




[image: ]










[image: ]









For Rose and Ger Mulvey









‘It is not night when I do see your face’


William Shakespeare,


A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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London, January 2018


The atmosphere in the room is deeply familiar. Nell tries not to notice what it reminds her of.


Madeleine, the therapist, a well-preserved forty-five or so, looks at them both with an expression of contained but intense curiosity, rather like a cat before it pounces. Her nails are pink, but pointed, her thin hair neatly combed but a little crackly at the edges as if alive with static.


They have been talking for a while, or Adrienne has been talking for a while. She sketches out the basics of their predicament, she puts words on the situation. It amazes Nell to hear her do that – part of the reason to be in love with someone was to have them explain you, she reckons. She didn’t know that, before Adrienne.


‘Mothering,’ Madeleine says. She says it a little grandly, a little luxuriously. ‘You are both going to be mothers to this child. You both have different experiences of being mothered. And you, Nell, have been a mother.’


Madeleine turns her attention to Nell, her eyes are certain and blue. Nell feels irritated. It’s one thing for Adrienne to sum up her life, it’s quite another for a stranger to do so. She looks away, she feels Madeleine’s eyes on her cheek. But looking away brings her face to face with Adrienne, who is more terrifying than Madeleine is irritating. So she turns back again.


‘I never thought of myself as a mother,’ Nell says. She hears herself speak tersely, she feels bad about it. But these things are being pulled out of her and it hurts.


‘It’s what you were,’ Madeleine says. ‘You carried a child in your body. It’s textbook.’


‘Yes,’ Nell says. ‘But I never looked after it. So it doesn’t feel right. To use that word.’


What she wants to say is: she didn’t want to use that word then, now or ever. That’s the unsayable truth here, the thing that makes a mockery of this entire process. If Adrienne finds out the full extent of Nell’s not wanting, then she will leave her. And Nell has no doubt that Adrienne will do that because Adrienne is the kind of person who always, ultimately, does the right thing.


Madeleine smiles, her attention now straight ahead, her chin slightly tilted up. She has a professorial, somewhat dramatic air, as if overcome by the grand complexity of human affairs but prepared, all the same, to keep on keeping on. Her voice is deeper than one would think just looking at her, the authority her voice imparts heightened somehow by this unexpectedness. Nell imagines that Madeleine enjoys the disorientating effect this must have on people, she also wonders what it must be like – to be so sure about things.


‘I appreciate that, Nell,’ Madeleine says. ‘It’s the looking after that counts, in mothering. It’s about the relationship. If it helps, I won’t use that word to refer to you during that time.’


Nell shrugs. She doesn’t care what this woman calls her. She feels herself being managed. She resents it, but only a little. What’s important is that Adrienne is smiling, in her fierce way. What’s important is that Adrienne feels like this is working.


Adrienne is just about pregnant. It happened easily, shockingly easily. The sperm is that of Adrienne’s childhood friend Jacob. It is, to Nell, an unsettling, almost panic-inducing situation – except when she talks to Jacob about it. His seriousness calms her. He is gay too, but also quite a serious Christian. His family are Anglicans, the kind of ones who are almost Catholic, the kind of ones, Jacob says, who yearn to be Catholic. Such things make Nell’s head spin. She didn’t know you were allowed to be a Catholic, or almost Catholic, and to be gay and to assist other gay people to have children. She isn’t really sure if you should be allowed, but here they are, anyway. A neighbour who had her baby with a donor egg says that once the baby comes, everything makes sense. The neighbour knows they are trying to conceive, the neighbour rejoices in her curly-haired one-year-old and looks forward to the day she has a playmate next door.


Nell smiles at the neighbour when she says this but deep down she feels something like bitterness, something even like contempt.


But this is unfair. So she works at it. After that first session with Madeleine, she takes the one little scrap of something she can use, something she can build on. And that is to think of all she gained when she met Adrienne. And of all she stands to lose.


Because before, she avoided proximity, closeness, anything approaching intimacy the way a tongue avoids a rotten tooth. She sometimes saw rats by the railway track as she cycled to work in the early mornings, or around the back of various restaurants she worked in, and they didn’t scare her, rather they reminded her of herself, the way she skittered around the edges of things, the edges of the city, the edges of life itself.


Because before, she sometimes saw in a flash of disquieting insight quite precisely the way in which she would go mad, if she were to go mad. It was right there, as if preordained, all she had to do was follow that particular path, it would be so easy, there would be such relief in it. This is how things stood, before Adrienne.


Before, she would spend hours alone, smoking cigarettes, feeling wretched, and feeling wretched for feeling wretched (they fucked you up so badly, that’s why you’re like this; you only think you need love because they told you what to think; you only hate everything about your life because they told you you would), on and on her thoughts would churn – before Adrienne.


And then when they first met, at the photo shoot, watching her boss people around, feeling compelled by her but terrified also, terrified that despite the girlie dress and the flirty look at the young male intern, she knew that this new person was into women, was into women as Nell was only then allowing herself to be. And the absolute terror, or not quite terror, more like hunger that rose within her then, but for the first time she did not immediately reach for cynicism but for hope.


What was life before there was that? Now that she knew what life was – love – she realized she had also known the total absence of love which was to say, death, a kind of living death. She felt she had spent a long time not really living at all, without realizing it (you don’t know you are living a lie until you find the truth, this thought came to her, carried from some place she’d been to long ago). And now she was living and it was all because of Adrienne, and it was wonderful, but Adrienne, unfortunately, was not just an object, not just a saviour, not just a happy ending. Adrienne, it turned out, was a person with her own dreams and needs and desires. And those were: more life, more love, which was to say, which is to say – a baby.


And despite this – despite this almost unthinkable fact – Nell is not going back to the way things were before for the simple reason that she knows she won’t survive it. And, notwithstanding her grumpiness, her irritation, her fear, after the first session with Madeleine, she finds she is able to admit to herself that she wants to survive. The baldness of this thought startles her, her heart thumps as she thinks it, it seems audacious to think it. She looks at herself in the mirror and she reflects that all living things want to survive. And it is such a relief to include herself in that humble category of all living things.


And so, after the first session, she decides to tell Adi about the movement, to give Adi the movement. It seems to explain a lot, doesn’t it? And it costs a lot to go there, it really does. She sits at the kitchen table, she’d bought a notebook and a pen, it felt excruciating to do even that. The therapy sessions are on Tuesday afternoons – her days off are typically Mondays and Tuesdays, and Adrienne, who works office hours, takes a long lunch break for the session. Adrienne is working as an in-house social media manager for an agency that represents people who became famous through the internet and now want to get more famous through selling books or TV ideas or creative endeavours the shape of which do not quite exist yet. Nell shudders at the very idea and even Adrienne kind of hates it – she has always been freelance and does not cope well with having to work nine to five or do what she is told, but they need the money and the maternity leave which the company has been shamed into providing after making a big deal out of a pregnancy influencer. That’s what prompted Adrienne to get a job there in the first place. It amuses Nell to watch Adrienne go after things, get them and then get what she wants from them.


Nell sits at the Formica table in their flat, that Monday, the day before their second session with Madeleine. The flat is rented, it occupies part of the middle floor of a large four-storey flat-faced Georgian house in Kennington. The flat has two bedrooms. Nell has lived there for years, previously with a flatmate and now with Adrienne. Adrienne transformed it from student grotto to Insta-friendly within a few months – the Formica is duck-egg blue, there are plants and battered cookbooks and bottle-green coffee cups without any handles on them. Nell loves to sit at the table alone in the quiet and observe how the objects around her glow with serenity, the right things in the right place, even the shelving, mere Ikea, is carefully installed and full of tact. Adrienne knows how to arrange things, in fact it seems to Nell that things simply arrange themselves in her presence. She shuts her eyes as she feels this thought, it shudders through her, how precious this is, this life they share.


The notebook she got that morning at a big stationery store on Tottenham Court Road. She had walked around it feeling panicked, she saw a lot of fluffy pens and shiny diaries, it was all very wrong. She found a plain black thing, it was cheap and unimportant, and then some plastic pens and then she fled. Back home, these objects took on the serenity of the flat and the pens it turns out are exactly the kind she loved to use as a schoolgirl, pleasingly scratchy; she forgot how much she liked the feeling of a pen moving across the page. She remembers how furiously she used to write and she feels a deep throb of sadness when she notices on the side of the middle finger on her right hand that she still has a tiny little tender bump, a bump that had once been a great big glorious deformity born out of her incessant note-taking and essay-writing and idea-scribbling.


Because Nell had been a good girl, a really, really good girl. She had studied, she had won prizes and she had loved it. She looks at the bump now, a woman, a really, really bad woman, and she feels a glimmer of fondness towards the person she had once been.


That old Nell, the good Nell, would start the essay, the story, the explanation, the excuse, probably with outlining the rules of the movement. People like rules, they like to inhabit worlds with clearly delineated ways of existing, boarding-school stories never go out of style. Nell loved boarding-school stories and maybe that’s what she had been looking for, back then, a place in which everyone knew their place, a place in which chaos was contained. Nell feels ashamed by the degree to which she is compelled by rules – and then confused by the way she always ends up breaking them. The chaos in her longs for order, but then whatever order she finds can’t contain the chaos. So she can’t flatter herself by thinking herself some kind of renegade – and it would be extremely easy to see it all like that. She is, after all, a lesbian; she had, after all, grown up in (ugh) Ireland; she then (of course) brought herself to (hurray!) London where all the misfits come to shine and dazzle and prosper. That’s the story she could so easily tell, that’s the one the world would reward.


It’s just not true, though, is it. And Nell does care about the truth. And so, here she is with a pen and a notebook and a desire to write it all down.


No, no desire to write it all down, she can think of almost nothing she wants to do less. It’s a duty she has, a duty to write it all down. Nell sits up a little straighter in her chair – designer, some Scandi she can’t remember the name of, Adrienne found it on eBay. She stiffens her spine at that word duty. Now there is a word that works for her.
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Ireland, 1998


The convent was not a boarding school, but it felt like one. It was strict and orderly and it took bad girls and made them good and it took good girls and made them excellent. It was carpeted throughout, noises were muffled and the windows were clean. You had to stand up when a teacher entered the room, some of the teachers had them mutter a quick, furtive Hail Mary before class commenced, some of them didn’t. There were almost no nuns left by the time Nell started but their influence emanated from the very walls.


Nell loved it. Her primary school years had been fragmented by several house moves, her family only settled in the town permanently when she was eleven years old. Her only real friend was her younger sister Jenny, who was so temperamentally unlike her – Jenny being chilled out, dreamy, and uninterested in schoolwork – that they got along very well. But Nell still yearned for the intimate, all-encompassing soul-sisterhood she encountered in the books she read. Her final year of primary education was spent as the shy new girl in a mixed school with a new headteacher who was going through an experimental phase: the boys were wild and aggressive, the girls cliquey and sardonic. Nell was scared every day. She wore a bra to hide the fact she didn’t need one; the boys pinged it, the girls laughed at her. She read more and more intensely, this did not garner her much in the way of social approval. She liked Chalet School, Maeve Binchy, Little Women, Emily of New Moon and sad children’s novels about the Famine. She thought about becoming a nun. Her mother, Dolores, told her everyone feels like that sometimes.


On her first day in First Year at the convent, September 1998, Fiona Quinn – a name Nell did not yet know – absent-mindedly left her key in her locker and then strode across the hall towards her classroom. Fiona was small for her age and she also had a short pageboy haircut and glasses and a very determined affect, she reminded Nell of a little mole peering ahead and burrowing forward. Nell was already sitting in the classroom, right up at the front so she had a front seat to Fiona’s inaugural humiliation: her locker key was attached to a keyring that constituted a coiled spring device which, when unravelled, stretched far enough to allow Fiona to almost reach the classroom door before she was suddenly jerked backwards by the weight of the locker pulling on the elastic spring that unfurled from her person like a taut fluorescent tail. Nell gasped and burst out laughing and then the rest of the girls saw and then the entire room was rolling on the floor as Fiona turned around to angrily interrogate whatever had impeded her progress. Nell saw her realize what had happened – that it had all been her own error – and she never forgot the way the girl straightened herself up, walked back to the locker to remove her key and then marched into the classroom with her head held high. And yes, she was blushing and yes, Nell could see the tiniest glint of a tear in her eye but mostly she saw someone who was full of grace and poise and vigour – someone that she wanted to get to know.


Fiona was initially wary – Nell had been the one to kick off the laughter that crowned her humiliation – but that was soon forgotten and on the way home, they chatted madly about what subjects they were taking and what the teachers were like and who they knew from before. Fiona, Nell was a little intimidated to realize, knew a lot of people and she was popular, even with some of the bad girls, due to the fact of her older sisters and the various permutations of friend groups in the housing estate she lived in. On the way out of school that day, Nell recalls a girl in Third Year picking Fiona up and swinging her around as if she were a toddler and Fiona squealed and swore at her and it was very amicable and Nell was envious.


She remembers the first time she went to her house after school, she remembers her mother. Ita didn’t work, she kept the house nice – Fiona was the middle of five, there was a lot of activity. Everyone played sport, there were many photos of family on the wall. Her cousins lived across the road. Nell had cousins too, and aunties and uncles plenty, they just did not live locally, they just did not see them very often. There was something in Nell’s family that felt very small and unified – though they were not solitary, they were not antisocial, her mother Dolores had a broad and unusual net of friends, women from all over would come to visit her and drink tea in the kitchen and tell all sorts of things to her. But Nell’s family, the Larkins, they did not feel embedded. They were not from the town. They had no family there.


In her notebook, Nell writes, in very small letters, Fiona. Next to her name, she draws an arrow, it loops down the page.


The movement was called, grandly, gorgeously, La Obra de los Hogareños – the Work of the Homemakers. But no one called it that, they called it La Obra or sometimes, La Ob. And the idea was that when people from the movement gathered together anywhere in the world, they were at home; that between and within them, they created a sense of home, and this sense came from the presence of Jesus, or Jesus in the midst which was one of the catchphrases they had. The hogareños – the people at the heart of the movement, the ones who kept it all going – were lay-people who dedicated their lives to God. They were a bit like nuns or priests in the sense that they were celibate and lived in houses with other hogareños but they were unlike nuns or priests in that they had normal jobs in normal places and they didn’t say Mass or wear robes or habits, and their whole vibe was a lot more funky and post-Vatican II – guitars, peace, love and universal brotherhood.


Then there were the married hogareños: people who lived normal lives with their (usually large) families – it was Catholic, this thing, even if it didn’t quite feel like it was – but who also dedicated their lives to God/the movement and showed this devotion in various ways, such as attending spiritual meetings, getting their kids to attend spiritual meetings, and quietly pushing back against the secularizing ethos of whatever country they happened to live in.


Nell did not know enough of the world back then to wonder if the movement genuinely wanted the whole world to be part of the Church, for the boundary between Church and state to cease to exist, for everyone in the world to know the joy of Christ, and all of that. She assumes now that they did, that they must have, but she feels they didn’t, not really. She sensed even then that most of the people involved in La Obra enjoyed the fact that they had found a space that was separate from the rest of the world. They were not particularly evangelical. It felt cosy, and almost exclusive. It often felt like somewhere for people who could not find a place in the ordinary world. To love, to be the first to love, to love always. This was another of the catchphrases, this tended to attract people who struggled to find love elsewhere.


Then there were the youth groups– the hermanos and the hermanas. These were mostly comprised of the children of the married hogareños and whatever friends they could persuade to come along to events and meetings, before said friends (or the children of the married hogareños themselves) drifted away due to the off-putting earnestness (the movement was founded in Spain and it was permeated therefore by a Continental directness that most people in Nell’s culture found alarming), the tedium of the meetings, and/or the dawning realization that despite all of the nice songs and guitars and universal brotherhood, these people were really serious about all the Catholic Stuff (no sex before marriage, no contraception, no gays) that they tended to gloss over in the earlier years.


She remembers Rebecca, two years ahead of her and Fiona at the convent. She remembers her hair. It was long and luxurious and glossy, and she was always tossing it over her shoulders, it was like the hair was something that anointed her, she looked a bit like a saint. She did not act like one at all, however. Rebecca was powerfully contemptuous of everything; she was very into Jesus. It was a dazzling, intoxicating combination, and she knew it.


Nell met her first at Fiona’s, one day after school, probably later that September or early that October. She remembers the bite in the blue air, the crisp white-page feel of the new school year, sharp and alive amid the decay of autumn. She and Fiona were in the kitchen, Rebecca came in the front door, she didn’t knock or ring the bell. Fiona’s mother Ita smiled at her, Rebecca nodded and looked around and saw Fiona and Nell. They were wearing their new school uniforms, Nell recalls how pristine they were – the long skirt with its pleats still hard-edged and distinct, the green jumper with its cuffs still neat. Rebecca’s uniform, by contrast, was grubby and ragged. Fiona loosened her tie at the sight of her, Nell pushed up her sleeves.


‘And who’s this?’ Rebecca said to Ita, as if she were on the same level as the mothers, as if she were as studiously amused by everything as they were.


‘That’s Nell,’ Ita said. ‘Fiona’s new friend.’


This Ita said as if Nell’s presence were a joke, although she did not intend to be hurtful. Nell recalls that people back there mostly announced things humorously, particularly new facts or information.


‘Is she now?’ Rebecca said.


They went out to the garden. Rebecca sat on one of the swings, it was a green-and-orange plastic set, the grass underneath rubbed away by many years of young eager feet. Fiona took the other swing and Nell leaned uncertainly against the frame. Rebecca interrogated them both as to their first days at school, what teachers, what subjects, what friends. Rebecca was in Third Year, her knowledge vast, her insight sharp and unforgiving. She said mean things about the appearance and weight of several of the teachers, she advised who was a pushover and who was strict.


‘Is she brainy?’ Rebecca asked Fiona, looking at Nell.


‘Yeah,’ Fiona said. Fiona was brainy too but she seemed to know already that Nell was brainier.


‘I thought so,’ Rebecca said. She continued to look at Nell.


‘Did you tell her about the meetings? She might come.’


‘You tell her,’ Fiona said. She sounded weary. Rebecca and Fiona had known each other since early childhood; they were both intense, hot-headed, competitive. They could not have been friends – there would have been murder – were it not for the moderating influence of Ursula, another friend from the street. Ursula was a free spirit, she took Ordinary Level in most subjects, Nell was yet to meet her, things made more sense when she did.


‘I can’t, I have to go home now,’ Rebecca said. ‘It’ll take ages to do my homework. I’m not brainy, you see.’


‘What meetings?’ Nell said, although she didn’t really want to ask. She felt like she was being set up and this annoyed her. But she didn’t yet know how to handle Rebecca, she couldn’t help but walk straight into her traps.


‘They’re about God and things,’ Rebecca said with a smirk as she walked towards the back door. Ita was standing at the sink inside the kitchen window looking out at them and smiling with a benign vagueness.


‘Oh,’ Nell said.


She went along the first time out of curiosity. She went along the first time out of a desire to maintain and develop her friendship with Fiona. She went along because she did think it strange that they – her family, her community, her country – called themselves Catholic but she herself knew next to nothing about what that meant. She saw depictions of Ireland in films and on TV – sheep, cows, priests like idiots, nuns like demons – and it looked nothing like the Ireland she lived in.


She made her Communion at seven, she did her Confirmation at twelve, she remembers asking a girl in her class, ‘Do you think we’ll feel the Holy Spirit coming down upon us on Confirmation day?’ The girl looked at her like she was insane and Nell was mortified. She didn’t know what things you were supposed to take literally – and it was right there in their religion textbook, the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit, they came down upon you on your Confirmation day, the Bishop himself came to oversee it all. If it was all a ruse, then it was a very elaborate one. And if everyone knew it was a ruse, then why were they going along with it?


She was learning that to do well in this life meant you had to become proficient in managing what things you really believed in and what things you only pretended to believe in. And she also knew that you had to pretend to believe in such a way that made it clear the belief was only a pretence: to be thought earnest about something you were only supposed to pretend to be earnest about – this could lead to social ruin.


Her parents were not much help: her father went diligently to Mass, as most people still did, but told her not to take it too seriously; her mother went occasionally but seemed uncomfortable about it.


Nell felt she needed more information. And she thought maybe this meeting, this meeting about God and things, might help.


La Obra meant ‘work’ but in the sense of ‘good works’ or ‘artwork’ rather than ‘labour’. Martina, the hogareña who guided Rebecca and Fiona’s hermana group, explained this to the girls at the first meeting Nell attended. It took place in the Clerys’ house, the home of Rebecca’s rich uncle and holy aunt, the ones who brought the movement to the town in the first place.


‘I think of obra as anything that is done well, anything that is done to serve others,’ Martina said. ‘It reminds me that no task is too small or too menial to do with love.’


‘It’s like obair,’ Nell said. ‘Obra is like obair, isn’t it?’ As she spoke, she felt the coarseness of the word in Irish; its contrast with this smokier, sexier Spanish incarnation. She shivered. She liked this new language, these new words.


‘That’s right, Nell,’ Martina said. ‘The cultures of Europe are connected through language, and through faith.’


Nell, an incorrigible teacher’s pet back then, glowed happily. Rebecca rolled her eyes, and looked at Ursula, who dutifully giggled. It was only the four of them that day, Nell thinks: Rebecca, Fiona, Ursula and her. Other girls came and went over the years, but they didn’t last long.


‘Words are how we make sense of God,’ Martina said. ‘And paying close attention to words, to language, is a way of paying close attention to God.’


She looked at them then, as if she was really interested in how they would take this idea. She was small and nimble, with short hair and a face that wasn’t exactly pretty, but wasn’t unpleasant either, it was a smooth face, easy to look at, easy to look through – as if she were clear, like water, or a mirror. There was something very calming in the way she paid attention to them. Ursula stopped giggling. The silence went on a little while and Martina then laughed. ‘You are all so serious looking,’ she said. ‘There’s no need for us to be so serious.’


Her accent was local and yet Nell sensed something foreign about her. This was exciting. Nell didn’t know anyone who came from anywhere else.


The next thing they did in the meeting was speak of their ‘experiences’. This meant describing a difficulty encountered in the course of school or home life, and an elaboration on how the difficulty was overcome with reference to the guiding principles of the movement. Among these principles were the concepts creating unity; Jesus forsaken and to go against the current. There were others, but those were the main ones. They were to do with love, suffering and courage, respectively. That day, Rebecca discussed how she dealt with her older sisters teasing her about her membership of La Obra. Nell tried and failed to imagine girls older and more contemptuous than Rebecca herself. She felt thrilled by this unexpected access into the interior life of this powerful girl.


She smiles as she thinks about this, the Kennington Nell does. She is beginning to see now, what the attraction was. To understand love, to understand suffering, to understand courage. These were useful things to grasp. And then she shivers at the irony of it all.


Everything was beautiful in the Clery home, dark red curtains hung by windows of stained glass, green wool blankets were folded over plush sofas, the coffee table was faded but large and sturdy, the bookshelves in the alcoves wide and deep. Mrs Clery – Rebecca’s aunt, from Malta – served excellent snacks: spiced biscuits and walnut cake, hot chocolate with cinnamon and nutmeg, a pastry roll made with dates and almonds. These things thrilled Nell, as did the fact that the Clery house was located on a hill on one of the old main roads into town, behind a high stone wall, and the house was old, and huge. The neighbours were doctors and solicitors; their gardens long, and wild and tangled at the back.


Old things were just better than new things, Nell felt – and you knew that because it was only rich people who had old things, who cared about old things. Her own house was new, or had been new when her family moved into it, and it was uninteresting to look at, it was boring to live in. She imagined the kind of girl she’d be if she lived in a house like this, the kind of conversations she’d have, the way she would walk out the gate and into town, casual and elegant and upright.


Kennington Nell remembers this and thinks maybe it was all just about the material things, that gorgeous house, that delicious food. She had been the greediest among the girls, they often joked about how much she ate at the hermana meetings, how excited she got about new types of snacks they discovered at the bigger events. She almost died and went to heaven itself the day she first tasted ceviche made by a homesick Peruvian hogareña called Milagros at the movement’s national centre one afternoon early in Nell’s time as a hermana. The piercing bitterness of the lime, the fat tender flesh of the fish. She hadn’t known that food could taste like that, how come no one had told her that food could taste like that?


Dolores, her mother, worked with food, she made sandwiches in her own kitchen and drove up to Nell’s convent school and sold them there, every school day for at least twenty years. But this did not interest Nell back then. Nell feels a sudden thump of shame when she remembers her scorning of Dolores in those years, for being what she thought of as provincial, as ignorant, as – horror of horrors – content.


She blinks that feeling away and returns to the memory of the ceviche, she feels her mouth water as she remembers it. She remembers telling Martina about it, that day at the national centre, she remembers Martina laughing. She remembers how Martina seemed to enjoy her delight. Martina already knew about ceviche, she remembers realizing that and thinking that Martina seemed to already know about everything.


At the therapy session the next day, Nell feels therefore equipped. She thinks all of the information about the movement, about Fiona, about the rules of the movement – she thinks talking all of that through will take up her part of the session. She thinks Adrienne will be happy, she thinks it will all go well. During the session, she talks about all of that, and she talks about the food too. She mentions that she had never connected these two parts of her life before: the fact that she discovered her love of food through the movement, the fact that this interest in food gave her the livelihood, the freedom she now enjoys. She talks a lot, she talks quickly. She has a sense of clearing things up, of getting things straight. She feels she is sending a version of herself into the world, a new version and it is improved, it is wiser than the previous one, more honest, more willing to be honest. Madeleine looks pleased, and Adrienne too.


After the session, Nell and Adrienne walk down Denmark Street and across Charing Cross Road towards Soho Square, Nell recites the names of these places in her mind as they go, it is a thing she does in this city, it’s a comfort. It’s cold but not raining. The streets are quiet, the day feels hard and buttoned up, deliveries arrive at restaurants, waiting staff smoke cigarettes on corners as they wait for the day to properly begin. It’s Nell’s day off but she feels tense and weary. She wonders how many more years of kitchen work she can get out of her body. She knows she’s tough, she knows she’s built for endurance. But sometimes she feels herself hardening, becoming brittle and then shattering. She senses that in her future, she feels it, in the bones that long – she sometimes thinks, she sometimes feels – to become dust.


They get coffees and sandwiches and sit on the benches in the square, the mud is hard, a small brown bird pecks bleakly at it.


‘Hogar,’ Adrienne says in an excellent accent. ‘Hogareña.’


Nell blushes. ‘It’s so silly,’ she says. ‘So weird.’


‘No,’ Adrienne says, in Spanish, maybe. Her mother’s family are Italian, her father’s Greek. But your name’s French, Nell said, one morning in the early days, and Adrienne shrugged, as if to say, and so?


‘I don’t think it’s weird at all,’ Adrienne says now. ‘I like it. It sounds safe. Is that what you wanted? Something safe?’


Nell feels her heart close over. Her meditation app tells her to pay close attention to her feelings, to register them as just that, to create space between the thing that she is and the feeling that she is feeling.


Nell doesn’t like her meditation app.


She doesn’t answer Adi’s question. Adi puts her head on her shoulder.
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Ireland, 1982


May’s third daughter was Dolores’s favourite. She was just one year old but there was a brightness about her, a directness, people said she’d been here before. When Dolores watched her curl into her mother’s lap – the child loved May the most even though she, Aunt Dolores, spent far more time with her – she felt a little scared. There was such exclusivity in that embrace, such smugness. She could sense how you could be trapped for ever by love like that. She saw May shut her eyes as the child’s arms tightened around her neck, she watched her eyelids flicker as if in response to a drug.


Brigid, Dolores’s mother, didn’t want Dolores to get too caught up in other people’s lives. There was not much she could do to prevent this happening – Dolores was the youngest of the seven children of the Reidy family, she was dependable, she was sensible, she was smart, and so the family could not help but draw from her like a resource, the family was its own organism, it had to sustain itself in whatever way it could. This was something Brigid regretted even while facilitating it. So when, at twenty, Dolores said she thought she might go to Dublin to do a secretarial course, Brigid saw this as her chance to be supportive, even if it caused practical challenges in the short term: as well as the childminding she did for May, Dolores worked evenings in the family pub and her labour was cheap and excellent.


Dolores felt a little ashamed that she wasn’t going further. Lots of people were on their way to England, some even to America. But Dolores felt something in her, keeping her there. Her father was a nationalist, and the sight of young people leaving broke his heart, so he said. He grew angry when rebel songs started in the pub – it was all very well to sing about Ireland, he said, all very well to die for Ireland, how about you work for her, stay around, do your best, start a business, like he had.


She was almost three years after her Leaving Certificate, at which she underperformed. She didn’t get the marks to go to college and no one had expected her to, not because she wasn’t clever, but because she’d had to work so much in the pub there had been no time for her to study. Working there had offered its own education, of course – mostly in what kind of woman she didn’t want to be and what kind of man she didn’t want to be with. She didn’t know what it was that she wanted but she felt it, she sensed it, and it wasn’t standing behind the bar at home until someone decided to marry her.


Until Liam decided to marry her. She was trying to escape him too, and the fact that he was also going to Dublin that autumn, he had a job waiting for him in his uncle’s garage up there – well, that was just a coincidence, she was in no way following him. They weren’t even properly going out, there was nothing more to their relationship then than a few sneaky smiles, a kiss the previous New Year’s Eve and a walk, one autumn evening, along the old road, the horse chestnut trees brimming over with conkers, he picked one up and rolled it in his hands, she marvelled at how smooth and polished it was, like something man-made rather than something out of nature. She always remembered that, the prickling spikes of the soft green cask, the hard, inedible fruit inside. He only walked with her for a while that day, he was nineteen, he had other stuff to do. She remembers the pull on her heart as he bounded away from her.


She had to keep that in check. Women felt too much – she saw it in the way some of the older women would drink at the bar, sodden and beleaguered and full of incomprehensible muttering. So when she decided she was going to go to Dublin too, she was stern with herself. Not too much Liam. Maybe a little bit of Liam, but not all Liam.


So maybe she was looking for Annie, without even realizing it.


Annie was likewise twenty, studying law and French at Trinity, and her father was a professor and her mother an artist and she had grown up in Rathgar. Dolores wondered did Annie recount herself to herself like that, and if so, did it thrill and delight her, like it had thrilled and delighted Dolores to tell these details to her mother? Brigid had laughed when she heard, and said she’d better not bring her to visit, she’d never get the place clean enough, and Dolores cringed to hear her mother talk like a peasant.


Annie was the one who let her know they were peasants, but it was fine, because when Annie said it, it was a matter of self-flattery, a strategy she employed to downplay the other stuff (Rathgar, Trinity, professor). Annie would refer to her own mother’s family as good peasant stock from Kerry, though Dolores caught vague references to such exotica as said mother’s French boyfriend from a post-university year in Paris, and childhood trips to post-war London. Dolores had never left the country, something Annie found very exciting. She said she was jealous, that the first time she went it was going to be so meaningful. This comment rendered Dolores speechless – as many of Annie’s comments did – and quietly thrilled, because the way Annie spotted the things of which Dolores was most ashamed and dredged them up and exclaimed over them as if they were treasures gave her a dizzying vertigo. She was not who she thought she was with Annie, and she wanted to keep on finding out more.


Dolores first met Annie at the cafe where she worked during the day – the secretarial course ran three evenings a week and it cost money, and the savings she had from her years working at home would only go so far, would only last so long. Annie had come into the cafe with some friends of hers, they were students, and Dolores felt a throb of envy looking at them, the same age as her, from the same country, but they may as well have been from a different species. Mrs McGrath, the cafe owner, was only ever nice to Dolores when the students came in, a solidarity of sorts, Dolores supposed, one she could have done without.


Annie was talking about the amendment that day and none of the girls she was with wanted to hear about it. Dolores does not remember what she was saying because she didn’t know anything about all of that yet, but she remembers sensing that the girl with the curly hair didn’t quite fit in with the others. She was talking too much, she was a little wild-eyed, a little eager.


She does remember that one of the others said, at one point, Annie, you are such a women’s libber. And the other girls all giggled. Annie, Dolores noticed, didn’t blush. Rather she sat up a little straighter and didn’t say anything, but her affect, her posture, said, you bet I am.


Dolores smiled at her. She couldn’t help it. And Annie grasped on to that smile like it was a life raft. She beamed back at Dolores, really, she did.


It was an act of fundamental misunderstanding then. Annie thought Dolores smiled at her because she believed in the cause. Dolores actually smiled at Annie because she felt sorry for her.


Annie came in a lot, after that smile. She looked meaningfully at Dolores and Dolores nodded back. She saw herself in Annie’s eyes; she saw that Annie saw that they were the same age. She saw Annie notice that Dolores was good at her job, that she didn’t prattle on like some of the other staff, that she held herself well. Dolores knew that she was classy – she wasn’t sure where she’d got it from, but she knew it. So she wasn’t all that surprised when Annie started to try to be her friend.


‘Are you from here?’ Annie asked her, one day. It was grim, deepest January, the evening outside black as soot.


‘No,’ Dolores said. ‘From down the country.’ She heard her voice, it sounded flat and rural. The rest of the staff were all inner-city Dubliners, they sometimes couldn’t understand her, they called her the Farmer, they thought everyone from outside the city was a farmer. Annie’s voice was different again, soft and clear, like a child’s.


‘Oh,’ Annie said. ‘What are you doing here then?’ After she said that, she blushed. ‘Sorry, you don’t have to tell me. That’s extremely rude of me.’


Dolores felt bad for her. She understood Annie’s desire to know. She felt it too – she wanted to know everything too. Some people just did.


‘Just working,’ Dolores said. She didn’t mention the secretarial course, she didn’t quite know why. She felt this new person was being quite presumptuous, she also sensed that she could maintain the respect she seemed to be inspiring in her by denying involvement with education – the very thing this girl’s life revolved around. It was better, Dolores felt in that second, to deny any effort to improve herself than to admit to be so doing in such a meagre way. She thought of Miss Lacey, the evening tutor at the secretarial college, and her look of gentle despair when she spoke to the assembled girls about how to speak with delicacy on the telephone in jobs that did not exist – in their own country, at that moment, anyway.


‘Oh,’ Annie said again.


They were standing facing each other across the glass-fronted cabinet that displayed cream cakes and sandwiches and quiches and coleslaw and plastic boxes of various gloopy-looking salads. Customers sometimes complained that the cakes acquired the oniony taste of their savoury neighbours but Mrs McGrath refused to do anything about that, such comments just made her even more belligerent and chaotic. She had flaming red hair with white roots and broad yellow teeth. She was standing behind Dolores as she spoke to Annie, gazing out the window into the darkening street. She didn’t like to let on that she noticed anything of interest happening to anyone else. She never, as a point of principle, talked about anything except her own affairs – which were admittedly quite dramatic, possessed as she was of several tumultuous daughters.


‘Are you interested in the amendment?’ Annie said, boldly. Her voice had a slight tremor. Dolores could tell it was really important to her that she answer yes to that question.


‘Kind of,’ Dolores said. She didn’t want to let this girl down but equally she feared any questions that would follow an affirmative response. The truth was she didn’t know anything about it. She was not interested in the news, she didn’t read newspapers. She liked pop music, pop magazines and big old novels. She had heard some stuff in the air, some stuff to do with babies, some stuff to do with sex, but she didn’t pay attention. It was too embarrassing, to have to think or talk about things like that. She knew the priests were angry but that was nothing new.


‘I knew that you would,’ Annie said, beaming. ‘I could just tell. You’re really clever, aren’t you?’


This felt oddly like an accusation to Dolores, and for a moment she felt she had to explain what she was doing there, standing alongside Mrs McGrath in this grotty cafe, if she were indeed so clever.


‘I suppose,’ she said.


‘Then, come,’ Annie said, handing her a flyer. ‘We need girls like you.’


She left, and Dolores looked at the leaflet. Mrs McGrath shook herself out of her reverie.


‘She’s trouble, that one,’ she said, and Dolores was surprised – both by what she said and by the fact that she was deigning to acknowledge the occurrence of an interaction that did not involve her. Mrs McGrath snatched the leaflet out of Dolores’s hand and looked at it. On it was a picture of a cross made out of various words. Mrs McGrath had taken the leaflet too quickly for Dolores to be able to read those words – she just got ‘No’ several times in large letters and then, at the bottom of the page underneath the cross, the words ‘Hands Off the Constitution’ followed by several exclamation marks. Underneath that, scrawled in pen, the time and location of some sort of gathering, she assumed, some sort of meeting.


Mrs McGrath crumpled up the leaflet and put it in the bin.


‘That’s what comes of educating women,’ she said, shaking her head, jowls burning, eyes flickering. ‘You stay away from girls like that.’


Dolores blinked at her, startled by her ferocity. Mrs McGrath then disappeared into the small room behind the counter and Dolores took the opportunity to fish the leaflet out of the bin and stick it in the front pocket of her apron. Mrs McGrath came back with a filthy old mop and bucket and thrust them at Dolores.


‘What would your poor mother say?’ she said. Dolores shrugged and took the mop and reflected that Brigid would have plenty to say about the state of this place.
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Liam came to her home on Sunday afternoons and they did the things that they wanted to do. She felt proud of herself. She had her own money, her own place to live. She was different, here in Dublin, she felt different in herself, she felt herself appear differently in his eyes.


It was terrifying – they had no protection, they had to be extraordinarily careful – but it was also wonderful. She understood that it happened in a realm that everyone knew about but no one spoke of, and that felt right. To speak of these things – of love, of desire, of intimacy, of risk – in ordinary neutral language, the only language she had, would be to destroy them.


She thought, however, that the women at Annie’s meeting would behave differently. She thought they would say what others could not. She thinks that’s why she went. For years afterwards she told herself it was Annie – she needed her friendship, she was lonely, she didn’t want to become too dependent on Liam. But it wasn’t just that. She felt drawn to the things that were not to be said, she wondered how that all got decided. She felt it likely that she was missing some essential understanding. The people who got things done in the world were motivated by certainty, she knew that. And she wanted to find out how they got to be so certain. Her own ignorance dazzled her, amazed her. Responding to this invitation to meet this group seemed potentially like a way of penetrating it, just a little.


The meeting was held in a small room on the grounds of a university located across the road from the cafe in which Dolores worked. She did not know very much about it. She had never been inside it. As she approached the front gate, she stopped, wondering for a moment if she required a ticket to get in. She continued walking, through a large wooden gate and then through a short passage into a cobbled square. No one stopped her; she felt like someone should have. It didn’t seem right, that she could just walk in.


The room, when she found it, was draughty and unpleasantly lit. A group of women sat on plastic chairs, in a circle. They mostly wore jeans and jumpers, one or two were more formally clad in skirts and see-through black tights.


There were about ten of them. They smiled at Dolores as she came in; she was a little late, it had taken a while to find the room. Annie beamed when she saw her. She seemed to be the youngest in attendance, most of the other women looked to be over thirty. The woman who was addressing them stopped speaking and she turned to Annie and said – is this your new friend, Annie?


‘Yes!’ Annie said. ‘I met her in the cafe where she works. She’s really interested in learning more, aren’t you?’ And then Dolores realized Annie didn’t know her name so she said, ‘Hello, I’m Dolores,’ and the women all smiled.


She held her head high. She tried to remember, quickly, what the constitution was. She’d read the newspapers over the last week, she’d gotten the gist of what was happening.


The woman chairing the meeting had a rural accent. She was talking gently but firmly. She said they needed to show they were ordinary women, ordinary mothers and wives, with ordinary concerns.


‘We shouldn’t dignify their baby-killer talk with a response,’ she said. ‘Our campaign is not about that. We need to remember that, to keep to the messages we’ve agreed on, the issues that affect ordinary women, every day. The amendment won’t help with any of that, and it’s going to threaten all of the progress we’ve made so far – that’s what we have to keep saying.’


The other women nodded.


‘Abortion,’ Annie said, suddenly, loudly. ‘A woman’s right to choose. I don’t agree, Mary. We have to be able to say it, we shouldn’t be afraid of it.’


Dolores felt that word ‘abortion’ reverberate around her body as if a bomb had gone off. The other women seemed to feel it too. Dolores had noticed, in her quick self-edification on the issue through the newspapers of the previous week, that it was only the other side, the holy side, that used that word. Again this confused her. Abortion – this thing they could not speak of – was already illegal, was going to remain illegal whether this amendment passed or not, as far as she understood it. She had assumed that the activists against the amendment, this small group of women would be, therefore, militant, given what they were up against. But here they were, as scared of the word as she was.
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