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PROLOGUE

BEA

31 March 2020

Innisfree, Prospect Avenue, Brooklyn

I thought I had life all figured out. Yet it only took one letter and a devastating secret to turn my world upside down. But I’ve also learned that sometimes change can bring you to where you need to be.

If you’d asked me who I was before recent events, I’d have replied that I was Bea O’Connor. A proud daughter and granddaughter of Irish immigrants. (Yes, both!) Brooklyn-born and reared in a house called Innisfree – a three-storey brownstone that my Great-Great-Uncle Richard bought and planned to fill with a family of his own. But destiny had another purpose for him, one that didn’t include a wife and children, which in turn changed my grandfather’s life, because Innisfree became his home and he filled it with all of us instead.

Great-Great-Uncle Richard, my grandparents and my mom are all gone now. Grandad always said that when you leave a place that you love, you never really go. Your echo can still be heard if you listen closely enough.

Oh God, I hope so. There’s something so comforting in knowing that the people I love, both those here and those that are gone, are around me still. Loving me. Catching me when I fall.

My Irish heritage is a big part of who I am. I grew up listening to my grandparents speak of their birth country in revered tones. Ireland was a greener, friendlier, funnier, happier place than New York was. Every anecdotal tale they shared was cushioned in a cloud of nostalgia. It was the same for Dad and Uncle Mike too. As first-generation immigrant kids, most conversations at their dinner table included a trip down memory lane to our beloved Ireland. And then there were the ballads. I learned pretty quickly that these songs of Ireland went hand in hand with being a member of the Irish-American diaspora. And as we Irish tend to love a good sing-song, most of us have one special song where every lyric and note is a reminder of Ireland, family and home. A what might have been. ‘Danny Boy’, ‘The Streets of New York’, ‘The Mountains of Mourne’, ‘Spancil Hill’. For the O’Connor family, it has always been ‘The Isle of Innisfree’, the song that inspired the name of our home. At the many gatherings that were held in our large family room over the years, we’d sing about folks who were dreamers. Folks who were just like me.

I’ve dreamed of Ireland, the birthplace of my mother and grandparents, my entire life. And every time I sang ‘The Isle of Innisfree’ I felt, deep down inside of me, the siren call of home. But there’s the rub. How can I call myself a New Yorker if I’m not sure where my heart belongs? They say home is where the heart is, yet somehow my heart is split in two. The city I live in and love, and the home of my ancestors – somewhere I lived only in my dreams.

This is why I had no choice but to go looking … looking for the truth of who I really am, where I came from and where I belong.

It’s quite a story as it goes and, as I’ve got time on my hands for a while, I’ve decided to write it down. You see, I’ve had to hit the pause button on my life for a bit and there’s nothing like time on your hands to make you reflect on the events of the past couple of months. My story belongs to my parents too, because the ripples of their life pooled out wide to touch the lives of so many other people too.

It all begins with a letter I wrote to my future self, when I was ten years old …
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December 2003

Innisfree, Prospect Avenue,

Brooklyn, New York

Dear future me

Hello from the past! This is Bea. You. Me!

If you are reading this, then it means that my teacher Ms. Dryden did post our letters as she promised she would! We’ve been working on a project in school on how we think the world will look in the year 2020. That gave Ms. Dryden the genius idea that her students would all write letters to our future selves. She will hold them in a time capsule until New Year’s Day 2020. She also made us spend hours practicing our handwriting. Not so fun. Jimmy Del Torio, my least favorite person in school, reckons there will be flying cars in 2020. While I’d love to own a car that could fly me over the Statue of Liberty, I hope he’s wrong. I sometimes daydream that Jimmy trips up and falls down a manhole. I don’t want him to die or anything, but a few months without him in school would be nice. He is “so good” all the time—or at least that’s what he wants everyone to think. When we were in first grade I saw him kick a tiny baby bird who’d fallen from its nest. He only stopped when I launched myself at him, knocking him to the ground.

I ran home and told Grandad what he’d done and Grandad said, ‘His halo is held up by the devil’s horns. Watch out for boyos like that Bea.’

I told my family that I never want to leave Innisfree. Grandad says why would I? The park and subway are a minute’s walk away, the church and school up the road. He says when he lived in Ireland he lived in the arsehole of nowhere, which makes Gran laugh and give out, because it’s not nice to say. He says he had to cycle his bike for hours to get anywhere. I told him that I want to go to Innisfree in Ireland one day, but Gran says that Innisfree is actually anywhere in Ireland that your heart desires it to be, because it represents home. I love them both so much. They say that I am the light of their lives. And they are my favorite people too, except for when they make me do a jig or sing because they want some entertainment and there’s nothing on the T.V. I mean, come on, we have seventy-five channels! And when I do give in and sing for them, Gran always cries. But Grandad says they are happy tears.

We did a project last week about the dangers of cigarettes. I gave my project to Uncle Mike to read, because he is always sneaking out the back of our house to have a smoke. But I don’t think he appreciated my efforts. I worry about Uncle Mike. We all do, because he nearly died two years ago during the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Uncle Mike is an NYPD police officer. He says that it’s his job to help people, but I still get nightmares thinking about that time. We didn’t know where he was for hours and all we could do was pray and wait. Uncle Mike doesn’t like to talk about it much, but sometimes he gets this look on his face and I know he’s remembering all his cop friends who died. Grandad used to smoke but he stopped because of a wheeze. I told Uncle Mike that people can die from a wheeze. And lots of other horrible diseases like pneumonia, emfisina emphysema and lung cancer. I will never smoke. Because I plan on living till I’m one hundred years old so that means I have to be careful what I put into my body. If I do have to die young, I want it to be from a parachute jump that goes wrong. Or in the line of duty when I save the president from the clutches of a dastardly villain. I’m very concerned about President Bush’s safety. I told Uncle Mike about my concerns and he said he would talk to the president personally to make sure he takes extra precautions. Because of Uncle Mike’s job, he knows everyone. Grandad says it is very handy having a police officer in the family.

Oh, and I have most definitely decided that in 2020 I will never, ever, cross my heart and hope to die, eat Brussels sprouts. So gross. While I don’t hate school, I’m not overly fond of it either. My favorite subject is recess, when I get to play with my best friend forever Stephanie. I’m not too keen on math, English or geography. And judging by my test results, they are not too keen on me either. When I’m older I’m going to be a world-famous detective. I will solve all the unsolvable crimes. People will pay me huge sums of money to find the president when he is kidnapped by the Russians or the Chinese. I will speak at least four languages, to help solve all the crimes. I have a brand-new friend who is Serbian – Katrina Petrovic. I think I will be fluent in Serbian pretty soon. She starts school tomorrow and will be in my class. She is very cool. Gran said she’s a little too cool for her liking. Her family moved into the house next door to us yesterday. Katrina was wearing a cropped top over a pair of leopard-print skin-tight leggings, listening to music on her headphones. I’ve never seen a cooler person in my life.

‘That young wan will catch her death,’ Gran said, tutting and sighing as her eyes moved up and down Katrina’s scantily clad body. I half expected her to run out and put a coat over her. I would have literally died if she had.

‘I think she looks cool,’ I said quickly, and moved my body closer to the door in case Gran did decide to do anything mortifying. Dad and Uncle Mike both spluttered that over either of their dead bodies would I ever wear a cropped top like the one the girl had on. Good job they don’t know that I spent last night cutting up my new green T-shirt.

Is Dad still a famous author? He won’t let me read his books yet. There’s probably bad words in them. Like the F word. When I am twelve, Dad said he will think about letting me read them. Yesterday Dad collected me from school and we spent the afternoon at the American Museum of Natural History. He is researching a new storyline for his next novel. I helped him find the right trees and plants that would be found in the forests in the 1890s when his book is set. Dad says I’m really good at finding things. It’s my number one favorite thing to do. I just wish there was a way to find my mom.

I have so many questions about her and her life in Ireland. Like, did Mom have Spock ears same as I do? I can’t tell from the photographs because her hair is covering them. All of the O’Connors have perfect round ears. So I think it must be a thing from her side of the family. I haven’t told Dad this, but I sent my aunt, my mom’s sister, a card today to wish her Happy Holidays. Maybe she has the same ears as me too.

Sometimes I pretend Mom didn’t die. I ask her to help me choose my clothes when Gran tells me to wear something “nice” for Mass. I can never work out what “nice” is, because my jeans and T-shirts are all lovely as far as I’m concerned. I know Mom can’t hear me in heaven. I’m not crazy. But I can hear her voice in my head when I need her.

I wonder if Mom is annoyed that Dad has a new girlfriend? If he’s still with her now, as you read this, it means my plan to split them up has failed. Gran says it’s time that Dad met someone new and that I should be a big girl about it. It’s been seven years since Mom died. But why did he have to choose my teacher out of all the people who live in New York? I mean, it’s mortifying because he’s making a spectacle of himself, as Gran would say. When he came to the school gate yesterday to pick me up, he was all over Ms. Dryden. Everyone was watching. I put salt in her coffee last week, but she just took a sip, made a face, then put the cup down and never said a word. I mean, what kind of a person doesn’t try to find out who put the salt in? I was all ready to declare my innocence and make Dad take my side. But Ms. Dryden is very very tricky.

I thought I’d put Uncle Mike’s police officer handiness to the test. So I told him to run a full background check on her. See if Ms. Dryden has any hidden husbands. Uncle Mike wasn’t too keen, he said Corinne was a fine-looking woman and to leave them be. But what would he know? He’s single and always ready to mingle as he forever tells everyone. Gran says Uncle Mike has the worst taste in women. If she’s a bad ’un, he’ll pick her, she says. He doesn’t seem to mind. He told me he’s having the time of his life picking up the bad and the good ’uns, saying the women love the uniform. Maybe it’s the shiny buttons.

Stephanie and I love to watch Full House. Sometimes I daydream that I’m married to someone who is as handsome and nice as Jesse is. But NO children, thank you very much. They seem like a lot of work. Stephanie is the prettiest girl in our class. But she reckons that title belongs to Tiffany. I am not a fan of Tiffany. She cries too much. Yesterday she cried because she spilled her milk at lunchtime – literally cried over spilt milk. Stephanie on the other hand is made of sturdier stuff and rarely indulges in any boohooing. We met on our first day in St. Joseph’s School. She didn’t want to go inside the classroom and begged her mom to take her home again. So I opened my new pencil case and found my new unicorn eraser that Dad bought me. And I gave it to her. Her mom said, no, you can’t give away your new eraser, but I didn’t mind. I had a rainbow one too. Dad often buys stationery. He says it’s the curse of all writers. Anyhow, on that first day, Stephanie linked arms with me as we walked into the class. I hope we link arms with each other for the rest of our lives.

When I go to Irish dancing classes, Stephanie comes with me. To be fair, because as Gran says, it’s not always all about me, when Stephanie goes to her piano classes, I sit outside on the wall waiting for her to come out. She’s getting really good and yesterday she played LeAnn Rimes’s ‘How Do I Live’ from start to finish, without a single note wrong. I was so proud of her. When I get sad about Mom, Stephanie always listens to me. Like last year, on Mother’s Day, she knew I wasn’t really sick when I cancelled going to the Kings Plaza mall for a class outing. I couldn’t face all of the banners that hung from every shop window talking about a mother’s love. The problem is, I don’t know what a mother’s love is. I’m not sad about that all the time or anything. But sometimes I wonder what life would have been like if she was still here. At holidays, it feels like I have a hole in my heart. Dad tries to fill the hole, and most days he does a really good job. He tells me how much she loved me, how she used to sing to me every day and loved to brush my hair and put it into pigtails. I feel so bad that I don’t remember any of that. She loved me and even though I don’t remember her, I love her too. Stephanie knew the real reason I didn’t go to the mall that day. And she wanted to make me feel better. So she collected photographs of Mom from Dad. Then she made a scrapbook for me. She glued pictures of me in Mom’s arms in all sorts of places. The mall, the park, the movies, the school gates. Stephanie said that way I could pretend they were real memories. That’s why she’s my BFF. She always always ALWAYS thinks of me first. And we’ll never stop being BFFs. Not till the day we die.

I have written nearly eight pages now, which I think is enough. Ms. Dryden said she wanted at least four. Stephanie has only written half a page and I bet most of that was about Full House.

I hope that you are living your best life. And that every day is full of fun and love for you, for us.

I can’t wait to meet/be you …

With love from Bea, You, Me! x
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BEA

New Year’s Eve 2019

Innisfree, Prospect Avenue, Brooklyn

‘Ten, nine, eight …’

I wasn’t sure I could bear to hear one more number being called out. I reached over to the remote control and considered switching the television off. The temptation to curl up into a ball on my sofa and pretend that time was not ticking on was strong. The ball glowed, purple, gold then pink into the dark sky.

‘Seven, six, five …’

I’ve never been any good at pretending.

‘You wear your heart on your sleeve,’ Grandad always said. Only because I learnt that from him. My kind grandad, who was always the first to suggest we help neighbours, friends and strangers alike. His heart was so big we were forever doing good deeds for all and sundry. One weekend when I was eleven or twelve, we were on our way back from this French guy, Christophe’s, apartment, where we’d just dropped off cups and plates, a saucepan and a blow-up mattress. My grandad didn’t really know him – he’d only met him in Sidetracks restaurant earlier that day. They got chatting and he learned that Christophe had nothing in his apartment but a blanket for the floor. Then when we were on our way back from his apartment, we passed a dumpster on Windsor Place. Grandad stopped and made us all rummage through it on the hunt for more gems we could give to our new French friend. ‘One man’s trash is another man’s treasure,’ he loved to say. But I’d had enough of being a Samaritan, so I refused to get out of the car.

‘I hope you never need a help-out from your neighbours, Bea.’ He looked so disappointed in me, it broke my heart into tiny pieces.

‘People are looking at us. Don’t you care what they think?’ Shame made me belligerent.

‘I couldn’t care less what people think. But I do care about that poor wee lad Christophe. He doesn’t know anyone. He’s in a strange country, away from family and friends.’ Grandad pulled out a mirror, the frame a little battered, but otherwise perfect. ‘This will look grand over that mantelpiece for him. Care more about what you think about yourself Bea, less about what others think. Remember that.’

I’ve never forgotten that lesson.

On the TV screen in front of me, the countdown continued. Every second marched me closer to a new year and an uncertain future. A pain sharpened inside my head.

‘Four, three, two, one … Happy New Year!’

Fireworks exploded into the sky on either side of the tower. Confetti streamed over the revellers who cheered and screamed with joy in Times Square. I smiled, despite my dark mood, as the camera zoomed in on a couple who were dressed in matching plastic see-through anoraks. They wore funny hats with the year 2020 emblazoned across them. And then they snogged, as if it were their last kiss. Good for them.

Journalists and TV presenters, dressed in their best overcoats and scarves, smiled for the camera as they danced awkwardly with each other. Mayor Bill de Blasio waltzed with a brightly dressed pretty blonde. Without warning another pain pierced me, so sharp this time it made me jump up and cry out.

I should have been out there, dancing with Dan.

Cheek to cheek, slow, slow, quick, quick, slow.

Instead I shouted ‘Happy New Year’ to my empty studio apartment. The haunting melody of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ echoed around the room.

‘We’ll take a cup of kindness yet …’ I sang in a whisper. I couldn’t finish the line. It would be the end of me.

The ghost of my mom seemed to be everywhere. She was never far from my head and heart, even though she’d been gone for twenty-three years. Holidays made me feel her loss more acutely, although I missed her every day in some way. Only yesterday I had seen a mom wipe a child’s face with a handkerchief, and the gesture, the caress, had been a déjà vu moment for me. A forgotten memory, buried deep, of my mom doing the same for me – or was it just me wishing for a memory like that? Either way, it hurt.

My phone had been going non-stop. When I looked at the screen, it was Dan again. I opened his text.

Happy New Year. I can’t stop thinking about this time last year. Do you remember? Please, Bea – don’t keep shutting me out. We can talk it through. I know you are upset and scared. But we have something special. I can’t believe I imagined all of that. I’d give anything to see those blue eyes of yours right now. Please call me. Or text. Just don’t ignore me.

With tears blurring my vision, I typed a response.

Dan, I can’t stop thinking about you either. I remember everything and I love you …

I paused. Then deleted the message word by word. If only I could erase my feelings with a tap of a button too. There were good reasons why I had to stay away from Dan. Nothing changed just because ‘Auld Lang Syne’ had made me sentimental. I felt another wave of tiredness hit me. Before Grandad died, he used to say his bones ached. I understood that sentiment tonight. I looked at my bed and contemplated falling into it. Why not give in to the tiredness? But I was too stubborn for that. I caught a glimpse of my face in the long, tall mirror that was propped up against the wall. I looked miserable, not a good look for me. Gran’s voice rang in my head. Her childhood warning to me, often given, whenever I made a face. ‘Take that look off your face, Bea O’Connor! You need to buck up, young lady. Because, mark my words, however you feel at midnight on New Year’s Eve is how you’ll be feeling for the rest of the year. That’s a fact known to all.’

I’m not sure what scientific evidence backed up Gran’s old wives’ tale, but when I was a kid I believed everything she told me. Mind you, I often used her advice to my own advantage too. I made it my business to kiss the best-looking fella I could find at midnight every New Year’s Eve. Hoping to ensure that the rest of my year would be spent making out with a good-looking man. 

No good-looking man for me this year. No Gran and Grandad. 

I raised my bottle of Corona and toasted my image in the mirror. While my reflection looked like a right old killjoy, she was all I had for company. ‘Looks like we’re in for a pretty shit year, Bea.’

The thing is, I chose to be here on my own, so if I was grumpy, sad, morose and talking to myself in a mirror, it was my own fault. Dad practically got down on his knees begging me to go out with him and Uncle Mike. They’d be milling out of Farrell’s about now, onto Prospect Park, with paper cups of beer in hand. Uncle Mike would be leading the conga. In another hour he’d be singing old Irish ballads. I hoped he was having fun tonight. Uncle Mike had worked throughout Christmas, pulling the short straw, holiday shift-wise. The NYPD had unsocial hours. He’d paid a hefty price for that. About six months after he married a woman called Eugenie, she’d found solace from her loneliness with a guy she met at the gym. They divorced before their first anniversary. She got their house and Uncle Mike moved home again. I’m glad he did. It’s good to have him here with Dad and me. I thought about moving out a few years back. The need for privacy was strong. But rent is high in New York, which put paid to my need to be alone. Compromise was reached, and Dad converted the basement into a self-contained studio for me. They had planned on doing the same for him and Mom, one day. But before they got the chance, she died. It had a bathroom, a small kitchenette (that I rarely used), and a sitting room with a Murphy bed you pull out of a wall. It also had its own entrance, albeit one that most ignored. Somehow, it worked.

Katrina was pissed with me too, because I hadn’t gone out with her – the first time in over ten years of New Year’s Eve shenanigans that we were not together. We didn’t always come home together, but that was another story. She’d even promised that we would steer clear of Saints and Sinners bar, so there would be no chance of bumping into Dan.

Bloody Dan Heffernan. It always came back to him. Why couldn’t I forget him? It had been a few weeks now. Surely that was enough time? Adulting was so hard. The irony wasn’t lost on me that when I was a child all I wanted was to be old enough to go out partying instead of staying at home. And now that the world was my oyster, or at least New York was, I chose to stay in my little studio apartment, in the basement of Innisfree. 

The house might have been empty apart from me, but it was full to the brim with memories. The small kitchen at the back of the main house had served hundreds of meals, all from a small stove. A fridge covered in magnets that clung to photographs of three generations of O’Connors, celebrating seven decades. Our living room was spacious – two rooms knocked into one by Grandad when Uncle Mike was born. The O’Connors were a social lot. Neighbours and friends were always welcome. As Grandad said, we’d made our own little village in Brooklyn over the years, with songs and tall tales spun in our living room. Grandad with his bodhran on his knee. Chairs pushed back against the wall so that I had room to perform an Irish jig.

I was the only grandchild and youngest in the house. The adults were all at my beck and call. As Katrina often remarked, I had it sweet.

Now though, I returned my attention to the television. The camera paused on the face of a woman. She was in her sixties, I guessed, standing on her own and crying. She dabbed her tears with a handkerchief. Her face, like something out of an Edvard Munch painting, was twisted and pierced with pain. I felt angry at the camera for zooming in on her personal grief.

‘Move on!’ I shouted at the TV screen. And as if the camera person heard me through the airwaves, it did. I hoped this year would be kinder to that woman. For many, this time of year came with the black dog nipping at their heels, their hearts and their heads. People often did crazy things over the holidays. I never understood what that was like until recently. But when the black dog came by to visit, it was hard to shake him off. Persistent bugger. I’d never suffered with depression before. In fact I’d always been one of those irritating people that were happy and optimistic. Dan used to say that’s why I was forever ten minutes late: I assumed I’d have time to get from A to B in less time than it took. He was right too. Since he told me this, I’d noticed that the majority of optimists were the worst timekeepers.

And there I was again, bringing it back to Dan. No matter how hard I tried not to think about him, he was there. And no matter how many times I told myself that no good comes from looking back, it seemed impossible to stop my mind drifting to the same time last year.

It took me twenty-six years to find Dan.

That night one year ago was the happiest I’d ever been in my life.

But a lot can happen in a year.

I decided to go upstairs to the main house, hoping a change of scenery would knock this mood I was in. I picked up a bundle of post that sat on the hall table. Rifling through the bills, late Christmas cards and junk mail, I was surprised to see a letter addressed to me. A pretty pink envelope with neat handwriting. It was thick too. A memory nipped at me but then it went, before I had time to grasp it. I brought the letter with me into the kitchen.
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LUCY

April 1992

The Three Amigos apartment, Maynooth, Dublin

Three letters sat on the small square pine table in our kitchenette, my eyes focused on the one addressed to me, Ms Lucy Mernagh.

I looked at my sister Maeve and best friend Michelle. Their faces mirrored mine. We knew that the contents of these letters could be life-changing.

Only a couple of months ago Maeve had told us about Bruce Morrison, an American congressman, who’d allotted 48,000 American visas to the Irish.

‘Visas for America! Imagine,’ Maeve had screamed. She bounced around our flat in excitement at the mere possibility. ‘All we have to do is apply and, if we’re chosen, we get a green card. We can follow our dreams! We can go live in the States, like we used to talk about when we were kids.’

I looked at her eyes, bright with excitement and enthusiasm, and couldn’t help but get carried away with her. In her mind’s eye, her bags were already packed and the flight booked. She was always the same when she got an idea in her head.

‘We’ve as much chance of winning one of those as getting into the audience of The Late Late Toy Show,’ Michelle said, topping up each of our glasses with Blue Nun wine, our drink of choice. It was cheap and gave us a decent buzz. Michelle was our neighbour from home in Wexford. We’d shared this same flat in Dublin for the past three years while we went to college. We called ourselves the Three Amigos, a nickname we gave ourselves one night when we were kids and Michelle came for a sleepover. We’d rented the Steve Martin, Chevy Chase and Martin Short movie from Blockbuster’s and we laughed so much as we watched it that we missed half of the one-liners. So we immediately watched it a second time and that still didn’t feel enough. I think we ended up owing about twenty pounds in overdue fines for that movie. When Mam and Dad went to Blockbusters to rent My Left Foot, they had to settle our fine before they got out of the store and there was hell to pay! But Mam calmed down eventually and even bought us a copy of The Three Amigos for Christmas that year. Since then it’s been our go-to feel-good movie to watch. We knew all the catchphrases and thought we were hilarious when we quoted them in random situations. I dated a guy a few months back who ‘forgot’ to disclose that he was also dating another girl from college. When Maeve found out, she walked up to him and shouted, ‘You dirt-eating piece of slime. You scum-sucking pig. You son of a motherless goat.’ He had no clue that she was doing her best Lucky Day line. And instead of feeling upset that I’d been dumped, I laughed for hours, picturing his face as Maeve shouted at him.

‘Right, let’s open them,’ Michelle said.

‘Wait. I’ll get us a drink first,’ I replied. I grabbed a bottle of Blue Nun and poured three glasses. I grabbed the ice tray from our small freezer. I tapped it upside down until the dozen cubes fell onto the table, then I added a couple into each glass.

‘Just think,’ Maeve said, holding her glass up, ‘this time next year, we could be drinking wine in a New York loft apartment. It will overlook Central Park, naturally, where we’ll go jogging every day. ’Cos over there, we’ll have to be more mindful of our bodies.’

I grabbed a cheese Dorito and dipped it into the tomato salsa. ‘Er, you’re not selling New York to me, Sis.’

‘OK, we don’t have to jog. But think of all the cute guys we’ll meet in Cheers Bar.’

‘That’s not a real place, you know. It’s just on the TV show. Tadgh told me so,’ Michelle said. She’d started to date him a few weeks previously and was at the stage where she was so loved up, she had to mention his name in every single sentence she uttered. I giggled as Maeve threw her eyes up to the heavens.

‘But there will be places just like it. Full of cool people like Sam, Woody and Fraiser,’ Maeve insisted.

‘What about Diane, Carla and Rebecca?’ I asked.

Maeve ignored that. She wasn’t a girls’ girl, preferring the company of boys always. She reckoned they were less bitchy. ‘Do you remember Karen?’

Michelle and I shook our heads.

‘Karen with all the spots. You do know her. She went to Maynooth with me.’

We continued shaking our heads.

‘She got so pissed at the Christmas party in Flynn’s that she started to strip as she sang “Patricia the Stripper”,’ Maeve said.

‘That Karen!’ I said, laughing at the memory.

‘I was mortified for her,’ Michelle said.

‘She’s some set of lungs,’ I agreed. ‘What about her?’

‘Well, Karen’s first cousin went to New York last summer. On a student visa. And she was mobbed by the men. Mobbed! The American men love Irish women. It’s the accent. It drives them wild.’

The idea of being mobbed by men did have an attraction, but I still wasn’t convinced.

‘Don’t you think it’s a bit drastic to move to the other side of the world, just to get more dates?’ I asked. ‘Besides, you get loads of attention over here anyhow.’

This was true. While the two of us were almost identical, often mistaken for twins, Maeve had one thing that I didn’t have. Sex appeal. I don’t know what it was, but men would walk by me and head for her every single time.

‘Boys. That’s what I get over here. I want a man. A New York man. Someone like … Kevin Costner.’

‘I always preferred Tom Cruise. Do you think Tadgh has a look of Brad about him? I do. Around the mouth,’ Michelle said, topping our glasses up again. ‘Actually, your Karen story just reminded me. I was sitting beside this young wan on the bus going home the other week. And she was telling me about her sister who went to America. She met this couple on the flight who were second-generation Irish. They had been home to find their ancestors.’

‘Wearing Foster and Allen knitted jumpers, I bet,’ Maeve said, making me laugh. Our dad loved the Irish singing duo, who were partial to an Aran knitted sweater.

‘Yes. The very ones,’ Michelle agreed. ‘Anyhow, they were mad rich. And they took a shine to this girl. And invited her and her friends to move in with them.’

‘That’s a bit odd. And potentially dangerous,’ I said. ‘Were they ever heard of again?’

‘The couple were lovely. Loaded, by all accounts. The girls had their own suite in the house. And all they had to do was a few jobs to pay for their keep. They got jobs in the local golf club. They had the best summer ever.’

‘I don’t like golf,’ I said, knowing that I sounded like a misery guts.

‘Me either,’ Michelle agreed. ‘Too much walking. And the clothes are awful. Nobody can pull off those plaid trousers. You’d have to be a size six or something.’

‘You are missing the point!’ Maeve said, standing up to illustrate how frustrated she was with the pair of us.

We both looked at her expectantly. ‘Come on then. Enlighten us.’

‘The point is that America is so full of opportunity that even when you are on an aeroplane minding your own business, trying to drink your vodka coke in peace, people are doing stuff for you! Can you imagine the craic the three of us would have living over there? Dating all the hot men. Working in fashion or advertising.’

‘But we’re doing an arts degree. We’re going to be teachers,’ I said.

‘Well, you can be a teacher over there. But I want to work in Bloomingdale’s or Saks.’

‘I’m not sure what I want to do when we finish our degrees,’ I said.

Maeve sighed and I knew she was getting annoyed with me. ‘Don’t tell me you want to work in the pub?’ She threw her eyes to the heavens in case I missed the tone of annoyance.

Our family had owned Nellie’s pub in Kilmore Quay for generations. We’d grown up in that pub. And it was in my blood. Maeve hated being there, but it was different for me.

Michelle, the mediator for us two when we began to bicker, as only sisters can bicker, quickly said, ‘Right, what did we say when we applied? If we’re not in, we can’t win. Let’s see if any of us got lucky …’
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LUCY

May 1992

The American Embassy, Dublin

A few years back, one of our neighbours from home was holding a charity night, to raise money for their little cousin who had cancer. It was incredibly sad and the family were broke from all of the time they had to spend in hotels in Dublin while their boy had treatment. I went along to the fundraiser, but Maeve, Michelle and most of our friends couldn’t make it. Instead they each gave me £10 to spend on raffle tickets. In all, I bought £110 worth of tickets for us. I had hundreds of numbers in front of me. And as every business in County Wexford had donated something, there were prizes for practically everyone in the room.

But even so, I didn’t win a single thing for me, or for any of the tickets I was caretaker of. You see, I am the unluckiest person alive and it’s a truth known to everyone that I wouldn’t win an argument with a baby. But despite this, the one raffle I wasn’t even sure I wanted to win … you guessed it, I came up trumps.

Both Maeve and I opened our letters to find out that we were picked in the draw and now, one month later, I’m sitting in a long corridor waiting my turn to be interviewed by the American Embassy. Maeve said that the fact we both were chosen was further proof that the finger of fate wanted us to go. Michelle was relieved when she opened her letter and it was no. Tadgh worked for the council and had ambitions to be a TD one day. Since he’d confided this to Michelle, it was clear she had ambitions to be his First Lady. I should have known that both Maeve and I would have come up though. She had this will that was impossible to say no to. Even the American Embassy couldn’t resist her.

We had yet to share the news of our possible emigration with our parents. They would be devastated. We figured we’d see if we passed the interview before we mentioned it. They relied on us both to work in their pub, Nellie’s, at the weekends and throughout the holidays. We’d been doing that since we were kids. At first, we collected and washed glasses. Maeve and I would sit on the end of the bar, dangling our legs in front of us and polish the glasses with a tea towel. Mam and Dad would then check our handiwork to make sure there were no smears before they placed them on the racks above the bar. The regulars often gave us their small change too, which we placed in a silver tankard beside the till. When it filled up, which it did most Christmases when people were full of the festive spirit, literally, Dad would swap the change for notes.

By the time we reached the double digits of ten, we could both pull a pint and reach the optics to pour a vodka or gin. We didn’t work in the pub officially back then, but on a Saturday night if there was a lock-in – there usually was – we’d sneak in and help out. If anyone got too drunk, Mam would usher us out the door down the corridor towards our house that was next door to the pub. But rows were infrequent and either ways we thought they were great craic. We were placed on the payroll on our eighteenth birthdays and had worked in the bar every weekend since then.

Mam and Dad assumed that, once we’d finished our finals, we would go home to Wexford for the summer. Then we would get jobs in a local school. That way we could still both work in the pub with them as we’ve always done in our spare time. It had never crossed their minds that we might leave Ireland. To be fair, it hadn’t crossed mine until Maeve suggested it. The whole thing felt surreal to me. I couldn’t really see us ever leaving Ireland.

One of the criteria for the application was having an American sponsor on board. Someone who guaranteed us a job when we arrived over there. While half of Ireland had family in New York, we’d nobody. Our family didn’t have the imagination or bravery to emigrate either in the famine, or the Fifties, Sixties and Eighties when thousands bailed. The Mernagh tribe stuck it out. But the little detail of having no sponsor did not deter Maeve. With the help of Michelle, who knew someone who had a cousin who worked for a catering company, we were sorted. Two pages of headed paper were posted to Michelle, who passed them on to us. Maeve wrote the letters, offering each of us a full-time position with a decent salary. It was some of the best fiction I’d ever read. We’d practised our cover story over and over, so much so that I almost believed it.

I checked my Swatch. Maeve was late. But then again, she was always late. And as if the mere thought conjured her up, she came running in through the double glass doors, her long brown hair flying out behind her.

‘Jesus, the traffic was horrendous. I swear the bus driver fell asleep at one point, he was stationary for so long! Have they called you yet?’

‘No. I’m next, I think. Shut up for a minute, I’m trying to hear what’s going on with the guy who’s in there now. The window is open, look.’

A low murmur came out through the open window and we strained to hear the conversation.

‘Uncle … job … pub …’

‘He’s got a job in his uncle’s pub,’ Maeve translated.

I gave her a dig. ‘Shh … have they started to whisper? I can’t hear a word now …’

We gave up eavesdropping when it became apparent there was nothing to be learned. ‘Do you have all your documents?’ I pointed to her folder.

Maeve opened it up and held up her letter from the Guards, her job offer and her chest X-ray and blood test results. ‘Check, check and check.’

I looked through my own folder for the tenth time to make sure I had all of mine.

Maeve said, ‘I was sweating buckets waiting for the blood tests to come back. Remember that young fella from Bridgetown, the Clancy boy? Did you hear that he got chlamydia? The shame! And I thought, imagine my luck if I had it too.’

‘Someone in the pub was talking about that last week. Poor fella. But when did you sleep with him?’ I thought I was privy to every dalliance Maeve had had.

‘I didn’t sleep with him. As if! He’s not my type.’

‘I heard he got it from a wan he met when he was in the Canaries after he got his Leaving Cert results.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I heard too. Anyhow, all that talk got me thinking. What if that guy I rode from Australia last summer had something.’

‘But you used a condom that night!’ That was one of our Three Amigos rules, a non-negotiable one at that.

‘I know the rule. Ride who you like, but only if you have a saddle on,’ Maeve said, and we both giggled. We’d made that up one night when we were fifteen and wanted to be twenty-five. None of us had gone further than a quick grope from a boyfriend then. But sex was on our minds a lot and we talked about all possibilities. It was good to be prepared.

‘As it happens the saddle was on for all three rides that night!’ Maeve squealed, and that was it, we were gone. Tears from trying not to laugh leaked from the corners of our eyes.

‘Stop!’ I begged, to which Maeve answered by saying ‘Giddy up, Cowboy!’ That made me worse, I had to double over, to stop myself from howling.

It was only when we heard two chairs scrape against the floor that we stopped. We watched the door to the interview room open and a small guy who looked like he was wearing his communion suit came out.

‘Ladies.’ He nodded at us both, then shook his head with a sorrowful look on his face. ‘They put you through your paces in there. Watch yourself.’

‘Lucy Mernagh.’ A voice called out. Stern. Like the kind of person who would trip you up. Especially if you had fake documents.

‘Oh shit, Maeve, I don’t know if I can do this. I’m a crap liar. You know I am.’

‘You’ll be grand. Just tell them what we rehearsed. That fake job is rock solid. Go on.’ She shoved me through the door and I took a deep breath.
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BEA

New Year’s Eve 2019

Innisfree, Prospect Avenue, Brooklyn

The beer wasn’t enough for me. I decided to go upstairs to raid Grandad’s whiskey stash. As I walked up the stairs into the hall, the house echoed with the emptiness I felt inside.

Over the last five years, life at home in Innisfree had changed so much. It started when Gran and Grandad, the King and Queen of the Irish social scene in Brooklyn, both began to fade. They preferred to stay at home to watch their favourite shows on TV, rather than go out to socialize. Normally one of them would talk the other into going out for a drink, using some cheery line like, ‘we could be dead next year.’ None of us could ignore the fact they’d lost a little of their colour over the past year. But between Dad, Uncle Mike and me, we figured we could take over some of their workload without them realizing what we were up to. I took kitchen duty. Tricky, because it was Gran’s territory and she hated anyone interfering. But I knew the dishwasher was difficult for her; bending down made her back ache. Even though I rarely ate with them, I started to call up to visit after mealtimes, so I could load and unload for them. They knew what I was up to, Grandad said as much, but they didn’t stop me all the same. Never mind water-cooler moments. We had dishwasher moments. Oh how I treasure





















Keep Reading …

Desperate for more from Carmel Harrington?

Don’t miss The Girl From Donegal …

[image: Advertisement image: The Girl from Donegal by Carmel Harrington]

‘An atmospheric story, sweeping across 80 years’ Sunday Independent

Buy here!




And while you wait, why not dip into some other books by Carmel Harrington …

[image: Advertisement image: My Pear-Shaped Life by Carmel Harrington]

She’s funny. She’s flawed. She’s hiding so much behind her big smile she’s forgotten who she is.

But Greta is about to discover that the key to being happy is … being yourself. 

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: The Woman at 72 Derry Lane by Carmel Harrington]

On a leafy suburban street in Dublin, beautiful, poised Stella Greene lives with her successful husband, Matt. Next door, at number 72 lives gruff, bad-tempered and rarely-seen, Rea Brady.

But appearances can be deceiving and when Stella and Rea’s worlds collide they realise they have much in common. Has help been next door without them realising it?

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: The Things I Should Have Told You by Carmel Harrington]

Every family has a story … but for the Guinness family, a happy ending looks out of reach. But Pops knows that all his family need is time to be together, to find their love for each other and to find their way back home …

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: Every Time a Bell Rings by Carmel Harrington]

As foster parents, Belle and Jim have loved many children as if they were their own. They shouldn’t have favourites, but little Lauren has touched their hearts. And now her mother is well enough to take her back and Belle can’t bear the loss.

When Jim crashes his car one icy December night, Belle can only blame herself. Everything she loves is lost. Will Belle realise, before it’s too late, that her life is the most wonderful life of all?

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: The Life You Left by Carmel Harrington]

It started out like any other day for Sarah Lawler. There was no way of knowing that her husband, Paul, would leave for work that morning and simply not come home.

When her beloved childhood friend, Edward, comes back into her life, Sarah thinks she’s finally been thrown a life line. There’s just one problem with Edward: Sarah is the only person who can see him.

Click here to buy now




[image: Advertisement image: Beyond Grace’s Rainbow by Carmel Harrington]

When young single mother Grace Devlin is diagnosed with cancer, her best chance of survival is to find a bone marrow transplant. Only Grace is adopted.

With the help of her friends she bravely embarks on a journey of discovery – one that will bring her from her home in vibrant Dublin to the unspoilt beauty of the picturesque Wexford coast, where Grace must unravel a web of lies and deceit that has spanned over thirty years.

Click here to buy now




About the Author

Carmel Harrington is from Co. Wexford, where she lives with her husband, her children and their rescue dog, George Bailey. A USA Today and Irish Times bestseller and regular panellist on radio and TV, her warm and emotional storytelling has captured the hearts of readers worldwide.

Carmel’s novels have been shortlisted for an Irish Book Award in 2016 & 2017 and her debut won Kindle Book of the Year and Romantic eBook of the Year in 2013. Her recent books include My Pear-Shaped Life, A Thousand Roads Home, and the official ITV novel Cold Feet: The Lost Years.

To keep in touch with Carmel, follow her on social media or visit her website.

Twitter | Facebook | Instagram @HappyMrsH

www.carmelharrington.com




Also by Carmel Harrington

Beyond Grace’s Rainbow

The Life You Left

Every Time a Bell Rings

The Things I Should Have Told You

The Woman at 72 Derry Lane

A Thousand Roads Home

My Pear-Shaped Life 




[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]
 
About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OPS/images/backad6.jpg
Beyond
G.race's
Rainbow






OPS/images/backad0.jpg





OPS/images/backad1.jpg
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

CARM[L HARRINGTUN





OPS/images/backad2.jpg
CARMEL
HARRINGTON

An angel gets their wings.





OPS/images/backad3.jpg





OPS/images/backad4.jpg
CARMEL
HARRINGTON

The
3 { 3






OPS/images/backad5.jpg
The life you lived. The life you loved.

% )

CARMEL
HARRINGTON





OPS/font/segoesc.ttf


OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Readers love to Curl up with Carmel


		Dedication


		Contents


		Prologue: Bea


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2: Bea


		Chapter 3: Lucy


		Chapter 4: Lucy


		Chapter 5: Bea


		Chapter 6: Bea


		Chapter 7: Bea


		Chapter 8: Lucy


		Chapter 9: Lucy


		Chapter 10: Bea


		Chapter 11: Bea


		Chapter 12: Bea


		Chapter 13: Bea


		Chapter 14: Lucy


		Chapter 15: Lucy


		Chapter 16: Bea


		Chapter 17: Bea


		Chapter 18: Bea


		Chapter 19: Lucy


		Chapter 20: Lucy


		Chapter 21: Bea


		Chapter 22: Bea


		Chapter 23: Bea


		Chapter 24: Bea


		Chapter 25: Bea


		Chapter 26: Bea


		Chapter 27: Bea


		Chapter 28: Lucy


		Chapter 29: Lucy


		Chapter 30: Bea


		Chapter 31: Bea


		Chapter 32: Lucy


		Chapter 33: Bea


		Chapter 34: Lucy


		Chapter 35: Bea


		Chapter 36: Bea


		Chapter 37: Bea


		Chapter 38: Bea


		Chapter 39: Bea 


		Chapter 40: Bea


		Chapter 41: Bea


		Chapter 42: Bea


		Chapter 43: Lucy


		Chapter 44: Bea


		Chapter 45: Bea


		Chapter 46: Bea


		Chapter 47: Bea


		Chapter 48: Bea


		Chapter 49


		Read on for …


		Acknowledgements


		Author Q&A


		Reading Group Questions


		Keep Reading …


		About the Author


		Also by Carmel Harrington


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

   
    		Title page








		v


		vi


		i


		ii


		vii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		421


		422


		423


		424


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		iii


		iv








OPS/images/cover.png
f*f! quaaé

The
Moon Over

Kﬂmore [






OPS/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





