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PROLOGUE: LOOKING BACK





‘Why do you never tell us about yourself?’ asks my husband when shown a draft of this prologue. ‘Who are you? Do you even know? If you do, why not tell us? Is the answer so awful?’


It isn’t, of course. I have had quite a good life. Maybe that’s the trouble. To write a lively story you need some darkness, even fear. Anger is good, too. It stirs things up. So when I write fiction, I put in energising elements. But this time I am meant to be telling the truth, which is – as my mother told me when I was four – that I belonged to a southern Irish generation which could expect to be unprecedentedly comfortable and safe. Or, as she put it on other occasions, I had missed the excitement, which so often comes at a cost. Since then I have seen signs of this on recognisably Irish faces glimpsed in places as disparate as Los Angeles and London, where confrontations with angry taxi drivers and the like can reveal dangerously wounded personalities. ‘Watch it,’ I am sometimes tempted to tell bystanders who might not guess at the harrowing home or school lives with which my compatriots often had to deal and which can lead to hair-trigger reactions. Some wounds can go on hurting.


‘Then tell about them,’ my husband encourages. ‘Indulge in a bit of narcissism.’


‘I suspect it only works with the help of a dash of religion,’ I argue. ‘You need that to help manage your rage.’


‘What rage?’


‘The rage of people who suffer from bruising recollections.’


‘Do we know anyone like that?’


I name two ex-Catholics and an ex-communist. We notice this at the same moment and laugh. Excessive hopefulness, we tell each other, can be hard to handle.


One memory-bruised Irishman we knew was now a well-heeled Los Angeleno in his forties who probably rarely thought of his childhood. However, something on the day we met must have revived old angers, for he was soon stamping up and down the pleasantly spacious flat where he was entertaining us while cursing the sadistic monks who had run his Irish boarding school more than twenty years before and made his teen years a hell. Alarmingly, a resentful, possibly half unhinged, delinquent seemed to have replaced the suave man whom we had met earlier at a lunch, when our common Irishness had seemed to be a good reason for spending the next few hours together.


My young brother had gone to that same monks’ school which, though reputed to be the best in Ireland, had turned out to condone such practises as letting boys drag one of their number into the woods to be flogged. What Stevie had done to provoke such treatment we never knew, though he did have a knack for annoying people. My mother blamed my father for failing to teach him caution before sending him to school, and he blamed her for regarding the need to do so as a male concern. Then, without more ado, they took Stevie away from the monks. Maybe, she suggested on our drive home, the monks had heard that our father was an anti-clerical journalist and had made Stevie suffer for this.





All this was some time back and, since then, schools have had to change their ways. Home life, though, has, if anything, grown worse, at least in England, where social workers seem to be in constant trouble for failing to save infants from their mothers’ murderous boyfriends. About what happens in Ireland these days I am not up to date, and in California, when we lived there, the maltreatment of children kept going in and out of fashion. I remember an evangelical bookshop in the Westwood part of Los Angeles, when we moved there in the late Sixties, whose front window was filled with copies of a book entitled Do You Dare to Spank? An American psychologist to whom we let our London house went to the opposite extreme when we complained about his sons having sprayed our stairwell with buckshot. ‘English people,’ he snapped defensively, ‘hate children.’


Coming back to the query about who ‘I’ am, I am a writer who has lived in London, Dublin, Rome, Florence, Paris, Los Angeles, Portland (Oregon), and, more briefly, in New York and Venice. Of these, it was the Italian cities that most influenced me. France – thanks to French having been my first foreign language – was my first love. But I was older and more capable of judging the world for myself when I lived in Florence with Lauro. Besides that, political debate when we lived there in the Sixties was a lot livelier and more heated in Italian newspapers than in French or English ones. And copies of l’Unità and Rinascita were regularly pasted on to walls all over Florence, so that members of the working class could keep abreast of current events. Eurocommunism, a phenomenon of the Seventies and Eighties, thrilled us by its openness to change and its promise to democratise the party. This horrified stodgy elements in the French Communist Party, and must have set Stalin spinning in his grave. It didn’t please the hard left either. They still aimed to overturn capitalism by revolutionary means.


But the discomforting variant in the new situation made it clear that some meant what they said and others didn’t. The question was: did we? Were we parlour pinks? I thought about this question more seriously than I had felt the need to do before, and decided that, though ready to be a ‘Eurocommunist’, this wasn’t my fight in the way the Irish Civil War had been my parents’ fight.


What upset me and my friends, first in LA then later on when we were back in London, were the neo-colonial wars which people like Tony Blair promoted by their shameless mendacity. Naively believing that mass protest marches might make them think twice, we walked in them all, and were utterly disillusioned by the cynicism of the Blairite ‘Labour’ Party, with its criminal collaboration – by ‘rendition’ and so forth – in the dirty war that was being waged in places like Guantanamo and Abu Graib.


Justice and truth are what an electorate should be able to aim for, if only by voting for a small, honest party which has some hope of playing an effective role. However, Italian corruption (Tangentopoli) followed by the advent of the appalling Berlusconi, put an end to any such hopes, which was heartbreaking when one remembered the brilliant journalism which had supposedly taught a generation of Italians how to think politically. Meanwhile, Ireland, too, turned out to be in corrupt hands both political and ecclesiastical.


But who, Lauro nags, years later, as I struggle with this prologue, do I feel the inner Julia turned out to be?


Well, I have given no thought to the inner Julia and am more interested in observing other people’s behaviour than my own. Unlike him, who likes to quote Plato about how the unexamined life is not the life of a man, what I want to know is what other people get up to, what they do as much as what they think. That’s my examining.


Having published seven novels and four collections of stories, I look into them to sort out the themes which interested me. Politics is one of these and fairness another; bullying, too. So is Church tyranny and those who opposed it, for in any community, there is likely to be, with luck, someone who stands up to bullies, as my father used to do in the years when a repressive RC Church lorded it in Ireland.






















WE GO TRESPASSING





In 1933, when my parents came home to Ireland after seven years abroad, the economy was a shambles. Jobs were scarce so, rather than waste time and spirit seeking one, the survival mode commended to my father, whose first book had appeared the year before, was to write another, eke out the advance, and find a place where he and my mother could live cheaply and make their own entertainment.


Chat was a staple source for this and, by luck or design, not far from the house they found in rural County Wicklow lived other refugees from the jobless job market. A short walk off, the landscape painter Paul Henry was turning out his trademark blue mountains; in the house next to ours Michael Farrell, whose doorstopper of a novel, Thy Tears Might Cease, would appear thirty years later, was writing and rewriting it; while his wife, Francy, wove the tweeds which she would sell under the name The Crock of Gold. Michael O’Donovan, an old Cork friend best known later by his pen name ‘Frank O’Connor’, was working as a librarian in Wicklow Town. He spent frequent weekends with us, when he and Seán took walks, sang duets in eccentric Italian or recited old Gaelic poems and compared their translations. Each was said to have ‘a lovely blas’, which is Gaelic for a good Gaelic accent.


At this time my parents were revelling in an Irishness which, when they had been living in Boston and London, must have seemed precarious. They could so easily have stayed on in either place and had, they told me later, even thought of going to China. But the pull of home proved strong. My father’s name, Seán Ó Faoláin, was a manifesto, for like many of his Republican comrades he had started life with an anglicised version – John Whelan in his case – which he shed in his teens when romantic nationalism led him to join the Irish Volunteers, later renamed the IRA. My mother Eileen’s name, too, had been Gaelicised from Ellen, and it had been she who first introduced him to the West Cork hills, where they learned Gaelic from native speakers. Next came the Anglo-Irish War, in which weapons were so few that young men like Seán had to be content with unglamorous back-up work. After that followed a truce, talks with the English, a treaty, its repudiation by de Valera, civil war (in which Seán at last got a gun), defeat, disillusion and then, in 1926, a fellowship to Harvard University. Now, home again and hopeful, they were seeing things through the bifocal lens of nostalgia and anticipation.


Meanwhile I, who had been born in London, allegedly spoke my first words with English intonations and had a supercilious – i.e. English? – expression while in my pram. Perhaps they misinterpreted a look of shock. They had engaged a French au pair to look after me, so not only had the sounds around me changed twice – more often, if you count Gaelic – but also I could hardly have failed to find Seán and Eileen unnervingly fanciful. They loved folk tales which scared me rigid. Consider ‘changelings’: bogus children, whom the fairies substitute for real ones. The mother who suspects such a switch must place the interloper on a red-hot shovel over a fire, whereupon, if it is a changeling, it will fly up the chimney. A woman, said my mother, had actually done that not long ago and been had up in court. Eileen was stirred by the persistence of folk culture. However, when I began having nightmares, she denied having said such a thing. Nonsense! I distrusted her but, hooked on terror, begged for more tales. When my father forbade them, they took on the allure of the illicit, and I scrounged for them behind his back.


‘If I tell you stories, you’ll get nightmares,’ Eileen would worry. ‘And your father will blame me.’


‘I won’t. I won’t. I promise I won’t.’


But, of course, I did and I woke the house with my shrieks. Again and again Seán had to reassure me by looking under the bed, where I was convinced a family of witches hid, waiting for him to go away before attacking me. Witches, fairies, ghosts and goblins did not, he patiently repeated, exist. ‘They’re all pretend,’ he assured me. He lowered his candle to show me empty space. As soon as I was alone in the dark, though, I remembered that the pretend could outmanoeuvre the real. I had learned this from our maid, Kitty, who dealt with facts like a sharper with cards. Telling secrets was her passion.


‘Now, don’t tell yer Mammy I told ye. She’d crease me.’


‘Would she?’


‘Have me guts for garters. She would. Annyway, it’s all cod. I was only coddin’. Aren’t you the silly to believe me!’


Goaded, I would cheek her. ‘You’re a cod yourself! Cod! Cod!’


‘Temper! Language!’ Kitty would be all ladylike decorum. ‘I’ll tell yer Mammy!’


I took to waiting by the front gate for my parents to come home, so as to face them with a quick confession: ‘I called Kitty a cod. I spilled my milk.’ Getting my account in first took the wind from Kitty’s sails.


The narrator, I was learning, takes control.




*





Even our cat had Irish credentials. He was called Pangur Bán (meaning White Pangur) after the cat in a poem doodled by an eighth- or ninth-century monk down the margin of his manuscript. It must be the Gaelic poem most often rendered in English. Here are scraps of Robin Flower’s version:








I and Pangur Bán my cat,


’Tis a like task we are at:


Hunting mice is his delight


Hunting words I sit all night.







Oftentimes a mouse will stray


In the hero Pangur’s way;


Often-times my keen thought set


Takes a meaning in its net.


’Gainst the wall he sets his eye


Full and fierce and sharp and sly;


’Gainst the wall of knowledge I


All my little wisdom try.







So in peace our task we ply,


Pangur Bán my cat and I














On wet days when Frank O’Connor was visiting, jets of verse like this were apt to volley through the house with as much vim as when, on dry ones, his and Seán’s squash ball bounced off backyard walls. Meanwhile, with catlike diligence, Eileen would be washing small slugs off vegetables while planning to trick me into eating food which, I now think, must have been at least as bad as I thought it at the time. Maybe it was worse? The home-grown greens would have been cooked with soda, as was the habit then, making them as bright as a St Patrick’s Day rosette, bitter and usually overdone.


But this was true, too, in all the houses we visited and, when we went on holidays, it was true of the hotels. In Ireland back then only breakfast and afternoon tea could be relied on to be good.


Why else, in the Forties, when I spent a first summer with a carefully chosen Catholic family in war-harrowed France, would I be so astounded by their tasty salads and potato soup? How, I would marvel, had they, who had meat only once a week, turned simple, non-rationed raw materials into delicious gratin Savoyard, matefaim, crêpes and compotes of various fruits? Mirabelles, griottes, myrtilles …


Did the sun bring out those flavours? If it did, no wonder people had once worshipped it. I felt like doing that myself when I brought basil seeds back from France and raised the seedlings on a cold Irish window sill, only to find, when the leaves finally appeared, that they had no taste at all. In those days my mother and her friends, back from their own post-war forays abroad, were exchanging tips about buying such things as olive oil which no one at home had tasted for years. This being so, how could we trust ourselves to distinguish between rancid oil and good? We belonged to an emerging class whose emergence had been set back by the Troubles of the Twenties, the hungry Thirties and the war. During their ‘austerity’ years, the English, too, lost culinary skills, but their austerity could not be compared with ours. Theirs was a belt-tightening measure. But the true name for ours was ‘penury’, and it went back a long way. (Think of Swift’s Modest Proposal. And Arthur Young’s claim to have seen worse penury in eighteenth-century Ireland than in the Balkans.) In the light of such memories, de Valera’s personal austerity, when in office, compelled respect and would be sadly recalled when his successors’ greedy corruption became impossible to hide. That, though, was still far in the future.


In wartime summers, I got glimpses of that old penury when we went on holiday to Lake Gougane Barra in West Cork – by then almost a family shrine – where Seán and Eileen had done their courting while attending a Gaelic summer school, and where later he had gone on the run during the Irish Civil War of 1922–3. In an ecstasy of patriotism, they had learned the language fast, unlike myself who, though I did well in Latin and French, earned mediocre marks in Gaelic. It’s fair to say in my defence that the nuns in my Dublin schools weren’t keen on it either. In fact in my senior school a lay teacher had to be brought in to teach it, a rare event which lowered the subject’s standing.


Fearful of cutting a poor figure in Gougane, I reminded myself annually how to say in Gaelic ‘I don’t understand Gaelic’ along with other practical phrases not supplied in our school readers. These concentrated instead on proverbs, prayers and poems about visionary maidens described in terms unlikely to be of use if I met and recognised a Gaelic speaker. Language recognition in West Cork could be tricky in those years, due to a widespread lack of teeth and a habit of gargling vowels in the throat. ‘You’, an old man whom I had annoyed by saying I didn’t understand Gaelic mocked me, ‘have neither Oirish nor English?’ Having decoded his spittly sounds as English, I worried that he might be right and I be turning into that despised hybrid, a West Briton.


Forgivingly, he shared a meal with me. Lunch? Dinner? For all I knew, it could have been his only meal of the day. It consisted of boiled potatoes unloaded in a ring onto a scrubbed table. No plate. No cutlery. Just a splash of buttermilk. Picky ten-year-old though I was, I knew enough about pride not to refuse. I had landed in his mountain cabin through some misunderstanding over catching up with a group from the local hotel who had gone snipe-shooting.


He and his potatoes were like pale, shrunken after-images of the Great Famine: ghostly escapees from someone’s memory – though, on reflection, in the blight-ridden 1840s, his wholesome spuds might have constituted a small pocket of wealth. Amused by my encounter, my parents claimed it had served me right, as I had always been finicky about food and, when small, needed a mix of blandishment and threat to help me unclench my teeth, quell my nausea and swallow. This was why, back when I was still strapped into a high chair, Eileen used to sit with me at meal times and tell stories, some of which she would eventually publish. They were suspense-driven fairy tales with titles like The Little Black Hen, Miss Pennyfeather and the Pooka and The Shadowy Man, all aimed at my age group, which had grown almost old enough to have pocket money to spend by the time the books started to come out in England and the USA. At that time she must have been earning more than Seán, whose income had been hit by the war. Paper was scarce and English publishers were said to be unfriendly to writers who were not sharing the dangers of the blitz. Wartime readers, on the other hand, seemed eager for escapism, if only into the bedtime stories they could read to their children or hear Eileen read on Radio Éireann. She had woven in elements from Gaelic folk tales heard in Gougane, and may have called on knowledge of modern children’s taste for fear and horror, too, gleaned while teaching in Boston and London.


Her first book used one of my favourite legends: the one about a fairy mansion which rises from the bog after dark, aglow with light and throbbing with music. Wise travellers avoid being lured inside or, if lured, refuse to eat anything they are offered. Those who do will never escape, but be carried off to Tír na nÓg when the mansion sinks back into the bog at dawn. The pooka, a fairy horse, which tries to get tired travellers to accept a ride on his back, and the empty coach, which pauses invitingly, play the same trick. Allegorical, or lending themselves to allegory, such tales draw force from their vagueness.


Once or twice Eileen took me with her into the Radio Éireann studio while she made a live broadcast. Perhaps this was a test – I had to stay utterly quiet – or, it strikes me now, her aim may have been to show me that women like herself were as capable as men. That was something she was keen for me to know.


She confided snippets of her personal history, too, some of which went back to the Troubles, which had petered out a year or so before first Seán, then she herself, left for Boston. One related an incident from her college days in University College Cork, UCC, when, at the time of the Anglo-Irish War, she and some friends hired a barge so as to have a picnic on the River Lee. Before setting off, men from their group went into a pub where Black and Tans in civvies overheard them make rash, incendiary remarks. That evening, when the barge returned from the picnic, the Tans were waiting and opened fire. Everyone on board dropped flat, but she, who craned her neck to look, got a bullet in it. She showed me the trace: a puckered hollow the size of a hazelnut which never disappeared. Later, during the Civil War, when Seán was Director of Publicity for the Irregulars and in hiding, she, who was his courier, was caught and jailed, and worse would have followed if an old UCC classmate on the winning side hadn’t spotted her name on a list, crossed it off, and let her go. In those days, she said, fear kept you from sleeping, but also from getting fat or bored.


‘You missed them!’ she teased, while shoving a spoonful of lumpy porridge into my open mouth. ‘All of them! The bad times and the good! And don’t dare spit that out!’




*





Her moods had grown capricious, and Seán said that this was because her father had recently died. I was nearly five. I know because by my fifth birthday we had left Wicklow, but on that day we were still there. I can tell this by the shadows flinching and flickering in my mental motion picture of her, as she mentions Boston and an old fear lest Seán, whom she had gone there to marry, be having second thoughts: pre-nuptial doubts to which she would not again allude for fifty years. Maybe she had brought them up now as cover for a new fret. What kind of fret? All I knew was that it was as fitful as the draughts which whistled through that old house and on windy days could flatten candle flames and make an oil lamp smoke. Though the place was too remote for connection to electricity, we did have a wireless. It ran on batteries, and Eileen would sometimes sing along with the old songs that floated from it, then turn it off, with a brisk ‘Ráiméish’, which is Gaelic for ‘rubbish’. When they first met, she and Seán had entwined their feelings for each other with those they cherished for the national cause. It was a heady bond. But bonds can chafe or fray, and back in 1922 theirs did both.


First the IRA split, and Seán, trusting de Valera’s pledge to hold out for a thirty-two-county Republic, promptly joined his die-hard faction whose members fought, lost, retreated to the West Cork hills then, finding that they were now a burden to the people who fed and hid them, felt a shamed relief when the order came in April 1923 to dump arms. Seán himself has written about how by then he was demoralised, filthy, lice-infested and embittered by reports of summary executions and even torture being inflicted by one group of old comrades on the other. He turned for home. It was not the first time defeat left young men with a sour taste in their mouths, but the taste in his was as styptic as a sloe.


Even after the ceasefire a propaganda war limped on, and it was only in early 1924 that he, who had meanwhile been appointed Acting Director of Publicity for the whole imaginary Republic, received an order to give up even that. After the Civil War Seán went back to UCC, from which he had graduated three years before, worked for an MA, then got a job as a teacher in the small town of Ennis which – a shock – had neither a cinema, a library nor a bookshop. In the light of this, his elevation was dizzying when, on the strength of having published some short fiction in Irish and English, he was recommended for the Commonwealth fellowship which took him to Harvard.


He was happy there, as he would later be in London, where he taught at Horace Walpole’s Strawberry Hill, then a teacher training college, whose fairy-tale architecture must have suited his and Eileen’s mood as they began to pine for an Ireland which was never going to be the one they had imagined. Yet back they went in 1933.


Did they suppose that de Valera’s ratting on his principles and taking the Oath of Allegiance to England’s king, which he had sworn never to do, would be a sound basis for exercising the power he had finally won in 1932? Did Dev himself? Well, clearly – and correctly – he did. The choice was between doing that or skulking, for who knew how much longer, in the wilderness with neither salaries nor influence, as he and his followers had been doing until he ate his words, took the hated oath, led the followers into the Dáil and, once there, wrested power from his rivals.


Just as well, perhaps. Faced with a similar dilemma in 1924, Mussolini’s opponents, whose leader had been murdered by Fascist thugs, chose the high-minded route, boycotted parliament – and ushered in twenty years of Fascism. Dev’s choice was cannier.


The times, though, were censorious, as Seán found when his book of stories was banned in Ireland, and a group claiming to represent the Cork IRA, displeased by his having written it, summoned him to come and be court-martialled.


He ignored them, while possibly wondering why he had come back to his increasingly juvenile country. Hope was why. Hope and dream. In 1933 he published an adoring biography of Dev; then, six years later, a second one which took a revised view. The prologue to the first one opens like this:




Tall as a spear, commanding, enigmatic, his eyes so dark and deep that it is difficult to see their expression, his face deeply lined as with many cares, the face of a thoughtful man … this is the first impression one gets of Eamon de Valera …





Seán’s magnificat may have embarrassed him even as he was writing it, for, two pages on, he cast a cooler eye, noting that Dev ‘was the best loved and best hated man in Ireland’. Like many Irish republicans Seán, too, had reasons to love and hate the man whose courage in 1916 had dazzled his boyhood, but who, later, ruthlessly interned hard-liners for sticking to principles which had once been his. Dev’s Oath of Allegiance had stuck in many craws, but what stuck most uncomfortably was his plea that an oath taken under duress was no oath at all. To cut the Gordian knot Dev needed to get into the Dáil, but, under the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty with Britain, couldn’t get in until he had taken it – hence the casuistry about duress. Since he could have tried this shifty manoeuvre as early as 1922, and forestalled the Civil War, his delays were hard to forgive. But perhaps he learned cunning as he matured?


Another bone of contention was the power he gave to RC bishops whose arrogance, though he had defied them during the Civil War, he later condoned. Here is what Seán’s second biography had to say about that:




Furthermore the Catholic Church, and the Church of Ireland, are both notoriously ‘low church’, puritanical and narrow-minded. To say this, naturally, will anger most Irish readers.


It is nonetheless a regrettable fact. Its effects may be seen daily in such things as the inhuman treatment of unmarried mothers, in the unimaginative control of juvenile houses of detention, in a stupid censorship … in the fanatical way in which such innocent amusements as dancing … are controlled … Etc.





These comments enraged Dev’s followers who, on reading them, refused to have anything more to do with our family. As we were already on their opponents’ black list, this meant, claimed Eileen, that we now had no friends at all.




*





The about-face had consequences even for me, whose godmother, Molly Fitz, had, in the early Twenties, become Seán’s courier after Eileen’s arrest. She too was caught, jailed, eventually released and subsequently married a man who was part of Dev’s establishment, which was by then in office and presumably enjoying its fruits, since my most dazzling childhood memory is of a gift she gave me of two dolls, each – at a guess – fourteen inches tall. One was male, one female, so I called them ‘the prince and princess’, because they wore silky eighteenth-century costumes, and I say this not because I could have had such a thought then, but because even now I can picture the prince’s taut stockings, smart breeches and waisted jacket.


Dressed as if for a white wedding, the sort Seán and Eileen didn’t have when they married so quietly in Boston’s Holy Cross Cathedral that they had to ask the sacristan and an assistant to be witnesses, the dolls made a perfect couple. Nobody I knew had a pair like that: a perfect image of married bliss. Molly had been a close friend, but, once Seán attacked de Valera, she had to break with us. ‘Fraternising’ with opponents was strictly forbidden after the Civil War.


‘She was a generous godmother,’ I remember Eileen sighing. ‘She gave you lovely presents. You’d best look after them, for there won’t be any more.’


And indeed I don’t remember other presents, only the dolls, which someone said were French. In my memory they look French, like small aristos who could end up on the guillotine, a thought which may have been prompted by another memory. This is of my own hands twisting off one of their heads so as to get at its blue china eyes, then failing to fit these back behind their eye holes. They are attached to a wire which is hidden when they are in place. But I can’t get it in. I hold on to the eyes. Whose are they? The prince’s? I can’t be sure. All I clearly recall is myself sitting on the ground outside our new Dublin house on a later birthday which, just as Eileen predicted, brought no gifts from Molly. Lying next to me in the long June grass are the mutilated dolls. I must hide them before anyone sees what I did for reasons I no longer understand. It’s as if I had felt challenged to cock a snook at the godmother who has thrown me over and will not be back.


Why won’t she? I am baffled. As I sit there fretting, it strikes me that lately there has been a lot of talk about something else I don’t understand: treachery. Dev’s, Seán’s, Molly’s and that of both sides in the Civil War. People keep using the word, which, as far as I can tell, has to do with people turning against their friends. So perhaps I too am treacherous, because the dolls now disappear. Perhaps they have been given to someone more deserving, like Kitty’s nieces who have few toys and to whom Eileen has been threatening to give some of mine.


Has she done it? With the dolls? Better not ask. Perhaps they were so badly injured that she had to hide them from Seán.


I don’t always grasp what is happening. Maybe I don’t listen, or maybe my parents explain things confusingly. My mother’s Aunt Kate certainly does. She has come to live with us but is unused to our ways. She used to live in Cork with Eileen’s father, but, now that he has died, will live with us. Our first meeting starts out on the wrong foot.


Almost the first thing she does is scold me because I have gathered the hems of the new, short, poppy-red dress I am wearing, and raised them above my head. That way the dress works like a lantern, except that the light – it is a sunny day – pours in instead of out. As long as I hold up the dress, all I can see is redness, so I walk out our gate and along the road, feeling as if I were in the middle of a harmless but thrilling fire which has blotted out the world. I am too happy to give any thought to how I look.


Then I hear a scolding voice. ‘Cover yourself,’ snaps the aunt, and she says something about knickers. She is bossy but, Seán assures me later, has many weaknesses.


‘Be kind to her,’ he tells me. ‘She’s old and lonely. She needs you to like her.’


This flatters me.




*





Meanwhile, our time in Wicklow is almost over. We are shuttling between Killough and a house so new it is not yet finished. It is being built for us, just outside a village called Killiney, by an architect called John O’Gorman, and has been being planned for most of my lifetime – which is not, of course, very long, although it seems immensely so to me.


We have made countless trips in my parents’ black Ford car to watch its progress, and its modern conveniences astound both Aunt Kate and myself, who have been looking forward in a delirium of joy to moving into it for good. None of the four of us has ever lived in a house so new that nobody lived there before us, a house painted white on the outside and primrose within. A house without ghosts.


Killiney, being in South County Dublin, is supplied with telephone lines, gas and electricity. This means that I shall no longer be left in the dark once my candle is blown out at night – an enormous relief which my parents pretend not to appreciate. They pretend not to because, while we’re still in the old house, they are afraid to leave me a lit candle or matches or even an oil lamp lest I knock it over and burn the house down. I don’t argue about this now. Why bother, since, once we finally move to the new house, there will be an electric switch in the wall next to my bed which, at the touch of a finger, will flood the room with light? The old, creaky, earwig-ridden room where I still sleep and where I cannot be quite sure that a family of witches doesn’t live too will then be no more than a memory. Alleluia! Electricity is like having your own sun. I could worship it.


Kitty, who is not coming with us, is to take all the oil lamps when we leave, though not the candles. Eileen says we may need a store of those since sometimes electricity can break down. This shocks me. The sun doesn’t break down. Why should electricity?


Until recently I was afraid to come out from under the bedclothes after dark, and have been known to wet the bed rather than grope under it in search of a chamber pot. I manage to forget such lapses and, though ashamed, am addicted to the terror which provokes them.


Addicted! Eileen has told me this wonderful new word. Being addicted is like being under a spell so that bad things which happen aren’t my fault. They are hers because she has made me too fond of the frightening tales she likes to tell before I go to sleep. That is because she is addicted too. Worse, when she and I go trespassing in the deserted estates which are now overgrown and have been taken over by owls, weasels, ravens and the like, we play a game which Seán has forbidden, but to which she and I are irresistibly drawn. This is how it works. First, Eileen hides in the bushes, leaving me to work up anxiety, then, having taken off her coat and pulled it over her head, she will suddenly appear in the middle of a yew or a laurel walk whose top branches have knit together so that, even at midday, it is as dark as a railway tunnel. Pretending not to be herself, she makes weird noises and mimes our joint idea of a witch. I run away. She chases me and sometimes I trip and fall. When this happens she, her face half hidden by the coat which she has turned into a hood, looms above me, still half playing at being a witch, and reduces me to thrilled, gibbering terror. The glass eyes of the fox fur which she normally wears around her neck now look down from the top of her head. Its teeth grin. When she pulls it forward, its jaws snap.


Don’t I know it is she? Well, yes and no. After all, she may have a second, dangerous self which sometimes takes over. Maybe a demon has entered her? There are stories like this. She performs a sort of dance. Sliding out from under the coat, her pale fingers mimic tentacles and I both do and don’t want to be more frightened still.


‘Let’s stop,’ she says. ‘You’re getting too excited.’


‘No, no, don’t stop. Please, Mummy.’ I am like a drunk worried about hangovers but unable to give up the booze. ‘I promise not to have a nightmare.’


‘You always promise.’


We are trespassing in an estate called Monks’s whose owners have been absent for years. Perhaps they haven’t the money to keep it up. We tell each other that they have forfeited their rights. Pinned crookedly to the jungly greenery are faded notices saying ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’. I mix up words. Execution? Persecution. With which are we being threatened? I think of the broken doll. Persecution is what the English did to Catholic priests at the time of Queen Elizabeth which, according to Aunt Kate, was worse than guillotining. Disembowelling. The rack. Being hanged, drawn and quartered. She has described these processes in detail and Eileen has told her to stop filling my head with such stories. But meanwhile she herself tells me about witches. That’s different, she says, because witches don’t exist. Don’t they? I both do and don’t want them to. What is prosecution? I don’t know. And now, anyway, Eileen, tired of being a witch, is once again using her coat as a coat and, seated on a stone bench, is unwrapping a small snack.


As we eat it, she reminds me that we must say goodbye to our Wicklow neighbours before we leave for good: to the two Miss Griffiths, old ladies who sometimes invite us to their big, old house for afternoon tea with hot buttered potato cakes, and other treats; to the Dennehys who sell milk just a stone’s throw from our house and sometimes give us a lift in their pony and trap; to Paul Henry and Michael Farrell and, most importantly, to Garret FitzGerald whose family – he has three older brothers – lives not far away.


Garret, with whom Eileen has persuaded me I am in love, is agile, curly-haired, six years my senior and disliked by Kitty. This is to be expected, since in almost all the houses we know, boys are to maids what dogs are to postmen: suspect, teasing, fond of pranks and hard to control. They track mud indoors on their shoes, untie the maids’ aprons, tease them, and generally make trouble. I myself am full of admiration for Garret who is a champion tree-climber and may, I fear, visit us for the sole purpose of climbing our – but soon to be no longer our – vast old cedar. When he climbs high enough to be almost out of sight, he calls down tauntingly, ‘It’s nice up here.’ I have never even touched the lowest branch. Desperate to do at least that, I run round and round the tree, calling up to him and feeling ridiculous. Eager as a puppy, I can’t stop myself begging, ‘Please, Garret. Come down. Give me a hand up. Please!’ Around I go. I almost bark. I am tormented by the thought that once we leave Wicklow, I may never see him again.


Eileen, who will soon be preparing The Little Black Hen for publication, has put him into it. The story has the form of a folk tale, albeit one for primary-school readers. It is about an old woman’s pet hen being captured by evil fairies and about the risky adventures on which two children embark to save it. Their names are Garret and Julie, and Eileen will manage to keep their story going through a number of later books. She has made us into a couple, handing me a fantasy Garret in lieu of the unattainable, real one.


Illustrations in the US edition of her book will show two barefoot children with brightly, not to say clownishly, patched clothes. This is not how Irish people, especially not those now running or hoping soon to run our young state, like to imagine themselves. Garret’s parents are part of this group, the part opposed to de Valera, and Garret himself, when he sees the pictures, will – I hope jokingly – complain. Though he cannot guess that he will one day be Ireland’s most distinguished Taoiseach, tree-climbing has given him a feeling for hierarchy. I, who am untroubled by patched skirts or trousers, am glad to see that, unlike the real Garret, the boy in the illustrations is the right height to be a friend of the pictured Julie.


Julie was my name at this time and would be until I was in my twenties when I would think it insufficiently dignified for my adult self and switch to Julia. On my birth certificate I am still Anna Julia to this day, but, for everyday purposes, my parents dropped the Anna when the aunt, after whom they had named me, went mad. Poor Aunt Anna! The rejection was a clear case of hitting someone when she was down, but, by the time I was told of it, I was Julie, and she was dead.


I had met her once. She called at our house in Killiney when my parents were out, and she and I went for a walk in the woods. She didn’t strike me as being at all mad. If she asked my name, I must have said ‘Julie’ instead of Anna, so I suppose she guessed what had happened and felt hurt. I am sorry about that. Her name still has a bureaucratic grip on me, relentlessly surfacing on electoral rolls and wherever else birth certificates are consulted. ‘Anna,’ NHS employees sometimes call out when I sit in their waiting rooms, and often I don’t realise that they mean me and fail to respond. Maybe they think my mind is slipping? Maybe Aunt Anna’s offended ghost is amused.


My last memory of the Wicklow house is a sad one. It has to do with Pangur Bán, our partly white cat, who had led a decorous and, I hope, happy life with us, until one day a family of spoiled children who had three spoiled dogs dropped by. The dogs, which were not restrained in any way, chased poor Pangur around and through the house while I screamed at their owners in impotent fury, for I was fond of Pangur. Utterly rattled, he bolted up a chimney, didn’t come down until long after the horrible visitors had left, and shortly afterwards disappeared for good.


Droppers-in would turn out to be even more of a nuisance in Killiney, where we were on a bus route and so, even during the war, when petrol disappeared, could be easily reached. People were still unused to phones and rarely alerted us. They just came. As Seán worked at home, this interfered with his writing, and on summer Sundays Eileen would feel obliged to produce afternoon tea and often supper. Habits were in transition between modernity and old, hospitable, rural ways and, as Killiney had a pleasant choice of sea views and places to walk, friends of friends whom Seán and she had made in Boston and London thought it a good place to visit. We grew to dread them and, once the shrubs which we would soon start to plant grew large enough to provide cover, would sometimes hide when the gate opened. That, though, would not be for some years.


For now it was still only 1937, and Eileen’s mind was full of things like rugs, lined and interlined tweed curtains to keep out the cold, and the garden which she would soon start to create, with the help of a handyman, from the bare, tussocky, one-acre field in which the new house now stood.




*





‘Your mother used to be fearless.’


My father stares in wonder at the medicines which she, hoping perhaps to cure any lingering puniness left by the Great Famine a century before, has marshalled by the door, so that I may fortify myself every morning before leaving for school.


Today he is seeing me off, and, with luck, will forget about the medicines. To distract him, I ask what changed her.


‘Your birth! Remember?’


We laugh, because my birth was forgotten faster than most. It, or some side-effect, so nearly killed Eileen that no one took time to register it until the Somerset House record-book for its date was full and my entry had to be squeezed into a margin. This, plus the war, made it impossible to get a birth certificate in the Forties. So in 1942, when I was ten and due to be confirmed, our parish priest ruled that I couldn’t be unless Seán made out an affidavit swearing that he was my father. Else people, the PP explained, might think he wasn’t. Maybe, it struck us, he thought this himself.


Maybe I’m a love child, I told myself later, when the term cropped up in my reading and made my memories hum.


In the earliest of these, I am in our Wicklow garden, aged maybe three, staring in fascination at my cousin Denis, a towering five-year-old. Nothing happens. So why does the moment stay with me? Perhaps because I am amazed that there is such a thing as a cousin and that I have one. Not only does his presence enlarge our tiny family – could my Catholic parents, I will come to wonder, have used condoms? – but his visit feels like a convivial promise.


Sadly it came to nothing. Denis went home to England and stayed there until the war had come and gone and he had grown irredeemably English. Like his parents, he used the English form of our surname, Whelan, where we were Ó Faoláin. One good thing though: he and I were now of an age to flirt, and did.


Someone had taught me the phrase cousinage, dangereux voisinage. But I could see that he wasn’t dangerous at all. On the contrary, he was a uniquely safe young male. Perhaps he had had the same thought about me.


‘Cousin,’ he kept saying, as though reminding himself of my harmlessness. ‘Cousin!’ He talked about the minutia of military service, told me how to get a really good shine on your boots, taught me to kiss, though I am not sure whether we actually ‘French kissed’ and whether, if so, the act was purely technical – like shining one’s boots. The war had by then been over for three years.


We met again in the Seventies at his father’s funeral – I shall come back to that. Then in 1991, when my own father died, Denis sent me a condolence letter, mentioning that he had changed his name to Michael. There was no return address, and I haven’t heard from him since.


Denis, the name of the patron saint and first bishop of Paris, has Catholic connotations, which Michael doesn’t. So Denis/Michael may have been cutting his roots. Why? I can only guess. He was a solicitor, and the Irish can’t have been popular that year with the English legal professions, since three separate Irish groups, convicted of terrorism in the Seventies, had spent a decade and a half in jail, before their convictions were found to have been obtained by British policemen arresting them at random, beating false confessions out of them, manipulating interview records, and suppressing evidence. With honourable exceptions, members of the British legal professions lost face.


‘Business as usual’ was the verdict of most Irish citizens and a watchful foreign press.


But the Whelans were not Irish citizens.


Back in the early Twenties, when the Irish Free State was set up, Irish civil servants, including Denis’s father, Augustine John, AJ, had a choice. They could go to England to work for the Crown or stay home and work for the new dispensation. The Whelans left. AJ became an English tax inspector and on his annual holiday, when he would come to spend some days with us, his handsome, bony, Jansenist face seemed to express awareness that what he saw before him were travellers on the road not taken. Was he thinking, we wondered, of Seán – his younger brother – as an anti-self whom he might resemble if he had stayed in Ireland? That seemed unlikely when one allowed for character. After all, when they both did live in Ireland, Seán had joined the IRA, and AJ the Civil Service. A tax inspector is presumably devoted to the status quo, whereas Seán, a writer and journalist, was for much of his life embroiled in polemics with the spiritual and temporal rulers of the new, young, divided country which he and his comrades had fought to establish.


So there was a definite flicker of mockery in AJ’s smile.


But at whom was it directed? He might, after all, have been wondering whether to regret the thoroughness with which he and his family had shed their Irish Catholic identity. Denis, who had attended a minor English public school, seemed to accept its undemanding Protestantism, but, as far as I know, AJ himself displayed no interest in religion once he grew up. He had had a surfeit of it in his boyhood, when both he and Seán had it imposed on them by their pious mother and a zealous elder brother, who ended his days as a priest – indeed a monsignor – in New Zealand.


So when AJ, who was by then a widower, died, Denis was amazed to find that he had stipulated a Catholic funeral.


‘We’re counting on you’, he told me when I arrived, ‘to give the lead at the funeral Mass. Show the rest of us when to stand and sit and so forth.’


I, however, was unfamiliar with the rituals introduced in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council, so our congregation’s gestures bodied forth a dither of false consciousness. This, according to my mother, had always afflicted the Whelans as a penalty for aping the English. She, who could be a left-wing snob, alleged that they didn’t even get this right. To her mind, they associated with the wrong sort of English anyway: soulless, golf-and-bridge-playing bank managers and their wives, some of whom she had met when she and Seán lived in London. She remembered them as conventional-looking women in twinsets who no doubt, in their innocence, mistook AJ for a wild Irishman!


As it turned out, her malice was only slightly off target.


The funeral was in a south-coast retirement town, possibly Hastings or Bexhill-on-Sea. The day was fine and, while the coffin was being lowered into the grave, something unexpected happened. One mourner, a woman who looked as though she might indeed play bridge and wear twinsets, began to rail against God. She addressed Him directly and angrily, raged at His cruelty in giving us the gifts of life and love only to then take them away, and, like Laertes grieving for Ophelia, looked ready to leap after the coffin into AJ’s grave. Her speech was so articulate and persuasive that, if I had been God or His priest, I would have felt deeply uncomfortable.


I can’t remember whether Denis and I mentioned this episode over lunch in a local hotel, but we did marvel at what might have provoked it: his father’s surprise return to the bosom of Mother Church, a move by then less common than it had once been among renegade Catholics. Surely, though, AJ’s reasons could not have been theirs? Wasn’t it likelier that he had admired that Church’s talent for putting on a good show in the same spirit as he had admired the British Empire? Distancing himself from the reckless tolerance of the Church of England was consistent with his earlier backing away from the splits and cock-ups endemic to new states. One does not join what might become a sinking ship.


Afterwards, reflecting on AJ’s reticence about all this and on his woman friend’s distress at losing him, I came to see that he must have harboured contradictions which none of us had imagined. Though clearly not ‘wild Irish’, he had known how to respond to the wild Englishwoman whose passion spoke in his favour. My father too was a passionate but reticent man, and it strikes me now that Denis may have been one too. He may have disappeared so as to pursue passions about which it is no business of mine to speculate.


Or he may – I had better face up to this – have simply found me unlikeably lacking in pietas. Family feeling. Solidarity with kin. People who have been raised without those can develop a craving.


Just now, looking through some old letters, I found one of his. It reports that he has been to Ireland in search of distant relations – Whelan roots – and met our very ancient, common great-grandmother with whom his letter urges me to get in touch. When it reached me I was living in California and must have written back explaining this. Secretly, I was probably relieved not to have to meet a relative with whom my parents had long lost touch and about whom I knew little. Perhaps he sensed this and disapproved. He could not have guessed at the hard truth concealed under my mother’s jokey hyperbole when she said, as she sometimes did, that Seán’s polemics with some of the men who ran the Irish church and state had turned us into pariahs.


Members of a diaspora as varied and populous as ours – there are far more of us outside the Republic than in it – risk disappointing each other’s expectations.




*





As long as we lived in the wilds of Wicklow without a telephone, visits could be a surprise. The pleasantest of these, from my point of view, was that of Pamela Travers, the author of Mary Poppins.


‘Tell her it’s your favourite book,’ my mother whispered excitedly. I guessed that it was hers, for she had read it to me twice.


Miss Travers’s face is masked in my memory by one of those mist blobs which disguise witnesses in police documentaries, but her visit proved influential, for when the war came and cash in our house grew increasingly scanty, Eileen, as I mentioned earlier, took a leaf from Miss Travers’s book and began writing childrens’ stories herself.




*





By then we had moved to County Dublin, where a more troubling encounter was triggered when I heard someone talking about how Seán in his youth had made bombs. Bombs? Daddy? Amazed, I consulted my mother, who said, coldly, ‘Ask him.’


She and he were not getting on just then, but I would not learn why until their tiff had been patched up and could be disguised as political sparring over de Valera’s decision to intern a number of his own hard-line followers, including some of our family friends. Yes, Seán told me, he had made bombs for the IRA. ‘More than twenty years ago. Someone had to. We were fighting a war.’


In this memory I am about ten, and the new war known to us as the Emergency is in full spate. We, however, are neutral – most of us anyway. From what you hear, some people aren’t. Some people are spies.


‘Your mother’, Seán tells me, ‘needs her mind taken off things. You should try to cheer her up.’ And skipping into his study, he closes the door.


So she and I go trespassing, as we used to do in Wicklow, where in the hungry Thirties there were a number of Anglo-Irish estates whose owners, unable to keep them up, had locked the gates and left for London. A year or so after they did this, neglected greenery would explode, wildlife go on the rampage, and my mother and I climb in past signs telling us not to, so as to enjoy the anarchic spectacle of tilting gazebos, overgrown yew walks and untramelled flowers. As half the pleasure to be had from these incursions lay in testing our nerve, we murmured tales to each other about man-traps which could break a poacher’s leg – or our own! In the old days, Eileen warned, gamekeepers used to hide these in undergrowth where, for all we knew, one might still lie. There was nothing like this where we now lived in orderly South County Dublin.


What there was, though, was a boarded-up, Disneyesque, turreted Victorian Gothic castle into which we had not ventured until now, because a caretaker was known to live in its gate lodge. Thick trees hid it and abutted on woods belonging to a section of what might or might not be Killiney Park. Boundaries were becoming increasingly unclear and perimeter walls were crumbling. So we climbed one, then dropped into an orchard where leaf mould muffled sound and cidery fruit rotted pungently. Eileen was starting on a fresh tale of brutal, old-time gamekeepers, when, seeing a movement among the apple trees, I grabbed her elbow.


‘Mummy, a gamekeeper!’


She was looking in the wrong direction. ‘In those days,’ she mused, ‘they …’


‘No! Now! Here. There’s one. Look.’


Sure enough, a man emerging from the trees had hailed us. He had a gun. Not a gangster’s gun but the sort my father used for shooting rabbits. He wasn’t pointing it, but he was definitely advancing towards us. He wore a tweed coat so prickly it brought to mind the withered nettles goose girls spun and wove in some of Eileen’s stories. His eyebrows were a yellow stubble and his face was lumpy, as though it had indeed been stung by nettles.


‘Hullo there!’ By now he was close, and Eileen must have seen him. So why didn’t she move?


‘Let’s run!’ I urged her, then bolted in panic and neither paused nor turned until I reached the damaged wall where we had come in. Still no Eileen. Where was she? Cautiously, I retraced my steps, then hid behind a clump of bushes to see what was happening.


He had a hand on her arm. Could he be taking her into custody? That was a word I knew from the wireless. No. He was handing her a notebook, then screwing the top back on a fountain pen. Moving from tree to tree, I edged close enough to hear my father’s name and that of a magazine he had recently started up.


They were chatting! Could they be? They were! Catching sight of me, they laughed, then, as though pitying me, shook their heads. Nervously, turning away, I noticed that I had got a run in my black school stocking. A long worm of pale flesh showed through. Sheepishly, I sidled forward to hear the man say that he was one of those whom Dev had led and then let down. ‘He’s a splitter,’ he told Eileen. ‘He split the movement.’ Next he told us that he had read Seán’s recent attack on Dev for doing this and wanted Eileen to take him a message of support. As for our trespassing, well, no harm done if this was the end of it.


‘The old people used to say,’ he quoted, ‘“Every dog is allowed one bite”.’


Perhaps to apologise for the comparison, he presented her with a bag of apples which he must have filled earlier, for it had been lying on a bench. Next, looking her in the eye, he warned gravely that we should not come back, then, leading us through a shrubbery and down an avenue to the gate lodge, opened a gate and let us out on the road.


On our way home my mother was unusually quiet. When I asked if the man was a gamekeeper, she said no, a caretaker, and that we mustn’t breathe a word about what had happened. ‘I’ll tell your father,’ she said, ‘later.’


‘Did the caretaker give you a message for him?’


‘He did.’


‘Which side is he on? The caretaker? Daddy’s or Dev’s?’


‘No side,’ my mother told me. ‘He has no side. Now remember you’re not to tell a soul. Have I your promise?’


‘Yes.’


I was confused though. She had handled the caretaker with impressive coolness, so why didn’t she want anyone to know? How indeed had she known that he would be friendly if she introduced herself to him? Had he known who she was already? Maybe they had seen each other in the pub or the village shop? Maybe they had talked?


I didn’t want to think so.


Then rumours started. The milkman, it seemed, had told the Gardaí that something queer was going on in the castle. The caretaker, a lone man living in the gate lodge, was taking too much milk. A crate? Two? I forget. But the place was raided and – shades of my father’s bomb-making days! – it came out that bombs were being fabricated there by members of a rump IRA which was in opposition to the government.


‘Fifteen men they found!’ Great-aunt Kate, who had been talking to Bridie the maid, revelled in shock. Bridie was on a network. She talked to other maids, some of whom had come from the same orphanage as herself.


‘I heard six.’ My mother, drawing on my father’s experience in their war, thought six quite enough for a bomb factory. But nobody knew for sure. It was a great time for hugger-mugger.


Great-aunt Kate, who was now ninety, said bomb-making must have got a sight more complex since my Daddy’s day, and seemed pleased rather than frightened by this. Perhaps she thought of bombs as lightning-conductors for the random evil that threatened us all, but especially people her age. Some of that had now been averted or at least stalled.


‘A whole crate of milk!’ She began to count on her fingers. ‘They’d only use it in their tea or porridge. A whole crate! Sure that would be enough for thirty men! Half could have got away.’


‘Maybe one had an ulcer? Ulcer victims are great milk-drinkers.’


Did the bomb-makers belong to the pro-German or the Communist wing of the outlawed movement? Perhaps the wings combined? Nobody knew, but passengers on our bus liked to speculate. It wasn’t true that they cut my mother dead. Gossips were too keen to probe to do that. As for the war itself, the ‘Emergency’ whose name somehow denied what it signalled, reality and illusion had begun to blend.


I began to wonder if they had ever been separate.
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