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            I carry a brick on my shoulder in order that the world may know what my house was like.

            
                

            

            Bertolt Brecht

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Part One

         

         
            
               Dan Egan is in Drewsboro

               The Wattles at the gate

               Manny Parker’s in the Avenue

               And the Nigger’s walking straight.

            

         

         Manny Parker was a botanist, out in all weathers, lived with his sister that ran the sweetshop, they ate meat Fridays, they were Protestants. Your mother dealt there, found them honest.

         They put chocolate aside for her because it was rationed, six bars of plain and six bars of fruit and nut. These she stored in the sideboard along with jams and jellies. The sideboard was dark brown, the keys missing, but since the doors opened with a terrible creak it was nearly the same as having them locked. No one opened those doors without the whole house knowing. When the bitter oranges came from Seville in the spring, Manny Parker’s sister made a marmalade and the pound pots were put to cool on the counter where everyone could see them and compliment her on them. She favoured a coarser marmalade than your mother and the shreds suspended in the dark jelly were like seeing pet fish in a tank.

         The Wattles were in the gate lodge, across the road from the gates. The gates were green, and speared along the top, the hasp missing. One gate was loose in its pivot and when it slipped out you had to hold on for dear life or you fell, gate and all.

         They were named the Wattles because their daughter Lizzie went to Australia and came home, and had yellow jaundice. Before she came she sent snaps of herself and they got the gramophone mended and bought a record Far  Away  in  Australia  but she said that was the last thing she wanted to hear and asked bitterly where the pipers were. She threatened to go back but didn’t. The Wattles never opened gates because they didn’t get paid. The two old people had the pension.

         Mr Wattle called everyone Mister and when Mrs Wattle bought a cane chair he said Am I in my own house at all Mister? When the cow did number two into the pail of milk, Mr Wattle who was milking didn’t see it. The women strained the milk over and over again through a strainer and through muslin but it was still yellow and it smelt. The other time when milk had a smell was when the cows were given turnips or the grass was too rich.

         That rich grass was called aftergrass and your father prized it for his horses. If the gates were left open, or if the big stone was not put to them cattle got in or got out and either ways there were ructions, investigations as to who was to blame. Your mother could not bear to see and hear stray cattle dispersing all over the fields because she had a presentiment that they were going to be there for ever, fattening themselves for free. Yet they were never turned out. Only the tinkers’ stock was driven out. Tinkers’ ponies were canny. They grazed on the roadside, never shied when cars and lorries went by and if they saw a guard coming had the good sense to saunter off. The tinkers settled in the evicted field that belonged to no one because two married brothers fought over it and neither would let the other till it. Some nights there were lots of caravans there with lights shining through the half doors, some nights it was like every other field, dark and empty and dangerous.

         Dan Egan was dead but his name lived on because there was a tree named after him, a horse chestnut. Boys shook it for conkers and if they got caught they got a hammering from your father. Dan Egan was buried over on the island where your mother said she would not go because there would be no passersby to pray for the repose of her soul. You were afraid your mother might die, before you.

         Over on the island there were birds and ruins. The ruins had metal plaques on them saying what period in history they were built in. Saints and scholars had lived there. One door had a lintel with four recesses and the stones were as brittle as bread crumbs. Visitors went in rowboats and walked around the ruins. On a fine day the surface of the lake glittered like tin but it never happened to be like that for a regatta.

         There were cattle on the island belonging to the butcher, bullocks. They made themselves at home on the graves, disentangled the wreaths, trampled on the glass domes and chewed flowers that were supposed to be everlasting. Those flowers were of calcium and looked like bones but no corpses showed above the ground because the graves were dug deep.

         If dead people appeared it could only be at night, the way Dan Egan was said to appear under the shade of the tree named after him. Whenever his name was mentioned your father said Poor devil, God rest him. Your father and he got drunk together, played cards and clicked girls. Your father didn’t mention girls but there was a photo of them both on a sidecar, each with a girl, and each couple with a rug over the knees. It was taken at the Horse Show to which they went annually. They went everywhere together although Dan Egan was a lot older. When the lake was frozen they walked nine miles to an all-night dance, and Dan Egan insisted on dragging a boat behind them and your father was bucking, but providential it was because on the way home in the morning the ice began to go. When they got in the boat they found they had no oars and Dan Egan was cursing and blinding and they were bobbing around like that between the floats of ice until a coal boat went by at midday.

         Your father met your mother at that dance but didn’t throw two words to her. Your mother was all dolled up, home from America on holiday, had a long dress and peroxide in her hair. Your mother put the eye on him then and got her brother to invite him up to their house to walk the land.

         Your father could guess the acreage of any field by walking it. That and horses was his hobby and off nights with Dan Egan for sing-songs and out on the lake shooting duck. Dan Egan and he lived in a big house with an old tiddly nanny and when they got home drunk in the mornings she used to bring up shaving water and whiskey, a mug of each. Kept a roaring fire they did in one room and in all the other rooms there were bats, and mice and dark pieces of furniture.

         Your father was an orphan but his old tiddly nanny took care of him and when he wanted shaving water or a headache powder all he had to do was press a bell and when the green gong trembled in the kitchen his old tiddly nanny said Bad cess to you but went to him all the same.

         Your father burnt the house sooner than let the Black and Tans occupy it as a barracks. Not even a candlestick or a cruet could he take away as a memento because that would have been theft. The house got burnt but the old cellar remained and your mother used it as a dumping-ground. Your mother dumped ashes there and the empties that were not charged on and broken crockery and the entrails of the cockerels that got killed and drawn every Saturday in summer, in preparation for Sunday’s dinner. She gave herself the worst parts of the chicken, the skin, the Pope’s nose, the posterior bits. She sent one once a month to your sister Emma along with a cake and some butter.

         Emma had airs because she was born in New York. Often she slighted you and said you were trash and said Be off, trash. She pedalled fiercely on her bicycle so that you couldn’t catch up.

         She was his favourite. He called her Whitehead. She got the watch. The watch made a black rim on her wrist and she told you that was known as oxidization. She had a bracelet too that was expandable. Once it got caught above her elbow and had to be damped and forced down. It got buckled.

         There was not much jewellery lying about the house, his gold watch, some necklaces and loose pearls in a soap-dish that were skinless and without glow. Your house had no gongs, either, or no cellar but it had marble mantelpieces in all the rooms and constellations of flowers in the centres of the ceilings.

         In the chimneys crows nested. Crows preferred the chimneys to the trees because the trees were prey to the wind. Around the tree trunks were plaits of ivy so thick and matted that they were like shields. The crows pecked at the ivy. They were black and lustrous and were always on the go, circling round and round, cawing and crying.

         What was classified as a front garden had pampas grass, Devil’s pokers and apple trees that hadn’t grown to their full stature but weren’t dwarfs either. The pampas grass was in wayward clusters, more blue than green. It was a foreign grass, stiff in stem and with a knife edge. It was from the old days, the gone days, when the place had its ornamental garden. You put that part of your hand between thumb and forefinger to the knife edge, that flap which if it got cut could lead to lockjaw. That was courting disaster. The grass was scythed once a month, the hedge clipped. Nettles had to be kept at bay. Nettles had a white flower that no one admired. She sent you around the fields to gather some for young chickens. She gave you a saucepan and a shears and told you to drop them directly as you cut them, so as to protect your hands. You suffered a few stings to be devout. You crooned, baritoned, in order to intimidate small animals that were lurking in briars and low coverts of foliage. Nettles had an iron content. Cabbage had iodine. Cabbage was frequently on the menu. It was one of her specialities. She was liberal with salt and pepper and these condiments combined with cabbage and mashed potatoes made a lovely compound. Good with turnips too or for that matter any of the root vegetables. If there was fresh meat he had it, a chop nicely done. The dogs got the bone. They tussled over it. They were huge and were the colour of lions. They were called Bran and Shep respectively. Bran after an ancient hero’s dog and Shep because it was such a convenient name. They went off at night, across fields, so did badgers and hares and foxes and wildcats and owls and rats and weasels and moles, all enemies, all springing at each other, all letting out primeval cries.

         In the morning on the way to school, you saw things, tracks, fur, feathers and once a paw with its cloven hoof and its long nail intact. You skirted the fort of dark trees.

         It was a pagan place and circular. Druids had their rites there long before your mother and father or his mother and father or her mother and father or anyone you’d ever heard tell of. But Mr Wattle said that was not all, said he had seen a lady ungirdled there one night on his way home from physicking the donkey. The ground inside was shifty, a swamp where lilies bloomed. They were called bog lilies. The donkey went in there to die and no wonder because the shelter was ample. No one would go in to bury it. It decomposed. The smell grew worse and worse and more and more widespread. The dogs carried the members around, the bits, big bones and little bones and they were scattered everywhere and in the end were as brown and as odourless as twigs.

         The dogs had a routine. They slept during the day. They had places under the hedge hollowed out to their shape and they moved around the house depending on the elements. The wind ruffled their coats, drew attention to the ranges of tawny in them. They were half brothers, had had the same mother, a Shep, but conflicting fathers. They conveyed her when she went to Manny Parker’s sister’s shop to collect chocolate or to pay something off her bill. Her bill was unending. No sooner had she paid something than she made a new purchase but there was an understanding between her and Manny Parker’s sister, a tacit understanding.

         You always ran home from school. Your friends jeered. Called you sutach, called you suck-suck, called you diddums and spoilsport and clown and pissabed. On the way home from Mass diarrhoea ran all down your legs and you got behind the wall and stayed there until everyone had gone, the men tearing to the pub, the doctor and Hilda in their cars, the people on bicycles, the pedestrians and the sacristan who had had to stay behind to quench candles and lock the big oak door. Your mother was not vexed, said it could happen to a bishop. Your friends passed remarks about it, wrote notes to each other, referred to it as the Incident. Your friend Jewel wrote on the blackboard to remember the Incident, marmalade in colour, behind a certain wall on the Sabbath day.

         Before your first Holy Communion, Jewel and you practised receiving the Host. You received bits of paper from each other. You had to hold it for as long as possible, for as long as it was likely to take the body and blood of Jesus to melt into you. The bits of paper soaked up all your saliva but it was not a sin when they grazed your teeth whereas it would be a sin if the Host were to. That was your main preoccupation on your first Holy Communion day, even though you were being admired by all and sundry because of your finery. Your shoes were buckskin and your veil had sprays of lily of the valley wrought into it. Yours was the finest veil. Your mother saw to that. Our Lord didn’t touch your teeth but there was a crisis afterwards. When Lizzie asked you to pose for a snap you stood against the railing and a corner of the veil blew up and got caught on a spear and would have been in shreds only that the priest rescued it. Your mother went on about what a close shave it was and you got five shillings and there were sun showers and that was your first Holy Communion. Jewel had a tea-party to which you were not invited. Your friends were not friends the way your father and Dan Egan were.

         When your father talked of Dan Egan his eyes filled up with tears. He and Dan Egan were arrested as they walked out of a public house and unfortunate it was because Dan Egan was carrying a bulldog revolver. Told the Black and Tans it was for shooting hares and rabbits but the Tans didn’t swallow that, and the pair of them were shoved in the lorry and brought to the nearest jail.

         Tied together they were and inveigled to split on their comrades but they didn’t and they even got kicked and belted but they didn’t give in. Bound together all night without being let talk and had their faces dipped in a rain barrel whenever either one of them nodded off. Grigged too, with stories of what they would fancy for supper, trout or chicken. And when Dan Egan had to do number two they were still left tied together and that made them buddies for ever.

         They were let out in the morning with a warning, but when they got out on the street no one would give them a lift home and they had to walk without benefit of either tea or whiskey. From the beltings he got, Dan Egan developed epileptic fits and when the Free State was established he applied for a pension and was given it, but your father got none and they came to a coolness and set it.

         Once he died, they became the best of friends again and your father often told of the evening soon after their arrest when they set fire to the big house and how methodical they were, soaked doors and wainscoting and floors and window frames all with petrol, and drenched rags which they scattered round. Your father told how they had to wait for nightfall and how all that long day they told stories and split matches and how just before they did it Dan Egan said he’d give his eyesight to see the Tans’ faces when they saw a conflagration on the site that was to have been their headquarters. The Tans had it all worked out that they’d occupy your father’s house being as it was spacious with ample accommodation for themselves and for prisoners; with fireplaces, and woods near by, an indoor pump, a ballroom, everything a battalion would need. When they’d done the deed they had to run for it, and in opposite directions along back roads and byroads. When your father got to the house that was supposed to shelter him they had the wind up so he had to go on and on, shanks-maring it, and finally the people who took him in were strangers altogether but they treated him nicely.

         He hid in a potato pit. It was there he contracted eczema and it stayed with him all his life and he had to get yellow ointment for it, from a woman who did cures. She cured warts and fits and your mother said she would not like to get in her black books because she wouldn’t be surprised if she was a witch. There was always smoke from her chimney and around her window, wraiths of it. At Mass she reeked of smoke and no one wanted to sit near her. She picked plants and gathered stones and when foraging she cackled to herself. She was a widow.

         When your father crawled out of the potato pit at night his legs were weak as water and when he went across to the farmhouse there were girls there singing and cutting up seed potatoes for sowing. It must have been spring. Your father never asked them their names. Your father said how in the old days people would give you a shilling or take you in but your mother said that was all baloney and that distance lends enchantment and he told her she didn’t know what she was talking about because she didn’t know Dan Egan or any of these people and she said no she didn’t, but very standoffish like she didn’t want to.

         Jobbers she called them, his friends – the cattle dealers, the horse dealers, the feather merchants, and Sacco.

         Sacco came; he did tricks with matches and with a handkerchief, then he moved the lamp to appoint the shadow and with thumb and forefinger he did a movement that was like rabbits’ paws dancing on a wall. He made four shadows with only two fingers, one set higher than the other. That was magic. He was a magician. He had steel-rimmed spectacles. He complimented her on her bread. Before she cut it there was a perfect sign of the cross on the top where she had etched it unthinkingly on the raw dough. Sacco began to describe the marriage pattern. He said it was love at first, frequent journeys to the bed, matinée and evening performance, the hay not saved, the calves not fed, then after the first child a bit of a cooling off, the man going out nights and the subsequent children begotten in drink, then squabbles, ructions, first Holy Communions, shoes having to be bought, a lot of troubles and late in life the man back at his own fireplace spitting and banging and grunting inanities to his own wife.

         Your mother was furious, nearly took the cake of bread away. Your father changed the conversation, asked when the fair at Spancehill was. Sacco not only knew the day but had advance information on the breeds of ponies that were going to be on sale there.

         You knew your father and the Nigger would go together, the Nigger would put on his leggings and his accoutrements and your father would choose one of his soft felt hats, and bid for ponies he had no need of. They would lead them home – grey ponies or dappled – on a master reins and intern them in a house for a few days until they forgot the presence of their own mares and the sniff of their own lands. They would break them in then.

         Your father had given the Nigger a site and that meant he had a right of way and he went in and out at all hours, tearing drunk. They christened him the Nigger because he had berries on one cheek that were the colour of beetroot and when he moved his jaw they swayed and made everybody laugh. Some called them carbuncles. On fair days and race days strangers bought pints for him, to do the trick with the jaw. Though they laughed and split themselves laughing, he himself never did, he just did the trick and downed the pints.

         Going home drunk he took off his breeches by the water pump and when girls and women went by, he said Come here missie, until I do pooly in you, but if the guards or the Sergeant went by he insisted that he was having a footbath. The girls used to fly past and when he couldn’t catch them he did pooly anyhow, that was not pooly at all but white stuff. Then he went on home cursing and blinding and laughing like a jackass.

         Your mother said he would burn the house, which was a shack, over his head, and that he would die without a priest. He kept a roaring fire going and he read all the old almanacs and knew the predictions about wars and weather and the end of the world and things. His hero was Christopher Columbus. He used the almanacs as handles to grip the kettle and though the edges were scorched he never let the words burn, he loved the words.

         Your father said he made a great cup of tea, your mother said it was like senna. Your mother tackled him one day, asked when he was moving on to his own part of the country and his relatives.

         He looked at her, he said You’re an ignorant woman, I hasten to tell you, you’re an ignorant woman. After that he went in and out with a sack over his head so that she couldn’t accost him.

         Your father said what harm was it to give right of way and a bit of land to a poor man that needed it. Poor man, she said, sourly.

         Your mother and father were goodnatured in two different ways. Your mother sent slab cake and eggs to Della, the girl that had consumption but your father gave potatoes away and turf banks and grazing. Often there was strife over it.

         One day your father had a pitchfork raised to your mother and said I’ll split the head of you open and your mother said And when you’ve done it there will be a place for you. And you were sure that he would and you and your sister Emma were onlookers and your sister Emma kept putting twists of paper in her hair, both to curl it and pass the time. Later when your mother felt your pulse she said it was not normal, nobody’s pulse was normal that particular day.

         Later still, when your mother told her sister your Aunt Bride, she added things that did not happen, like that the prongs of the fork were on her temples and heading for her eyes, like that she stamped her foot and dared him to. Which she didn’t. She added touches of bravery. An emergency might have occurred but that Ambie came to the rescue.

         Ambie lived in your house but was always threatening to go. He and the Nigger were mortal enemies, Ambie stood up for your mother and the Nigger sided with your father. They could not be left alone, together, for fear of attacking each other over ancient political issues. They had to be together when the cattle were being hauled into the lorry and sent to the city to a mart.

         The city butchers favoured the cattle that came from the sweet land. The grass differed from place to place, was sweet, was sour, was saline, depending on the mineral content. The clover made it sweetest of all and the cows even munched the clover flower.

         It took three men to get them into the lorry. They were up at cockcrow. It was teeming. The beasts kept slipping and sliding over the runway and Ambie and the Nigger were cursing and blinding at each other and the beasts were bawling, and no one could get understood. Ambie positioned himself on the back of the lorry, intending to grab them by the horns as they were hustled up, but it was a right tug-of-war between him and them, they trying to pull him down and he trying to pull them up and the Nigger saying Shag whenever Ambie let go and the beasts slipped back down again. It took the best part of an hour. Afterwards everything was very quiet and the dogs were disappointed when all the commotion died down.

         Your mother said that their language was choice but she was not scandalized as she was hoping that the cattle would fetch a good price.

         She told Ambie that they would never have got dispatched but for his presence of mind. From time to time she flattered him. She was afraid he might take a figari and leave.

         He was saving money. He earned extra money through the killing of pigs at which he was adept. He had his own knife and his own spattered overalls. He slit their throats then held them upside down over a container to catch the blood that was essential for the black puddings. You seldom watched but you heard. The squeals of each particular pig reached you no matter where you hid, no matter where you happened to crouch, and it was heart-rending as if the pig was making a last but futile appeal for someone to save him. Hens never did that, hens only wriggled and expired.

         The dogs did not like those squeals either, they hid under the table and appeared only when there was offal and things being sorted out, not that they ate it, they merely examined it. They had selective tastes.

         Your mother gave strips of pork away, the choice bits to the professional people, the doctor, Manny Parker’s sister and the Sergeant; for cottagers got lesser pieces, knuckles, and crubeens for boiling. It took hours allocating the different portions. When you delivered them you got praise or sometimes a sixpence.

         At card games Ambie cheated and won geese and turkeys which he sold. Before he sold them he stuffed them with oats to put the weight up. Some buyers were crafty and waited for the geese and turkeys to do number two and the tailor’s wife presided with the brass scales.

         Ambie shot a neighbour’s goose and would have got summonsed only your father squared it with the guards. Your father had influence, got a crime hushed up a long time before, not for himself, but for one of his friends. One of his friends shot a girl because she wouldn’t serve him another drink, shot and missed. But it was still a crime and the man was charged with attempted manslaughter. And your father went and saw the girl and her mother and gave them soft soap and money. The man was deported to Australia instead of getting jailed and he was never heard of again and your mother said that was gratitude for you.

         Your father was a Peace Commissioner and spoke up for Ambie, said the shooting of the goose was accidental, said Ambie thought it was a wild swan that had strayed in off the lake. Normally they were at loggerheads, disagreed about everything, how to foot turf, or how to treat a dog for distemper.

         Ambie came from a rocky place where hardly anything grew and where the small fields were divided by stone walls instead of grass banks or lines of trees. At Easter time they killed a kid there. That was their speciality. His mother sent your mother a red Christmas candle. His mother and your mother had never met. Ambie carried the candle the whole way, in his left hand, and only when he was getting down off the bicycle did it snap and your mother said A bull in a china shop and Ambie laughed as he handed it to her.

         When she got cross you quaked but Ambie had a different ploy, he sucked air between his teeth. His teeth were rotten. He sucked air or he twiddled the signet ring that was made of aluminium. It was aluminium culled from a plane that had crashed. People went to look at the wreckage the way they went to look at scenery or quins if they had been born. It was a two-seater German plane that crashed by mistake. The pilot went into the sea. There were notes about it between heads of government. But it did not break hearts the way the doctor’s death did, because the pilot was a stranger. There were bits of him everywhere and parts of the car were taken as souvenirs. Your father took a door handle.

         The doctor crashed into a telegraph pole and everyone said he must have had homebrew taken. Homebrew deranged the senses. The telegraph pole was new, otherwise he would have known it because he knew that road backwards. A hurley field got christened after him.

         He had had two wives but he never acknowledged the second one and when patients asked how she was he always said My wife is deceased. His second wife was drunk at first Mass, fell off the end of the seat and into the aisle. When he got killed she went away and was never heard tell of again. Then the new doctor came and he and his wife were all the rage at first, and had card games specially in their honour. His wife had a teddy bear coat and a flapjack and said that her people were people of note. Your mother said she was artificial. They kept their bread in an enamel tin with Soiled Dressings written on it.

         
            *

         

         When your mother tore her vein on the rim of the milk bucket Ambie went for the doctor on the bicycle. She was in the house by the time he came. There were dark gunnels of blood in the rifts between the flagstones so that he could see what he was walking into. The hens were mesmerized by it and pecked at it if you can call that pecking.

         He knew where to tie the vein and wrapped clean white gauze round and round it. He refused the ten shilling note that was offered as a fee. It was a crinkled note retrieved from under the oilcloth of the kitchen table. There was a small set-to. Your father insisted that the doctor take it, stuffed it in his pocket behind his spotted silk handkerchief. The doctor rolled it up like a toffee paper and flung it far away. It flew over the top of the oil lamp and landed in the corner of the window ledge near a spool of black thread. It was a lovely moment, the lids of the stove gleaming, your mother speechless and grateful like a heroine in a play; the doctor accepting a cup of buttermilk, and your father remonstrating but in gratitude. The hairpin on the globe of the lamp gave out a little clatter as the lamp warmed up. Your father sang,

         
            
               Oh doctor, dear doctor

               Oh dear Doctor John

               Your codliver oil is so pure and so strong,

               I’m afraid of my life

               I’ll go down in your sight

               If I drink any more of your codliver oil. 

            

         

         Sang in admiration even though it was a song composed for the other doctor, the dead doctor who’d crashed.

         Your mother did not want to hear an account of his death again. It turned her stomach. The other things that turned her stomach were breast-feeding and shellfish. You heard her telling Mrs Durack so, when Mrs Durack was having a baby and though your mother stressed the direness of her nausea, Mrs Durack kept saying, You don’t say.

         Mrs Durack had her hair veined in the centre and then drawn back into a bun and people said she did it to look like Mrs Simpson who was in love with the Prince of Wales. At their wedding Mrs Durack sang There’s  a  Bridle  Hanging  on  the  Wall  and sang very screechy and all the locals thought she was going to be a toff but soon she lost her airs and had improvements made in her husband’s pub and a sink put in.

         There were thirty pubs. They did business at night. In the daytime they were cold and had to be scrubbed out but at night when the blinds were drawn and the men assembled they were enthralling places. Ambie went every night and your father went periodically. If women went they were put in a place partitioned off by frosted glass and your mother used to cross-examine Ambie on the drinks they had had and the condition they went home in.

         Ambie often got you a bar of chocolate and presented it to you in the morning. It was usually dark chocolate with white cream in it. The shopkeepers had their cronies and could decide who to give rationed things to. Once Ambie got you Peggy’s leg that was cinnamon coloured and sticky. Your mother didn’t mind if you ate it before breakfast, your mother spoilt you, let you make little loaves which she affixed to the top of the big loaf before consigning it to the hot oven, let you put on her dance dresses which were nearly in shreds. During Lent and Advent you didn’t eat the chocolate, saved it up, and it was like owning a shop having so many bars all at once, and an assortment.

         Ambie went from one pub to the next, depending on where the activity was. Your mother did her best to keep your father in at night, kept up a roaring fire, praised the programmes on the wireless, rubbed his head. The smell of his scalp got under her nails, that and the scurf. If in spite he turned the wick too high, the mantle got black and fell away in a shroud of soot. She kept an eye to it, turned it down when he went out to relieve himself. Did it from the top step and always aimed at the same place of flag, night after night. The flag had many a feature, rims of rust where buckets and rain barrels had lain, a lodge of slime around the metal lid that concealed the manhole, repeated hen-droppings and chicken-droppings, which were not the same thing, and a bleached bit where the rain fell perpendicularly without either wall or hedge to deflect its course.

         No three days went by without rain occurring on two of them. That was due to being in the Gulf Stream. You learned so in Geography. You learned Geography by heart and important dates in History and human touches of history as well, such as that Brian Boru got stabbed on the strand at Clontarf, got stabbed by a wicked Dane while giving thanks to God. You knew where straw hats were manufactured, and sewing machines, and cutlery. Your teacher Miss Davitt said how Shane O’Neill was disarmingly attractive and that Queen Elizabeth was light about him which was why she tried to have him poisoned at a feast because Hell has no music like a woman playing second fiddle.

         Miss Davitt had no romance at all. She had a cataract in one eye. A cataract was a little cloud that came down over the eye like a veil. There was another kind of cataract that meant running water. Everything meant more than one thing. Miss Davitt was too brainy. She got excited when she discussed politics. Your father and her had a flaming row one night and you were afraid to go to school next day in case she avenged it on you, which she did. She called you a snib, kept referring to the day when she sent you down for twopenceworth of chalk and you misheard and came back with twopenceworth of a chop.

         She was for de Valera and your father was for Cosgrave. Cosgrave’s crowd had sent blueshirts to fight for General Franco in Spain. Your father’s sage was an ex-Minister for Agriculture, who when a heckler threw the question How many toes has a pig? said Take off your boots and count. Your father relished that story and told it when he was in good form and sang Sweet Slievenamon, the song to the mountain that enshrined woman. He sang one way when he was drunk and another when he was sober.

         When you were born he and his brother were at issues but upon hearing the good news they burst into song, sang Red  River  Valley  through the nose and fell in over the bed trying to get a gawk at you, to discern your sex and your features. The midwife said you were lovely but said it out of shock so preposterous were you. They sang in first and seconds and your father used the unfinished roll of lint to conduct with. The midwife stitched your mother, made a botch of it. Your mother didn’t tell these things but you knew them. You were three then and comprehending.

         After she’d done her day’s work you sat on her lap. You put your ear to the wall of her stomach and you could hear her insides glugging away, what you felt through one ear was transmitted through the other, her heartbeat, the busyness of her digestion and the leisureliness of her breath. Your father told you to get down out of there, to get down. Put his hand under her chin and forced her face up, told her to smile, smile, told her she was getting old, told her she had wrinkles, called her Mud, short for mother. She had to go across the landing to his room. An edict.

         The landing was big and cold. There was a sofa that never got sat on and a fringed mat that hardly ever got shook out. There was an embroidered picture that said There’s  a  rose  in  the  heart  of  New  York.  A funny thing to say. You saw New York on a postcard and it was all skyscrapers.

         Before she went across the landing she put tissue paper in the inside of her pussy. It made a crinkly noise. Even without a candle you knew what she was doing. She saved tissue paper from the boxes that new shoes came in. Over there she moaned and groaned. His sinews crackled. You ate sweets, small chocolate buttons that congealed on the roof of the mouth

         You were frightened of lockjaw and also of being kidnapped. In your mother you were safe and that was the only time you couldn’t get kidnapped and that was the nearest you ever were to any other human being. Between you and your mother there was only a membrane, wafer thin. Being near someone on the inside was not the same thing as being near them on the outside, even though the latter could involve hugging and kissing.

         Once you were one with her. She didn’t like it. She told the woman with the hair like Mrs Simpson how she was sick and bilious all the time. You were conceived in New York, where the rose was purported to be.

         Emma was born there, long before you, Emma was born soon after they got married. Emma was a love child. Emma learnt to walk in a park in New York and was brought to Coney Island and given ice-cream.

         They had gone there to make their fortune. Your father tried to kill your mother but she said her brother who was a teetotaller would avenge her death and your father said he never could because he was as dead as doornails. And that was the first your mother knew about her brother being dead.

         He didn’t die a hero’s death like he should, being as he was a wanted man and had organized ambushes against the Tans, he died from a bomb that he was using to catch fish with, in the Blackwater river. It exploded. His cartridge belt got soldered to his stomach and when the ambulance came all they could do was gather the bits into a blanket. Just before he died he spoke a letter to his mother and a priest copied it down, all about God and patriotism and how happy he was to be dying. That letter was in an arbutus frame and when you wanted a good cry you went into the room and read it and the tears came almost as soon as you started to read the words.

         You cried at plays too, everyone cried at plays, even the men standing at the back of the hall who minutes before would be talking or laughing. The actors had to shout because of all the sobbing and crying. Handkerchiefs were passed around from one to another, from those who had them to those who had not, among the women that is. The men used the cuff of their coats and blew snot between their fingers and threw it from them like butts of apple.

         She never kissed you good night, there was no need for that. When you turned to the wall she turned too, put her arms around you, underneath your ribs, clenched you once or twice. You prayed, she prayed, the same prayer.

         
            
               As I lay me down to sleep

               I pray to God my soul to keep

               And if I die before I wake

               I pray to God my soul to take.

            

         

         You did not want her to die.

         Her own mother nearly took her own life once, went out to the hayshed with a carving knife, having bade good-bye to everyone like it was a proper bed scene. Her own father was a toper too. History repeating itself. The crucifix slipped out of her hand and fell in the warm bed between you. The metal edges wakened you up.

         She often dreamt that she was back in New York and was grieved to find herself in the blue room with the uncultivated hills and boring fields around her. The hills were old mountains, mountains that had lost their peaks and that is why she often said she felt as old as the hills. They were always either misted over or were a nice shade of blue. A navy blue like night although it occurred in the morning. The cows came round the paling wire, lowing and lowing.

         It was Ambie’s job to call her but he over-oiled the clock. The tick was like a sputter, the alarm soft and unobtrusive. Your father was bucking. The milk was late for the creamery, three days in a row. The creamery refused it. It had to be thrown out and not even the beasts came to lick it up. It stayed there, in curds on the grass until the rain washed it.

         The tankard was green and smelly inside, had to be scalded with several kettles of boiling water whereas normally one kettle full was enough. There was a way of doing it, letting trickles of water down the side of the tank and then rubbing it with a cloth and then swishing the water round the bottom of the tank. When you stuck your head in there was a dank smell and your echo was funny. The strainer had muslin laid into it because the metal holes were too big and straw or anything could get through.

         Your father wrote a letter to the creamery manager, a snorter. You were sent with it. The creamery manager was a sissy and his wife was a sissy and they called each other Betty love and Jack darling and he said Are you all right Betty love? and she said If you’re all right Jack darling, I’m all right. They shared a prayerbook at Mass, took turns with it, it was a missal really, his, from the time he was going to be a priest. It had lots of different coloured ribbons to mark the different gospels for the different Sundays and holy days. They had no babies but they had a pram in case they should and the pram was in the porch with logs laid into it. They kept you waiting in the porch. There was a smell of fried onions. The creamery manager came back with you to apologize to your father and your father wasn’t abusive at all and told your mother to put the kettle on. Your mother said under her breath that if there was one thing she hated it was two-facedness.

         Your mother was very straightforward and committed a terrible sin once, went to a Protestant service, to Manny Parker’s mother’s funeral, and after perjury that was the biggest sin of all and the priest had to refer it to the bishop. But even after forgiveness came the priest made a show of her by giving a sermon about it and although he didn’t mention her by name everyone knew and she got up in the middle of the sermon and walked out, tapping her umbrella on the tiles as she went. Ambie said she had great gumption to do it.

         People said different things depending on who they were talking to. That priest was not a friend of hers but the other priest was and he got sent away because of the greyhounds he kept. He was always occupied with them, walking them, training them, taking them to the tracks on Saturday nights. Put a big grey scarf over his white collar so that he wouldn’t be identified as a priest. Gave them codliver oil and had girls’ names for most of them. The man that helped him was called Ryan and he was always saying Ryan, give the dogs some water, Ryan, give the dogs some codliver oil, Ryan, give the dogs some oatmeal biscuits. They used to gnaw the jambs of the door, not because they were hungry, but because they were nervous. At Mass, Ambie and others watched like hawks to see how much wine he drank from the chalice, had their doubts about him, used to throw their heads back, imitating his gulps, quaffing, though of course they had nothing to drink only the air. It made them thirsty. After Mass they all converged on the pub to slake their thirst. They went to a pub belonging to the woman who passed biscuits around. She said it was to soak up the porter but your mother said it was to keep men away from their Sunday dinners.

         No one ever knew who split to the bishop but it happened that he called on the priest unexpectedly whereas it was a ritual that he came only every three years, for the Confirmation. When he saw the hounds he asked whose they were and the priest couldn’t lie, because the bishop would have known it later being as the bishop was the priest’s confessor. The priest got transferred, miles away, to a poor parish where there wasn’t even a dance-hall. Your mother always inquired after him and when she heard that he took to the drink in a big way, she said that at least greyhounds were harmless and that was unusual because she was opposed to all forms of gambling.

         She was against your father having horses, even his trophies irritated her. The ribbons that his horses won at shows maddened her and when he had the silver cup for a year she never cleaned it although she was fanatic about preserving silver. She even put vaseline on the cutlery to stop it tarnishing. She used vaseline for piles too and for chapped lips and when the hem of your new coat hurt your bare legs above the knees and made them red she applied vaseline and rubbed it round and round in nice circular movements. That was called ire. The horse that won the cup was called Shannon Rose.

         Nearly everybody loved a rose. There were wild roses and tea roses and roses that smelt like apples and the essence of roses was said to be green. Dog roses grew wild on the roadside in June. Hawthorn grew wild too but it was unlucky to bring in the house. Roses were lovely because they were connected with St Theresa.

         If you made a novena to St Theresa and were given a rose during the nine days of it, it meant your intention would be granted. You made novenas for all sorts of things but especially for your mother and father that they would be happy and that they would get out of debt.

         The day the bailiff came he sat you on his knee and asked you what you wanted to be when you grew up. You said a domestic economy instructress. You called him Father. He was so nice and kindly that you thought he was a priest. He smiled at that and so did your mother although she was crying just before and shaking holy water and saying Jesus and Mary.

         Your father wouldn’t come out of the room, he had locked the door and was in there with a revolver. The same room where you sat and put a doll’s big soft toe between your legs outside your knickers, and tickled yourself. Your father said he’d shoot if anyone entered. Your mother couldn’t figure out where he’d got the cartridges from. The gun was under the table on a spare leaf of wood. You risked splinters if you put your hand in there. Your father had come on the blackberry wine that was fermenting in the various bottles, even though she had put cloths over to disguise them. You could hear a cork popping and then glug glug as he poured. There were glasses in there, cut glasses with stems.

         Ambie was missing. Your mother said he never was where he was wanted. She lamented the wine. You and she had picked the blackberries, had gone specially to pick them when the sun shone, because wet blackberries impaired the flavour. You had to examine the base of each one for maggots. Some were overripe and some not ripe at all. Those that were underneath took longer to ripen. But you had to pick some of those because your mother said they improved the flavour, made it tart. Your mother envisaged the wine for happy occasions, for trifles, and for giving to visitors in secret, in the pantry.

         Your father was in there over an hour and you all tiptoed round to the side window and it transpired that he had gone to sleep. The same window where honey bees got in one summer and Ambie thought to catch them, and he sent your mother in with a sheet over her head and when she got stung she let out a scream, and said Oh Jesus, does it have two stings?

         Your father was fast asleep, his backside at the very edge of the chair. It could have resulted in his falling off but it didn’t. His long legs were stretched ahead of him. Your mother lifted you up to see. There was wine spilt on the lino, the bottle had overturned. She held you so close to the wall that the stones grazed your knees. That was a good thing because you had suffered and God would note that suffering and put it towards easing her predicament.

         The bailiff went in to get the revolver and your mother kept begging him to be careful, be careful. It was little and rusted but lethal all the same. He said he had used one like it. He was all thumbs and she had to call him to point it elsewhere before touching the catch. He had to spin a thing to tip the cartridges out and it was so stiff that he had to do that more than once. She knelt to retrieve them. When she took the revolver she said it was in the river it would go. Its fighting days were over.

         She and you waited in the field and when you saw a light being struck in the room you remarked that your father had come awake and was lighting a cigarette. She prayed for the safety of the house. You were afraid of Druids. You had things to fear from the living and from the dead.

         Later she had Mass said in that room. She sent for grapefruit for the priest’s breakfast but Ambie cut it the wrong way, cut it so it had no centre to insert the cherry in. Your mother said he was a yahoo. Her other sarcastic names for him were Plebeian and Aborigine. The cherries were soaked in a liqueur. There were other cherries that were in a carton and were all glued together and they were glacé. People’s eyes were glacé, when they were upset or when they had fever. The priest blessed the house, shook holy water from a thurible all over the furniture and things, but didn’t bless the people. Only newly ordained priests could do that.

         There was a local priest in the South Seas that everyone was in love with. You often invented situations where you were his sacristan, ironing his vestments and things, serving him but hardly ever encountering him. His name was Father Declan.

         When the parish priest was finished blessing, Ambie came in for the leavings, and ate them out of his hand. He ate grapefruit pulp, bacon and a piece of brown bread all together. He sang

         
            
               Oh Miss Nicholas,

               Don’t be ridiculous,

               I don’t like it in the daytime.

               Night time is the right time

               Afternoon or evening that’s too soon,

               So Miss Nicholas,

               Don’t be ridiculous,

               I don’t like it in the noon . . .

            

         

         Miss Nicholas was the priest’s housekeeper, a woman of fifty with warts. Your mother closed the door with a thud, then opened it again and stuck her head in and made a face, then slammed it again. He understood the castigation. The priest was in the hall saying goodbye. There was money being proffered because he was thanking them in a conciliatory tone. Ambie stopped singing, but winked because of the cash transaction.

         You told him that the greatest line ever written was by Shakespeare. And it was, This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased. Ambie said they get their money easy, the priests and the Shakespeares. Ambie was a prime boy. Ambie got the doctor’s maid into trouble and she put newspapers all over her bed after she drank ergot and even at that the blood soaked right down through the mattress and she had to sleep on springs until it dried out. The doctor’s wife locked her in the room for five days and starved her.

         The doctor and your mother sat on the kitchen table next to one another and her legs were down, and his hand was somewhere under her apron, in the unknown, tinkering, and she was not laughing and she was not crying but the sounds were like laughing and crying rolled into one, and she was flushed. You took the dog by its mane and ran off.

         When you came back she was asking the doctor if he thought her plates were disgraceful. She had a display of plates on the dresser, some with fruits on them and others with representations of Japanese people that had a doomed love story attached to them. The mad woman had declared those plates disgraceful. The doctor said on the contrary that the dresser was as the poem depicted – Filled with shining delft, speckled and white and blue and brown. Many were held together with gum. The dried gum made a brown smear along the face of the plate but from a distance and in an evening light they looked perfect.

         Your father broke a platter, did it when looking for the strap of a safety razor. He lost his temper and threw the platter. It smashed on the tiled floor. She looked for the strap in the oak press, where flitches of bacon were stored. There were wings there too, white wings and grey wings, the wings of geese and turkeys, their handles a knuckle that oozed grease. The saltpetre was like frosting on the strap of the razor. He swung it like he was intending to slay someone. He went outside.

         When she gathered the pieces up there was a crack in her voice but she didn’t complain. She assembled it and put the pieces on the very top shelf out of reach. Then she got it into her head that there was someone outside the window waiting to shoot her. She couldn’t budge. She went rigid. She sat in the chair, the only time she sat for long, and brought her feet up under her. She was petrified.

         When your father came back she told him and he said that was her imagination. She said it was something. He said he wouldn’t have wished it over the blooming platter, knowing it was of sentimental value. They must have bought it together. She said to let it. She was overjoyed that he had come back sober.

         He had gone to hear Lord Haw Haw on someone else’s wireless. Lord Haw Haw was for Hitler, inflaming people to fight. Your father said the Germans were making great strides and that the Jerry was a clever bloke and would win the war.

         Next day when the teacher asked the girls what their mothers suffered from some said headaches, some said lumbago, some said varicose veins and you were going to say imagination when the Melody one blurted out Piles and Miss Davitt who was laughing up to then took a swipe at one of her plaits and sent her outside. She went down to the closets and didn’t come back. Lena Sheedy was sent down after her and didn’t come back either.

         The closets got scrubbed once a month. Girls did it in pairs, the way girls did a Holy hour in pairs. Only the floor got scrubbed. The seats were crusted over. The wood was unrecognizable underneath. There was grey wood and red wood and yellow wood and blonde. Arbutus was the most prized wood of all. Mahogany was next. You had six dining-room chairs and a carving chair, all mahogany except for the seating which was leather. In the new plantation there was pine wood, Christmas trees, all the same height and the same colour, a graveyard green. The old woods were manifold treacherous in winter when boughs blew and stagnant on a summer’s day. Ambie went down there to shoot snipe and fell asleep and dreamt of being borne aloft on a hammock with crowds cheering. The green got into his vision. The woods created inertia whereas the seaside created vigour.

         At the seaside you ran about, splashed, got pink in the cheeks, tucked your dress up under the elastic of your knickers and hollered to people a long way off. On your way back to the seaside you visited a woman. She was a hunchback and wore silver shoes, night-time shoes. You were with your mother and father and your Aunt Bride. The woman had oysters. She caught them by putting a furze bush in the sand when the tide was out, then when the tide came in the oysters affixed themselves to the thorns of the bush along with seaweed and other addenda.

         You were given an oyster as a great treat. It would not go down. It was too big for your swallow. It was both cumbersome and slippery. It was a delicacy. Your father said that was the last time they would bring you anywhere. Your mother said to leave you alone.

         The women brought you into the bedroom that led off the kitchen and while you were vomiting your father called in to know if it was vomiting you were. You stooped over a green bucket that had a lid on it. The lid had a basketed button in the centre for lifting it on and off. There was a space under the button so that anything could slide through. They peed without lifting the lid. Your mother said all the old things were going out of fashion. The woman ran with the bucket to empty it in the sea. The tide was on its way out. She had to follow it. The sea had left its image on the sand, a purple patch. The wind got underneath and made the grains shift, each grain shifted separately. The other time you saw sand minutely was in an egg-timer. It was a way of watching time pass.

         She swished the bucket in the water and then threw the contents a long way off, ahead of the spray. She told you to suck a tomato if ever you felt sick. There were no tomatoes to be had. Her upper lip was yellow from smoking. She admired your coat. It was a tweed coat with a flared skirt. It had six buttons down the front.

         In summer you left the buttons open. It was your Sunday coat. You wore it to Mass on Sundays, and to Confession on Saturdays. You went to the curate because the parish priest was deaf and the sins had to be shouted at him. The same set of sins every week. I cursed, I told lies, I had bad thoughts. You sang dumb about the biggest sin of all, sitting on the carving chair in the front room and opening your legs a bit and putting the soft velvet paw of a boy doll in there, squeezeing with all your might and then when the needles of pleasure came getting furious with him and chastising him and throwing him face down on the floor with his legs and his jockey’s cap any old way.

         Afterwards you dusted, furniture, artificial flowers and his toe, just in case. When the priest inquired into the bad thoughts you didn’t divulge, but when he gave you a stiff penance like a whole Rosary you thought he must know something. Always before going into Confession your breathing got quick.

         Emma fainted once just after she went in and the door flew open and Emma thudded out and her prayer book and holy pictures scattered ahead of her. Hunger some said. Others said cold, because there was no heat in the chapel except that given off by the candles lit for special intentions. Lizzie said Emma had been paying too much attention to her finger nails, buffering them on the back of her fur-backed gloves, that were a present from a man that she had jilted. At any rate Emma fainted and was carried out. You thought maybe she fainted out of fright but you never said.

         After they thanked the woman for the tea and the oysters you set out again and when you got to where there was a strand and some changing rooms you got out because that was the place you had come to see. Your father rolled up the legs of his trousers and paddled. His shins were very white. Your mother said if he’d brought a cake of soap he could have had a footbath, killed two birds with the one shot. You all laughed. You bought two paper bags of periwinkles and you sat around to eat them, you formed a circle. You were squatting. You had only one pin between the four of you. There was a knack in doing it. You had to lift the little shell off and then unwind the periwinkle very carefully so that it didn’t break. They had the taste of the smell of the sea. They made you thirsty. You asked for lemonade. You all had lemonade including your father. The sun came in fits and starts. The periwinkles were the colour of hen dirt. You thought that but didn’t say so. And you didn’t get sick in the car either and neither did your mother or your Aunt Bride get sick. Your Aunt Bride was very excited and kept looking at all the attractions such as the shells and the rocks and the two changing rooms and kept saying Glory be to the great God, today and tonight if it isn’t a shell, if it isn’t a rock, if it isn’t a changing room, and your mother kept replying in a very restrained voice, hoping that your aunt would take the hint and lower hers. Your aunt had a silver brooch in the V of her neck and inside her dress below the V, she kept her powder puff. Every so often she dabbed her face. The powder smelt nice but the puff was mauve and threadbare, like a tongue.

         Sandwiches were passed around and when she was gathering up your mother asked who hadn’t had an egg because there was an egg sandwich to spare. Your father said he’d rather a mixed grill and your mother said that was all right for people who had money to burn. The driver sat with you, but not in your circle. You all laughed because of the way he wolfed his food. He put a full sandwich at a time into his mouth and nothing was visible only the fawn crust between his parted lips. Your mother pretended you were laughing at something else, something from the past. Your aunt said it was a memorable day and would be memorable for all eternity. She told about pink birds who crashed against the windscreens of cars in Italy and who when dead were served on toast. She had read it in a book.

         Your aunt was a bookworm. That was what the priest called her, she wormed her way into books. She even read when she was driving the pony and trap, let the reins go slack and gave herself up to reading. She read at night and then made cornflour to cheer herself up. She was not a good cook. The cornflour never had the same consistency, sometimes it was lumpy, sometimes it was runny, and when she burnt it she made amends by adding an excess of vanilla essence.

         On the way home from the seaside it was milking time and the car had to slow down again and again because the cows were being brought in. Your father went into a pub for a glass of water and your mother sent you in after him. He asked for an aspirin for his headache. The owner of the pub was famous because he had found a collar of gold in a field one day when he was hunting rabbits. He gave it to a museum. You were let shake hands with him. There were men drinking egg flips. There was egg flip on a man’s beard and all over his lips, like spit only yellower. Your father had a glass of water, as promised.

         You had to pass your own gates to go to your aunt’s. That was the arrangement, you would all go to your aunt’s for tea. Your aunt lived up the mountains and the higher you went the better the view when you looked back. You were driving away from the lake that was named after the King of the Red Eye, a king so generous that he gave his eye away and when he did he bled a lake from the socket. It was not red though but grey like the sky itself.

         Calves and pigs met her at the gate and your aunt fussed over them and pulled their ears and though she didn’t comment you knew that your mother considered it the height of sentimentality. You asked if there were tomatoes for tea.

         Your aunt had grown tomatoes once and they were put to ripen on the window sill and had to be turned round and round, a fraction each day, so that they got uniformly red. But no matter how red they got the greenness showed through and they were tart when you bit them. The home-grown tomatoes were her pride, as was the patchwork quilt and her garden. The quilt was made up of diagonals and joins of colour and most days she had not time to make her bed but drew the quilt over it for appearance sake. She went in for pastel flowers. She liked a garden to look faded, not to look blooming. The things she detested were begonias. When you ran your thumb and forefinger along the stalks of delphiniums the petals fell easily away, like flakes, like snowflakes only blue. Blue was her favourite colour. Her good coat was blue and so was her trousseau when she got married.

         She said it was the wrong season for tomatoes but that there were lots of dainties. Your father said she should not have bothered, that a cup of tea would have done and she said who had been craving for a mixed grill a short time previous to that. He hummed and raised his chair so that the two front legs were above the floor in such a way that a cat or a hand could get trapped under them.

         You sat in the parlour while she laid the table. She wouldn’t let anyone help. Your mother sat on the horsehair sofa and said hairs were persecuting her. It was a cold room and the things were mildewed. There was a photograph of Daniel O’Connell over the fireplace.

         From the kitchen you could hear your aunt singing. She sang The  Croppy  Boy.  You recalled the day that she sang when she was churning and forgot her labours and forgot everything so that the butter was nearing cement. She kept coming in and out, first for the cloth, then for the napkins, then for the teapot. Your mother said it would be better to use the everyday teapot that was already nicely lined with tannin, said it in a whisper after your aunt went out of the room. You were all dying for a cup of tea.

         Your father asked you when Daniel O’Connell was born and what was his greatest achievement. You rattled it off. 1775 and Catholic Emancipation. Your aunt said that was one of her favourite pictures but your mother said she was not stuck on it as it was too pugnacious. Your mother liked pictures of Spanish ladies in tiered dresses and pictures of Christ. When she lifted the heavy curtain to look out at the lake she said she could not stand the sight of water day in and day out. She said it was one thing to go to the seaside but it was quite another to be confronted by such a vista, eternally. She did not say why. Your aunt announced supper. She put on a funny accent.

         It was in the kitchen. The first thing your mother did was warm her shins by the fire. Through her stockings her veins bulged. They were lisle stockings, and she had to be careful of the sparks. Stockings were hard to get and there was no draper friend to her the way Manny Parker’s sister was friend and favoured her by giving extra chocolate.

         There was cold chicken and potato stuffing. The butter was in fancy pats and the glass dish was laid into cold water. It wobbled. Your mother brought her nostrils near to it and then drew back making a face. Your aunt put heaps on each plate. The stuffing was like a sauce and it spewed over the cold meat. There were hot turnips but everything else was cold. Mixum-gatherum your aunt said. She was delighted to see everyone eating. She took extra bits of meat in her hand and put them on your father’s plate. From the steam of the kettle the face powder had gone in crusts all over her cheeks. She felt the material of your father’s new suit and said it was worsted, and good worsted at that.

         The tailor had made it. The tailor had a game leg and when he measured ladies he touched their diddies. He chalked the shape of the suit out before he cut it. Most men went in for blue serge suits but not your father. Your father preferred brown. Ambie said that cripples were more partial to women than ordinary men and that was why the tailor had an urge to touch girls’ diddies. His wife had a brass weighing scales and allowed people to weigh their turkeys, and their suitcases, on it.

         All of a sudden your mother began to laugh. She said that when she was in Coney Island a fortune teller advised her never to marry a good-looking man because in that way she would never run the risk of losing him. She could not stop laughing. Your father said what got into her. Your aunt said to your mother that wasn’t it so that the first night she got to America hadn’t they put her on Ellis Island. Your mother’s face contorted and she said absolutely. She said she would never forget it. She described her feelings, how she thought she was going to be exiled there for ever. You butted in and said Like Napoleon. You knew that Napoleon was christened the Little Corporal and had a demanding wife called Josephine and had been exiled towards the end of his life. They praised you for knowing that. The way your mother shivered made everyone else shiver. You asked what it was like on Ellis Island. She said terrible. Like the Tower of Babel she said. But the Tower of Babel was somewhere none of you had been to. She said all languages were spoken, divers tongues, mixed in together. She said she was in a bunk with people above her and below her, all talking, all crying. Your father said wasn’t it a pity she didn’t stay there and enumerated the misfortunes that he would have been saved. But he didn’t mean it. Your aunt ladled cream into the glass dishes where she had already stacked mounds of green jelly. Your mother said no cream for her. Like the butter, it had a strong smell. You did not fancy it but you did not say so. Your father congratulated your aunt, said what a spread it was, and she used that moment to tell him how she would always be grateful to him for introducing her to such a good solicitor.

         Your aunt liked your father. Your aunt had loved her husband. She believed in love, unlike your mother, who said it was a form of dope. Your aunt called her dead husband a partner. He was shot by the Tans in another part of the country, in broad daylight. When she got the wire she rushed off in a train to get his body and bring him home but when she got there they had already sent the coffin on another train and she was three days at various railway stations trying to locate him. There were quite a few coffins in those days, what with the shooting, and the ambushes. He was buried in the family grave where the bullocks grazed, the island where you would all be buried, eventually. Your aunt had kept a photo of him in the gold locket which she wore around her neck. You asked her to open it. She opened it with her thumb nail and the two discs of gold split in half. He had a moustache. When she looked at him he seemed to be looking straight back at her and he seemed to be saying something or repeating something that he had said before. That was true love, that was, the way your aunt looked into her dead husband’s face and conversed with him.

         Your mother said did they hear that one about the girl who went to a party and when asked if she wanted any more food, said I have eaten to my satisfaction and if I ate any more I’d go flippety floppety. You helped your aunt to do the dishes. Your mother then said they must take you home because you had school in the morning. Your aunt said it was the end of a perfect day. Your father said Emma would be home soon and your aunt promised to visit. Your mother said it was a promise she hoped would be abided by. Your aunt and your mother kissed and you thought of Mary Magdalene and her sister Martha and how one was a saint and one was a sinner, and then you thought of you and Emma.

         There was a surprise at school. Jewel told you that the teacher was going to the loony-bin. Told you in confidence. Told all the senior girls. Jewel had it from her mother, because the teacher had gone and borrowed a bedjacket.

         Jewel was the teacher’s pet the way you were your mother’s. She said it was not the public place where all the mohawks went, but a paid place with flowers and an artificial lake. Miss Davitt must have shown photos of it. Miss Davitt told the class that she was going to the city to take a postgraduate course but by then everyone knew and there were sniggers. Jewel offered aloud to go to her house and make a fire and Miss Davitt was thrilled and said Home Sweet Home and Bless this House. She had books that she did not want to allow go mouldy from damp.
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