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  Prologue 1991

  The Invitations

  


  Cassie

  
    
      
        
          No wind can drive my bark astray

          Nor change the tide of destiny.

        

      

       

      Oh Mary we crown Thee with blossoms today,

      Queen of the Angels and Queen of the May.

      Oh Mary we crown Thee with blossoms today,

      Queen of the Angels and Queen of the May.

    

  

  Cassie Jordan paused while sandpapering a dado rail, to listen to the words of that old, long-forgotten, much-loved hymn of her childhood. My God! she hadn’t heard it in
  years. That brought back memories.

  Cassie sat back on her hunkers and took a little rest. She would just do this last piece of rail before finishing up for the night. Tomorrow was going to be a long day – all her furniture
  and equipment was to be installed – so she had promised herself an early night. A nice cup of milky hot chocolate, a quick glance at the newspapers while listening to the rest of Late
  Late, and then she’d sleep like a baby.

  She was sleeping much better these nights. She was still not free of all the shackles of guilt, resentment and unhappy memories, but she was working on it! If Barbara, her sister, wanted to
  spend her life in a bitter feud, that was entirely up to her. Barbara had resented Cassie ever since they were children and it had spilt over into their adult lives, Cassie reflected, as she got a
  fresh piece of sandpaper and started rubbing more vigorously than was necessary.

  Well, the invitations had been sent out and would have been received by now. She sighed. It would be interesting to see who in the family would come to the official opening of her new interior
  design business. She had invited them all, even Barbara and Ian. John and Karen would be there, supportive as always. Would Barbara let bygones be bygones, and would Ian, the brother-in-law Cassie
  so despised, come with her? Would Martin, her younger brother and Jean, his wife, who had interfered so much in what was really none of her business? Would her sister Irene bother to get in touch
  from Washington? She hoped they would. Life was too short to hold grudges and she had no intention of letting the past ruin her future. She was going to get on with her life. And what a life it was
  going to be.

  A tingle of excitement ran through her. Starting her own interior design business was going to be the greatest thing! The correspondence course and all the studying were paying off. Although the
  official opening of Finishing Touches was next week – the premises were only just ready – her interior design business had been getting off the ground for the previous
  six months. It was one hell of an achievement and she had orders on her books right up to the end of next year, from clients all over Dublin city and county! Word of mouth was a great thing. And
  nothing gave her such a high as when she designed a room or worked out a colour scheme or found the perfect vase or lamp or picture. It was lovely to see something dark and dismal transformed to
  light and airy by her creative talents.

  Sighing happily, she ran her fingers along the rail. It was smooth as a baby’s bottom, just right.

  Well, at last she had made her dream come true, despite all the opposition. David had kept her going, though, Cassie smiled to herself. David Williams had been the candle in her darkness for the
  last few years. Solid and dependable, he had come into her life when she was at her lowest ebb, seen her at her absolute worst and, despite it all, had fallen in love with her. And what joy that
  love gave her. David might be eleven years older than her, but he was the sexiest man she had ever met, with his piercing blue heavy-lidded eyes and that sensuous Welsh voice that she could listen
  to for ever, especially when he was whispering endearments to her during their lovemaking.

  ‘Cassie, where did you find him? He’s absolutely gorgeous. I could listen to him for hours!’ Laura Quinn had raved after she met David for the first time. Laura, a high-powered
  solicitor, was not easily impressed, and Cassie had smiled in amusement at her friend’s enthusiasm. Laura had carved out a career for herself in the legal world and become a partner in the
  solicitors practice where she had worked since the days of her apprenticeship. She was one of the best friends a girl could have and Aileen O’Shaughnessy was another. Just thinking of Aileen
  made Cassie laugh. She was as mad as a hatter, even now, but a truer friend could not be found.

  Aileen’s sister, Judy, was coming to work with Cassie. She hadn’t worked a day since her marriage to the wealthy Andrew Lawson but she was finally going to become a career woman,
  much to Andrew’s dismay. Judy was going to do PR, reception, and assist Cassie with the buying side of things. And she certainly had the contacts. There wasn’t a shop in Grafton Street
  and its environs that she wasn’t known in. Andrew Lawson’s wife used her credit cards with gay abandon. As she once confided to Cassie, ‘I was born to shop!’

  Stepping out of her overalls, Cassie ran a finger through her rich chestnut locks. She’d better get her hair done. After all, it was going to be her special day. Sitting in the small bay
  window of the landing of her little house, she looked out at the almost motionless waters of the Broadmeadow Estuary. She had been so lucky to get this house by the sea and she loved Malahide with
  its colour and charm and small-town friendliness. She had been right to sell up and move from Port Mahon, even though it was not very far up the coast. This was the place to start her new life.

  David would stay the night of the party. That would be something to look forward to. They’d discuss the evening, who had come and who hadn’t and what he thought of this one and that
  one. His dry, witty observations would make her laugh. David was a shrewd judge of character. Then they would make love in her big brass bed and she would fall asleep in his arms.

  But for tonight, Cassie was content to be alone with her thoughts, watching the moon glimmer on the estuary, wondering who would come to her party.

  


  The Family

  A fool is too arrogant to make amends; upright men know what reconciliation means.

  Proverbs, 14:9

  Barbara Jordan Murray was in a foul humour as she slogged away at an article that should have been on a magazine editor’s desk at noon that day. Upstairs the children
  were arguing, despite the fact that it was after eleven and her little girl had to get up for school in the morning. ‘Ian, for God’s sake will you do something with them!’ she
  snarled at her husband, who was in the adjoining room looking at wrestling on the sports channel. A resonant snore was her spouse’s thoroughly unsatisfactory response. Barbara gritted her
  teeth and bent her head to her work.

  She was writing an article on families, and who knew more than she about that subject? ‘Don’t talk to me about families,’ she muttered to herself, as she lied through her teeth
  and wrote that a united family such as her own was the greatest blessing.

  That Cassie! The nerve of her! Sending them an invitation to the launch of her interior design business. A business that was set up with ill-gotten money that by right should have been shared
  out among the whole family. If Cassie Jordan thought she was going to worm her way back into their good graces after her outrageous behaviour, she could just think again. What an opportunist Cassie
  was. Barbara wouldn’t put it past her sister to have bribed the judge in the court case. And that arrogant Welshman, David Williams, was in cahoots with her.

  But she’d find a way to deal with Mr Smarty David Williams. The pen was mightier than the sword, as she had found out many times. No better woman for the hatchet job than Barbara
  Jordan Murray.

  Only recently, hadn’t she reviewed a first novel by a male colleague in a way that had the so-called literati rubbing their hands with glee. Privately, she had enjoyed the book immensely.
  But to admit to enjoying a thriller would be the kiss of death. People looked up to her. She had to maintain high standards. Her opinions counted for something. A good review from Barbara
  Jordan Murray meant high sales. Not that her filleting of Christopher Brand, her colleague, would affect his sales. People just went out and bought that pulp! It was galling. Here she was,
  writing excellent prose daily, and Christopher Brand had sat down and dashed off a trashy thriller that was number one in the bestsellers and looked like making him undeservedly rich. If only the
  publishers to whom she had sent her own novel, The Fire and the Fury, would get in touch! They’d had the manuscript for months! Barbara knew it was a literary masterpiece, she just
  knew it. Barbara Jordan Murray was a perfect name for a potential Booker Prize winner! And that’s exactly what The Fire and the Fury was. David Williams and Christopher Brand could
  go take a hike.

  Barbara smiled as she pictured herself making her gracious acceptance speech. Kristi Killeen, her archrival in journalism, would be spitting with rage. Kristi was a mere hackette gossip
  columnist, Barbara preferred to call herself a ‘diarist.’ She was also editor of the women’s page of The Irish Mail! That really stuck in Killeen’s craw!

  Another delightful thought struck her. David Williams’s eagerly awaited biography of Margaret Thatcher was due to be published later in the year and she would be waiting! She’d
  excoriate him! No matter how good his book was – and his biographies were usually superb – he was in line for the worst review of his life. What joy! Whoever said revenge was a
  dish best served cold knew precisely what he was talking about.

  ‘David Williams, you’ll get what you deserve,’ she murmured. Cassie would be fit to be tied. She was absolutely crazy about the man. Barbara had to admit he was sexy. Those
  eyes! The way they studied you. And that mouth! So firm, yet sensual. Barbara felt a warmth suffuse her. When she needed inspiration for the love scenes in her book, she always pictured David. She
  was the fire to his fury. Desire ripped through her. Angrily, she banished his image from her mind. She couldn’t stand David Williams. Cassie Jordan was welcome to
  him. He’d be there at the party, to be sure, with his overpowering, disturbing presence. Well, let him. What did she care? She wouldn’t be there.

  No doubt John and Karen would go to Cassie’s bash. They were the greatest pair of arselickers. Well, Martin and Jean surely wouldn’t go and Irene was in America, so Cassie would just
  have to do without most of her family for her big night. She would find that they were not slow about turning their backs on her, just as she had turned her back on them.

  A thunderous crash shook the light above her head. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, if I go up to you two, I’ll wallop you with the wooden spoon!’ she yelled. Her threat had the
  desired effect. Barbara didn’t believe in corporal punishment as a rule, preferring to reason with her children – that was the ‘in’ thing – but tonight she was in no
  humour to reason with anyone. In the background, Ian’s snores reached a climax. Thank God he was tired, she thought wearily, as she typed the last full stop. He wouldn’t be looking for
  sex tonight. No doubt David and Cassie were making passionate love somewhere. Well, if Cassie Jordan thought for one minute that Barbara was going to let bygones be bygones she could think
  again.

  The only thing was that if she went to this launch she’d see David again. It was so long since she’d seen him. She could wear her new Gianni Versace strapless ice-pink number that
  had nearly had Kristi Killeen swallowing her false nails in envy when she’d seen it on her at that big charity bash in The Royal Hospital, Kilmainham.

  Maybe she’d go; maybe she wouldn’t. She’d see.

  •   •   •

  Karen Jordan added the hot chocolate to the boiling milk, let it simmer for a minute and poured it into two mugs. She could hear John removing his wellingtons in the back
  porch. Excellent timing, she smiled to herself. Her husband had been doing a final check for the night, making sure no foxes, cats or dogs could get at the hens and that the temperatures in the
  glasshouses were just right. He had been up since six that morning and she knew he would be tired. She was tired herself.

  Her husband arrived in the kitchen, wiping his hands. ‘Saw Cassie earlier on. She was on her way to Malahide,’ he informed her as he kissed her on the cheek, took his mug of steaming
  chocolate and followed her into the sitting-room.

  ‘How is she? All excited, I suppose?’ Karen asked as she cuddled up beside John on the sofa.

  ‘Yeah, it’s great for her, isn’t it?’ Cassie’s brother smiled down at his wife.

  ‘If anyone deserves success, she does,’ Karen said reflectively. She really admired her sister-in-law. Cassie had been through the mill these last few years and at last it looked as
  though all her hard times were over. Thank God John and she had stood by her all the way. At least they would always have a clear conscience about that. That Barbara and Irene could treat their own
  sister the way they had was unbelievable. But then, where money and land were concerned, nothing was sacred. She had seen it in her own family when her Uncle Jerry died and the family had fallen
  out over the will. Her father and his brother didn’t speak to each other now.

  Karen sighed. The minefield of families was enough to tax even the most diplomatic and tolerant of people. When she looked at her children playing happily together, she often wondered if they
  would end up at one another’s throats the way her in-laws and her father and uncle had. It was a depressing thought.

  ‘I’m looking forward to Cassie’s party. We haven’t had a night out in ages,’ John smiled down at his wife as he settled her more comfortably in the crook of his
  arm.

  ‘I wonder if Barbara will come,’ Karen mused, taking a sip of her hot chocolate.

  ‘Well, if she does, it will be because her nosiness gets the better of her,’ John retorted. There was no love lost between brother and sister. Barbara’s egotism sickened John,
  who hadn’t a selfish bone in his body.

  ‘I don’t think Irene will make the trip, do you?’ Karen stretched luxuriously. This was her favourite time of the day, when the children were fast asleep and she and John could
  talk in peace.

  ‘It might put her out too much. You know Irene,’ John said drily. ‘I wonder if Martin and the martyr will come.’

  ‘Oh John!’ Karen reproved, giggling at her husband’s description of his sister-in-law, Jean.

  ‘I’ve just had a baby and I’m exhausted.’ John exactly mimicked Jean’s breathless way of speaking. ‘I couldn’t possibly go to a launch
  unless I have a foreign holiday to get over it.’

  Karen gave a hearty chuckle. Just as well they could laugh about their relations. Otherwise they’d go crazy.

  ‘“Mortin” – I love the posh way she says Martin – “Mortin, your sister Cassie has invited us to her party, but I don’t think we should grace
  her launch with our presence. It would give her actions the seal of approval. And Finishing Touches is something we definitely don’t approve of. And besides, Barbara
  would never speak to me again. Don’t you agree, Mortin?”’ John was in full flow. Jean just begged to be mimicked, with her girlish air that hid a will of iron.

  Karen was snorting with laughter. ‘Give over, John. I’m going to spill this chocolate!’

  ‘Sorry,’ he grinned, taking the mug from her.

  Karen grinned back. She was crazy about her big bear of a husband. ‘I love you.’

  ‘I love you too,’ he echoed, bending his head and giving her a long, lingering kiss.

  ‘Let’s have an early night,’ she suggested, eyes twinkling as she surfaced for air.

  ‘You wanton, wicked woman . . . Let’s!’

  ‘I’ll just check the baby,’ Karen murmured as they climbed the stairs, arms entwined. She peeped into the darkened bedroom. Eighteen-month-old Tara lay wide-eyed, smiling up at
  her mother. An unmistakable smell reached Karen’s nostrils. ‘Oohh, Tara!’ she groaned, scooping the baby up and heading for the bathroom. John was brushing his teeth.

  ‘Do you want me to change her?’ John asked, beaming down at his adored daughter.

  ‘No! You go and warm up the bed for me,’ Karen instructed, whipping off the baby’s nappy.

  ‘Sure thing, mein boss!’ John departed the bathroom, saluting.

  Tara gurgled appreciatively. ‘Ma ma,’ she smiled at her mother and Karen’s heart melted. ‘Da Da, La La.’ Her mother was getting her whole repertoire. La La was
  everybody else whose name she couldn’t manage.

  ‘Go night night for mammy,’ she said sternly, gently laying her daughter in her cot when she was finished. Tara was full of beans; she’d never get her off to sleep. Just for
  tonight, she’d give her a bottle to settle her down. She wanted a nice bit of nookey with her husband when they were both in the humour for it. It wasn’t easy with two children and
  John’s demanding work.

  Swiftly, she prepared a bottle for the baby and settled her down. She brushed her teeth, gave herself a quick wash and flew down the landing to their bedroom. A familiar, rumbling sound
  assaulted her ears and she opened the door to find her dearly beloved out for the count, his musical snores raising the rafters.

  ‘John . . . John!’ she whispered hopefully. Not a stir. She hadn’t the heart to wake him. He worked so hard for his family and he needed his sleep. Just her luck that he had
  fallen asleep on her tonight. Sighing deeply, she slipped into her nightdress, slid into bed beside him, switched off the bedside lamp and put her arms around her sleeping husband, murmuring,
  ‘I’ll get you in the morning.’

  •   •   •

  ‘You can go if you want, Martin. Don’t let me stop you,’ Jean Jordan said huffily, as she flipped through the latest issue of Hello! and
  wished mightily that she had Princess Di’s figure and money.

  ‘It might be a good time to let bygones be bygones. That’s all I’m saying,’ Martin remarked diffidently, settling into one of the luxurious cane chairs in their
  conservatory. The conservatory had cost him an arm and a leg, but Jean hadn’t given him a bit of peace until he had got it done. Now she wanted to get a patio and ornamental pool in the back
  garden. Barbara had some sort of gazebo thing and Jean couldn’t bear to be outdone. Each of them was always trying to get one up on the other, despite the fact that they were so friendly, and
  it was costing him a fortune. He wasn’t earning big bucks, despite what Jean might think. He was perfectly happy with the house and garden the way they were but when Barbara got something
  new, Jean got fidgety. He wanted to go to this do of Cassie’s, to put the past behind him and start afresh. After all, Cassie was his sister and he felt that what had happened had
  all been a big mistake.

  Cassie had spoken to him sharply a couple of times in the past for not doing more about the house for his mother. He had been furious, of course. It was easy for her to talk; she didn’t
  have a wife and family to support, and a mother-in-law who clung to them like a leech. Despite the fact that she had two sons of her own, it was to Martin that Jean’s mother turned whenever
  she wanted anything done in her house, and she always had something that needed doing. She came to dinner every Sunday and they took her shopping every Thursday night. He felt bad about
  not having been able to help a bit more at home, but he was permanently up to his eyes and, besides, Jean would have ended up with a face on her if he had spent too long at his ma’s.

  ‘You’re very forgiving all of a sudden!’ His wife interrupted his musings. ‘Could it be the fact that you’re hoping Cassie might throw a bit of business your way,
  now that she’s set up this interior design carry-on?’ Martin was an electrical contractor.

  ‘Trust you to think of something like that,’ he retorted. ‘Is Barbara going?’ he asked, wishing that Jean would get back to her magazine, so he could have a snooze.
  He’d had a hard day at work. Then he’d had to put the kids to bed because Jean had her period and was feeling rotten. Now he had to listen to this earbashing. He should have
  stayed single!

  Jean snorted. ‘Indeed she’s not going. I spoke to her on the phone today and she wouldn’t dream of it. You should know better than to ask.’

  ‘I was just wondering. You know Barbara . . . she’d go to the opening of an envelope,’ he grinned, amused at his little joke. Jean gave him a withering look.

  ‘If you want to go to this thing tomorrow night, go! Just don’t expect me to come with you, Martin Jordan,’ Jean said furiously, gathering up her Hello! and
  marching into the lounge, leaving Martin sorry he’d ever mentioned it in the first place. Maybe he would go, and he’d bloody well say to his wife that he never criticized her
  family the way she criticized his. He had rewired her mother’s home for nothing, and never a word about it, and her bloody brothers were as bad, expecting him to drop everything every time
  they needed a new socket put in. Only last week he had spent an entire night putting up wall-lights for one of them. Four hours’ hard work because he’d had to chase walls. And what did
  he get for it? Two bloody pints, that’s what. The louser. But dare he say anything to Jean? She’d go into a huff for a week. He was getting a bit sick of it. Well, he was seriously
  thinking of going to his sister’s party, and if Jean didn’t like it, she could lump it.

  •   •   •

  Irene Jordan was one totally pissed-off lady. Prowling around her Washington condo she lit yet another Marlboro, dragging the smoke deeply into her lungs. How could Dean do
  this to her? After all this time! Men! They were shits! She had been sure he would marry her.

  Her lower lip trembled, tears glittering in her big blue eyes. What would she do if Dean decided he wanted a younger mistress, or even worse, now that he was finally free, a younger wife? It
  just didn’t bear thinking about. After all, Irene was nearly thirty and out there in the vastness of the USA, there were plenty of gorgeous nubiles eager to take her place. She was treading
  on very thin ice making her demands. But dammit, Dean just couldn’t walk all over her. Not after she had spent the past four years bending over backwards to please him. Being the
  perfect mistress, the perfect companion! Senator Dean Madigan was having his cake and eating it.

  It wasn’t easy being a mistress. True, she had this lovely condo, and a new car, and he gave her a generous allowance so that she could visit beauty salons and gyms to keep herself looking
  the very best. True, he took her to places she had only ever dreamt about: cruising in the Caribbean, skiing in Aspen, surfing in Malibu. Life with the Senator had opened up a whole new world to
  her. But – and it was a big but – there was no security in being a mistress. And what Irene Jordan craved more than anything else in the world was security. The thought of being alone
  and fending for herself had always filled her with dread.

  What Irene really wanted to do was to marry a nice rich man who would look after her and protect her from the big bad world. Her brief experience of working for a living in a nine-to-five job in
  Dublin County Council was the most horrific time of her life.

  It had been her mother’s idea that she visit her wealthy cousin Dorothy in Washington. But Irene had to admit that things were not looking good right now. She sighed deeply. What she
  wouldn’t give to be a child again and to have Nora taking care of all her fears and worries. Her mother had been her great protector. Irene knew that compared to the rest of her family she
  had been spoilt rotten. She had been Nora’s pet. But those days were gone and she had to depend on herself. Well, she had the condo, but that wasn’t home – not really. She wished
  she were more like her sister Cassie, strong and independent. Imagine being thirty-six and not even married! And not worried about it either! Imagine setting up your own business, working fourteen
  hours a day! If only Irene could be like her, she’d have no problems. Well, she wasn’t, and that was that. There was only one Cassie in the world.

  Should she go to the official opening of Finishing Touches? Irene sighed, lighting up another cigarette and getting a split of champagne from the fridge. She supposed she
  should. Cassie had always been kind to her and only Cassie knew her awful secret. She didn’t know what to do; she was far too upset over Dean to make a decision about going anywhere. To think
  she had wasted four good years on him, when she could have been playing the field. But she’d been so sure he would marry her when he was free. Well, it wasn’t over until it was over;
  she could still hope that he would pop the question. In the meantime, she could be on the look-out; after all, she was very attractive and men were always coming on to her. The Senator was forever
  having to remind them that she was his lady. No more! If someone with prospects came along, Senator Dean Madigan could either marry her or go take a running jump. Defiantly, she rang up Dorothy and
  told her to round up a few eligibles for the weekend. Irene Jordan was on the hunt again, Washington watch out! In the meantime, she would enquire about a seat on Concorde. Dean was so rich he
  could hardly quibble about the price of a little old ticket – and if he did, tough. Irene had just about had enough. The Senator would soon find out that he couldn’t take her for
  granted any longer! Cassie sure as hell wouldn’t put up with being treated like a doormat. From now on, neither would Irene!

  


  The Friends

  
    
      Think where man’s glory most begins and ends,

      And say my glory was I had such friends.

      WB Yeats

    

  

  Aileen O’Shaughnessy wiped a bead of perspiration from her brow as she waited for the director to yell cut so that she could rush on set to powder the leading man’s
  face before shooting resumed. Algiers was the hottest location of the many she had worked on since taking up her career in the film world. It was a move she had never regretted.

  Right now, though, she felt she wouldn’t be a bit sorry to get back to the studio in London. Filming was due to end in two days’ time, all going well and if the director didn’t
  have a nervous breakdown – which was becoming more of a possibility every minute.

  Still, her tan was coming along very nicely, she observed with satisfaction. Barbara would be envious. She wondered if Babs would come to Cassie’s bash. Cassie had written to tell her that
  she had invited Barbara and the rest of the family. Frankly, Aileen thought she was mad! Aileen didn’t believe in forgive and forget, well, not with someone like Barbara. If Judy, her sister,
  had behaved to Aileen as Barbara had behaved to Cassie, she would never have anything to do with her again. In fact she’d be lucky to be alive! Aileen was a redhead and had a temper to match.
  It came in handy on occasions! Cassie could do with having more of a temper; her trouble was she was far too soft.

  Aileen fanned herself in the intense heat. She was dying to get home for a few days. Not dying to see her mother, exactly. Angela O’Shaughnessy would whine and moan but Aileen had
  learnt not to take any notice. No, Aileen was dying to see Cassie and Laura. She had a little surprise for them. Aileen grinned, imagining their reaction to her news.

  The three of them had been friends since their schooldays and had no secrets from one another. How enriched her life had been by such friendships. There was Barbara alienated from her sister by
  pettiness and envy. She didn’t know what she was missing by shutting someone like Cassie out of her life.

  Mind, she’d make a great film character! She and Kristi Killeen, gossip columnists extraordinaire. Hedda Hopper and the other one – Aileen couldn’t think of her name;
  oh yes, it came to her – Parsons, Louella Parsons, had nothing on them! She wondered how The Fire and the Fury was progressing. What a film that would make. No doubt Barbara would
  want to play herself!

  They’d had such a laugh when Judy told Cassie and Laura and her about Barbara’s bodice-ripper which was masquerading as literature. That had been a lovely lunch, full of gossip and
  chat and gales of laughter. Although Aileen loved her job and really enjoyed travelling to exotic locations, even if they were a bit hot, she missed the girls.

  She was so looking forward to Cassie’s party. Now that would be a night to remember! She could feel it in her bones.

  ‘Aileen, get your ass on set!’ the director yelled.

  ‘Keep your toupee on, dear!’ Aileen smiled sweetly, strolling over to the leading actor, powder-puff at the ready.

  •   •   •

  Laura Quinn sighed in exasperation as she scanned the notes on the Brickman file. Already she had discovered two errors in the draft deed that she was reading. Typing errors.
  It just wasn’t good enough! Her secretary was becoming far too casual and she would have to speak to her about it. Accuracy in legal documents was of the utmost importance. She didn’t
  want any of her department’s deals held up because of typing errors. William Bennett Solicitors had a good reputation to maintain and Laura was damned if the side were going to be let down by
  her division.

  A partner in one of the biggest legal firms in the city, Laura was in charge of the conveyancing department. It was a position she had achieved through grit and determination and she was
  especially proud because she was one of only three female partners in the huge firm.

  She closed the file, put it in her Gucci briefcase, a present from her husband, Doug, and yawned mightily. She was terribly tired. All she wanted was to crawl into her kingsize bed and sleep her
  brains out. Unfortunately, she and Doug were throwing a dinner party for some clients of hers the next evening and she had a lot of preparations to do. The more she got done tonight the better. She
  set to work preparing a marinade, with swift economical movements, poured the marinade over the duck and put it in the fridge, with a sigh of relief. One chore done. Now to prepare some choux
  pastry. She had meant to buy some when she was in Marks and Spencers and completely forgot. This pregnancy was affecting her memory as well as everything else! In that respect Cassie was lucky. At
  least she didn’t have children to worry about while she was getting Finishing Touches off the ground.

  There were times Laura found it tough going combining motherhood and a career, and with this new baby coming along it was going to be even harder. Maybe she’d resign and get Cassie to
  employ her the way she had employed Judy. Laura grinned. Now, that would be fun, working with Cassie. She was such a pet. After all these years, they were still great mates. The way Cassie had
  taken charge of her life again after all the hardships and hassle she had endured impressed Laura so much. She was certain she’d never have coped with what Cassie had coped with. And then,
  despite her family, to set up Finishing Touches. The girl deserved a medal. Well, Laura would be there, cheering, on her big night. What time was it? Twelve o’clock, and she
  was finding it awfully hard to keep her eyes open. She was too tired to wait up any longer for Doug, so she went upstairs and got into bed. She must remind Doug to keep the night of Cassie’s
  launch free. Between them, her husband and she would soon need a social secretary to manage their business entertaining. It got a bit wearing at times, but that was the price of success. Right now,
  Laura wasn’t sure if it were worth it. She was just dropping off to sleep when her husband slid noiselessly into the room without switching on the light. He undressed and got into bed and put
  his arms around her.

  ‘I’m awake,’ she murmured.

  ‘We clinched the deal, Laura. It was a great night’s work but I’m bushed.’ Doug yawned.

  ‘Me too!’ said his wife. ‘Where did you go?’

  ‘The Trocadero, and guess who was there?’

  ‘Barbara!’

  Doug smiled in the dark. ‘I asked her if she were coming to Cassie’s launch party.’

  ‘Oh you brat!’ laughed Laura, cuddling closer to her husband.

  ‘What did she say?’

  ‘Oh she was very snooty, as only Barbara can snoot. She informed me that she wasn’t sure but she thought she had a prior engagement and she’d have to check her
  Filofax!’

  ‘She would! I wonder will she come, though. Would she have the unmitigated gall? I think Cassie was crazy to invite her. She’s much more forgiving than I could ever
  be.’

  ‘It would make for a very interesting evening all round if she did come, I’ll tell you that for nothing!’ grinned her husband. ‘If David doesn’t throttle
  her, Aileen will.’

  ‘It would serve her right, the bitch!’ murmured Laura and promptly fell asleep, much to her husband’s disappointment.

  •   •   •

  ‘Judy Lawson, you’re a selfish, uncaring daughter. The least you could do is call in and see your poor mother. You know I’m not a well woman. But now
  you’ve gone up in the world, what do you care? You don’t want to lower yourself by visiting me in my poor little semi.’ Angela O’Shaughnessy, Judy’s mother, was in
  full flow at the other end of the phone.

  Judy raised her eyes to heaven as the whining voice droned on and on. Just because she hadn’t had a chance to call home this week Angela was on the phone moaning. Was her mother never
  satisfied? Judy popped in several times a week. Usually, if Coronation Street or Emmerdale or Knot’s Landing were on, she was told to be quiet until it was over.
  There were times she might as well not visit, for all the conversation she got out of Angela. And what was this bull about being too grand to visit her mother’s semi-detached house? Angela
  was always giving her little digs just because Judy lived in a luxurious apartment in Sutton. Was she supposed to feel guilty because she had married a man with money? If only she had the nerve to
  turn around and tell her mother to shut up, and then hang up. After all, she was thirty-five, too old to be taking this crap.

  ‘I’m sure you don’t treat Andrew’s mother in such an offhand manner.’ Angela was really getting into her stride now, her voice getting shriller as the façade
  of frailty slipped.

  Well, she could moan, Judy decided, because once she started working with Cassie, she wouldn’t be able to drop in quite as often and Angela had better get used to the idea. Judy had run
  around after everybody else for long enough. Now she was going to do something she wanted to do, despite Andrew’s disapproval. And why would he approve? she thought. She had always
  been there to take care of him and the kids, to find his car keys and his briefcase when they went missing, to look glamorous and entertain his clients and friends.

  ‘But what about the kids?’ Andrew had demanded angrily after he had tried to buy her off with a trip to Paris for a shopping spree. It suited him, of course; it was a rugby
  weekend.

  ‘They’ll be fine,’ Judy retorted. ‘Ross is in school and Alice will be starting playschool. And Mrs Moore will be here.’ Mrs Moore came in every day to help out.
  Tomorrow, Judy was going to drive over to Diffusion, the fabulous boutique in Clontarf, and treat herself to a few smart business suits.

  She wanted to be a real asset to Cassie, to prove to her friend that she could do the job. Cassie needed all the help she could get. They had been friends for so long now. It was funny the way
  things went. Judy had been friends with Barbara before she had got to know Cassie. It wasn’t until they all shared a flat together that she had really become friends with Cassie, much to
  Barbara’s chagrin. There had been some mighty arguments in that flat. Judy grinned at the memory. Of course Barbara had never forgiven Judy for the final row which had caused Judy to end up
  sharing a bedroom with Cassie rather than Barbara. To think they were sisters! Cassie and Barbara were like chalk and cheese. You could always depend on Cassie, whereas Barbara thought nothing of
  doing the hot-potato act if it suited her. She’d hardly come to Cassie’s launch. Well, in the long run, she’d be the loser.

  No doubt the divine David would be there. What a gorgeous man he was. Perfect for Cassie. Judy sighed, wishing that she and Drew were as close as Cassie and David. But her husband was always
  out. Flitting here and there. Entertaining clients. Going to rugby matches, playing squash. Drew had never subscribed to the notion that marriage was a partnership. She sighed again, deeply.

  ‘Are you listening to me?’ her mother demanded furiously, reminding Judy that she was still on the phone.

  ‘Of course, Mother. But I’m afraid I have to go now. Andrew will be home soon and I want to pop his dinner in the microwave. I’ll see you some evening next week.’

  ‘Next week!’ shrieked Angela.

  ‘Next week,’ said Judy firmly, hanging up the phone. Smiling at her bravery, she walked towards her bedroom to decide what she would wear to Cassie’s launch. If Drew
  didn’t come, well, too bad. She was a woman of the Nineties now; she could walk into a party alone.

  


  David

  Nothing is so strong as gentleness, and nothing is so gentle as real strength.

  Ralph W Sockman

  The last few chapters were always the worst, the grind almost over, the end in sight. David Williams sighed as he typed up the chapter heading ‘The Resignation.’
  More of a push than a resignation, he reflected, as his fingers flew over the keys of his word processor. Margaret Thatcher’s going had certainly been ignominious. But then, that was politics
  for you.

  He typed steadily, referring to the files of notes on his desk as he required them. David had been working on this biography for the previous two years and was ahead of the posse. It
  didn’t stop his publishers from putting on the pressure, though, and he was beginning to feel extremely weary.

  It was at times like this that he understood why his marriage to Danielle had broken up. He found it hard to live with himself when he was nearing the final stages of writing a
  book.

  Cassie had coped with it, but then Cassie Jordan was no ordinary woman. David smiled thinking about her. Meeting Cassie Jordan had been the best thing that ever happened to him, that and buying
  his little haven in Port Mahon. Was it fate that had brought him to her home town? God knows. All he knew was that he loved this beautiful gutsy woman and she loved him.

  The chiming of his grandfather clock startled him out of his reverie. Eleven-thirty already and he still had a couple of thousand words to go to get his quota in. As soon as his manuscript was
  safely in the hands of his editor, he was taking Cassie away for a week, at least. If he had his way, he’d take her away for six months, but this business of hers was consuming her and if he
  got her to agree to a week’s holidays, he’d be lucky. She had been through a hell of a lot and God knows she needed the break. Still, he had never seen her look so well. That awful
  drawn pallor was gone and her eyes sparkled with enthusiasm and vivacity, now that she had determined to put the past behind her and said to hell with Barbara and the rest of them.

  David’s mouth tightened into a grim line as he thought of Barbara and the grief she had caused Cassie. Barbara Jordan Murray was a bitch who thought she was a top-notch journalist, when in
  reality she was just a third-rate hackette writing for a third-rate excuse for a paper. If she didn’t make him so angry over her treatment of Cassie, David would have found her amusing. She
  was pathetic, really, with her airs and graces. Cassie might forgive her for her past behaviour but David knew he wouldn’t. Nobody treated Cassie the way that woman had and got away
  with it. If she were at the launch of Finishing Touches, although he doubted she would be, David would be keeping an eye on her. She knew better than to take him on and he
  fully intended to keep things that way. From now on, Cassie Jordan was going to do whatever she wanted with no interference from members of her family. He’d make damn sure of that.

  


  Book I

  1969-1978

  


  One

  
    
      Oh Mary we crown Thee with blossoms today,

      Queen of the Angels and—

    

  

  ‘Girls! Girls! Girls!’ Mother Perpetua’s stentorian tones belied the little nun’s frail appearance. The entire class of 3S gave a great
  communal sigh.

  Mother Perpetua harangued the thirty girls standing on the steps of the stage in front of her. ‘You’re like limp lettuce-leaves. For goodness sake, girls, put a bit of enthusiasm
  into it. I had 2H here an hour ago and they were superb. You’re not going to let a class of second years do better than you, surely!’

  Cassie suppressed a yawn. Today she just wasn’t in the humour for choir practice.

  ‘Catherine Jordan, am I boring you?’ the choir-mistress snapped.

  ‘No, Mother,’ Cassie said hastily, not wishing to draw the wrath of Mother Perpetua down on her. Mother Perpetua was one of the most feared nuns in Saint Imelda’s College.

  ‘Well, straighten up, girl, and stop yawning. And that goes for the rest of you, too.’ She waved her baton imperiously. ‘Listen to how I want the second line sung. Queen of the
  Ang . . . els . . . Draw it out, please.’

  ‘Queen of the Ang . . . els,’ 3S sang dutifully.

  ‘That’s better!’ approved Mother Perpetua. ‘Once again from the beginning.’

  Not again, thought Cassie wearily. They must have sung the hymn twenty times already and she was heartily sick of it. It was so warm in the concert hall. The noonday sun shone in through the
  stained-glass windows, dappling the heads of 3S in a rainbow of pinks and greens and purples. The heat was making them even more lethargic than they would normally be on a Friday. Usually Cassie
  loved Fridays. Choir before lunch, after lunch a double cookery class and religion with Sister Eileen, who was their favourite nun. Then they were free for the weekend. Hearing the bell go at
  four-fifteen on a Friday was wonderful.

  A trickle of perspiration dampened Cassie’s neck where the collar of her cream cotton blouse was bound by her blue school tie. Opening the top button, Cassie loosened her tie a little.
  That was better. It was an awful nuisance having to wear a tie. It must be terrible for men having to wear them all the time. At least she could get rid of hers after school. A bee droned lazily
  against one of the windows and the heavy scent of lilac and wallflowers wafted in on the breeze. She was looking forward to her stroll around the nuns’ garden with Laura, her best friend. It
  would be so much nicer than being stuck in here with the sun shining on their red faces, watching Mother Perpetua waving her baton around pretending she was Leonard Bernstein or some other great
  conductor.

  Laura had looked terribly worried that morning and had been late for school, which was most unlike her. Cassie knew something was up. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, as discreetly
  as she could. ‘You’ve a face as long as a fiddle.’

  As Laura took her place beside her friend during French, she whispered, ‘Something’s happened. I’ll tell you at lunchtime. I don’t want the rest of them to know.’
  Poor Laura, she thought; she was always having hassle at home. Where Cassie was the eldest in her family, Laura was the youngest in hers. Both positions brought their own problems. Ah well, she
  would hear all about Laura’s latest problem in an hour or so.

  Five sharp rings of the bell interrupted Cassie’s reverie and grins of relief passed along the three lines of ten pupils on the steps of the stage as the girls recognized Mother
  Perpetua’s call sign. What a stroke of luck, her getting a call in the middle of class. It so rarely happened.

  ‘Girls, I have to leave you for a few moments. Please excuse me and remain quiet until I return.’

  ‘Yes, Mother,’ they chorused.

  They obeyed her command for five minutes and then, stretching limbs, they started chattering happily as they let off steam. Aileen O’Shaughnessy, the class wit, and one of the most popular
  girls in the school, leapt off the stage, fastened her cardigan under her chin in imitation of a veil and picked up Mother Perpetua’s baton. ‘Girls, you’re like limp
  lettuce-leaves,’ she announced in perfect mimicry of the little nun. ‘Straighten up, please. Button those cardigans!’

  ‘Like this, Mother?’ giggled Margy Kane, buttoning her cardigan on to that of her neighbour.

  ‘What other way does one button one’s cardigan?’ Reverend Mother Aileen enquired haughtily as, giggling and skitting, the rest of them followed suit until they were all
  attached. ‘Now, girls, I know it’s a little out of season but I think we should sing our class anthem.’

  A wild cheer greeted this pronouncement as, with a frenzy of baton-waving, Reverend Mother Aileen began to conduct and the class began to sing.

  
    
      ’Tis the season to be jolly

      Tra La La La La La La La La,

      Stuff Perpetua’s hole with holly,

      Tra La La La La La La La La . . .

    

  

   

  ‘More enthusiasm, girls!’ screeched the mad conductor, twirling below them, the sleeves of her cardigan waving wildly around her head.

  ‘’Tis the season to be jolly,’ the rest of the class yelled, giving it their all, thoroughly enjoying themselves. Cassie, jolted pleasantly out of her weary stupor,
  was singing as loudly as any of them. Even Laura, attached to her by her cardigan buttons, was laughing heartily beside her.

  ‘Stuff Perpetua’s hole with holly,’ they bellowed lustily, so intent upon their fun that they did not see the petite figure of the nun slip through the big mahogany
  doors at the end of the concert hall.

  ‘How dare you! How dare you!’ Mother Perpetua trembled with anger before them. Aileen halted in mid-twirl, her mouth an O of dismay. The others stood stunned, trying to
  smother their horrified giggles at the sight of Aileen, with her cardigan around her head, baton frozen in the air as she stared at the furious nun.

  ‘You brazen hussy, Aileen O’Shaughnessy. But what can you expect from free education? It’s the likes of you and riff-raff like you, the dregs of society, Aileen
  O’Shaughnessy, that’s what you and this . . . ’ She turned to face the rest of the class. ‘ . . . this crowd of juvenile delinquents are. You are not fit to wear the uniform
  of Saint Imelda’s. Guttersnipes! Guttersnipes, the lot of you. Up to the big parlour with you. We’ll see what Reverend Mother has to say about this!’

  In the horror of the moment, forgetting that they were attached to one another by cardigan buttons, the class of 3S made to leave en masse. Blue buttons popped all over the floor as
  bodies became entangled and Mother Perpetua, almost apoplectic with temper, stabbed at those nearest her with the baton she had grabbed from Aileen.

  Ten minutes later thirty girls stood under the cold eye of Reverend Mother Patrick, the principal of Saint Imelda’s.

  ‘Aileen O’Shaughnessy, as you seem to be the ringleader you will repeat for me the . . . ditty . . . you were singing when Mother Perpetua caught you.’

  ‘Me, Reverend Mother!’ protested Aileen, with wide-eyed innocence.

  ‘You, Miss O’Shaughnessy.’

  Cassie bit her lip at the sight of Aileen looking as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. She was petrified she was going to laugh, even though they were all in serious trouble.
  Beside her, she could feel Laura trembling with the effort not to break into hysterical giggles.

  ‘I couldn’t, Reverend Mother,’ their classmate said.

  ‘Why not, pray?’ Reverend Mother Patrick enquired coldly.

  ‘I’ve forgotten the words,’ Aileen said weakly.

  ‘Repeat it!’ came the stern command.

  ‘It’s a bit . . . vulgar . . .’

  ‘Immediately, if you please.’

  Taking a deep breath, Aileen stood up straight, and, ever the actress, flung her head back and with perfect diction repeated every word right down to the final tra la la. 3S listened in
  horrified admiration. A muscle jerked at the side of Reverend Mother Patrick’s mouth, but otherwise her face seemed carved out of stone.

  ‘Disgraceful. I’m shocked! Shocked at such vulgar unladylike behaviour. That girls of Saint Imelda’s should behave as you have is unthinkable.’ Her gaze swept over the
  class like a cold shower. ‘You will apologize to Mother Perpetua and carry out whatever punishment she gives you and you will, all of you, come to school tomorrow morning. You will spend the
  morning in complete silence, studying in the library. Another offence like this and you will all be expelled. Dismissed!’

  Despondently the girls of 3S filed out, aghast at the thought of spending a precious Saturday morning in school. They were even more devastated to find that they had to write out the words of
  the hymn they had been singing one hundred times. That was Mother Perpetua’s punishment.

  In the big parlour, Reverend Mother Patrick wiped the tears of mirth from her eyes. She had never seen Perpetua so angry. That Aileen O’Shaughnessy was a hilarious character, just the sort
  to give the bumptious choir-nun a run for her money. Pride comes before a fall and Mother Perpetua had plenty of pride. No wonder the girls made up such parodies. Heaven knows what they said about
  her. Reverend Mother Patrick had been running a school long enough to know that girls would be girls. Composing herself, she glided out of the big parlour, then began to walk as briskly as
  dignity would allow. The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins was being dramatized on the radio and she had been following it. It was coming to an extremely exciting part that she didn’t
  want to miss. Glancing right and left, she saw the corridors were empty. With a sigh of satisfaction Reverend Mother Patrick slipped through the door that divided the school and convent and headed
  up to her private sitting-room.

  •   •   •

  The nuns’ garden was a haven of tranquillity. The lilac and cherry-blossom were in bloom and along the pathways beds of pansies and a host of other flowers lifted the
  heart. The cares of the world always seemed to be left behind when one entered the nuns’ garden. No-one would ever dream of larking around there – that was an unspoken rule in Saint
  Imelda’s. Boisterous behaviour was fine in the schoolyard and classrooms but the nuns’ garden was a place of peace where the nuns walked around saying their Rosaries silently to
  themselves, the only sound the rhythmic clicking of the big wooden beads as they slipped through their fingers.

  It was lovely out there at lunchtime that day. Usually Cassie and Laura went straight out to the basketball or volleyball courts to have an energetic game before classes resumed, but today, by
  common consent the two girls made in the direction of the nuns’ garden, their shoes echoing along the polished wooden corridor that led from the refectory. In common with the whole of Class
  3S, Cassie and Laura were very fed up about having to come to school the following morning to carry out the punishment for Mother Perpetua, but Cassie sensed that what was bothering Laura was much
  more serious than even this great disaster.

  They emerged into bright sunlight and walked slowly towards one of the wooden seats that dotted the garden. The wood was warm against their thighs as they sat down and Cassie felt a sense of
  peace envelop her as she always did in this lovely place. In a way she didn’t want to hear Laura’s bad news here. It took the good out of her little haven.

  She dismissed the thought. After all, Laura was her best friend and best friends shared everything. ‘What’s the matter, Laura, you look dreadful?’ she said solicitously,
  turning to her raven-haired friend. Laura was so striking with her jet-black hair and startling blue eyes. Cassie always felt so untidy beside her glamorous friend. Her own chestnut curls had a
  mind of their own and Laura’s extra few inches made her uniform hang on her like a model whereas Cassie, being smaller, felt that hers looked like a sack.

  ‘At least you’ve got boobs,’ her friend was always reassuring her. ‘All I’ve got is two fried eggs! And I’ll be fifteen next year. Quel
  désastre!’ Laura liked to speak bilingually.

  Now she said fiercely, ‘Jill’s going have a baby.’

  ‘Oh God!’ Cassie was shocked. She hadn’t expected this at all. Jill was Laura’s elder sister. Their idol. Jill lived in a flat in Dublin and worked at the airport as a
  car hire rep. She was the ultimate in glamour. On rare occasions, as a treat, Cassie and Laura were invited to spend a night in her flat, where they ate lovely foreign food like lasagne and garlic
  bread and could smoke without fear of being caught by their parents. To live in a flat in Dublin and go to dances and pubs and stay up every night until all hours was Cassie’s and
  Laura’s dream and they spent many happy hours plotting their immensely exciting future. Listening to Jill telling them about the party that she went to and how she met a gorgeous hunk in
  Nikki’s nightclub or had dinner with a pilot in the International Airport Hotel was better than the excitement of any novel. They couldn’t wait to do the same themselves. And now here
  was their heroine, pregnant and unmarried. A fate worse than death in Ireland. It might be 1969 in the rest of the world, and free love and easy living might be the new thing, but here such news
  was a disaster. All the gossips in Port Mahon would have a field-day.

  ‘Close your mouth and stop catching flies,’ Laura snapped irritably when Cassie failed to respond.

  ‘Sorry!’ murmured Cassie. No wonder Laura was upset. This was terrible news. Mrs Quinn would be going mad. Her own mother wouldn’t be a bit pleased, either. Nora Jordan
  didn’t approve of young girls going to live on their own in Dublin, and Cassie knew she was in for a rough ride when she left school and wanted to move to the city with Laura. This would only
  increase the difficulties ahead. Cassie would certainly never again be allowed to sleep over at Jill’s flat after this news was made public.

  ‘Sorry I barked,’ Laura said sheepishly.

  ‘That’s OK,’ Cassie reassured her. She’d known Laura for ages and didn’t take any notice of the occasional abrupt remark. ‘Anyway, you’ve got reason to
  bark. How are things at home?’

  ‘Ma’s taken to the bed and Da has told Jill never to set foot in the house again. Mick went and got drunk and crashed his car into the pillar in the drive and I’m just sick of
  the whole lot of them!’ Laura said mournfully. ‘It’s not a bit fair!’ she burst out. ‘Mick goes around getting drunk every weekend. He’s crashed the car so many
  times but he’s let get away with it at home and just because Jill’s going to have a baby she’s been kicked out. It makes me sick!’ Her face was red with rage. Mick was her
  elder brother. ‘If Mick came in and said he’d got a girl into trouble do you think he’d be told never to set foot in the house again?’ Laura was nearly crying now. ‘He
  would not! They wouldn’t talk to him for a while and then it would be forgotten about. The double standard just makes me sick! Da makes no allowances for us girls and the lads get away with
  anything. God, I wish I were working and earning my own money. I’d be out of there so fast you wouldn’t believe it.’

  ‘Do you want to come over and stay the night with me?’ Cassie asked, feeling nothing but pity for Laura. Knowing what a tyrant Mr Quinn was, she could just imagine the state of poor
  Jill and the awful atmosphere in the Quinn household. ‘We can come to school together tomorrow,’ she added a little glumly, remembering the fate of their precious Saturday morning.

  ‘Thanks a million, Cassie. I’d love to, if your mother won’t mind.’

  ‘Of course she won’t,’ Cassie assured her. ‘And I’ll make you some hot chocolate with cream and flake in it.’

  Laura smiled wanly. ‘You’re always great in a crisis, Cassie. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Oh Cassie, you should have heard my da! He called Jill a slut and he
  roared and ranted the way he always does and I just hate him.’ She burst into tears at the memory.

  ‘Shhh, don’t be upsetting yourself,’ Cassie soothed, putting an arm around her weeping friend’s shoulder. ‘It will pass over. He’ll come around.’

  ‘No he won’t,’ sobbed Laura. ‘He’s a big bully and once he’s got his knife into someone, it’s there for good. He always holds grudges and he’ll
  never forgive Jill.’

  Privately, Cassie had to agree that her friend’s assessment of her father was extremely accurate. Peter Quinn was the rudest, most ignorant, most self-centred man, and he ruled the family
  with a rod of iron. To him, women were second-class citizens. He treated his wife and daughters as minions, expecting them to dance attendance on him and his sons. Laura, who was as strong-willed
  as he was, had a terrible time trying to cope with the unfairness of it all. Growing up in a generation where women were finally beginning to be treated as equals, she despised her father’s
  male chauvinism and railed against it.

  Cassie thanked God for giving her a father like Jack Jordan. Her father was the complete opposite to Laura’s and Cassie loved him with all her heart. A genial, good-humoured, quiet man,
  Jack treated his sons and daughters as equals. He always had time to talk and listen to them and took a great interest in all their affairs. Much as he loved them all, Cassie knew in her heart and
  soul that she was her father’s favourite. Each evening after she had done her study, her father and she would tramp the fields for an hour or two. She would tell him of her day and he would
  tell her of his as he puffed contentedly on his pipe. Jack loved the countryside. His farm was his pride and joy and although the hours were long and the work was hard, he provided well for his
  family and never a word about it, unlike Peter Quinn, who was always going on about how hard he worked and how much his children had to thank him for.

  ‘Stop crying, Laura. It will be all right, honestly,’ Cassie said worriedly. It wasn’t like Laura to break down. Usually she was such a strong character. She really was at the
  end of her rope. ‘Here’s Miss Fagin,’ she went on urgently, spying their maths mistress bearing down on them. ‘If you don’t stop she’ll want to know what’s
  the matter.’

  Laura hiccupped. ‘You’d better stop hugging me. She’ll think we’re a couple of lezzers. You know her and her warped mind.’

  Cassie giggled. ‘It might give her something else to worry about other than that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares on the other two sides. Just look at her;
  she even looks like a triangle on legs.’

  Laura snorted. ‘Cassie Jordan, what a thing to say! But you’re absolutely right! I’ve never noticed it before.’

  ‘Good afternoon, girls,’ the triangle on legs said, giving them a keen look as it passed by.

  ‘Good afternoon, Miss Fagin,’ responded the girls politely, getting up from the bench. They went to the games room and had a game of table-tennis, which Cassie kindly allowed Laura
  to win, and then the great bell rang around the school and droves of blue-uniformed figures headed for their various classrooms to begin the afternoon’s classes, like ants scurrying around an
  anthill.

  As she put the finishing touches to her disgusting-looking carrageen mould in the school kitchen, Cassie cast a glance at her friend. Laura was cleaning the work-surface with a vague faraway
  look in her eyes, and Cassie knew she was thinking of the trouble at home. Well, at least tonight she could relax and forget about it. If only Barbara were going to spend the night with her friend
  Judy, it would be perfect. Then Laura could sleep in her sister’s bed and Cassie wouldn’t have to make do with the camp bed. Of course, if Barbara knew Laura was staying, she’d
  probably stay at home for spite.

  Cassie sighed. Her younger sister could be such a little madam, always wanting to do what Cassie was doing, always looking for notice. And she was such a tattle-tale, ratting on Cassie to her
  mother about Cassie and Laura and a few of the others being caught smoking in one of the boarders’ bathrooms. It was Sister Eileen who had caught them, all ten of them, puffing away in the
  tiny bathroom, three of them sitting in the bath, four of them sitting on the edge of the bath, one sitting on the cistern of the loo, and the other pair sitting on the loo itself. Wreaths of smoke
  circling around their heads, they sat giggling and gossiping and puffing contentedly, ties loosened and uniforms in glorious disarray. Sister Eileen, who had a nose like a bloodhound and ears like
  an elephant, had heard the stifled giggles and smelt the smoke as she was walking past. Usually nuns and teachers were not to be seen on school corridors during lunchtime. They preferred the peace
  of the convent and staffrooms as they recharged their batteries before returning to the afternoon fray. But now, flinging the bathroom door open, Sister Eileen stared grimly at the scene
  confronting her.

  Margy Kane got such a fright that her cigarette smoke went the wrong way. She started to choke and Cassie had to thump her several times on the back. The others tried to extinguish their fags
  and the inhabitants of the bath struggled to climb out. In the midst of this uproar, Barbara, Cassie’s sister, a second-year student at the school, and her friend Judy, happened to be
  passing. Barbara, listening to Sister Eileen coldly tell the miscreants to follow her to the big parlour, was disgusted, her pinched little face wrinkling in disdain. Barbara, being the goody-goody
  that she was, wouldn’t dream of smoking and was always threatening to tell on Cassie. So far she had refrained, but Cassie knew this time for sure Barbara would tell, because Cassie, fed up
  with her sister wearing her clothes and putting them back in her wardrobe dirty, had bought herself a padlock and locked her wardrobe door. Barbara had been furious and had been dying to get her
  own back ever since. The smoking episode had been a golden opportunity.

  Sister Eileen had lined them up in front of her in the big parlour. ‘I am in two minds as to whether I should report this to Reverend Mother. It is absolutely outrageous and disgraceful
  behaviour. And not what is expected from the girls of Saint Imelda’s. You wouldn’t get the girls from Thompson and Maitland behaving in such a common fashion.’

  Thompson and Maitland was the nearby Protestant school and their exemplary behaviour was always held up to the Saint Imelda’s girls. Mind, the Thompson and Maitland lot had confessed, one
  day they had been over on a courtesy visit, that the Imelda’s girls were always held up as examples to them, so they all agreed to take no notice of such pronouncements.

  ‘And furthermore, apart from the disgraceful disrespect to the uniform, have you girls no regard for your health and the state of your lungs?’ the nun demanded to know. Philippa
  Feely was so upset at being caught that she burst into tears.

  Sister Eileen was unmoved. ‘Oh, stop snivelling, Madam Feely. It’s a bit late for that now! I want an essay on my desk tomorrow morning from all of you, on the dangers of smoking.
  Dismissed!’ She turned on her heel and swept out, her crisp white habit flapping in the breeze.

  ‘You should have seen their faces,’ she reported to a crowd of laughing sisters, later that evening in the convent. ‘If you had seen the contortions of Jane O’Hara trying
  to get out of the bath, with her socks at half-mast and her tie knotted up under her ear.’ Jane O’Hara was a gangling six-footer. ‘Don’t ask me how I kept my face
  straight,’ she grinned as the other nuns laughed.

  The smokers could not believe their luck. Sister Eileen was a brick for not reporting them to the Reverend Mother and that would have been the end of it had Barbara kept her mouth shut. But it
  had been too good an opportunity for revenge and she couldn’t get home quickly enough to tell her mother. Nora had not taken so lenient a view as Sister Eileen, and Cassie had been stopped
  from going to the youth-club dances for a month. When Laura’s mother met Mrs Jordan in the street and wanted to know why Cassie wasn’t at the dances, Nora had informed her of the reason
  and Laura too had been stopped from going. One day, Laura swore, Miss Goody Two-Shoes was going to get what was coming to her. From then on, she called her Blabbermouth Barbara, much to the younger
  girl’s disgust, for secretly Barbara was in awe of Laura with her striking good looks and air of supreme self-confidence.

  The best thing to do, Cassie decided, was to say nothing about Laura staying until after Barbara had announced she was going to stay with her friend Judy. It would be too late for her to change
  her mind then.

  


  Two

  ‘Why are you going to school on a Saturday morning?’ Nora Jordan asked suspiciously. ‘Is this a punishment?’ Cassie had visions of being prevented from
  going to the next youth-club dance so reluctantly, she had to fib.

  ‘It’s just a bit of extra study before our exams,’ she explained.

  ‘Does Barbara have to go in?’

  ‘Oh no,’ said Cassie hastily. ‘It’s only because we’re third years.’

  ‘It’s also because we’ll be missing some days next week for our school retreat,’ Laura added smoothly. Cassie stared admiringly at her friend. Laura was always able to
  think on her feet. That response was so plausible, her mother would have to believe it.

  ‘Oh yes,’ Nora nodded, as she basted the stuffed seabass, already golden-brown, that she was going to serve for dinner. The smell of it made Cassie’s mouth water. She was
  starving. ‘And who is giving you the retreat this year?’

  ‘We don’t know yet. All we know is that we’ve to go to the Priory at nine on Monday morning, and we don’t have to wear our uniforms.’ Cassie was so relieved that
  her mother had accepted Laura’s explanation without question. She was really looking forward to the retreat. Two days off school. Last year they had had a gorgeous priest, Father Paul, and
  they had all fallen madly in love with him.

  ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we had Father Paul again?’ Laura echoed her thoughts.

  ‘Mmm . . .’ Cassie agreed enthusiastically, helping herself to stuffing while her mother was distracted, straining the peas.

  ‘Cassie, would you set the table for me, like a good girl?’

  ‘Where’s Barbara?’ Setting the table was Barbara’s job. Cassie’s job was to wash up after the dinner. But invariably Barbara was not to be found when it was time to
  set the table and Cassie ended up doing it.

  ‘I don’t know where she is. If you’re going to make a fuss I’ll do it myself,’ Nora said crossly in her martyr voice.

  Cassie sighed. It was always the same. Barbara was a lazy little bitch and she got away with blue murder.

  ‘Come on. I’ll help you,’ offered Laura briskly, going to the drawer and getting a handful of place-mats. ‘How many for dinner?’

  ‘Mam, Dad, John, Barbara, Martin, Irene, you and me,’ Cassie said, counting on her fingers. ‘Eight.’ She counted out eight knives, forks and spoons and followed Laura
  into the dining-room.

  ‘Which table-cloth?’

  ‘The embroidered one. I’ll get it,’ Cassie said grumpily, pulling open the door of the sideboard with more force than was necessary. ‘It’s just not fair!’ she
  muttered. ‘That one gets away with everything.’ Cassie flung the table-cloth across the long polished wooden table. ‘It’s not that I mind setting the blasted table.
  I’d prefer to do that than the washing-up. She’s even got an easy job. It’s the principle of it. I don’t see why just because I’m the eldest I have to do
  everything,’ she moaned as she began laying the table.

  ‘At least John and Martin do a bit,’ Laura observed. ‘Just look at me. Once Jill left I had to do everything. Da doesn’t think boys should have to do housework.’
  This was true, Cassie conceded. Laura really had it tough at home. At least Nora insisted on the whole family doing their share, even if Barbara did her best to get out of it.

  ‘Well, how are the terrible twins?’ Cassie’s father enquired, as he walked into the dining-room from the kitchen.

  ‘Hi, Pops!’ Cassie immediately brightened up as she affectionately kissed her father on the cheek.

  ‘Hi, Mr Jordan,’ Laura said cheerfully, kissing him on the other cheek. Laura really loved Mr Jordan. He was a very kind man and always had time to talk to her and have a bit of
  crack with her, unlike her own sourpuss of a dad.

  ‘What’s this about you having to go to school tomorrow? Your ma was saying you’ve to do extra study or something?’

  ‘That’s right,’ Laura said demurely, saving Cassie the trouble of telling her father a fib.

  ‘My eye,’ said Jack Jordan. ‘What were you up to this time?’ He knew the girls of old. Cassie and Laura laughed. They knew Jack wouldn’t give out to them. He was
  always entertained by their escapades. He chuckled as they told a censored version of their carry-on with Mother Perpetua, refraining from giving exact vulgar details of their ditty.

  ‘God help those poor nuns!’ said Jack with mock solemnity. ‘Saint Trinian’s had nothing on you lot. Young ladies, my hat!’ The girls giggled. They loved it when
  Jack teased them.

  •   •   •

  Barbara appeared at the dining-room door. She ignored the two older girls completely.

  A thin, scrawny girl, with fine mousy hair and nondescript blue eyes, even at the age of thirteen Barbara had an air of self-importance about her. She was forever out to impress and loved to be
  the centre of attention. Bossy by nature, it galled her that Cassie was the elder, even though it was only by a year. And Cassie’s friendship with Laura really infuriated her. What was really
  wrong with Barbara was a big dose of envy. When she watched the two older girls having fun, listening to the Beatles and the Rolling Stones and going into Dublin to stay over with Jill, darts of
  jealousy like hundreds of tiny pinpricks would torment her and as she watched them leave for the city, she fumed. She’d make them sorry one day.

  Barbara’s favourite way of making them sorry was to imagine that she was suddenly stricken with a fatal disease. Her funeral would be the biggest Port Mahon had ever seen. Almost six years
  before she had watched the funeral of President Kennedy and although she was very young, she had been deeply impressed. Once, when she was nine, she had put on her mother’s black lace
  mantilla, gone to the parish cemetery and stood at her grandfather’s grave, pretending she was Jackie Kennedy. She had pretended so hard she had made herself cry.

  Barbara loved her imaginary games because in them she was always the heroine and she was always in charge. She would have a magnificent funeral in Port Mahon. The army would be there, the
  police, the Red Cross, anybody who wore a uniform. The priests would say wonderful things about her. About how kind she was and what a terrible tragedy it was that she had died so young of such a
  painful disease that had been so bravely borne.

  Chief among the mourners would be Cassie and Laura, broken-hearted with grief and remorse over the way they had treated her. ‘My dear little sister,’ Cassie would cry, ‘please
  forgive me. Forgive me for treating you so badly!’

  Barbara would be nearly in tears as she imagined this scene. She couldn’t decide which was her favourite daydream, her funeral one or the one where she was Beth in Little Women,
  when Beth got scarlet fever and Cassie/Jo was desperately worried. Really, she was so good at imagining things she was going to be either an actress or a writer when she grew up. In the meantime,
  she was doing her best to get a duplicate of the key to the padlock that Cassie had used to lock her wardrobe door. If she could just get her hands on it for an hour or two and bring it to Mr Nolan
  in the hardware shop to get a second one cut, that would be perfect. Barbara knew that Cassie had bought some new clothes a few Saturdays before. That was another thing that bugged her. Cassie was
  allowed to go into Dublin on the train and go shopping with Laura. When Barbara was going shopping, her mother accompanied her, and it wasn’t the same thing at all. Next year, when she was a
  third-year student, she could go into town with Judy, Nora promised. In the meantime, Nora had quite a say in what Barbara bought and that did not suit her. If Nora had been with Cassie, her sister
  would never have been allowed to buy the latest outfit she brought home from Dublin.

  Cassie had bought the most beautiful denim mini and two gorgeous ribbed polo-necked jumpers. Exactly what Twiggy or Jean Shrimpton would wear. Barbara would kill to be able to wear that
  denim mini to the disco that Saint Joseph’s, the boys’ secondary school, were holding in two weeks’ time. Well, she had two weeks to get that key and get it she would.

  Standing at the dining-room door, Barbara noted with satisfaction that the table had been set. That was perfect timing. Barbara hated setting the table. In fact she hated all housework and tried
  to get out of it as much as she could. Usually quite successfully. She saw that Laura Quinn was staying for dinner. That was enough to put anyone in a bad humour. If Laura called her
  ‘Blabbermouth Barbara’ once more, she would really thump her. Deep down, Barbara wished heartily that she looked like Laura Quinn. With her jet-black hair and model-thin figure, she was
  the height of elegance and her clothes were always so with-it. Laura really had taste and style, something that Barbara longed to imitate. Ignoring the two older girls, she directed her gaze at her
  father. She wanted to go to the junior disco tonight and it was better to ask Poppa first because her mother might say no outright. If Jack said yes, as he usually did, Nora was more inclined to
  agree.

  •   •   •

  ‘Poppa, can I go to the junior disco tonight and stay over at Judy’s?’ Cassie heard her sister Barbara ask her father. Typical of Barbara to appear when the
  table was set.

  ‘I don’t see why not, Babs,’ Jack Jordan said agreeably. ‘Ask your mother and then tell John to cycle down to the shop and get the evening paper for me. Isn’t it
  great about Apollo 10? Nine miles from the moon’s surface. What a feat, girls! What a feat! There’ll be men on the moon yet!’

  ‘And women!’ interjected Laura, ever the feminist.

  ‘Oh of course, Laura,’ agreed Jack, winking at Cassie.

  Cassie smiled. Barbara left the room to announce to her mother that Jack had said it was all right for her to go to the disco and sleep over at Judy’s. She couldn’t care less about
  the Apollo space programme. Who the hell wanted to live on the moon? But Cassie was interested, as interested as Jack, and since the launch of Apollo 10, she and her father had watched and
  discussed the developments as they went on their evening walks. Star Trek was Cassie’s absolute favourite programme and Jack was another fan. Mind you, he didn’t like it for
  the same reason as Cassie, who rather fancied Captain Kirk. Laura was crazy about Mr Spock. Tonight, with Barbara out of the way, they’d be able to watch it in peace. Barbara thought it was
  pure nonsense and loved to show her superiority by making scathing remarks about people who watched silly programmes about aliens with pointed ears. Barbara preferred The Forsythe Saga.
  But then, she thought she was so literary.

  In the distance Cassie could hear her sister ordering their brother John to go for the paper. ‘Get lost, I’ll go when I’m ready,’ was John’s spirited retort and
  Cassie grinned. John wouldn’t put up with any crap from Barbara.

  •   •   •

  That’s telling her! John assured himself as he did a wheelie out the backyard, pretending to be Batman on his way to the scene of a crime in Gotham City. He didn’t
  mind going for the paper. It was one of his jobs. He just hated it when Miss Barbara told him to go for it. Who did she think she was? A grown-up or something! If Cassie asked him to go she usually
  gave him a few pence to spend on himself. Cassie was OK for a girl. When she caught him and Martin smoking down at the boat-shed, she had just given them a clip on the ear and never said a word
  about it to Mam and Pops. If it had been Barbara they would have been sunk. Barbara was always going on that she was a teenager. So what! Big deal! She was only three years older than him. It was
  great that he was getting tall now. She wouldn’t be able to boss him around for much longer. They had been having an argument the other day and he had managed to give her a clout that had
  made her screech. That would teach Miss Barbara to annoy him again.

  John smiled to himself as he cycled along the lane. A lovely breeze blew in off the sea and he wondered if his Uncle Joe would take him fishing soon. He was starving. He could murder a packet of
  Perry crisps or a Trigger Bar. What a thought. Cassie had whispered to him that Laura was staying the night although he wasn’t to mention it to Barbara. That would be a bit of fun. Laura was
  great gas. He called her Lanky Laura and she always called him the Pest! Still, he liked Laura; she too often gave him a few pence when she stayed over. He’d ask Cassie to give him a hand
  with his sums and then he’d have the whole weekend to spend solving crime. He and Martin might play Mission Impossible down at the boat-shed tomorrow. Cassie was quite good at sums,
  for a girl. She was very good at explaining things. If you asked Barbara anything she just called you a dunce and walked off with her head in the air. She and that hoity-toity Judy. They’d
  want to watch it, that pair! Batman knew they were agents of Catwoman and he was planning something special for them. He had been training his Batmouse for ages and the next time Judy stayed over
  with Barbara they were in for a bit of a shock. Ha Ha!

  Something glinting in the sunlight caught his eye and he came to a halt with a squeal of brakes. Just as well he was riding his Bat bike. He looked around cautiously. It could be a trap of the
  Joker’s. Robin the Boy Wonder, alias his brother Martin, was nowhere in sight to come to his assistance should he need help, so he moved with caution. A quick look. ‘Oh good!’
  said Batman to himself as he picked up a penny. He’d be able to buy himself a penny-bar. It would keep him going until dinner. Whistling cheerfully, he remounted his trusty bike and continued
  in the direction of Gotham City!

  •   •   •

  Standing at the sink, up to her wrists in soapy water, Cassie washed each pot as her mother finished dishing up the dinner from it. At least it was peas and carrots today. If
  there was one thing she loathed it was a cabbage saucepan. She always preferred to get as much of the washing-up done as possible before sitting down to her dinner; knowing that she had a pile of
  dirty saucepans facing her always took the good out of her meal. Boy, was she starving! Nora was dishing up the roast potatoes, putting the crispiest ones on Irene’s plate. Irene was such a
  pet. Nora would let her get away with anything. Cassie smiled as she saw her seven-year-old sister playing two balls up against the side of the house, her little blond pigtails swaying crazily as
  she hopped around singing in her lispy voice:

  
    
      
        
          
            
              Plainy a packet of Rinso

              Uppy a packet of Rinso,

              Downy a packet of Rinso.

            

          

        

      

    

  

   

  She was doing the required actions with the balls. Irene was such a skinny little thing, with her spindly legs. You would think by the way Nora treated the youngest of the family that Irene was
  delicate, but all that was wrong with her was that she was a bit timid. And half of that was her mother’s fault, Cassie reflected, as she got to grips with the greasy roasting-dish. After
  all, it was a bit much, her mother still collecting her from school as if she was a baby. Lots of Irene’s classmates walked home through the town in the same direction and they didn’t
  even have to cross the Dublin road. All she had to do was turn left off the main street, walk down Fisherman’s Lane and then she was on the coast road, with a footpath the whole way to the
  farm, which was less than a mile away. Mam would have to let Irene stand on her own two feet some time. She wouldn’t even go to sleep without a light on. None of the rest of them had got away
  with that!

  ‘Cassie, will you bring in the dinners for me?’ her mother asked. ‘That one there,’ she indicated a heaped plate, ‘is your father’s, and that’s
  Laura’s.’ Nora smiled at her eldest daughter. ‘I’d be lost without you.’

  Cassie smiled back at the tall dark-haired woman standing at the cooker. Her mother was a fine-looking woman. After five children and years of hard work, her hair was only lightly flecked with
  grey. Her skin, untouched by make-up, was soft and unlined and her brown eyes sparkled with strength and good humour. A robust, active woman, Nora managed with ease to look after her family, assist
  her husband and be involved with the local community. Her mother was a very capable woman, Cassie acknowledged, as she called Irene and Martin in out of the yard and carried the two dinner-plates
  into the dining-room.

  ‘Great, I’m famished,’ said Jack, rubbing his hands as he seated himself at the top of the table.

  ‘I’ll never eat all that!’ protested Laura as she gazed in awe at the steaming plate that was placed in front of her. Despite her model-thin figure, she had a healthy appetite,
  but she wasn’t used to such big helpings. Besides, her mother was not the world’s greatest cook.

  ‘Don’t worry, John and Martin will help,’ Cassie reassured her as she headed out to the kitchen to get some more plates.

  ‘Is John home yet? Put his in the oven,’ her mother instructed, as she passed by her carrying a tray with four dinners. ‘Just get your own, Cassie. Barbara! Martin! Irene!
  Dinner’s on the table,’ Nora called. As Cassie prepared to put John’s plate in the oven, the crunch of tyres on gravel informed her that her brother had arrived. His timing was
  always impeccable where food was concerned!

  Dinner was a lively affair as usual and Cassie smiled as she saw Laura discreetly place a roast potato on each of John’s and Martin’s plates, much to their delight. After dessert,
  when the boys and Irene excused themselves to go and watch the cartoons before the news, Nora said to Jack, ‘I believe you’ve given Barbara your permission to go to the junior disco and
  stay at Judy’s.’

  Barbara smirked self-importantly.

  ‘I did, love,’ Jack agreed.

  ‘Make sure you’re home by eleven-thirty,’ Nora said firmly.

  ‘Aw Mam! That’s not fair!’ Barbara protested. ‘Cassie is allowed to stay out until twelve.’

  ‘Cassie is a year older than you, Barbara. Don’t argue, like a good girl.’ Nora stood up from the table. ‘I’m off to my ICA meeting. Jack, Joe left some fresh crabs
  in today if you want to cook them for supper. Laura is staying the night with Cassie so you can all have a sandwich.’

  Oh yum yum, thought Cassie in delight, although she was as full as an egg after her dinner. If there was one thing she loved it was crab-meat. Her Uncle Joe was a pet. Nora’s brother, he
  fished his trawler out of Port Mahon and kept the family supplied with fresh fish.

  ‘I’m going to have a bath before I go out if anyone wants to use the loo,’ announced Barbara, highly miffed at being told in front of Laura to be in by half-eleven. The
  indignity of it! Spoken to as if she were a child! She was half-inclined to say that she would come home instead of staying at Judy’s so that Laura and Cassie wouldn’t have the bedroom
  to themselves. But it was too late now to change her plans.

  ‘Just a minute, young lady!’ her father addressed her.

  ‘Yes, Poppa,’ Barbara said coolly. She was not in a good humour.

  ‘Your sister had to set the table, and that’s your job, isn’t it?’

  ‘Yes, but I had to play a tennis match and that’s why I was late. I’m in the league at school,’ Barbara explained, edging out the door.

  ‘Well, I think it wouldn’t kill you to finish the washing-up. Cassie has the saucepans all washed. Fair is fair, after all,’ Jack said firmly.

  Barbara was fit to be tied! ‘But I’ll be dead late,’ she wailed.

  ‘Ten minutes and you’ll have it all done. And bring me in a cup of tea when you’re finished,’ Jack ordered, winking at his eldest daughter. Cassie grinned at Laura. What
  a treat, not having to wash up. It wouldn’t kill Barbara for once.

  ‘Don’t forget Star Trek,’ her father reminded Cassie as he went into the sitting-room to watch the news.

  Barbara was furious. ‘You had no business setting the table. That’s my job and I don’t see why I have to do this bloody washing-up. It’s not fair!’

  ‘Mam asked me to set the table because you weren’t here, as usual, so don’t annoy me,’ retorted Cassie.

  Barbara clattered plates and cutlery together.

  ‘Don’t you annoy me, Cassie Jordan!’

  ‘Oh, shut up, Barbara, you do damn all anyway. It’s always left to me to help around the house, so doing the washing-up won’t kill you for once. Come on, Laura, let’s go
  in and watch TV.’

  ‘Just go to hell,’ snarled Barbara, marching into the kitchen with a load of dirty crockery, which she dumped, none too gently, into the sink.

  An hour later, Cassie, her father, Laura and the boys watched, thoroughly engrossed, as Captain Kirk, Mr Spock and the crew of the USS Enterprise engaged three Romulan ships in a
  nail-biting battle. Barbara appeared at the door. ‘Tsk . . . such rubbish!’ she remarked with an air of supreme superiority. ‘I’ve just put the sheets of my bed in the
  washing machine, so don’t turn it off by accident. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She left, a trail of Lily of the Valley perfume wafting after her.

  Little bitch! thought Cassie in annoyance. The only reason she had put her sheets in the washing machine was so that Cassie would not be able to sleep in her bed. Fortunately, Cassie had a
  sleeping-bag. That would do fine. Miss Barbara would never know that she had slept on her bed. It would be better than the camp bed, and Laura could sleep in peace in Cassie’s. Typical of
  Barbara to be so spiteful.

  


  Three

  After watching their favourite television programme, the girls took themselves off to the dining-room, where, with much moaning and groaning, they proceeded to write out their
  punishment lines. Their aim was to have it done before Nora got home. If Nora saw them writing lines, she’d know something was up.

  They lay in their twin beds that night, sipping their hot chocolate and cream. Laura gave a huge sigh. Cassie, enveloped in a sleeping-bag on Barbara’s bed, looked over at her friend.
  ‘Are you worrying about Jill?’

  ‘Yeah, Cassie, I just feel so sorry for her. Da was such a bastard. I wish I could do something to help her. But what can I do?’

  ‘You can stand by her. At least she’ll know she can depend on you,’ Cassie said firmly. ‘Why don’t we go to Dublin as soon as we get out of school and spend a few
  hours with her tomorrow? Do you think she’d like that?’

  ‘Oh Cassie, that would be great. Are you sure you don’t mind coming? Are you sure you don’t mind about her being pregnant?’

  ‘Don’t be daft, Laura. Who am I to mind? I just hope to God it never happens to me, that’s all. Not that there’s much chance. Here I am, fourteen and manless,’ she
  reflected mournfully.

  ‘Are you sorry you broke it off with Andy?’ Laura asked sympathetically.

  ‘Well, I am and I’m not,’ Cassie said seriously. ‘It was nice having someone special and having someone to bring you to the pictures and the disco. You know
  yourself.’ Laura nodded. She was currently dating Brendan Connolly, best friend of Andy.

  ‘I just blew a fuse when I saw him kissing Denise Atkins down at the boat-shed the night of the barbecue.’

  ‘It was a great barbecue,’ Laura enthused. Catching Cassie’s outraged expression she said contritely, ‘Sorry!’

  ‘Denise Atkins! For God’s sake! Can you believe it? She’s done it with everybody she’s dated,’ Cassie said in disgust.

  ‘That’s probably why Andy was kissing her,’ Laura said drily.

  ‘Yeah,’ agreed Cassie glumly. ‘Andy has sex on the brain.’

  ‘Haven’t we all?’ retorted Laura tartly. ‘Even Perpetua, Mother Patrick, and the triangle on legs, our esteemed maths mistress, go to bed at night and think of sex.
  It’s human nature, my dear.’

  Cassie laughed. ‘Could you just imagine Miss Fagin in the throes of ecstasy? She wouldn’t know whether she was horizontal or perpendicular.’

  ‘Switch out the light and go to sleep or we’ll never get up in the morning,’ Laura instructed. ‘It’s after one and I’m going to have a nice horizontal dream
  with Steve McQueen. Good night, Cassie.’

  ‘’Night, Laura,’ smiled Cassie as she switched out the light.

  •   •   •

  Sitting in the library yawning the following morning, Cassie sighed. It had taken her ages to get to sleep. To tell the truth she was still smarting over Andy Callan’s
  betrayal of her. She had thought things were good between them. They got on great and enjoyed the same things, and even though she wouldn’t let him do much more than kiss her, he had seemed
  happy enough until little tart Atkins had set her eye on him and he had gone running. Cassie had to admit that her pride was well and truly bruised. It had been hard going to the last two discos to
  watch the pair of them dancing, wrapped around each other. But she had held her head high and pretended she was having a good time and Laura and Aileen and the rest of the gang had been most
  supportive. Cassie knew that Denise would sooner or later set her eye on someone else and Andy would be dropped. Denise was notorious for doing that to guys. She was the femme fatale of
  Port Mahon. Well, Andy was welcome to her and she was welcome to Andy, Cassie had decided, as she tossed and turned trying to get to sleep while Laura slumbered peacefully.

  She yawned again. It was so hot in the library as the thirty of them sat pretending to study under the arctic eye of Mother Perpetua. Resting her forehead on her hand, Cassie closed her eyes for
  a moment. Actually, with her head bent and Laura’s tall back at the desk in front of her, Mother Perpetua couldn’t see her. Cassie settled herself more comfortably. Only an hour to go,
  thank God. She could have a snooze on the train to Dublin.

  ‘Would you like a pillow, Catherine Jordan?’ A loud voice seemed to be coming from somewhere nearby. Cassie grunted and kept her eyes closed. She was so deliciously relaxed, she
  didn’t want to wake up. She must be having a nightmare or something but she could swear Mother Perpetua was bellowing at her.

  ‘Wake up, you lazy lump of a girl!’ Cassie opened a bleary eye to discover that she was having no nightmare. Mother Perpetua was indeed standing over her bellowing, as the rest of
  the class giggled delightedly, relieved that they were not at the centre of this new drama with the fiery nun.

  ‘Sorry, Mother!’ Cassie shot upright. Ahead of her she could see Laura’s shoulders shaking with laughter. Typical!

  ‘Do you think you are in a holiday camp? What kind of behaviour is this for a Saint Imelda’s girl? God has sent this class as a cross for me to bear,’ Mother Perpetua hissed
  furiously. A smothered snort from the desk in front drew her attention.

  ‘Is something amusing you, Madam Quinn?’ she said, in a tone that would have terrified Hitler.

  ‘N . . . no, Mother.’ Laura struggled for control.

  ‘Kindly stand up when I speak to you,’ snapped the nun. Laura stood. Aileen O’Shaughnessy, seeing that things were getting hot, pressed the bridge of her nose, held her breath
  and, a second later, there was a satisfactory spurt of blood. The class heaved a sigh of relief. Good old Aileen and her trusty nose-bleeds. They had got them out of many a tight spot.

  By the time Aileen’s nose-bleed was over, the time had come for the erring class to be dismissed. Mother Perpetua was more than glad to see them go. This lot were the bane of her life, the
  worst class she had encountered in thirty years of teaching. There were times she even thought they were getting the better of her. If she had not been afraid that Aileen
  O’Shaughnessy’s nose would start to bleed again, she would have kept them for an hour longer as an extra punishment. Mother Perpetua did not like the sight of blood and felt a little
  weak. After lunch she was going to lie in her room and take a valium. The doctor had told her she was having a troublesome menopause and had prescribed the tablets for her. Perpetua rather liked
  them and allowed herself one as a treat now and again when the going got tough. Well, the going had been tough today, God knows. She might even take two!

  Outside in the balmy early summer breeze 3S removed cardigans and wandered down the drive. ‘Jeepers, I thought Perpetua was going to have a blue fit. You should have heard the snores of
  you, Cassie.’ Aileen shrieked with laughter.
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