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For Richard, again and always





‘No guilt is forgotten so long as the conscience still knows of it’

– Stefan Zweig, Beware of Pity






For the second time in six weeks, I woke up with the wrong husband.

This time, in a strange house, somewhere in Dublin. Under the sheets, I was naked. How could I have done this again?

I thought about my gentle husband who deserved so much better than I could give. My beautiful daughter who may have inherited that badness at the core of my soul.

My clothes were scattered around the room like that time in Boston, and I tried not to think about that.

I blame my sister.




Part One
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Ruby

If my sister hadn’t been beautiful, none of it would have happened.

Erin’s hair was blonder than mine. Her eyes were pale blue like Mom’s. Mine were ordinary blue. But everything was perfectly in proportion with her. She never had to wear a retainer like me because her teeth were straight and even. Mine were crooked. And my chin was too pointy. I was thin and bony while Erin was curvy in all the right places. My feet were too big for my body. Side on, I looked like a golf club. I didn’t smile with my mouth open for the two years I wore that retainer. One time in school, I forgot, and a senior guy said I looked like Steve Buscemi. I was really upset when I found out who he was. Mom said the curves would come and the pointy chin would go as well as the retainer. I couldn’t wait.

Everyone talked about how pretty Erin was, and then, when they noticed me, they’d hastily say something like ‘and Ruby’s freckles are so cute’.

I struggled a little at school. I was never bottom of the class. I hovered around the middle. In 1999, I was sixteen and Erin was eighteen, in her senior year. She was top of her class. We were both in Altman High. Dad would sigh before he opened my report card. He never expected it to be good. The comments from teachers said things like ‘We hope to see a more mature Ruby next year’ and ‘We know that Ruby is capable. If she can memorize the entire script of Titanic, I’m sure she’d be able for Robert Frost.’ Dad was mad about that one. I got mostly Cs with one or two Bs and an A in drama. Erin was a straight-A student. She was hoping to study English at Harvard. Her boyfriend, Milo, was in his first year at Boston College doing pre-med because he wanted to be a doctor.

Erin wrote stories, but she said I wasn’t allowed to read them. Milo said they were excellent, but he thought everything she said or did was awesome. He said she was beautiful and talented and sweet, and that was true.

My dad, Douglas Cooper, was the pastor and founder of the Holy Divine Church of the Fourth Way, and he was also an investment broker. Dad ruled the roost in our house in Fisher Hill, a respectable neighbourhood in Brookline, a suburb of Boston. He led us in prayer before meals, and Sunday was a day of observance when we were supposed to spend our time in contemplation and gratitude for what the Lord had provided. Dad’s churches had a congregation of thousands and missions in four states. He was kind, a good dad, but he was out of town a lot, away visiting his other churches, conferring with the ministers he had personally ordained and meeting with investment clients.

I think Mom preferred it that way. When I went to Laquanda or Tasha’s houses, I noticed their parents being in agreement. My mom and dad were affectionate with each other in front of us, but they argued a lot, and it had always been that way. Erin and I were used to it. In fact, it worked to our advantage. If Dad said no to something, we could always ask Mom, and fifty per cent of the time we got the right answer. We were a normal family, I guess, franks and beans or clam chowder on alternate Saturdays. Dad was a Red Sox and Patriots fan. Erin, Mom and I weren’t interested in sports.

Mom was Irish, I mean properly Irish, born in Ireland. That’s where Erin got her name: it means ‘Ireland’. Mom’s name was Maureen. Dad got to name me, thank God, and he said I was like a precious jewel so I was Ruby. I got a better name than Erin. That was the only perk I got from my parents.

Mom had come over to America for the summer when she was a teenager and was working as a nanny in a house close to where Dad grew up in Worcester, west of Boston. I think it was a love story. He was her knight in shining armour, and he rescued her from having to go back to Ireland. That’s the way he told it. Mom would say it wasn’t quite like that. They got married young and started a family straight away. Boy, was she homesick, though. By 1999, Erin and I hadn’t been back to Ireland in four years, but Mom visited every year and spoke to Grandma once a week on a Saturday at 3 p.m.

I would eavesdrop sometimes. Mom would exclaim at various points, ‘No’ in disbelief, or ‘She didn’t’ in astonishment, when she clearly did. Grandma’s stories were then reported to us, but they concerned cousins we’d met once, or old school friends of Mom’s. They involved an unmarried girl getting pregnant, or a fight over a will, or the neighbour’s new dog. Mom missed home. The last time Erin and I had visited, it was a rainy and grey summer, but I loved Grandma. She was like the grandma you see in fairy tales. She wore her grey hair in a bun, she was softly chubby and she was always baking. She read bedtime stories and cuddled me, and even though I was probably a bit too old for that by then, I didn’t mind it. I think she preferred me to Erin. I don’t know how Mom and her brother and my grandparents had lived together in that tiny house. Grandpa had died young a year after his only son was born so I never met him. Dennis was eleven years younger than Mom. Mom and Dad’s wedding photos showed him as a young boy. She never spoke about him much. He had emigrated to Australia some years previously and I don’t think she kept in contact with him.

Much as I loved Grandma and a trip to Ireland, as we got older we chose to go to Bible Camp, which was way more fun than it sounded. We learned to cook and swim, and we did first aid, knitting circles, book club and singing. Not all the songs were hymns, though we weren’t allowed to sing Britney Spears – not in front of the camp leaders anyway.

Erin’s boyfriend was wicked smart. Milo had been in Altman High with us until he graduated the previous summer. Everyone wanted to be his girlfriend, but my big sister, Erin, took his attention. Slim and sandy-haired, he looked like a pale version of Bailey from Party of Five, and he was fun too. He was from Southie. His clothing was a little shabbier than most students, but apart from that and the accent, you would never know his background. His manners were impeccable, though they didn’t come naturally. The first time he came to dinner, when Mom called out ‘Dinner’s ready’ and bid us all to sit at the table, Milo politely began to offer the bread basket around, but Dad coughed and said, ‘Let’s say grace first, yes? Maureen, will you lead us in prayer?’ Milo turned beetroot red. ‘Yes, sir, ma’am, I’m sorry, sir.’ Dad smiled reassuringly at him. Everyone closed their eyes as Dad intoned the holy words, but I sneaked a peek at Milo, and he was looking at each of us in turn. He caught me looking, jammed his eyes shut tight and then opened them again and winked at me with a grin. It was my turn to blush. He watched carefully how we used our knives and forks. Mom could have been more subtle about that. She narrated the whole table etiquette thing – ‘and now we put our napkins on our laps’ – and I knew she had learned table manners from Dad’s family, because Grandma sometimes ate with her mouth open, or ate peas from her knife, and Mom didn’t learn manners from her.

My parents grew to trust Milo, especially Mom, because he was Irish from a few generations back. Despite his good looks and physical presence, he was bookish like Erin. He adored her, and Dad even let him sleep over in the downstairs spare room on weekends or sometimes if they were studying late during the week. He was not allowed to go upstairs where Erin’s room was, next to mine. They pretended that they stayed in their respective rooms, but I knew better.

My room was in the middle of the house upstairs and separated Erin’s room at the top of the back stairs from Mom and Dad’s room at the other end of the house beside the main staircase that led down into the hall. There was a full-length mirror on the wall in my room and I spent a lot of time in front of it, waiting for my teeth to straighten with the retainer and the pointy chin to change as I got older, for the curves that Erin had. Like Snow White’s wicked stepmother, I checked the mirror impatiently several times a day, hoping for this miraculous change. One day, I got so frustrated that I banged my fist on the mirror, and it fell off the wall. The nail and the plastic thing that held the nail in place fell out too. There was now a hole in the wall. If it was a bit deeper, it would come out on Erin’s side, and I’d be able to see into her room. What did she get up to on her own? Did she have a secret diary? I’d searched her room before. Laquanda showed us her older sister’s secret diary and it was full of scandalous thoughts about what she wanted to do with boys and what she wanted boys to do to her. I got some nail scissors and tunnelled through the tiny hole until I could see straight on to the opposite wall of Erin’s bedroom. Then I scratched a bit more until the hole was about half an inch wide. The wallpaper in her room was a crazy floral pattern that she’d chosen herself. Mom said it made her dizzy. Erin would never notice a small hole in the wall.

Now I could see Erin’s bed and her vanity unit and almost her whole room. I used to spy on her now and then. I watched her removing make-up from perfectly unfreckled skin. I watched her change out of her clothes into her nightgown. I watched her in her most private moments. When I wasn’t watching, I put the mirror back against the wall, on top of a shoe box. And I put a large pink Band-Aid over the hole in my pink wallpaper. You wouldn’t spot the tape unless you were looking for it. The mirror had only hung six inches off the floor. When Mom noticed and talked about re-hanging it, I told her not to bother, that I liked being able to move the mirror around.

One morning, I woke early and saw a shadow passing under my door, but there was no sound of footsteps. I was immediately alert because I knew that Milo had stayed over the night before. I got out of bed quietly and peeled back the tape on my wall. Milo was in Erin’s room. I expected her to shout at him to get out, but they were fooling around, French kissing and more. I was mesmerized and horrified and turned on. It became a regular thing for me, to wake up early and watch them on the nights he stayed over. They never made a sound. The guest room was downstairs behind the kitchen. I don’t know how they never got caught.

Sometimes, we would all be working in the study at home, and I would examine him, taking in his fair hair, his square shoulders, his jutting chin, his strong arms. I watched how he was with Erin; how physically comfortable they were together. He would lift her up and throw her over his shoulder while she yelled at him to put her down even though she was clearly enjoying it. They sat together, pinkie fingers intertwined. They were inseparable. Mom insisted he was a good influence on Erin and it’s true that she was not slacking in the study department. We all thought how Erin was lucky to have such a supportive boyfriend.

I wasn’t one of the cool girls in school. I trained hard to be a cheerleader but never got picked. My friends included Laquanda Rice, Tasha Danziger and Janet De Vere Kennedy (yes, she was one of those Kennedys, a third cousin or something). I guess we were cliquey, but we’d been friends since kindergarten. We didn’t deliberately exclude anyone from our group. None of us had boyfriends and we wore our virginity as a badge of honour. It didn’t stop us talking about sex, though. We all knew the mechanics of how it worked from sex ed classes, but we talked endlessly about how it would feel. Janet said it might be like having Pop Rocks down there, but I thought it had to be better than that. The faces Erin and Milo made didn’t look like the ones you made when eating Pop Rocks, from what I could see through the hole in my bedroom wall.

Erin said we were obsessed. But we weren’t the ones with boyfriends in our bedrooms. I was ashamed to think my sister was one of the girls who was nearly doing sex. I didn’t dare tell anyone. My friends and I talked about saving ourselves for our wedding day. We were going to marry pop stars. We were all to be each other’s bridesmaids. We prayed for the souls of the girls who we knew were having sex. We went to Dad’s church together. We had taken a pledge there to be virgins until we were twenty-one years old, but we thought we’d be married by then. We had posters of our dream boys on our walls – all the Backstreet Boys, Ricky Martin, Will Smith and Leonardo di Caprio.

At sixteen years of age, I wanted to be an actress. Laquanda said I would have to go to LA for that, but I guess I was more of a homebird than I thought. California seemed far away, and besides, I wanted to be a Broadway star rather than a film actress. Film actors, especially women, were often naked on camera. There was less nudity on stage. Tasha said there was no money in acting and that for every Broadway star there were thousands of bit-part actors. It didn’t matter in the end. I never made it on to Broadway. Maybe things would have been different if it hadn’t been for Milo Kelly.

It was 10 a.m. on a Wednesday, 15 September 1999, when he called at the house. I had come home from school on my own with a stomach ache and Mom had gone out somewhere with Erin. The pain wasn’t so bad. I told him that Erin wasn’t home but that he could come inside and wait. He wondered when they’d be back, but I didn’t know. He said he’d wait a while. That wasn’t unusual. He spent a lot of time hanging around waiting for Erin. I offered him a coffee, and he accepted. I didn’t even like coffee, but it seemed grown up to be sitting with Milo and sipping coffee. This time I sat beside him on the sofa. He was more chatty than usual, asked me about school and my friends. He was teasing me about wanting to be an actress. He reached out to tickle me – ‘You want to be in Dawson’s Creek. You want to kiss Pacey Witter’ – and then he grabbed me around the middle and the mood turned dark in a split second. What happened next comes back to me in glimpses, like a series of photographs or glitchy radio static. The sound of my shirt ripping. My panties dropping to the floor. Staring at the vase on the sideboard, hearing my voice yelling, ‘No, no, no.’

Dad found me wrapped in a blanket on the sofa when he came home. I wasn’t crying yet. He was alarmed to see me like that and asked me what had happened. When I told him, in a robotic monotone, he called the police. He said I was in shock and made me drink a glass of brandy.

I was taken downtown, examined and swabbed and photographed, tested for pregnancy and all sorts of diseases including AIDS. They looked at the bruises on my inner thighs that were caused by Milo’s thumbs digging into me, the marks on my wrists caused by his closed right hand, the cut on my head from where I’d banged it off the table trying to get away from him. These sounds and images were scrambled in my mind. I made my statement and answered the graphic questions. The lady police officer and the nurse said I had done excellently, as if I had scored an A on some exam paper.

Dad had called Mom from the police station. Mom and Erin were at home when I got back after midnight, and then all hell broke loose. I often wondered if it could have been dealt with in a different way. If Milo had admitted it, everything would have been simpler.

Over the next week, Erin was hysterical and then that turned to anger. I was sickened that she believed him over me. She had known him for just over a year, and she had known me all my life. But she was adamant I’d made it up and it hurt almost as much as the incident with Milo. She had trusted him completely, but I remember overhearing some friend of Mom’s saying, ‘Well, what can you expect from a boy from Southie? I certainly wouldn’t have let him in my home.’ I knew that was wrong. It wasn’t Mom’s fault for welcoming him into our house, and it wasn’t because he was from South Boston, but I was too distraught to defend her. Everyone said I shouldn’t feel guilty. But I shouldn’t have sat beside him. I shouldn’t have laughed when he began to tickle me.
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Erin

I was seventeen the first time I really noticed Milo. I could see his back and one shoulder, his tanned neck, the side of his head, sandy hair falling into his eyes. The collar of his shirt was frayed, but clean. His hair was long on the top and short at the back. I’d seen him around school, but this was the first time I saw him in our church. He was part of the congregation, and I was two rows behind him. Dad said we should show humility by not taking the front pews. Mom and Ruby and I always hovered around the back. I think folks appreciated that. It made them trust Dad more. He wasn’t going to show favour to his own family, but after the service we were expected to stand near him at the exit so that he could introduce us to his flock if required as they left.

Everyone poured out when the service was over, and the boy disappeared into the crowd. Mom had got talking to Marcia Little’s mother and, by the time we got outside, he was gone. He was with an older lady. I guessed she was his mom.

The following week they were there again with a girl, older than him but with the same-shaped face as her mom – a sister, I assumed. She had black nail varnish on, and I thought that was kind of inappropriate for church. I rushed out at the end, but the three of them didn’t stop. The mother muttered, ‘Thank you, Pastor Cooper,’ as she passed my dad. I looked at the boy’s face then. He must have been older than me because we weren’t in any of the same classes. Freckles crossed his nose and cheeks. He was good-looking in an old-fashioned way. His floppy hairstyle was out of date, but I liked that he didn’t try to look like everyone else. For the next few weeks, I watched out for him at school. I saw him twice, once leaving the schoolyard and another time leaving Principal Bermingham’s office with a grin on his face.

Dad’s congregation came from all over Boston. He was not a snob. The marquee sign outside said GOD IS FOR EVERYBODY, and we had all ethnicities, all colours, rich and poor. Dad did his best to preach the word of Jesus in the way of Jesus. When we were planning church picnics or Bible Camp, everyone put unlabelled envelopes containing what they could afford in the donation box. Sometimes there would be envelopes containing a thousand dollars, and some would contain pieces of newspaper cut into the shape of dollar bills. Dad said that people would do that because they wanted to be seen to put an envelope in the box and we mustn’t judge them. Ruby and I were allowed to open the envelopes and count the money with calculators by our side. I guessed that the sandy-haired boy was not wealthy. The jacket he wore was a bit too small, and shiny at the elbows. I asked Dad about the family, but he didn’t know who I was talking about.

‘The boy and his mom have come every Sunday for the last four weeks and sometimes the sister comes too. You should say hello, Dad,’ I told him.

‘Maureen, have you noticed them?’ he said to Mom and she nodded enthusiastically.

The following week, I nudged Dad as they approached at the end of the service. The mom tried to scurry by, but Dad reached for her hand and said, ‘You are welcome to the Holy Divine Church. I don’t believe we have met?’

She looked up at him, startled, and quickly composed herself. ‘Pastor Cooper, it is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Elaine Kelly and this here is my boy, Michael – we call him Milo – and my daughter, Margaret.’

The girl interrupted. ‘Margie,’ she said.

Dad said, ‘We’re all friends in this community, call me Douglas or Doug,’ and he laughed and introduced all of us then. We shook hands and exchanged greetings, but I failed to make eye contact with Milo. ‘What brings you to our church?’ Dad asked.

‘Well, we were all baptized in the Catholic Church, but I wanted somewhere …’ She struggled for words.

‘Less strait-laced?’ said Dad.

‘Yes.’ Her face brightened, and Milo and Margie looked at the ground.

On this first encounter, I smiled at Milo as they were leaving, and as he moved away, he turned and smiled back. His blue eyes sparkled, and I saw his crooked nose. It made him more attractive to me. His mother pulled him closer to her.

Milo later told me that the priest in their Catholic parish had been moved to another parish for molesting some children. He and Margie had not been targeted but Mrs Kelly was furious that nobody had called the cops. She wanted her children to have a strong Christian faith like she had, but she no longer trusted the Catholic Church to protect children. I was vaguely aware of abuse stories coming out of the Catholic Church in Ireland where Grandma lived. She was upset about it all, but I hadn’t heard of anything like that happening in our own city.

The Kellys had tried seven churches before they settled on ours, Mrs Kelly said. They liked Dad, he told Bible stories and then made them relatable to things that happened here and now, locally. He was liberal, much more so than your average preacher. He was not a fire-and-brimstone kind of guy. He was accepting of divorce, interracial marriage, contraception and homosexuality, but he preached chastity for boys and girls up to the age of twenty-one.

In Dad’s other role, as an investment broker, he did well. The churches in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut and New Hampshire were self-sufficient and supplied him with wealthy investment clients. Dad was a straight shooter. Everybody trusted him. He was away a lot, but always at home at least three Sundays each month for ‘church and family, the two things that mean more to me than anything else in the world’. The fourth Sunday, he would be the star attraction at one of his other churches in the other states.

Mom was delighted to meet some Boston Irish; she missed Ireland so much. She was disappointed to hear that Mrs Kelly had never been to Ireland. Mrs Kelly’s grandparents had come over in the early 1900s. Mom grasped on to every Irish thing she could. Even though Mrs Kelly was third-generation American, she knew her ancestors were from Donegal and Mom was able to tell her how beautiful her home place was.

Mom was very defensive about Ireland. She was the most elegant woman I ever saw and would say that Ireland had culture and tradition, and people did not live with pigs in the parlour like the old cartoon images. Dad knew this, of course, because he had visited Ireland with Mom to see Grandma. But him mocking the old country annoyed Mom intensely and she always reminded him that on their wedding day he had promised her they could retire to Ireland. He would say that was at least twenty years away and maybe by then you might be able to get a decent cup of coffee in Dublin, but they never stayed mad with each other for long and soon they would be hooting with laughter over some shared joke.

I made sure to talk to Milo every time after that first occasion. Church was now the highlight of my week, rather than hanging out at Filene’s or the mall with Ginnie or Saima. They saw him too at church and agreed that he was dreamy. I discovered later that he had won a scholarship to our school, Altman High. You could tell his mom was proud of him, the way she looked at him. His uncle ran Billy’s Diner downtown and Milo picked up shifts before and after school and most Saturdays. Sundays, he attended church and occasionally a Red Sox game at Fenway Park.

He was in his senior year. He told me that when he was a kid, his father was sick a lot and then died of heart failure, and he used to fantasize about being a doctor who could cure his father. He was hoping to get into Boston College.

Milo’s sister, Margie, did not like that I was friendly with him. One Sunday, she warned me, ‘My little brother isn’t your type. I can see he’s sweet on you, but there’s no sense in pulling him into places where he doesn’t belong.’ I didn’t know what she meant. I think she was jealous of her brother. As she sauntered away, hands deep in her pockets, my heart soared. Milo was sweet on me.

In Altman High, I knew that I wasn’t the only girl who noticed Milo. Any time his name was mentioned, all the girls commented on how handsome he was. He stood out a little and it was plain as day that he cut his own hair. Some of the school jocks ribbed him about it, but it turned out that Milo had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the Red Sox and every penny he earned at his uncle’s diner on evenings and weekends went towards days out at Fenway Park, after he’d given his mom half. Even though he wasn’t a great player, the jocks adopted him, almost as their mascot. It could have been patronizing in different circumstances, but they genuinely liked him. He made friends easily and my girlfriends were flirting with him on the daily.

Milo told me that he lived in a triple-decker house. He and his mom and Margie lived on the top floor, and his uncle Billy and uncle Pat lived with their families on the floors below. His dad had been a delivery truck driver but, when he died, he left behind some debts. Margie and his mom worked full-time in a florist at Boston South Station; they all contributed to the household. Southie was up and coming then, and there were cranes all over the place – it was being developed. Milo was relieved that his uncle owned the building.

Dad’s church downtown had opened Milo’s eyes to new possibilities. He told me that when they first started coming, his mom had expected to be ignored or patronized at best and was delighted when Dad went out of his way to welcome them. Milo loved our church, although he never could take part in Bible Camp or the summer barbecues because he was always working.

I told him he was welcome to come and study at our house any time he wanted. We lived a short walk away from the school on his route to the T Station. I told Mom and Dad I’d made this offer, and they were pleased that I was encouraging him, though I don’t think they understood why. Well, maybe Mom did.

The first time Milo came to our house, he said, ‘Wow, this place is awesome.’ Mom did her best to make him feel comfortable: ‘I used to think like that too, but you should have seen the little house that I grew up in. There wasn’t room to swing a cat.’ Mom was flirting with Milo more than I was. She was embarrassing.

Ruby was shy around him. Ruby was two years younger than me, but she was in a real hurry to grow up. She would stuff her bra with tissues and the posters of the pop idols in her room were covered in lipstick smooches. Dad’s church was big on virginity and Ruby and her friends were particularly prudish and immature. Contradictorily, they could not wait until their wedding night.

Ruby was funny and would often sing and dance for us on Saturday night or do impersonations of people on TV. She took her drama classes seriously. We were close, growing up. I often found her in my room trying on my clothes. I didn’t mind. She always preferred to get my hand-me-downs to new clothes for herself. That was cute.

The first time that Milo came into the house, Ruby stared at him. It was damn rude. I kicked her under the table. I could sense that Milo was uncomfortable. He said ‘Hi’, but she didn’t say anything. When he became a regular visitor to the house, I think she got more used to him, until a year later when she said he raped her.
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It was as if the world stopped turning that day in September 1999. My sister lied about what happened. I knew it. She swore Milo had raped her, but he wouldn’t. I knew him better than anyone. He was gentle. He was already locked up by the time I got home that night, and it would be many years before I saw him again. I attacked my sister when she came home from the police station late that night, first verbally and then, when she insisted it was true, I attacked her physically, and Mom and Dad had to separate us. Her story didn’t even make sense. Milo would never tickle a sixteen-year-old girl, especially Ruby.

Milo was prone sometimes to dark moods. I was aware of it, that there were days when he wouldn’t want to talk or hang out, not just with me but with anyone. His best friend in school was a guy called Ben Roche, who advised leaving him alone when he got like that. It only happened three times in the year or so that I knew him. And then he would emerge again, apologetic, unable to explain what had come over him. It was ‘a dose of the blues’ he said. But that didn’t mean he could ever be violent with anyone. He didn’t even get in any schoolyard fights when he was a kid, as far as I knew.

Dad decided that I should go and stay with Aunt Rachel a few days later. She was my dad’s younger sister, living in Worcester, fifty miles west of Boston. Milo was locked up while the investigation was ongoing. I was not allowed to go and see Milo’s mother or sister, or to call them. I only had a rough idea where they lived. I never went to Milo’s house and Dorchester was a big area. Mom told me that they kept calling our house, but she hung up every time. I was angry to be banished from my home like that. I hadn’t done anything wrong. My sister had told a vicious lie and soon the police would find out, and Milo would be freed. I decided that when that happened, Milo and I would run away together, to New York, and start over. I couldn’t bear being separated from him. Aunt Rachel tried to reason with me: ‘Girls don’t make up stories like that, Erin, and your sister is a particularly innocent child. She and her friends are proud virgins, aren’t they?’ I was a virgin too, though I didn’t shout about it like Ruby and her friends. If Milo had wanted to have sex badly, I would have given in. I told Aunt Rachel this. She was five years younger than Dad and way cooler. ‘But, Erin, rape isn’t about sex, it’s about control. Now why would your sister lie about something like that? Has she lied before?’

I had to think about that. Ruby was not a habitual liar. She had told childish lies, denying stealing chunks from Mom’s birthday cake when the evidence was in the crumbs on her face, but we didn’t tell lies in our family. She was an excellent actress and could impersonate every teacher in Altman, but I was never aware of her lying before. This made it more difficult for anyone to believe Milo. It turned out that he had been charged with a misdemeanour by the police two years ago for trespassing in a derelict house. He had never told me about that, but then why would he? I never told him that I had successfully shoplifted a pair of jeans from Old Navy until Mom discovered the labels in the trash can in my room and marched me back to the store to pay for them. It had been a dare among a group of us at the mall. They didn’t even fit me. It was a stupid prank. She docked my allowance for ten weeks – four weeks to pay for the jeans and six weeks to make sure I’d learned my lesson. She never told Dad or Ruby, though. Maybe Ruby had done things Mom hadn’t told us about?

I was supposed to keep it all a secret, but I had to tell Ginnie and Saima. I did not go back to school that year, and they had been calling the house. I called them from Worcester. Ginnie said that everyone in school already knew and that most people believed Ruby. Saima said she believed me, but she asked me why Ruby would make up such a monstrous lie and I couldn’t answer that.

Three weeks later, DNA test results came in. There was no doubt. Milo had raped my sister. Dad drove up to Worcester to tell me. ‘You have to accept it, honey. That man is an evil son of a bitch, and he defiled your sister.’ I had never heard Dad use such language before. I was shaking with shock. I thought of all the ways his DNA could have got on to my sister. A shared towel perhaps? Dad had to make it clear. ‘Erin,’ he said sternly, ‘the DNA came from semen that was inside Ruby, do you understand what I’m telling you?’ I understood the words he said to me, but it took a while for them to truly sink in. How could I believe that snow was white if the guy I loved with all my heart had raped my sister? But he had, and I was wrong. Aunt Rachel tried her best to comfort me, but I was angry, first at myself and then at Milo. I was horrified that I had called my sister a liar.

I got a summons to appear as a witness for the defence. Mom and Dad were outraged but I was over eighteen by then and there was nothing they or I could do to stop it. I worried myself sick in the weeks leading up to the trial. I had constant nausea. I did not know what I was going to be asked. Would Milo have told them about how intimate we had been? It turned out that he had. In a full courtroom in front of my parents, Aunt Rachel, their friends, Mrs Kelly, Margie, Milo’s friend Ben Roche, Mr Bermingham the school principal, the judge, jury and a whole load of strangers, I had to reveal the private details of my life. I could not look at Milo. I could not look at anyone.

Then it was the prosecutor’s turn. He asked me who suggested that Milo sneak into my room against my parents’ rules in the middle of the night. I had to admit that it was me. I had been the one who wanted to get closer to him. I think he had expected a different answer. He asked me how hard I had to persuade him, and I told the court that Milo didn’t argue at all. I watched my mother leave the courtroom in tears. The prosecutor talked about how this was a sign of Milo’s deceptive behaviour, how he had manipulated his way into my bedroom, against the rules of my parents, who had been so good to him. He also asked me about his moodiness. Where did I think he went during those times when he refused to talk to anyone? I didn’t understand what he meant. He went to school and to work and home, like normal. He asked if I had proof that he went to work and home during his ‘thunderous moods’. Milo’s lawyer objected to his words and the judge asked me if his moods were thunderous. I said no. She asked me to describe them. I said that it just seemed like depression to me. The prosecutor resumed his questions, asking again if I knew for sure that Milo went home and to work during these moods. I had no proof. He asked if I knew anything about Milo’s previous girlfriends. I did not, except that they were older than him. I don’t know what the relevance of these questions was, but Milo’s defence let them go unchallenged. There were unsaid implications, though, and they were not good for Milo.

Milo’s defending attorney used my information to demonstrate how gentle Milo had been with me and how he had never pressured me into oral or full penetrative sex. I wept through this testimony. I glanced quickly at Milo. He lifted his head from his hands and mouthed the word ‘sorry’ at me. I hated him by then. I was angry with him for putting me through this.

Months later, right on the day of Milo’s sentencing, Mom said we’d have to go to Ireland for Ruby’s sake. ‘How is Ruby ever going to recover when there are reminders everywhere?’ I thought it was an unnecessarily drastic step but Mom was adamant. We had to move to Dublin. Mom and Dad argued about it, and this time the arguments were loud and serious. Doors slammed and voices were raised. We hid in our rooms. Ruby’s friends visited, but they never stayed long.

I couldn’t talk to her. I don’t think she could talk to me either. Milo would never have been in our house if it hadn’t been for me.
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Ruby

The DNA results proved that what I said was true. The investigation and the court case and the verdict took seven months and then there was the sentencing weeks after that. The court case was gruelling and way more traumatic than the incident itself. It was a jury trial. It went on and on and on. Milo had to admit that I’d said no three times. He admitted that he’d told me, ‘This never happened, nobody has to know,’ but he didn’t admit the incident. He didn’t try to say it was consensual. He said that I had tried to seduce him. I was quizzed many times by his attorney about what I was wearing. He’d said I was wearing shorts, but I told them I was wearing jeans. And the prosecutor insisted that it didn’t matter. I was a sixteen-year-old innocent, and he was a nineteen-year-old working man. But the DNA was the biggest, most undeniable factor.

Neither Erin nor I went to school that academic year. Erin came back from Aunt Rachel’s to appear as a witness in the trial. She was a different person. She grabbed me and hugged me and sobbed how sorry she was, but then she went to her room and rarely came out. We stayed home for months, unable to offer comfort to each other. Dad tried to persuade me to come back to church, but I was ashamed. I was no longer pure in the eyes of God.

After the sentencing, Mom’s solution was to take us out of Boston and back to her home in Ireland. ‘It’s for a few weeks,’ said Mom. ‘Your grandma will be pleased to see you and Erin.’

I nodded along when the trip was suggested. Mom had been asking Dad for years about moving back to Ireland. Now Dad and Mom fought about it. ‘Move there?’ said Dad, incredulous, then he saw me in the doorway and his voice softened. ‘Hey, Ruby, how are you today?’ he said, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes, and I knew how he wanted me to respond, to run into his arms for comfort so he could kiss the top of my head, like he used to. But I turned away and went back up to my room and shut the door behind me. The trial had been awful.

Erin did not want to go to Ireland. She was broken-hearted and broken.

‘You girls need to stick together,’ said Mom. Erin looked at me and I saw her shame and anger.

It was agreed that Mom and I would go on our own four days after she suggested it. Erin refused to come. She went to some prayer retreat instead. Nobody talked about what would happen after the summer.

I said goodbye to Laquanda and Tasha and Janet, who promised they’d write. I was glad to be getting away. Milo had his supporters who apparently called me horrible names. My name was graffitied all over walls in South Boston. I had been out of school for eight months and I was desperate to get away. Grandma’s little house had always felt safe to me. And I needed to feel safe.

Leaving was horrible. We all cried, Erin and I clinging on to each other, telepathically saying all the things that had gone unsaid. Mom and I had one-way tickets. I didn’t know if we were going to come back. Dad’s eyes were red-rimmed, and my mother sobbed as they parted at the airport. Once again, I felt guilt for breaking our family in two, but this was only four days after the thirteen-year sentence had been handed down. I had hardly processed what had happened yet.
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Erin

Milo and I had our first kiss in a deserted gym in high school. We were both nervous, but once we’d kissed, it kind of sealed the deal. Mom and Dad liked him and his mom. Milo was not allowed into my bedroom under any circumstances. We respected their rules for a long time. Being with Milo was exciting and interesting and we laughed a lot. We loved the same books; we watched the same movies over and over. Good Will Hunting was our favourite. He was Matt Damon and I was Minnie Driver and we made up the happiest endings for ourselves. Milo couldn’t afford to take me out for meals or buy me jewellery, but I didn’t need those things.

Milo was not a virgin. He had slept with a few girls. I wasn’t entirely surprised by this. I think I was one of the last virgins in my class, but I was struggling with it. My body yearned for him, as if it was a different entity to my mind. I knew that God was testing me, but Milo said he would wait. We didn’t go the whole way, though we came close. We had worked out which steps on the back stairs of the house squeaked and I had oiled the handle of my bedroom door. On the occasional nights when Milo stayed over in the spare room downstairs, he could creep up and quietly enter my bedroom at the top of the back stairs without anyone hearing, where we would make out and fool around. We would whisper to each other about what felt good and what didn’t, manoeuvring each other’s hands and bodies until we were both satisfied. We stifled our moans. Nobody knew. Ruby’s bedroom was between mine and my parents’ room. She had famously slept through a storm that had taken the roof off the shack directly behind our bedrooms a couple of years earlier. Nothing would wake her.

I think at the time I trusted Milo more than anyone I knew. He told me he’d wait until I was ready, but I was God-fearing in those days. We knew that we were going to get married as soon as I graduated high school. I knew Dad would go crazy, but as they had got married when Mom was twenty-one years old and he was twenty-two, he couldn’t say too much. We planned to have three children after he qualified as a doctor. We were stuck about where we were going to live. Milo wanted to support me, but it was going to be a long time until he would be able to do that. Besides, I wanted to go to Harvard. I reckoned that Dad could probably buy us an apartment as a wedding present, but Milo was uncomfortable with that. He had got into Boston College on a scholarship that didn’t cover everything. He had student loans too. The principal at Altman had helped him with his applications. Principal Bermingham always took a special interest in Milo. He mentored him and said he could see Milo’s potential. So could I.

I used to write short stories for my own amusement. They were usually stories about wacky characters. They were all different. One was about demon children who were born to this loving couple but who grew up to be psychopaths and murdered their parents. Another was about a single mother who refused to feed her children; they were taken from her and put into foster care, but they were traumatized. They refused to eat until they were put back into their mother’s care and then they ate her. These stories were often disturbing. I was afraid to show them to anyone but Milo and he suggested I show them to my teacher. I don’t know where these ideas came from, but Milo loved them – he said I should send them in to competitions. Even though I was top of the class in English at school, my English teacher didn’t like them. She found them distasteful and encouraged me to write about the real world. I didn’t think Dad would have approved, especially if my teacher didn’t, and Mom wasn’t much of a reader. I loved books and reading, though. Ruby once said that prettiness was wasted on me because I was such a geek. She was funny.

Milo thought I should be a writer, and I thought that was something I could maybe try in my spare time, but I wanted to read books rather than write them. It was a huge surprise to discover that Milo had entered one of my stories into a competition in a literary journal and they had agreed to publish it. Dad demanded to read the story and, to my surprise, he liked it. I don’t think Mom understood it, but she was super proud and took me to New York on the train for the day to see The Lion King on Broadway. We wouldn’t be home until late. That was the day Milo raped Ruby.

I wondered if it had all been a fantasy. Was Milo playing me all this time? Did he like my stories at all? He had told me he’d slept with girls when he was younger, he’d said the girls were older than him, but were they? Did he ever plan to marry me? The shock of what he did to Ruby was overwhelming.

I thought about Milo’s dark moods. At the time we were planning our future together, I thought it was depression. In those times, he wouldn’t call me or talk to me in school. Once he had shouted, ‘Leave me the fuck alone,’ and punched a wall while I walked alongside him trying to engage him in conversation. I was shaken by his aggression. I had not told the court about that. I should have. Afterwards he had apologized, and he was back to his sweet old self, but I couldn’t forget the sudden rage and hostility. Would he have hit me if I’d tried to hug him? Maybe he was a psychopath. You read about these people all the time: ‘He was so mild-mannered, wouldn’t hurt a fly.’ Milo hadn’t planned to rape Ruby, I was sure of it, but if one of those black moods had taken him, who knew what he could do?

I knew that Milo masturbated because sometimes, on those nights when he crept up the back stairs into my room, I helped him jerk off. But there was no way around it: his semen was inside her vagina so he must have come inside her. The whole time he could have said it was consensual, but he insisted that Ruby came on to him, that she wrapped herself around him and that he had stopped her, that she fell and knocked her head. He insisted there was no penetration at all and that he’d had to fight her off. A tiny girl like Ruby? The DNA sealed his fate and broke my heart in two.

Some time after I returned from Worcester, Margie was lurking outside the house one day when I was getting in the car to go to the supermarket. I went to the gate to meet her.

‘He didn’t do it, you know he didn’t.’ She was half crazy with rage. ‘I warned you something would happen if he started mixing with you rich kids. I never imagined it would be this. Your sister is a liar, and you fucking know it. He’s not stupid, Erin, why would he do such a thing and think that he wouldn’t be caught?’

Dad heard the commotion and came out and threatened to call the police. He ran her off the property.

Mrs Kelly had come to the house twice, begging to talk to Ruby until Mom and Dad got a restraining order against her. Ruby and I stayed home, thinking our lives were over, and perhaps they were, because nothing was ever the same again.

Sometimes, Ruby could forget and laugh at The Simpsons or Friends on TV, and we encouraged that. Dad was angry and silent for months. He said his faith was being challenged and prayed about it endlessly.

The story wasn’t in the newspapers but some people in the church knew and everyone in Altman knew. I had only told Saima and I’m sure she didn’t tell anyone, but Ruby’s friends were less discreet.

And then, four days after Ireland was suggested, Mom and Ruby left. I thought it was temporary. They’d stay for the summer and then they’d come home. Mom begged me to come with them, but I needed a break from Ruby. I knew it wasn’t her fault, but I couldn’t bear to see her pale face and sad eyes. It was one of the worst days among many terrible ones. Dad thought I should go to a prayer retreat for a while. It was a kind of religious retreat with daily massages as well as group baking, prayer circles, flower arranging, music therapy and painting sessions. I slept a lot and talked a lot in group sessions, about trust and betrayal and family, and I made cupcakes for a party I would never attend, funeral wreaths for my heart; I wrote angry songs that nobody would ever sing, and I painted my soul in shades of grey and green with splashes of rotting yellow. I did not mix with the other guests.

Two weeks later, Dad came to pick me up, a fake cheerful smile on his face, and I noticed his hair was greying at the temples. Milo’s actions had taken their toll on everyone.

The house was quiet all the time now, and the tension was gone. I don’t know if that was because the trial and sentencing were over or because Ruby was no longer there. I missed Mom badly and called her often. She always wanted me to talk to Ruby, but those conversations were brief and awkward. Dad and I got along okay. I had missed a school year; I was going to have to repeat it. Dad hired a maid to cook and clean for us, but I ironed Dad’s shirts in the particular way he liked. He got back to full-time work and his ministries, and Saima persuaded me to spend the summer working as a supervisor with her at a camp for middle school kids in Vermont. I felt bad about leaving Dad alone, but he encouraged me to go. It also gave me an excuse not to go to Dublin to see Mom and Ruby with him. That summer in Vermont was freedom. Nobody knew anything about what had happened. There were no sympathetic looks. I could be normal.

Dad returned from Dublin upset. Mom was pressuring him to move there, but even I knew it was a ridiculous idea. Dad had no friends there, no business contacts, no church community. He broke the news to me that Mom and Ruby were not coming back to Boston. Ruby had refused and Mom couldn’t leave her there on her own. I tried to hide my distress from Dad, but it was hard. I was technically an adult, but I still felt like I needed my mom. Mom came back to see me, leaving Ruby with Grandma, but she was still convinced Dad would change his mind and that we would all go to Dublin. I could see their relationship was frayed but there was nothing I could do about it.

Back at school in the fall, things were different. Saima had graduated and gone to Boston University College of Fine Arts. I was doing my final school year
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