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Boston 1968. Rose Moroney is seventeen, smart, spirited – and pregnant. She wants to marry her boyfriend but her ambitious parents have other plans. She is sent to Ireland, their birthplace, to deliver her daughter in a home for unwed mothers – and part with her against her will.

Dublin 2013. Martha Sheeran’s life has come undone. Her marriage is over, and her husband has moved on with unsettling speed. Under pressure from her teenage daughter, she starts looking for the woman who gave her up for adoption more than forty years before.

As her search leads her to the heart of long-buried family secrets, old flame Paudie Carmody – now a well-known broadcaster – re-enters the frame.
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Chapter 1

Boston, 1968

Rose Moroney twirled around the bedroom. Arms outstretched, long brown hair swishing, she felt impossibly light, like a dancer en pointe or a gymnast on a sprung floor.

‘You’re still seeing him, aren’t you?’ said Nancy.

‘You know, Nance, what I do is none of your business. I’m seventeen, I don’t need a chaperone.’

‘Yeah, well, Mom and Dad don’t agree. Before they left, they warned me. “Keep an eye on her,” they said. “Heaven only knows what she’s up to.”’

Rose raised a shoulder, smiled, but said nothing.

How she hated sharing a room with her elder sister. Her prissy, prying elder sister. They’d moved all the way out here to Milton, to this huge house, and still she didn’t have a room of her own. Being the youngest of six was a drag. Oh, other folks had this crazy idea about her having lots of freedom. ‘Lucky you,’ they’d say. ‘The youngest is always spoilt.’ That wasn’t how Rose saw it. Not only did her parents insist on watching her every move, she had to put up with her sister and four brothers meddling in her life. You’d swear they had no lives of their own. Actually, in Nancy’s case this was true. At nineteen, she was already a frump, and her boyfriend, Theo, was the most boring guy in Boston.

A quick stop in front of the mirror, and Rose smoothed the front of her new dress. If she said so herself, she looked good. The sky-blue cotton brought out the blue of her eyes, and the short skirt emphasised her legs. She decided to back-comb her roots just a teensy bit more. She’d seen a picture of the English model Jean Shrimpton in a magazine and that was the look she was aiming for: wide-eyed, willowy, sophisticated. Not that it was easy to achieve. Just applying her mascara – scraping the brush across the black block before coating each lash – took the best part of ten minutes.

When she’d finished her hair and make-up, she turned to Nancy, who remained spreadeagled across her own bed. ‘How do I look?’

‘Available.’

‘That’s the general idea.’ Of course, Rose wasn’t available – she was Joe’s girl – but she liked to keep her sister guessing.

Nancy made a snorting sound and returned to her book. Although Rose was also a reader, Nancy was determined to be the high-minded sister. She was endlessly competitive, anxious to prove to their parents, Ed and Grace, that she was the brighter, more industrious daughter. Rose enjoyed playing up her ditsy side. At school, she’d act dim then confound everybody by scoring straight As. ‘That’s my Rosie,’ her dad would say. ‘She keeps those teachers on their toes.’ Her mom would get all crabby and tell her she was too old for such silliness.

Rose reached into the back of the closet and plucked out her black spike heels. When her parents were around, her favourite shoes had to remain hidden. ‘Inappropriate,’ her mother called them. ‘Inappropriate’ was one of her catchwords, along with ‘trashy’, ‘cheap’ and ‘coarse’. Sometimes it felt like everything that appealed to Rose fell under one of these headings. Her mom didn’t approve of anything young or cool. If she had her way, Rose would be swaddled in a nun’s habit, wimple and all. The thought made her smile. She sprayed a cloud of perfume into the air before stepping into it, the way they recommended in the magazines. Then she pulled on her coat and waved goodbye to Nancy. ‘See you when I see you,’ she said.

‘If Mom and Dad ask—’

‘If Mom and Dad ask, you know nothing.’

Joe was waiting two blocks away in his brother’s car, a wheezy old Pontiac. Given that Rose’s parents were away for the weekend, visiting friends in Holyoke, she was probably overdoing the secrecy. Still, since the fuss at Christmas, they’d had to be careful. Plus, there was something romantic about slinking around. It gave her a buzz, and what was life without a buzz?

‘We-ell, don’t you look fine,’ he said, as she eased into the passenger seat.

Rose leaned in, and they enjoyed a smooch. This was one of the many things she liked about Joe Brennan. My, but he could kiss. By comparison, other boys just slobbered or pecked. They were so awkward, trying to touch her up while making the experience about as appealing as a two-hour math lesson. Joe, on the other hand, made her feel like her insides were rearranging themselves. In a good way. Even though he was barely a year older than her and hadn’t yet finished high school, she thought of him as a man; a grown-up with ideas and plans and opinions. When she’d first met him, standing on a street corner in Southie, chatting with one of her cousins, she hadn’t been swept away or anything. With his bony features, pale brown hair and sad grey eyes, he wasn’t even the best-looking guy she’d dated. The more she got to know him, though, the more smitten she became. Some people just had this energy about them. When they talked, you had to listen. Joe was one of those people.

‘I’d been hoping we might go to the movies,’ he said, ‘except I had to buy gas, and money’s sort of tight, so is it okay if we hang out at Bree’s place?’

‘Sounds good to me,’ she said, before moving in for another kiss.

Bree was Joe’s sister, and the couple spent a great deal of time in the apartment she shared with her two daughters. Occasionally her husband, Davey, was there too. More often, he was missing, busy with … Actually, Rose wasn’t sure how he made his living. She’d learned not to ask too many questions. The last thing she wanted was to appear nosy – or uppity. Money, or the lack of it, was part of her family’s problem with Joe. But only part of it. His folks weren’t exactly model citizens. His father was a boozer and his mom was one of those women who thought nothing of wearing her housecoat in the street. He had an uncle in prison too. As Rose saw it, this made Joe all the more admirable. Any fool would prosper in a strait-laced home like hers, but to grow up with his family and still be such a stand-up guy? That took real character.

By now, they’d left Rose’s world – the immaculate colonial houses, the orderly gardens, the children strolling with their mothers – and were motoring towards Joe’s world: a world of projects, peeling three-deckers and men mooching outside bars. Well, obviously, it was much more than that. For Rose, Joe’s neighbourhood was a welcoming place. She felt like everything, good and bad, was out in the open there. Once, it had been the Moroneys’ neighbourhood too. Not that this was something Rose’s parents liked to dwell on. An outsider would never guess that Grace and Ed had spent a large chunk of their lives in South Boston, or that they had family still living there.

Joe parked the car close to his family’s apartment and returned the keys. Rose waited on the sidewalk. Some days it was best not to get involved in the Brennans’ dramas. According to Joe, this was one of those days.

They decided to go for a walk before calling in on Bree.

‘I want to show you off,’ said Joe, with a wink. ‘If that’s not too offensive.’

Rose smiled. During one of their long conversations, she’d expressed support for women’s liberation. ‘So long as I can show you off too,’ she said.

‘Not only is she cute, she’s funny with it,’ he replied, pinching her cheek. She pinched him right back.

Just a week earlier, the weather had been squally and bleak, but that Saturday afternoon, while still cool, had the sparkle of spring about it. The streets teemed with people, all shucking off their winter gloom. Many had Irish faces. A couple of years back, Rose had discovered that she could spot an Irish person by the shape of their face or the colour of their eyes or the way they held themselves. Often, she wondered about their stories. What had brought them to America? What did they think of their new home? And whom had they left behind? From time to time, her parents received letters from Ireland. More often than not, they were sombre: one person was ill, another had died, somebody else was in need of money. Mostly, her mom and dad shrugged and put the letter in the trash, burying the bad news beneath a mound of coffee grounds and eggshells.

‘What’s up at home?’ asked Rose. ‘Is your mom okay?’

‘As okay as she’s ever going to be while my old man’s around.’

‘What I don’t get is why she doesn’t boot him out.’

Joe rounded his eyes. ‘Money, Rosie. He earns it. She doesn’t. As long as that continues, the poor woman’s stuck.’

Rose had done it again. When it came to Joe’s family, she had this embarrassing ability to say the wrong thing. The harder she tried to show her understanding, the more she displayed her ignorance. Cursing her misstep, she attempted to make light of the situation. ‘Do you know, Joseph Patrick Brennan, I think you’re more of a women’s rights supporter than me.’

She was relieved that when he spoke again his voice was sprinkled with humour. ‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment. Just don’t go telling anyone else about my feminist streak.’

Around them, the air hummed with gossip. Some people were on their way up; more were on their way out. One guy was in trouble with his wife; another was on the run from the cops. There was talk of the Celtics and the Red Sox. There were laments for Blinstrub’s nightclub, gutted by fire the month before. Mostly, though, people were going about their business. They were battling on.

When the couple arrived at Bree’s apartment, the bottom floor of a sagging three-decker, she was in the hall fixing her hair.

‘What do you think, Rose?’ asked Bree, as she scowled at the mirror. ‘Up or down?’

‘Down, I think, with a little more height at the crown, perhaps.’

‘Mmm, I reckon you’re right. So, JP, to what do I owe the pleasure?’

Joe gave a full-wattage smile. Oh, that smile! One part goofy, one part kind, one part pure sex. ‘We figured your day might need brightening up.’

‘Aw, how decent of you. You’re too late, though. I’m heading over to Dolly’s place. She’s having a party for her eldest girl. The kids are already there. You could come too … I suppose.’

‘We could …’

‘Or you could be honest and admit you’re in need of somewhere to make out.’

‘Us?’ they replied together, acting all offended. In actual fact, none of them was being honest. Joe and Rose did more than kiss and cuddle. For months, they’d been going all the way, exploring each other in ways Rose hadn’t thought possible. Bree pretended not to notice.

‘Go on, the place is yours for an hour or two,’ she said, as she gave her hair a final fluff. ‘Try to leave it in one piece.’

Joe knew where Davey kept his liquor, and while Rose settled into the lumpy brown couch, he fixed two whiskeys. Bree’s lounge smelt of cigarette smoke and small children, yet Rose had come to think of it as her second home.

‘What would your dad say if he could see us now?’ asked Joe, as they cosied in together.

‘He’d be thrilled, I’m sure. I can hear him saying, “You go for it, Rosie.’”

He gave a gurgling laugh and kissed her neck. ‘And your mom?’

‘She’d be on her knees saying the rosary.’

Truth to tell, the Moroney family weren’t especially religious. Yet when trouble called, her mother sought refuge in rituals and pieties. She liked people to think that they were fervent Catholics too. At Mass, they always had to sit up front. Rose would far rather have been down the back with her friends. When faced with any sort of difficulty, her mom’s other trick was to remind the family of her impoverished start. She loved to bore them with tales from her west of Ireland childhood. The suffering. The indignity. The damp. The last time she’d gone on a misery binge, Rose had made the mistake of interrupting. ‘I think you’ll find, Mom,’ she’d said, ‘that the awful weather in Rathkelly wasn’t my fault.’ Her mother’s sulk had lasted for three whole days.

Now, as Mick Jagger snarled on Bree’s radio, Rose swallowed a mouthful of Wild Turkey and moved in for another smooch. Although the taste was rank, she did love how the whiskey tingled and burned all the way down. It made her lightheaded too, which was cool.

‘I don’t expect you to agree,’ she said, as they disentangled, ‘but my dad’s not the worst guy in the world. He’s … Well, it’s like he has life all figured out for me, and he doesn’t want anything – or anybody – to get in the way.’

‘I understand,’ said Joe. ‘Only times are changing. It’s not the nineteen fifties any more. Old Ed will have to realise that.’

On Christmas Day, Rose had escaped from home to meet up with Joe. The two had spent most of the day in Bree’s apartment. There were swarms of people there, and she’d had more fun than she could ever remember, singing and telling stories and playing games. According to Joe, this was the Brennans’ Christmas ceasefire. ‘Hostilities restart at midnight,’ he’d joked. For her, it was a magical day. Or, rather, it was until her dad had tracked them down. There was an almighty row. There might have been a fist fight, only her father wasn’t a particularly big man and some of Joe’s cousins were tough. Up until then, her parents had been sniffy about Joe. They’d discouraged her from meeting him. Now she was forbidden from seeing him, period.

This only strengthened his appeal. Nancy, her voice buckling with condescension, maintained Rose would grow out of her Romeo-and-Juliet phase. Rose was honest enough to admit that part of her did like playing the romantic heroine. There was more to their relationship than that, though. She was sure of it.

Sometimes Joe and Rose talked about all the places they’d like to see. What would it be like to camp in the Rockies, they wondered, or to swim off the Florida Keys where even in December the water was warm as soup? Was San Francisco as cool as everybody said? How wild was Las Vegas? More often, they talked about what they wanted to do with their lives. Rose kept changing her mind. For a while, she’d wanted to be a teacher. ‘But you don’t like being in a classroom now,’ Joe had said. ‘Why would it feel any different if you were standing up top?’ He had a point. All she could say for sure was that she would like to go to college and she’d like to find a job where she could immerse herself in life. Where she could get involved. Sitting in a typing pool was not for her.

When it came to his own future, Joe had lots of ideas but wasn’t sure how to put them into practice. Some of his schemes were more serious than others.

‘I’m planning on starting a rock band,’ he announced, as he played with Rose’s hair. ‘We’ll all become millionaires. Then I’ll move my entire family – aunts, uncles, everybody – into the same street as your parents. We’ll arrive like the Clampetts in The Beverly Hillbillies and terrify the neighbourhood.’

Rose giggled. ‘I’m not saying your plan won’t work, but it might be good to have an alternative.’

‘Wouldn’t it just? The trouble is, I look at what’s on offer and I find myself thinking, Is that as good as it gets?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Walk down any street, what do you see? Guys who do jobs they can’t stand, boring, back-breaking jobs. Come the weekend, you’ll see those same guys getting blitzed so they can forget about it all. Then on Monday morning, there they are, trudging off to work again. And on and on it goes. And, yeah, I know I’m not exactly the first person to talk like this, but it’s so frustrating.’

‘Some people like what they do. I’m pretty sure my dad does.’

‘Your dad’s the boss, Rose.’

‘True, but he’s had plenty of other jobs too.’

Rose reckoned that it was the desire to make good that bound her parents together. Both had left Ireland in their teens, and both had been determined to grasp whatever opportunity came their way. Her father had taken work wherever he’d found it, mostly on construction sites. Despite clocking up sixty or seventy hours a week, he’d managed to do a business course at night. Eventually he’d accumulated enough cash to start his own construction company. If anything, her mother was more obsessive about forging ahead. ‘I didn’t cross the Atlantic to live in poverty,’ she liked to say.

‘I suppose,’ continued Joe, ‘what I’m trying to find is something that feels like it’s worth doing. Something that’s not just about the money. Does that sound lame?’

‘Nope, I can see where you’re coming from.’

With any other guy, she would be sceptical. She’d accuse him of spinning a line to charm his way into her panties. Joe didn’t need to do that. Oh, she was sure that an eavesdropper would dismiss them as naive kids, but she believed that Joe meant every word he said. He was different. They were different.

Rose rested one hand on his thigh and kissed the side of his face. He responded with enthusiasm and for a while they stayed on the couch, kissing and nuzzling and touching. Pleasure tickled her body.

‘And you,’ Joe said.

‘Sorry?’

‘I’d like you to be part of my life, I mean.’

‘That’s what I’d like too,’ she said, as Joe’s hand crept inside her pantyhose.

‘You know,’ he said, his voice little more than a whisper, ‘there’s nothing to stop us using the bed.’

‘Bree and Davey’s bed?’

‘I don’t see either of them here, do you?’

‘Let’s go,’ said Rose, her head all woozy, partly from the whiskey, partly from Joe’s touch. She kissed his forehead. Just in that moment, she was incredibly, deliriously, happy.

It was funny. For the longest time, Rose had been able to picture Nancy’s future: marriage to Theo; a house not far from their parents; a family of dull, well-behaved children. The shape of her own future had remained a blur. That was beginning to change.

How soon did she know? When her period was more than a week overdue, she had a fairly solid idea. Rose lied to herself, though, told herself it didn’t mean anything. She kept pretending she could feel her period’s dull weight, that it would start at any minute. She was like a small animal, hunkering low, hoping the danger would pass.

Hiding was easy. Boston, like the rest of the country, was convulsed by the assassination of Robert Kennedy. Coming so soon after the murder of Martin Luther King, the death felt doubly shocking. At night, the Moroney family sat around the TV, monitoring the tumult, Grace muttering about the world going to hell in a handbasket, Ed complaining that America had become a very strange place indeed.

By the time Rose spoke to Joe, she’d missed two periods. She was bloated and achy – and sick. The previous day, she’d had to throw up at school. Halfway through English class, she’d bolted for the bathroom. ‘Stomach flu,’ she’d explained. Although the nurse had tried to send her home, she’d insisted on staying put. The last thing Rose wanted was to attract her mother’s attention.

They were in Bree’s apartment. Outside, the June heat scalded the sidewalks, melted the roads and left red weals on pale Irish skin. Inside was cooler but airless. Joe was babysitting. Thankfully, both of his nieces had gone for a nap. Rose’s mom and dad thought she was with her cousin, Teresa. They thought she spent a lot of time with Teresa.

As the news sank in, Joe’s face changed. First a tic appeared in his right cheek. Then his mouth tightened, like it was being pulled by a string. Finally his entire face went rigid with panic. ‘Damn it, Rose,’ he said. ‘How did that happen?’

The words cut through her, like a switchblade. That wasn’t the reaction she’d expected.

Immediately, he realised his mistake. ‘Oh, God, honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it must have sounded. I was taken aback, that’s all.’

The need to weep had been welling up inside her, and finally she succumbed. One tear became twenty, and one tremble became a hundred shudders. She did her best not to make noise – she was anxious not to wake the children – but hiccups and sobs kept bursting out.

Joe wrapped himself around her, his palms running up and down her back. ‘Please forgive me, Rosie,’ he said, and ‘Everything’s going to be okay,’ and ‘Please stop crying.’

When finally the tears did stop and the shuddering had run its course, Joe lit them both a cigarette. They sat in silence, long curls of smoke drifting to the ceiling. ‘What are we going to do?’ he said eventually.

‘I don’t know.’

He exhaled a last whoosh of smoke and stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Well, I do. We’re going to be together … if that’s what you want. You, me and the baby. Our baby.’

‘Of course it’s what I want,’ said Rose. ‘I just didn’t expect it to happen like this, you know? Not to us … to people who have lives to live.’

That was the truth. She’d been stupid. Not controlled enough. Not careful enough. Too caught up in the pleasure and adventure of being with Joe. Too convinced of her own sophistication. Now that she thought about it, she didn’t believe any of her high-school friends were having sex. Sure, they claimed they were. But they exaggerated. To listen to them you’d think every peck on the cheek was a passionate embrace; every bungling fumble a life-changing experience. No, Rose was the only one who’d been dumb enough to have sex – and to get caught.

Joe was talking. ‘We can still live our lives, Rose,’ he said, as he stroked her hand. ‘Don’t you worry.’

She knew he was trying to reassure her, but fear remained in his eyes.

‘I do love you,’ he said.

‘And I love you.’ Another tear slithered down her face.

‘And, okay, this is all moving more quickly than we might have planned but, like my mom says, things happen for a reason.’

Rose was going through a muddle of emotions. Her mouth was paper dry, her limbs heavy. Even though she’d given voice to what was happening, it still felt unreal. She expected that at any moment she’d be back in her bedroom, teasing Nancy, barely a serious thought in her head.

Joe put an arm around her and pulled her in close. ‘How far along are you?’

‘A couple of months, I guess.’

‘All right,’ he said. She could almost hear his brain whirring. ‘We’ve got a bit of time, then. Does anybody else—’

‘Oh, no, nobody at home has any idea. Can you imagine if they did?’

He brushed his lips along her forehead. ‘My poor Rosie, keeping this bottled up. What we need is a plan.’

‘I’ll have to tell my parents, only …’ She started shaking again.

‘First things first,’ said Joe, as he rose from the couch. Before she appreciated what he was doing, he was on one knee, squeezing her hand. ‘Rose Moroney, will you marry me?’

She smiled, and a tear slipped into her mouth. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I will.’




Chapter 2

It was Nancy who joined the dots. She could have done the decent thing and spoken to Rose first, but she had to go blabbing, telling their mom about her sister throwing up and looking all queer. Whatever else Grace was, she was no fool. She’d been through eight pregnancies – six children and two miscarriages – and she knew what her elder daughter was saying.

Rose was terrified. She wished she’d had more time to rehearse her lines but she also felt an instinctive need to tell the truth. What was the point in lying? Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t wish her pregnancy away. As the days passed, she was coming to terms with her predicament. Like Joe said, everything was moving more quickly than they’d planned. But so what? The same thing had happened to thousands, millions, before her, and they had coped. She loved Joe. He loved her. That was what mattered.

So, sitting across from both parents in the family’s icy lounge, she gave an honest answer. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I believe I am.’

‘Oh, Rosie,’ said her father, his face wilting. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I—’

Her mother intervened: ‘I should have known that something like this would happen. How could you be so stupid?’

Again, Rose tried to reply, but her mom didn’t want an answer. She wanted to continue her tirade. When she got angry, she lost all subtlety. The world was black or white; dirty or clean; respectable or cheap. Oh, and she went back to her roots. As she shouted, her accent returned to County Mayo. No insult was too base, no language too strong. Rose was no better than a whore; her behaviour was sordid; she was damaged goods and would end up in the gutter.

Rose stayed quiet. Her eyes remained dry. She had expected something like this. She would have to ride it out.

After a while, her dad attempted to speak, but her mother hadn’t finished. She waved a hand as if to say, ‘Butt out.’ ‘And the father?’ she said, her voice confused, as though the baby’s dad might be some random guy Rose had met on the street.

‘Joe,’ Rose said quietly. ‘Joe Brennan. It’s okay, though. We’re going to get married.’

Her mom appeared to lift herself up by a few inches. ‘Be sensible, Rose. Do you really think you’re going to get married and raise a child in some cockroach-infested apartment? You and a gang of criminals? You’re little more than a child yourself.’

‘Joe’s not a criminal.’

‘Some of his family are,’ said her dad. ‘And, whether you like it or not, most people end up living the life their family lived before them.’

‘You didn’t.’

With that, her mother leaned forward and slapped her – thwack – across the face. ‘You won’t compare your father to the sort of people you’ve been hanging about with.’

Rose recoiled, her only sound a feeble ow. She expected her dad to step in, but while a frown rushed across his face, he said nothing.

‘Of course,’ continued her mother, ‘we should have done more to stop you seeing this Joe Brennan fellow. What we—’

Finally, her dad cleared his throat. ‘You’ve made a serious mistake, Rose, and we’re very disappointed in you. Whatever you might think now, you don’t want to marry that boy. You haven’t finished school, and I doubt he has any means of supporting you and a baby.’

Although her face was stinging, Rose willed herself to sound strong and firm. ‘You don’t know Joe. I promise you he’s a smart guy. Like, really, seriously smart. He’s just finishing high school and he’s going to get a job and …’ She was on the brink of suggesting her dad could give him that job only she feared it would be a step too far.

Silent panic filled the room. Rose had the feeling that her mother regretted the slap. Respectable women didn’t slap their daughters. Respectable women were subtle.

When her mom spoke again, her tone was more measured, her Boston accent restored. She looked directly at Rose. ‘Please can we stop this foolish talk about marriage?’ Before Rose could reply, her mother lobbed in another question. ‘Apart from Joe, does anybody know you’re expecting?’

‘Unless he’s told somebody, no.’

‘That’s how it’s going to stay. While we decide what to do, you’re not to say anything. Do you hear?’

‘But I need to talk to him. He’s entitled to know what’s going on.’ She hesitated. ‘Perhaps you could invite him over.’

Her mother gave a hurried shake of the head. ‘That, Rose, is out of the question. You’re not to talk to him – or to anybody else. The last thing we want is word of your situation getting around.’

‘I don’t understand. You can’t keep me here like I’m a prisoner or something.’

‘You’ll stay here while we work out what to do.’

‘I don’t follow you.’

Her mother massaged her forehead with both hands. Some time passed before she spoke, and when she did, her voice was flat. ‘There are ways of handling these things,’ she said.

There was consternation in the house, all of them weighing in with opinions and suggestions. Everybody was allowed to have a view – except Rose. Mostly, she was confined to her room. Her mother told her to stay there and reflect on the damage she’d done. Even school was off limits. Rose didn’t hear everything her family said but she heard enough to know there was friction. Her dad suggested a trip to the doctor to confirm the pregnancy. Her mom said no, she didn’t trust the man. ‘The news will be all around the neighbourhood, and where will we be then?’ she asked. The one person who was consulted was the parish priest. Once again, bad news had brought out Grace’s religious streak. Candles were lit, and previously unknown saints were asked to intercede.

Nancy and two of Rose’s brothers, Ed junior and Ray, acted all shocked and appalled. Rose suspected they were enjoying her shame. ‘I always said she was spoiled,’ said Ray, sounding closer to fifty-five than his actual twenty-five. Another brother, Gene, didn’t seem overly bothered. Then again, Gene was rarely bothered by anything. He lived in his own world, his face suggesting his thoughts were on another plane, far away from the dreariness of Moroney family life.

Her fourth brother, Kevin, thought she should be allowed to marry Joe. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘the situation’s not ideal, but it’s obvious Rosie loves the guy. Why not invite him over and talk it through?’

‘Please tell me you’re joking,’ said their mother. ‘Or is that the type of liberal nonsense they’re teaching at BC these days?’

The brightest of the family, Kevin was in his junior year at Boston College. He hoped to go to law school. ‘Just so as we’re clear,’ he said, ‘what is it that’s upsetting you? The fact that Rose is pregnant or the fact that you don’t like the baby’s father? Not that you even know this Joe Brennan fellow. You’ve simply decided he’s too low class for us.’

Her mom picked an imaginary speck from the skirt of her pale peach dress. ‘You think you’re so superior to the rest of us, don’t you? Well, let me tell you, when it comes to the workings of the world, you’ve got a lot to learn.’

‘Please,’ said her dad. ‘Please can we stop this? It’s not helping.’

Rose watched them with a peculiar sense of detachment. They were her family. She loved them. Apart from Kevin and her dad, though, she didn’t enjoy spending time with them. They were too competitive (Nancy) or too strange (Gene), too obnoxious (Ray and Ed junior) or just too much hard work (her mom). Deciding she’d listened to enough of their bickering, she left the room and went to bed. Life was simpler there. She was desperate to see Joe but, short of digging a tunnel, she couldn’t see a way of escaping. They’d been due to meet the previous Saturday, and she hoped he understood her no-show. She needed to get a message to him, only that wasn’t easy either.

As the days passed, Rose found herself seesawing from one extreme to the other. The mornings were her optimistic time. She believed that sooner or later her parents would see reason. It was 1968, for God’s sake. They couldn’t keep her cloistered at home for ever. She pictured herself, the young Mrs Brennan, pushing her baby in a carriage. Joe would get a job, and she would finish her education at night. But the evenings? Oh, the evenings were tough. By eight o’clock, she was miserable. What if her mother and father continued to stop her seeing Joe? Why had she been so reckless? Why hadn’t she been more cautious? She felt guilty too. Her family were quarrelling like Friday-night drunks, and it was all her fault.

Being trapped at home presented many challenges, among them her mother’s obsessive scrubbing and polishing. Rose had long been irritated by her mom’s cleaning rituals. Now she was sure they’d tip her into insanity. The drone of the vacuum cleaner, the clatter of saucepans, the whirr of the washing machine: these became the soundtrack to her misery. At least her mother didn’t ask for help. When it came to housekeeping, she had decided that her younger daughter was an incurable incompetent. Rose fantasised about taking a hammer to her mom’s beloved Waterford crystal and running a large rusty nail along her precious mahogany table.

Although Milton was wealthier than the family’s old neighbourhood, it, too, was home to legions of Irish people. The difference, according to Rose’s mother, was that they were the right kind of Irish. They owned businesses; they sent their children to private schools; if they drank, they drank at home. In one way, Rose felt sorry for her mom. She could clean herself into a frenzy, yet in the eyes of those she most wanted to impress – the truly well-to-do – her origins would always count against her. She was no better than women who spent their days sitting on the stoop, cackling and chain-smoking. Rose wondered if her mother knew she was fighting an unwinnable war.

It was hard to say when the atmosphere changed. But it did. Her mom abandoned talk of shame and damaged goods. Instead, she bobbed and wove, refusing to give a straight answer to any of her daughter’s questions. Rose’s dad brought home two books. Purchased, no doubt, by one of the ladies in his office, they were bland historical tales and not really to her taste, but the thought was a kind one. Maybe, just maybe, her parents were adjusting to the situation. In return, Rose tried not to antagonise them. She made no attempt to leave the house; she kept her head low; she said nothing out of place.

One afternoon, she was sitting on her bed, nose pressed against the window, when she saw her cousin, Teresa, striding up the path. It was through Teresa that Rose had met Joe, and the sight of her cousin gave her an instant lift. Thankfully, her mom was in good humour. Not only did she welcome Teresa in, she was molasses sweet.

It was while Grace was in the kitchen making tea that Teresa gave Rose a white envelope. ‘This is from Joe,’ she said. ‘I wish I knew what all the secrecy was about, but I’ve a feeling you’re not going to tell me.’

Rose slipped the envelope into her purse. ‘I will,’ she whispered. ‘I promise you, I will. Not today, though.’

While she couldn’t wait for her cousin to leave, her mom was in no such hurry. She enquired after every possible friend and acquaintance. She sought Teresa’s opinion on matters great and small. From the new drapes in the dining room to the plight of the Kennedys, Grace was keen to hear her niece’s view. Rose could see that Teresa was confused by this unusual display of warmth. Every now and again, she shot Rose a look, as if to say, ‘What madness is going on here?’

When finally Teresa broke free, Rose stayed calm. Although she was dying to read Joe’s note, she didn’t want to raise her mother’s suspicions, so she slouched around the house for twenty minutes before declaring herself in need of a rest.

Joe was anxious to meet. He assumed their news hadn’t gone down well and that getting out wasn’t easy. I’m guessing you might not want to come to my place, either, he wrote. I’ll wait for you between six and eight every evening near the Foggy Dew. Please try and come soon, my love. I’m going crazy here.

Rose felt a spurt of joy. She would leave right away. She’d have to claim she was going to the store or some such. By the time her mom realised the truth, Rose would be with Joe. They’d come up with a plan and …

The stairs creaked.

Quickly, she fitted the envelope back into her purse. Seconds later, her mom was at the door.

Grace looked at her with questioning eyebrows. ‘Why was Teresa here?’

Caught off-guard, Rose burbled her answer. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen her in a while. I guess she must have been wondering … wondering if I was all right.’

‘Hand it over.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t for one second believe that Teresa Corcoran came trailing over here to enquire after your health. She gave you something from him. Now hand it over.’

‘There’s nothing to hand over.’

With one lunge, Grace scooped up the purse. Then she swivelled on her heel and made for the door. Rose threw herself onto her mother’s back.

‘Give it back to me!’ she roared. ‘You can’t take what’s mine!’

Her mom shook herself, causing Rose to tumble to the floor.

‘Oh, hell,’ said her mother, her eyes wide, smudges of pink on her cheekbones. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Like you care.’

‘I know you don’t believe me, but I only want what’s best for you. That’s all any of us wants. You’re planning on throwing your life away, and I can’t let that happen. You’ve no idea what it’s like to be poor or how frightening it is when every day’s a struggle. You may think you love this Joe – and perhaps you do. I swear to you, though, Rose, marry him and you’ll be setting yourself up for a life of sorrow. Before you know it, you’ll be hard-faced from poverty and worry. You’ll regret you ever set eyes on the boy.’

Rose wanted to reply. She wanted to say, ‘The only hard-faced person around here is you.’ But if she spoke, she’d start to cry. She was determined not to cry. Crying was for kids, and she was an adult now.

Her mother, still clutching the purse, tried to help her up. Rose flinched.

Grace sighed. ‘You can have a wonderful life, you know, with everything this country’s got to offer. Look at you, you’re beautiful and you’re clever. When I was seventeen, I was living in a rundown cottage in a swampy field. I would’ve killed for all this.’ She waved a hand towards Rose’s vanity, as if a bottle of Je Reviens and a compact of pressed powder were all anybody could want from life. ‘You’ve just got to get over this mistake.’

‘My baby’s not a mistake,’ said Rose, her voice muffled.

For the rest of the day, she stayed in her room, hot tears of frustration gathering in her eyes. She told herself that right was on her side. True, she still had a way to go with her mother but, as always, her father would be easier to win over. She would get what she wanted in the end.

Right now, what she needed was to see Joe. She would have to find an escape route. It wouldn’t be possible today, not with her mother prowling around, like a tom cat in search of a fight. Her chance would come, though. In her mind’s eye, she saw Joe waiting for her outside the Foggy Dew.

The image gave her hope.




Chapter 3

Rose’s opportunity came the next afternoon in the form of Mrs Mamie Ledbetter. Mamie was a rail-thin woman who wore flowery shifts and smelt like the perfume counter in Filene’s. She was also on a thousand committees where ladies drank iced tea, complained about their husbands and wallowed in the failures of others. Rose’s mom was in thrall to her. No doubt she hoped the fragrant Mrs Ledbetter would give her an entry to those committees so she, too, could waft around like a character from a Doris Day movie.

Rose was upstairs when Mamie arrived and she reckoned that was where she’d stay. She had no interest in an hour of phoney chit-chat about people who bored her and places she had no desire to visit. All the same, she couldn’t avoid their visitor’s shrill voice. Mamie wanted to drink her lemonade outdoors.

‘Your garden is simply heavenly,’ Rose heard her say. ‘C’mon, Grace, the worst of the heat has gone. Let’s sit out back.’

She couldn’t quite decipher what her mother said in response, but it sounded less than enthusiastic. Which would worry her mom more, she wondered: the danger that a rogue weed had poked up or the possibility that Rose would escape? Mamie persisted, however, and before long, Rose heard their sandals click-clacking out the back door.

This was her chance. If she dithered, one of the others might return from work. Pausing only to take a few dollars from Nancy’s secret stash, she put on her sandals, tiptoed down the stairs and edged out the front door. She was three blocks away before she risked a celebratory punch in the air. Adrenalin zoomed through her body. Joe was waiting.

Except he wasn’t.

It wasn’t yet seven o’clock when she arrived at the Foggy Dew, but the only people outside were a glassy-eyed old man and a girl in a short red dress. The Dew was a squat brownbrick place with mean slits for windows and an overpowering stench of beer and stronger liquor. In the sunlight, the bar looked grimy and unkempt. It was right in the heart of the neighbourhood, though. They couldn’t miss each other there.

And so Rose waited. The elderly man and the long-legged girl moved on. Others came and went. Two drunks asked for a kiss. ‘My brother’s off to the war,’ the taller one declared. ‘He reckons the journey would be easier if he got a kiss from a pretty girl. Just to send him on his way, y’know.’ Thankfully, they were young and harmless, and she played dumb until they stumbled away. After more than an hour of pacing and fending off drunks, Rose had to accept that Joe wasn’t going to show. She felt like wailing with disappointment. Just then, even ten minutes in his company would have been enough. She needed to hear his cheery voice and to inhale his soapy smell. And they needed to make plans. Pretty soon, other people would know she was pregnant. They couldn’t allow the situation to drift.

For a little while, she sat on the sidewalk, breathing in the salty July air and thinking. She would have to go to Joe’s apartment. Joe Brennan senior looked her up and down and up again. ‘What is it you want?’

He had retained his Irish accent, its gentle rhythms at odds with his grooved and grizzled face. His grey work shirt was torn and he smelt of fried onions. Oh, stop it, thought Rose. You’re behaving like your mother. Whether she liked it or not, this man was her baby’s grandfather. She would have to get to know him. First things first, though. She needed to find Joe. She decided to use her ditsy act.

‘I was looking for Joe junior, please. I was supposed to meet him, but I was a teensy bit late, and he’d already left, so I looked around only I couldn’t find him. And then I said, “Don’t be silly, Rose. He’s probably gone home.”’ She raised her palms to the sky and gave what she hoped was an appealing smile.

‘You’re the lassie who caused the rumpus last Christmas.’

Although this wasn’t quite how Rose would have described it, she nodded. ‘Uh-huh.’

Joe’s father lifted both shoulders. ‘I haven’t an idea where the boy’s got to. Why don’t you ask his sister? As far as I can see, she’s the only one who keeps tabs on him. Oh, and if you do find him, tell him his old man said he needs to get his head together. It’s time he got himself a job and quit flitting around the neighbourhood doing the Lord knows what. He’s no better than the rest of us, whatever he might think.’ By now, Mr Brennan’s face had turned the colour of undercooked beef. ‘Will you tell him that?’

Rose gave another nod.

Bree. Of course. That was where she should have gone. Even if Joe wasn’t in Bree’s apartment, she would know where to find him. Thanking Mr Brennan, she headed on her way.

Her first few knocks were gentle; the kids might be asleep. After a minute or two, she tried a harsher volley, then an all-out hammering. The apartment remained dark and quiet. Aching with frustration, Rose decided to leave a note. All she could find in her purse was a flimsy scrap of paper and an eyebrow pencil. They would have to do. Darling Joe, she wrote, I’ve looked but I can’t find you. I promise I’ll be back soon. I miss you so much. We both do! All my love, Rose.

Flustered, she returned to the Foggy Dew. Night was falling, and the streets were losing their appeal. A series of shouts crashed through the still air. Two cops patrolled the sidewalk, like they were warning trouble to stay away. There was still no sign of Joe or of anybody who looked familiar. It occurred to her that something bad might have happened. Her head flooded with worries. That didn’t make sense, though. Joe was a popular guy. He wouldn’t get into trouble. No, for some reason he’d been called away. She considered calling in on Teresa, but that would be risky. Her aunt Ita was the sharpest woman in Boston and might guess that Rose was pregnant.

She would have to go home.

As she turned her key in the lock, Rose prepared herself for her parents’ questions. She worried that one of them would be waiting by the door. Instead, it sounded like most of the family were in the lounge. To begin with, she caught only fragments of the conversation.

‘I didn’t ask you to do it,’ her mother was saying. ‘That’s not what I intended at all.’

‘All due respect,’ said Ed junior, ‘that’s exactly what you wanted. Otherwise, why show us his pathetic little note?’

‘How often do I have to tell you?’ said Ed senior. ‘Don’t speak to your mother like that. And she’s right. There was no call for what you did.’

‘Yeah, well, at least he won’t be bothering Rosie any more,’ chipped in Ray.

‘Did it occur to either of you that this guy’s family are tough? You’ll both need to watch your step.’

Rose couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She paused for a moment. The quarrelling continued, her family spitting insults at each other. She had to go in there and confront them.

As soon as she entered the room, the voices stopped.

‘Go to your room, Rose,’ her mother said. ‘I’ll deal with you later.’

‘I’m going nowhere until you tell me what’s happening.’ She looked from one to the other. There was Ray, the makings of a bruise on his acne-scarred face. Beside him, Ed junior was peering at his sneakers. Their mother appeared to be staring at a spot on the wall. Her bouffant hairstyle looked as if somebody had let all the air out. Their father opened his mouth then quickly closed it again.

It was Nancy who spoke. Leave it to Nancy to stick the knife in and twist good and hard.

‘Your boyfriend was waiting for you outside some dive bar or other, but I guess you know that. Presumably, that’s where you’ve just been.’ She smiled, her plain features awash with smugness. ‘You were too late. Ray and Junior got there first.’

Rose faced her dad. ‘Is that true?’

‘It is, I’m afraid. But—’

‘Please tell me Joe’s all right,’ she said to Ray and Ed junior. ‘Please tell me you didn’t hurt him.’ She could almost hear the crunch of fist on bone. Joe was hardy, but her brothers were older, bigger, nastier.

Ray shrugged. Ed junior smirked.

Rose was screaming now, the words coming from deep within. ‘I want you to tell me you didn’t hurt him.’

‘He’s fine,’ said Ed junior, something close to humour in his tone. ‘Just not quite as handsome as he used to be.’

‘Jeez,’ added Ray. ‘What’s with the hysterics?’

Ed senior turned to Rose. ‘Go to your room. We need to talk, but it can wait until you’ve calmed down.’

Rose was lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling, when Kevin tapped on the door.

‘There’s something you need to know,’ he said. ‘Mom and Dad are going to fill you in later, but I … I want you to know that I don’t agree with what they’re doing.’ Over the next few minutes, he told her about their parents’ plans. Rose had misread her mother and father. At no point had either of them softened. They’d been lurking in the long grass, planning and scheming.

‘An aunt?’ She’d hauled herself up and was sitting on the bed, her legs drawn in close to her chest. ‘In Ireland?’

‘A nun. Sister Agnes. She’s Dad’s sister. You must have heard him mention her.’

Rose’s world turned all wobbly. She wasn’t able to absorb what Kevin was saying. ‘I think so. It rings a bell, only …’

‘You’ll stay with her and the other nuns until you have the baby. Nobody here will know.’

‘I don’t get it. How did they arrange all this?’

‘They have telephones in Ireland too, you know,’ said Kevin.

‘Yeah, but surely I would have heard them?’

‘I guess Dad must have called from the office.’

‘It all sounds crazy. They can’t hide me away. People will wonder where I’ve got to. And what about school?’

‘When people ask, they’ll be told you’re helping an elderly aunt, a relation of Dad’s, back in Ireland.’

‘But Mom and Dad … it’s not like they have any great attachment to Ireland. Why would they send me there?’

‘It’s a convenient place to hide a pregnant daughter. You’ll only be there for a few months. When you’ve had the baby, you’ll be able to come home.’

‘And when we come back to America, what then?’

Kevin looked away. ‘You’re not getting this, Rose, are you? Your baby won’t be coming back to America. It’ll stay in Ireland. He or she will be adopted there.’

‘No,’ she said, her voice strange, too high, too flimsy. Even the air felt fragile. ‘No. They wouldn’t do that. Why would they do that? Why?’

He didn’t answer.

‘When?’ she asked.

‘Tomorrow. They’ve got a passport and a ticket for you. Dad will accompany you to Ireland and come back later in the week. Everything’s arranged.’

Rose let out a rasping moan. She hadn’t known she possessed such a sound.

‘I want you to understand,’ her brother was saying, ‘I think it’s all wrong. I pleaded with them, but there’s nothing more I can do.’

‘Thanks for … thanks for speaking up for me.’ While she thought, she rested her head in her palms. ‘Do you think I could run away? I mean, if we left now, would you give me a ride over to Joe’s place?’ He might be back by now. If he wasn’t, Rose would give Bree another try. Bree would give her shelter.

‘They’d find you and drag you home again. You’re only seventeen. They’ve got all the power here.’

‘If Joe knew, he wouldn’t allow them to send me away. I swear he wouldn’t.’

‘Ray and Ed roughed him up fairly badly. I doubt he’s in any state to intervene.’

‘What if I went and stayed with Teresa and her parents?’ Rose had discounted this earlier, but she hadn’t been in such a bind then.

‘I know you’ve stayed there before, but any hint of trouble and they’d be straight on to Mom and Dad.’

Salty liquid seeped into her mouth. She swallowed. ‘I’m trapped, aren’t I?’

‘Jesus, Rose, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.’

Rose couldn’t watch Kevin cry. She slid to the floor, her knees raised, her head bowed. She closed her eyes and rocked slowly, back and forth.

There was nothing she could do.




Chapter 4

County Clare, July 1968

Sister Agnes was not a woman for small talk.

‘So this is the famous Rose?’ she said, as she met her brother and niece at Shannon Airport. ‘Look at her, only a slip of a thing and already causing all this bother.’

‘I’m seventeen,’ said Rose, who had vowed not to be cowed or bossed around. ‘I’m not a child.’

‘It’s a shame you’ve acted like one, then,’ replied the nun. ‘Allowing your worst instincts to get the better of you. No self-discipline, it’s a modern curse.’

Rose had been sick on the plane, and the journey had left her feeling ragged. On the plus side, she’d had lots of time to think. While her parents were behaving like lunatics, they weren’t evil people. Give them space to reflect, and they’d soften. Was it really likely that her mother, a woman who’d filled her house with babies, would spurn her first grandchild? No, Rose was convinced that, in a few months, she’d be returning to Boston with her little boy or girl. In the meantime, she’d have to put up with the nuns.

With everything happening so quickly, she hadn’t been able to get a message to Joe. She was desperate to know how he was. She’d write to him as soon as she got the chance. Maybe even tonight. She had to let him know that she’d be back – and that she still wanted to marry him.

Sister Agnes and her father were disagreeing about how much time had passed since they’d last met.

‘Thirty-five years,’ her dad said. ‘That’s how long I’ve been in Boston.’

‘But I didn’t see you in ’thirty-three. I was only a few months in the convent, and they wouldn’t let me out. I reckon the last time we saw each was in the spring of ’thirty two at—’

‘Mam’s funeral.’ He let out a long breath. ‘And the pity of it is, we’re only meeting now because …’

Agnes shook her head. ‘There was nothing stopping you coming back, Edward. You could’ve come visiting at any stage. But, no, you’re like all the rest of them. You got a taste of the good life in America, and you forgot about home. I wonder if your children know the slightest thing about their heritage – or their faith.’ She sent a sour look in her niece’s direction.

Rose feared that all sorts of slights, real and imagined, were about to be dragged up. Her aunt’s thin, snippy voice didn’t match her appearance. She was a round, rosy-cheeked woman with metal-framed glasses and swollen ankles. She wore a thick black dress and a black veil. Rose ran her fingers through her hair. Imagine being a nun and having all your hair shorn off. The thought gave her goose-bumps.

‘If only it was that simple,’ her father was saying. ‘Why, for years we didn’t have two quarters to rub together. Bringing up six kids isn’t easy, even in America.’

‘So I see,’ shot back Agnes. ‘Anyway, you’re here now. I take it you’ll be going to see the family?’

‘Ah, yeah, I was hoping to go to Killeniska tomorrow.’ He lifted Rose’s case. ‘Shouldn’t we be making tracks?’

‘Rose can carry her own bag. She may as well get used to looking after herself. There’ll be nobody fetching and carrying for her in Carrigbrack.’

The Boston they’d left behind had been sluggish with humidity, and the shards of icy rain that met them in Shannon had taken Rose by surprise. The rain had stopped now, but the day was blustery, and she shivered as she climbed into the car. A driver had been waiting for them. Save for a brief greeting, he said little.

Her parents’ home country had always puzzled Rose. She’d seen some Irish people get all weepy with longing for their birthplace, but her mom wasn’t alone in her scorn. Her dad was equally unsentimental. The picture they’d painted was one of drudgery and duty, too many children and too few opportunities. At first, what Rose saw didn’t tally with her expectations. It was too orderly, too new. They sped past some apartments, a series of row houses and what looked like a cluster of factories. Before long, though, the road narrowed and there was nothing to see apart from fields and the occasional scrappy-looking village. Later, the landscape changed completely. The fields turned to stone. Sky, land, houses: everything was grey.

So this was Ireland.

Throughout the journey, Agnes spoke like a machine, delivering a rapid-fire sermon about the evils of modern society. Rose had to resist the temptation to reach over and tap her on the head. ‘Knock, knock,’ she wanted to say. ‘Is there a real person in there?’

As the small car (all Irish cars appeared to be small) pulled into Carrigbrack, Rose saw three girls. They wore navy skirts and tops. Two were heavily pregnant. Naive as it might sound, it hadn’t occurred to her that there would be others there. In the main building’s wide front hall, they encountered another girl, on her hands and knees, polishing the wooden floor. Presently, three more appeared, all wearing the same hideous uniform, all pregnant. Not a word was spoken. The entire place was unnaturally quiet. The other thing that struck Rose was the smell: a stomach-churning mixture of disinfectant, floor wax and boiled vegetables.

She sent her father a look of distress.

‘How many, um, young women are staying here?’ he asked Sister Agnes.

‘Currently? Forty-eight. Rose will bring the number to forty-nine and another girl is due to arrive tomorrow.’ She lowered her voice. ‘A sad case. The poor child is only thirteen, and her uncle is thought to have fathered the baby.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ said Rose.
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