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Happiness


Mother had a lot to say. This does not mean she was always talking, but that we children felt the wells she drew upon were deep, deep, deep. Her theme was happiness: what it was, what it was not; where we might find it, where not; and how, if found, it must be guarded. Never must we confound it with pleasure. Nor think sorrow its exact opposite.


‘Take Father Hugh,’ Mother’s eyes flashed as she looked at him. ‘According to him, sorrow is an ingredient of happiness—a necessary ingredient, if you please!’ And when he tried to protest she put up her hand. ‘There may be a freakish truth in the theory—for some people. But not for me. And not, I hope, for my children.’ She looked severely at us three girls. We laughed. None of us had had much experience with sorrow. Bea and I were children and Linda only a year old when our father died suddenly after a short illness that had not, at first, seemed serious. ‘I’ve known people to make sorrow a substitute for happiness,’ Mother said.


Father Hugh protested again. ‘You’re not putting me in that class, I hope?’


Father Hugh, ever since our father died, had been the closest of anyone to us as a family, without being close to any one of us in particular—even to Mother. He lived in a monastery near our farm in County Meath, and he had been one of the celebrants at the Requiem High Mass our father’s political importance had demanded. He met us that day for the first time, but he took to dropping in to see us, with the idea of filling the crater of loneliness left at our centre. He did not know that there was a cavity in his own life, much less that we would fill it. He and Mother were both young in those days, and perhaps it gave scandal to some that he was so often in our house, staying till late into the night and, indeed, thinking nothing of stopping all night if there was any special reason, such as one of us being sick. He had even on occasion slept there if the night was too wet for tramping home across the fields.


When we girls were young, we were so used to having Father Hugh around that we never stood on ceremony with him, but in his presence dried our hair, and pared our nails, and never minded what garments were strewn about. As for Mother, she thought nothing of running out of the bathroom in her slip, brushing her teeth, or combing her hair, if she wanted to tell him something she might otherwise forget. And she brooked no criticism of her behaviour. ‘Celibacy was never meant to take all the warmth and homeliness out of their lives,’ she said.


On this point, too, Bea was adamant. Bea, the middle sister, was our oracle. ‘I’m so glad he has Mother,’ she said, ‘as well as her having him, because it must be awful the way most women treat them—priests, I mean—as if they were pariahs. Mother treats him like a human being— that’s all!’


And when it came to Mother’s ears that there had been gossip about her making free with Father Hugh, she opened her eyes wide in astonishment. ‘But he’s only a priest!’ she said.


Bea giggled. ‘It’s a good job he didn’t hear that,’ she said to me afterwards. ‘It would undo the good she’s done him. You’d think he was a eunuch.’


‘Bea,’ I said. ‘Do you think he’s in love with her?’


‘If so, he doesn’t know it,’ Bea said firmly. ‘It’s her soul he’s after! Maybe he wants to make sure of her in the next world!’


But thoughts of the world to come never troubled Mother. ‘If anything ever happens to me, children,’ she said, ‘suddenly, I mean, or when you are not near me, or I cannot speak to you, I want you to promise you won’t feel bad. There’s no need! Just remember that I had a happy life—and that if I had to choose my kind of heaven, I’d take it on this earth with you again, no matter how much you might annoy me!’


You see, annoyance and fatigue, according to Mother, and even illness and pain, could coexist with happiness. She had a habit of asking people if they were happy at times and in places that—to say the least of it—seemed to us inappropriate. ‘But are you happy?’ she’d probe as one lay sick and bathed in sweat, or in the throes of a jumping toothache. And once in our presence she made the inquiry of an old friend as he lay upon his deathbed.


‘Why not?’ she said when we took her to task for it later, ‘Isn’t it more important than ever to be happy when you’re dying? Take my own father! You know what he said in his last moments? On his deathbed, he defied me to name a man who had enjoyed a better life. In spite of dreadful pain, his face radiated happiness!’ Mother nodded her head comfortably. ‘Happiness drives out pain, as fire burns out fire.’


Having no knowledge of our own to pit against hers, we thirstily drank in her rhetoric. Only Bea was sceptical. ‘Perhaps you got it from him, like spots, or fever,’ she said. ‘Or something that could at least be slipped from hand to hand.’


‘Do you think I’d have taken it if that were the case?’ Mother cried. ‘Then, when he needed it most?’


‘Not there and then!’ Bea said stubbornly. ‘I meant as a sort of legacy.’


‘Don’t you think in that case,’ Mother said, exasperated, ‘he would have felt obliged to leave it to your grandmother?’


Certainly we knew that in spite of his lavish heart, our grandfather had failed to provide our grandmother with enduring happiness. He had passed that job on to Mother. And Mother had not made too good a fist of it, even when Father was living and she had him—and, later, us children— to help.


As for Father Hugh, he had given our grandmother up early in the game ‘God Almighty couldn’t make that woman happy,’ he said one day, seeing Mother’s face, drawn and pale with fatigue, preparing for the nightly run over to her own mother’s flat that would exhaust her utterly.


There were evenings after she came home from the library, where she worked, when we saw her stand with the car keys in her hand, trying to think which would be worse—to slog over there on foot, or take out the car again. And yet the distance was short. It was Mother’s day that had been too long.


‘Weren’t you over to see her this morning?’ Father Hugh demanded.


‘No matter!’ said Mother. She was no doubt thinking of the forlorn face our grandmother always put on when she was leaving. (‘Don’t say good night, Vera,’ Grandmother would plead. ‘It makes me feel too lonely. And you never can tell—you might slip over again before you go to bed!’)


‘Do you know the time?’ Bea would say impatiently, if she happened to be with Mother. Not indeed that the lateness of the hour counted for anything, because in all likelihood Mother would go back, if only to pass by under the window and see that the lights were out, or stand and listen, and make sure that, as far as she could tell, all was well.


‘I wouldn’t mind if she was happy,’ Mother said.


‘And how do you know she’s not?’ we’d ask.


‘When people are happy, I can feel it. Can’t you?’


We were not sure. Most people thought our grandmother was a gay creature, a small birdy being who, even at a great age, laughed like a girl, and—more remarkably—sang like one as she went about her day. But her beak and claw were of steel. She’d think nothing of sending Mother back to a shop three times if her errands were not exactly right. ‘Not sugar like that—that’s too fine; it’s not castor sugar I want. But not as coarse as that, either. I want an inbetween kind.’


Provoked one day, my youngest sister, Linda, turned and gave battle. ‘You’re mean!’ she cried. ‘You love ordering people about!’


Grandmother preened, as if Linda had acclaimed an attribute. ‘I was always hard to please,’ she said. ‘As a girl, I used to be called Miss Imperious.’


And Miss Imperious she remained as long as she lived, even when she was a great age. Her orders were then given a wry twist by the fact that as she advanced in age she took to calling her daughter ‘Mother’, as we did.


There was one great phrase with which our grandmother opened every sentence: ‘if only’. ‘If only,’ she’d say when we came to visit her—‘if only you’d come earlier, before I was worn out expecting you!’ Or if we were early, then if only it was later, after she’d had a rest and could enjoy us, be able for us. And if we brought her flowers, she’d sigh to think that if only we’d brought them the previous day, she’d have had a visitor to appreciate them, or say it was a pity the stems weren’t longer. If only we’d picked a few green leaves, or included some buds, because, she said disparagingly, the poor flowers we’d brought were already wilting. We might just as well not have brought them. As the years went on, Grandmother had a new bead to add to her rosary: if only her friends were not all dead! By their absence, they reduced to nil all real enjoyment in anything. Our own father—her soninlaw—was the one person who had ever come close to pleasing her. But even here there had been a snag. ‘If only he was my real son!’ she used to say, with a sigh.


Mother’s mother lived on through our childhood and into our early maturity (though she outlived the money our grandfather left her), and in our minds, she was a complicated mixture of valiance and defeat. Courageous and generous within the limits of her own life, her simplest demand was yet enormous in the larger frame of Mother’s life, and so we never could see her with the same clarity of vision with which we saw our grandfather, or our own father. Them we saw only through Mother’s eyes.


‘Take your grandfather!’ she’d cry, and instantly we’d see him, his eyes burning upon us—yes, upon us, although in his day only one of us had been born: me. At another time, Mother would cry, ‘Take your own father!’ and instantly we’d see him—tall, handsome, young, and much more suited to marry one of us than poor, bedraggled Mother.


Most fascinating of all were the times Mother would say ‘Take me!’ By magic then, staring down the years, we’d see blazingly clear a small girl with black hair, and buttoned boots, who, though plain and pouting, burned bright like a star. ‘I was happy, you see,’ Mother said. And we’d strain hard to try and understand the mystery of the light that still radiated from her. ‘I used to lean along a tree that grew out over the river,’ she said, ‘and look down through the grey leaves at the water flowing past below, and I used to think it was not the stream that flowed but me, spreadeagled over it, who flew through the air! Like a bird! That I’d found the secret!’ She made it seem there might be such a secret, just waiting to be found. Another time she’d dream that she’d be a great singer.


‘We didn’t know you sang, Mother!’


She had to laugh. ‘Like a crow,’ she said.


Sometimes she used to think she’d swim the Channel.


‘Did you swim that well, Mother?’


‘Oh, not really—just the breast stroke,’ she said. ‘And then only by the aid of two pig bladders blown up by my father and tied around my middle. But I used to throb—yes, throb —with happiness.’


Behind Mother’s back, Bea raised her eyebrows.


What was it, we used to ask ourselves—that quality that she, we felt sure, misnamed? Was it courage? Was it strength, health, or high spirits? Something you could not give or take —a conundrum? A game of catchascatchcan?


‘I know,’ cried Bea. ‘A sham!’


Whatever it was, we knew that Mother would let no wind of violence from within or without tear it from her. Although, one evening when Father Hugh was with us, our astonished ears heard her proclaim that there might be a time when one had to slacken hold on it—let go—to catch at it again with a surer hand. In the way, we supposed, that the highwire walker up among the painted stars of his canvas sky must wait to fling himself through the air until the bar he catches at has started to sway perversely from him. Oh no, no! That downward drag at our innards we could not bear, the belly swelling to the shape of a pear. Let happiness go by the board. ‘After all, lots of people seem to make out without it,’ Bea cried. It was too tricky a business. And might it not be that one had to be born with a flair for it?’


‘A flair would not be enough,’ Mother answered. ‘Take Father Hugh. He, if anyone, had a flair for it—a natural capacity! You’ve only to look at him when he’s off guard, with you children, or helping me in the garden. But he rejects happiness! He casts it from him.’


‘That is simply not true, Vera,’ cried Father Hugh, overhearing her. ‘It’s just that I don’t place an inordinate value on it like you. I don’t think it’s enough to carry one all the way. To the end, I mean—and after.’


‘Oh, don’t talk about the end when we’re only in the middle,’ cried Mother. And, indeed, at that moment her own face shone with such happiness it was hard to believe that her earth was not her heaven. Certainly it was her constant contention that of happiness she had had a lion’s share. This, however, we, in private, doubted. Perhaps there were times when she had had a surplus of it—when she was young, say, with her redoubtable father, whose love blazed circles around her, making winter into summer, and ice into fire. Perhaps she did have a brimming measure in her early married years. By straining hard, we could find traces left in our minds from those days of milk and honey. Our father, while he had lived, had cast a magic over everything for us, as well as for her. He held his love up over us like an umbrella and kept off the troubles that afterwards came down on us, pouring cats and dogs!


But if she did have more than the common lot of happiness in those early days, what use was that when we could remember so clearly how our father’s death had ravaged her? And how could we forget the distress it brought on us when, afraid to let her out of our sight, Bea and I stumbled after her everywhere, through the woods and along the bank of the river, where, in the weeks that followed, she tried vainly to find peace?


The summer after Father died, we were invited to France to stay with friends, and when she went walking on the cliffs at Fécamp our fears for her grew frenzied, so that we hung on to her arm and dragged at her skirt, hoping that like leaded weights we’d pin her down if she went too near to the edge. But at night we had to abandon our watch, being forced to follow the conventions of a family still whole—a home still intact—and go to bed at the same time as the other children. It was at that hour, when the coast guard was gone from his rowing boat offshore, and the sand was as cold and grey as the sea, that Mother liked to swim. And when she had washed, kissed, and left us, our hearts almost died inside us, and we’d creep out of bed again to stand in our bare feet at the mansard and watch as she ran down the shingle, striking out when she reached the water where, far out, wave and sky and mist were one, and the greyness closed over her. If we took our eyes off her for an instant, it was impossible to find her again.


‘Oh, make her turn back, God, please!’ I prayed out loud one night.


Startled, Bea turned away from the window. ‘She’ll have to turn back sometime, won’t she? Unless...?’


Locking our damp hands together, we stared out again. ‘She wouldn’t!’ I whispered. ‘It would be a sin!’


Secure in the deterring power of sin, we let out our breath.Then Bea’s breath caught again. ‘What if she went out so far she used up all her strength? She couldn’t swim back! It wouldn’t be a sin then!’


‘It’s the intention that counts,’ I whispered.


A second later, we could see an arm lift heavily up and wearily cleave down, and at last Mother was in the shallows, wading back to shore.


‘Don’t let her see us!’ cried Bea. As if our chattering teeth would not give us away when she looked in at us before she went to her own room on the other side of the corridor, where, later in the night, sometimes the sound of crying would reach us.


What was it worth—a happiness bought that dearly?





Mother had never questioned it. And once she told us ‘On a wintry day, I brought my own mother a snowdrop. It was the first one of the year—a bleak bud that had come up stunted before its time—and I meant it for a sign. But do you know what your grandmother said? “What good are snowdrops to me now?” Such a thing to say! What good is a snowdrop at all if it doesn’t hold its value always, and never lose it! Isn’t that the whole point of a snowdrop? And that is the whole point of happiness, too! What good would it be if it could be erased without trace? Take me and those daffodils!’ Stooping, she buried her face in a bunch that lay on the table waiting to be put in vases. ‘If they didn’t hold their beauty, absolute and unavoidable, do you think I could bear the sight of them after what happened when your father was in the hospital?’


It was a fair question. When Father went into the hospital, mother went with him and stayed in a small hotel across the street so she could be with him all day, from early to late. ‘Because it was so awful for him—being in Dublin!’ she said. ‘You have no idea how he hated it.’


That he was dying, neither of them realised. How could they know, as it rushed through the sky, that their star was a falling star! But one evening when she’d left him asleep, Mother come home for a few hours to see how we were faring, and it broke her heart to see the daffodils out all over the place—in the woods, under the trees, and along the sides of the avenue. There had never been so many, and she thought how awful it was that Father was missing them. ‘You sent up little bunches to him, you poor dears!’ she said. ‘Sweet little bunches, too—squeezed tight as posies by your little fists! But stuffed into vases they couldn’t really make up to him for not being able to see them growing!’


So on the way back to the hospital she stopped her car and pulled a great bunch—the full of her arms. ‘They took up the whole back seat,’ she said, ‘and I was so excited at the thought of walking into his room, and dumping them on his bed—you know—just plomping them down so he could smell them, and feel them, and look and look! I didn’t mean them to be put in vases, or anything ridiculous like that—it would have taken a rainwater barrel to hold them. Why, I could hardly see over them as I came up the steps; I kept tripping. But when I came into the hall, that nun—I told you about her—that nun came up to me, sprang out of nowhere it seemed, although I know now that she was waiting for me, knowing that somebody had to bring me to my senses. But the way she did it! Reached out and grabbed the flowers, letting lots of them fall—I remember them getting stood on. “Where are you going with those foolish flowers, you foolish woman?” she said. “Don’t you know your husband is dying? Your prayers are all you can give him now!”
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