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PROLOGUE:
 
Someone once asked me if this was my real life. Others believe this story to be a personal biography.  This is not so. 
Protagonist Niamh (pronounced Neve) and meaning Queen of the Land (in the Irish language), was borne out of a true event that happened in my home in Ireland.   A woman wrapped in a tartan blanket came to our door at Skehanagh Leixlip Main Street and she hid a newborn child under her covering. The child made a puddle onto the red painted sparkling floor of our small living room and I mused: 
“She is making my Mammy’s floor dirty.”  We did not say a word to each other as I was a small child. 
This haunting memory remained with me. 
Later I was inspired to draw on my  life’s experiences to create this story including the naked babe as my protagonist and heroine of her own compelling story. 
The ending brings together the rewards of pain, passion and promises that  romance lover want. 
Marie, 
 October 15,  2016
CHAPTER ONE DREAMS OF THE ONE! 
MARCH 1968
I sense the soft rays of sunshine creeping over the rolling green hills into the valley towards our waking campsite on a crisp and flawless March morning. I dare not open my eyes for my dreams will fade into mist. My thin blanket barely keeps the warmth in my core, but one day I will live in a pretty, warm place, where a fire always burns bright. The wise women here talk about a time for everything that happens; I long for my time to be who I was always meant to be: to find a true love to cherish and cover me with his warm embrace. 
A sparkling flash drifts over my wild dreams as if someone waved a blanket made with thinnest gold; I reach out to catch it. A figure stands before me and calls me over with his smile: then everything vanishes like a mist on a cold morning. 
I open my eyes, leap from my bed. The van door is already swinging open and a weak beam of sun tries in vain to burn the thinly veneered door and warped linoleum worn to a sliver. 
I stretch my arms and wiggle, gazing out. 
A sliver of grassy dell with rocks jutting out at every hillock make the landscape appear as outer galactic. The sloping field, around half an acre in size, is dotted with a jumble of vans, carts, horses grazing happily; groups of two and threes’ work seamlessly together building fires, gutting fish and boiling water for a good morning cup of tea and hearty breakfast. The field is lined with a medium to low stone wall with a gate through the middle on the East side, leaning trees facing north;  a stoney road on the South perimeter and the boundary slope disappearing towards the sea on the West. Idyllic in a way as the farmer who owns the property has not appeared in any form or chased our tribe away thus far; we having been here for four months already with no concerns about leaving at all. Well-settled in, one might say. A blue sky is dusted with grey and fluffy balls of vapour as they rush onwards towards their rainfall destination, leaving our patch dry. 
I sit on a jutting rock with the Murphy clan at the sparking fire sizzling with the taunting smell of burning fish scales and melt-in-the mouth trout from the Owenriff River. Voices are low and hearty as a half dozen folk go about preparing breakfast. Mary’s twin boys wrestle in the bright green grass amid wild blood red poppies. I turn my face towards the sea and listen for the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks like a giant’s heartbeat. I hug my woolen shawl around my bare shoulders as Paddy Flynn, tipping his red tartan cap with its black furry blob on top, carrying an armful of broken sticks with one arm locked around them, walks past, calling out, “The top of the morning to ye, Miss Niamh!” I smile and nod. His gaping mouth is big and expectant and his jaunt is jolly. 
“He’s getting a bit friendly, now why is that?” 
I ponder. 
Liam, the growing boy of ten, clad in a too-large Aran jumper and flannel trousers held up with two straps, jumps to attention. His ruddy complexion and soft smile with twinkling blue eyes and knotty rusty hair take me by surprise. He delivers a tin plate with a huge chunk of pink fish flesh gleaming and steaming before my eyes, stirring my tastebuds. I extend my thanks with a wan smile. Although he is my cousin, he seems to have a crush on me lately, so best not to egg him on, methinks. His sheepish smile and slowly turning head twist away and he takes a handful of white fish seared black on its back and packs it into his gob, staring at his plate as he licks his fingers.
My father, Sean Murphy, pokes the fire with a long stick; glances at me for a moment with his usual twinkling eyes that have many secrets never to be divulged. A cold wave moves across my chest as he stares for a moment into my eyes. His robust body is clad in well-worn 1940s style baggy trousers, white open necked shirt, rolled sleeves and bright red silk neck scarf, with its folds near his stubbly chin, bends over the sizzling iron pan steadied by flat rocks where grease is floating like a happy lake around a pink fish caught in its undercurrent.  
His ferocious, gruff voice declares: 
“Nobody will go hungry today, eh? Not with the finest poacher in all the land right here. Aye, he’s been at it half the night, has our Rory, well done me lad,” declares father, slapping lanky Rory with his wispy pale fluff growing on his chin, dark matted hair and darting eyes, landing a good whack across the back making him buckle like a flying trapeze star ready to fly across a big top.  
Laughter ensues and the conversation is happy on a fine, fresh morning in Springtime. 
“What will we do today?” Mary asks the open question without expecting an answer, her busty figure with layers of garments covering thick thighs won during her confinement that results in two bonny boys, asks. Her eyes are focussed on her wild pair, still tumbling together moving the early morning dew with their energy-packed bodies. Her husband Jack throws his arms around his bonny wife and she wiggles, pushes him away shyly. “Get off with ye.” His eyes are on her plump aubergine silk blouse-clothed bosom.Gold hoop earrings click and move as she rises and heads towards her boys, calling them to eat something.
I know what I must do. Collect all those ripe raspberries growing near the Barn. Dad will be happy with me then. 
Later that same morning, Maeve, my step-sister comes running up to me as I am walking over to McCarthy’s barn to collect the berries for our supper. Her mother, my Aunty Maura, married my daddy after my mother died. R.I.P. Maura’s husband Bartholomew Smith already died too. So, I got a new mother. 
“Niamh, guess what happened?” Maeve asks as her face turns red. Her red tartan shawl hangs loosely around her shoulders, showing a bare, smooth neck, garnished with gold chains, beads and amulets. Her hair is dark as a raven’s wings and glistening. Her dark sea blue eyes seem mysterious yet contented with everything that focusses on her. Her reigning petulant spirit is wiped away by her curvy smile that shows her even teeth, soft red young lips and tilted nose that often makes me wish I had similar features.
She explained to me once that these characteristics are attributable to the Murphy genetics, and I was a loser. She’s glowing as a lighted candle in a dark night and I can feel her happiness burning in my heart as well as hers. 
“What?”
“Paddy asked me to marry him. He gave me this. ” She displays the copper bangle  dangling on her wrist: 
"'Tis engraved with a four-leaf clover. You’ve got the luck of the Irish,” I comment, shaking my head with envy. 
“Soon I’ll be Missus Pádraig Flynn, to be exact. Wrong, they are, aren’t they?”
“Who is wrong Maeve?” I ask, mystified, trying to catch on. 
“They say you are the pretty one. ‘She’ll be snapped up first.”
“Is that so, Maeve? Well, I always think that you are the most beautiful sister I could have. You know I envy your powerful genetics.”
“You mean that? Paddy thinks I’m the most beautiful woman in the whole world, so it must be true. My dress will be the biggest and whitest dress in the world too; spread that tale around.”
“As long as you’re happy, that’s the main thing.”
“I am very happy; the happiest woman in the world! You’ll find out one day!” She looks coyly at me as she says these words with wonderful diction that tells me she knows some secret formula for happiness.
“What?”
“About: love! You’re just too immature to understand,” Maeve says, as she tosses her head, and then abruptly looks at me. “You will be my bridesmaid?
“I will, of course I will! Maeve, what’ll I wear?”
“Don’t worry, we’ll find something! Be happy for me, ‘tis all I ask.” She’s hugging me to pieces and crying.
“Oh, God: please don’t cry Maeve. What’s up? ”
“I’m just happy, so happy,” she says, bawling her eyes out. In the end I join in and we both bawl our eyes out. I share my secret berry haunt with her and we spend the rest of the day picking berries, eating them and piling them in our shawl, using them as containers. 
“Thanks for sharing your special berry bushes with me,” Maeve says as we trudge home later on with our berry haul, laughing together as sisters should do, happy. 
…
Paddy and Maeve’s big day finally arrives on Thursday, 13 May, 1968.
I’m standing on a bit of a hill, near our camp in County Galway.
“It’s a grand sight, wouldn’t you say? ” It’s him with the black teeth, Rory, master poacher and Paddy’s brother. He is smartly dressed in a dark suit and a brilliant blue cravat with a yellow shirt. His hair is less matted and Brylcreemed to a shine. He looks almost handsome. 
I have to agree.
"'Tis!” I reply. We’re gazing in admiration at McCarthy’s Barn, an amazing structure that seems to have wound its way out of the earth into a barren landscape, similar to an obelisk. Our eyes are tracing its form upwards; steps go around and around right up to the sky, as if it’s a giant ice cream cone standing upside down .At the top there are turrets so it looks like a bit of a castle gone wrong.
“Do you want to go up?” he asks. “It would be something to do while we wait for Maeve to get here.” His words come with a nodding head and persuasive look. His chin is still struggling to grow a beard and I wish he would shave it clean off. I keep my thoughts to myself. 
“Come on then? Let’s have a look at America.” I head up, holding the layers of my frothy frock with its hula hoop  underskirt off the dusty steps and make my way to the summit.
“God, what a wonderful sight, I see,” Rory mutters from beneath me; surely looking up my dress.
“Stop looking up my dress, you dirty boy.”
“Sorry,” he mutters, grinning from ear to ear, staring despite his fake chagrin.
We reach the top and gaze out over the wide Atlantic Ocean, wondering if our destiny lies out there in America or Canada. Wondrous places so many of our folk have sailed to in years past.Rory mutters in his native ‘Shelta’ language, our clan’s secret.
“You would end up ‘tur on skai’ he says.”Remember the Titanic?”
“So, you think I will end up at the bottom of the sea if I go away?”
“Ah, no! I want you and me to get over there to the Big Apple.”
“I suppose we might be good at growing apples…”
Our conversation is interrupted by Maura’s shouts, “They’re here, they’re here. Get down here the pair of ye.”
He drapes his long arm over my shoulders; touching one pointed breast. Goosebumps rush over my skin.I smell the aroma of moth-balls from his tweed jacket. His face glows from the reflection of his bright blue cravat tinting his skin ashen. His left leg pushes my underskirt hoop aside; I feel his thigh pushing towards my mound, my back is pinned to the stones. His mouth crushes my lips and his tongue rushes into my mouth as a piece of warm meat. Almost puking, I find strength to wiggle and push him away. 
“Get off.”
“Don’t be like that, come on, race you to the bottom of the steps…” he laughs. 
I rush past him, pull my hoop, bundle layers of my dress up in my arms; try to get ahead of him. My heart is racing as a horse at a gallop. My feet tinkle over the stones as I trip speedily down. 
I reach the grassy level and he leaps from above and lands right next to me, giving me a shock. I stop and stare with open mouth. He is holding one hornpipe shoe, with its bright buckle and shiny black patent reflecting his grey face, convoluted.  
“I found this, Cinderella,” he says, holding my shoe in his long brown tipped fingers. 
“Give me that,” I yell, thrusting my hand forward, grasping the shoe, hopping away as best I can, ruffled. 
“Stop it girl,” Maura says, glaring at me and taking hold of my arm as I rush to where the crowd is gathering to greet the bride arriving in her carriage. “What were you up to? I see everything: enticing a mere boy…”  
I walk away. She never understands what I do or say, so nothing matters between Maura and me. “Thanks Mother,” I snarl quietly enough so she cannot hear and whack me.
I concentrate on the parade arriving as people rushing to and fro bumble around me as a swarm of bees. 
Maeve and Dad are jogging along the bumpy lane, making their grand entrance between blackberry bushes, thick and prickly, interwoven with clumps of nettles and Devil’s pokers: their orange heads popping out to take a peek at the pageantry. 
Clannish women spent thousands of hours decorating the cart with blue and gold fabric plus huge copper bows for the occasion, being held in a temporary alcove with alter on the top of the hill close to our camp. The shouts of folk gathering to enjoy this occasion roars over the hills as distant relatives make their way here by any kind of transport they can get: horse and carriages, donkeys, old rickety cars and by ‘shanks mare’ for the great feast and joining of the Murphy and Flynn clans: two great names beyond compare.
Dad’s goat, Jeremiah long-ears, is pulling the small cart with the pair inside. Draped with a garland of flowers around its neck and a carrot at the ready to urge him on. He is determined to reach the carrot, amid much laughter. 
The pair arrives at the pathway strewn with flower petals and filled with excited faces, all gleaming, washed and wearing their best attire.
Nora, eleven years old, stands beside me as we wait to take our place as chief bridesmaids. Straight hair garlanded with flowers and bits of tulle make her appear nymph like with her elfin shaped face and pale eyes. Her youthful skin paler than most tinker children because of her constantly hiding herself away in undergrowth, where her dreams are played out. She is  gowned in chicken yellow, with a basket of yellow petals to be strewn before the bride. I am wearing duck-egg blue, and I hold my basket of blue petals. We nudge each other and giggle as girls do.
Maeve’s dress is made of several layers of white tulle and satin, bellowing out around her like a giant powder puff. Every woman had to work their fingers to the bone to get this dress ready for this occasion, and she wears it very well, methinks. Maeve leans over to me and whispers that she can barely breathe, and I don’t know if that is from the tight gown or her nerves. I nod my head as if I understand.  
Cheers are deafening as we walk up the pathway toward the alcove and altar, where there are two chairs covered in gold and blue cloth waiting for the pair to give their vows.
Paddy Flynn is grinning from ear to ear and licking his lips; front teeth are black; reaching up, intending to plant his mouth on my beautiful stepsister’s lovely sweet rosebud lips and I cannot bear it. Maeve’s taller than him by a good bit with those heels on. Someone gave her a lovely pair of white high-heeled shoes, which were a bit too tight, and she squeezed into them.  To my way of thinking, she is Cinderella herself and Paddy Flynn is an ugly prince. Maeve glows like a Primus stove in the night and puckers her lips in expectation. Closing my eyes; don’t let this happen to me; shaking like Nora’s chicken feathers; someone is walking on my grave: I’m next; I know it! 
“The kiss of death,” I whisper to Nora, who giggles. Father O’Reilly, the chosen celebrant for the occasion, glares into the crowd via a menacing look; all is quite. He turns around; his gold and white gown blows in the wind. He kneels on the makeshift footstool before the altar. He begins to pray. We kneel down, wondering if Aunty Maura will get mad at us for getting grass stains on our nice gowns. To outsiders our bellowing frocks must look like a large flock of chickens and swans taking a nap as we humbly bow our heads.
The bride and groom sign the book on the side table and then everything breaks out in celebratory mode. Food, chairs and tables appear as if by magic; a fiddle plays a jolly tune; glasses are raised as the bride with all her accoutrements sits at a table fit for a queen or king under a huge white tarpaulin, heavily decorated with wild rose blossoms of pink and red, embellished with blue bows and draped curtains in blue, white, and gold.  
Taunting aromas of fire-roasted chickens, pork and beef spill over the whole country, uniting country and tinkers in one swashbuckling event. With spinning head, we dance the Irish jig. Costumes of red, gold, white, black and green variegate the picturesque setting, transforming the West countryside into a kaleidoscope of life and sound.
This should be the best day of my life, but ’tis not so.
 
CHAPTER TWO RIVER VIEW
I watch from a safe rock. Cousin Nora lets out a yelp as Liam kicks her shin. She emits a yelp and she kicks him in return; the waltz continues. Rory leans on the shiny keg: hand tightly grasps a glass; he stares, glassy eyed; sways to his feet and moves forward; falls flat on his face. Two lads drag him back to the keg. I see the soles of his shoes and two neat holes in them. He was always tidy!
Sun sinking breezes blow on my bare arms. I shudder with thoughts of the work ahead in the days that follow, and the solemn prospect of my own wedding after I heard my father saying: ‘She needs to be wedded.’ 
The noise of music, song, dance and yelling is softened by the gurgling water where I am seated having trudged away from the fray, contemplating my future.
Sunbeams dipping below the horizon turn the landscape into rare gold. A sudden hush holds the air as if by a giant hand: as if God has inhaled and held his breath for a moment.
I long to rush away like the river, with freedom to choose the land you are rushing into, where you may water the ground and where you may depart at will. As a wall, the water stops me walking further. My frock is bellowing around me blocking my view of the way to go. 
My heels are quite sore from ill-fitting shoes. I lean amid frock froth and rub my heels, gazing into the image-fragmenting water, recently risen quite a lot by springtime showers. A glass of brandy sits on the rock by me, its vile taste still in my mouth after having a small sip; my throat burning as fire when it rushed into my stomach. I watch the liquid drain from its glassy container into the rushing waters that gobble it up as if it were raindrops. 
“May I come across, Owenriff?” I ask the waters, as though a river may speak back to me. I laugh and my laugh melds into the laughter coming from the party as a tiny whimper. Water and wine, mingle in this cup. 
Before I can contemplate my dismal future if I remain in this spot, I wiggle myself from my underskirt hoop and begin my journey across the rushing waters, stepping gingerly on higher rocks and balancing as a circus performer. My dress is bulky with silky fabric tucked under my arms: I stumble on, distraught now with the thought of marrying Rory and living under subjection to him. 
Before I am half-way across the river, I slip and tumble in an instant. Desperately I try to recover as a roar of water rushes past, taking me along with it. I wish I had removed this dress, as it soaks up the water and drags me deeper into a watery grave. The freezing water is painful and the water is so deep that I can’t find a footing. I am carried away like a pale blue swan to certain death, right out to the North Atlantic Ocean, to be eaten by sea creatures that nobody ever sees. At every turn I grasp for air and something to hold onto. So, my fate appears to be “tur an Skai” just like Rory said. 
Water gushes into my face as I struggle for breath, gulp the water and spew it out immediately. I find something to hold onto, only to be torn away with a stick in my hand and more water gathering in my lungs so that there is no room for air. I cry out “God, help,” but nobody hears me amid the roaring of the waves and the sound becoming quiet in my ears. 
Power and panic turn to a silent ethereal experience of lightness with visions of extra-ordinary creatures with warbling “Hellos” as they move past, ignoring me as if I am already part of their bony community. Visions fade into darkness and there is but a speck of light in the distance. I float towards the light as a mermaid used to a watery path where breathing is not necessary. I have a freedom for one moment.
The sky is the first thing I see as my eyes open. Above me appears a shadowy figure. My body is powerless, limp. I am a paraplegic and destined for a life of sorrow.  
I gag and vomit acid water. An arm holds me slightly upright and I feel the warmth of a human being close by me. 
Drifting into a dark sleep I am lifted and carried away by someone human or spirit, I cannot tell. 
I open my eyes and the scene has changed. There is an ornate ceiling above me, pretty and clean white. Heaven or a waiting room for Hell? Confused thoughts drift past me as if they are not quite mine and I can no longer hold onto them by default. 
“Hello there, are you all right then?” The voice is far away: balls of bright colour come towards me: three pairs of eyes stare down; I gasp; the Trinity? I can’t face God, my sins are a high as a mountain.
I cringe; utter some gibberish and close my eyes again, feeling faint and terrified.
“Hey girl, come on now, wake up.” 
My head and shoulders are being raised onto clouds. Am I in Heaven? A burst of hope fills my thoughts. The voice is kind. Forcing  my eyes open again, I see an angel face smooth golden skin beholden bright coffee-coloured eyes, deep and concerned. A warmth sweeps over my whole body, bringing feeling back to my numbness. Hope rises in my soul.
“Niall’s my name; what’s yours?”
What is my name? Words seem as little balls rolling out of my mouth in slow motion. 
“Try to drink this.” Niall gently helps me sit up; sip a big mug of warm liquid; leaves a bittersweet taste in my mouth; my churning stomach wants to throw it back up. I’m trying not to vomit ; basin is stuck in  front  of  my  mouth  and  I  am  retching.  My  mouth  is  being wiped; head is lying on a firm shoulder; arm around me; I shiver with  the  cold  running  through  me;  pain  hurries  through  my head like a sharp needle, followed by a soothing voice. 
“I am Niall Dempsey. Can you remember that I dragged you from the river; half-drowned. You’re very lucky you know: a bush saved your life. The hem of your frock was caught on it. I don’t usually go by that way, but thanks be to God I did this evening. You’ll  be  all  right  now.” 
I’m sobbing hysterically. I can’t stop. 
“Don’t cry now; you are safe here.” Niall hugs me; I am comforted.
“Is the girl back with us then?” The voice whispers softly from the doorway of the room.
“She is, Mrs Connor, and I think she’ll be fine,” Niall replies.
“Tom is gone to get the doctor; they’ll be a little while yet; has she had a drink of tea?” She scurries towards the fireplace.
“She has,” Niall says in reply.
“I’ll put a bit more peat on the fire.” She turns around  towards Niall.
“You had better get that soiled shirt off; soak it  in the bucket on the back verandah.”
“I’m sorry about that, Missus Connor; didn’t mean to get blood on the lovely shirt you gave me.”
“Don’t worry about it; we’ll get it looking great again with a bit of bleach; thank God it was the white one! I’m just happy that the girl didn’t lose much more blood, or she might not be with us now. Can you give this fire a poke, Niall? I’ll go and get a bit of bread to toast for the child. What’s her name?”
“She doesn’t seem to remember. It must be the blow to her head that did it.”
“The doctor will know. I believe that she’s a gift from God,” Mrs Connor whispers, smiling contentedly as thought I have been delivered in a special Christmas package for her delight.
“It’ll come back to you when your mind is ready. You’re in shock, and no wonder. We’ve bandaged your head; can you feel it?” Gentle as an angel, he takes hold of my hand and brings it to my head. I gasp when I feel a large cloth bandage around my head.
“There, there,” Mrs. Connor says, pulling the soft blanket  to my neck and gently patting my pillow.” She turns away and speaks to Niall as though I am not in the room, or deaf.
“She’s perfect. The way I thought my daughter would be.”
“We will look after you. Never fear, young princess,” Niall says to me, staring down with his handsome face.
“We’ll call her Kathleen.Mary Connor.  She comes close to me and mouths the words. “That’s your name, so that you know who you are.” 
Kathleen Connor is my name? I try to grasp this name but it seems so strange. 
“You like that name. I can tell. Sure you’ll be fine, Kathleen.” She’s squeezing my cold hand in her warm rough grasp. I try to respond but I am exhausted. “Take your rest now, Kathleen.”
“I’ll give the fire a poke, Missus Connor,” I hear Niall say as his voice drifted away. My eyes close; next thing I know: I hear a different voice. A deep voice. 
There’s a doctor standing over me with a grave expression on his thin face and a stethoscope banding his neck. His eyes are wrinkled and kind. His hair is thinning and grey, giving him a mature countenance. He places the metal on my chest and there’s silence for a moment. I stay still as a stone, wondering what is going on now. I see Niall in the corner of the room and I feel a sense of safety, like he’s an angel on duty. He removes the stethoscope microphone and puts the item in his black bag, takes a pen and writes something down in a folder with a clamp paper clip. 
“That’s a better reading today!” He glances at my head.
“You did a good job with the bandage; you’re a great woman, Mrs Connor.”
“Oh, now, sure I did my best. I had that experience in the Red Cross you know. Do you know why she is not saying anything?”
“She’s suffering from temporal amnesia; the most important thing is, to communicate with her: we know that different things trigger the memory, so ask her what she remembers from before her accident. If the amnesia is retrograde she may not have remote memory; do you understand?”
“We understand,” Mrs Connor replies; staring blankly into his eyes. 
“The only danger is that she may fall into a coma. If this happens, notify me immediately, or call the ambulance and get her to hospital; time is critical.” 
Missus Connor stiffens up at this and stares at the doctor. She slips a cheque into his hand. He glances at it and slides it into his brown tweed jacket breast pocket. 
“Thank you,” he says, nodding his head. 
“Doctor, if she wakes, we’re to try and help her to remember! If she is in a coma how will we know?”
“I thought you said you nursed people?” The doctor confronts Mrs Connor. Her face remains expressionless.
“Of course, that is correct. I did indeed, but they were always awake, and that was ten years or so ago. How time flies.”
“I see. With this type of injury, ’tis hard to tell, but basically she’ll be in a very deep sleep; you won’t be able to wake her up.”
“Right; so, if we can’t wake her what can we do?”
“It is unlikely this will happen.” He turns specifically away from Mrs Connor and addresses Tom: “If there are any complications or emergencies, Tom, come and get me.” He looks through Mrs Connor as if she is invisible, and stares at Tom; standing behind his wife. 
Mr Connor nods his head vigorously.
“We most certainly will,” Kathleen Connor declares as she leads Doctor into the hallway; passes his hat and umbrella.
“I’ll come around tomorrow evening and see how she is faring. The bleeding has stopped; that’s the main thing; her colour is grand.”
“Sure she’s a real beauty with those bronze curls and those eyes, just like...” Mrs Connor suddenly seems lost for words.
“Like whom?” the doctor asks.
“Just like…” she pauses and takes a deep breath. “…my sister Monica...” 
His eyes narrow.“I am not sure you understood my words.I was not referring to her physical beauty, I spoke about her earlier pallor.”
“Of course. I knew that.”
Doctor Cassidy steps outside, and then steps back inside again as a sentry on duty at a palace, and moves into the hallway where I can see their face off.  
“I hope you’ll excuse my ignorance, but where has that lovely daughter of yours been hiding? I haven’t seen her around these parts before. I was not aware you had a daughter at all; I’ve been working in these parts for fifteen years now!” 
Mrs Connor’s face puckers up and a frown appears on her forehead. Mr Connor shifts away and stands near me in the living room. His hands are digging deep into the pockets of his trousers. His cheeks are bright crimson. In that moment I connect silently with Mr Connor. I feel the tension and he does too. 
“I nearly forgot: Tom, go and bring that gift we had put aside for the good doctor,” the lady of the house says, giving Tom a shove.
“What gift?”
“You know; go on, in the sugar bag!”
“The sugar bag; yes, exactly?” he says, marching down the hallway and out the back door. I feel the cold breeze rush the door opens. 
“Now doctor I’ll get back to your question about our lovely little girl: Kathleen was such a special girl, and our only child, so we gave her the best education we could afford, at a very expensive boarding school near Dublin. She sometimes stays with my sister Monica in Bray; loves her little cousins; the two of them are nearly her age: Marleen and Doreen; remember I told you she was the spitting image of my sister Monica.”
“Yes, I remember. I am still puzzled that I never knew she existed in all these years. When did she get her inoculations?”
“We always go to Dublin for serious things like that. Other than that, thank the Lord, we have had no need to call you.”
“Of course, the big city of Dublin is a great place for everything modern; she must be eating an apple a day!” He laughs shortly. “One more question for my report, if I may.” Before she answers, he continues with his important question. “How did this happen?” 
At that moment the breeze blows through the house again and Tom comes running in, holding a big brown paper bag. Dutifully, he  hands it to the doctor.
“Really, there was no need. You paid me enough already,” Doctor protests as he takes the gift; appears to know what is in the bag without looking inside.
“Sure, ’tis nothing; you’ve done us a great service, so goodnight now.“
“Wait, I need to add something to my report. How this injury happened?”
“I thought you already asked that question?”
“I did, but we were interrupted, if you recall,” Doctor replies holding his hat to his heart. 
Missus Connor holds her tongue for a moment, as if she is thinking hard, then explains what happened to me: “She was horse riding; you know what young people are like, fearless; rush into places where angels fear to tread.”
“Horse-riding?” Tom Connor repeats in a high-pitched voice. Mrs Connor stares at him, with an ominous expression on her countenance. 
“Tom, you tell the doctor what happened.”
“Kathleen’s accident you mean?” 
“I do.” Her face is like a stone. 
Tom takes the reins of the conversation. He moves back a pace, bumping into my bed sofa...
“Right,” Mister Connor replies as though he forgot what happened already; folds his arms; goes into deep thought and then speaks. 
“Galloping across ditches and jumping walls; I think she overdid it; somehow fell off; there you have it!” His speech is strained; his face is a shade of bright red. He is shaking. I try to smile at him to help, but I can’t figure all this out at all. 
“She hasn’t got a psychotic problem at all?” Doctor asks. 
Mr Connor stares at the doctor with his mouth open. “What?”
His wife butts in at this point.
“I wouldn’t be surprised at what’s going on in that pretty head of hers; she’s psychotic all right.”
Psychotic? What on earth have I been doing, I wonder. 
“Is there anything specific bothering her, at school perhaps?”
“I am sure that there's nothing that won’t work itself right with time; ‘tis her age; she’s a bit wild at the moment, with all those hormones working day and night; like the birds and the bees? Can you remember when you were that young and carefree, or careless as the case may be; wild oats being sown, and  all that?” 
Doctor quickly steps away as Mrs Connor raises her elbow for a big nudge. Mr Connor has his mouth open; doctor steps a few paces away.
“Well, now, you may be right there!” Doctor Cassidy reflects for a few moments; smiling, seemingly satisfied by this weird explanation. 
“Sure, she’ll probably grow out of that wild stage, that’s what’ will happen.”
“I’m sure you’ve hit the nail on the head Doctor Cassidy, as always,” Mrs Connor says, nodding her head agreeably.
“I will put a note in my report, for future reference. 
I’ll bid ye  'good evening'. I have another appointment shortly.”
“Good evening,” the Connors say at once as the door is closed behind him. 
“That was close,” Mrs Connor says softly, leaning on the closed door.
“You made me feel like an idiot!” Mister Connor admonishes his wife.
“Well, I thought you did right well; that was a great idea about Kathleen jumping over walls!”
“Lies, all lies; did you have to bring your sister Monica into this when you haven’t spoken to her for years?”
“Well, I’m not telling her about Kathleen until I’m good and ready. I don’t want her going to the Gárda Siochána; nosey woman that she is.”
“That’s a good subject Kathleen; what’s going to happen if someone comes looking for a missing girl? What are we going to do if the Garda come here?” His low, gravelly voice is ominous.
“We’ll cross our bridges when we come to them.” She is nonchalant in her reply. Relieved by all accounts to see the end of the matter with the doctor. Mr Connor is obviously very upset at the things they have said about me. I can’t fathom one bit of it at all, but it feels like a strange situation. 
“I hope you know what you’re doing, woman? Why did you tell the good doctor that there’s plenty more from where that’s come from?” he says, mimicking Mrs Connor. “That was my last drop!” 
“Don’t be like that, Tom; there, there now!” she says comfortingly, kissing his cheek. “You can go and see your man about some more; sure you were always able to do that until this minute.”
“But woman, this is serious business; we don’t know who the girl is. What happens if she’s escaped from some mad house; she’s psycho..., whatever he said.”
Niall has been so quiet until now. He looks at me and then at the Connors. 
"'Tis all my fault. I should have taken her to the hospital…”
Mrs Connor steps towards him. “Don’t be daft. You did the best you could for the child. You are an angel of God.” She pauses and then adds, “I am dying for a cup of tea.” She tosses her tight brown curls and walks away to the kitchen to put the kettle on. 
Mr Connor grunts and walks away too, with a very red face. 
Niall turns to me and reaches for my hand, holds it gently. 
“I’m sorry Kathleen; don’t bother yourself with all this, just try to get better.” He leans over me and whispered. “They fight like that all the time, ‘tis normal conversation for them.”
I feel relieved at that. I would never want to get between these two  kind people who say I am their daughter. 
…
I wake up to the voice of Mrs Connor, who is standing by me with a hot cup of tea. She places the cup and saucer on a small table as I sit up on the settee. She fixes the pillows behind my head, and adjusts the soft blanked covering me so that I am comfortable. 
“My, you look better already, Kathleen. ’tis a lovely day altogether, as fresh as a daisy. The fire’s dead; I’ll just give this peat a bit of a poke; warm the cockles of your heart in no time.”
“Thank you, Mrs Connor,” I whisper. 
“Call me ‘Ma’. What a lovely accent you have. It’s not a local accent. I know it!  You are not from around these parts at all. I think you came from Heaven in answer to my prayers.” 
She falls to her knees and puts her face in her hands, mumbling for a few moments; leans on the seat of a chair as she  gets back on her feet; brushes herself straight and hands me the cup of tea as Niall comes in. 
“There you are Niall. ’tis a grand day altogether.” 
“Good morning Mrs Connor;” turning to me he says: “The top of the morning to you, young Kathleen,” as he moves  quietly next to me. “Do you want a hand with the cup?”
“I am all right…” I say, gingerly holding the cup in my hand and sipping the tea. "'Tis just right.”
“I knew it. ’tis how I like it too, two sugars and a nice drop of fresh milk.”  Mrs Connor is ecstatic. 
She turns to Niall, who is raking the fire and laying fresh peat. 
“She sounds like a little child: my very own baby that I’ve prayed for.” She sniffs and wipes her eyes. “The smoke’s in my eyes. Can you have a little chat with her; I’ll go and feed the chickens; can you check Finn McCool later?”
“I gave him his nose bag already and brushed his coat to a great shine; Mrs Connor; I’d love to talk to Kathleen; what will I say to her?”
“Ask her what she remembers from before her fall,” she says as she leaves the room. 
“I will.”
He stands still for a moment, with his hands grasped, staring into my eyes. I blush and smile shyly; my heartbeat quickens. 
…
Every day he visits me and I am feeling better by the moment, especially when I see him and my heart flutters with excitement. 
One day, about two weeks later, Dr Cassidy pays a visit and hear him giving an update of my progress to the Connors. I overhear them in the hallway.
“But her general health is as good as can be expected. I think she should wait a term before returning to school,” he adds.
“Of course, you know best, Doctor. We were thinking the same,” says Mrs Connor speedily. “We will explain everything to the principal.”
The next day Niall comes to see me as usual. I am wearing my new yellow dress and black patent shoes that Mrs Connor gave me. He sits beside me on a low chair and I sip my tea as usual. 
“You’re looking very bright; you could do a jig for me!” 
“Jig? “ The word sounds really familiar. 
“That’s a dance; you’re a dancer; remember I told you that you had one lovely hornpipe shoe on when I found you?” 
“Niall,” I whisper as images move in my mind like a film reel turning. I close my eyes. 
“I remember being with other children dancing; someone is saying, ‘let us sing, Here we go around the Mulberry bush…We are dancing together in a circle.” I try to explain what I am thinking. My eyes pop open. He looks elated. 
“That is great. Can you remember anyone in that circle, dancing? Close you eyes again and try to think of them,” he says, taking the cup from my hand in case I spill the tea. I dutifully close my eyes and try to relax. 
“Yes, I can. ’tis coming back; there’s a girl with brown hair, long, and another girl with a pink face.” I open my eyes. “That’s all I see.”
“God, but you’re a marvel; your memory is working again!” 
I giggle with excitement. “Now ’tis your turn. Tell me a story.” I’m really enjoying Niall’s story telling. He sometimes tells me jokes that I don’t understand, but he makes me laugh anyway. Seeing those children dancing in a circle has started something happening in my mind.
He leans in close and I can smell his fresh breath. His lips are  like a work of moving art. His eyes are such a beautiful colour, like a nice cup of tea. 
“I will, later. You know; Kathleen, it will not be long and   the truth will be out. You will know exactly who you are — your story will be told.” 
I was beginning to do just that. It was exciting to think that soon my story could be known and told, especially to Niall! 
“Niall, I can remember being in a white dress and a veil,” I tell him excitedly.
“You are married; no, you can’t be; didn’t have a wedding ring on when I found you! And I think you are too young to be married yet.”
“I might not be!” I say in defiance. 
“Well, you are just lovely no matter what your age is,” he says brashly. I blush at his words.
“I am sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. Tell me more of the white dress?” he asks kindly. “Close your eyes and let your 
mind relax.” 
I do exactly as he suggests. I relax.
“There are lots of other girls in white; all have veils on their heads,” I whisper. “It seems strange. Maybe it’s just my imagination.”
“I know,” he says excitedly: “It’s your first Holy Communion. You know that girls wear veils and white dresses. ’tis a very important day for a Catholic girl and boy.”
“Catholic; is that bad?” Bells are ringing in my head at the sound of this peculiar name, ‘Catholic’. 
“Not unless I was Protestant!” 
“What’s that?”
“It’s a brand name for a religion, like Saucy Sausages, you remember we had some the other day?.Never mind that now; do you remember a big building; a church?”
“I’m not sure.”
“What about, a person saying your name?”
“There is a name I remember: ‘tis Maeve”
“What about her surname?” 
“Surname?” 
Suddenly I feel shaken. What if I have to leave the Connors and Niall?  I’m happy here! He is so handsome that he makes my heart flip over every time I catch a glimpse of him. He’s a lot taller than me; wavy hair, a strand falling forward like a small boy. His light brown eyes shine when he looks at me and pierce into my soul.
…
“I can’t remember any more today,” I say in a snappy tone that surprises me. 
“That’s all right. Would you like to take a walk in the garden and get some fresh air?”
“I need exercise, otherwise I will be little fat Kathleen,” I say jokingly, covering my anxiety at the thought of leaving him. 
“Come on then, I will let you meet some of our family.”
“Family?” I ask.
“Animal family, I mean. There’s Patsy Pig, Fin McCool who is a horse, little Miss chickens… Now, put this jacket 
over your shoulders so you don’t catch a cold.” He places his own dark green woollen jacket over my thin shoulders. We laugh as we hold hands and take a walk in the fresh, green grass with the wind blowing gently. He puts his arm around my shoulders and we check out the ‘family’ with joy.
…
As the sun sinks in the West, six weeks since I arrived, I am outside the stable. I am wearing comfortable pants, shirt and rubber boots.. Niall is in the stable, checking the straw. I’m busy with a stiff brush in my hands, shining up Finn Mc Cool’s coat until it glistens; humming a tune of some sort from my distant past. He’s a beautiful chestnut coloured horse with a white stripe down his slender face.  I promised Niall that I would mount him one day, but am still a little nervous. Niall makes me feel completely at ease with the Connor’s favourite horse; I believe that I’m just happy to be near Niall. As I’m stepping back to admire my work, Niall walks out of the stable I trip over his big feet; falling over. He’s catching me by the elbows and somehow I’m falling into his arms; they are around me; hand holds my left breast for a moment. My heart pounds in response; Niall quickly moves his hand away and holds me by the shoulders.
“Steady there; are you all right?”
“I’m fine…”  I can barely breathe. I feel my face turning into a beetroot so I’m spinning away to pick up the stiff brush; grabbing it. I run through the yard and into the house. 
Mr Connor fixed up a room just for me, so I rush up the stairs, holding the stiff brush tightly, not realising I’m holding it until I sit down on my soft bed and gasp for air. 
“What’s happening to me?” I fling the brush under the bed with my boot as I hear Mrs Connor calling out from below. 
“Kathleen, dinner’s ready; wash your hands and come on down before ’tis cold.” 
Slowly I creep downstairs and stand in the doorway to the kitchen.
“What’s up with you Kathleen; you look as if you’ve been struck by lightning?”
“I’m not feeling very hungry; do you mind if I just go to my room and rest?”
She throws her head back and shouts out: “Niall, help her to her room; I don’t want her falling down the stairs.”
“No; ‘tis fine; I can go by myself; just need a rest.”
“All right; take those boots off and make yourself comfortable; have a lie down, Kathleen; I’ll take you up a bit of tea later; would you like that?” She pauses and says sharply, “Remember, wellingtons must never be worn inside the house.”
“Sorry Ma,” I say in dismay. “I forgot. I’ll take them off right away.”
Mrs Connor’s best cup with golden brown tea sits on the little table in my room; thinly sliced butter toast sits up in triangles on her best fine porcelain plate. I can’t bring myself to drink or eat: my hand is resting on my left breast; all night long I feel the imprint of his hand through my pale green floral flannel nightdress, like I’ve been branded with a hot iron.
“Niall,” I whisper over and over again: that fateful night brings with it a sword that cuts my soul into two people; one is a little girl playing with a happy boy, whose face looks like Niall’s. The other is a tormented woman who screams as strange visions and people visit my room at night when I am alone, taunting me with vile accusations. Every night now I’m waking up with horrific nightmares; faces from my past life are beginning to materialise; the faces of killer monsters that seem determined to destroy me; I don’t know who they are.
I try to forget the nightmares, so I think about Niall as much as I can. I wouldn’t dare to tell anyone what is happening to me at night. 
The Connors might really think I’m psychotic and lock me up if they knew how I’m now spending many hours at night staring out the window into the dark night, with its weird shadows and shapes. My mind seems like the shadowy dark night, with terrifying shapes banging on the door of my memory, trying to get back into me. I can shut the window and draw the curtains on the dark shapes of the night, but not on the dark shapes in my dreams. The windows of my mind are opening. Creatures return every night, slithering through little cracks in the windows of my nightmares, plastering their profiles to my mind like wallpaper to a wall.
...
One evening at the beginning of August, two weeks after my nightmares began, I’m sitting on a chair gathering the last of the heat of the sun. My eyes are half closed as I’m enjoying the laziness of the feeling: soft summer sun  warm and friendly. I’m imagining Niall and me playing games together, like two children.
“Lovely evening…” Niall’s voice startles, although he speaks softly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“That’s all right; I’m fine; cat napping; ’tis a beautiful soft summer evening.”
“Beautiful,” he says; staring at me as his mouth moves gracefully over his words. What is going on in his head, I wonder? I know he’s looking at me with that intense look! I’m blushing like a red rose now.
“Kathleen,” he says, after a pause, bending on his right knee, making a slightly crunchy sound on the gravel patch, taking my hands in his. His left thigh bulges with muscles and I resist the urge to stare at all his manly muscles. 
“What?” I reply, gasping for air. I sit bolt upright; my hand feels like a  wet chicken after being plucked.
“I wish to ask you something very important.” He stops short and his courage fails. 
“Say what’s on your mind?” I whisper. 
I am barely able to speak
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