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When Meredia reminded me that the four of us from the office were due to visit a fortune-teller the following Monday, my stomach lurched slightly with shock.

‘You’ve forgotten,’ accused Meredia, her fat face aquiver.

I had.

She slapped her hand down on her desk and warned, ‘Don’t even think of trying to tell me that you’re not coming.’

‘Balls,’ I whispered, because that was just what I had been about to do.

Not because I had any objections to having my fortune told. On the contrary – it was usually a bit of a laugh. Especially when they got to the bit where they told me that the man of my dreams was just around the next corner, that part was always hilarious.

Sometimes even I laughed.

But I was skint. Although I had just been paid, my bank account was a post-holocaust, corpse-strewn wasteland because the day I’d been paid I’d spent a fortune on aromatherapy oils that had promised to rejuvenate and energise and uplift me.

And bankrupt me, except it didn’t say that on the packaging. But I think the idea was that I’d be so rejuvenated and energised and uplifted that I wouldn’t care.

So when Meredia reminded me that I’d committed myself to paying some woman thirty pounds so that she could tell me that I would travel over water and that I was quite psychic myself, I realised that I’d be going without lunch for two weeks.

‘I’m not sure that I can afford it,’ I said nervously.

‘You can’t back out now!’ thundered Meredia. ‘Mrs Nolan is giving us a discount. The rest of us will have to pay more if you don’t come.’

‘Who’s this Mrs Nolan?’ Megan asked suspiciously, looking up from her computer where she had been playing Solitaire. She was supposed to be running a check on debtors older than a month.

‘The tarot-reader,’ said Meredia.

‘What kind of name is Mrs Nolan?’ demanded Megan.

‘She’s Irish,’ protested Meredia.

‘No!’ Megan tossed her shiny, blonde hair in annoyance. ‘I mean, what kind of name is “Mrs Nolan” for a psychic? She should be called Madam Zora or something like that. She can’t be called “Mrs Nolan”. How can we believe a word that she says?’

‘Well, that’s her name.’ Meredia sounded hurt.

‘And why didn’t she change it?’ said Megan. ‘There’s nothing to it, so I’m told. Isn’t that right, so-called Meredia?’

A pregnant pause.

‘Or should I say “Coral”?’ Megan continued with triumph.

‘No, you shouldn’t,’ said Meredia. ‘My name is Meredia.’

‘Sure,’ said Megan, with great sarcasm.

‘It is!’ said Meredia hotly.

‘So let’s see your birth cert,’ challenged Megan.

Megan and Meredia didn’t see eye to eye on most things and especially on Meredia’s name. Megan was a no-nonsense Australian with a low bullshit threshold. Since she had arrived three months ago as a temp she had insisted that Meredia wasn’t Meredia’s real name. She was probably right. Although I was very fond of Meredia, I had to agree that her name had a certain makeshift, ramshackle, cobbled-together-out-of-old-egg-cartons feel to it.

But unlike Megan I couldn’t really see a problem with that.

‘So it’s definitely not “Coral”?’ Megan took a little notebook out of her holdall and drew a line through something.

‘No,’ said Meredia stiffly.

‘Right,’ said Megan. ‘That’s all the “C”s done. Time for the “D”s. Daphne? Deirdre? Dolores? Denise? Diana? Dinah?’

‘Shut up!’ said Meredia. She looked on the verge of tears.

‘Stop it.’ Hetty put a gentle hand on Megan’s arm, because that’s the kind of thing that Hetty did. Although Hetty was posh, she was also a good kind person, who poured oil on troubled waters. Which meant, of course, that she wasn’t much fun, but no one was perfect.

Immediately upon meeting her, you could tell that Hetty was posh. Not just because she looked like a horse, but because she had horrible clothes. Even though she was only about thirty-five she wore awful tweed skirts and flowery frocks that looked like family heirlooms. She never bought new clothes, which was a shame because one of the chief ways that office workers bonded was by displaying the spoils of the post-payday Principles run.

‘I wish that Aussie bitch would leave,’ Meredia muttered to Hetty.

‘It probably won’t be long now,’ soothed Hetty.

Then she said a posh thing. She said, ‘Buck up.’

‘When are you going to leave?’ Meredia demanded of Megan.

‘As soon as I’ve got the readies, fat girl,’ Megan replied.

Megan was doing her grand tour of Europe and had temporarily run out of money. But as soon as she had enough money to go, she was going, she constantly reminded us, to Scandinavia, or Greece, or the Pyrenees, or the West of Ireland.

Until then Hetty and I had to break up the vicious rows that broke out regularly.

I was sure that a lot of the animosity was because Megan was tall and tanned and gorgeous. While Meredia was short and fat and not gorgeous. Meredia was jealous of Megan’s beauty, while Megan despised Meredia’s excess weight. When Meredia couldn’t buy clothes to fit her, instead of making sympathetic noises like the rest of us did, Megan barked, ‘Stop whinging, lardbucket, and go on a bloody diet!’

But Meredia never did. And in the meantime she was condemned to cause cars to swerve whenever she walked down the road. Because instead of trying to disguise her size with vertical stripes and dark colours, she seemed to dress to enhance it. She went for the layered look, layers and layers and layers of fabric. Really, lots. Acres of fabric, yards and yards of velvet, draped and pinned and knotted and tied, anchored with broaches, attached with scarves, pinned and arranged along her sizeable girth.

And the more colours the better. Crimson and vermilion and sunburst orange and flame red and magenta.

And that was just her hair. She had a social worker’s fondness for henna.

‘It’s either me or her,’ muttered Meredia, as she glared balefully at Megan.

But it was just bravado. Meredia had worked in our office for a very long time – to hear her tell it, since the dawn of time; in reality, about eight years – and she had never managed to secure another job. Nor had she been promoted. This she bitterly blamed on a sizeist management. (Although there seemed to be no bar to any number of tubby men on the fast track to success, reaching all kinds of exalted positions within the ranks of the company.)

Anyway, wimp that I was, I gave in to Meredia without much of a fight. I even managed to convince myself that having no money would be a good thing – being forced to go without lunch for two weeks would be a shot in the arm for the diet that I perpetually seemed to be on.

And Meredia reminded me of something I’d overlooked.

‘You’ve just split up with Steven,’ she said. ‘You were due a visit to a fortune-teller anyway.’

Although I didn’t like to admit it, she was probably right. Now that I had discovered that Steven wasn’t the man of my dreams, it was only a matter of time before I made some sort of psychic enquiries to find out exactly who was. That was the kind of thing that my friends and I did, even though it was all just a bit of a laugh and no one believed the fortune-tellers. At least none of us would admit to believing them.

Poor Steven. What a disappointment he’d turned out to be.

Especially as it had started with such promise. I had thought he was gorgeous – his only average good looks were upgraded, in my eyes, to Adonis class, by blond curly hair, black leather trousers and a motorbike. He seemed wild and dangerous and carefree – well, he would, wouldn’t he? What were motorbikes and black leather trousers if not the uniform of a wild, dangerous and carefree man?

Of course, I thought I hadn’t a hope with him, that someone as beautiful as him would have his pick of the girls and that he certainly wouldn’t have any interest in someone as ordinary as me.

Because I really was ordinary. I certainly looked ordinary. I had ordinary brown curly hair, and I spent so much money on anti-frizz hair products that it would probably have cut down on administration if I’d had my salary paid directly into the chemist near work. I had ordinary brown eyes and, as a punishment for having Irish parents, I had about eight million ordinary freckles – one for every single Irish person who died in the potato famine as my father used to say when he was a bit drunk and in a maudlin mood about ‘the old country.’

But despite all my ordinariness, Steven asked me out and acted as if he liked me.

At first I could barely understand why such a sexy man like Steven wanted to be with me.

And, naturally, I didn’t believe a word that came out of his mouth. When he said that I was the only girl in his life, I assumed that he was lying, when he told me I was lovely I looked for the angle on it, walked all around it, inspecting it, to see what he wanted from me.

I didn’t really mind, I just assumed that those were the kind of terms you went out with a man like Steven on.

It took a while for me to realise that he was sincere and that he wasn’t saying it to all the girls.

So I tentatively decided that I was delighted, but what I really was was confused. I had been so sure that he had a whole secret other life, one that I was supposed to know nothing about – middle-of-the-night dashes on the Harley to have sex on the beach with unknown women and that sort of thing. He looked that type.

I had expected a short-lived, passionate, rollercoaster of an affair, where my nerves would be stretched to twanging point waiting for his call, then my whole body would be flooded with ecstasy when he did ring.

But he always rang me when he said that he would. And he always said that I looked gorgeous no matter what I wore. But instead of being happy, I felt uncomfortable.

What I saw was actually what I got, and I felt strangely short-changed by life.

He started liking me too much.

One morning I woke up and he was propped on his elbow, staring down at me. ‘You’re beautiful,’ he murmured, and it felt so wrong.

When we had sex he said ‘Lucy, Lucy, oh God, Lucy,’ millions of times, all feverishly and passionately and I tried to join in and be all feverish and passionate also, but I just felt silly.

And the more he seemed to like me, the more I went off him, until in the end I could barely breathe around him.

I was suffocating from his adulation, smothering in his admiration. I wasn’t that attractive, I couldn’t help thinking, and if he thought that I was, it meant there was something wrong with him.

‘Why do you like me?’ I asked him, over and over.

‘Because you’re beautiful,’ or ‘Because you’re sexy,’ or ‘Because you’re all woman,’ were the nauseating replies that he gave me.

‘No, I’m not,’ I would reply desperately. ‘How can you say that I am?’

‘Anyone would think you were trying to put me off you.’ He smiled tenderly.

The tenderness was probably what drove me over the edge. His tender smiles, his tender gazes, his tender kisses, his tender caresses, so much tenderness, it was a nightmare.

And he was so touchy-feely! Mr Tactile – I couldn’t bear it.

Everywhere we went he held my hand, proudly displaying me as ‘his woman’. When we were driving he planted his hand on my thigh, when we were watching television he almost lay on top of me. He was always at me, stroking my arm or rubbing my hair or caressing my back, until I could bear it no more and had to push him away.

Velcro man, that’s what I called him in the end.

And eventually to his face.

As time went on, I wanted to tear my skin off every time he touched me, and the thought of having sex with him made me feel sick.

One day he said he’d love a huge garden and a houseful of kids and that was it!

I finished with him, forthwith.

And I couldn’t understand how I had once found him so attractive, because by then I couldn’t think of a more repulsive man on the face of the earth. He still had the blond hair and the leather trousers and the motorbike, but I was no longer fooled by them.

I despised him for liking me so much. I wondered how he could settle for so little.

None of my friends could understand why I finished with him. ‘But he was lovely’ was their cry. ‘But he was so good to you’ was another one. ‘But he was such a catch,’ they protested. To which I replied, ‘No, he wasn’t. A catch isn’t supposed to be that easy.’

He had disappointed me.

I had expected disrespect and instead got devotion, I had expected infidelity and instead got commitment, I had expected upheaval and instead got predictability and (most disappointing of all) I had expected a wolf and had been fobbed off with a sheep.

It’s upsetting when the nice bloke you really like turns out to be a complete, lying, two-timing bastard. But it’s nearly as bad when the bloke that you thought was an unreliable heartbreaker turns out to be uncomplicated and nice.

I spent a couple of days wondering why I liked the blokes who weren’t nice to me? Why couldn’t I like the ones who were?

Would I despise every man who ever treated me well? Was I fated only to want men that didn’t want me?

I woke up in the middle of the night wondering about my sense of self-worth – why was I comfortable only when I was being ill-treated?

Then I realised that the ‘Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen’ maxim had been around for hundreds of years. And I relaxed – after all, I didn’t make the rules.

So what if my ideal man was a selfish, dependable, unfaithful, loyal, treacherous, loving flirt who thought the world of me, never rang when he said he would, made me feel like the most special woman in the universe and tried to get off with all my friends? Was it my fault that I wanted a Schrödinger’s cat of a boyfriend, a man who was several directly conflicting things simultaneously?
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There seemed to be a direct link between how difficult it was to get to a fortune-teller’s house and how good their reputation was. The more inaccessible and off-putting the venue, the higher the quality of the predictions, was the widely held view.

Which meant that Mrs Nolan must have been brilliant because she lived in some awful, faraway suburb on the outskirts of London. So obscure and distant that we had to go in Hetty’s car.

‘Why can’t we get the bus?’ asked Megan when Hetty announced that we’d all have to contribute to the cost of the petrol.

‘The buses won’t go out there anymore,’ said Meredia vaguely.

‘Why not?’ demanded Megan.

‘Just because,’ said Meredia.

‘Why?’ I was intrigued.

‘There was an … incident,’ muttered Meredia, and that’s all she would say on the subject.

On Monday at five on the dot, Megan, Hetty, Meredia and I assembled on the front steps of our place of work. Hetty went and got her car from where it was parked, several miles away, because that was parking in central London for you, and in we got.

‘Let us depart this accursed place,’ one of us suggested. I can’t remember which one of us it was because we always said that every day at going-home time. Although I suppose it mightn’t have been Hetty.

The journey was a nightmare. We spent hours either stuck in traffic or travelling through anonymous suburbs, then we went onto a motorway. After driving for ages more, we turned off a slip road and finally turned into a council estate.

And what a council estate!

I and my two brothers (‘Christopher Patrick Sullivan’ and ‘Peter Joseph Mary Plunkett Sullivan’ as they had been christened by my rabidly Catholic mother) had been brought up in a council house, so I was allowed to criticise council estates and their inhumanity without being called a bleeding-heart liberal. But the estate I was brought up on was nothing like as apocalyptic-looking as the one where Mrs Nolan lived.

Two huge grey blocks loomed like watch towers over what seemed like hundreds of miserable little grey box houses. A couple of stray dogs roamed aimlessly, half-heartedly looking for someone to bite.

There was no greenery, no plants, no trees, no grass.

In the distance there was a small concrete row of shops. It was nearly all boarded up except for a chip-shop and a bookies office and an off-licence. It was probably just my over-active imagination but through the evening gloom I could have sworn I saw four horsemen loitering outside the chip-shop. So far, so good. Mrs Nolan was obviously better than I had already realised.

‘My God,’ said Megan her face twisted in disgust. ‘What a dump!’

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ Meredia smiled with pride.

In the middle of all the greyness was a small patch of ground that some urban planner had obviously anticipated would be a little oasis of abundant greenness where laughing families would play in the sunshine. But it looked like it had been a long time since any grass had grown there.

Through the twilight gloom we could see a group of about fifteen children gathered on it. They were clustered round something that looked suspiciously like a burnt-out car.

Even though it was a bitterly cold March evening, none of them were wearing coats (not even their shell suit jackets) and, as soon as they saw us, they paused from whatever criminal activity they were up to and ran towards us, whooping loudly.

‘Good God!’ cried Hetty. ‘Lock your doors!’

All four locks snapped shut as the children swarmed round the car, staring at us with their old and knowing eyes.

What made them look even more scary was that they were smeared with black stuff, which was probably only oil or charred metal from the burnt car, but it looked like war paint.

They were mouthing something at us.

‘What are they saying?’ asked Hetty in terror.

‘I think they’re asking us if we’ve come to see Mrs Nolan,’ I said doubtfully.

I opened the window a fraction of an inch and through the babel of childish voices established that that was indeed what they were asking us.

‘Phew! The natives are friendly,’ smiled Hetty, making a great show of wiping the sweat from her forehead and breathing deeply with relief.

‘Talk to them, Lucy.’

Nervously, I opened the window a bit more.

‘Er … we’ve come to see Mrs Nolan,’ I said.

A cacophony of shrill voices answered us.

‘That’s her house.’

‘She lives over there.’

‘That’s the one.’

‘You can leave your car here.’

‘That’s her house.’

‘Over there.’

‘I’ll show you.’

‘No, I’ll show you.’

‘No, I’m showing them.’

‘No, I’m showing them.’

‘But I saw them first.’

‘But you got the last lot.’

‘Fuck you, Cherise Tiller.’

‘No, fuck you, Claudine Hall.’

A vicious ruck broke out between four or five of the little girls while we sat in the car and waited for them to stop.

‘Let’s get out.’ Megan sounded a bit bored. It took more than a crowd of semi-savage children to frighten her. She opened the door and stepped over a couple of children wrestling on the pavement.

Then Hetty and I got out.

As soon as Hetty put foot outside the car a wiry, skinny, little girl with the face of a thirty-five-year-old card sharp began tugging at her coat. ‘Hey, me and my mate’ll guard your car,’ she promised.

Her mate, who was even more skinny and little and looked like an unfriendly monkey, nodded silently.

‘Thank you,’ said Hetty, her face a picture of horror, trying to shake the little girl off.

‘We’ll make sure that nothing happens to it,’ said the wizened little girl, a bit more threateningly, still holding onto Hetty’s coat tightly.

‘Give them some money,’ suggested Megan in exasperation. ‘That’s what she’s really saying.’

‘Excuse me!’ said Hetty, outraged. ‘I will not. That’s blackmail.’

‘Do you want the wheels to be on your car when you get back or don’t you?’ Megan demanded.

The little girl and her monkey patiently watched the exchange with folded arms. Now that a sensible streetwise woman like Megan was on the case they knew that the outcome would be to their liking.

‘Here,’ I said, giving the thirty-five-year-old little girl a pound.

She accepted it with a grim nod.

‘Now can we please go and have our fortunes told?’ asked Megan impatiently.

Meredia, the big fat wimp, had cowered in the car during the entire exchange with the Children from Hell. She waited for them to drift away before levering herself out.

But the minute they saw her emerging from the car they returned at high speed. It wasn’t often that they got a sixteen-stone woman dressed head to toe in crimson crushed velvet, with matching hair, round their way. But when they did they knew how to make the most of it, recognising a free evening’s entertainment, making mock and pouring scorn.

The screeches of laughter that emerged from those parodies of children were blood curdling.

The comments ranged from ‘Fuck me! Look at that fat cow,’ to ‘Fuck me! She’s wearing her mum’s curtains!’ to ‘Fuck me! Isn’t it horrible?’ to ‘Fuck me! Where are the Greenpeace boats?’

Poor Meredia, her face as crimson as the rest of her, lumbered the short distance to Mrs Nolan’s front door like the Pied Piper of Hamlin, swarms of horrible brats running and dancing after her, laughing and shouting insults. A carnival atmosphere prevailed, as though the circus had come to town while Hetty, Megan and I jostled protectively around Meredia, making half-hearted attempts to shoo the children away.

Then we saw Mrs Nolan’s house. You couldn’t miss it.


It had stone cladding, double-glazing and a little glass porch stuck onto its front. All its windows had scalloped, lacy, net curtains and elaborately looped Austrian blinds. The windowsills were crammed to capacity with ornaments, china horses and glass dogs and brass jugs and little furry things on little wooden rocking chairs. Evident signs of prosperity that set it apart from all the other houses around it. Mrs Nolan was obviously a bit of a superstar among tarot-readers.

‘Ring the bell,’ Hetty told Meredia.

‘No, you do it,’ said Meredia.

‘But you’ve been here before,’ said Hetty.

‘I’ll do it,’ I sighed, reached over and pressed the button.

When the first couple of verses of Greensleeves began chiming in the hall, Megan and I both started to snigger.

Meredia turned and glared.

‘Shut up,’ she hissed. ‘Have some respect. This woman is the best. She’s the master.’

‘She’s coming. Oh my God. She’s coming,’ whispered Hetty in hoarse excitement as a shadowy shape moved behind the frosted glass of the porch.

Hetty didn’t get out much.

‘Jesus, Hetty, you need to git a loife!’ said Megan disdainfully.

The door opened and instead of an exotic, dusky, psychic-looking woman, a young man with a bad-tempered face stood there.

A small child with a dirty face peeped out from between his legs.

‘Yes?’ he said, looking us over. His eyes widened with mild shock as he clocked Meredia in all her crimsonness.’

None of us spoke. We had come over all middle class and shy. Even me, and I was working class.

Hetty gently nudged Meredia and Meredia elbowed Megan and Megan elbowed me.

‘Say something,’ hissed Hetty.

‘No, you do,’ muttered Meredia.

‘Well?’ enquired the narky-looking man again, none too civilly.

‘Is Mrs Nolan here?’ I asked.

He eyed me suspiciously, then decided that I could be trusted.

‘She’s busy,’ he muttered.

‘Doing what?’ demanded Megan impatiently.

‘She’s having her tea,’ he said.

‘Well, can we come in and wait?’ I asked.

‘She’s expecting us,’ volunteered Meredia.

‘We’ve come a long way,’ explained Hetty.

‘We were led by a star from the East,’ sniggered Megan from the back.

All three of us turned and frowned at her.

‘Sorry,’ she muttered.

The young man looked mortally offended at the disrespect shown to his mother or granny or whatever Mrs Nolan was to him and began to close the door.

‘No, please don’t,’ pleaded Hetty. ‘She’s sorry.’

‘I am,’ called Megan cheerfully, not sounding a bit of it.

‘All right then,’ he said grudgingly and let us into a tiny hall.

There was barely space for the four of us.

‘Wait here,’ he ordered and went into another room. It must have been the kitchen judging by the smoke and the clinking of teacups and the smell of fried eggs that emerged when he opened the door and disappeared when he shut it again.

There was hardly an inch of wall space in the hall that wasn’t covered with pictures or barometers or tapestries or horseshoes. Meredia moved slightly and knocked a photograph of a very large family off the wall. She bent down to pick it up and her bum sent about ten other pictures tumbling to the floor.

For ages, we loitered in the hall, totally ignored, while sounds of talk and laughter came from behind the closed door.

‘I’m starving,’ said Megan.

‘Me too,’ I agreed. ‘I wonder what they’re having.’

‘This is stupid,’ said Megan. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Please wait,’ said Meredia. ‘She’s wonderful. She really is.’

Eventually Mrs Nolan finished her tea and came to walk amongst us. I couldn’t help feeling disappointed when I saw her – she looked so ordinary. There wasn’t a red head scarf or a gold hoop earring in sight.

She had glasses and a short perm and was wearing a beige jumper and track-suit bottoms and, worst of all, slippers. And she was minute! I wasn’t very tall myself but she barely came up to my waist.

‘Right girls,’ she said, brisk and businesslike, in a Dublin accent. ‘Who’s first?’

Meredia went first. Then Hetty. Then me. Megan wanted to wait until last to see if the rest of us thought it was worth the money.
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When it was my turn I went into what was obviously the family ‘good room’. I barely got past the door because the room was so crammed with furniture and stuff. An embroidered fireguard stood next to a huge mahogany sideboard which groaned under the weight of yet more ornaments. There were footstools and nests of tables everywhere you looked and a three-piece suite in brown velvet which still had the plastic covers on it.

Mrs Nolan was sitting on one of the plastic covered chairs and she gestured to me to sit on the one opposite her.

As I fought through the furniture to get to the seat, I began to feel nervous and excited. Because although Mrs Nolan looked like she would be more at home on her knees scrubbing Hetty’s kitchen floor, she had obviously earned her wonderful reputation as a fortune-teller, somehow. What would she tell me? I wondered. What was in store for me? ‘Sit down, me dear,’ she said.

I sat, my bum balanced on the edge of the plastic-covered chair.

She looked at me. Shrewdly? Wisely?

She spoke. Prophetically? Portentiously?

‘You have come a long way, me dear,’ she said.

I gave a little jump. I hadn’t been expecting that we’d start immediately. And for her to be so accurate! Yes, indeed I had come a long way from my childhood in the council estate in Uxbridge. ‘Yes,’ I agreed tentatively, quite shaken by her perception.

‘Was the traffic bad, me dear?’

‘What? The what? Er … oh … the traffic? No, not really,’ I managed to reply.

Oh I see. She had only been making conversation. The reading hadn’t started yet. How disappointing. Well, never mind. ‘Yes, me dear,’ she sighed. ‘If they ever finish that bloody bypass it’ll be a miracle. At the moment the tailbacks would take the night’s sleep off of you.’

‘Er, yes,’ I nodded.

Discussing traffic and tailbacks just didn’t seem appropriate, somehow.

But then it was straight down to business.

‘Ball or cards?’ she shot at me.

‘S … sorry?’ I asked politely.

‘Ball or cards? Crystal ball or tarot cards?’

‘Oh! Well, let’s see. What’s the difference?’

‘A fiver.’

‘No, I meant … never mind. The cards please.’

‘Right,’ said Mrs Nolan and with that she started shuffling the deck with the finesse of a river-boat poker player.

‘Shuffle them, me dear,’ she said, handing me the cards. ‘And whatever you do, don’t drop them on the floor.’

It must be bad luck to drop them on the floor, I thought knowingly.

‘Me back is banjaxed,’ she explained. ‘The doctor said no bending.’

‘Now, ask yourself a question, me dear,’ she advised. ‘A question that the cards will answer for you, me dear. Don’t tell it to me, me dear. I don’t need to know it’ – a little pause, meaningful eye contact – ‘me dear.’

I could have chosen one of several questions. Like, would there be an end to world hunger? Would they find a cure for AIDS? Would there be peace on earth? Will they manage to mend the hole in the ozone layer? But interestingly enough the question that I decided that I wanted the answer to was the ‘will I ever meet a nice man?’ one. Funny that.

‘Have you decided on the question, me dear?’ she asked, taking the deck back from me.

I nodded. She started flinging cards on the table at high speed. I didn’t know what any of the pictures meant, but I thought that they didn’t look very promising. There seemed to be a lot of them with swords, and surely that couldn’t be good? ‘Your question concerns a man, me dear?’ she said.

But even I wasn’t impressed with that.

I mean, I was a young woman. I had few concerns in my life. Well, actually, I had plenty. But the average young woman would only seek guidance from a fortune-teller for two reasons – her career and her love life. And if she was having problems with her career, she would probably do something constructive about it herself.

Like sleep with her boss.

So that just left the love life option. ‘Yes,’ I answered wearily. ‘It concerns a man.’

‘You have been unlucky in love, me dear,’ she said sympathetically.

Once again, I refused to be impressed.

Yes, I had been unlucky in love. But show me a woman who hasn’t.

‘There is a fair-haired man in your past, me dear,’ she said.

I suppose she meant Steven. But I mean, who hadn’t got a fair-haired man in their past?

‘He was not the one for you, me dear,’ she continued.

‘Thanks,’ I said, a bit annoyed, because I’d already worked that out myself.

‘But waste no tears on him, me dear,’ she advised.

‘Don’t worry.’

‘For there is another man, me dear,’ she said, giving me a big smile.

‘Really?’ I asked, delighted, leaning closer to her, the plastic covers squeaking against my thighs. ‘Now you’re talking.’

‘Yes,’ she said, studying the cards. ‘I see a marriage.’

‘Do you really?’ I demanded. ‘Whose? Mine?’

‘Yes, me dear,’ she said. ‘Yours.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘When?’

‘Before the leaves have fallen on the ground for the second time, me dear.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Before the four seasons have rolled a time and half a time again,’ she said.

‘Sorry, I’m still not sure what you mean,’ I apologised.

‘In about a year,’ she snapped, sounding a bit annoyed.

I was slightly disappointed. In about a year, it would still be winter, and I’d always seen myself getting married in the spring. On the rare occasions that I could see myself getting married at all, that was. ‘You couldn’t make it a bit longer than a year, could you?’ I asked.

‘Me dear,’ she said sharply. ‘I do not ordain these things. I am simply the messenger.’

‘Sorry,’ I muttered.

‘Well,’ she said, in a nicer tone, ‘let’s say up to eighteen months just to be on the safe side.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, thinking that was very decent of her. So I was getting married, I thought. Momentous stuff. Especially when I would just have settled for a boyfriend.

‘I wonder who he is?’

‘You must be careful, me dear,’ she warned me. ‘At first you may not recognise him for who he truly is.’

‘I’ll meet him at a fancy dress?’

‘No,’ she said ominously. ‘At first he may not be who he appears to be.’

‘Oh, you mean he’s going to lie to me,’ I said understanding. ‘Well, fair enough then. Why should this one be any different?’

I laughed.

Mrs Nolan looked annoyed.

‘No, me dear,’ she said irritably. ‘I mean that you must take care not to wear cupid’s blinkers. You may have to seek this man out and look at him with clear and fearless eyes. He may not have money, but you must not humble him. He may not have looks, but you must not humble him.’

Oh great, I thought. I might have known! A deformed pauper.

‘I see,’ I said. ‘So he’s going to be poor and ugly.’

‘No, me dear,’ said Mrs Nolan, in exasperation and dropping her mystical language. ‘I just mean that he mightn’t be your usual type.’

‘I see!’ I said.

If only she’d said that to begin with. Clear and fearless eyes, indeed! ‘So,’ I continued, ‘when Jason, the seventeen-year-old with all the spots and those awful baggy clothes, meets me at the photocopier and asks me out to take some drugs, I shouldn’t laugh in his face and tell him that I’ll see him ice-skating in hell.’

‘That’s the idea, me dear,’ said Mrs Nolan, sounding pleased. ‘For the flower of love may flourish in the most unexpected of places and you must be ready to pluck it.’

‘I understand,’ I nodded.

All the same, I’d want to be pretty desperate before Jason would be in with any kind of chance. But there was no need to tell Mrs Nolan that.

Anyway, if she was worth her salt, she already knew. She started pointing briskly at cards and barking out staccato sentences, thus indicating that the audience was nearing its end. ‘You will have three children, two girls and a boy, me dear,’ and ‘You will never have money, but you will have happiness, me dear,’ and ‘You have an enemy at work, me dear. She is jealous of your success.’ I had to laugh – slightly bitterly – at that one. She would have laughed too if she knew how menial and awful my job was.

Then she paused.

She looked at the cards, then she looked at me. Something like concern was on her face.

‘There has been a cloud over you, me dear,’ she said slowly. ‘A darkness, a sadness.’

Suddenly, to my horror, I had a lump in my throat. A dark cloud was exactly how I described the bouts of depression that I sometimes got. Not the usual ‘I wish I owned that suede skirt’ type of depression – although I suffered from that kind of depression too. But since I had been seventeen, I had had bouts of actual clinical depression.

I nodded, almost unable to speak.

‘Yes,’ I whispered.

‘For many years you have carried this,’ she said quietly, looking at me with great sympathy and understanding.

‘Yes,’ I whispered again, feeling my eyes fill with tears.

‘You have carried it almost entirely alone,’ she said gently.

‘Yes,’ I nodded, feeling a tear make its way slowly down my cheek. Oh my God! It was awful! I thought that we had come for a laugh. But instead this woman, who was almost a complete stranger, had seen through to the essence of me, had touched me in a place where few human beings had ever been.

‘Sorry,’ I sniffed, wiping my face with my hand.

‘Don’t worry, me dear,’ she said, handing me a tissue from a box that was obviously there for that sort of thing. ‘It’s always happening.’

She waited for a few moments while I recovered my composure and then she began to speak again.

‘OK, me dear?’

‘Yes.’ Sniff. ‘Thanks.’

‘This can get better, me dear. But you must not hide from people who wish to help you. How can they help you if you won’t let them?’

‘I don’t really know what you mean,’ I mumbled.

‘Maybe you don’t, me dear,’ she agreed kindly. ‘But I hope that you will learn.’

‘Thanks,’ I sniffed. ‘You’ve been very nice. And thanks, you know, for the bloke and me getting married and all that. It was nice to hear.’

‘Not at all, me dear,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Now that’ll be thirty pounds, please.’

I paid her and launched myself out of the crackling plastic.

‘Good luck, me dear,’ she said. ‘And will you send the next young lady in?’

‘Who’s next?’ I wondered. ‘Oh it’s Megan, isn’t it?’

‘Megan!’ exclaimed Mrs Nolan. ‘Isn’t that a lovely name? She must be Welsh.’

‘Australian, actually,’ I smiled. ‘Thanks again. Bye now.’

‘Bye, me dear,’ she nodded, smiling. I went back out into the tiny hall, where the other three fell on me with urgent questions. ‘Well?’ and ‘What did she say?’ and ‘Was it worth the money?’ (this last one from Megan).

‘Yes,’ I told Megan. ‘You should go.’

‘I’ll only go if you all promise not to tell anything until I’m back out and we’re all together,’ said Megan sulkily. ‘I don’t want to miss anything.’

‘Well, OK,’ I sighed.

‘Selfish cow,’ muttered Meredia.

‘Careful, fat girl,’ hissed Megan.
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When Megan emerged smiling about twenty minutes later, it was time to go back out into the cold night to see what Satan’s children had done to the car.

‘It will be all right, won’t it?’ asked poor Hetty anxiously, as she broke into a run.

‘I sincerely hope so,’ I answered, walking briskly after her. I really did sincerely hope so. The chances of getting home any other way were apparently very slim indeed.

‘We should never have come,’ she said miserably.

‘Yes, we should have,’ said Megan gregariously. ‘I’ve had a great time.’

‘So’ve I,’ came Meredia’s voice, as she lumbered along about fifty yards behind the rest of us.

Unbelievably, the car was fine.

As soon as we rounded the corner the little girl who was supposed to be guarding the car appeared as if from nowhere. I don’t know what kind of threatening look she gave Hetty but it was enough to make her immediately grope round in her bag, looking for another couple of pounds to give to the girl.

We couldn’t see any of the other children, but we could hear whooping noises and shrieks and the sound of smashing glass coming from somewhere nearby.

As we drove out of the estate we passed a crowd of them. They were doing something to a camper van. Completely destroying it, I think.

‘Don’t they have to be in bed at any time?’ asked Hetty anxiously, appalled by her first brush with a ghetto. ‘I mean, where are their parents? What are they doing? Surely something can be done?’

The children were delighted to see us. As our car approached them they began laughing and shouting and pointing and cackling. Obviously they were still greatly interested in Meredia. Three or four of the boys gave chase to us and managed to run alongside us, laughing and making revolting faces at us, for quite a distance before we managed to shake them.

As soon as it became obvious that we had made good our escape from the little brats, we relaxed. It was time for the post-mortem on what Mrs Nolan had said and the four of us were a bit excitable. We all wanted to know what the others had been ‘given’ – like little girls at a lucky dip, comparing prizes. ‘What did you get? Show me your present! Look at mine!’

The noise in the car was deafening, with Meredia and Megan competing to tell their stories.

‘She knew that I was Australian,’ burst in Megan excitedly. ‘And she says that I’m going to have some sort of split in my life, but that good will come of it and I’ll cope with it marvellously, the way I do with everything.’ She said the last piece a bit smugly.

‘So maybe it’s time to go travelling again,’ she continued. ‘Either way it looks as if I won’t have to be looking at your lot of ugly mugs for much longer.’

‘She said I’d come into money,’ said Meredia happily.

‘Good,’ said Hetty, sounding oddly bitter. ‘Then you can give me back that twenty-pound note you owe me.’

I noticed that Hetty was quieter than usual. She wasn’t joining in with the general hilarity and excitement but was just driving the car and staring straight ahead.

Was her Telegraph-reading body still in shock from such close contact with working-class children? Or was it something else?

‘What did she say to you, Hetty?’ I asked, a bit concerned. ‘Did she tell you something bad was going to happen?’

‘Yes,’ said Hetty, in a little voice. She even sounded a small bit tearful!

‘What was it? What did she say?’ we all blurted out at once, drawing our faces nearer to hers, eager to hear predictions of terrible things – accidents, illness, death, bankruptcy, mortgage companies foreclosing, boilers bursting – whatever.

‘She said that very soon I’m going to meet the love of my life,’ said Hetty tearfully.

A silence fell in the car. Oh dear! That was bad. Very bad.

Very bad indeed.

Poor Hetty!

It’s unsettling to be told you’re going to meet the love of your life when you’re already married with two children.

‘She says I’m going to be completely smitten with him,’ sniffed Hetty. ‘It’s going to be awful. There’s never been a divorce in our family. And what about Marcus and Montague?’ (Or it might have been ‘Troilus and Tristan’ or ‘Cecil and Sebastian’.) ‘They’re finding boarding school difficult enough without the embarrassment of their mother being a bolter.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said sympathetically. ‘But it’s only a bit of fun. It probably won’t happen.’

But that just made her tears flow faster. ‘But why shouldn’t I meet the love of my life? I want to meet him.’

Megan, Meredia and I exchanged shocked looks. Good Lord! It was most irregular. Was the normally sane and calm – I’d even go so far as to say boring – Hetty having some kind of nervous fit?

‘Why can’t I have some fun? Why do I have to be stuck with boring old Dick?’ she demanded.

She thumped the steering wheel everytime she said ‘I’ and the car lurched alarmingly into the other lane. All around us cars were beeping their horns, but Hetty didn’t seem to notice.

I was amazed. I had worked with Hetty for two years and, while we were never soul mates, I thought I knew her quite well.

There was a nonplussed silence in the car while Meredia, Megan and I swallowed and tried and failed to think of comforting things to say.

It was Hetty who rescued the situation. She didn’t have a fourteenth cousin, three times removed, as a lady-in-waiting to the Queen for nothing. She hadn’t gone to a hugely expensive finishing school without learning to smooth over awkward social situations.

‘Sorry,’ she said, suddenly seeming to become Hetty again, the veneer of polite, posh, calm, reserve firmly clipped back in place. ‘Sorry, girls,’ she said again. ‘You must forgive me.’

She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders, indicating that there was nothing further to say on the subject. Dick and his boringness were not to be topics for discussion.

Such a pity. I had always wanted to know. Because to be honest, Dick did seem extremely boring. But, then again, and I mean this in the nicest possible way, so did Hetty.

‘So then, Lucy,’ she said crisply, deflecting the last few remaining crumbs of interest away from her. ‘What did Mrs Nolan predict for you?’

‘Me?’ I said. ‘Oh yes. She says I’m getting married.’

Another silence fell in the car.

Another stunned one.

The disbelief of Megan, Meredia and Hetty was so tangible it was like a fifth person in the car. If it wasn’t careful it would end up having to contribute to the cost of the petrol.

‘Really?’ asked Hetty, somehow managing to get sixteen syllables from the one word.

‘You!’ shouted Megan. ‘She said that you are getting married.’

‘Yes,’ I said defensively. ‘What’s so wrong with that?’

‘Nothing really,’ said Meredia kindly. ‘It’s just that, you know, you haven’t been exactly lucky with men.’

‘Not through any fault of your own,’ said Hetty hurriedly, tactfully.

Hetty was good on tact.

‘Well, that’s what she said,’ I said sulkily.

They didn’t really know what to say and conversation remained subdued until eventually we reached civilisation again. I was the first to be dropped off because I lived in Ladbroke Grove. The last thing I heard as I got out of the car was Meredia telling anyone who cared to listen that Mrs Nolan had said that she would travel over water and that she was very psychic herself.
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I shared a flat with two other girls, Karen and Charlotte. Karen was twenty-eight, I was twenty-six and Charlotte was twenty-three. We were a bad example to each other and spent a lot of time drinking bottles of wine and not very much cleaning the bathroom.

When I let myself in, Karen and Charlotte were asleep. We usually went to bed early on a Monday night to recover from the excesses of the preceding weekend.

There was a note on the kitchen table from Karen saying that Daniel had phoned me.

Daniel was my friend and, while he was the closest thing that I had to a steady man in my life, I wouldn’t have become romantically involved with him if the future of the human race depended on it. So that will give some idea of just how male-free my life was.

My life was the Reduced-Male variety, the Male Lite life.

Daniel was wonderful, really. Boyfriends came and boyfriends went (and believe me, they went), but I could always rely on Daniel to be the boyfriend figure in my life, to annoy me with sexist comments and say that he preferred the shorter, tighter skirt.

And he wasn’t unattractive, or so I was told. All my friends said he was lovely. Even Dennis, my gay friend, said that he wouldn’t kick Daniel out of the bed for eating crisps. And whenever Karen answered the phone to him she made faces like she was having an orgasm. Sometimes Daniel came to our flat and, after he’d gone, Karen and Charlotte would lie on the bit of the couch where he’d been sitting and roll around and make noises like they were in ecstasy.

I couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. Because Daniel was a friend of my brother Chris, I’d known him for years and years and years. I just knew him too well to fancy him. Or for him to fancy me, for that matter.

There might have been a time, once, several thousand light years in the past, when Daniel and I smiled shyly across a Duran Duran record and contemplated snogging each other. But then again, there might not have been, I couldn’t actually remember ever feeling like that about him, I just assumed that I had because, in the free-for-all of emotions that was my adolescence, I fancied just about everyone.

It was really for the best that Daniel and I didn’t fancy each other because, if we did get off with each other, Chris would have to go to all the bother of beating Daniel up for violating his sister’s honour and I didn’t want to put anyone to any trouble.

Karen and Charlotte – quite mistakenly – envied me my relationship with Daniel.

They would shake their heads in wonder and say, ‘You lucky bitch, how can you be so relaxed around him? How are you able to be funny and make him laugh? I can never think of a thing to say.’

But it was easy because I didn’t fancy him. When I did fancy someone I panicked and knocked things over and opened conversations by saying things like, ‘Do you ever wonder what it’s like to be a radiator?’

I looked at the note that Karen had left for me – there was even a little stain on it that she had marked ‘dribble’ – and wondered if I should ring Daniel. I decided not to, he might be in bed.

Accompanied, if you follow me.

Damn Daniel and his active sex-life. I wanted to talk to him.

What Mrs Nolan had said had given me food for thought. Not what she had said about me getting married – there was no way that I was fool enough to actually take that seriously. But what she had said about me being under a dark cloud had reminded me of my bouts of Depression and how awful they’d been. I could have woken Karen and Charlotte, but I decided against it. Apart from the fact that they could turn nasty if roused from their slumber for any reason other than an impromptu party, they didn’t know about my Depression.

Of course, they knew that sometimes I said I was depressed, and then they said ‘But why?’ and I would tell them about an unfaithful boyfriend or a bad day at work or not fitting into last summer’s skirt and they were more than sympathetic.

But they didn’t know that I sometimes got depressed with a capital ‘D’. Daniel was one of the few people outside my family who actually knew.

That’s because I felt ashamed of it. People either thought that Depression was a mental illness and that consequently I was a total nutter who had to be spoken to very slowly and was better avoided. Or more often they thought that there was no such thing as Depression, other than a vague, neurotic concept. That it was just an updated version of ‘suffering from her nerves’ which everyone knows translates as ‘she feels sorry for herself for no good reason.’ That I was merely indulging myself, wallowing in teenage angst that was way past its use-by date. And that all I had to do was to ‘pull myself together’ and ‘snap out of it’ and ‘take up sport.’

I could understand that attitude, because everyone got depressed sometimes. It was part of being alive, part of the deal, sunny days and earaches.

People got depressed about money (about not having enough of it, I mean, not about the fact that money wasn’t doing too well at school or had lost a lot of weight recently). Unpleasant things happened to people – relationships fell apart, jobs were lost, televisions broke down two days after the guarantee ran out and so on and so on – and people felt miserable about them.

I knew all that, but the depression that I suffered from wasn’t just an occasional bout of the blues or a dose of Holly Golightly’s mean reds – although I got them also, and fairly regularly at that. So did a lot of people, especially if they had just had a week of heavy drinking and very little sleep, but the blues and the mean reds were mere child’s play compared to the savage black killer demons that descended on me from time to time to play crucifixion with my head.

Mine was no ordinary depression, oh no, mine was the super, de luxe, top-of-the-range, no-expense-spared version.

Not that any of it was immediately obvious on first meeting me. I wasn’t miserable all of the time, in fact a lot of the time I was bright and personable and entertaining. And even when I felt dreadful I tried very hard to act as though I didn’t. It was only when things got so desperate that I couldn’t conceal it any longer that I took to my bed for anything from a couple of days to a week and waited for it to pass. Which it invariably did, sooner or later.

The worst bout of depression that I ever had was actually my first one.

I was seventeen and it was the summer that I had left school, and for no reason – apart from all the obvious ones – I got the idea into my head that the world was a very sad, lonely, unfair, cruel, heartbreaking kind of a place.

I got depressed about things that were happening to people in far-flung corners of the world, people that I didn’t even know and wasn’t ever likely to know, considering that the main reason that I felt depressed about them was that they were dying of hunger or of a plague or from their house falling in on top of them during an earthquake.

I cried at every piece of news that I heard or saw – car crashes, famines, wars, programmes about AIDS victims, stories of mothers dying and leaving young children, reports on battered wives, interviews with men who had been laid off in their thousands from coalmines and knew that even though they were only forty they would never work again, newspaper articles about families of six who had to feed themselves on fifty pounds a week, pictures of neglected donkeys. Even the funny bit at the end of the news, where a dog cycles a bike or says ‘sausages’ pierced me with pain, because I knew it was only a matter of time before the dog would die.

I found a child’s blue and white mitten on the pavement near my house one day and the grief that it triggered was almost unbearable. The thought of a tiny chilled hand, or of the other mitten, all alone without its mate was so poignant that I cried wet, hot, choking tears every time I saw it.

After a while I wouldn’t leave the house. And shortly after that I wouldn’t get out of bed.

It was horrendous. I felt as though I was personally in touch with every ounce of grief in the world, that I had an Internet of sorrow in my head, that every atom of sadness that had ever existed was being channelled through me, before being packaged up and transported on to outlying areas, like I was a kind of centralised misery depot.

My mother took charge. With the efficiency of a despot being threatened with a coup d’état, she imposed a total news blackout. I was banned from watching television, and luckily this coincided with one of those times when we had fallen behind in some of our payments – probably our rates – and the bailiffs had impounded various items of our furniture, including the television, so I couldn’t have watched it anyway.

And every evening when my brothers came home, my mother frisked them at the front door to relieve them of any copies of newspapers that they may have had secreted about their person, before they could gain admittance to the house.

Not that her media clampdown made any difference. I had the admirable skill of being able to locate a tragedy – however small – in absolutely anything and managed to cry at the description of little bulbs dying in a February frost that was in the gardening magazine that was my only permitted reading material.

Eventually Dr Thornton was sent for, but not before a day or so was spent tidying and cleaning frantically in honour of his arrival. And he diagnosed depression and – surprise, surprise – prescribed antidepressants for me, which I didn’t want to take.

‘What good will they do?’ I sobbed at him. ‘Will the antidepressants give those men in Yorkshire back their jobs? Will the antidepressants find the pair to this … to this … (by now I was gasping and incoherent with crying) ‘… to this MITTEN!?’ I wailed.

‘Oh, would you ever shut up about that bloody mitten,’ tisked my mother briskly. ‘She has my heart scalded with that self-same mitten. Yes, doctor, she’d be delighted to start on the tablets.’

My mother was like a lot of people who hadn’t been allowed to finish their schooling in that she believed that anyone who had been to university, especially doctors, were almost Pope-like in their infallibility, and that taking prescribed narcotics was a mystic and sacred kind of a thing.

(‘I am not worthy to receive them but only say the word and I shall be healed.’)

Also she was Irish and had a huge inferiority complex and thought that everything English people suggested had to be right. (Dr Thornton was English.)

‘Leave it to me,’ my mother grimly assured Dr Thornton. ‘I’ll see that she takes them.’

And she did.

And after a while I felt better. Not happy or anything like that. I still felt that we were all doomed and that the future was a vast wasteland of bleak greyness, but that it mightn’t hurt if I got up for half an hour to watch EastEnders.

After four months Dr Thornton said it was time for me to stop taking the antidepressants and we all held our breath, waiting to see if I could fly on my own or if I would dive-bomb back to that salty, single-mittened hell.

But by then I had started at secretarial college and I had faith, however fragile, in the future.

My world opened up at college, I learnt many strange and wondrous things – I was amazed to hear that the quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog, that ‘i’ comes before ‘e’, except and only except after ‘c’, that if I began a letter with ‘Dear Sir’ and ended it with ‘Yours sincerely’ that the world would come crashing to an immediate end.

I mastered the demanding art of sitting with a wire-bound notebook on my lap and covering the page with squiggles and dots, I strove hard to be the perfect secretary, quickly working up to four Bacardis and diet cokes on a night out with the girls, and my knowledge of the stock of Miss Selfridges was, at all times, encyclopaedic.

It never occurred to me that perhaps I could have done something else with my life – for a long time I thought it was such an honour to get the chance to train as a secretary that I didn’t realise how much it bored me. And even if I had realised how much it bored me, I wouldn’t have been able to wriggle out of it because my mother – a very determined woman – was adamant that that was what I would do. She actually cried with joy the day I got my certificate to say that I could move my fingers quickly enough to type forty-seven words a minute.

In a fairer world, she would have been the one to enrol in the typing and shorthand course, and not me, but that’s not the way it happened.

I was the only girl from my class at school who went to secretarial college. Apart from Gita Pradesh, who went to Physical Education college, everyone else either got pregnant, got married, got a job stacking shelves in Safeway, or a combination of the three.

I was quite good at school, or at least I was too afraid of the nuns and my mother to be a complete failure.

But I was too afraid of some of the other girls in my class to be a complete success either – there was a gang of ‘cool’ girls, who smoked and wore eyeliner and had very developed chests for their age and were rumoured to have sex with their boyfriends. I badly wanted to be one of them but I hadn’t a hope because I sometimes passed my exams.

Once, I got sixty-three per cent in a biology exam and I was lucky to escape with my life, which wasn’t really fair because the exam was on the reproductive system, and they probably knew a lot more about it than I did, and would have all got high marks if they had only turned up.

But every time there was an exam they brought faked sick notes from their mothers.

Their mothers were even more scary than they were and if the nuns cast doubts on the authenticity of the sick notes and administered punishment accordingly, the mothers – and sometimes even the dads – came to the school and caused uproar, threatening to thump the nuns, accusing the nuns of calling their daughters liars, and shouting wildly of ‘reporting’ them.

Once, when Maureen Quirke brought three sick notes in the one month, each of them asking for her to be excused because she had her period, Sister Fidelma slapped her and said ‘Do you take me for a fool, girl?’, and within hours Mrs Quirke arrived at the school like an avenging angel. (As Maureen said later, the funniest part of all was that she was actually pregnant at the time, although she didn’t know it when she wrote the notes.) Mrs Quirke shouted at Sister Fidelma, ‘No one lays a finger on any of my children. No one! Except me and Mr Quirke! Now get yourself a man, you dried-out old mickey-dodger, and leave my Maureen alone.’

Then she marched imperiously out the gate, dragging Maureen with her, and thumped Maureen all of the way home. I knew that for a fact because when I got home from school at lunch-time my father fell on me eagerly, and said, ‘I saw that Quirke child passing up the road earlier with her mother, and the mother thumping forty shades of shite out of her. Tell us, what happened at all?’

So when I stopped taking antidepressants and went to secretarial college, my depression didn’t return in all its savagery, but it hadn’t entirely gone away either. And because I was terrified of being depressed again and didn’t want to take pills, I dedicated my life to finding out the best ways of keeping it at bay, au naturel.

I wanted to banish depression entirely from my life, but had to be content with just stemming it by constantly reinforcing my emotional sandbags.

So along with swimming and reading, fighting depression became a hobby. In fact, strictly speaking, swimming wasn’t really a hobby in its own right, it was more accurate to say that it came under the heading of Fighting Depression, subheading Exercise, category Gentle.

I read everything on the subject of depression that I could lay my hands on, and nothing raised my spirits like a good, juicy, story of a famous person who suffered agonies from it.

Accounts of people who spent months on end in bed, not eating, not speaking, just staring at the ceiling, tears trickling down the sides of
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