating Dad when he was trying to watch the six o’clock news by idling in front of the telly and pondering, ‘I wonder what age she really is? Not forty-six, anyway, like she told that magazine. I’d say more like fifty-six. Look at her neck. It’s worse than mine.’

In the end she declared that she was just relieved that Emma was going to college at all, and so was unlikely to enter into early motherhood, not like Ali. Mam was only now getting over the shock. ‘I was too liberal with them,’ Emma had heard her sobbing to Dad in the kitchen the night of The News. ‘Letting them think that sex was all right if you were in a loving, committed relationship.’

‘It’s all right,’ Dad had comforted her. ‘A lot of people believe that.’

They were making a big effort to accept things. Mam had started to knit something in the evenings – a baby cardigan by the looks of it – although she kept getting distracted by the telly, and one arm was looking quite a bit longer than the other. And Kyle was ‘a lovely lad’, according to Dad, although this was always said through slightly gritted teeth. No truly lovely lad took advantage of a young girl in a foreign country, an innocent girl, miles away from her family.

This was always met with great hilarity from Emma and Liam, but Dad persisted in his suspicion of Kyle as ‘fast’. The fact that he had married Ali, and rented an apartment with her in Boston, and even bought a Volvo estate, did nothing to lessen his alleged fastness. The die was cast.

‘You mind yourself now, love,’ Dad warned Emma as he dropped her off at college on her first day. He’d taken to driving her places and picking her up afterwards. Emma was suspicious it was an attempt to stop anybody impregnating her.

She got lost in the media building trying to find her first lecture. She pressed herself in tight against the wall as bleached-blonde people in dungarees and multicoloured Doc Marten boots clattered noisily by, shouting luvvy things at each other such as, ‘Lindsey. Missed you, babes! How was your summer? Mine was crud.’ (These people would end up on children’s television, she would later find out.) She felt horribly drab and boring next to them, and began to wonder whether  she didn’t properly belong over in the science lab or the business studies building after all.

Then she saw her: another girl pressed against the wall, wearing jeans and a hicky sweatshirt just like Emma’s, and clutching a Tupperware box of what looked to be brown rice.
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