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Prologue





It was in a National Health clinic in London and an amiable girl with a mass of brown hair and foreign accent had tested me for deafness. ‘You are quite well, but with regard to your hearing, you are broken piano.’ She looked to see if this had any disquieting effect upon me and then reeled off the hazards of old age. Finally, she wrote down the day and the date on which I could come and collect my two hearing aids, which I dutifully did, though I have failed to befriend them. They slipped like little ball bearings into the cavity of my ears, and retrieving them was hazardous. In fact, they are back in the brown envelope in which they came.


At home the garden was waiting, the second flowering of the roses, washed pink and blousy but beautiful, and the massed leaves on the three fig trees were a ripple as birds darted in and out, chasing each other, half in courtship and half in combat.


‘Broken piano’ in all its connotations kept saying itself to me and yet I thought of life’s many bounties – to have known the extremities of joy and sorrow, love, crossed love and unrequited love, success and failure, fame and slaughter, to have read in the newspapers that as a writer I was past my sell-by date, and moreover a ‘bargain basement Molly Bloom’, yet, regardless, to go on writing and reading, to be lucky enough to be able to immerse myself in those two intensities that have buttressed my whole life.


I got out a cookery book from Ballymaloe House in County Cork, where I’d stayed a couple of times and partook of delicacies such as nettle soup, carrageen moss soufflé, lemon posset with rose-scented geranium and gooseberry frangipane with baby banoffees. It was where I had seen for the first time and been astonished by Jack Yeats’s paintings, thick palettes of curdled blues that spoke to me then as deeply of Ireland as any poem or fragment of prose could do. I looked up the recipe for soda bread and did something that I had not done in thirty-odd years. I made bread. Broken piano or not, I felt very alive, as the smell of the baking bread filled the air. It was an old smell, the begetter of many a memory, and so on that day in August, in my seventy-eighth year, I sat down to begin the memoir which I swore I would never write.


















PART ONE





















Ghosts





The two dreams could not be more contrasting. In one I am walking up the avenue, towards Drewsboro, the house I was born in, and it is a veritable temple. The gold light on the window panes, rivering, the rooms flooded in a warm, pink light for a feasting within and, along the paling wire, torches of flame, furling, unfurling. As I slide the hasp of the gate and walk towards the hall door, I see the line of men in livery, soldiers, the tips of their spears red-hot through and through, as if they have just been pulled out of fire. These are hard men that bar the way.


In the second dream, I am in the house in the blue room where I was born. Doors and windows all locked, and even the space under the door, where motes of dust used to sidle, is sealed with some sort of wadding. The furniture is as it was – a double wardrobe of walnut with matching dressing table and washstand. There is the slop bucket in green, with a plaited basket button. I am there, alone, incarcerated. All the others have died. I am there to answer for my crimes. It makes no difference that my interrogators are all dead.




*





It seems to me that I saw things before I actually saw them; they were always there, the way I believe that the words are always there, coursing through us. I think, for instance, that I recognised the blue walls of the blue room, walls weeping quietly away from endless damp and no fire, even though there was a fire grate, ridiculously small compared with the size of the room, in which the lid of a chocolate box had been laid as an ornament. And Our Lady? She was not the sallow creature in paintings that I would come to see on different walls, but a buxom Our Lady of Limerick, with a host of infants around her ankles, as though she had just given birth to them. Her accouchement was far happier than that of my mother, who would talk of it down the years: her labour, her long labour, the night in December and the black frost that was usual for that time of year, the midwife late and the hullabaloo, which turned out to be needless, on being told that I had club feet because I came into the world the wrong way. The child before me had died in infancy, but I always believed that she wasn’t dead, she was in one of the bedrooms, in a cupboard, or a nightdress case, and after I learned to walk, I would never go up there alone, not even in daylight.


My father and his brother, Jack, were downstairs drinking, and on being told the good news they staggered up, bringing strips of goose which they had just cooked, it being the Christmas season. In my mother’s telling of it, the goose was half-cooked, pink and tough. Jack gave a rendering of ‘Red River Valley’:








Come and sit by my side


If you love me


Do not hasten to bid me adieu


But remember the Red River Valley


And the Cowboy who loved you so true.











I was an ugly child, so ugly that when Ger McNamara, the son of the couple who lived in our gate lodge and a captain in the Irish army, came to congratulate her, my mother said I was too unsightly to be shown and therefore kept me hidden under the red herringbone quilt.


Such is the ragbag of anecdote, hearsay, allegory and consternation that filled the canvas of my early life, at once beautiful and frightening, tender and savage.
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*





Drewsboro was a large two-storey house, with bay windows, and could be approached by two avenues, an old and a new. The goldish sandstone of which it was built was from the burnt ruin of a ‘Big House’ that had belonged to the English and that had been burnt in the Troubles, during the 1920s. My mother, as a young girl, would be invited to the annual garden party held each year for the local peasantry, where they were served iced buns and homemade lemonade with wasps swarming the buffet table.


Drewsboro owed something to the stylish houses my mother had seen in America. There were ornamental piers on the gateway, bay windows and a tiled porch that was called a vestibule opening into a tiled hallway. No other house around there had bay windows or a vestibule. The lawn had many trees, not planted in succession as in a demesne, but each tree in its own massive empire, leaves stirring and drowsing in summer and in winter, the boughs groaning and creaking, as if they were about to expire.


By the time I was born we were no longer rich. True, we had the large house and the two avenues, but the thousand acres or more that my father had inherited had been sold off in bits, or given away in fits of generosity, or bartered to pay debts. My father had inherited a fortune from rich uncles who, when they were ordained as priests, emigrated to New England and served in the parish of Lowell, outside Boston. There, they combined spiritual and secular powers by patenting a medicine called ‘Father John’s’, which was reputed to be a cure for everything and sold by the gallon.


Not far from our house was the ruin of the old house, also called Drewsboro, which like many big houses had been burnt in order that the English militia, the Black and Tans, could not occupy them as a barracks. My father took part in that burning and would describe the high spirits with which he and other gallants doused rags in petrol, then went all around with the petrol cans, soaking walls and woodwork. Scores of matches were struck and the subsequent bonfire, seen for miles around, was another notch of victory over the invader.


Long before, Lord and Lady Drew had lived there and the story went that the ghost of Lady Drew, in her shift, roamed our fields at night, wailing the loss of her acres, a woman dispossessed.


My great-grandmother, who was widowed, acquired that house from the Drews, the money having come from the priests in Lowell. She was a haughty woman, who was driven in her pony and trap each Sunday to view her lands and her herds and then onwards to glimpse the red deer as they rushed from their brakes into the heart of the wood, where oak, ash and beech had grown into one another. By the time I was growing up that wood had become the preserve of foxes, stoats, badgers and pine martens who warred in the night as our dogs, too frightened to go in there, barked hysterically from the outskirts.


Though she lived alone, she would dress each evening for dinner, always in black, with a white lace ruff, and she drank toddies from a silver-topped horn cup that bore the questionable motto of the O’Briens – ‘Might before Right’. She was waited upon by a factotum named Dan Egan, and there was a verse about him, as indeed there were verses about many local people:








Dan Egan’s in Drewsboro


The Wattles at the Gate


Manny Parker’s in the Avenue


And the Nigger’s walking straight.











The Nigger had a strawberry face that wasn’t black but dark puce with berries hanging from it. He worked in a slate quarry. Manny Parker was a hermit who claimed to be a botanist, roamed our fields and sometimes slept in a tent in our bog so that he could study the habits of birds and insects who, like himself, eschewed chimney corners and barn and church porches. The Wattles were so named because a daughter had gone to Australia and used the word frequently in her letters home. A postcard of hers that opened out concertina-wise, showing reefs and blue islands, was displayed on their front window.


I preferred the outdoors, fields that ran into other fields, storm and sleet, showers and sun-showers; then, as if by enchantment, primroses and cowslips sprang up next to the tall thistles and fresh cowpats that were elegantly called ‘pancakes’. Time flew out there, but indoors was different, being often fraught.


My mother’s family were different from my father’s, poor people evicted from the wealthier environs of County Kildare who trudged across the central plain, met the mountains and, in a God-forsaken place, built a cabin on a bit of stone land. It was about five miles from Drewsboro and I sometimes attribute my two conflicting selves to my contrasting grandparents, the one a lady, the other a peasant. Quite recently this was brought home to me when I was approached by an Irish newspaper to have my DNA tested, along with other people with historic family names. I baulked at the procedure, but the journalist assured me that when I received the kit, he would tell me exactly what to do and what it entailed, which indeed he did. The swab was returned and in due course I was told that, according to their findings, I share DNA with the last Tsarina of Russia, Marie Antoinette and Susan Sarandon. Asked what I felt about the royal lineage, I flinched at the unfortunate fate of the first two and my efforts to reach Susan Sarandon proved futile.


The ruins of the big house held a fascination for me. Along with the weasels, there were the signs of its former life: torn tongues of dark green wallpaper embossed with acorns hung in the reception room and in the kitchen there was a set of gongs with thick crusts of verdigris, the green and silver brilliancies of bygone days. On a high mound of rubble was an elderberry tree that birds must have seeded, and my mother and I would pick the berries to make wine, which had to be hidden from my father, who might be tempted by it and after a mere sip go on the batter. It was reserved for visitors, who, apart from tinkers and Mad Mabel, were few and far between. The rungs of a staircase dangled down into what had once been a ballroom, feeding the various fantasies that I contrived, of balls, carriages along the back avenue and footmen rushing out with lit sods of turf to help the visitors down. There would be pipers in the forecourt and tables with jugs of mulled wine, and feasting as in the sagas of old. My great-grandmother I pictured in black taffeta with an ermine coatee and a corsage, maybe violets or some other woodland flower. My mother, hearing these ravings, would smile but then frown, desperate as she was to keep everything together and possibly sensing that the prodigal blood of the O’Briens reigned uppermost in me, rather than the blood of her own people, the Clearys, who clung steadfastly to their little mountain holding.


Once, when I got home from school, a bailiff was sitting in our kitchen, drinking tea. He was an affable man and before long he spoke to me, asked about school and what I had learned that day. Then he asked me to recite a poem. I recited ‘Fontenoy’, a heroic ballad of Irish earls and chieftains, banished and serving in foreign brigades all over Europe, missing their native soil. It was very rousing and patriotic as, even on the brink of battle, they thirsted, they starved, for their native County Clare.


My mother called me into the pantry and put her finger to her upper lip to signify that I must tell no one of the disgrace we were in. My father had gone out, presumably to borrow money, and it was near dark when he returned and conferred with the bailiff, who then left. Disaster was postponed. Then ructions. Horses. Horses, the waste they were, strutting around the fields eating all before them, having to be sent to stud farm to be covered, eating up still more money and losing races, as my mother saw it, out of pure spite. There was one, Shannon Rose, which she singled out for particular odium, saying that the filly could come first, if she wanted to, but chose to come third, the difference between the two prize monies being exorbitant. It ended with my father going up to bed, which was far preferable to his going out, where he would be tempted, in anger and frustration, to drink.


Horses always loomed in my mind as dangers, creatures that led to argument and pending destitution, their eyes so moist and shining in contrast to their movements, which were jerky and unpredictable as they whinnied their way from one field to the next. I would see them in the fields and then again in my mind’s eye – that great unleashing of energy, when they exploded as one into a mad gallop, their flying tails arched up, moving with such daring, such speed, showered in the dust they had raised and in their exhilaration seeming to float.




*





Two summers ago a plaque was unveiled in my honour on one of the piers that led to the old avenue. Unlike the time when I was considered something of a Jezebel because of my books, now the priest from the altar spoke of the honour that it was to have me back, and recommended people to attend the ceremony. There was a small crowd, children cycling in and out, bursting with laughter, as I made a short speech on the influence Drewsboro had on my writing. ‘A font of inspiration’ was the phrase I used, at which children laughed even more.


It was a warm summer evening and afterwards my nephew, Michael, and I picked our steps over the high grass and crawled under loops of barbed wire to visit the house. It was going back to nature: trees and briars and bushes had moved in like an army to overtake it. Ivy and saplings climbed up to where the cut stone met the plaster, along with shoots and briars and ferns that wove their way, to get a grip, establishing their ownership on the place, as none of the living had succeeded in doing. Even the wild cats had gone. Some red, ribbony roses that my mother had planted threaded their way through the fallen hedging and, picking a few as a keepsake for me, Michael cut himself, the red spurt of blood as vivid and alive as the stored memories. This the house my mother strove to keep together, this the house she swore she would never give to her thankless son, this the house with our unfinished stories and our unfinished quarrels with one another.


My mother’s death was sudden. I had gone to see her in the Mater Hospital in Dublin, where she had been admitted with shingles. With a nun, Sister R, who had become her friend, she smeared a brown ointment over them; it was one she had got from a faith healer, and they both believed that it would cure her. She was due to be discharged in a week but, calling me over to the side of the bed, she said that we would have to go down home, just for the day. I was to fix it with the matron and the registrar and hire a car to bring us there and back. It was like this. Long ago, when they were in danger of losing the place completely, my father, after one of his drinking sprees and in contrition, had signed the place over to her, as she would be a better manager of things. Two years before and after much insistence, my brother, John, had asked her to make a will, saying he and his wife would accompany her to the solicitors. She made the will, giving him Drewsboro, believing in her heart that at a later date she could make another. What she wanted now was to go down home in secret and make the second will, giving me the house and the surrounding lawn. I said there was no hurry, it could all be done in the fullness of time and openly, when she was recovered.
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To this day, no matter how I try to reconstruct it, I cannot arrive at the exact moment of my mother’s death, although I know the circumstances of it. It was in March 1967. I was in the airplane returning from New York and, when I got home, the telephone was ringing; it was my sister, giving me the news. Later, from Sister R, I learned of the several comings and goings of that last flurried day. My mother was going home. A driver was coming to collect her. Since breakfast she had been ready, dressed for travel, sitting on her bed with a walking frame and a walking stick, which the nun had given her on the quiet, to take with her as a gift for her husband. In the days leading up to her going home she had been indiscreet, telling various nurses how proud she was of her intention of changing her will. One nurse, who boasted about being a friend of my brother’s, rang him urgently at his practice in Monasterevin to tell him of the crooked plan his mother was hatching. He arrived in an utter fury. Unluckily Sister R, signed up that day for a course at the university, was not present for the ugly confrontation, but, as she told me in a letter, when she did return at lunchtime and popped in to say ‘Hello’, she found that between mother and son there was a ghastly tension.


‘A pity you couldn’t have come sooner,’ my mother had said to her, barely able to hold back her tears, and the nun, not wishing to interfere in family grief, excused herself. My brother, it seems, left some time after and, still dressed for travel, my mother waited for the driver from home, who was already a few hours late.


Sister R’s letter was handed to me in the chapel by the undertaker, after the coffin was brought in and laid down on its trestle, and it was there that I read it. She described her hurried visit at lunchtime and how later she learned that my mother had not yet left and so went to see her, only to find that she was in the lavatory and could be heard calling plaintively. She was brought out and, as she got paler and began to tremble, the cardiac arrest team were called and she was wheeled, bed and all, into the operating theatre. When I read Sister R’s words, ‘I had to let go of her,’ I realised what a deep friendship had sprung up between them in so short a time. It seems that briefly, as they waited to put in a pacemaker, my mother rallied, sat up and, in one last desperate attempt at greatness, she asked those around her not to cry, for ‘death shall be no more’. I never felt closer to my mother than when I heard those words that had come from her lips, she who had found literature to be inimical had nevertheless uttered those words as a farewell.


It was after her funeral that the local solicitor came to our house in order for the will to be read aloud. We were a small group, my father crying, saying repeatedly we had lost the best friend in the world, my sister with her husband, my other sister absent because of living in South Africa, my children and myself. On the opposite side of the fireplace, in which no fire blazed and into which my father had thrown hundreds of cigarette butts in the twelve days of her absence, stood my brother and his wife. I could feel the hover of my mother’s ghost as the door of the china cabinet swung open when anyone walked by it. I could hear her voice, lamenting the little teacups with the motifs of violets that got cracked, but were kept, to put sugarloaf in. The will was short. She had left Drewsboro and the adjoining lands to her son and to his wife, should he predecease her. Each of the three daughters got mementos, china, silver and glass. There was a silence, then my brother, in high theatricality, put an arm around his wife’s waist and said, ‘My darling, now we all know who Mam really loved.’


I thought his words so smug, so hollow, and pictured my mother in her last hours, sitting on the bed, alone and stranded, shaking from the quarrel he had brought upon her, and I realised that she did have some intimation of her sudden death the day she begged of me to go down to Clare with her so that she could change her will, because as I was leaving she clung to my hand and said, ‘I hope I get out of here alive.’


Yet my brother and his wife never lived there, choosing instead to go to their own bungalow in Mount Shannon about five miles hence, which he had bought for his retirement. Some fear or phobia had so possessed them that they did not spend one night in Drewsboro, merely left a radio on, padlocked the bedroom doors, threw dust sheets on the good sofa and had barbed wires and electric fences erected to keep us out. Now they were dead and, as Michael told me, rumours abounded, such as that there was going to be a nursing home or a five-star hotel, or the house would be rased to the ground as a site for a hundred bungalows.


But in the lambent light of that August evening, with the sun going down, a bit of creeper crimsoning and latticed along an upstairs window, the whole place seemed to hold, and would forever hold for me regardless of bungalows or a five-star hotel, the essence of itself, the thing that gave it the sacred and abiding name of Home.

















Abdullah





The field that led up to the house was called the lawn, but that was a misnomer. Horses and cattle sometimes grazed there and as a result the ground was torn and tussocky, which in winter they called poached. It was high summer, no end of ragwort and dandelions and thistles as high as myself, being about three at that time, and the animals shifted to elsewhere.


Feeling adventurous as well as curious, I decided to walk as far as the lower gate and through the rungs look at the outside world, by which I was fascinated. Unbeknownst to my mother, I had put on my best blue dress, the one that had come from America and that boasted the Stars and Stripes in the folds of the box pleating.


We had three dogs at that time. Two chummed together and went off all day hunting foxes and rabbits and came back in the evenings smelling of fresh blood. The third was short-haired, the colour of smoke, a sulky animal, a cross between a Kerry Blue and other breeds with unmatching eyes. He belonged to my uncle, who for some reason had left him with us. His name was Abdullah and he passed his days lying in hiding down near the lower gate, so as to be able to jump up and assault any vehicle or person that approached. The postman and callers were in dread of him.


I had forgotten that he might be there and, seeing me, he crawled along the ground, snarling, snarling, and then jumped up, and what perhaps had been intended as some wild sport soon became vicious. He was jumping up and down, frothing and snapping at my knees, when I made a run back to the house, which was the worst thing I could have done. This gave vent to his rage. He was prone to fits, for which he used to be given powders and then locked up, and obviously a fresh fit had come upon him. He was literally going mad, tearing at the dress, spitting bits of it out, but was still tethered to me as I ran and ran, fearing that not an ounce of breath was left in my windpipe. At the wicket gate, I eluded him for a few seconds, but quickly he found a way through a hole that he had long made in the hedge and was in the kitchen almost as soon as I was. I had jumped up on a chair for safety and from that leapt onto the table, where he followed, and presently I keeled over under his weight and felt the bite, his teeth like nails boring into my neck and the scoop of flesh that he was trying to bite off. It was probably no more than a minute, an eternity of a minute, when someone, not my mother or father and not our workman, Carnero, but a total stranger, happened to pass by the window, and, seeing Abdullah in a terrific lather, thought he had climbed up to get at the cake of bread. He rushed in, pulled Abdullah to the floor, kicked him several times, then by the short hairs dragged him from the kitchen, down over the flag and into the pump-house, where Abdullah hurled himself against the galvanised door and let out rending whines.


Everything so quiet then. Only the steam from a kettle, its sound sidling through the air, until they came, saw the gash in the neck, the tooth marks, the blood, the blue dress in flitters, asking repeatedly how such a thing could have happened. Peakie was being congratulated on the fact that he had heard screams as he passed by with a bag of turf.


The wound did not heal, and soon a swelling the size of an egg cup ballooned out and had to be pierced with a needle each morning for the pus to be discharged. The fear was that it had reinfected an earlier tubercular gland; on hearing ‘TB’, which is how they referred to it, I thought I was preparing for death. A girl in my older sister’s class had died of it, just wasted away. I was given little biscuits called Irish Diamonds that were covered with icing, some round, some triangular and some shaped like a starburst.


The smell I principally remember is that of iodoform gauze, two patches of it, held down with plaster, in the belief that by hiding it the wound would go away. Yet before long there were two smells, the nice smell of the gauze and the putrid smell of pus. The lady doctor, whom my father was on saluting terms with, was asked to look at it: she wrinkled her nose several times, her nose which was covered with an unbecoming orange powder, and went, ‘Hm, hm, hm,’ to my mother, saying it called for the knife.


Two mornings later she returned. I can still see her Baby Ford motor car and her in a fur coat and felt hat with a huge pearled hat pin that had dints in it. Her doctor’s bag of brown leather was most imposing. It was squat at the bottom, the leather tucked in and narrowing along the sides to reach the bright, brazen, brass hasp. She unlocked it in an instant and my father, peering in, said, ‘All the tools of the trade, Dr McCann.’


He had been smoking, but anticipating the task ahead he quenched his unfinished cigarette and restored it to the Gold Flake package. My sisters were ordered to go out on the flag and do their step-dancing and hum loudly. I knew without knowing that something awful was about to happen. Carnero came in, sheepish-looking, and a man painting the chimney pots followed, his white overalls spattered with red paint. In a saucepan of boiling water instruments were being sterilised and my mother was telling me that if I was a good girl, there would be a reward.


Then the moment has come and the three men grasp my head in different places and tilt it to one side. Their strengths are massive. I thought of pigs having their throats slit up in the yard and the roars they let out and resolved that I too would roar, except for the fact that a big paw had muzzled me. The slash of the knife as it tore at the flesh and into the flesh was utter, different from that of the dog’s teeth, and I believed that my head was coming off. In the delirium and ridiculously, I started to recite ‘Humpty Dumpty’, who had had a great fall and whom all the King’s Horses and all the King’s Men could not put together again. The last bout of screaming was apparently so loud that it was heard down on the road, yet to me it seemed feeble, imprisoned in the pouch of hands that smelt of tobacco.


Then oblivion, a no-time, and gradually coming back to life and hearing the single words as through a fog – ‘Creature – it’s all right now’, while the doctor with her sewing needle and thickish thread had begun to stitch the wound. My mother was thanking her profusely, whereas I could hardly believe that my head was still attached to me, since I thought that, like John the Baptist’s, it would by now be on a platter. The big bandage was a shield between them and me, all of them and me. The reward was a slice of orange cake with lemon curd, but I would not eat it and I would not speak.


‘She’ll never forgive us,’ I heard Carnero say and saw my mother clout him, telling him to go off out the fields and not talk such balderdash.


I was allowed to finger my sister’s rosary beads that were kept in a little silver reliquary that I coveted. They were blue and glassy, and I remember the feel of each one and how I squeezed it.


Ever after, in fearful times, I had to hold on to something, anything, to defer annihilation.

















The Dining Room





The dining room was Heaven. I named it so. There was an arbutus table, its deep, red-brown hues so striking, a table that could, by the addition of a spare leaf, seat twenty, though I had never seen anyone sit at it. There was as well a bamboo what-not on which a wise, white owl presided, dust congealing in the folds of its breast feathers. My mother had a craze for overmantel mirrors and a gorgeous one in a gilt frame hung above the fireplace, except it was hung so high that one had to stand on the kerb of the tiled surround and crane to see oneself.


I still recall the rapture as a child, gazing, gazing at a great amphora of artificial tea roses in yellow and red, far more beautiful than the dog roses on the briars, or the devil’s pokers in the garden outside, which, because of the way they smouldered, somehow looked spiteful. In that same room, filled with ornaments, were the busts of two plaster-of-Paris ladies, which my mother named Iris and Gala, and whose cheeks she lovingly rouged. On the sideboard were a few pieces of silver and a jam dish of cloudy, yellow Vaseline glass, with a spoon that hung from the handle that bore the image of the Pope, in scarlet mantle and small, tasselled skull cap. To lick that spoon was a guarantee of a partial indulgence, which meant a few hours less in Purgatory in the next world.


I used to sit there, admiring the room and its pale yellow walls and the two paintings depicting waves that were descending violently on a range of grey-black cliffs, somewhere in England. It was there, on top of the china cabinet, that I kept dolls which a Protestant woman, a friend of my mother’s, had sent to me each Christmas. First was the Princess, whom I called Rosaleen, a sleeping doll, cheeks vivid as if coloured with fresh cochineal, and eyelashes that by a mere tilt of the head would exquisitely flutter. The doll the following year was male, a little Dutch drummer boy in red and fawn, a velvet pyjama suit and a drummer’s orange hat. He too came in an oblong box, snug inside folds of tissue paper, and one day I did what I dimly knew to be a profane thing. I took the little drummer boy and laid him over the Princess in her blue taffeta dress, with its apron of net, put the lid back on and left them to their mischiefs.


On another occasion, a neighbour’s daughter called Eily sat in one of the high straight-backed chairs in our dining room, her eyes dark and shiny as ink, her face lovely and trustful, waiting for a sweetheart to come while my mother came and went on tip-toe, watching for the figure that must appear beyond the glass panelling of the hall door, which was without knocker or doorbell. Only two days before Eily and my mother had walked three miles to the doctor in the next town-land, since she was, as she put it, suffering from heartburn. I went with them. It was on the Lake Road, a hot day, waves and wavelets dancing on the water and a little breeze that came in wafts, except that there was no curing my mother’s deep suspicions. She kept asking if IT was possible. The word pregnancy was not uttered, partly because of my being there and partly because it was too terrible for it to be said. Eily would grasp my mother’s hand in umbrage and then, in an orgy of lamentation, would ask how could my mother think such a thing, and then both women would cry. I was too afraid to glance at her stomach, in case some stirrings would reveal the truth. Again and again my mother repeated her key question and by the time we got to the doctor’s surgery, Eily had clamped her hands over her ears, deaf to everything.


The visit to the doctor did not go as they had hoped and no cure was forthcoming.


Next evening, her sweetheart arrived and the couple were left to confer alone. Later my mother announced wedding plans in June to my father, who was oblivious to all this furore. Telling the girl’s parents was a quite different matter and it is probable that the full truth was withheld. All they knew was that Eily was marrying and that the groom was coming to pay a visit.


Their good room led off the kitchen and was full of oats, which naturally had to be cleared out, and some pieces of furniture had to be procured. My mother helped by giving a wooden garden seat which she had varnished and then decorated, running a sharp nail, zigzag-wise, over the wet varnish to create a mottled effect. Eily’s mother had somehow found a small side-table that was covered with a red chenille cloth. There was a new sheepskin rug that smelt of the butcher’s and was still shedding its hairs. The fire was in two minds about taking off, as there had never been a fire in that grate before. The groom arrived, wearing a leather raincoat and leather gauntlet gloves, which he removed and tossed aside, with some grandeur. He was given the best chair. Eily sat on the window-ledge, not looking at him or at anyone and twirling the ends of her wavy, auburn hair. My mother and Eily’s mother shared the wooden seat and my father, who was standing, smoked and looked out at rain pouring from a gully into a rain barrel that overflowed onto a flat field beyond.


The first faux pas happened when Eily’s father came in, his wet cap dripping onto the point of his nose; suddenly alarmed at the altered state of the room and the elegance of it, he turned to my father and said, ‘Am I in my own house at all, Mister?’ He called all other men Mister because, having had no education, he reckoned that others were scholars and deserving of his respect. Then he shook the groom’s hand and called him Mister. The conversation turned to the crops: some corn already lodged in the fields from so much rain and whether it would not have been better to have used it for pasture.


I shall never forget the giddy elation in Eily’s expression when she jumped up, stood in front of the fire and thanked everyone profusely for being so good to her. Her father, who loved her and who must have suddenly guessed the implications of what she had just said, ran out of the room, for fear of crying. The tea and porter cake came next.


The couple moved away soon after that, to the opposite end of the county, where the wedding was held, and many years later I saw Eily in Grafton Street in Dublin, much older, her eyes scared, those eyes the colour of dark slate and that many had envied. She was talking to herself in a mad, high-pitched voice and scolding people whom she imagined to be staring at her.


Also in that dining room, my mother and I once narrowly escaped death. My father had gone in there with a bottle of whiskey and a revolver that had belonged to my mother’s brother, Captain Michael. It was on top of a wardrobe, with a leather holster and bullets. In there, he vowed havoc and slaughter on all of us and on families along the road who had refused him drink and eventually the sergeant was called and went in to reason with him. After a while, when they had obviously been arguing fiercely, the sergeant came out and said the only person he would give the gun to was my mother, and I went in with her to be her protector.


My father kept swinging the loaded revolver, jauntily, as if it were a toy. My mother asked in a pacifying voice, what did he want? What was it he wanted? He wanted money. ‘Give it to me. Give it to me,’ he kept saying. He did not believe that she did not have any and he put the revolver down on the bamboo what-not and crossed and stood before us. Then he searched inside her bodice, where she sometimes kept money and where I, and no doubt he, had sometimes seen the jut of an orange-tinted ten-shilling note. She was shaking like a leaf. Then he searched in good cups in the china cabinet and, finding only the delicate handles that were broken off and kept in the hope of their being glued back one day, he became even more enraged. We saw him go back to the bamboo table and pick up the revolver. My mother asked him to put it down, in the name of Jesus, to put it down. That merely egged him on. The shot was the loudest I’d ever heard, not like gunshot from down in the woods, when men hunted rabbits and hares. Crouched down next to her, I thought that we were dead and found it strange to be smelling a smell of burning smoke. The bullet missed us and passed into the frame of the door, where white paint was crumbling and falling off in little shards. Carnero and the sergeant were there in the room, speaking in savage bursts, as though they were about to attack him, and my father had grown peculiarly quiet, almost contrite, as he was being led out.


He would not have been locked in the barracks that night, as it would be too disgraceful to our family that was once prosperous. He would have been brought in a car, or a hackney car, to a Cistercian monastery in Roscrea, because he was a friend of the abbot’s. There monks cared for him as he went through the ordeal of delirium tremens, which I knew little about, and then he would be given broth and semolina puddings and asked to make a resolution, to take the pledge and to never touch a drink again.


Those lulls while he was away were the happiest times in our house, my mother and I baking, cleaning windows inside and out and once, as I remember, mastering the intricate recipe for queen of puddings, which, when it came out of the oven with its crest of lightly burnt meringue, seemed to levitate from the oblong, Pyrex dish.

















Visitors





Important visitors were few, except for Yanks who came in the summer and talked with a twang and brought us necklaces and bone bracelets as gifts. Afterwards, when they had gone, my mother hankered for her times in America and the style she had and the flavoured ices.


At night we could guess the visitor by the particular clang of the gate. For a while, it was a new guard who had struck up a friendship with my father and called without any reason, knowing that he would be given tea and cake. The other was a bachelor who was writing a history of the parish, which he called a ‘histoire’. He lived with his two brothers, who were also bachelors, and they had one good overcoat between them. It meant that on Sundays they had to go to different Masses, one having to travel to the next parish, since there were only two Masses in ours. Reading snatches of his histoire aloud to us, he would take the opportunity to touch my mother’s knee, over her thick lisle stocking, and refer to her as ‘Mrs O’, reiterating what a lady she was. He would also be given tea and fruit cake and then, weary from the histoire (my father would have gone up to bed), she would cough and move around, this being the hint for him to leave. When male visitors left, she did two things: she plumped the cushions and smelt the leather seat of the chair, to see if they had farted, and if they had the removable seat would be lifted out and put on the windowsill to air, all night.


We dreaded tinkers, strapping women in plaid shawls, beating their tin cans on front and back door, insisting that we needed our pots mended and demanding milk, along with money. As I had not yet started school, I was given the task of watching out for them, when my mother was occupied up in the yard. On many unfortunate occasions they had already come into the kitchen, hussies with their insolent manners demanding things. But one day I was quick enough to spot them as they came in at the lower gate and I yelled for her; we both hid in the shoe closet, that smelt of old shoes and had mice, but it was the only hiding place that did not have a window. We could hear them going all around the house, their threats, their pleadings, since they suspected we were in there, and as they left they heaped curses on us and swore that we would regret the day.


That evening, when my mother went to search for her good tan shoes that she had washed and put to dry on the pier of the gate, they were not to be found. The further we looked, the louder her laments became. She described the shoe cream she had specially bought with which to polish them, she pictured the little worms of shoe cream in the punched holes along the toe cap and instep, she imagined outings that she would now never make in them. She dreaded having to admit that most likely the tinkers had swiped them. It was with reluctance that she told the sergeant, never believing he would take the matter further, except that he did. The shoes were found in the bottom of a pram, covered with ticking and a pillow, in the flea hotel where some of the female members of the tinker families lodged. Others were in caravans over in an empty, haunted field, where they drank and had singsongs and later beat each other up. A summons was served on two women, who had identical names, and to her shame my mother had to appear in the local courthouse, where she was jeered and laughed at by warring tribes of tinkers, especially when she walked up to a stand and identified the shoes as being hers. When the sentence of a fine of fifteen shillings was passed, there was uproar; the judge, banging the table, said a month in jail would do all of them a world of good. The shoes were never the same after that.


The visitor we most dreaded, after tinkers, was Mad Mabel. She moved with such swiftness: she would appear suddenly, as out of nowhere, tall and fluent and wild-eyed, wielding an ash plant, shouting and hitting out at all before her. She would be in our kitchen scolding our mother for her untidiness and her dirt. The ash plant would bounce off the ledge of the dresser as she took particular exception to the ornamental plates arranged along three shelves, one plate eased into the neighbouring plate to make room for the half dozen on each shelf. They had coloured paintings of pears and apples and pomegranates and my mother quaked at the thought of one getting broken. Mabel would then smell the flitches of salted bacon that were hanging up on nails near the cupboard, smell them and say they were rotten. She insisted that we had stolen potatoes and duck eggs from their yard and all must be returned by nightfall. It would be not too long after those fearful visits that we would learn of her being carted off to the lunatic asylum and how she had not wanted to go, had run around the farmyard holding a pitchfork, vowing to do herself in, until eventually a father or an uncle or an elder brother had had to seize her and tie her with rope and drag her to the waiting horse and cart. She would not be seen or heard of for many months and then she would return home and we would see her at Mass, so very quiet, peculiar looking and mumbling to herself.


One day I was getting clothes off the line, which was on a hill not far from our back door, when she surprised me. Her shadow and her gabbling preceded her, a tall streelish figure with a stick, raving, raving. She asked me to say her name, and when I said, ‘Mabel, Mabel,’ she burst out laughing, sensing that I was frightened, and went off on a spiel. Mabel gone. No more Mabel. Mabel dead. Blood blood blood. Ha ha ha. Mabel no more.


‘I’ll get you a drink of lemonade,’ I said, anything to escape her. She refused it, did not want charity, moreover she had important business to do. Then she pulled my mother’s stockinet bloomers off the line with such force that the clothes pegs came off with them, and she left, slashing the air with her stick, saying again she had business to do, to burn down the barracks and the sergeant and all the buggers in it. It was the first time that I came face to face with madness and feared it and was fascinated by it.




*





Each summer a father and son came from Dublin. They were wealthy cousins of my mother’s and she cherished the distant hope of a little legacy. The preparations were myriad; the house was scoured from top to bottom and new recipes were pored over. She discussed menus with them almost as soon as they arrived and there were the usual jokes about their ‘avoirdupois’, except I did not know what it meant. They always brought either a tin of Roses assorted sweets or a box of chocolates, which was put on the sideboard. Much was made of their gift, too much. They ate so well that after their big feed in the middle of the day, when they went out the fields for a ‘constitutional’, they flopped down in a cornfield or a hayfield and dozed, yet they were always ready and peckish for the evening meal, which was usually cold meats with piccalilli and sausage rolls, a delicacy she was proud of.


The legacy was never mentioned, though she drew hope from the fact that the father had mentioned how he had given her name and address to his solicitor. We also hoped that they might leave me a ten-shilling note on departure. I could see its colouring, a golden, prosperous pink, with a picture of a lady wearing a veil. No sooner would their car have disappeared outside the second gate than we ransacked their bedroom, put our hands into pillow slips and bolster cases, turned over the mattress, searched under ornaments and statues but found nothing. My mother would shed a few tears because, with all the largesse, we now owed money in three shops, and reverting to one of her two faithful platitudes she would recite, ‘Money talks, but tell me why, all it says is just Goodbye.’


Once a year, just before Christmas, there would be a card party in our house. They were held in different houses and the eventual prize was a goose, which families took it in turn to provide. It was there I had my first glimpse of feuding over politics. Card tables and card chairs were set down in the kitchen, and in the pantry, covered with a slightly dampened piece of muslin, would be the two-tiered plates of sandwiches, with a choice of ham, mutton and egg. There would also be dainties on a different plate. A fad of my mother’s at that time was doughnuts, so the smell of hot oil and warm sugar permeated the kitchen. The game was Forty-five and at first everything was jovial. Partners were decided and people sat at the different tables, their consignments of change set down beside them. It may have been that someone cheated, or reneged, or that a player had mistakenly played against their own partner, but inevitably a row erupted, fists hitting the green baize tops, cards scattered all over, and in the slanging match that followed political memories, so raw and so real, were resumed. It was the old story of Ireland partitioned, the six counties cut off from the motherland and raging argument as to who was to blame. Some were for De Valera and others for Michael Collins, the ‘long fella’ and the ‘big fella’, the pith of the argument being that De Valera had sent Michael Collins to England to negotiate a treaty, knowing that he would come back having had to accede to the detested partition that the English demanded. Raging grievances against the foe were now mixed up with raging grievances against each other, and calm, or the semblance of it, was only gradually restored by one or two reasonable people resorting to clichés about the terrible dark times that Ireland had been through and sure, wasn’t the country only just trying to get back on her feet? The card game was resumed but somehow the sparkle would have gone out of the evening.


It was borne in on me at that very young age that I came from fierce people and that the wounds of history were very raw and vivid as the pictures on the packs of cards that had been flung down. The North was an area on a map and yet the way they harangued, losing their reason and hurling accusations at each other, I felt it would one day darken our lives.

















Classroom





The classroom had to be swept each morning, the wooden floor sprinkled with water to keep down the dust that rose in little swirls. From the holes in the floor one could hear mice trotting underneath and sometimes a snout or a brown tail would peep through and girls went berserk, pulling their legs up under their clothes and huddling. The smell of dust was always there but in summer it would be mixed with the smell of flowers that were in jam jars along the windowsill. Girls that brought flowers were ‘pets’ with the teacher, and the flower smell that lasted longest was that of stocks, which had a perfume even when withered.


On my very first day at school, the teacher picked me up in her arms; the brooch she was wearing was identical to one my mother had, a nest of flowers in a leaf-shaped silver recess. Hers had strawberries and my mother’s were violets. She asked me in Irish if I was happy to be at school, and if I would shine and win a scholarship, and proudly she spoke the answer for me in Irish. There was a box for black babies in Africa and as a surprise she allowed me to put a penny in the slot; the china skull of the black baby, with its braided hair, nodded a thank-you. A letter from a leper colony in Uganda, yellow from turf smoke, was nailed to the wall, in which the school had been thanked for monies sent. Next to it, on parchment more yellowed, were the reproachful words of the Englishman Sir John Davies, the King’s Deputy, written in the 1600s:




For if themselves [the mere Irish] were suffered to possess the whole country as their septs have done for so many hundreds of years past, they would never, to the end of the world, build houses, make townships or villages or manure or improve the land as it ought to be. Therefore it stands neither with Christian belief nor conscience to suffer so good and fruitful a country to lie waste like a wilderness, when His Majesty may lawfully dispose of it to such persons as will make a civil plantation thereupon.





Irish history was the subject she most liked to teach. She strode through the classroom, in and out between the desks, where we sat in pairs, the small white pots of watered ink in an enamel inkwell, and a dent in the wooden slope to hold pen and pencil. With hyperbole she spanned centuries, invoking sieges and battles – Slievemurry, Gorey and Athenry – bemoaning the seven-hundred-year conquest, the cruelty of the Invader, the Saxon sheriff. She reeled off the names of heroes whose heads were impaled on the gates of Dublin Castle and yet, and yet, Malachi retained his collar of gold. Hitting with her ruler the cloth map on the wall, she fixed on the name of Kinsale, the six-year siege which marked the end of the cream of Irish soldiery, the great Earls, O’Neill, O’Donnell, having to flee their own land, where they soon died of heartbreak, their auxiliaries going to fight as mercenaries in foreign brigades. She would then recite, her eyes filling with tears:








And all Valladolid knew


And out to Simancas all knew


Where they buried Red Hugh.











She spanned centuries, jumping back to the age of mythic men, whose lives constituted battle and banquet, whose women were all beautiful, with pale, sea-green eyes, cheeks with the hue of the foxglove, and perched on their shoulders ravens with the gift of prophecy. Cú Chulainn, who took the name of his hound, was the hero she most liked to dwell on, he who had vanquished all the rival tribes and scions of Ireland until the fatal day when the gods deserted him and, as the bird Morrigan had foretold, his bowels spilt out onto the cushions of his chariot. Alone and bleeding, he stooped and drank from a stream, then staggered to a lake into which his blood flowed and he watched as an otter drank. Rather than die defeated, he strapped himself by his torn tunic to a pillar-stone because he knew from the Olla and the bards that ‘a great name outlasts a man’.


It was a mere trot from Cú Chulainn to Pope Pius XI, who before his death had told Cardinal MacRory, Primate of all Ireland, that the Irish people were God’s pure air, ‘They were everywhere and like the air, giving life and vigour to the Catholic faith.’ His death was so full of pageantry; we heard, in her lachrymose tones, how doctors, monsignors and his private sacristan stood aghast at his passing, as the scarlet veil was raised from his face and Cardinal Pacelli, his chamberlain, took a small silver hammer and struck him three times on his forehead, calling him by his Christian name, ‘Achille, Achille, Achille.’ When he did not answer, they sank to their knees in lamentation and recited De Profundis; then the sad news was immediately despatched to Il Duce, Benito Mussolini, who in turn informed Victor Emmanuel, King of Italy.


Often, after these great sallies, she would sit, quiet and lank, staring into space, and thinking. Thinking what? Of her own fate, or Ireland’s fate? She lived alone in a rookery of a house about half a mile from the school. And one Saturday, before an exam, we had an extra class there. From upstairs she brought down a cake box, in which there were the remains of a rich fruitcake and a lot of broken bits of icing. It reminded me of cakes that brides kept after their wedding, in wait for the christening of their first child, but that could not be true of her as she was a spinster.


When the school bell rang for lunch, we would go out into the yard to eat our lunches, and one of the girls who was her ‘pet’ would stay behind to make her a jam omelette. I wanted to be one of her pets; I strove in every way, especially with my compositions, except that, pointedly, she slighted me.


The day the inspector came, I thought that I had excelled myself. He wore a tweed jacket with crinkled leather buttons the colour of conkers and matching tweed plus-fours. He looked at her syllabus and her logbook, then glancing around, he asked if one of the pupils might like to recite a poem or some catechism. Since I devoured things by heart, she told me to stand up and repeat the miracle of the loaves and fishes from St Luke’s Gospel. Not content with speaking it, I added a little flourish of my own, saying that after everyone had been fed, Jesus ordered his Disciples to gather up the remaining loaves and fishes that lay strewn on the shores of Galilee. The inspector asked me if I took a great interest in Jesus, to which I replied that I was disappointed that he had been so curt with his mother at the Feast of Cana, when, worried about the scarcity of wine, he said, ‘It is not my business or thine.’ There were titters in the classroom and he strolled around smiling, looked over some girls’ shoulders at their copybooks, took a pencil that was in the rim of his tiny diary, made a note, then left us and, as we later learned, had a long lunch in the pub that boasted the name of a hotel. Far from being praised because of the glowing report he sent back, the teacher had a ‘set’ on me and was determined to punish me. She requested that I bring my china doll Rosaleen for the Nativity play at Christmas, in which I was not given a part. It was galling to see Rosaleen, in her ivory satin dress that was strewn with violets, being passed clumsily from hand to hand, and worse when one of the Three Wise Men almost dropped her. After the performance, when I went to reclaim her, my teacher said she could not be given back, as a photographer was expected to come and take a photograph of the crib, along with Mary, Joseph and animals that had been fashioned out of straw. In the meantime the doll was kept in her house, and on the way home from school I could see her through the sitting-room window, propped on a sideboard, her stumpy legs splayed out and her two china hands, as I believed, imploring me to kidnap her. My heart was bursting with anger. Eventually, my mother wrote, saying how attached I was to the doll, but the letter was not referred to and not acknowledged.


Another day she sent me to the town for tuppence-worth of chops. I noticed that father and son smiled when they heard the humble request. I stood between the big haunches of meat that hung from the ceiling, their skins white and larded, with amber flypapers flapping in and out between them. From a gauze safe the son pulled out some scraps of meat that might have been for dogs and wrapped them in a double fold of white paper, then cleaned his hands in his half-apron that was of black oilcloth.


Hilarity reigned in the classroom. It was tuppence-worth of chalk I had been sent for. I was an amadán. She made me stand in front of the fireguard, holding the open sheets of blood-spattered paper for everyone to behold, and afterwards, when I sat down, girls sympathised with me, except for the few who threw bits of crumbled rubber and toffee papers in my direction.


My brother and sisters, being older, had gone away to boarding school, so walking home alone was full of hazards. There might be tinkers, or some wild man, hiding behind a wall who with a twirl of the finger would spit the words, ‘I want to do pooley in you.’


Once I arrived home to find that my mother was not there; I could tell by seeing the second gate swinging open, hens on the flag, starving and pecking at bits of lime, our back door not locked – all proof that she had fled to her mother’s after a frightful row. It meant my having to stay with the Mac family in the gate lodge, an older couple who smelt of wintergreen oil, the husband scratching his head and asking his wife how long they would have the nuisance of me. Her hair was snow white and as wavy as the waves of a sea and seeing that I was sniffling and sad, she would let me sit up that bit late to say the rosary with them. I slept in the attic room, reached by a ladder, and through the skylight window I looked for sky, for stars, and begged for my mother to come home, which she always did, vowing that we would be a happy family from then onwards, as my father had taken the pledge. As a celebration, she would make an orange cake and, when it was almost baked, she would take it out of the oven and allow me to plunge a knitting needle into it, which I could then lick – the taste of the warm, orangey dough, so delicious.


Our hens began to lay well, as we knew from the jubilant yodel they let out after they had laid, and then it was up to the yard to gather the eggs from under them, in their dank, clammy nests, their eyes with a shine of beads. She cleaned the eggs with a damp cloth and a bit of bread soda and brought them in her basket to a new shopkeeper in the town. She had credit there, her name being the very first to be entered in his big, important ledger, that looked like a dictionary. I was allowed to get a two-pound pot of blackcurrant jam. It was where the footpath ran out, jumping down onto the road itself, that I dropped it. There it was, a spew, purple and black, pieces of glass everywhere, the tiny blackcurrants like goat droppings. A woman from the nearby garage came out, to sympathise, and then brought a worn goose wing and a bit of cardboard to sweep it up.


It so happened that I had become smitten with film stars whose photographs came in cigarette packets, which I collected from all the men who smoked. Women did not smoke. The photographs were so bewitching that I would make up little dramas about them, and my two chosen stars were Clark Gable and Dorothy Lamour. I twined them in a romantic situation, swearing love, et cetera, when foolishly Dorothy mentioned her suspicions regarding Greer Garson, who lived nearby, also in a shaded mansion. Clark was fuming. Did she not trust him? So things got heated and Clark left in a huff, announcing that he was going to the ocean. Greer then seized her moment to walk across the lawn, seemingly to console her friend, but in truth to persecute her. This playlet got to be known, and one day when I was coming from school a man called Tim called me into his shop and then into a small office where a second man sat on a high stool. A bottle of whiskey lay on the slant of the brown wooden desk and the two men were skittish. They asked me to put my play on, which I did, interposing the dialogue with the pictures on the cigarette cards, the performance lasting about five minutes. As a reward, I was given a threepenny bit. It felt warm in the palm of my hand and it had the image of a hound on it. I handed it back to Tim, so he could take it off our bill, and for a minute the two men looked away, not knowing what to make of it, and I tied the threepenny bit into my handkerchief so as not to lose it.




*





Years later, when I had, as they put it, ‘gone up in the world’, my mother asked me to go and see my old schoolteacher, who had been ailing for some time. Her room had that mustiness that all sickrooms had, as the window was kept shut, along with the smell of medicines and orangeade. Her skin was very yellow, as if she had jaundice, her body skeleton-like, except for the little bowl of her belly under the sheet, and the only trace of her highly strung temperament was the way she fidgeted at the fringing of the cotton quilt on her bed. She barely spoke for some time, then, with her voice whistling through her windpipe and gripping my hand, she asked, was she not the first to detect the writing spark in me, was it not she who had first ignited the fire? Then a quick dart of light passed over her eyes, as though she was hearing the sound of Cú Chulainn and his men were charging up the quiet street.
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