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For Lesley


Five interesting things about Anne Dunlop:

1. I helped with the sheep farming in Ireland when I was growing up. Nowadays I prefer my lamb served in a stew, with mint sauce.

2. In a karate competition I once fought the coach of the British team. He punched me on the nose; I kicked him in the head. I won a full point off him and a big hug afterwards.

3. I can say ‘Tea or coffee?’ in a dozen languages. I’m also pretty fluent in ‘Chicken or fish?’ and ‘Please fasten your seat belt.’

4. In Africa I learned that shining a torch into the eyes of a lion will make it run away. I have never had an opportunity to try this.

5. I am a huge fan of the cloak-like black abaya worn by women in the Middle East. I wear one whenever I can, with my pyjamas under it, on the school run.


Prologue

Sarah Gordon lived in the shadow of four up front, funny, cynical sisters who were perfectly wonderful at everything. When she was growing up, Sarah spent a ridiculous amount of time comparing herself unfavourably to Laura, Helen, Daisy and Jennifer.

‘I wish I had Laura’s confidence,’ ‘I wish I had Helen’s charisma,’ ‘I wish I had brains like Daisy,’ ‘I wish I could ride like Jennifer.’

Sarah’s sisters couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. They said, ‘We wish we were tall, slender and blonde, with a flawless complexion and big breasts and boys queueing up to ask us out!’

Sarah was stricken. ‘Is that really all I’ve got going for me? A pretty face? Blond hair? Big tits?’

Of course Mummy didn’t understand. She said, ‘Darling Sarah, what more could any girl ask for?’

Daddy didn’t understand either. He said, ‘Blondes have more fun. Gentlemen prefer blondes. Wasn’t your mother a blonde when I married her?’

Even her sisters tried to help. ‘All the boys fancy you!’

But Sarah couldn’t enjoy it. Self-conscious and shy, she hid herself away in the kitchen, with her generous breasts safely enveloped in an apron, her blond hair pulled back off her face and her back to the world, up to her elbows in the sink as she washed the dishes. Soon a pattern was established. When Mummy had a Tupperwear party or the clergyman visited, Sarah’s sisters crowded in, mad for the chat, while Sarah hid in the kitchen and made everyone cups of tea.

The Gordons lived at Derryrose, a rambling old farm in rural South Derry, bordered on one side by mountains, with a freshwater lake in the distance, and Derryrose village less than a mile away. The view from the upstairs windows was of green fields and purple heather, a silver lake and sometimes blue sky. The farm had been in the family forever, but this was the first generation to have no son to inherit, so all five daughters helped out with the farming to a greater or lesser degree. Daisy, in particular, loved country life, but Sarah preferred to remain indoors. She helped Mummy with the housework and kept her grandmother company; Gran Gran read romantic novels to her about blushing virgins and handsome princes and the final chapter was always a wedding scene . . .

When she got older, Sarah’s favourite hobby was flicking through bridal magazines and cutting out pictures of fairytale frocks, trimmed with diamonds and pearls, crowned with a tiara and framed with an acre of floating veil. She stuck them into a scrapbook with photographs of extravagant bouquets, elegant wedding cakes, satin shoes and ornate engagement rings.

‘You’ve no photos of the husband!’ said her lusty sisters, for when they thought of marriage they immediately thought of sex.

‘I’ve not yet met my handsome prince,’ said Sarah and her pretty, unkissed lips trembled.

‘Our Sarah’s a very impractical girl,’ said Laura, Helen, Daisy and Jennifer. ‘Her head’s in the clouds, she’s out of touch with reality, she’s a daydream believer. Unless Prince Charming rides up on a white horse, wearing his crown, there’ll never be a man good enough to take her.’

‘Sometimes I don’t think I belong to this family,’ Sarah told her mother.

‘I know you’ll not thank me for saying it, but you’re the picture of me when I was your age,’ Mummy replied.

Sarah met Ian Flemming at a church party when she was sixteen and every Friday night, regular as clockwork, Ian came courting. Sometimes he brought Mummy a bar of chocolate, and she flirted with him while Sarah stood patiently waiting, dressed up in her very best outfit, with her legs shaved and her teeth brushed and her make-up immaculate; she looked a bit like a doll.

‘Your mother is a lovely woman,’ said Ian. He’d take her to the seaside for ice cream or to the Chinese restaurant for sweet and sour pork, and when he left her home he didn’t stop his car in a pool of dark shadow in the farmyard. He never licked his lips and whispered, ‘Make a bad boy out of me.’ Instead, on her eighteenth birthday, he asked her to marry him.

‘Why are you getting married so young?’ asked her sisters when Sarah modestly showed them a diamond as big as the Ritz. They’d only just escaped from the wetlands and gone to live among the bright city lights, to university in Dublin. Sarah didn’t have their sense of adventure.

‘Oh, we’re not getting married until I finish my teacher training, and we can afford to buy a fridge and a washing machine and a dishwasher,’ she told them.

‘And his ’n’ her matching pyjamas?’ they sneered.

But Sarah was blissfully content. She stopped going out with trainee teachers. She told them: ‘Ian wouldn’t like it.’ Instead, she stayed in her room in the halls of residence, dreaming innocent dreams of a brand-new house in the town where Ian would do the gardening and she would keep her double-glazed windows spotless. They would have endless supplies of hot water and a daughter called Rosemary and dainty lace curtains so the neighbours couldn’t see in.

Sarah’s sisters came home at the weekend from Dublin with love bites and hangovers and broken romances. They discussed in exhaustive detail their experiences of shifting and sex.

Helen especially had an abundance of boyfriends, and always a story to tell: ‘So there we were on his bicycle, I was sitting on the crossbar, and his hand was groping around inside my bra as we freewheeled down the hill from the college. “I can’t find your breasts,” he said. “Your hands are so cold you’ve shrunk them,” I told him.’

Screeches of unladylike laughter ricocheted throughout the farmhouse.

‘You girls are disgusting!’ said Sarah as she polished her lovely diamond and thought beautiful thoughts about Ian who hoovered out his Twin Cam Corolla every Friday night before he came courting.

Helen said, ‘Ah, but then it started to snow. I could feel snowflakes on my eyes and in my mouth when he kissed me . . . we lay under the tree in the garden – it forms almost a canopy even in winter. I could feel snowflakes melting on my naked skin, and everything around us was still and silent under the blanket of snow . . .’

‘Which boyfriend was that?’ asked Sarah, for Helen changed her boyfriends as often as she changed her socks.

‘Oh, he’s not a boyfriend! He’s just a frog who offered to hand rear my breasts.’ Helen replied. ‘I’m a lucky lucky girl to have met my handsome prince without ever having to kiss a frog!’ Sarah said with solemn piety.

Every weekend her sisters threw their jeans and boots and student jumpers to one side. They bathed in perfumed water and exfoliated with porridge oats. They made face packs with mashed up cucumber and squeezed lemon juice into their fair hair to encourage natural highlights. They plucked eyebrows and painted fingernails and wriggled into tight, provocative frocks and went ‘on the pull’ to the local disco.

‘The competition is fierce. It’s a cattle market out there,’ they said, but they weren’t complaining.

‘Come with us, Sarah!’ they said, but, of course, she wouldn’t go. On Saturday night she went to bed early, to look fresh and feel well rested for church on Sunday. She always sat in a pew at the front and smiled shyly at Ian who’d be singing his heart out in the choir to impress her. ‘Ian wouldn’t like it,’ she said.

Kind Helen said, ‘I know you think we’re shallow, and you’re absolutely right, we are shallow! But these are the best years of our lives, the freedom years between school and marriage, and you are wearing a handbrake called “Ian’s engagement ring”. I hope he’s worth it.’

Sarah’s life changed for ever when philandering Helen fell in love, irrevocably. He was a young man from her university, his name was Richard Knight, and officially they were just good friends. Sarah met him only once, on a Christmas shopping trip to Dublin. He called with another friend, Elisabeth; they were going, all three, to the theatre. He was just like every other young man who came calling, looking for Helen, except it was impossible to ignore the vibration between them. They couldn’t stop touching each other – tiny subtle touches; they didn’t even realise they were doing it. Toes and elbows touching, she brushed invisible dust from his shoulder; he stroked a strand of hair from her cheek. She looked as if recently she’d been covered in passionate kisses.

Sarah was frankly bewildered. She whispered, ‘Your eyes are shining like stars and he isn’t even your boyfriend!’

Helen couldn’t care less. ‘I’ve been hit by a thunderbolt! When we’re together it’s like his body is talking to my body. And my body answers . . .’

All the way home to Derryrose Sarah tried to imagine Ian’s body talking to her body, and her body answering. She couldn’t think of a thing their bodies might say to each other.

Mummy said, ‘Of course it’s all right to sleep with the man you’re engaged to! I strongly recommend it! After you’re married you’re going to have to sleep with him every night for the rest of your life. So much less hassle to find out now whether or not you’re suited. Look at my friend Ruth Paisley. She thought Johnny was just shy till she married him. Then she realised the only thing that turned Johnny on were pipe band competitions. What was she supposed to do? Dress up in a kilt every night and blow into his bagpipes?’

Mummy went with Sarah to old Dr Hennessey for her first prescription of contraceptive pills, which she swallowed carefully and conscientiously for the recommended full three months before she brought up the subject of sexual intercourse with Ian.

Ian said, ‘Your mother is a lovely woman. If your mother says it’s all right . . .’ And he’d rubbed himself, clumsy and excited, against her.

Sarah still shuddered when she thought about those first unhappy attempts at lovemaking. Ian had stayed over at the halls of residence in the teacher training college. She’d got him a special pass. He’d brought roses and chocolates and worn his best boxer shorts; she had scented candles and a bottle of baby oil, though she wasn’t sure what to do with it.

They both wanted so much for the first time to be perfect. Instead, it was painful and messy and embarrassing. And it was so uncomfortable squashed underneath him.

‘Couldn’t you have told him to shift his weight off you?’ said Helen when Sarah tentatively confided that all was not well in the bedroom department. The anxiety had brought her out in a rash; she wondered if maybe she was allergic to Ian. ‘Or maybe you could get on top of him?’

Sarah said, with desperation, ‘But I’ve unblocked toilets with more enjoyable prodding and poking!’

Helen shrugged. ‘All right, so he’s crap in bed, there’s a lot of it around. There’s no need to dwell on it. Why don’t you get that book The Joy of Sex and learn together what buttons to push, how to relax, how to come?’

‘I wish I could,’ said Sarah sadly but already she’d lost all her sexual confidence and the thought of trying again with Ian and a book of illustrated diagrams gave her a seasick feeling. Her disappointment was crushing. She broke off her engagement.

It was decision she never regretted; not even when Richard proposed to Elisabeth and broke Helen’s heart in a hundred pieces; not even when Ian found a very fine replacement and got married with indecent haste.

Sarah firmly believed there were worse things in life than living at home with a box full of wedding memorabilia stuffed into the back of her wardrobe.
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Daisy Gordon and Johnboy Jackson were neighbours in the Irish sense of the meaning; their farms shared a boundary hedge. But they didn’t fall in love until Daisy borrowed Johnboy’s drilling machine when she was starting her PhD in organic potato farming. She told him, ‘It’s for my field trials. I’m going to have drills of organic potatoes randomly scattered all over the farm.’

‘But how can you protect organic potatoes from blight unless you spray them with chemicals?’ he asked her. Blight was the curse of Irish potato farming: it was airborne and uncontrollable; once it attacked the potatoes they became mushy, black and inedible.

Daisy said, ‘Oh, I’m not focusing on blight! I’m more concerned with integrated plant management. I’m going to be matching the variety of potato to the soil type, and taking into consideration sunlight levels and fertilisation.’

Johnboy scoffed, ‘I’ve never heard of anything so mad. I’ll have to come and see for myself.’

One thing led to another and the next they knew, Johnboy was presenting himself in Derryrose’s parlour, scrubbed and blushing, with his sister Alexandra at his elbow for moral support, to formally ask Daisy’s permission to court her.

Now they were getting married and their engagement announcement was splashed across every farming supplement in every national newspaper. Their wedding photograph was booked for the cover of Agriculture Ireland. This was the ‘Wedding of the Year’. Daisy Gordon from Derryrose marries Johnboy Jackson of Muff; an alliance by marriage of the two biggest farms in South Derry. Johnboy’s mother could hardly sleep with the excitement. Daisy was formally invited to Muff to discuss the wedding arrangements.

‘I wish you were coming with me, Sarah! I feel so much braver when I’m with you!’ Daisy stared at her anxious reflection in the cloudy old mirror above the tiled fireplace. She was plump and pretty, the picture of health, with luminous skin and sparkling eyes; she was also a bag of nerves. All morning since she’d come in from the milking she’d been soaking in perfumed bath water and scrubbing at her hard-working hands with a Brillo pad and bleach. Now she was brushing her thick, bouncing hair and taking deep, calming breaths. She was trying to think only beautiful thoughts. She so desperately wanted the wedding-plans lunch to go smoothly and for everyone to be friends.

Again she said, ‘I wish you were coming with me, Sarah! I know you could explain what sort of wedding I want so much better than I could myself!’

Sarah was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, her hair pulled back with a scarf. She’d been out for a walk to pull lilac from the hedges around Derryrose; it was a gift for Mrs Jackson. She said, ‘But you know exactly what you want! You don’t need me to speak for you.’

Daisy’s voice was querulous. ‘And you know what Mrs Jackson is like – she’s very, very scary! When she was my teacher at Derryrose Primary School she shouted so much, and whacked me so often, for the most trivial of misdemeanours. I still break into a sweat at the sound of her commanding voice . . .’

Sarah wrapped the lilac in damp newspaper. She handed the bunch to Daisy. ‘Johnboy won’t allow her to bully you,’ she said, ‘and isn’t Mummy going?’

Daisy was impatient. ‘Yes, of course Mummy’s coming. She has to come. She’s the mother of bride. But you know Mrs Jackson makes no secret of the fact she thinks Mummy is light in the head! Oh, I wish you were coming! Mrs Jackson likes you. She’s always saying, “I saw Sarah at church on Sunday. She was wearing the loveliest trouser suit . . .”’

Sarah was very gentle. She said, ‘I can’t come with you. I haven’t been invited.’

Honk! Honk! Mummy’s old wreck of a car pulled up in a skid of gravel. She had to keep revving and honking or the car would splutter and die. Then they’d be late for the lunch and Mrs Jackson would be sniffy.

Daisy said, ‘There’s Mummy! Time to go! “Once more unto the breach . . .” Do you think I look sluttish in lipstick? Do you think I’m too fat for this frock?’

Sarah said firmly, ‘You look lovely, but you’re very nervous . . .’

Daisy waved to her mother from the bedroom window, then grabbed her cardigan and was gone, down the narrow back stairs, at breakneck speed.

‘Good luck!’ shouted Sarah, adding, more quietly, ‘You’re going to need it.’

Sarah lifted Daisy’s wet towel and threw it over the banisters down into the tiled hall below. She tidied the sticks of Daisy’s make-up into a wicker basket. She arranged Daisy’s shoes in pairs in the bottom of the old-fashioned wardrobe and carefully hung up the outfits Daisy had tried on and discarded before deciding to wear her wrap-over dress.

‘Untidy slut!’ she said with affection.

She’d shared a bedroom with Daisy for years, since Gran Gran’s sister, Great-aunt Maisie, had come seeking sanctuary at Derryrose after burning down her own house. The first few weeks had been volatile. Sarah would scream, ‘Pick your dirty knickers up off the bedroom floor’, and Daisy would shrilly answer her, ‘Pick them up yourself!’ Things had got so inflamed a line was drawn in chalk along the floorboards to divide the room in two and rolled-up towels were put down the middle of the double bed. Sarah would brush and dust only her side of the room and smooth out only her side of the sheets in the morning.

Meanwhile, on Daisy’s side, dust and detritus accumulated: half-drunk cups of coffee, half-eaten pieces of toast, mouldy apple cores. Daisy was shameless. She said, ‘If it doesn’t bother me, why should it bother you?’

Mummy had tolerated their adolescent posturing much longer than most mothers would – she’d called it ‘artistic expression’ until the morning she went into the bedroom to open the window and a mouse popped its head out from under Daisy’s pillow. Then she’d freaked out and insisted one of her daughters move out of the bedroom and share with Jennifer.

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ said Sarah, for Jennifer was the smash-and-grab sister – there was one in every family – she liked to pick fights and steal clothes and she never, ever cleaned up after herself.

‘Better the devil you know,’ Daisy had agreed and so, with great determination and positive thinking on both sides, she and Sarah had managed for years to share the bedroom without any more unladylike, unkind slagging each other off. The fact they still shared a bedroom even though they were now the only two living in the farmhouse said more about Daisy and Sarah than it did about the size of the house they were living in.

Sarah ate a solitary lunch of soft-poached eggs and a salad. She read through Monday’s lesson plan. This was her first year teaching in Derryrose Primary School and they’d told her at her teacher training college the first year would be the most challenging while she found her feet and learned for herself the dark arts of primary school teaching. Always be prepared, they’d told her. Always have a back-up strategy. Always have your lesson plan learned . . .

Once she had her lesson plan learned, Sarah kept busy all afternoon scrubbing and polishing at Derryrose even though the ramshackle farmhouse sat up a long lane, surrounded by green fields and only the postman called on a regular basis. She washed the windows inside and out and wiped the sills with a damp cloth. She vigorously chopped at firewood with an axe, loaded it into a wheelbarrow, wheeled it to the scullery door and carried it into the kitchen to feed the Aga. She hoovered out the inside of her car. She organised fridge magnets alphabetically and baked a chocolate cake.

She waited with expectant dread for Daisy to return from the wedding-plans lunch. She hoped Daisy wouldn’t return in tears for everyone knew Mrs Jackson was a militant traditionalist who would insist the happy couple have a big splash of a formal white wedding. Everyone also knew she was an overbearing battleaxe who, when crossed, had been known to bellow: ‘Don’t you know who you’re talking to?’

It wouldn’t be the first time Sarah’s shoulder had been cried on since Johnboy came courting with a dozen duck eggs.

Derryrose farmhouse was sparkling and Sarah was icing the chocolate cake when Daisy burst into the kitchen and dramatically announced: ‘Mrs Jackson wants lilies and Pachelbel’s Canon played slowly as I glide up the aisle – imagine me gliding! I’ll have to practise!’

Sarah wiped her hands on her apron. She said, ‘But that sounds more like a funeral than a wedding. And not to your taste at all! Could you not have said “No, Mrs Jackson”?’

Daisy shook her head sadly. She didn’t do confrontation. She couldn’t say ‘boo’ to a goose. ‘I don’t really care. I don’t have strong feelings about it. My wedding day is only one day in the rest of my life with Johnboy and I’d rather not fight with his mother.’

She buttered herself a large piece of soda bread and stuffed the whole thing into her mouth.

Sarah said, ‘I thought you were going to tell her you wanted an informal country wedding with a bouquet of flowers pulled out of the hedge, and a ceilidh in the hay barn afterwards . . .’

Daisy said, ‘I tried to tell her but she held up her hand like a policewoman directing traffic and said in her commanding voice, “Just a moment please. There will be time for you to speak later. First, I think I ought to tell you I’m expecting great things at this wedding. It is the Wedding of the Year, after all, and it’s going to be splashed across all the newspapers. It might even be televised for Good Evening, Ireland!”’

‘Good Evening, Ireland – are you serious?’

Daisy began to foam at the mouth. Her voice had an edge of hysteria. She said, ‘I don’t like to say bad things about my prospective mother-in-law, but the woman has delusions of grandeur! Good Evening, Ireland – have you ever heard worse? Can you imagine Johnboy and me on the television? I would die of fright!’

Sarah was very soothing. She said in the softest of voices, ‘What an exhausting lunch party! I think you need a little lie down! Go up to bed and have a sleep. I’ll bring you a cup of tea before you go out to the milking . . .’
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