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An original story handled with empathy and sensitivity.

Nicola Garrett-Elovsson, writer

I loved all the twists and the fast pace.

Alice, age 13

I didn’t want it to end!

Orla, age 10

I thought it was a fantastic novel and loved it!

Sofia, age 13

I thought it was amazing and I loved it!

Bébhinn, age 14





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]

First published by Our Street Books, 2025

Our Street Books is an imprint of Collective Ink Ltd.,

Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89 Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF

office@collectiveinkbooks.com

www.collectiveinkbooks.com

www.Ourstreet-Books.com

For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

Text copyright: Megan Wynne 2024

ISBN: 978 1 80341 917 6

978 1 80341 969 5 (ebook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024947202

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers. 

The rights of Megan Wynne as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 

Design: Lapiz Digital Services

UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners

We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.





For Oisín and Beau





Prologue

A Place Beyond Time

I float in a cradle of blissful sunrays. Warm. Content. At peace.

Until voices wake me. ‘Arise, Arise!’ they sing.

‘Huh?’ I’m relaxed. Safe. I don’t want to wake up.

‘Your family needs you.’ The voices echo.

I don’t move. I can’t.

But they persist, ‘Only you can help them. And if you do, you’ll see extraordinary things. Go extraordinary places. You’ll be more alive than you ever were before.’

More alive? That sounds tempting.

‘The choice is yours. You may stay and continue to rest in eternal bliss.’

Okay. I snuggle down.

‘But they’re in trouble and only you can help. They’re depending on you.’ A chord chimes within me. A pull. Memories: my mother, full of laughter. My kind, gentle father. My other half. How can I lounge about in light if they’re in trouble?

The warmth of eternal rest begins to lift.

The voices ask, ‘Will you come?’

Glittering energy surrounds me. Fizzing me into life. ‘I will.’ My soul lifts. Sleep fades and I stir.

They continue to sing, ‘Where you are going the veil is thin. Your loved ones will see and hear you.’

I rouse myself. ‘What can I do to help them?’

‘Whatever it takes. Whatever is necessary.’

Fully awake, I bow. ‘I’m ready.’

Their joyful energy carries me to a place I’ve never been. A large old house on a hill, overlooking a lake. Why am I not in my old home by the sea? Other spirits float amongst the trees and deep within the lake. I don’t know them, and they don’t know me.

It’s summer. Dandelions and daisies sprinkle the hillside. Electric blue dragonflies hover above the water. Swallows swoop past, ducking and diving. Bees buzz about lavender and roses. Cows and calves graze in brilliant green fields. The sun is shining but I can’t feel the heat. A light breeze ripples the surface of the lake. It cannot move me. Nothing can. I land upon a lily pad; it does not stir. I weave through bullrushes. They remain unwavering. Wherever I go, I make no difference.

I settle in a sycamore tree. Moss and ferns grow in the old branches. A dome of leaves surrounds me. Time passes. Tractors come to cut long grass, leave it in heaps and carry it away. Birds of prey snatch field mice. Armies of frogs hop about in the rain.

How long will this take?

The wind whispers, ‘Be patient.’

‘But I’m not patient.’

I watch and wait for something to happen.
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Chapter One

Dublin, 1986

Eyes darting between her parents, Gwen stuffed fish and potatoes into her mouth. There was a row brewing, and she wasn’t allowed to leave the table until she’d finished.

‘You mean,’ Dad said, ‘Gwen did no lessons at all today? Not even English?’ He glanced from Mum to Gwen.

‘Give it a rest!’ Mum said. ‘It’s almost the summer holidays.’ She sat hunched at the table in her pyjamas.

Gwen gulped large mouthfuls of water. The kitchen smelled of burning. Dad had left the potatoes on the stove to boil dry and the skins on one side were black. He’d forgotten about the baked fish too; it had come out of the oven hard and tasteless.

‘No, Abby, I won’t,’ Dad said. ‘Gwen needs an education.’ He was wearing his tatty work suit and needed a shower. ‘How’s your nature project coming along?’

‘Okay,’ Gwen lied. Every time she thought of her project, she imagined an avalanche of pages falling on her head.

‘Leave her alone!’ Mum snapped.

‘What about geography, history?’ Dad would not give up.

‘It’s all fine.’ Gwen crammed in the last lump of potato and stood up.

‘No.’ Dad pushed away his plate. ‘I’ve been talking to Uncle Marcus.’

Mum rolled her eyes. ‘What does the Oracle say?’

Dad fumbled in his briefcase and placed a brochure on the table.

‘What’s that?’ Mum snatched it up.

‘It’s about a school.’ Dad loosened his tie.

Mum flicked through the pages. ‘Loughmoe Abbey? Never heard of it.’ Peeking over Mum’s shoulder, Gwen saw a picture of a huge house on a hill. It overlooked a lake, surrounded by trees.

Dad cleared his throat. ‘Uncle Marcus suggested Gwen might go there.’

‘What?’ Mum dropped the brochure.

‘But I don’t go to school.’ Gwen picked it up. ‘Mummy teaches me.’

‘Exactly.’ Mum pulled Gwen close. ‘Gwennie stays home with me.’

‘Well,’ Dad rolled up his sleeves, ‘I think it’s time that changed. Gwen has turned twelve. She needs to go to secondary school.’

Mum’s eyes filled. ‘How can you even talk about sending our daughter away?’

Gwen slammed the brochure on the table. ‘I’m not going to boarding school!’

‘Gwennie,’ Dad said. ‘It’s not healthy to be cooped up here with no friends.’

‘I’m fine.’ She folded her arms. ‘I’ve got Bella.’

‘She’s a dog! You need to mix with children and…’ he paused, ‘Uncle Marcus is willing to pay the fees.’

‘What?’ Mum said in disbelief. ‘He’s never shown any interest in Gwen before.’ She snatched back the brochure. ‘Is it some sort of convent? I’m not having Gwen carrying rosary beads and repeating Hail Marys!’ Mum had a thing about Catholics. She’d been brought up in the Church of Ireland and regarded Catholics as a load of sheep who did everything the Pope said.

‘No,’ Dad said in his I’m-not-going-to-explode voice. ‘The school is extremely progressive and international. It’s extraordinary, really. The principal is Jewish, several of the teachers are Muslim and there’s a multi-faith prayer room.’

‘Huh.’ Mum made a face.

‘Read it,’ he urged. ‘Their Leaving Cert results are amongst the best in the country. They’ve excellent art and drama departments. Gwen would enjoy that. They play all sorts of sports. Gwen needs to do more exercise. She’s too sedentary.’

‘I walk Bella every day!’ Gwen protested.

‘Once around the park isn’t enough. You should be getting flushed cheeks and out of breath.’

‘Daniel, don’t do this.’ Mum’s voice wavered.

Gwen felt as if her dinner was about to come up over the table. She couldn’t be sent away to school. She wouldn’t let it happen. Who would coax Mum out of bed and bring her cups of tea?

‘We’ve got to think of Gwen,’ Dad said.

Mum squeezed her eyes shut. ‘I’ll continue to home-school her myself.’

Dad shook his head. ‘We both know that’s not working anymore.’

Gwen wanted to tell Dad he was wrong, but the truth was she could hardly remember the last time she and Mum did any proper lessons. Mum was a creature of two halves: one wore bright lipstick and flowery dresses, the other slouched about the house in pyjamas and locked herself in her room. It had been weeks since the flowery version had twirled into Gwen’s room saying, ‘Let’s go on an educational adventure!’ Gwen lived for the days when she and Mum took the DART into town to visit a museum or travelled along the coast to Bray on a ‘geographical excursion’. She loved looking out the windows at Dublin Bay with the red and white chimneys at Poolbeg and the green hill of Howth.

‘Abby, you need time to yourself.’ Dad’s voice softened. ‘You’re not well.’

The room became horribly quiet, and Gwen dug nails into the palms of her hands. If only Dad would shut up.

Mum’s lips wobbled. ‘I’m doing my best.’

‘You need to see a doctor, Abby. I think you need to go into hospital.’

‘Hospital?’ Gwen pictured ambulances and stretchers.

‘I can’t.’ Mum dipped her head so that her hair hid her face.

Dad pushed back his chair and knelt on the floor beside Mum. ‘You need help. Please, Abby.’

Mum whispered, ‘No one can help me.’

‘We’ve got to try,’ Dad insisted. ‘Gwen, go to your room now, please.’

Shaking, Gwen stood up and Bella followed her up the stairs from the basement to the hall. Her doggie legs were so short, she popped up each step like a rabbit. Gwen stopped at the top step and sat down. She needed to hear what her parents were saying. Bella sprung onto her lap and Gwen nestled her face in her fur.

‘We need to tell Gwen what happened,’ Dad said.

‘No!’ Mum gasped. ‘Remember what she was like!’

‘She’s got to be told sometime.’

Gwen frowned. What did she need to be told? What were they talking about?

‘It’s unhealthy,’ Dad continued. ‘We never talk about Mo–’

‘Don’t!’

‘It’s been ten years!’ he argued. ‘We can’t keep on like this.’

‘No!’ Wooden chair legs scraped against the tiled floor. Mum was on the move. Clasping Bella to her chest, Gwen hurried upstairs to her room.

***

The row carried on all evening. Gwen pressed hands against her ears, wrapped a pillow around her head and hummed any tune she could think of but still couldn’t drown out their voices. It was midnight before the shouting ended and Mum slammed their bedroom door.

But even when the house fell silent, Gwen couldn’t sleep. Bella was curled up on the duvet beside her and Gwen stroked her in the dark. The streetlight lit up her teddies and dolls sitting on the windowsill. She didn’t play with them anymore, but their presence was like a colourful army making her feel safe.

Thoughts bounced inside her head like lottery balls. Why was Dad sending her away to school? And why was Uncle Marcus going to pay? Apart from dropping her horrible cousins to their house while he and Dad played golf, she hardly ever saw him. And he never took any notice of her. Why did they want to get rid of her? Were Mum and Dad splitting up? It was one of Gwen’s greatest fears.

She had once heard Dad say, ‘I don’t know how much more I can take,’ to Uncle Marcus in the hall. That had scared her. What if Dad packed his bags and left with no warning? Who would pay the bills? His wages paid the mortgage on their Georgian home in Blackrock, one of the most expensive areas in Dublin. Her parents had put a deposit on the house with money Mum inherited from her parents. They died in a car crash before Gwen was born. Mum was a successful interior decorator then but had given up her business when Gwen was very young. Whenever anyone suggested her taking it up again, she’d say, ‘Oh, no, I’m all out of date. I wouldn’t know where to start.’ How could they survive without Dad? Who would make dentist appointments and put food in the fridge?

Unable to bear lying in bed any longer, Gwen sneaked out to the landing. Dad’s study door was closed. He always slept there after a row, or when he was reading his bird books into the early hours. He was working towards a degree in Ornithology and thought about little else.

She tip-toed down three flights of stairs to the kitchen in the basement. Theirs was a three-storey house with high ceilings, freezing cold rooms, and damp walls. Yesterday, a drip from a new leak in the ceiling had slithered down Gwen’s neck as she was crossing the landing. She hadn’t told anyone. She knew there’d be another argument. There always was when another part of their crumbling house fell apart. Dad wanted to sell up and move to the countryside, but Mum was obsessed with the ‘ornate cornices’, the fanlight window above the front door and the symmetrical Georgian façade. She refused to leave the house, no matter how much it cost them.

She found the school brochure still on the kitchen table but with a tear through it. Gwen could imagine Mum ripping it up in anger. She picked it up and carried it next door to the den. It was the cosiest room in the house with a squashy sofa, and lots of cushions. Tucking a blanket around her, Gwen rubbed her cold toes together and began to read:

Loughmoe Abbey, built on the grounds of a Christian monastic settlement from the sixth century, educates pupils from all over the world. It nurtures every child’s talent and special gift, enabling them to become the people they are meant to be.

What a load of rubbish! Gwen thought. Not everyone had a talent. She was proof of that.

The final page stated: We cherish and support the living alongside those who have gone before. What was that supposed to mean? Gwen threw the brochure aside and buried her face in a cushion. It sounded like a horrible place. No way was she going there!





Chapter Two

The following morning, Mum was still in bed when Dad left for work. But that wasn’t unusual. She seldom showed her face before nine thirty and sometimes not until lunchtime or even later. Dad worked in the accounts department of a building company. He didn’t get along with his boss and returned home in the evenings as if he’d been battered. To recover, he ran along the seafront to Dun Laoghaire pier or spent ages reading his bird books.

Gwen sat in her bedroom window, watching children trail past on their way to school. Each wore a grey jumper with a school crest. Gwen had never worn a uniform or set foot in a school. She imagined the children sitting in rows, coughing and sneezing. ‘A cesspool of germs and lice,’ Mum called it.

She ate breakfast alone in the kitchen, hoping Mum might soon be up. But afterwards, when she listened outside Mum’s door, no sound came from within. There was no point in entering. Mum would be a silent lump in the bed. It could be hours before she appeared.

Gwen put on her runners and called, ‘Bella!’ who was snoozing by the back door. They crossed the road to the park where young mothers strolled with buggies and old people sat on benches. Gwen threw a ball for Bella and let the sun sink into her skin. The beds were packed with all sorts of flowers and trees were bursting with new leaves. Mum taught Gwen the names of all the trees: cherry, sycamore, oak, ash and beech. She pointed out the shapes of their leaves and how their barks were all different. Gwen mostly forgot them, but it didn’t matter because Mum didn’t believe in making her sit tests.

On her way back, Gwen stood at the pedestrian crossing opposite their home. Dad’s faded Mini was parked outside. He’d taken the DART to work. His car didn’t fit in with the expensive ones parked on either side. Their house was one in a long row stuck together. All had the same flat face with three rows of sash windows. But Gwen’s house had peeling paint, weeds on the garden path and rusty metal railings surrounding the front garden. The other houses had freshly painted windows and fancy wooden shutters that closed over at night. They looked shiny and rich, like Uncle Marcus.

Inside all was silent. She made herself a peanut butter sandwich and brought it to the back garden. Long and narrow, it had apple trees at the end. She and Bella sat beneath one in the shade. Bella had been Gwen’s companion for as long as she could remember. She lay under the kitchen table during school lessons, slept at the foot of Gwen’s bed and listened to all her woes, which were mostly about her cousins. Jane and Gary, twelve and fourteen years old, were sport mad. Jane had short boyish hair and no interest in chatting with Gwen in her bedroom. Whenever Jane and Gary came over, they spent the whole time throwing or kicking a ball to each other in the garden. Gwen tried to join in, but they were too fast for her and when she missed the ball, they snatched it away and carried on without her. Bored and lonely, she usually retreated to her room.

Many times Gwen had tried to make friends, but she didn’t understand how friendships worked. She saw other girls joking and slagging each other, then carrying on afterwards as if nothing upsetting had happened. But when someone said a hurtful thing to Gwen, she was unable to laugh it off. She pulled away, confused and upset.

She longed for a kind friend who enjoyed the same things as her and didn’t dump her when someone better came along. Rose, at Saturday art class, had done that. She had flaxen hair, blue eyes and a cheeky grin. Gwen liked her immediately. Rose was mad about dogs and the two of them chatted together happily about furry friends until Anna joined the class. Anna was clever and witty. She made Rose laugh continuously and Gwen felt left out. She tried to talk to Rose about it, but Rose told her she was being ridiculous.

Gwen hadn’t known what to say or do. She couldn’t tell Mum because she was having one of her bad days and when she had a good day Gwen didn’t want to ruin it. She didn’t tell Dad because he was either at work, out running or had his nose stuck in a bird book. In the end she’d given up art class and never seen Rose again.

She would’ve loved to spend time with someone who liked dogs and drawing. She imagined them setting up a doggie agility course in the garden, going to the park together and having giggly sleepovers. But there was no one suitable living along their strip of houses: only a three-year-old boy next door, who pottered along the path on a tricycle, and twin boys two doors down. Gwen watched them coming and going to football training. They set out with clean jerseys and returned with sweaty hair and streaked with mud. Gwen had no interest in them, and they had none in her.

She stroked Bella’s soft head. ‘Daddy can’t make me go to boarding school.’ Bella’s unblinking eyes didn’t stray from Gwen’s face. It was as if she understood every word. ‘Come on,’ Gwen said. ‘Let’s go back inside.’ She filled a glass of water at the kitchen sink, listening for any noises from upstairs. There were none. Maybe Mum would get up if she made her a cup of tea? It had worked before.

Fuelled by this hope, she pulled out Mum’s favourite rose-patterned tray, dropped a teabag into a mug and filled the kettle. While it heated, she poured milk into a dainty jug and arranged chocolate biscuits on a plate. When the kettle boiled, she filled the mug, crammed a biscuit into her mouth and carried the tray upstairs.

‘Mum?’ She stood outside the door. ‘I’ve brought you tea.’ Gwen turned the brass doorknob and pushed open the door. Inside was dark and airless. She tiptoed towards the bed. In the dim light she noticed scrunched up tissues littering the bedside locker.

‘Mum? Do you want tea?’

Mum whooshed back the blanket. ‘What?’ Her face was flushed and hair stuck to her cheek.

‘I thought you might like some tea.’

‘No.’ Mum dragged the blanket back over her head.

‘Okay.’ Gwen retreated to her room. She shouldn’t have disturbed Mum. She might never get up now.

***

In the late afternoon, Dad arrived at Gwen’s bedroom door when she was sitting on the floor surrounded by drawings of Bella. ‘Creating another story?’ he enquired.

Gwen hastily collected up the pages.

‘What’s this one about?’ He picked up a cartoon drawing of Bella wearing a superhero cape.

‘Bella fighting a warlord.’

‘Why don’t you try writing instead of drawing the story?’

Gwen shrugged. She didn’t like worrying about full stops and capital letters.

‘How’s your nature project coming along? Have you done any more?’

Gwen blushed. ‘No.’ Whenever she thought of the project, she did something else instead.

‘Gwen, if you just put your mind to it… I’m sure you’d do an excellent job.’ Dad picked his way through clothes and toys on the floor. ‘Did a bomb go off in here?’ He joked.

Gwen didn’t reply. She tried to keep her room tidy, but it never lasted long. Within hours of putting things away, they were lying all over the floor and bed again. Changing the subject, Gwen said, ‘I’ve been teaching Bella a new trick.’ She pointed at her chest of drawers. ‘Open!’ Bella trotted across the room and tugged at a sock tied to the handle of the drawer until it opened. She retrieved a pair of socks and placed them at Gwen’s feet.

‘Very clever.’ He sat on Gwen’s bed. ‘Listen. About this boarding school idea.’

‘Why are you sending me away?’ Gwen pouted.

‘This is an amazing opportunity! There’s no school like it in the country! You’ll meet students from all over the world. The classes are tiny. You’ll get loads of attention. I think it’ll be perfect you.’ He patted the bed. ‘Come here.’

Reluctantly Gwen sat beside him. ‘You don’t care about me.’

‘Gwen,’ His face flushed with emotion. ‘You matter to me more than you’ll ever know!’

‘I won’t be able to see Mum!’ Gwen burst into tears.

‘Mummy isn’t well, darling,’ Daddy said. ‘She’s not up to teaching you anymore.’

‘I’ll look after her.’ It was Gwen’s job to make Mum’s lunch and buy her magazines from the local newsagent. She was the only one who could cheer Mum up. And Gwen couldn’t miss the special days Mum got out of bed and suggested an outing.

‘That’s not your responsibility.’ Dad loosened his tie. He hated wearing a suit to work. ‘You know Mum has problems with her moods.’

Gwen nodded. Other mothers didn’t lie in bed during the day and hide from friends when they knocked at the door. At least not in any films or books Gwen knew. The worst times were when Mummy’s eyes went blank, as if something had sucked her away, leaving nothing behind.

‘Well, like the rest of our bodies, brains sometimes need rest and medicine.’ He took her hand. ‘Listen, Gwen… your mother is refusing to go to hospital because she doesn’t want to leave you here alone.’

She shook his hand away. ‘I don’t want Mum to go!’

‘But, Gwen, she needs to be treated by specialist doctors in the hospital.’

‘But–’

‘Please think about it. You want Mum to get better, don’t you?’ His blue eyes pleaded with her.

‘Yes,’ Gwen mumbled.

‘Well,’ Dad stood up. ‘I’ll leave it with you. Please think about it. Dinner will be ready soon.’

The door clicked behind him. Gwen kicked her bed angrily. Dad only wanted her out of the way so he could study his precious birds and not bother about her. But what if Mum did go to hospital? How could Gwen stay at home all day without her? Even if Mum was mostly in bed, at least Gwen knew she was there. But boarding school, amongst loads of children she didn’t know? That would be terrifying.

Mum’s door was still closed when Gwen emerged from her room. Gwen dithered on the landing. Should she try again? She put her hand on the doorknob, then took it away. Better leave her alone.

In the kitchen, Dad was laying the table. He looked up when Gwen entered. ‘There you are.’

‘Mummy’s only upset cos you’re sending me away to boarding school!’

Dad straightened up and sighed. ‘This has been going on a long time. She needs help, Gwen.’

‘Who needs help?’ Mum appeared at the door in her pyjamas. Her hair needed a wash and was flat against her head.

Dad pulled out a chair for her. ‘We were just saying–’

‘I know what you were saying.’ She melted like an ice cream onto the seat.

Dad served them each a plate of chicken breasts, potatoes and peas. Mum glanced at the meal but didn’t lift her fork.

‘Gwen and I have been talking more about boarding school and you going to hospital.’

Mum leaned forwards, hiding her head in her hands.

‘Stop it, Daddy!’ Gwen said.

‘Gwennie, come here.’ Keeping her head down, Mum held out a hand.

Gwen stood by her mother’s side.

‘What do you
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