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Life … [is] a lament in one ear, maybe, but always a song in the other.

Seán O’Casey




 

 

 

 

Everyone cared. Damian understood that. Everyone aspired to, or at the very least pretended to care, but he was different. He was an actual carer. It was his job and he knew that he was good at it. He still bristled when people asked him what he really wanted to do, or his mother on the phone wondered if he’d like to go back to college – Maureen Collins didn’t do as well as you in the Leaving Cert and she got into law. True, it had never been his dream job, but if he enjoyed it and it paid his bills then what more was there? It turned out that looking after wealthy old people in their large west London homes suited him. In his mind all the houses and flats blended together into a faded autumnal blur of thick carpets and gilt-framed paintings. The work itself was relatively easy, especially as he normally chose the creaking floors of night shifts. Some pill-giving and pillow-wrangling and then he could just read or watch films on his laptop. Come morning, if he had the time – and he usually did – he liked to head home on the bus and watch the city coming to life. So many people with things to do and places they needed to be. He imagined the cramped flats they had left, and would go back to, compared to the high-ceilinged spacious rooms he had spent the last twelve hours in. It wasn’t fair, of course it wasn’t, but equally he doubted anyone taking the tube escalator two steps at a time would envy the people he cared for, their skin like veined wax, the pain of night cramps making them scream out, crusty deposits in the corners of their mouths. At least they had Damian. To not feel abandoned and alone in the dark of the night seemed like such a simple human need, but the elderly people Damian cared for had to pay Hamilton Homecare handsomely for the privilege. 

The bus shuddered and jolted its way slowly across London, heading back to the small terraced house in Shadwell that he shared with two permanently out-of-work actors. Damian leaned his head against the window, wondering if there’d be enough milk when he got home. A large poster on Tottenham Court Road reminded him that he wanted to upgrade his phone, and then, as the bus idled in traffic near Aldgate, he thought about work. There was something unusual about his new client. Even after nearly two years, that word still felt so awkward to Damian – a client always seemed to suggest someone looking for advice on the most tax-efficient way to transfer foreign currency, not someone slumped on a toilet waiting to be rescued. His manager, Nadine, had sounded brighter than usual when she had called.

‘You live east, right?’

‘Yes,’ Damian replied warily.

‘Well Wapping is east, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it’s just below me. Why?’

‘New client. She lives in Wapping. Frances Howe, eighty-four. Lives alone. Broken ankle. I’ll text you the address.’

‘How do I get in?’

‘Her friend will be there. Seven p.m. Don’t be late, Damian.’ A warning. There had been complaints in the past.

‘Why doesn’t her friend—’ 

‘Do you want to work, Damian? And she’s Irish so that’ll be nice for you. Seven o’clock.’ Nadine hung up without waiting for a response.

Damian was intrigued but also slightly irked. It annoyed him when Irish people were just lumped together. It reminded him of the way straight friends proudly announced the existence of their other gay friend. ‘You’ve got to meet him. You’ll love him.’ As if their sexuality reduced them to dogs on a playdate in the park. He failed to see how any amount of Irishness would give him something in common with an incapacitated eighty-four-year-old woman. What interested him more was that she lived in Wapping. He didn’t know the area well but it seemed unlikely that anyone of the age and means to use Hamilton Homecare would choose to live there. 

Shadwell, where Damian and the actors lived in a tiny worker’s cottage, was only separated from Wapping by the Highway, a wide road that was constantly busy with traffic heading out to Canary Wharf and the mysteries of whatever was to the east of that. Damian had not been very adventurous in his eight years of London life. His first two decades on Earth had been spent surrounded by the fields of West Cork, and he couldn’t say that he had missed them very much, if at all, since he’d left Ireland. His life now was a strictly zones one and two affair.

Damian had never felt much inclination to explore Wapping. He’d made occasional forays into its little cobbled streets to have a drink in one of the ancient pubs that still managed to cling to the river despite the gentrification. The old brick warehouses were now all homes for wealthy young bankers and lawyers. If he ventured west, taking the scenic route to Tower Hill tube station, he’d pass through St Katharine Docks with its yachts and cafés, dwarfed by the drama of Tower Bridge. Damian had imagined that Frances Howe might live at that end of Wapping, where the trees were leafier and the cars shinier, but Google Maps disagreed. It led him to the edge of a plain little park about halfway between the Highway and the Thames. Damian stopped and looked up. ‘Cleaver Buildings 1864’ was engraved on a weather-worn stone plaque. Four storeys high, the building stood awkward and alone. Clearly it was a survivor, its neighbours having been demolished or perhaps bombed during the war. The whole place had an air of neglected romance. Sash windows, large and bright, sat in the yellow brick walls that surrounded stairwells and walkways painted in a dark red, but what made the building really appealing were the ornate railings that ran along each floor. It was what Damian imagined New Orleans might look like. There seemed to be two front doors on each landing. Some had bikes leaning outside, while others had planters of flowers. It was too old to be a council block, so Damian assumed it belonged to a housing trust. It remained unclear to him how an old lady who lived here could afford private homecare.

The evening felt mild, a premature hint of spring in the air. From the nearby park came a cheerful cacophony of dogs and children. Damian pushed open the metal gate and headed to the stairs; number four was at the far end of the landing on the second floor and had neither bike nor flowers. The windows were clean and the door looked recently painted. No bell. He knocked and the door opened immediately – clearly, he was expected. Damian was greeted by an elderly lady with short, suspiciously dark hair. She was tall and stylish in a slightly bohemian way. Strings of multicoloured beads cascaded down her mannish white shirt, which she wore over a pair of brightly patterned loose trousers. Her mouth was a smear of red lipstick.

‘Damian?’ She smiled and extended a hand for a brisk, firm handshake, setting off a jangle of bangles.

‘Yes. Nice to meet you.’

‘Nor. Nor Forrester. I’m Frankie’s friend.’ As she spoke, she turned and walked into the gloomy interior. Damian followed, closing the door behind him. ‘Here she is!’ Nor was standing in what had once been a spacious room but was now completely filled with oversized pieces of furniture. Damian stepped forward. A dark wooden dining table was pushed against the wall under the window opposite a faded velvet chesterfield sofa, so large that Damian couldn’t help wondering how it had been brought into the room. Perched on a high-backed wing chair beside a cabinet of glassware was the person Nor had pointed to.

‘This is Frankie!’ Her voice seemed too loud, her cheerfulness forced. ‘Frankie, this is Damian.’

The old lady in the chair looked at him. She did not seem to be overly impressed. She nodded.

‘Nice to meet you,’ Damian said as he took off his light backpack, then the three of them all waited for each other to speak.

Frankie looked older than Nor. Her hair was grey and swept to one side with a black clasp. Her face was drawn and make-up free. On a small stool she rested her left foot encased in plaster.

‘Frankie had a bad fall.’

Frankie’s pale grey eyes darted to her friend.

‘I didn’t have a fall. I fell. I tripped. The end. Stop saying I “had a fall”.’ Her voice was a light rasp, as if she needed a drink of water.

‘Well, we don’t want you to have another one and that’s why young Damian is here.’ Nor turned to him. ‘I have to run, but let me show you around.’ She pushed past him into the cramped square hallway. ‘Kitchen in there, bathroom …’ She pointed at the doors to the right. ‘And this is your room.’ She opened a door to a small narrow space containing a single bed. Damian peered in and saw the walls were hung with mismatched paintings and photographs. Most of the dark carpet was covered with cardboard boxes.

‘More of a storeroom really, but you can keep your bag in here and I suppose lie down?’ She seemed uncertain of how Damian might spend his night.

‘Perfect.’ He put his backpack on the bed.

Nor grabbed his arm and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Apologies in advance. She’s not herself. Very cranky after the fall. I don’t blame her, of course, but she needs help – not that she’d admit it. She has crutches, but this flat is like an assault course. If you make her tea and toast in the morning, I’ll pop in to check on her before lunch.’ Without really pausing, she raised her voice again. ‘Well, that’s me for the off. Be good, Frankie. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ All of this was announced from the hall. At the door she retrieved a large Daunt Books tote bag that was on the floor. Plunging her hand into it, she pulled out a set of keys.

‘For you.’ She handed them to Damian. ‘Good luck.’ She raised her eyebrows to suggest that he might need it. Then, with a rattle of beads and a clank of the knocker, she was gone.

This was always the awkward bit. That strange beginning when patient and carer tried to assess who they were dealing with, while also attempting to assert their specific role in the arrangement. Damian took a deep breath and dived in.

‘Now, Frankie, would you have a cup of tea?’

The suggestion seemed to make her sadder than she already was.

‘I would.’ Her voice was quieter now, barely even a whisper.

‘Milk? Sugar?’ Damian paused by the door to the kitchen.

Frankie squinted as if she didn’t quite understand, but then came the soft reply. ‘Black. Half a teaspoon of honey. It’s just by the kettle.’

The kitchen was small but very well stocked and organised. Uniform bottles of dried herbs and spices filled some open shelves by the cooker, while fresh herbs flourished in pots on the windowsill. Woks and pans hung from hooks in the ceiling and a wide selection of what looked like expensive oils and vinegars were pressed together on the countertop. 

‘You’re a cook, Frankie?’ Damian called through the open door. The old woman didn’t reply at once but then, in a voice that was surprisingly loud and firm, she announced, ‘Yes, I cook.’ Her tone suggested she did not want this to be the start of a conversation.

Damian rolled his eyes. This was going to be a long night. He hoped she went to bed early. 

He turned on the kettle and found two clean mugs. He noticed the honey was French and the label handwritten.

‘Where do you keep the tea bags, Frankie?’ He kept his voice bright and positive.

‘There aren’t any. Loose tea is in the green caddy.’

Damian wished he had never suggested tea. Who didn’t use tea bags? Even his granny had moved on and she still made her own soda bread.

‘It’s there.’ Frankie’s voice was so loud in his ear, Damian let out a small shriek. The old woman was in the doorway, swaying on her crutches.

‘Away and sit down, Frankie. I’m here so you can rest.’ He gestured back towards the living room and her chair.

Ignoring him, Frankie continued, ‘Be sure to warm the pot. Then three teaspoons will be enough. One for each of us and one for the pot. It’s quite strong, Assam. Do you like Assam?’

Damian stared blankly at her. He liked tea. Did that count?

‘I’m sure it’ll be lovely.’

‘I used to get it from a little shop in Covent Garden but of course that’s closed down now. Nor picks it up for me from Harrods.’ She nodded towards the branded metal caddy. ‘Please don’t think I’m throwing my money away in that place.’

Damian wondered if it was Nor Forrester who was paying his wages.

‘You go away in and sit down. I’ve got this.’

Her expression was unnerving. Her pale eyes suggested she doubted that he had got this, or indeed got anything at all. Nevertheless, she did as she was told and slowly hopped back into the living room. ‘Use the tray,’ she barked. 

Once the tea was brewed, Damian sat at the dining table with his mug. Frankie sipped hers without comment, which Damian took to mean she approved. 

‘It smells so lovely in here.’

‘Peach oil.’

‘Oh.’ Damian was no wiser.

‘You dab it on the lightbulbs. You never heard of that?’

He shook his head. ‘No, no, that’s a new one on me.’

A moment of silence as they both enjoyed their tea and then Damian tried again.

‘You still have the accent. Light like, but you can hear it all the same. Whereabouts are you from?’

‘Originally just west of Ballytoor in County Cork.’ She delivered this information as if replying to an enquiry from a policeman. 

Damian had met this type before and felt quietly confident he could crack her. He pounced.

‘Ballytoor? Sure, I know it well. I’m only from Mallow. My sister married a fellow from Stranach just beyond Ballytoor. Do you know it?’

Frankie’s head snapped towards Damian. Apparently she did. 

‘Mmm, I do. Yes. I do.’ Her eyes drifted to the window for a moment and then she raised herself in the chair. ‘Would you put on the television there? The news channel. The BBC one, I can’t stand that Sky lot – and make sure the subtitles are on. They mumble. The whole lot of them.’

Damian did as he was told and then cleared away the tea. When he had washed and dried the mugs, he stepped back into the living room.

‘I’ll be in my room if you need me, Frankie.’

‘Right. Thank you.’ The old woman waved him away and then her hand went to her face. Was she wiping away tears? Damian wasn’t sure.

About an hour later, Instagram stories were beginning to repeat themselves when Damian heard Frankie moving around. He went to the door to check on her. 

‘Do you need anything?’

‘No. No. I’m just going to get ready for bed. It’ll take me a while,’ she told him as she worked her crutches in the direction of the bathroom.

‘Let me help you.’

‘No,’ her voice sharp. ‘No, thank you.’ A milder tone. ‘I can do everything myself. Except my sock. I’ll need you to get that off.’

‘OK.’ He waited, ready to assist.

‘I’ll shout when I need you.’ The bathroom door shut.

Damian wandered into the living room and watched some reporter standing by the side of the road talking about floods. His eyes moved around the room. Paperbacks were stacked in haphazard piles on the floor and the walls were covered in a similar patchwork to the one he had found in his room. He didn’t know much about art, but these didn’t look like the pictures he normally saw in the homes of old people. These seemed too modern. Abstract and messy, some bright and geometric, others more like pale scribbles, they didn’t seem to fit with the old heavy furniture or indeed the small neat woman who was currently in the bathroom. Maybe a dead husband had collected them. Damian was fairly certain these pictures were not all by the same artist. Had she inherited them from a relative? He stored his questions away as kindling for the chat he was determined to have. He saw it as a matter of professional pride to get this old lady to allow him into her life.

Frankie’s bedroom was unexpected. If anything, it was even smaller than the one Damian had been given and what should have been the window was completely blocked up with precarious towers of books. The only light came from the bedside lamp, which shared its plinth with more books and an array of pill bottles. Frankie sat on the bed wearing a long-sleeved baby blue nightdress. The thin shiny ribbon around the neck made Damian guess it had been a gift. He very much doubted Frankie had gone into a shop and chosen it. He looked up at his charge from where he was crouched on his knees peeling off her one sock. He rolled it into a ball, then, examining Frankie’s feet, asked, ‘Would you like to me to cut your toenails for you?’

‘No!’ She sounded shocked by the very suggestion and quickly pulled her legs up and under the covers.

‘OK. Well, if you change your mind …’ A smile; his same calm, even tone. 

Frankie reached for a book and then, as if remembering there was someone else in the room, said, ‘Watch the television if you want. It won’t bother me in here.’

‘Right.’ He stood to leave her. ‘And what time would you like your tea and toast in the morning?’

Her brow creased. ‘Sure, I can do that. Don’t worry.’

‘Frankie, come on, I’m being paid. Let me do something for you.’

A sigh. She opened her book without looking at him. ‘Around seven thirty. And use the unsalted butter. Just a smear of marmalade.’

‘Will do. Good night. Sleep well.’ He began to slowly close her door.

‘Please.’

He stepped forward. ‘What was that?’

‘Please. For the toast. I forgot to say please.’

‘You’re very welcome.’ He made sure the door was closed before he allowed the smile to spread across his face. 




Ireland, 1950

Happiness was not to be trusted. This was a lesson that Frances Howe had learned at a very young age. Eleven, in fact. No, she was ten, about to turn eleven, because she had been at Catherine Woodworth’s birthday party and Catherine was the first in her class to leave the childish ways of ten behind. For the girls, the idea of turning eleven had become confused with how wealthy Catherine’s father was. This was a party unlike any they had attended before. The function room of Langton’s Hotel had been hired for the occasion. There had been little pastry pots stuffed with chicken in a sauce, and on the way out each child had been handed a party bag with a pencil and a bag of sherbet. Eleven seemed to be a world of untold sophistication.

When the party had finished at six, Frances gathered in the lobby with her friend Norah Dean, along with three other girls that Norah Dean’s father had agreed to give a lift home. While the others chattered excitedly to Mr Dean about the fizzy drinks that had been served by actual waiters, Frances had sat quietly in the back seat, her head leaning against the window. This was what happy felt like. The whole afternoon it had seemed like she was finally in time with the music. She was looking forward to telling her parents what a good girl she had been; it seemed that being nearly eleven was having an effect on her. She hadn’t just rammed her mouth with the sweet little butterfly buns, but had made sure to eat two boring sandwiches first. A napkin had been picked up and used. Remembering what her mother had told her, Frances hadn’t been overly physical in her desire to win at musical chairs, and, despite knowing that there was a snow globe lurking under all the layers of gift wrapping, she hadn’t held on to the parcel for too long as it was being passed around. In her mind’s eye, she could see her parents smiling at her and telling her what a fine young lady she was growing up to be. 

When Mr Dean pulled the car into her home’s short driveway, hidden from the road by heavy pine trees, they found the Howes’ house in darkness. 

‘Are your mammy and daddy here, Frances?’

She hesitated. It didn’t seem as if they were. Her father’s car wasn’t in its usual place. At the same time she knew it would be wrong to inconvenience Mr Dean.

‘They’ll be around the back, in the kitchen.’

Mr Dean was opening the back door of the car. ‘Are you sure?’ 

‘Yes, thank you Mr Dean.’ She smiled, pleased that she had remembered to thank the grown-up, and jumped from her seat. ‘Bye,’ she said with a wave to her friend Norah and headed towards the back door. The headlights of the car swung past her, and suddenly it seemed very dark and quiet.

The door was unlocked as Frances knew it would be, but the house was empty. 

‘Hello,’ she called into the hallway. The only reply came from the clock that continued to tick and tock on the wall by the cooker. Her footsteps sounded oddly amplified as she crossed the room and switched on the light. The brightness made everything seem better, or at least closer to normal. Her parents would be home soon. The wire cooling rack was still on the table, from when Frances and her mammy had been baking that very morning. She’d been allowed to stir the cake mixture and then lick the spoon. It was strange to be in the kitchen without the heat of the oven, the warmth of her mother; Frances pulled a chair out from the kitchen table and sat down to wait.

Later, when people told her story for her, she learned that she had waited for over two hours. She had no idea afterwards what she had done during that time. She hadn’t got a book, or used her colouring pencils. She hadn’t even climbed up to open the biscuit tin. Frances assumed she had just sat still like a good little girl because bad things didn’t happen to good little girls.

She remembered hearing the car engine and seeing the headlights fill the hallway through the glass panels of the front door. She had tried to feel happy her parents were home but she knew that something didn’t feel right. Cars all sounded like cars but this one did not sound like her daddy’s. Then the dull thud of the door knocker echoing through the house. How could that sound ever augur good news?

Frances walked slowly down the hall as if she knew that, once she reached the door, nothing would be the same again. The violent banging of the knocker came once more. ‘Hello?’ The muffled sound of a man’s voice.

‘Hello,’ Frances replied.

‘Hello.’ The man’s voice had changed. It was soft and lilting, the way lots of grown-up men talked to little girls. ‘Can you open the door for me there, love?’

Frances looked up at the lock.

‘I can’t reach it.’ 

‘Right. Right.’ A pause. ‘Is there a door you can open?’

Frances thought about the back door and suddenly panicked. This man could just walk in.

‘Who are you?’

‘It’s the guards, pet. We need to talk to you.’

Frances considered this. The man did sound like a policeman.

‘The back door.’

‘Great. Great.’ She heard footsteps on the gravel and the man’s voice repeating ‘back door’ to an unknown companion.

The comforting familiarity of the kitchen was abruptly overwhelmed by the appearance of two Gardaí. All Frances could see were dark suits and caps. They seemed to fill the whole room so she waited by the door. The older guard with a wide red face spotted her. 

‘Hello, pet. Will you come and have a sit-down?’ It was the voice from behind the door. He patted a chair by the table.

‘Where are my mammy and daddy?’ The answer to this question had to be why these men were standing in the kitchen.

The policemen looked at each other. They had perhaps not been expecting Frances to be so direct. The younger guard took a great interest in the floor, while the senior officer licked his lips.

‘Is your name Frances?’ he asked.

‘Yes. What’s happened to Mammy and Daddy?’ Her voice sounded strangled, as if squeezed from her by the invisible grip that was holding her little body rigid.

‘There’s been an accident, Frances, so we don’t want you to be here by yourself.’ He paused to assess how this news was being received.

‘Are they all right? Where are they?’ Frances could feel everything falling away. This was beyond her worst nightmares. What was there in the world if her parents had ceased to be?

‘They’re in the hospital, pet. The doctors are looking after them.’ The guard knelt on one knee, his hand resting on the table. ‘Now is there anyone who can mind you for a little bit? A granny maybe, a neighbour?’ His face was too close to hers. She saw the dark hairs in his nostrils, the yellow of his teeth. Frances tried to speak but found she couldn’t. Her whole body had seized up and begun to vibrate. All she wanted was her parents but she had no idea how she could reach them. She squeezed her eyes shut. They would come to her. She would open her eyes and they would appear. But they didn’t. There was just the guard staring at her, and then looking back at his colleague.

‘I want my mammy and daddy,’ she managed to say in a series of gasps and then, as if the singular and profound truth of this statement had released her, Frances Howe sank to the floor and began to sob.

Her parents were dead. They might have been heading to the hospital, but only to its morgue. A coroner would confirm what the guards at the Howes’ house already knew: Frances’s parents had drowned. It had been a freak accident. Their car on a pier, late afternoon. They had been enjoying the view, or perhaps they had been waiting to buy fish from a returning trawler. What had happened next was unclear. It could have been that the brakes had failed, or had Frances’s father thought the car was in reverse when he pressed the accelerator? Whatever the cause, witnesses had seen the car shoot off the end of the pier and disappear almost at once beneath the surface of the water. A couple of lads had run down from the road and dived in, but it was useless. The water too deep, the visibility too poor; the men dived and dived again until they knew it was too late to help, then they climbed the metal ladder on the side of the pier to be comforted by the small crowd that always seems to gather from nowhere at such times.

It hadn’t taken long for rumours to start. It had been a bad death. Money problems. The poor little girl. How could they leave her? people had asked. At least they didn’t bring her with them, others had replied. True, true enough. A tiny sliver of silver in the darkest of linings. Later, much later, Frances would hear these rumours. Girls at school testing her, trying to give themselves some currency in the vicious classroom jungle they were all trying to survive. She refused to believe them. Her parents had loved her too much to ever choose to leave. The whole thing had been the Lord’s doing and, as people never seemed to tire of reminding her, He worked in mysterious ways.

The Gardaí had taken their sobbing charge to the rectory. Frances’s mother had a sister, who was married to a Church of Ireland minister, the Reverend Derek Roper. However, despite living in the same town, Frances hardly knew her aunt and uncle. When her mammy and daddy talked about them, her Aunt Mona was usually referred to as ‘Poor Mona’, and if they were all in a room together Frances noticed that, while the sisters chatted, the men had very little to say. Her aunt whisked her away from the policemen, wrapped her in a blanket and held her while the two of them wept. Crying with someone else had been a strange sort of comfort, especially because that person looked so like the mother she had lost, the same brown hair framing her soft features, the same warm bosom to cradle her head. Frances had only been vaguely aware of her uncle standing to one side of the fireplace, saying prayers. Derek Roper did not resemble her father. His skin seemed too tight, forcing his knuckles, ears and chin to protrude like knots on a tree. His faith appeared to be sincere but sharing it with others had never been his strong suit. He performed his pastoral duties the way he had been taught at ecclesiastical college, but there was never an ease or a humanity about him. Being a spiritual shepherd would have suited him much better had there not been an actual flock involved.

For the first few weeks after her parents’ funeral, Frances felt as if she was something to be watched, like a pot on the stove that might boil over, or a bath being filled. Her Aunt Mona slept in her room and there was no talk of her returning to school. Her aunt and uncle took it in turns to teach her various subjects at the large pine table in the kitchen of the rectory.

Months passed and little by little Frances knew that her emotions had shifted. Things weren’t better, that was impossible, but she didn’t cry as much. A new normal had been established. Her aunt left her to sleep alone and her days were filled with helping around the house or doing her lessons. It was made clear to Frances that raising the subject of her parents was not to be encouraged. When she had asked if she could bake a cake like her mammy had shown her, her aunt had patted her hand and urged her ‘not to upset yourself’. At the rectory, food was not something that provided comfort or even pleasure. Aunt Mona believed the only good potato was a boiled one; not for the Ropers the indulgence of buttery mash or a cheesy gratin, like Frances’s mother had made. Baking was not about chocolatey treats, just scones or a dry sponge cake for a church sale. 

The first time they had driven past her old house, she had cried out with shock and surprise. The tall, dark pine trees were gone and the house looked smaller. Frances didn’t like it. The cosy home of her memory was no more. This one seemed bare and anaemic; vulnerable, somehow. 

‘Now, Frances, that’s not your home any more. Another family lives there, because you have a lovely new home with us.’ Her uncle, behind the steering wheel, began to speak using his church voice. ‘For every house is builded by some man; but he that built all things is God.’

Frances wondered if she would ever return to school. Over one of her kitchen table lessons, she asked her aunt and Mona explained, ‘Your uncle doesn’t think you’re quite ready. Maybe some of your friends could come and visit?’

Frances liked this idea. She remembered girls from her class coming to play at her old house. Her mammy would bake treats and let them try on her clothes. It wasn’t like that with Aunt Mona. 

‘Norah is here to play with you,’ would be announced from the bottom of the stairs and the girls would be dispatched to Frances’s room where they sat awkwardly, trying to remember what they had ever talked about. Frances tried and failed to think of questions she could ask about their teacher or other girls in their class. Time did not fly.

‘Thank you, Mrs Roper,’ the girls chorused as they almost ran from the front door to a waiting parent, not even attempting to disguise their relief at making an escape. 

One Friday evening before dinner, Frances was summoned to her uncle’s study. Friday afternoon was when he wrote his sermons and his desk was piled with thick, uninviting books. Her aunt sat on a small velvet chair to one side. Outside, the sun was still shining, but all three of them sat in dusty gloom.

‘Frances,’ the reverend Roper pressed his hands together as if to pray. ‘Your aunt and I have spoken and prayed, and the Lord in his wisdom and mercy has chosen us to be your guardians.’ He paused. He always spoke in slow and steady bursts, as if he was preaching to slightly simple sinners. ‘Do you understand what that means?’

Frances swallowed. ‘I think so.’

Reverend Roper glanced at his wife. Mona gave an uncertain smile. ‘You will live here with us,’ he continued, ‘and we will care for you as if you were our own. Our heavenly Father has sent you to us and we must do our Christian duty.’ He nodded as if agreeing with himself. Clearing his throat, he looked at his niece. ‘Do you have anything you’d like to say, Frances?’ He cocked his head to one side. It seemed he was expecting her to speak.

She had so much she wanted to ask, things she longed to know. Why had the heavenly Father sent her here? Why had he gathered in her mammy and daddy? 

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly.

Her uncle smiled and slowly closed his eyes. ‘Let us pray.’

Frances bowed her head and listened to her uncle asking the merciful Lord to bless the house and those that lived in it. What she couldn’t understand was why Uncle Derek was still asking this man for anything. Merciful? It had been made very clear to her that this Father in Heaven was anything but. Why should she ever expect anything good from him again when he had chosen to do something so catastrophically cruel? She dug her nails into the palms of her hands.

‘Amen.’

‘Amen,’ Frances and her Aunt Mona repeated.

Amongst the parishioners of St Ann’s there was a general consensus that granting the Ropers a child of their own must have been one of the mysterious ways the great Redeemer had in mind when he had plucked the Howes from the pier. To many, having a childless rector felt like there was a thin veil of sadness draped over the whole parish. Hard to rejoice when the Lord had not blessed his minister with the greatest gift he could bestow. Little Frances Howe holding her aunt’s hand as they made their way to their pew at the front of the church on a Sunday morning gladdened the hearts of the congregation. Barren no more.

At the end of their first summer together, it was decided that Frances would not return to primary school. Instead, she would start secondary school a year early. Ballytoor had a grammar school that catered for the Church of Ireland community from the surrounding area and, since the reverend Roper was on the board of governors and an occasional teacher at the school, it made sense for Frances to attend. He spoke to the headmaster and everything was arranged. When the news was delivered to Frances, it was just another dark shadow cast across her new life. While it might have been a relief not to be hidden away all day with her Aunt Mona, the thought of entering a classroom where she knew no one was terrifying. How welcome then was the news that her friend Norah Dean was skipping her last year at primary school too?

What had been mere friendship became something more. They literally clung to one another in the unfamiliar world of the grammar school. The two girls held hands as they tried to navigate their way from one classroom to the next. They sat beside each other and either walked home together or shared the back seat of the car when Norah’s father happened to give them a lift. Mr Dean was especially kind to Frances. He had always felt guilty for being the one who had left the little girl alone outside the darkened house that day. Lifts to and from school with Reverend Roper were a very rare occurrence, and that was perfectly fine with Frances. She dreaded sitting with Norah while her uncle asked pointless questions about the Old Testament or quizzed them on Bible verses. She didn’t want her friend to be exposed to the full dreariness of her life at the rectory.

It soon became apparent that Norah was more suited to secondary school. She found the lessons easier than Frances and she quickly established herself as a superior hockey player, while Frances lurked on the sidelines with her stick, hoping the ball never made its way anywhere near her. Other girls sought out Norah in the lunch queue and after school they sometimes walked home with the two younger girls. Frances reluctantly prepared herself for losing her only friend. In the dining hall she glanced across at the table she feared she would be relegated to, containing a group of girls with greasy hair who wore hand-knitted school jumpers. She felt herself about to land on the bottom rung of the social ladder. But that wasn’t what happened.

Norah and her parents, perhaps sensing that the rectory was not the easiest place for a young girl, began to include Frances in their lives. She was often invited to stay over, and at weekends, when the family went on trips or excursions, Frances was often with them. Norah had two brothers, but they were older, so Frances became like the unofficial sister Norah had always craved. The Ropers were happy to encourage this new development; the Deans were churchgoers and it was assumed these invitations were made out of pity or a sense of charity. At first Frances had thought the same, but it never felt like that. Being with the Dean family was easy and fun, in contrast to the way things at the rectory were stiff and awkward. Besides, it wasn’t as if Frances was holding Norah back. She was on every sports team and socialised with other more popular girls. Frances didn’t mind because she always came back to her.

It was Norah’s mother who guided Frances through puberty and showed her how to use pads and the thin belt. 

‘Now, when you get home, explain to your aunt that you’ve started … that you’re a woman now, and she’ll make sure you’ve everything you need.’

Frances must have looked stricken because Mrs Dean just laughed and stroked her hair in a way that suggested she was still very much a little girl and not a woman at all.

That evening, when Norah’s mother had dropped Frances back at the rectory, she had stepped into the kitchen to have a whispered conversation with Aunt Mona. After that, boxes of pads would just appear in her bedroom. 

Norah had developed faster than Frances and the two of them studied Norah’s breasts, wondering how big they might become. With Norah’s encouragement Frances would squeeze them and then the two girls would roll on the floor laughing. Before long, Frances began to develop too, and this time her Aunt Mona was the one who suggested they go shopping for undergarments. Standing at the sink with her back to Frances, she explained, ‘Your Uncle Derek thinks you look obscene and I have to agree. It’s not nice, so it’s time to get you fitted for a brassiere.’ 

Frances didn’t think she was capable of being more embarrassed, but then that afternoon old Mrs Lane had pushed her into a dressing room at the back of A La Mode on Weir Street, practically torn the school blouse off her and began cupping her breasts. ‘I was mortified,’ she exclaimed to Norah later. ‘All I could do was look at the hairy mole beside her lip. I thought I was going to be sick.’

Frances had scanned the headless mannequins hopefully. They were all wearing bras edged with pretty pieces of lace, like the ones Norah wore, but Frances had walked out of A La Mode with a paper bag containing two sturdy bras the colour of tinned rice pudding. Frances would have struggled to define precisely what sexy meant, but she was certain that her new underwear was not it.

Boys changed, or maybe it was just the way that she and Norah thought about them. Up until that point in her life, Frances had either feared or ignored them, but, as they began to look at her differently, so her own gaze was altered. They were still frightening, with their loud voices and sudden scuffles, but some of them, the boys in sixth year mostly, were also … interesting? Appealing? Frances wasn’t sure. All she knew was that it gave her a delicious thrill when she thought that one of them noticed her. She became more aware of the way she parted her hair; she made sure her knee-socks never ended up pooled above her ankles. She took little dabs from Mrs Dean’s bottle of Shalimar. 

Of course, Norah got more attention from the boys. She wore her short hockey skirts
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