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To my mother and father.



Prologue


30 October 2004

I am sitting in a hearse. Outside the rolled-up windows, the streets of Galway glide by – people walking on the paths, getting on with their own lives, cars going to and from places like any other day – but inside the hearse, it’s completely silent and everything is different. The funeral director quietly concentrates on his driving and my mother, who is in the coffin in the back, obviously isn’t saying a word. Although I wish to fuck she would.

We’re making the journey from Galway Regional Hospital, where my mother passed away a few hours ago, to my parents’ home in Claregalway, ten miles away. When her father died, Mammy had this big thing about him being left in the hospital mortuary on his own overnight. But everyone said to her: ‘He’s dead, he doesn’t know any different,’ so she just gave in. When she died, I asked my father if he would like Mam to come home for her wake. We asked the priest and he said he didn’t think it would be a problem.

And so I find myself riding out with her, in this big black hearse. It might be silent here, but inside me, there is a storm in full swing. I am fucking livid: so angry, that bitter tears – not tears of sorrow – prick my eyes. I’m raging with my mother for dying, with my husband for betraying me, but mostly with myself for driving him to it, for trying to escape the truth with drugs again, and for being so scared to strike out on my own that I continued to stay with him, despite what he did.

My life has been falling apart, but I’ve been giving everyone the impression that everything is just great. I’m the recovered alcoholic with the perfect marriage to a man who has loved her enough to stay with her and her children through the terrible times. He’s the long-suffering hero who has found his happy-ever-after with the love of his life and, now that she’s sober, with a much-publicised dream wedding. Except that it’s all a sham, and I’m the one keeping the dream – or the lie – alive.

With my composure intact, inside I’m screaming at my mother in the back of the car: ‘You did fuck all for me when you were alive, so now that you’re dead, you better fucking help me. Do something! Anything!’

But still the hearse rolls on, the engine like a whisper, the driver staring forward, mouth shut.

In the months leading up to this moment, I literally haven’t stopped. My mother’s illness; the problems in my marriage; my career; the preparations for my oldest daughter Aoife’s wedding: my every waking hour has been filled. So, finding myself quietly being driven across Galway, with my mother peacefully at rest behind me, is allowing me to really think for the first time in ages, and, as my anger dies down, I begin to realise that I am being given a chance. I am making this journey with my mother for a reason.

She and I always had a difficult relationship. I was pretty much the bane of her life when I was younger, causing her no end of grief. But there were reasons for the way I was, things I held her and my father responsible for.

Sometimes as a child, I would plot her murder. The first chance I got, I ran away from home and never came back, not even contacting her to tell her where I was. I told her my deepest, darkest secret – the truth of what happened to me when I was a child – and she told me to shut up, that she didn’t believe me. Yet I had found a way in later years to come to terms with her, with us, and before she died, I got to a place where I could tell her I loved her, and feel that love, not just say the words.

Now it was just the two of us together, every word that was said between us had passed and was in the past. And suddenly I knew what I had to do. I could go on holding my mother responsible for the mess I had made of my life forever. I could go on holding responsible everyone else who had hurt me too: my father, my grandfather, my uncles, the men I loved. I could go on feeling guilty for not being a good daughter, for not being a good wife, for not being a good mother, and bury myself in that guilt. I could hold on to the shame, the pain and the anger that had gripped me when I was just a tiny little girl and never, ever went away, and I could try at the same time to shield myself from that guilt, shame, pain and anger by getting drunk, or getting high and losing control.

Or I could just let go.

I begged my mother for help as we rode home in that hearse, and this was her answer: to just let go. The only way I could take myself back into my own hands, the only way I could gain control of my own life after a lifetime out of control, was by letting go.

It sounded so simple, after so many years of searching for answers and for ways to escape. But it wasn’t simple at all. In fact, it would turn out to be the hardest thing I had ever had to do. Life had handed me my fair share of horrible shite to deal with, a lot of major ups and terrible downs but, as they say, the bloody worst was yet to come.
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‘Two Little Orphans’

In an article my mother wrote for the Sunday Tribune in 1987, she remembers me as: ‘a very happy baby, who did all the usual things babies do’, but inside the family, the story is a bit less rose-tinted. I may have been the first-born to Peggy and Peter Doherty, but there was a miscarriage before me, which took a lot out of my mother. She was so worried, and superstitious, while she was pregnant with me that she refused to let my father buy a cot or a pram, and would not knit baby clothes herself because, in her own words, she ‘didn’t dare count her chickens before they were hatched’.

I was born at 6.30 p.m. on 5 May 1956, in a bed in my grandmother’s house at 12 Ashe Road, on the Shantalla estate in the city of Galway: a place that would later become the centre of my life.

As no crib had been bought for me, I spent most of the first two days of my life in a dressing table drawer, balanced on two chairs beside my parents’ bed. Mammy had her precious little baby girl at last, and everything must have seemed perfect, just the way she liked things to be. But then I started crying. And crying, and crying. My mother couldn’t cope with it.

One night, I was bawling my eyes out and she got my father to cycle up to the doctor’s. Mammy was at her wits’ end. The doctor – Dr Powell was his name – told them to give me a teaspoon of brandy to calm me down. I don’t know if it worked, but it’s no wonder I turned out a bloody alcoholic, because after that, I was getting a spoonful of brandy every time I opened my mouth to squawk.

Another sure thing that used to work with my crying fits, I’m told, was shoving my pram under the radio on the shelf in the kitchen: the singing would shut me up.

Like most people, my memories of the early years of my life are a hazy jumble of sights and smells, so I have to rely on my mother’s recollections, which, as I have mentioned, tended to border on the perfection she was keen to project to the outer world.

Peggy and Peter thought their little Mary did everything – like smiling, sitting up and getting her first tooth – better and earlier than other babies.

I took my first steps on the day my sister Angela was born, five days before my first birthday. When Ma asked my Da if he was disappointed that the second child wasn’t a boy, his answer was reportedly: ‘If they’re all like Mary, I don’t mind if we have a dozen girls.’

It’s a pity he didn’t stay in that frame of mind. My father was great with babies, but as soon as we got older and started to have minds of our own, he wasn’t so easy to please.

When I look back on it, I understand that both my parents were products of their time: of a deprived world, an Ireland where life was harsh and unforgiving and people had to struggle against all sorts of odds to make decent lives for themselves. Right and wrong, good and bad, sin and sanctity: all these were as clearly drawn as black and white, with no grey in between. Sexuality and secrets were shoved under the carpet, never to see the proper light of day again.

My father was born and grew up in a house on the edge of a big farm in Burt, County Donegal, near the border. His father worked for the farmer who owned the land, a trade my father was expected to follow too. So, when he was just sixteen years old, he was sent to work on a farm in Omagh.

Listening to his stories of that time, I still find it all hard to believe. He was far away from his family, sleeping on a pile of straw in a barn, with just a threadbare blanket to cover him and rats running about the place at night. He got tea and bread four times a day, and if he was lucky, dinner on a Sunday. Every day of the week there were long, long hours of working the land and tend to the pigs and cattle. The experience certainly toughened him up, though: enough for him to walk away from that life.

Three years later, my father left Omagh for Galway to join the Irish army. It was a huge journey, a new beginning, and he would never fully return to life in Donegal.

He met my mother, Peggy Cooke, at a football match in Galway. Later they met again at a dance. She was wearing a blue dress she had made herself. I know this because three years ago, on the second anniversary of her death, Daddy gave me a photograph of her that had been taken at that dance. It’s a black-and-white picture of her, looking as pretty as she was in real life, but my father has had her dress hand-tinted in blue. It’s weird-looking, but beautiful. That’s how he remembers her, or how he likes to remember her. She never had any faults as far as he’s concerned.

I’m not sure what he thought of his own mother, whether he believed she had any faults herself. I know he resented being taken out of school, not having a proper education, and he was always adamant that his own children would be educated. He felt that he would hav progressed more in the army if he had completed his leaving cert.

I know that when my father was an adult, it emerged that his family was not all it seemed: some of his sisters and brothers were actually his half-siblings, and cousins. My grandmother, Maggie, moved in with my grandfather to help rear his five children after his wife, who was also her sister, died young. In time they married and went on to have four children of their own. Later, she also reared one of her own grandchildren as her own.

The father I knew couldn’t have been further away from that poor little boy who once slept on straw in a rat-infested shed on an Omagh farm. With his jet-black hair, brown eyes and his incredibly handsome face, in his uniform he looked like a glamorous, dashing film star. To me, he was whoever the equivalent of George Clooney was back in those days: Cary Grant, maybe. I think he was the only soldier on our road in the suburb of Mervue.

My mother remembered me as a timid child, which, considering the way I turned out, is a bit hard to believe. ‘When we’d have to visit the doctor, how pale and frightened Mary would get,’ she wrote. ‘She was terrified of injections and would want to cross the road if we passed a clinic where she had had her shots against polio and her three-in-one.’

She also remembers me as ‘loving pretty dresses’, which is something my mother instilled into her little girls from the start. She was always making clothes. From the outset, myself and Angela were like twins, dressed up to the nines in matching outfits: hers usually pink, mine blue. I used to think mine were blue because the baby my mother miscarried before I was born was a boy. I was supposed to be a boy: that’s what I believed, anyway.

Mammy would be very proud when people remarked that we were always beautifully dressed. The clothes she made for us all through the years we were growing up were absolutely amazing. I think that as life became more and more unmanageable for her, this was her way of controlling things, her way of keeping up appearances. We were very alike in that way. Much later, when my own life became unmanageable, I found other ways of controlling things, other ways of keeping up appearances – or at least trying to. It’s a pity I didn’t turn to dressmaking myself.

As small children, Angela and I would sit and watch Mammy make our dresses. She would be singing away as she sewed. She used to sing all the time: she was mad about music, and loved Pat Boone and Guy Mitchell and Cliff Richard. She had all their singles and their albums, and she would listen to those records a lot as we were growing up.

Both her and my father were huge fans of Bridie Gallagher – ‘The Girl from Donegal’ – who had a hit in 1958 with a song called, ‘Two Little Orphans’. My mother taught us this song word for word, and one of my earliest memories is of Angela and myself standing on a table in Renmore barracks, singing it for everyone. This was at one of the annual Christmas parties which were given for the children of soldiers. Our red hair had been ringlet-curled in rags the night before, and I was wearing a blue dress with a big white collar, tied in the middle with two little buttons shaped like birds, and black shoes. Angela was wearing a matching dress in red. After singing, I remember being so excited that I was almost hysterical. Of course, the fact that we had gorged ourselves on sweets and red lemonade might have helped with the rush.

I didn’t sing on a stage again until I was twenty-eight. When I had my first ever gig in Belfast, Bridie Gallagher sent me flowers. She said she had seen me on television, on Gerry Kelly’s show, and liked me. When I called my father and told him, he nearly keeled over with excitement.

For those first few years, we lived in Mervue: myself, Mammy, Daddy and Angela. I don’t remember much about the house, except that it had polished pink-and-lavender lino tiles in the hall, on which we used to fly up and down in our socks.

Every single Friday, my father would bring us home a chocolate bar. I can’t remember the name of the bar, but it was divided into coloured sections, with pink, orange and lemony stuff inside.

He and my mother didn’t drink. On Tuesday nights, a girl from across the road called Mary Crow would come to babysit, and they would go out to the pictures and to Lydon’s on Shop Street for tea and cake afterwards. Mary Crow’s claim to fame was that she worked in the Royal Tara china factory. She once made a baby cup and saucer there for Angela and me.

When I was about three years old, Mammy became very ill with suspected TB. She was sent to the fever hospital, where she would spend the next nine months in isolation. As it turned out in fact, my Mammy didn’t have TB: she had pleurisy. Meanwhile, we were carted off to live with my grandparents and uncles on my mother’s side on the Shantalla estate in Galway.

Every evening, Daddy would cycle down to my granny’s house from the Renmore barracks and take me and Angela down to the hospital. He would hold us up on his shoulders so that Mammy could see us, and we could wave at her. That was the only contact we had with her for nine months.

It must have had a terrible effect on her, but my memories of that time are happy. Angela and I played all the time in my granny’s house, rolling marbles around in a basin under the table, or playing with the toy trains belonging to my youngest uncles, Kenneth and Gabriel.

Mammy eventually made a full recovery and came home to us, but the separation she had to endure took its toll on her mental health, and she was prone to depression for the rest of her life.

Despite her abiding love for all her children, Ma’s depressions would eventually have far-reaching effects, leading my father to behaviour he once wouldn’t have thought possible, and a period of pain and sadness in our family that I have struggled to overcome in the years since.
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‘Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary’

As I said, many of my early childhood memories consist of fleeting images and sensations. One of the earliest of these childhood impressions is of being invaded. There is a hand: long, skinny and bony. There is a particular smell. There’s a bad, bad feeling. There is a lot of crying. I am lying by myself in my bedroom. The wall is moving; the wardrobe is moving.

I was four when another sister, Carol, was born. Around that time, our family moved from Mervue to Shantalla, to the house next door to my grandparents, where I would live until I would finally be successful in one of my many attempts to run away as a teenager.

With my grandparents lived my mother’s brothers Gabriel and Kenneth. I had two other uncles, Desmond and Christy, who came and went a lot during my childhood.

One day my mother brought us out shopping for shoes. We were on our way home. Carol was in the pram and both Angela and I were on either side of it, hanging on to the handle, and we met Uncle Des on the street. I went absolutely hysterical. I threw myself on the ground and started screaming, kicking the buckles off my new shoes. My mother pulled me to my feet at once, telling me to stop the boldness, and we carried on home, but the moment was never forgotten by any of us.

For years and years after that, every time I saw my uncle Des, he would taunt me about kicking the buckles off my shoes in the middle of the street. He took my mother’s old chant of the well-known nursery rhyme and made it his own: ‘Mary Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow?’ I used to cringe inside every time he said it, every time he laughed at me. I never forgot that incident or this response and my feelings about him stayed hidden deep inside me so long, and I only wrote a song about it all on my most recent album, fittingly entitled ‘Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary’.

I never warmed to my grandparents next door in Shantalla. My granny, Kathleen, my mother’s mother, said very little. She had a tight-lip, as if she was always holding something in, not wanting to let it escape from her mouth. Her maiden name was Lally, and she had been sent away from home when she was just twelve years old to work in service in a big house. In reality, it was little more than slavery, and her memories of that time were laced with cold and hunger. It’s no wonder then that she fell into the arms of my grandfather, Colman Cooke, when she was seventeen, and became pregnant almost instantly. In truth, she was swapping one hell for another, because throughout his life, my grandfather was a terrible alcoholic with a cruel streak, who doled out beatings to his family whenever the mood took him.

My grandfather’s own background wasn’t any less deprived. Both his parents died when he was a young boy, leaving all their children to bring themselves up in the wilds of Carna in Connemara. When he was in his early teens, he went to Scotland to make a living picking potatoes and ended up working on the docks. It’s there that he most likely picked up his hard-drinking habits. A few years later, when Kathleen got pregnant, he came home. Over the course of their marriage, they had thirteen children, three of whom died of the measles. I don’t know if my mother, Peggy, escaped his beatings, but I do know that my uncle Kenneth has dark memories of being beaten by his father from one side of the house to another, and he witnessed the other boys being viciously attacked too.

Apparently while my mother was growing up with her many siblings, her mother would often pierce the chaos with a threat of: ‘Wait ’til your father comes home.’ It was a threat my own mother would in turn use many times with us.

Granny Cooke was a model of industry, always cooking and baking, always doing something. She used to make bread every single day. She would bake a huge treacle cake for all the family twice a week, and every day she would send one of my uncles into our house to light the fire. And she was the mistress of turning a blind eye to what was happening in her family.

When we moved to Shantalla, Angela and I were sent to St Bridget’s school, near the estate. I vividly remember my first day there. Mammy had knit me a blue-and-white striped jumper and I had a huge big bow in my hair.

Ma had us reading and writing before we went to school. I skipped the first class because I was so advanced. I went from high infants into second class. My teacher there was Sister Pious, the nun who made me consider convent life. I got hooked on Bible stories for a while and on the idea of being as holy as the Virgin Mary herself.

There was a luminous statue of the same Virgin Mary on my parents’ dressing table at home and I would make altars with buttercups and primroses bunched into eggcups around it. I would get down on my knees to pray and think that the Virgin’s cape was a gorgeous shade of blue. At Lent, myself and Angela gave up sweets. We kept all the bars and jellies my father would bring home for us after work in a big tin in our bedroom, marvelling over how much we had collected, but never touching any of it. One time, however, the temptation became too overwhelming and we decided to just have one thing each. Of course, our mother walked in and caught us, chocolate smeared across our mouths. We were mortally ashamed of ourselves.

My teacher, Sister Pious, was the most beautiful creature I had ever laid eyes on. I fell stone mad in love with her. She had these two huge brown eyes and her wimple was a blinding white. I would have done anything for her. I used to wonder why she was a nun. Why would somebody so beautiful be a nun? And did she have hair underneath that veil? Did she ever take her clothes off? What did she sleep in? Did she just lie down on her back at night still in her full habit and close her eyes, with her hands in the prayer position?

Sister Pious gave us all cards to buy a black baby with. Each card had a circle with a cross in it, and rosary beads attached. Every time you gave a penny for the black babies, Sister Pious would pierce one of the rosary beads with a needle, and when all the beads were pierced, you owned your very own black baby in Africa. We used to give them names, even though I can’t remember any of those names now.

I used to imagine the black babies to be like people from the Baluba tribe in the Congo: my father was always going on about them because there was talk of the Irish peacekeeping troops going out there.

You felt safe with Sister Pious. She had a kind of angelic presence. I suppose her kindness and softness provided a sort of sanctuary. I was a child who needed sanctuary. Every summer, we would go and stay with our other grandparents on their farm in Donegal. It must have been in the summer between high babies and going straight into second class that my grandfather sat me on his knee, put his hand into my knickers and his fingers into my vagina, and kissed me, pushing his tongue into my mouth.

I’m not sure if it’s the first sexual thing that happened to me, but it was the first thing that happened with him and it was to happen several more times in my early childhood.

The most terrible part of it for me, aside from the awful discomfort and embarrassment, was that I liked this grandfather. He was very old and had kind, twinkly eyes. He carved birds from pieces of wood for me and made shadow puppets on the wall. In my child’s mind, I was really confused about how I could like someone and be totally repulsed by at the same time.

In hindsight, with years of therapy under my belt, I can say there was a serious lack of boundaries in the families that came together to make my own. There were so many secrets being hidden on every side, in both my mother’s and my father’s extended families, that relationships were completely, perversely confused, as were notions of right and wrong. Throughout my childhood, until I learned avoidance techniques around the age of twelve, this confusion would reign supreme in the relationships I had with certain men in the family.

When I eventually ended up getting help many years later, I learned that in that moment with my grandfather, or even earlier, with that unidentifiable hand, I became stuck. I grew up, I became a wife and mother, had a successful career and lived an adult life, but deep inside I was stuck in that moment. It was to that moment that I would return again and again, as I tried to deal with my everyday life and the hurts that came my way, as hurts must come to everyone. I would react like an outraged child every time I was slighted in the smallest way or in the worst way: I couldn’t distinguish between big and small hurts. I would become that little girl, sitting on my twinkly-eyed grandfather’s knee, loving him and being violated and betrayed by him at the same time, and not understanding what the hell was really going on.

Our family was growing. Gerard was born two years after Carol, and as I grew older, and probably more and more difficult because of the secrets I was carrying around, my mother was less and less able to cope. I began to talk back to her and she wasn’t able to handle it. She certainly wasn’t able to handle having four children. She still made all our clothes and had us going around dressed up like little dolls; she cooked all our meals as regular as clockwork and made sure we did our homework. But slowly she was beginning to change, to become more and more detached.

Mammy was forever losing things. Her purse, the house keys, little things like that. Once or twice she lost my father’s entire pay packet. In the kitchen we had a picture of St Anthony with a little red light on a shelf beneath it. When my mother would lose something, she would put a half-crown on the little shelf and say a prayer for St Anthony’s intervention, promising to put the half-crown in the poor box if she found what she was looking for. She claimed it absolutely worked – although when the lost object was found, the half-crown would be pocketed again.

I don’t know if St Anthony had anything to do with it, but one day I found a lovely, orange ten shilling note in the house. (To put this in perspective, our rent at the time was seventeen shillings – so it was a fair amount of money.) Off I went with it, down to Dooley’s shop at the bottom of Ashe Road. I spent the whole amount on sweets and bags of Perry’s crisps, which I then doled out to all the kids on the street.

When my father found out about it, he went marching down to Mrs Dooley and read her the riot act. ‘How could you have let her spend ten whole shillings?’ he roared at her. ‘Where did you think she got that kind of money?’

I can’t remember how I was punished for the misdemeanour, so maybe the incident happened before my father had started doling out what we called ‘lashings’ with his leather belt.

The ‘lashings’ began, I think, when my mother was pregnant, yet again, with my youngest brother, Martin. I think she plunged into a depression and wasn’t able to cope with her three noisy girls, running around like blue-arsed flies, and baby Gerard in need of so much attention. Her sixth pregnancy, with Martin, was a catalyst for the change that came over our house.

My father would come home from the barracks every evening at about a quarter to four. I remember Mammy outside in the backyard, making herself vomit into the gutter, with her fingers down her throat. Then she’d be crying just before my father walked through the back door. He’d say: ‘What’s wrong, love?’ And she’d say: ‘Mary is at it again.’ That’s all I remember her saying to him when he came home: ‘At it again. She’s at it again.’ Mammy would complain and then Daddy would take his leather belt off and lash me, while Mammy stood in the corner begging him to stop. I think for a long time I was too scared of him, or too in awe of him, to do anything but take my punishment.

I was punished so often as a child that it eventually became meaningless. But there is a very early incident that sticks out from all the others in my memory, the reason being that it was to shape who I was to become in so many ways. I have never, ever been able to get it out of my mind.

I don’t know what age I was, maybe four or five. I was sent out to bring in some coal for the fire – I was given little jobs like that. This time, when I left the coal bucket down, it fell over. No matter how much I protested my innocence, I got whacked for it. I remember thinking that it was the most unfair thing that had ever happened. Nobody would believe me. From that point on, I spent a fair bit of my life thinking that nobody believed a word I said, and later I would decide that I would do whatever the fuck I liked, because I was going to get punished for it anyway even if I hadn’t done anything.

In those earlier years, maybe the idea that no one believed me was part of the reason I didn’t tell on the uncle who started abusing me – a man who in any case is long dead and buried now. One night when I was in the bath, this uncle walked right into our house, came upstairs and into the bathroom, and started masturbating in front of me. I was just sitting there in the lukewarm water, with my knees up to my chest, my hair dripping wet down my back, not knowing where to look. I knew what he was doing was wrong, and it felt shameful to be there while he was doing it, but this wasn’t the uncle I was frightened of: this was an uncle I looked up to and loved, who was a great influence on me then and for several years to come.

I didn’t stop him. I didn’t tell anyone. I somehow felt to blame, that it was my fault he was doing what he was doing. And just like it was with my grandfather, I couldn’t reconcile the fact that he was doing this horrible, repulsive thing with the fact that I loved him. I know now that this is when my real anger began to take root.

At home, my mother was sick all the time, still complaining on and on to my father about Mary being ‘at it again’. Sickness, or ‘her nerves’ as she used to call it, grew to be a lifetime excuse for escaping from reality, for giving up responsibility. When Mammy was ‘sick’, Daddy was always there with his belt, doling out some punishment or other and telling me it was for my own good.

I know now from talking to girls who were in school with me that in those days nearly everybody was being brutalised at home. But different people cope with things in different ways. I coped with what was happening to me by finding my own ways to escape, which I would continue to take refuge in for much of my life to come.

The first escape route was out on to the road. Ashe Road, that is. Sometimes now, when I can’t sleep, I mentally go through all the people I remember from Shantalla, naming the families that lived in each house and counting how many children they each had. The Sullivans had thirteen, the McDonaghs had fourteen, the Connolly had seventeen, the Connollys next door to these Connollys, had twenty-one. Mrs Reed had twenty-five live children, the Wynnes had ten, the Nallys had eight. There were some families who only had two kids, but they were few and far between. The minute the school bell would go at St Bridget’s, all the kids from Ashe Road would be tearing out the door like lightning to get home, as they’d get the first sitting at dinner if they got to the table quick enough.

If inside my house, my thoughts were turning to darkness, outside on the street, life was pure bliss. We were this big, messy gang of children, always finding ways to enjoy ourselves, even though none of us had anything.

We played skipping and two-balls and a wall, statues and hide-and-go-seek. When the Galway Races were on, we used to put these big ropes across the street and pretend we were the horses galloping to the finish line. Racing milk bottle caps in the puddles was big with us for a while too. There would be all differently coloured foil milk bottle tops: red ones and green ones, gold and silver. We would put a piece of chewing gum on to them and stick a match into the gum, with a piece of paper to make a sail. Then we would set them off against each other in the gully.

One of my good friends was called Mary Walsh, and she and I were forever playing with our dolls together. Mary loved brushing her dolls’ hair, and taking care of them, but I was very cruel to mine, sticking needles and pencils into their private parts. The kind of playing that I did with those dolls would send a social worker screaming to the courts nowadays. My friends must have thought I was fucking batty.

There was a little hill at the top of the road, and in the wintertime we’d pour water down it and wait until it froze. Then we’d sit in a basin and go sliding down at a hundred miles an hour. ‘Get off the ice, Johnny Joyce,’ we used to shout. ‘Off the ice, Johnny Joyce!’ I was as happy as a pig in shite outside with the gang: my friends, the cousins Susan and Anne Lally, Mary Walsh, Anne Barden, Catherine Devaney, Bernadette Holland and Patricia Wynne, finding all sorts of ways to have the craic.

We would all congregate at a place we called the ‘Sliding Rock’, or another place called ‘The Nook’, which was a funny little hideaway, just a kind of cranny in the wall. I think it was there for a water hydrant that was never put in. We all used to sit there for hour upon hour.

On Saturdays, Angela and I would go to Irish dancing lessons, first with Helen Spellman and later with my mother’s cousin Peggy Carthy, on Dominic Street. Peggy still has her school of style and deportment there to this day. She was an absolutely stunning woman. She had the hair all bouffant and flicked out like Jackie Kennedy, and orangey-red lipstick. She was like a stick insect and when she walked, she carried herself straight as a pole, with her chin in the air. Her style of teaching was old-fashioned to the core, stern and strict and all about keeping your upper body as rigid as a corpse while your legs kicked as high into the air as was humanly possible. It was murder on the dance floor and we loved and dreaded it all at the same time.

One of the boys in our class was called Michael Cazabon. He was black, which was very exotic to us back then, and he was a great Irish dancer, the best in the class. Michael was chosen to go to Dijon in France to represent Ireland in a dance festival.

He still tells the funny story of dancing at a show in the Great Southern Hotel Galway for American tourists. Afterwards a member of the audience came up to him and congratulated him, handing him a twenty dollar note. The man described how, because of the strong ultra-violet stage light, all he could see was the dazzling whites of his eyes and bright smile leaping around the stage, as he jumped high in the air as if he might take off at any moment. We have a laugh about that to this day.

We didn’t get to dance in Dijon, but we did get to go to the Feis in Athlone, which was just as good. It was the first time we had been away from home and myself and Angela were mad with excitement. I remember the crush and the smell of Tayto crisps in the hall; girls everywhere in hairdos, practicing their steps; all the embroidered dresses.

I can still remember my hair bouncing up and down when I was dancing. I loved the performance of it, even if I hated the learning part. It was all very strict. No smiling, arms straight, jumping high. Our mother embroidered our costumes, of course. I remember one time she embroidered this Olympic flag on my dress. I couldn’t make any sense of it at the time: maybe it was something to do with Ronnie Delany’s Olympic gold medal the year I was born.

Mammy was still making clothes, still curling our hair, still presenting her perfect little girls to the world. But behind closed doors, things were going from bad to worse.

Looking back, I think that she was actually suffering from severe depression. I remember a lot of crying at night from their bedroom, and Daddy going off in the middle of the night and getting the doctor. So, I guess she had some sort of a breakdown, although we were so young it was hard to understand what was really going on.

The truth is that my mother was really fucked-up for some reason that was never spoken of in her lifetime. When she died, my father used to try and make sense of it all. After her funeral, he said: ‘I know she left me something to explain it. I know she left me a letter.’ The poor man looked all over the house for this imaginary letter that he knew was waiting for him, a letter which would give some indication of what had happened to make her the way she was. He never found anything.

There was a lot of crying up in my bedroom too, and plotting as well. Because my father was in the army, he had a rifle, and there was much in the way of fantasising about shooting the two of them, or using the hatchet on them. I would plan their murders regularly. I was so angry, I wanted to kill them.

My father built a garage onto the side of the house. That garage was the pride and joy of his life. One day he started digging a hole in the ground inside it. Every evening when he came home from work, he’d go in there and close the door behind him. He’d be digging, and digging, and digging, and digging. I was full sure that he was going to kill our mother and put her in there. You could stand up in this hole, in the end. It was six or seven foot long, six or seven foot deep and I was waiting to see if Mammy was going in. He kept it covered over with an old shed door. Eventually, we found out it was for changing the oil in his car and doing his own mechanics. He had made a pit.

For all the punishments my father gave me, I thought he was amazing – which left me in a constant state of confusion about my feelings for him. This was the same man who would come upstairs when we had been put to bed with cocoa and biscuits – Marietta or custard creams – and kiss me goodnight, after he had lashed me earlier on that evening. This was the man who used to bring me and my sisters up to the barracks every Saturday afternoon, to take us ‘out from under your mother’s feet’. We knew everyone up at the barracks and we were allowed complete freedom to run around, having a great time.

Our favourite thing at the barracks was to collect empty shells down at the firing range. My Dad was the number one marksman in the army and I was so proud of him, I could have almost burst. I would polish the big, beautiful buckles on his boots and the brass buttons on his uniform, and his big belt with the buckle on it. I used to just love him all dressed up. He was like a film star hero to me.

But this same hero would beat me so badly that I would have to wear long woollen stockings to hide the welts on my legs.

It was so confusing. How could the man I hero-worshipped be so horrible at the same time? Yet there was one important difference about this confusion I had over the two faces of my father. Whereas I felt culpable and ashamed of myself for what happened with my grandfather and uncle, I did not feel guilty when my father punished me. I was absolutely, one hundred percent sure that he was in the wrong, and as time went on I began to hate him more and more.

We got a break from the dire bloody routine of it all when my mother’s only sister, Vera, visited from America. Vera had gone to America when she was just sixteen, and it broke my mother’s heart. She got a job with a family as a kind of live-in nanny. My mother used to write these massive ten- or fifteen-page letters to her every month, and the same would come back. And every year we would get a box filled with the most gorgeous clothes, stuff you could never imagine getting in Galway. Hats and dresses for me and Angela: a big blue straw hat with flowers, a lime-green dress with boxed pleats for me; a primrose yellow dress for Angela, and a matching yellow hat. One year there was a fur-lined beige duffel coat with leather and bone toggles. It was a boy’s coat and the most exotic thing I had ever seen in my life. I got my hands on it and wore it until it had to be cut off me.

Vera got married in America, and had children: our cousins, Jackie, Jim and Brian. But in all those years we never met her husband, Jim. There was lots of wondering about whatever happened to him, whether he was six feet under. He’s alive and well today, still with Vera. But he never, ever came home to Ireland with her. At the time it was hugely expensive for a whole family to travel from America, so I figure it was probably down to finances. Though if this was the case, it wasn’t mentioned at all.
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