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She woke early

To his song

She had never heard

A bird sing

To her.

In each note

He wrote

The passing of time

And when it ceased

It was eternity.
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PROLOGUE

Ireland

The Present

Cassie picked up her journal. It was bound in antique red leather, with her initials engraved in gold on the cover. But even though every page was now full, and she had long ago started on a new volume, she always kept it on her dressing table beside her silver hair brushes and the heavy old cut-glass bottles filled with her various scents. It seemed to her that she had only to pick it up at random and from its pages would fall some memento of her life – a picture given to her on her tenth birthday at the convent, a loving message written to her in haste from Tyrone, a Christmas tag gloriously misspelt in large childish writing from Josephine, a drawing of a monster from the leaky pen of Mattie, a piece cut from Tyrone’s racing colours, or a birthday card from young Padraig.

Downstairs she could hear Erin her housekeeper opening the door to the man who had come to interview her.

Cassie stopped reading her journal for a moment and imagined him standing on the stone-flagged hall, perhaps looking up at her portrait. The painting had been commissioned by Mattie and given to her as a presentation from all the workers and stable staff at Claremore. It showed Cassie looking as they all liked to think of her but actually seldom saw her, wearing a saffron ballgown with a magnificent necklace of rubies, one hand resting on a sculpture of her husband Tyrone mounted on his trainer’s hack Old Flurry.

She paused to put on a little more lipstick and then a last touch of perfume on each wrist. A nervous habit of hers, as ritualistic as the taking of holy water at the entrance to a church. She had lain awake half the night trying to think of original answers to the questions the famous J. J. Buchanan would inevitably pose. The most celebrated sporting writer in America, he was not exactly a noted feminist. And as the first woman to train an English Derby winner, Cassie McGann would be a prime target for his chauvinism.

Cassie looked at her watch. He would have been kept waiting fully five minutes by now. Enough time for him to be grateful for the delay which would enable him to take in everything in the drawing room, enough time to examine the graceful furnishings in the room, the paintings of past winners, the signed photographs from members of royalty and other famous and less famous owners, enough time to begin the journalist’s ritualistic search for the keys to her character.

Erin was waiting for her in the hall, and as Cassie descended the stairs she moved in to pluck invisible pieces of hair from Cassie’s shoulders and quite unnecessarily tug down the back of her perfectly cut jacket, her freckled face wearing the anxious look of a mother sending her child to her first party.

Cassie hesitated before entering the drawing room.

‘Go on with you,’ said Erin, as she pushed the door open for Cassie. ‘I don’t suppose he’ll ate yer.’

Cassie lifted her small chin and walked determinedly past Erin, and into the room.

The man waiting for her had his back turned. He was well over six foot in height, and he appeared to be absorbed by the painting of Little Fred, Cassie’s first winner trained under her own name.

‘So you’re the famous Mr Buchanan?’ she heard herself say, aggressive as always in moments of doubt.

Buchanan turned to her. When he did, Cassie stopped. For she found that the tall man with the shock of white hair who was standing so seriously before her was someone quite other than J. J. Buchanan.


Part One


Chapter One

New Hampshire, America

1947

Cassie was six when she was sent away to school. She was enrolled in a convent in Pentland, New Hampshire, twenty miles from Westboro Falls where she lived alone with her grandmother. On her very first day there, when she walked down the long path which led to the playing fields, her clothes were so long and ill-fitting, and the turn on the hems of her shorts so deep, that when they saw her all the older girls laughed at her. Cassie laughed too, but only in the hope that the general merriment would make her accepted.

Later, when they were changing, one of the girls asked her why her mother didn’t buy her clothes that fitted her.

‘Because I don’t have a mother,’ Cassie replied. ‘And Grandmother doesn’t like sewing.’

Another girl with small bright blue eyes looked at Cassie sympathetically. Her name was Mary-Jo.

‘My grandmother wears long drawers that keep falling down,’ she said.

Cassie smiled, then stared at the sports clothes she had just taken off. How she hated them now. When she had seen them laid out, she had been so eager to put them on – the crisp white blouse, the smart blue shorts; they had seemed to hold such promise. And now they held only memories of ridicule. Cassie picked them off the floor and, bundling them all together, threw them into her cupboard.

‘You’re meant to fold everything up,’ whispered Mary-Jo. ‘You’ll get into trouble.’

‘I don’t care,’ replied Cassie. ‘They’re too big. They make me look silly.’

Mary-Jo carried on dressing. She did up her hair ribbons quickly and efficiently, while Cassie struggled hopelessly with hers. Hearing the bell ringing for class, Cassie tried to hurry even more and in her feverish haste pulled her ribbons into knots, unlike Mary-Jo’s which were now like perfect butterflies. Mary-Jo, seeing her friend’s difficulty and having got herself ready, helped Cassie out.

‘Didn’t you practise?’ Mary-Jo asked her. ‘My mother made me practise on the standard lamp for days. That’s why I can do them so quickly.’

I bet that’s what all mothers did, Cassie thought. They taught you how to do up your hair ribbons quickly. And they sent you to school with clothes which fitted you. And with store-bought jars of peanut butter. Not with great long shorts, and one pot of homemade spread, and not knowing how to tie your hair ribbons. That’s what grandmothers did.

And mothers didn’t forever tell you how wicked you were, like her grandmother was always doing. And how lucky it was that such a wicked girl was accepted by the good nuns.

Nuns were always good to Grandmother, but to Cassie, when she arrived at the convent, they had seemed terrifying, as they bent their wimpled heads down and stared with dark foreign eyes into hers. It seemed to Cassie as if they were staring right into her soul.

‘Has she made her first confession yet?’ one of them asked her grandmother. ‘And if so, when? How long is it since she made her first confession?’

There seemed to be a great and general anxiety as to whether or not Cassie had purged herself of the burdens of her sinful six-year-old-soul, an anxiety of which Grandmother approved. To her Cassie was a sinner. She had been a sinner ever since the child had been left in her care, a fact of which she was forever reminding Cassie.

Her very first sin – and, according to her grandmother one of her very worst ones – was the day she wet her knickers in the shoe store in Westboro. In the excitement of going shopping, Cassie had forgotten to ‘go’ before they left the house, and by the time they were in the shoe shop, and Grandmother was trying on endless pairs of shoes, Cassie was afraid to ask. When Grandmother saw the stream trickling down Cassie’s leg and on to her newly washed sock, she was outraged. So much so, and much to the horror of everyone in the shop, she beat her there and then. She turned her over on her knee and smacked her hard. And then she hit her again in the street outside the store and again and again on the way home, before she locked her in her room, where she was to remain until she learnt to control her ‘functions’.

Young Cassie learned to control her ‘functions’ so well that she became adept at not going at all. She would leave going until the very last moment so that she would be wriggling and writhing by the time she shut herself in Grandmother’s bathroom.

She dreaded going to the bathroom anyway, because Grandmother’s bathroom was not a bathroom – it was a shrine. A place where before anything was done the carpet must first be rolled back, your sleeves folded and the basin filled with water; and care had to be taken so that not one drip would mark the shining chrome of the taps. Cassie was taught to spit her toothpaste down the plughole by her grandmother holding her face over it, and then, having soaped and rinsed herself with the wash flannel, she would be required to fold it, leaving it on the edge of the basin in a neat square. The carpet could then be rolled back, and the taps polished with a towel before Cassie was allowed to leave the room.

Not that life was any easier outside the bathroom. Every room of Grandmother’s house was a model of cleanliness and tidiness. It was a mortal sin not to have all the long beige fringes on the rugs pointing in exactly the same direction. It was a sin not to step around the edges of the room to prevent the carpets from wearing; and, climbing the stairs dozens of times each day when she was sent to fetch Grandmother’s glasses or her Bufferin, or change her gloves for her, or whatever, she always had to tread on different parts of the carpet. Their life seemed very complicated, and Cassie’s life in particular seemed to be one long round of fetching and carrying.

‘Seeing as how you’re my burden in life,’ Grandmother would say constantly, ‘you may as well be my donkey.’

But being a donkey brought no reprieves when it came to sins. To move at table meant a sharp slap on the legs. To cry out when Grandmother found a toy on the floor and pulled you down the corridors by your ears and beat you meant she would beat you harder. So Cassie learnt not to cry out. She also learned to remain silent when her grandmother, trying to provoke a response, would accuse her of lying, or of being deliberately disobedient, untidy or rude. Or simply of being ugly.

‘You’re the plainest child I’ve ever seen,’ she would tell Cassie.

And then on another day, ‘No you’re not, I’m quite wrong, you’re not plain at all.’

Cassie looked up at her expectantly.

‘I don’t know how I could have thought you plain: you’re not plain, you’re ugly.’

The examination of her conscience was also done for Cassie by Grandmother. So there was no real need for her to be sent to the priest for this, but nonetheless sent she was, where she duly confessed to her lies, her disobedience, her failure to be pretty, her inability to grow curly hair, or have a nice straight nose, or nails that didn’t need cutting, or to swallow the hard bread sandwiches wedged with fat that Grandmother dumped in front of her every night at supper.

Bedtime always came agonisingly early. So early that the light was of such a brightness that not even the heavy old blinds and the drapes combined could shut out the glow that would seep through from outside.

Outside was another place. Outside was another country. Outside was the world. As Cassie lay gazing at the ceiling, she could hear other children playing. She could hear the sound of their bicycle bells, of their bats and balls, and the inevitable delighted shouts of all the members of ‘our gang’.

‘Our gang’ played together from the moment they came home from school. Cassie would watch them from her window, her hands pressed down on the sill the better to see the other children playing together. Each night was the same. They would bicycle or run excitedly towards each other and then, putting their heads together, arms around each other, they would arrange the evening game. Cassie never dared to pull aside Grandmother’s clean white nets to watch them through just the window glass, and so she always viewed them through a film of white lace which made them seem heavenly and remote from her own sin-filled world.

Every evening Cassie would wonder what it would be like to be a child who was allowed outside on her own. A child who was allowed a bicycle, a bat and a ball, or a pair of grazed knees. She was never allowed to run anywhere. Walking was allowed, sedately beside Grandmother, but only once she had been washed and dressed and sat for what seemed like hours on a chair in the hall; there she watched the hands on the clock to see if she could spot them moving, for she felt, in some strange childish way, that if she could see them moving it would mean that time would be passing more quickly, and if time passed more quickly then it would become the future and might bring an end to the unhappy present.

When, rarely, there were visitors Cassie was made to sit in the dining room. The green velvet curtains made the room dark, and there was little to look at in the room except for one large painting: a painting of a fat man with hardly any clothes on holding out a bunch of grapes to an equally fat lady. The two were being viewed from afar by a man peering through trees. Even at the age of four Cassie thought it a strange picture for Grandmother to possess.

Grandmother never excused the picture but she did make firm references to it having belonged to her late husband’s father. It was a work of art. It was a source of admiration in the art world, she said; Cassie was very lucky to be privileged to sit in front of it. To Cassie it was horrible. She connected it with gathering gloom and the endless boredom of sitting in the dining room, while she could vaguely hear the voices of the people in the drawing room, usually commiserating with Grandmother and her ‘burden’. Or sometimes the guests congratulated Grandmother on treating Cassie so nicely, in spite of Cassie being so different and such a nuisance.

‘Being difficult’ was Cassie’s speciality, it seemed. Trouble was, it was easy to be difficult when Grandmother was around. Being difficult was making a mark on one of your white socks. It was speaking when you were spoken to by one of Grandmother’s friends, instead of allowing her to answer for you. It was having a nightmare which woke her. It was being sick. It was being well. It was having a too white skin. It was having hair that was too thick. It was having hair ribbons that fell off. It was not being able to read. It was being able to read. It was going ahead of her on a walk. It was dropping behind her on a walk. It was being like your father. It was being like your mother. Being difficult was simply being alive.

Cassie was too good at being alive for Grandmother’s peace of mind. No one imagined that she wanted Cassie to die; but when Cassie was ill she refused to look after her and sent Delta, her maid, in to check on her, or just stare at her from the door, so it was not unimaginable to Cassie that Grandmother might indeed be made a great deal happier if she was not there. On the bright days of summer when she lay in her bed listening to the other children playing she thought how it would be if God took her to Himself. He could not, stern as she knew He was, be any sterner than Grandmother, and since her body would undoubtedly be dead, then it followed, quite naturally, that she would at least be a little less irritating to God than she had been to Grandmother. She would not need to be fed by God. God would not need to worry about her hands being clean. God could have endless visitors without the need to find her a room in which to sit. It seemed to Cassie that she could be quite a favourite with God, and Grandmother could stay below and feel pleased that she was at last relieved of her terrible burden. So she used to pray every night to be allowed to die.

But God did not love her much, it seemed. Inching her way painfully through the months from four to five Cassie decided that God might need a little help. She had heard of something that was called ‘pneumonia’ that you caught from being cold, and so during the winter of her fifth year she would stand in front of the windows breathing in the cold night air and trying her hardest to ‘catch pneumonia’. That she failed was something that she never understood, any more than she could understand why Grandmother had ‘taken her in’. Grandmother did not like children. Children were a nuisance. Cassie’s mother had been a nuisance. It was Grandfather who had wanted a child. Cassie felt sorry for Grandmother, and went on faithfully praying for death to come and relieve them both of the intolerable situation that both birth and death – Cassie’s mother’s death – had landed them in together.

Pneumonia did not come to her rescue, but measles did. She was satisfyingly ill with it. So ill that it seemed to her that even Grandmother thought she must be about to die. She knew this because she heard Delta asking the nurse. The priest came to visit her; and so did the doctor, who was a kind man. He gave her a peppermint. Cassie clung to the memory of his gentle smile all during her illness. All during the darkness, and the blinds being always down, and the tablets, and the spots, and the fever. She clung to it the way she clung to the memory of being given a book about dogs by Mr O’Reilly who lived next door and who kept a spaniel, a spaniel that she was sometimes allowed to pat.

‘I like dogs,’ Cassie told him. ‘But my grandmother doesn’t.’

‘Here’s a book on dogs, honey,’ Mr O’Reilly said to her one day. ‘You choose which dog you’d really like to own before you go to sleep and who knows, one morning when you wake up you might even have one.’

Then he patted the top of Cassie’s head just as she patted the top of his spaniel’s head.

That book became everything to Cassie. The pictures were of dogs standing in fields or by trees, each one beautifully illustrated, delicately painted with watercolours. The pages were thick and the print clear and precise. It was an old book, published many years before the war, when covers were hard and leathery, and tissue paper covered the illustrations to keep them fresh.

Grandmother was soon on to the book. It never took her very much time to seize an opportunity to spoil someone else’s happiness, and in Cassie’s case it took even less. Sometimes it would be a hair ribbon. Sometimes it would be something that she liked to eat. But once Cassie had betrayed a preference it would not be long before that preference became a good weapon with which to punish her.

‘If you had wanted to wear blue ribbons to match your dress,’ she’d say, ‘then you should have made your bed a little better.’

Or another time she would say ‘Well, we were going to have your favourite baked custard, but since you forgot to clean your teeth I think now we’ll keep it for tomorrow when Mrs Bennett calls.’

At first Cassie hid the book about the dogs, putting it under her bed, but then, some days having passed without punishment, she was lulled into a false sense of security and Grandmother found her looking at it at bedtime.

‘Give me that,’ she demanded, pulling Cassie out of bed. ‘Where did you get this?’

Cassie remained silent.

‘You tell me where you got this and I want none of your lies.’

‘Mr O’Reilly gave it to me,’ Cassie told her.

‘Oh, Mr O’Reilly gave it to you, did he?’ her grandmother replied, quickly flicking through the book. ‘Mr O’Reilly gave it to you. An expensive book like this? You don’t expect me to believe a lie like that?’

‘I’m not lying, Grandmother,’ Cassie protested. ‘I promise you I’m not.’

‘Of course you are. You’re lying, and you will be punished for so doing. You just wait there until I’ve spoken to Mr O’Reilly about this book. Given it you indeed.’

While her grandmother went next door, Cassie sat on the end of her bed staring at her feet and wondering why God was so cruel, and why He had made her so unloveable.

Then she heard her grandmother return, and her footfall on the stairs. Soon she was by Cassie’s bedroom door, still holding the book,

‘You’ve been a very naughty child,’ she said. ‘You should have told me that Mr O’Reilly gave you the book instead of hiding it from me. Just for that I’m going to lock it away until you’ve earned the right to have it again.’

Cassie lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Darkness would not come. Her book, the source of her one moment of joy in the day when she could stare at those glorious creatures called dogs and imagine what it would be like to own one, was to be denied her. A tear fell down her cheeks, paused, and then slid on down her neck. She whispered the names she had made up for the dogs in the books, and then in her imagination she put her arms round their warm necks and buried her face in their fur. Trusted friends all of them, eyes liquid with love, looking at her the way Mr O’Reilly’s spaniel looked at him.

‘We’ll come back to you, little mistress,’ they told her. ‘In your dreams we’ll come back to you.’

But they didn’t. Instead her dreams were all the kind that when she awoke in the night made her want to scream. But she caught her pillow in time and pressed it against her mouth so she could make a silent sound, which if it hadn’t been silent would have been a sound something between a cry and a sob.

Weeks of running up and down the stairs for Grandmother’s eye glasses and her book, and offering to help Delta didn’t result in the return of the book – only in Grandmother becoming bored. Grandmother got very bored if you were too good because it gave her nothing for which to punish you. If Cassie’s socks never had a mark on them, if she exiled herself to the dining room without being asked, if she ate up everything that was put in front of her no matter how much she hated it, if she was not sick, if she didn’t speak unless spoken to, if she knelt for many minutes to say her prayers at night and at morning, if she played so quietly that not even a mouse could hear her, it was boring for Grandmother. It made her tired to be bored and she would fall asleep, even in the mornings sometimes, because she found Cassie so tedious.

‘You’re such a bore, child, go away,’ she would tell her. ‘You’re such a boring child.’

Grandmother’s friends agreed with her. Most of them had not her burden, but they pitied her, which was at least something. There was only one exception and that was Mrs Roebuck.

Mrs Roebuck lived across the way, and sometimes when Cassie was walking with Grandmother she would know without looking up that they were passing Mrs Roebuck’s house because of the delicious smells that assailed her nostrils long before they passed her front garden. Mrs Roebuck’s garden had all different kinds of flowers planted outside, with herbs growing down the sides and cats curled up on the front-door steps waiting for that magical moment when Mrs Roebuck would open the front door and allow them in to sit around the warm, wood-burning stove that was the centre of Mrs Roebuck’s home. Like a priest called away from his church, Mrs Roebuck was never away from her stove for longer than need be. And if she was, it seemed to Cassie it was only in order that she could open the front door to friends and relatives and invite them in to sample the results of her efforts at the sacred stove.

‘I have no idea why she should want to keep that old stove,’ Grandmother would often say. ‘She must have brought it with her from the mountains of South Carolina when she got married.’

Then she would sniff disparagingly about Mrs Roebuck as she always did, but Cassie would only sniff the smell of the home-baked bread and imagine what it must be like to be asked in to taste it. If they met Mrs Roebuck she would always have a basket full of something to eat: perhaps a bag of cherries, or a tin of cookies that she would announce loudly were going to accompany an ice cream that she was making. As soon as she saw Cassie she would peer shortsightedly into her basket and, seizing a cherry, polish it on her sleeve and pop it in to Cassie’s mouth before Grandmother could utter.

‘Cassie is not allowed to eat—’ Grandmother would begin.

But Mrs Roebuck would ignore Grandmother, as she ignored everyone unless they were sitting quietly waiting for her to feed them.

‘You’re too pale,’ she’d tell Cassie. ‘Not getting enough fresh air. Tell your grandmother to send you over to play at my house.’

Grandmother would pretend not to look mortally offended by this remark and end up looking just plain sour.

‘Cassie has to attend to her reading and writing,’ she’d say to Mrs Roebuck, in an attempt to keep Cassie at home. ‘She’s a very slow child, very slow. She needs to be slippered just to learn her alphabet.’

‘You’re too strict with that child,’ Mrs Roebuck would retort, not afraid to let her feelings known, and all the more determined to invite Cassie over. She got her chance one day as they passed in the main street.

‘I’ve got my grandchildren coming round next Thursday,’ she said to Cassie. ‘You’ll come over and play, won’t you?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Cassie quickly, and before Grandmother could open her mouth to say ‘best not’ Mrs Roebuck had smiled delightedly.

‘That’s settled then,’ she said, ‘Cassie can come and stay with us over Thursday and you can have a nice rest, Gloria – just what you’re always saying you’re so in need of.’

‘I’m not sure Thursday’s a good day,’ said Grandmother.

‘I am,’ Mrs Roebuck answered, and turned away, but not before she had given Cassie a little friendly chuck under her chin. Grandmother stared after Mrs Roebuck’s ample posterior wending its way back to her house and the beloved stove. She would have liked to have told Mirabelle Ann a firm ‘no’ there and then, but Mirabelle Ann was the head of the Women’s Committee for War Veterans. She was the lead singer in the Church choir, sometimes even still doing solos when called upon. It was difficult to forbid Cassie to go over to Mirabelle Ann’s for the night, seeing that the whole town held her in such respect; and there wasn’t a man, woman, or child living there who hadn’t at some time or another been privileged to sample her strawberry shortcake, and having done so would declare themselves prepared to service her old stove, brush her cats, or even listen to her singing, in exchange for just one more mouthful.

Thursday came, and Cassie, who had been waiting all week for Thursday to come, awoke so early that by the time Grandmother called to her that it was all right to get up, it seemed that half the day had gone already. Cassie leapt out of bed and going to her cupboard she chose her favourite blue dress and matching hair ribbons. Just the outfit for a hot summer’s day.

But Grandmother had other ideas. She took the blue dress from Cassie and put it away, and instead she took a heavy brown wool dress with a lace collar from the closet. Cassie’s heart sank. She hated the brown dress, even in winter. The brown dress would itch. Grandmother then chose some dull brown ribbons and a brown wool jacket.

‘Must have you looking smart for Mrs Roebuck,’ she said, smiling.

Cassie stared at the clothes in horror, but knew that to even try to refuse would mean that she would not go at all. And so she dressed in silence, and Grandmother watched her with visible satisfaction, nodding her head a few times as Cassie struggled with the back buttons and did up the buckles on her shoes.

By midday when her daily lessons with Grandmother had duly been completed – even though all the other children in the town were still on vacation – Cassie’s face was bright red: two bright red patches burned on either cheek, and she felt her pulse racing.

‘Why, child, look at you,’ Grandmother said. ‘The colour of you! We’ll have to put you straight to bed.’

‘I haven’t a fever, Grandmother,’ Cassie replied. ‘I’m just far too hot in these clothes.’

‘Nonsense, child. I know a fever when I see it,’ her grandmother insisted. ‘Now off with you to bed, and I’ll call Mirabelle Ann to say that you won’t be going over this afternoon.’

Cassie walked slowly up the stairs. The lump in her throat would not be swallowed away, any more than the tears that were welling up behind her eyelids. She pulled off the brown wool jacket, the brown wool dress, and then the heavy socks, and put her shoes neatly together under her chair with the fronts sticking outwards the way that Grandmother liked them to be.

Mrs Roebuck and her house now seemed as far away as Europe seemed when she looked at Grandmother’s book of maps. She put on her night clothes and crept into bed. She lay feeling more miserable than she had ever felt before. To play with someone else, to stay the night in someone else’s house, had seemed like a dream, like part of a life that other children had. Like the members of the gang who daily played out there in the street beyond the lace curtains that guarded the room in which she was imprisoned.

But Grandmother reckoned without Mrs Roebuck, when she went to make her excuses for Cassie.

‘My goodness, Gloria, I just can’t believe what you’re telling me,’ Mrs Roebuck exclaimed. ‘Why, I saw that grandchild of yours playing outside on the stoop only this morning. I’d better come right on over and see for myself.’

Before Grandmother could find a reason for her not to, Mrs Roebuck was not only in her house, but on her way up the stairs to Cassie’s room. Cassie sat up quickly as she heard someone approaching, and wiped away her tears, afraid that it was Grandmother. When she saw it was Mrs Roebuck, she tried to smile.

Mrs Roebuck said nothing; instead she felt her pulse and put her rough-skinned hand against Cassie’s flushed cheeks. Then turning to Grandmother who had followed her in, she laughed.

‘There’s nothing the matter with this child, Gloria,’ she announced, looking over to Cassie’s chair and to the clothes folded neatly on it. ‘Except, no doubt, the clothes you put her in.’

Grandmother’s mouth tightened and she glared at Cassie.

‘Come on, Cassie,’ Mrs Roebuck continued. ‘You jump out of that bed right now and we’ll go find you something pretty and cool to wear. How about this blue dress here?’

‘That’s far too skimpy,’ Grandmother said.

‘Nonsense, Gloria,’ sighed Mrs Roebuck. ‘The child will be fine in this. Why, the temperature’s well in the eighties now.’

Grandmother watched helplessly as Mrs Roebuck quickly dressed Cassie in her pale blue dress, and then turning her round she kissed her firmly on the cheek.

‘There, child, cool as a cucumber again, aren’t you?’

Cassie nodded, lost for words.

‘Where’s your overnight bag? Why there it is. Good. Now say goodbye to your grandmother and we’ll be off.’

‘Goodbye, Grandmother,’ said Cassie dutifully. ‘See you tomorrow.’

Her grandmother made no reply. She just looked at Cassie, her small green eyes staring at her, expressionless.

Cassie would never forget the feeling of freedom that day as she walked hand in hand with Mrs Roebuck down the stairs of Grandmother’s house and out of the door, through the front garden, past the petunias standing planted in military rows, across the road and along the street to where Mrs Roebuck’s house stood smiling a welcome, cats circulating round the steps, the smell of home-baked bread wafting gently out into the air and two small girls her own age running around the back yard without any clothes on playing with a hose.

Mrs Roebuck bent down and smiled at Cassie looking through the main hall and out towards this amazing sight. Cassie was never allowed to take all her clothes off, not even if she was undressing to take a shower. She had to remove each article discreetly, and only once Grandmother had left the room was she allowed to step into the shower without any clothes at all upon her person. It was a strict rule. Grandmother did not like bodies and said so frequently. She did not like Cassie’s body in particular. She told her that too, just in case, Cassie felt, that Cassie might be tempted to show Grandmother her whole body and cause her a great upset.

‘Do you want to take your clothes off like Gina and Maria?’ Mrs Roebuck asked. ‘You don’t have to if you don’t want. But it is awful hot right now.’

‘Yes please,’ Cassie replied. ‘Except, can I keep my panties on?’

‘Course you can, child.’ Mrs Roebuck laughed. ‘You can keep your panties on, and anything else you want. Course you can.’

Cassie took all her clothes off, except her panties, then she walked into the yard. She smiled shyly at Gina and Maria who both looked at each other, then turned the hose on her. Cassie gasped and put her hands out in front of her; but even as she started to laugh with delight it seemed to her that Grandmother’s eyes were on her, and any minute now she would feel her hand on her shoulder, or on her ear, pulling her back to the house and up to Grandmother’s bedroom for a beating. But the spray of deliciously cold water didn’t stop, and there was no tug at her ear. And Cassie suddenly realised that there wasn’t going to be any punishment. Opening her arms and with her eyes still tightly shut, she let the water flow past her, and over her – it was wonderful.

‘You can join our club if you like,’ said Maria later. ‘She can, can’t she, Gina?’

Maria looked across at her elder sister for approval. Gina, who was lying on the grass, opened her large languid brown eyes a little wider and, looking at Cassie, nodded slowly.

‘Sure,’ she said, ‘why not?’

Maria and Cassie gazed at her adoringly. Gina was so beautiful. Maria turned back to Cassie.

‘It’s called the Cookie Club,’ she informed Cassie, lowering her voice. ‘We go up that tree and eat cookies.’

They all turned towards the tree in question. It dominated the back yard. Cassie couldn’t admit that she had never climbed a tree before. It looked a long way up from the ground to the nearest branch, such a long way that she couldn’t help hoping that Gina and Maria might reverse their decision to make her a member of the Cookie Club.

‘Let’s all go up there now and eat cookies,’ said Maria enthusiastically.

Again both the younger girls turned towards Gina and waited for a decision. To Cassie’s relief Gina merely lay back, stretching out her lithe brown body in front of them.

‘I don’t feel like a cookie just now,’ Gina announced.

Cassie gazed at her in admiration. Gina had long black glossy hair, which looked lovely against the green of the grass, thick black eyelashes and a tip-tilted nose. Cassie knew that Gina must be what her grandmother called a ‘beauty’.

There was a long silence as Maria too lay back against the grass, and Cassie, anxious to conform, followed her example. She pretended to shut her eyes but in reality kept them half open, watching to see if either of the other two made some quick movement that she might miss. Sure enough Gina sat up suddenly. Maria and Cassie immediately did the same.

‘Let’s play weddings,’ Gina said.

‘Yes, let’s,’ Maria agreed. ‘Who’ll be the bride?’

Maria and Cassie both looked at Gina. They both knew that there could only be one ‘bride’.

‘I’ll be the groom, and then I can wear those old horse-riding boots Grandma has in the closet,’ said Maria with satisfaction.

Both girls got to their feet, and Cassie scrambled to hers, her heart beating uncomfortably. There was no mention of her role at the wedding. Wildly her mind raced ahead to the actual ceremony. Perhaps she could be the priest? They would surely need a priest? She followed them into the house and up to the attic. Instinct told her that if she mentioned herself in anyway it would only invite ridicule. If she kept quiet and said nothing Gina might turn round and suggest something that she could be.

Mrs Roebuck kept a great chest of old clothes for her grandchildren to dress up in on rainy days. Gina opened it slowly and carefully, and as the smell of old lavender filled the air, Cassie watched Gina carefully removing old shawls and evening dresses, patchwork spreads and lace veils, and then, at last, Mrs Roebuck’s wedding dress. The tissue paper fell from around it, and both girls looked at Gina with their mouths open in unbridled admiration as she held it against her and then walked to the mirror to gaze at her beautiful image. They all knew that this was how Gina would look one day on her wedding day.

‘You’re so beautiful, Gina,’ sighed Maria, as Cassie nodded silently. ‘Shall we help you get dressed?’

‘Yes, you may dress me,’ Gina replied, turning slowly from the mirror. ‘And then we’ll find some bridegroom’s clothes.’

Cassie held the wedding dress and helped Maria to do up all the tiny covered buttons at the back, then she trotted after Maria as they tried to find her some boy’s clothes from the trunk. They eventually unearthed a pair of old-fashioned short trousers, then an old silk shirt with lace at the wrists and throat, then Mr Roebuck’s old horse-riding boots, which came so far up to the top of Maria’s legs that not much of the trousers showed, but Maria didn’t mind. It was just so good to be wearing riding boots, she told Cassie, as she walked up and down in front of the mirror, rapidly developing a boyish walk.

Cassie was still in just her panties. She shivered and looked longingly towards the dressing-up clothes. She knew there was enough still left in there for her to become a bridesmaid, or a funny kind of priest, but still nothing was said. She followed the sisters down the stairs and out into the yard again, where Gina pointed to the big tree.

‘Let’s be married under this tree,’ she announced, tossing back her head of long dark hair. Maria clumped after her across the yard, with Cassie following at a discreet distance. They both knelt beneath the Cookie Club tree.

‘You have to take my hand,’ Gina said, ‘and put a ring on it.’

‘We haven’t got a ring,’ Maria hissed, turning to Cassie.

Cassie looked round and, plucking a piece of coarse grass, she quickly made it into a circle and handed it to Maria, who put it on Gina’s finger. Kneeling behind them in her panties Cassie closed her eyes. She was a mother at the wedding, a mother in a pretend pretty hat. Gina and Maria stood up.

Mrs Roebuck came out of the house. She appeared not to notice Gina and Maria in their fine clothes, or the closing moments of the marriage ceremony. She held a yellow dress in her hand.

‘Cassie?’ she called.

Cassie went over to her.

‘Bridesmaid’s dress,’ Mrs Roebuck announced. ‘They can’t get married without a bridesmaid.’

Cassie stared up into Mrs Roebuck’s worn smiling face and swallowed hard. She knew that Mrs Roebuck was being kind – but why did people being kind make her sad?

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

‘No one decent gets married without a bridesmaid,’ Mrs Roebuck muttered, pulling the dress over Cassie’s head. It was made of stiff brocade with crisp organdie over the top.

‘This was Gina’s mother’s dress when she was a bridesmaid,’ she told Cassie. ‘I had it made by Madame Celestine. She made all the bridal gowns and the bridesmaids’ dresses round here in those days. She was a lovely woman. Didn’t mind what she did for anyone.’

Mrs Roebuck stood back and put her hand under Cassie’s chin.

‘You’re a very pretty child,’ she went on, ‘I always did love thick brown shining hair. Reminds me of my mother. She had thick brown shining hair. She brushed it one hundred times every night. Even when she was sick, she never forgot.’

Then she put a firm hand in the small of Cassie’s back and steered Cassie back towards the Cookie tree where the newly married Gina and Maria were waiting for her.

They looked her up and down.

‘Wedding’s over,’ Maria said.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Cassie replied, ‘I don’t really mind.’

‘I suppose you could hold my train,’ said Gina graciously. ‘I haven’t walked down the aisle yet.’

Cassie held the train. But the aisle was very short, because it was time to eat.

Lunch was a blissful affair. With their chins barely clearing the scrubbed pine table, the three of them waited for the freshly baked bread to be put on their plates. To Cassie’s astonishment Gina and Maria’s knives were allowed to dart in and out of the great slab of butter put in front of them. There was no food shortage in this house. The butter melted instantly into the springy speckled-brown surface of the warm doughy bread. Cassie felt that she could taste it before she even raised it to her lips. As they chewed silently on the hunks of bread Mrs Roebuck placed a large soup-plate in front of them, on to which she ladled her famous chicken and noodle bake – news of which had even reached Cassie’s young ears, so famous was it in the neighbourhood.

Cassie, Gina and Maria chewed in reverential silence. Mrs Roebuck didn’t seem to expect them to speak, and although she was a fervent churchgoer she had dispensed with grace before the meal – possibly because the bread had been at exactly the right temperature, possibly because the chicken and noodle bake had been at precisely the moment when it needed to be eaten. Whatever the reason, it was the first time Cassie had sat down to a meal without grace, at which she was encouraged to eat as much as she wanted.

‘Everyone got enough?’ asked Mrs Roebuck, turning from the stove every few minutes. ‘There’s plenty more.’

Her baked custard with fresh loganberries tasted as if it had been made in heaven, Cassie thought. Every spoonful melted in her mouth, and she had hardly begun before she found herself staring at an empty blue and white pattern on her plate.

‘There’s plenty more,’ said Mrs Roebuck. ‘You just pass me up those plates.’

The plates were piled up once again with fresh loganberries, their sugar-coated backs white against the creamy custard. Cassie looked at Mrs Roebuck with adoration. She must like children; and she must know what children liked, too.

‘Thank you,’ Cassie said. ‘That was lovely.’

‘Yes, but have you had enough, girls?’ Mrs Roebuck said, smiling down at her.

The three girls looked at each other and then at Mrs Roebuck. They all nodded, then giggled and patted their small round stomachs.

‘Rest time,’ announced Mrs Roebuck as she undid the back of Gina’s dress and lifted it carefully over her head.

‘Off with those boots, Maria Rossetti,’ she ordered. ‘You’re all going to have a rest in the hammocks while I do the dishes.’

At home Cassie helped with the dishes. Standing beside Delta the maid, cloth in hand, she would wait to polish each fork or each spoon until they shone. She was never allowed to touch the plates – Delta did those. But anything which didn’t break was hers to dry. She wanted to do the knives and forks for Mrs Roebuck, but Mrs Roebuck didn’t seem interested in anything except bedding them all down in hammocks under the Cookie tree.

‘Back home, after our midday meal,’ she told Cassie, ‘our mother never let us move until we’d lain down in our hammocks.’

She piled comfortable old fringed cushions into the hammocks, and then helped the girls climb up into them. Well fed and already sleepy they did this with difficulty, laughing and swaying, and clutching on to each other, Mrs Roebuck and the sides of the hammocks. Gina stretched out on her own, a hammock to herself. Maria and Cassie lay looking up at the leaves of the trees with each other’s feet beside their heads. Cassie half-closed her eyes. The patterns of the leaves became blurred. She could hear the distant sounds of the small town, but they were far away. She imagined that she was a bird, and Maria was her friend and they were in a nest together. She imagined what life might be like if it was always like this day, and then she fell into the first happy sleep of her childhood.

‘I just thought I’d call by and see if Cassie’s fever is still in check.’

Cassie shrank nearer Gina and Maria. She could hear Grandmother’s sharp voice from the hall. Cassie prayed that Grandmother would not come through and see that they were listening to the wireless. That would be enough for her to insist that Cassie be taken home.

‘Cassie never had a fever, Gloria,’ she heard Mrs Roebuck reply. ‘I told you Cassie simply had on too many clothes.’

‘Did she function at two as she should?’ her grandmother demanded.

‘I have no idea, Gloria,’ Mrs Roebuck said. ‘But to my way of thinking if you don’t stop fussing the way you do, that child will grow up old before her time.’

‘You have no idea what a burden she is to me, Mirabelle Ann,’ her grandmother continued. ‘You can have no idea of the burden of bringing up a child at my age on my own.’

‘No, I have no idea, Gloria,’ Mrs Roebuck agreed. ‘But I have every idea that if you don’t go away and leave that poor child here to enjoy herself with someone else of her own age you’ll be making a rope to hang yourself. Too much attention is as bad as too little, Gloria. It makes a child feel unwanted. So now go back to your bridge and enjoy yourself in peace, and let me enjoy your grandchild in my peace.’

Cassie heard the front door shut, and she looked wildly round the room. The wireless was still on. The door was still firmly shut. Gina and Maria were laughing at the programme. There were no shadows; no one was coming in with the frown of an avenging angel. She felt like running up and down the room and shouting. Instead she fled to the bathroom.

To go to sleep in the same room as other children your own age, and to sit up all freshly washed in your nightclothes listening to Mrs Roebuck reading you a story, was yet another taste of heaven. Cassie sighed with happiness as she settled down into her bed and vowed that she would always remember this day as long as she lived. And when she was grown up she would buy Mrs Roebuck a diamond brooch.

Mrs Roebuck leant down and kissed Cassie. She kissed her as if she had always kissed her, and as if Cassie had always been used to being kissed. Cassie closed her eyes as she did so, and pretended that Mrs Roebuck was her grandmother, and that Cassie had always lived with her.

The light was turned off, but a night light was left burning. Cassie stared towards it from her bed. Deer played, and birds flew across its pink shade. Gina and Maria were already half asleep, but Cassie watched the light, her eyes unmoving. Normally she went to sleep in the dark, her eyes tightly closed against the terrible things that might happen if Grandmother found her awake. Tonight they were open, staring at the plastic lamp.

Grandmother called for her while they were still breakfasting. Cassie must come at once, Mrs Roebuck was told. Mrs Roebuck was adamant in her refusal: Cassie would not be going anywhere until such time as she had finished her waffles and syrup.

Grandmother pushed past her.

‘She’ll come this minute,’ Cassie heard her say. ‘She’s late for her visit to the dentist.’

Grandmother in Mrs Roebuck’s kitchen was the wicked witch from the west. She looked strange and dark against all the brightly patterned china on the dresser, and the flowers arranged in the middle of the white cloth, and Gina and Maria’s red hair ribbons. By contrast Grandmother was a pool of darkness.

‘Finish that up,’ she said sharply to Cassie.

Gina and Maria stared up at Grandmother, and then looked over to Cassie. Gina’s large, languid brown eyes concentrated themselves on Cassie’s equally large blue-green ones. For the first time a look of real friendship passed between them.

‘Have another waffle,’ was all Gina said, but they both knew what she meant.

‘No thank you,’ said Cassie, hastily cramming the last of the syrupy confection in front of her into her mouth.

She smiled at Gina as she quickly said her grace, and got down. It was nice of her to encourage rebellion.

‘Grandma,’ Gina called. ‘Cassie’s not being allowed another waffle. I don’t think that’s fair.’

‘Fold your napkin properly,’ said Grandmother to Cassie, pointing at it. ‘And you shouldn’t talk at table, young lady,’ she added looking at Gina.

‘We’re allowed to talk at table,’ Maria piped up. ‘Our grandma’s not sour like you.’

‘Who said I was sour?’ Grandmother demanded.

Cassie looked across at Maria. Cassie had never said anything about Grandmother being sour, but she would never believe her now.

‘Did you say I was sour, Cassie?’ asked her grandmother. She bent down to Cassie, her horrid beady eyes staring hatefully into Cassie’s large ones. ‘I said,’ she repeated, ‘did you say I was sour?’

Cassie shook her head, too frightened even to speak. At that moment Mrs Roebuck came out of the pantry, where she had heard everything, and smiled at everyone generally.

‘No, I said you were sour, Gloria, as a matter of fact. It was just kind of a joke. I said all old women like us were sour, and Maria picked it up – you know the way kids do? They’re always picking things up either from grownups or the wireless.’

‘Cassie is not allowed to listen to the wireless,’ said Grandmother pointedly. ‘And with good reason, it seems.’

A minute later, her bag packed, and having been given barely enough time to be kissed by Mrs Roebuck, Cassie was marched from the house, back to Grandmother’s house with all speed. Grandmother, she was told on the way home, couldn’t wait to get her home, couldn’t wait to get her up to her room, couldn’t wait to punish her. She would be beaten, and then locked in, locked in until she learnt not to say bad things about her grandmother behind her back.

Cassie lay curled up on her bed in the dark. She didn’t care about being punished now, and she never would again. Meanwhile she had her day with Mrs Roebuck to think about. It was the best day she had ever had in her life. It was a day that not even Grandmother could take away from her. Best of all, she knew now that life could be nice and kind, and full of warm things. One day, when she grew up, she would try and be like Mrs Roebuck, but until then she would just think about her. She had screamed hard when Grandmother had hit her, much harder than she had ever screamed before, because she had screamed so that Mrs Roebuck could hear. Of course Mrs Roebuck couldn’t hear, but Grandmother hadn’t liked it. She had stopped suddenly, sooner than she did normally, defeated by her own inability to administer pain and stifle Cassie’s cries. She wouldn’t be back for hours now. She never was when she locked the door. When Cassie was little she used to lock the door and leave her in her room until she got back from shopping, because taking Cassie shopping had been a bother. When she was tiny Cassie had used to knock on the windows and shout to her as she disappeared down the front garden to the road, but Grandmother would turn her back and never look at her. That also would have been too much of a brother.

It had been Mrs Roebuck’s idea to send Cassie to the convent. Much better than being at home being a burden, Mrs Roebuck had said firmly. Grandmother had suddenly seemed uncertain about this.

‘I don’t know, Mirabelle Ann, I don’t know so much. I’m Cassie’s only relative on this earth. I wonder, should I send her away?’

Grandmother’s eyes flickered from Cassie sitting in her Sunday-best clothes to Mrs Roebuck pouring Grandmother an iced coffee. Gina and Maria were already at the convent, but Gina and Maria were one and two years older than Cassie.

‘Of course you must send her to the convent, Gloria,’ Mrs Roebuck argued. ‘Why, it stands to reason – it’ll leave you more time for the things that you enjoy.’

‘There is that,’ Grandmother conceded, but her eyes flickered once more towards Cassie, who was sitting carefully not swinging her legs.

Cassie stared at her stilled feet. If she said and did nothing perhaps Grandmother would be betrayed into thinking that she didn’t want to go to school with Gina and Maria.

‘It’s not as if it’s an ordinary school,’ Mrs Roebuck went on. ‘It’s such a small school. The nuns, who are mostly refugees from the war, started taking girls of all ages, even five-year olds, when they felt there was a need, just as a favour to the neighbourhood. And then only those that – only those that they think will benefit in some way. It’s a very special little school. I think it would suit Cassie.’

Mrs Roebuck put another piece of fudge cake on Cassie’s plate.

‘There’s nothing special about Cassie,’ Grandmother replied, ‘except her wicked stubborn ways.’

Grandmother opened her purse, and took out her powder compact. As she powdered her nose, and then restlessly snapped the compact shut again, Mrs Roebuck winked at Cassie. Cassie quickly dropped her eyes. For one horrible second she imagined that her grandmother had caught sight of that wink, and that all would be lost.

There was a short silence. Grandmother looked at Cassie. Cassie’s eyes were once more innocently focused on her white socks. Cassie tried to think of how much she would hate going to the convent with Gina and Maria. She tried to think that it was the last thing that she wanted, because she sensed that if she thought hard enough Grandmother would believe her thoughts and immediately want to send her there.

‘I suppose it might be a solution to some of my troubles,’ Grandmother reasoned. ‘And her wretched father did at least leave her some money to provide for her education.’

Grandmother’s voice always assumed a false piety when referring to money, as if it held no interest for her at all.

‘Well, there we are then,’ Mrs Roebuck concluded. ‘That’s all there is to be said about it, wouldn’t you say?’

Grandmother continued to stare at Cassie a little longer.

‘I’m not sure, Mirabelle Ann,’ said Grandmother. ‘After all there is Cassie herself. Will the good nuns accept someone like Cassie?’

‘The good nuns specialise in taking the boldness out of children, Gloria, you know that,’ Mrs Roebuck replied.

But still Grandmother hung out. It was as if she was aware that something was wrong, that no matter how much Cassie hid her true feelings from her, she nevertheless suspected her of wanting to go.

Day after day she would talk about the ‘good nuns’ to Delta, to visitors, sometimes even to Cassie, but it seemed that something always prevented her from going down to the convent and enrolling her irksome burden, until eventually, without telling Cassie she finally went.

Cassie held her breath as the suitcases came out. She still suspected that somehow, something would come between her and escaping from Grandmother to the convent. Only when she heard that Grandmother had acquired a new bridge partner did she feel safe to examine the possibility that escape to school might bring.

‘Will you miss me?’ her grandmother asked her, as Cassie lay in her bed that night, looking up into Grandmother’s stern face. Cassie nodded slowly.

‘You won’t be tucked in by me at the convent you know,’ Grandmother added.

Cassie nodded again. She knew that she must pretend to be sad at leaving Grandmother otherwise she would change her mind about sending her away.

‘You’ll probably enjoy yourself no matter, won’t you?’

Cassie shook her head.

‘Of course you will. It’s your positive duty to enjoy yourself. And I don’t want any long faces on the first day, you hear? No nonsense and feeling sorry for yourself. You’re six years old now and you should know better. I don’t want any bad behaviour like that terrible evening when I went out to help with the sewing bee and you cried. I don’t want that, do you hear?’

Cassie nodded. Grandmother leant forward and Cassie kissed her dutifully on her cheek which was always so surprisingly soft. She couldn’t let her imagination encompass the idea of not seeing Grandmother, of not being with her, of not having to peck her cheek goodnight. It was unimaginable. She closed her eyes as the lights went out and darkness fell around her bed; for once the blackness seemed to be lighter.

Getting up and putting on her clothes for school made Cassie feel sick with excitement. The girls were encouraged to wear blue, Sister Joseph – Cassie’s future house-mother – had told Grandmother. Blue hair ribbons were encouraged on weekdays, and white ones on Sundays. Cassie stared at the silky blue ribbons in her hands, and then handed them up one by one to Grandmother. She mustn’t wriggle or show excitement, she mustn’t let Grandmother see how pleased she would be to be away from her. But deep down she must have suspected it, because Grandmother braided Cassie’s hair so tightly that her head ached for the rest of the day.

‘You be a good girl now,’ she reminded Cassie when they arrived at the convent. ‘And don’t forget to keep your socks clean.’

Grandmother then bent towards Cassie.

‘You may kiss me goodbye,’ she said.

Then she turned away, and Cassie followed the other girls through the convent door. She didn’t look back, and neither did her grandmother.

‘Cassie McGann, you will be sharing with Mary-Jo Christiansen. Mary-Jo’s already been with us one semester so she can show you the way we do things.’

Cassie looked up into Mary-Jo’s blue eyes. She liked her straightaway. She knew she would always like her. She was tall and good-looking – not like Cassie who was small and had looks that Grandmother always described as ‘plain Jane’.

‘We wash our faces and hands like this,’ Mary-Jo explained, taking a jug and pouring water into a bowl. They each had a brightly painted washstand, holding clean white towels on either side of them. ‘And then we go to the bathroom, and we clean our teeth and do everything else there. OK?’

Cassie nodded. It all seemed so wonderfully exciting. Jugs, bowls and towels, and other girls, some of whom she could hear quietly saying the same things as Mary-Jo. She soaped her face flannel vigorously in imitation of Mary-Jo.

The convent smelled sweetly of flowers and wax polish. As soon as she’d arrived Cassie had noticed that if she pushed her shoes a little in front of her they slid beautifully on the shiny surface of the wooden floors. Now, as she followed Mary-Jo to the bathroom, she slid her new bedroom slippers a little, testing the surface. Obligingly her slippers carried her along. It was a little like pretending to skate.

She waited for Mary-Jo to finish cleaning her teeth. Mary-Jo spat vaguely towards the general direction of the plug hole, ran some water briefly, and then stepped aside to let Cassie do the same. Cassie stared amazed into the huge marble basin. Mary-Jo had left a mark on one of the taps. She turned briefly to look at her. Didn’t she realise that she had committed a mortal sin by leaving not just a mark on the taps, but toothpaste on the basin too? But Mary-Jo seemed oblivious of her trespasses.

Cassie followed her back to their room. If Mary-Jo had committed a sin, so had Cassie. What a wonderful feeling to be sinning with someone else for a change. Yet somehow she still couldn’t believe that Mary-Jo had committed a sin, for if she had, how could she possibly be so carefree?

‘Come on,’ Mary-Jo said. ‘It’s my turn to read out aloud tonight.’

Cassie jumped into her bed. Her quilt was a deep maroon satin, very old-fashioned, from Grandmother’s attic. Mary-Jo’s was smart and new, with yellow checks and lace and ribbons. It looked as if it had just been newly bought from a department store, not thrown down from an attic. Cassie looked at her and it with admiration, and then lay back against her pillow. She had hoped that being at the convent would be good, but she hadn’t quite realised until that moment, just how good being with the ‘good’ nuns was going to be.

‘Come on,’ Mary-Jo urged, as she looked at Cassie still struggling with her hair ribbons. ‘We’ll be late. It doesn’t matter about your hair braids. Sister Joseph’ll do them again for you.’

Cassie followed Mary-Jo to class. Everything was still new and lovely, despite her sports clothes being too big and everyone laughing at her on her first day. She started to half-run after Mary-Jo. Being taller she was always ahead of Cassie in seconds. But just so long as she never lost sight of her, Cassie knew she’d be all right.


Chapter Two

Cassie stared at her finished drawing. It was of her soul, big, and round, and coloured bright yellow. She bit her lip and frowned. There was a blemish on the drawing, where her pencil had overrun into the colour. Cassie wondered what to do, and then decided that if Sister Joseph asked her what the mark was she would say that it was a sin. Which indeed it was. It was the sin of carelessness, because she had allowed her pencil to slip.

But Sister Joseph didn’t mention the smudge. Instead she just smiled down at Cassie.

‘Very good, Cassie,’ she said. ‘Excellent. I can see how hard you’ve tried.’

Then she moved on down the line to Mary-Jo. Mary-Jo’s drawing of her soul was a perfect and unblemished circle coloured purple, and surrounded with green leaves.

‘How colourful, Mary-Jo,’ Sister Joseph said, nodding happily. ‘Very original.’

The quiet in the classroom was intense, as the children all looked at Sister Joseph in silent adoration. She was a very pretty nun, with clear blue eyes, a perfect complexion and a smile that lit up every inch of her face. All the children loved her, and had struggled in silence to produce their very best artwork for her.

‘Now,’ Sister Joseph announced, turning to face the class, ‘several of you children are soon to be making your First Communion. Mary-Jo Christiansen, Rosella Savarese, Teresa Plunkett and Cassie McGann.’

The four girls all turned to each other. They were to be friends for life. That’s what making your First Communion together meant. It was the closest you could be, besides actually being married.

‘When Rosella, Mary-Jo, Teresa and Cassie ask those of you who have already made your First Communion what it’s like, you can only answer wait and see. Because there are no words to describe it. But there is one thing you can do for them. And that is prepare your souls for your communion that day. And you can say that your communion is their communion.’

There was a silence as Sister Joseph looked down at her young class.

‘Furthermore,’ she continued, ‘in the next few weeks we are all going to make sacrifices for the First Communicants. Which is why I want you all to rule a margin by the side of the pictures you have just drawn, to make a column for the stars you are going to win for all the sacrifices you are going to make for your four friends who are about to make their Holy Communion.’

In the playground after class, Cassie, Mary-Jo, Rosella and Teresa all linked arms. They were a band, friends for life, and Cassie was one of them. For the first time in her life she felt a sense of belonging, as she looked at the three shining faces looking back at her. Then quite spontaneously they all ran to the trees on the edge of the field and choosing the biggest they could get their arms around, encircled it, their fingers just hooking up, and their faces pressed hard against its bark. When they released their hands and stood back, they found the wood had made indentations on their faces. They pointed this out to each other and laughed. Then Rosella drew a hopscotch square in the earth with the heel of her shoe and they all started to play.

But despite their goodwill in the ensuing days it became very difficult not to cheat about the sacrifices they were all meant to be making. Cassie, like everyone else, desperately wanted to be able to claim as many stars as she could for her column. But she wanted to please Sister Joseph even more desperately and she knew she could not do that by cheating. Cassie knew she would be quite unable to look straight into Sister Joseph’s clear blue eyes ever again in the knowledge that she had tricked the nun into awarding her one of the precious silver stars. But sacrifices were so hard to find when you were a new girl, and had to spend most of your time doing what everyone told you to do. Was it a sacrifice deliberately to lose a game when by so doing you disappointed Mary-Jo? Was it a sacrifice to push your chair in quietly when Grandmother had never allowed you to do otherwise? Was it a sacrifice not to think nice things about Sister Joseph?

Such was Cassie’s indecision, and as a consequence her column was still bare of stars, while everyone else’s were filling up rapidly. Sister Joseph was well aware of this, although naturally enough she made no comment, when at the end of the second week the time came to award the stars.

‘And how have you done this week, darling?’ she asked Cassie, bending down to hear her reply. ‘What sacrifices have you made for your fellow communicants?’

Cassie looked at the floor long and hard before replying.

‘None I don’t think, Sister,’ she said in a voice barely more than a whisper. ‘No, none at all.’

‘Well, I don’t think that happens to be true, Cassie,’ Sister Joseph replied. ‘I see you making all sorts of sacrifices. But because they’re things you usually do normally, you’re too honest to claim them. So for that, for your honesty, I’m going to give you two silver stars.’

Sister Joseph picked the stars out of the box Rosella was holding and carefully stuck them in the margin on Cassie’s drawing. Cassie stared at them silently, and swallowed hard to try and get rid of the lump in her throat.

Life was very full for the four First Communicants. Not a day passed without there being something special for them to do, and something special to think about.

‘When Jesus comes down to us from the altar in the form of bread, children,’ Sister Joseph explained one day during their instruction, ‘He will give us special strength. The strength to become more like Him, and like His Holy Mother; the strength to love our friends more, and to love and respect our parents more.’

Cassie wrestled with this one, but without much success. She tried to imagine loving her grandmother more, but it was not only difficult, it was practically impossible. How could you love someone ‘more’ if they didn’t love you at all? And Cassie knew perfectly well that her grandmother didn’t love her. She knew it not from her grandmother, but from her neighbours. From Mr O’Reilly, and Mrs Roebuck, and from Gina and Maria. She knew from the look of pity in people’s eyes when they looked at her, and from the way they were always so kind to her. Too kind, almost. Gina and Maria were not in the same class as Cassie, but they went out of their way to come over and talk to her in the playground whenever they saw her. Mr O’Reilly had given her special permission to take his book to school and Mrs Roebuck had sent her some candy in the mail.

‘I made enough candy for all three of you,’ the note read. ‘And when I was making it, I thought of you all in those hammocks that day. God bless you, little Cassie.’

‘With love, Mirabelle Ann Roebuck.’

The candy was a double godsend to Cassie. Not only did it make her feel loved and wanted: better still, it meant that by giving it all away to the girls in her class and not having any herself she earned another silver star.

She didn’t much enjoy practising receiving Communion though, when she had to stick out her tongue. Even with her eyes shut and her thoughts fixed on the meaning of ritual, Cassie still thought it hardly seemed a fitting way to receive the body of Our Lord. It made her feel awkward and embarrassed, even when they started practising with tiny pieces of wafer on their tongues, morsels so small and light they seemed to disappear long before the children had closed their mouths over them.

Then there was the question of their dresses.

‘Rosella’s arrived today,’ Mary-Jo told Cassie one evening. ‘Wait till you see it. It’s beautiful. Bright white with little white pieces of embroidery on the hem. Her veil is just like a real bride’s veil.’

Cassie wriggled lower into her bed and pulled the maroon quilt up to cover her nose and her reddening cheeks. She had written to her grandmother several times about her own dress, but Grandmother hadn’t replied. Every day she had waited in line as the letters and parcels were distributed, and every day there was neither a letter nor a parcel for her. Nobody said anything, but Cassie lived in a deep and silent fear that her grandmother would finally ignore her constant request for a dress of her own, and that Cassie, on her Day of Days, would have nothing special to wear.

Then Teresa’s dress arrived. The class stood silently around the box in which it had arrived, and watched as Teresa lifted from a nest of snowy tissue paper a long dress with underskirts of net and white lace, and an overskirt caught up at intervals with exquisite handsewn flowers. Everyone gasped.

It was the most beautiful dress Cassie had ever seen. She was still staring at it while the other girls turned to look at her.

‘So it’s only Cassie’s dress to come now,’ someone said from the back. ‘The other three have all got theirs.’

‘It should have been here last week,’ Cassie said. ‘But Grandmother’s had some trouble sewing the veil. She has bad arthritis, you see.’

Someone at the back of the group giggled as the class dispersed to discuss whose dress so far was the prettiest, and when no one was watching her, Cassie went outside and sat at the foot of the big tree the four friends had embraced that day, ashamed of the lie she had told. Ashamed of the three lies she had told. She had lied about the dress arriving, she had lied about her grandmother having trouble sewing and she had lied about Grandmother having arthritis. She lay face down in the grass and prayed as hard as she could for God to let her die.

She wanted to die even more when the next day’s mail brought no parcel for her, nor the mail the day after that. Cassie waited long after the other girls had collected their letters in the faintest of hopes that there had been some mistake. But there hadn’t.

‘Still nothing, I’m afraid, Cassie dear,’ Sister John said, seeing the child standing waiting in silence. ‘Maybe tomorrow.’

Cassie looked at the ground and said nothing, unable now even to raise a brave smile. Her First Communion was now only a matter of days away, and the possibility of her having a pretty dress to wear like the others was becoming more and more remote. She had written to her grandmother at least a dozen times, but had received no reply to any of her letters.

‘Maybe it’s gotten lost in the mail, Sister,’ Cassie said suddenly, still staring at the polished floor.

‘Why of course!’ Sister John replied. ‘That just has to be what’s happened! Things do, you know. Things quite often do.’

Cassie looked up and the nun suddenly felt ashamed when she saw the light of hope her white lie had rekindled in the child’s bright eyes.

‘And just in case it has got lost,’ Sister John added hastily, ‘we’ll say a special prayer to Saint Anthony to find it. Don’t forget now!’

The nun called out after Cassie who had turned away to walk slowly down the long corridor.

‘We’ll both pray!’

Cassie stopped and looked back at Sister John.

‘You bet,’ she said. Then she walked away and disappeared around a corner.

You bet I’ll pray, Cassie thought. I’ll pray as hard as anyone’s ever prayed. Because there was no doubt at all in her mind that prayer was her very last resort.

So for the next two days she prayed. She prayed the moment she woke up, she prayed in between classes, she prayed as she played, as she ate, as they took their afternoon walks, and she prayed until the moment she fell asleep. But as the 29th of June approached, it seemed that her prayers were not to be answered.

‘I guess I’ll just have to wear my blue dress,’ she said to Sister John, as she drew yet another blank in the morning’s mail.

‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Sister John retorted. ‘Since your dress hasn’t arrived, then we’ll just have to borrow you one. I’ll see you in white, darling, if it’s the last thing I do. Don’t you worry.’

‘I don’t know anyone with a white dress, Sister!’ Cassie exclaimed. ‘And I’m so much smaller than anyone else!’

‘We’ll come up with something,’ Sister John assured her. ‘Just wait and see. Now off you go to class. There’s the bell.’

Cassie hesitated.

‘You’ll be late for Sister Joseph,’ Sister John warned her.

But still Cassie didn’t move.

‘What is it, child? You’ll have a dress, I promise.’

‘Thank you, Sister,’ Cassie said. ‘But you see...’

‘Yes?’ Sister John prompted.

‘Well you see, Sister,’ Cassie answered, looking at the floor. ‘It just won’t be the same as having one of my own, you see.’

Cassie looked up at the nun, as bravely as she could, then turned and hurried away to class. Sister John watched her go, then hurried away herself, in the opposite direction, up the stairs to Matron’s room.

Two days later, the day before the Feast of St Peter and St Paul, the day of the First Communion, Cassie nearly fainted when she heard her name called out by Sister John for a parcel as she stood in line after breakfast. Mary-Jo squeezed her hand in delight, and Maria gave a cheer as Cassie hurried forward to collect the large box Sister John was holding up. Cassie looked at the writing on the covering paper, which was in large black block capitals. It certainly didn’t look like her grandmother’s usual careful but spidery hand, but then since it was a parcel, Cassie thought as she tore open the thick brown paper, perhaps it needed a different sort of writing. And besides, if the box she was now hurriedly pulling open contained what she hoped and prayed it would, who else but her grandmother would have sent it.

Cassie stared into the box as she folded back the tissue paper. Her prayers had been answered after all. She lifted out the dress almost reverently and held it up against her for the friends who had crowded round her to see. The group of children stood looking at the garment in silence, because Cassie’s dress had to be the most beautiful of them all. It wasn’t as ornate as Rosella’s, nor did it have the exquisite handsewn flowers Teresa’s dress had. And it was altogether much simpler than Mary-Jo’s with its antique lace overskirt. But it was made of silk. Pure, expensive, heavy silk, which shone and caught the sunlight which was filtering through the corridor window as Cassie tried the dress up against her.

Mary-Jo leant forward and stroked it, as if the dress was a living thing.

‘May I try it up against me?’ she asked Cassie. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

The other children sighed and gasped in admiration, as Mary-Jo shook out her hair and held the silk dress up against herself. Edith, one of the youngest children, fought her way to the front of the group and snatched a handful of the precious material.

‘Careful now, Edith,’ Sister John warned her. ‘That silk is – that silk must be pre-war, you know. And we don’t want any grubby little handmarks on it now, do we?’

Cassie was busy searching through the box for a letter or a note from Grandmother. But there was nothing. Just tissue paper. She looked up and found Sister John smiling at her.

‘Good for St Anthony, darling,’ the nun said, ‘wouldn’t you agree?’

Cassie nodded emphatically and grinned, too happy to be able to express it, and as she turned away to claim her dress back from Mary-Jo, she was much too excited to notice the deep yawn of exhaustion Sister John was quite visibly failing to stifle.

As Cassie walked slowly up the aisle beside Mary-Jo and behind Teresa and Rosella, she thought she had never seen anything more beautiful than the way the chapel looked that day. The flames of what must have been hundreds of candles flickered and danced, and there was such a heady scent from the banks of white flowers that it seemed to Cassie she was walking into Paradise.

As they made their slow progress up the aisle, Cassie imagined that this must be how she would feel on her wedding day, dressed in a beautiful silk dress with a white veil and a headpiece of miniature white roses, and watched by hundreds of pairs of smiling eyes. She glanced to her side and caught sight of Mrs Roebuck, who was smiling at her, while dabbing at her eyes with her handkerchief. Grandmother was sitting next to her, but was looking not at Cassie but resolutely down at her missal. Cassie then noticed with delight that Mr O’Reilly was also there, in the row behind Mrs Roebuck and her grandmother. Cassie also noticed that he seemed to be frowning rather hard at the four communicants as they passed close by him, then he looked away and stared up at the ceiling, his chin puckering oddly, and one hand grasping the back of the pew in front of him. Cassie hoped that he was all right, and wasn’t going to faint or something terrible.

The four girls then knelt at their flower-decked places, and Cassie raised her eyes to the tabernacle. She closed her eyes and prayed, thanking God for sending her this wonderful day. Then she opened her missal and turned the thin crinkly pages over with her white-gloved hands till she came to the start of the High Mass. The nuns sang Ave Verum, and Cassie carefully read the words in front of her.


I will go up to the altar of God –

To God, the giver of youth and happiness.



Suffer the little children to come unto me. Maybe, Cassie thought as she looked up at the wondrously decorated altar in front of her, maybe it wasn’t such a sinful thing to be a child after all.

After the Mass was over, the children went in search of their parents and relatives. Cassie stood on the edge of the hall trying to find her grandmother. Mrs Roebuck spotted the little figure standing in the doorway by herself and waved to her, then Gina and Maria ran over to her to collect her.

‘Wasn’t it a hoot when Rosella dropped her rosary?’ Maria laughed, taking Cassie’s hand. ‘Gina had to stick her handkerchief in her mouth!’

Cassie smiled in return, but found it difficult. She’d just been through the most important moment of her young life, and all the time Gina and Maria had been laughing. For a moment, she couldn’t help feeling hurt, and her smile masked her near-tears. Then she thought that perhaps if it hadn’t been her special day, and someone had done something funny, because it was meant to be so solemn she’d have found herself laughing too. So she smiled genuinely now, as both girls started to rearrange her veil and stroke the wonderful silk of her dress.

Then she saw her grandmother, and the smile froze on her face. Grandmother was standing talking to Sister John, but she was looking with a visible lack of affection at Cassie.

‘I’d better go and say hello to Grandmother,’ Cassie said to her friends.

‘I shouldn’t,’ sighed Gina. ‘She looks as if she’s going to eat you.’

‘I must,’ Cassie replied. ‘And I have to thank her for my dress.’

As Cassie walked away, Gina sniffed airily.

‘It’s not her grandmother Cassie should be thanking,’ she said to her sister.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Maria.

‘Don’t be silly, Maria,’ Gina replied. ‘Everyone knows that Sister John made Cassie’s dress.’

Everyone except Cassie. Sister John watched the child approaching them and turned once more to her grandmother.

‘Much the best thing, Mrs Arbuthnot,’ she reiterated, ‘not to say anything at all. You don’t want the child disappointed now. Not on this her Day of Days.’

‘You’re surely not suggesting I tell a lie, Sister?’ Grandmother replied. ‘You’re not seriously suggesting I should blacken my soul for the sake of a wretched child’s vanity?’

‘I’m suggesting no such thing, Mrs Arbuthnot,’ Sister John answered very firmly. ‘And well you know it. There’s all the difference in the world between telling the truth, telling a lie, and sometimes remaining silent.’

Cassie’s grandmother made a noise of distinct disapproval, but nonetheless did not further the argument. Which was as well, since Cassie now had reached where they stood.

‘Hello, Grandmother,’ Cassie said.

‘Hello, child,’ her grandmother replied, tugging Cassie’s perfectly straight dress even straighter. ‘And for heaven’s sake put your shoulders back. You don’t want to grow up a hunchback.’

Cassie did as she was told, even though she was standing quite straight.

‘Thank you for my lovely dress, Grandmother,’ she said. ‘Everyone said it was by far the prettiest.’

‘No doubt,’ Grandmother replied curtly. ‘But to my way of thinking a complete waste of money. Still, you can work off what it cost me in your holidays.’

‘Of course I will, Grandmother,’ Cassie agreed. ‘And honestly, it wasn’t a waste of money. I shall keep this dress for the rest of my life.’

‘Of course you shall, Cassie,’ Sister John said quickly, pre-empting any further remark from Cassie’s grandmother. ‘And please God who knows your own little daughter may one day take her own First Communion wearing the very same dress. Now off you go with your friends and have a good time.’

Sister John turned Cassie away and steered her off in the direction of Mary-Jo, Teresa, and Rosella, who were all having their photographs taken by Mr O’Reilly, who seemed quite to have recovered his old cheerful self.

Sister John turned back to Cassie’s grandmother and gave her a very old-fashioned look.

‘All I can say to you, Mrs Arbuthnot,’ she said grimly, ‘is if you intend to make young Cassie work off what we were going to charge you for making her little dress, then it would be a better thing were we not to charge you for it at all.’

Grandmother smiled to herself. That sort of arrangement would suit her perfectly.

‘However,’ Sister John continued. ‘In these instances, rather than adding a small sum to the termly account, what is usually done is for the parent or guardian to make a contribution to St Anthony, for helping to find a solution to the problem.’

‘That’s as maybe,’ Cassie’s grandmother replied with a sniff.

‘Indeed it is not,’ Sister John replied. ‘That’s a fact. Perhaps you’d like me to include notice of your kind donation in the announcements I am just about to make. Shall we say twenty dollars?’

After the First Communion breakfast, Cassie and her grandmother were invited back to Mrs Roebuck’s for a party. Cassie was seated at the head of the kitchen table, next to Gina on one side and Maria on the other. She had never felt so special, nor so happy, despite her grandmother’s constant disapproving frowns and sighs.

‘You really shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble, Mirabelle Ann,’ Grandmother said repeatedly through the lunch. ‘It really doesn’t merit it.’

But no one paid her the slightest heed, as they were far too busy laughing and talking, and cracking the shells of their prawns, or watching Mrs Roebuck carefully slicing the juicy pink beef.

The pièce de résistance was one of Mrs Roebuck’s famous home-baked cakes, which everyone welcomed with delight. Everyone except Grandmother.

‘None for Cassie,’ she sniffed. ‘That will be far too rich for her delicate constitution.’

‘Oh what nonsense you talk, Gloria!’ declared Mrs Roebuck. ‘This is Dolce Alla Piemontese, and it’s always been eaten by everyone in our family at First Communions. Everyone.’

And with that Mrs Roebuck cut an extra large slice for Cassie and served it to her with a grin. Cassie returned the grin happily. No one was taking the slightest notice of her grandmother, so for once she decided that she needn’t either.

They ate the cake with long-handled spoons, which were designed, Mrs Roebuck explained, specially for eating soft puddings. The sponge inside was as soft as the meringue outside, and the home-made vanilla ice cream sandwiched in between just melted in the mouth.

Afterwards, while the coffee was brewing, and the men left the table to go outside in the yard to smoke cigarettes, Mrs Roebuck handed Cassie a pretty little white-painted basket with a bow on it.

‘Almonds,’ she told her. ‘For luck.’

The basket was full of little packs of sugared almonds tied into heart shapes. Gina and Maria jumped to their feet and helped Cassie hand them round to everyone, including the men who stood outside smoking. The men took the packets politely and thankfully, then left them on the wall while they continued smoking. Then after they had distributed the almonds, and while the womenfolk were taking their coffee, the three little girls went upstairs to Gina’s room where they stood and watched as Gina sat in front of the mirror and brushed her hair into different styles.

‘Thank you for my present,’ Cassie said to them both, as she fingered the silver medal and chain Gina and Maria had given her. ‘It’s the nicest present I’ve ever ever had.’

‘It’s real silver,’ said Gina.

‘I know,’ said Cassie, turning the medal round and looking at the marks.

‘It was very expensive,’ Maria added.

‘I’ll bet,’ Cassie agreed.

Gina picked up Cassie’s veil and headpiece of flowers and tried it on. Cassie and Maria stared at her mirrored image in awful silence. Gina was beautiful. But under a crown of tiny white roses and behind a pure white veil she looked like an angel.

‘What did your grandmother give you?’ Gina asked idly. ‘Nothing, I bet.’

‘No, she did give me something,’ Cassie replied. ‘She gave me a holy picture.’

Both the sisters turned and looked at her curiously.

‘A proper holy picture?’ Gina asked. ‘In a frame? A painting?’

‘No,’ said Cassie, looking at the floor. ‘Just a holy picture. You know.’

Gina and Maria looked at each other wide eyed, then giggled.

‘Just a holy picture?’ Gina repeated. ‘Is that all?’

‘I don’t think she has very much money,’ Cassie shrugged, all the same wondering why she felt the need to defend her grandmother.

‘Sure,’ Gina said, turning back to look at herself in the mirror. ‘But she’s always going to the beauty parlour. Least that’s what our grandma says.’

‘Yes,’ Cassie agreed. ‘But she has to go to the beauty parlour because it gets her out of the house.’

‘I’d just say,’ Gina said, with a look at her sister, ‘that she has to go to the beauty parlour.’

Maria and Gina then collapsed in another fit of giggles, while Cassie, to cover her embarrassment, picked up her headpiece of roses and carefully readjusted the tiny flowers. She knew that it would soon be all round the school that her grandmother had only given her a paper holy picture on her Day of Days, and that all the girls would either laugh about it, or worse, feel sorry for her. Cassie just hated people feeling sorry for her.

‘She’s probably going to give me something else,’ she added without much conviction. ‘I think.’

And then she lay back and worried in case that was a sin, and if so would it cancel out any of her hard-earned silver stars, or leave a mark on the clear bright yellow of her crayoned soul?

Soon it was time to return to school, and the girls got ready to leave in Mrs Roebuck’s car. When they came downstairs, Cassie’s grandmother was still there, half asleep in an armchair, while the other women were clearing up around her. Cassie tiptoed past her, and hoped she wouldn’t wake. No such luck. Just as Cassie reached the door she heard her grandmother call out behind her.

‘Going without saying goodbye, child?’ she asked.

‘No, Grandmother,’ Cassie dutifully replied. ‘Goodbye, Grandmother.’

She stood looking back at her grandmother from the door.

‘Haven’t you forgotten something else?’ Grandmother enquired.

Cassie frowned very hard.

‘I don’t think so, Grandmother,’ she answered.

‘You haven’t said thank you for your present,’ Grandmother informed her.

‘Yes, I have,’ Cassie protested.

‘Not so as I can remember,’ Grandmother persisted. ‘Well?’

‘Thank you for my present, Grandmother.’

‘I should think so too, child. I don’t know what children are coming to.’

Then she folded her arms again, settled back in the armchair and closed her eyes. Mrs Roebuck looked at her hopelessly and then took Cassie by the hand.

‘Did anyone tell you how pretty you looked today, young lady?’ she whispered to her as she bent down to re-do the sash on Cassie’s dress. ‘You looked a picture.’

Cassie sat in the middle of the back seat between Gina and Maria and all the way back to the convent they sang a song Gina and Maria had learned from the radio. Mrs Roebuck laughed and tapped her hands in time on the steering wheel, then made them sing it over and over again until she too had learned the song.

Cassie sang and sang until she was nearly hoarse. And while she sang she had her hand in the pocket of her dress. In her hand was her grandmother’s gift of a holy picture; and as they turned into the drive of the convent, Cassie screwed the picture up as tightly as she could and, without anyone noticing, stuffed it down the back of the seat. It had been the happiest day of her life by far. Despite Grandmother.
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