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It was the last psychoanalytic session with a woman patient whom I had been seeing for some time. When she had first come to my consulting room, she had been partly paralysed and unable to walk. Now, after a long analysis, she was able-bodied and fully mobile again. As I rose to show her out, she turned and spoke: ‘I must say I never really cared for you.’ She paused and, as she closed the door behind her, added, ‘But you certainly knew what you were doing!’


I sat down and stared idly at my bookshelves. At the top were volumes of logic and philosophy, in the middle shelf upon shelf of books on psychoanalysis, and near the bottom, at my elbow, works of literature; it looked like the layers of my life. Had I known what I was doing in all those reading phases? It seemed as if I had been sleepwalking for years, finally finding my feet as a psychoanalyst. I had studied widely diverse fields: as an undergraduate at Trinity College, Dublin, I had felt a deep need for clarity of thought and scientific certainty. Ever since I was a boy, I had been constantly infuriated by my father’s endless mysticism, speaking as he did of the Beyond as if it were a personal friend to whom only he and a few selected individuals had access. I had found a kind of intellectual home in Logical Positivism, a philosophical movement dedicated to the ‘worship’ of objectivity and rigorous logic – where philosophy aped the natural sciences. I had been delighted to discover that the logical positivists had referred to metaphysicians as ‘misplaced poets’ and religion as nonsense. Logical philosophy would have no truck with any of Father’s speculations and I had embraced it enthusiastically. In retrospect, I realized that, paradoxically, I had been greatly impressed by a Hegel lecturer whose views came suspiciously close to the mystical.


At the University of London I did graduate work on logic and the foundations of mathematics for three years, after which I was offered a lectureship in logic and philosophy at Trinity. On my return to the college in 1970, to my surprise I was told I would also be teaching political philosophy. I had been for a short while at the London School of Economics during the 1968 riots – an offshoot of those in Paris. In those exciting times I had read the anarchism of Kropotkin and the early papers of Marx and, so tailoring the course to my own interests, I began teaching what I knew. My colleagues in the Philosophy Department, though dubious of my choice of teaching material, said nothing and the course became a popular one.


It was to become a strange career at Trinity, for although I loved teaching logic and philosophy, from the very beginning I had a disadvantage: I could not write. Unable to finish my doctorate in philosophy and logic at the University of London, I soon found I was incapable of writing anything at all. No articles flowed from my pen, no learned tomes emerged; however, I did love teaching anarchism and divided my time between talking with students and doing logic proofs (a form of algebra) instead.


Over the years, working in a philosophy department, I tried several times to read Heidegger and other continental philosophers, but found that my logical training had cut deep and I was unable to sustain belief in their more literary and subjective approach. In time an appreciation of continental philosophy was to come from an unexpected quarter: I went into psychoanalysis.


I had attended the Freud lectures of Richard Wollheim, Grote Professor of Mind and Logic at University College London, and I invited him to speak on the subject at Trinity. Afterwards, over a drink, I bemoaned the fact that there was no psychoanalysis in Dublin. He directed me to a small group of Freudians known as the Monkstown Group, which I immediately joined.


Discovering psychoanalysis was like coming home (almost literally because my father had read Jung) and I quickly took to it, attending seminars night and day and becoming involved in a London group studying the logic of the unconscious. My epiphany came a few years later when I was invited to lunch with the eminent Pakistani analyst, ‘Prince’ Masud Khan. During the long lunch, he evidently pieced together the essentials of my story and in a lull in the conversation suddenly announced, in a tone reminiscent of Freud which I will never forget: ‘An academic who does not like to write?’ The question hung in the air and all at once the ludicrous nature of my position was clear to me; before we parted, he directed me to a French analyst then practising in Dublin.


In the course of that analysis I began to read the poems of Louis MacNeice – a much-admired acquaintance of my father’s. Before long I had managed to write and publish a few critical articles on his work. At that stage, I had embarked on part-time training as a psychoanalyst at St Vincent’s Hospital in Dublin and was slowly becoming conversant with the highly subjective and intuitive aspect of that mental discipline, poised, as it is today, between the neurosciences and literature. To practise clinically I had to learn how to suspend the conscious logical method in which I had been trained and reserve it for college lecturing. The clinical course was dominated by the theory and practice of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who had been deeply influenced by Hegel. Ironically, I had come full circle – almost like a return to the father, for Hegel, while immensely insightful in rational terms, has a mystical core, believing as he did that Absolute Geist or Spirit comes to know itself only by the evolution of our human life-world. As Hegel puts it: ‘The owl of Minerva only spreads her wings with the falling of the dusk.’ – that is, the truth of our lives can be seen only by looking back. We travel hopefully in life, encountering successes and failures, but it is only when looking back that we can see what was important. In fact, a central tenet of psychoanalysis is that whereas we live our lives forwards, we understand what Freud called our psychical reality in memoir.


By this time, my interest in Freud was becoming dominant and, disenchanted with the endless arguing of philosophers, I decided to start a Freud study group. But who would come? My landlady, who coincidentally was in analysis, said she would attend; so I had one participant. Then she suggested that her friend could come and when I asked if the friend was interested in Freud, she said she didn’t know but the friend was unemployed and needed something to do. Reluctantly, I agreed and we began reading and discussing once a week. Before long, one or two philosophy students joined us and each week the group grew until one day the then head of department, wondering where his class had vanished to, went in search of them only to find most of his students crowding my office. The group had become so popular, he suggested I start a new course of my own called Existentialism and Psychoanalysis. This eventually gave birth to a master’s in Psychoanalysis at Trinity and paved the way for a clinical course based in St James’s Hospital Department of Psychiatry in Dublin.


I was still a reluctant writer and struggled on until one day I received a letter from Edinburgh University Press offering me a contract to compile an encyclopaedia of psychoanalysis. I jumped at this opportunity and put myself to work in my office – a shed at the bottom of the garden. With a view of white fantail pigeons, commuting from lawn to dovecote to roof and back, I enlisted a team of nearly four hundred scholars and analysts from around the world.


For six years I spent three hours every morning mostly on email dealing with the flood of material that had arrived from North America through the night. By lunchtime I was drained and had to rest before going to college to teach. By the sixth year I began to feel that the book was literally killing me. One morning, my then wife (also a psychoanalyst) came down to the shed and asked me to come up to the house and look at something on her computer. On the screen was an item entitled ‘Burnout – signs of’ and a list of six danger signs. I scanned it: I had four out of six.


With this shock I started easing back from the brink by working less. But the book was near completion – the one thousand entries, covering seven schools of psychoanalysis, were nearly ready – another six months should do it. I decided to compromise. Since finishing analysis, I had begun to keep a diary that seemed increasingly drawn back to my childhood. It was becoming the high point of my day. I decided I would give myself the first hour of the morning to writing about where my imagination took me.


By the time the thousand-entry encyclopaedia was ready for publication, it had become clear that work on the book had damaged my marriage, and my wife and I separated. I had been so immersed in my work that I had not noticed what had been obvious to everyone else. With our marriage in ruins, my thoughts turned to my parents. My relationship with my parents, particularly with my father, had never been good, but now that they were dead I could not turn to them for help. Yet I kept writing what would eventually become this memoir of childhood. I now realize that every day I spent in their ghostly company was invisible mending; that finally I was beginning to understand, to love them and at last to see myself in them.


***


I was standing in my office in Trinity College, Dublin, looking out of the large window over Front Square. On the desk lay philosophy lecture notes, which I had just read over. The phone rang. The secretary told me someone wanted to speak to a philosopher. It was a few minutes before the lecture, so I asked her to send him in.


I got up, opened the door and there stood a bearded man in an old raincoat. I started – he looked just like my father. I told him to wait. After I had composed myself and showed him in, he sat down. I asked him why he wanted to speak with a philosopher and he told me he wanted to reconcile the world’s religions. As he talked, scribbling notes at the same time, it soon emerged that he had the kind of mind that connects everything with everything. I was thinking how much he reminded me of Father and my eyes must have glazed over for he suddenly became irritable.


‘I am the King of Heaven but it would take too long for me to explain this to you,’ he shouted.


I told him I would have to leave soon. Angry now, he leaned in to my face and asked me if I even knew what he was talking about.


‘I may have to kill hostages,’ he said.


I froze, but did not react. This was not good.


‘Do you know what I’m talking about?’


‘I realize that things must be difficult for you,’ I replied.


‘How do you mean?’


‘With your new ideas.’ I was wondering how to get rid of him.


‘They’re not new ideas!’ He was very angry now.


‘Well they are your modern version of ancient ideas. I really must go downstairs now.’


To my relief, he seemed mollified by this and when I reminded him again that I had to go, we rose. At the door he told me there was no way I could contact him. I wished him good luck with a sigh of relief.


I gave the lecture but kept forgetting what to say. Ending ten minutes early, I returned to my office.


At the door I heard the phone ring. I hurried in and picked it up. It was my brother, Joss, who rang only when someone had died.


‘The father’s gone, this morning at ten to eight.’


After we had finished talking, I didn’t feel anything. The examination bell began to ring. I had a cup of coffee, and then went off to give my next lecture.


When I returned, I rang home. Mother answered.


‘We’re having vegetable soup here,’ she said.


‘I wanted to ask how was it – at the end.’


‘Well, he’s gone – that’s it! We’re having soup now, me and your brother.’


‘For Christ’s sake, that’s your eldest son you’re talking to!’ I heard my brother shout in the background.


‘The funeral’s soon,’ she said.


When I had first learned Father was ill three years earlier, Mother drove me to Larne Hospital and we entered the stone building. Our footsteps echoed along the top corridor; in the distance I could see his bearded face in a bed facing us at the end. I stepped ahead of my mother and walked up to him. His eyes widened.


‘Christ, if you’re here, it must be bad,’ he said, looking stricken.


I felt sorry for him but at the same time I wanted to leave. Whenever I visited him and my mother, within two days I had to find some excuse to head for Dublin.


‘It’s good to see you,’ I said.


After some initial talk of doctors’ opinions, he lapsed into self-pity.


‘I’m a nobody. I’m not anyone of importance.’


‘You’re my father, that’s who you are.’


This calmed him. Now was the time to be kind. I looked out the window, filled by a large green hill, and thought of the school hymn, ‘There is a green hill far away, without a city wall’.


I glanced at the man asleep in the next bed and was told it was my old headmaster at Eden village. At this he stirred and I asked him if he remembered predicting that cars of the future would run on something the size of a nut. He did and after a brief conversation between the four of us we bade Father goodbye.


When Mother and I left the ward there were tears in my eyes. As we passed the nurses’ station, one remarked aloud that he would be a long time with us yet. In the car my mother was cheerful, glad even, talking all the time, for she had been relieved of the burden of nursing my father at home.


***


His illness progressed and he was put in a nursing home in Whitehead, a seaside town near my parents’ Islandmagee home. After some searching, I found it in a street facing away from the sea. The home, which looked like a brick cube, stood in the shadow of pine trees grouped around it. I banged the knocker and a young nurse let me into the twilight of the hall. ‘Amidst the encircling gloom,’ I thought.


Inside, in a large shabby room, the inmates were gathering to have tea. My father and I stayed back on a sofa, talking.


‘Come and eat, Mr Skelton,’ the nurse called, but he would not join the diners. Eventually I assured him I would wait and he took a place, sitting on his own at a single table. After tea the dozen or so men and women sat in a circle; I was beside Father. The others ignored our low conversation and appeared to be resting; one or two exchanged a few words. As we talked, it became plain that he hated being there and wanted to leave. However, I also knew that my mother had said she could not cope with his illness at home. He complained that although he had rewritten Feet Over Six – his account of tramping through the six counties of Ulster – neither she nor I had sent the manuscript off to the publishers. This gave me an opportunity. I suggested that authors’ partners were often jealous of their work. This seemed to satisfy him and slowly the conversation turned to my career.


‘You’ve done well – I’m proud of you,’ he said. Those magic words – there they were at last, but after years of waiting for them, I felt nothing. Then he began to work the conversation around to his illness. I knew he had cancer, but Mother and the doctors had decided not to tell him. I looked up; everyone around us in the circle was asleep. Then he spoke of a neighbour who had died recently, adding as an afterthought, ‘but then, he had cancer’. The thought hung between us. I stayed silent. Two weeks later he was back home.


The last time I saw my father was a year later. I had got off the train at Whitehead station and eventually found the second nursing home, a cream house with a conservatory, on the sea front. It was a quiet morning; the only sound the waves dropping on the beach, followed by the rattle of shingle.


Inside, the matron was ticking off a nurse who was standing behind a wheelchair. She turned to look at me. I asked for my father.


‘Room thirteen, first floor,’ she said. ‘Go on up – and tell him to come down and sit in the sun.’


On the landing I glimpsed my father’s back. He was sitting in an easy chair facing the light from the window.


‘How are you?’ I said brightly. He half-turned.


‘Not the worst. Your mother was in yesterday.’


‘How is she?’


‘I don’t think she wants me back at home.’


‘Perhaps if you were nicer …’


‘Too late for me to change now. She doesn’t want me there.’


I said nothing.


‘Mr Skelton, Mr Skelton! Come down and get some sun.’ It was the matron.


‘That woman won’t leave me alone.’


He stared down at his thumbs, which were resting on his thighs. We sat in silence, his clock’s red second hand sweeping.


‘It’s too late for me. It’s all too late for me now.’


‘Philip Larkin said: “Sexual intercourse began in 1963 – which was rather late for me” ’ I said, hoping to raise a smile, but he just glared at the wall.


‘Why don’t you get a bit of sun?’ I asked.


‘For what?’


‘I have to go soon.’ His face was frozen.


‘Goodbye. I’ll see you again, then,’ I said. He did not raise his head as I left.


On the island, my brother Joss drove the jeep downhill to the funeral, his wife Maggie beside him. I sat in the back. Our descent ended at my parents’ cottage, which was overshadowed by the power station chimneys on the lough shore. About twenty people had gathered at Ferris Bay harbour. Backs turned to a wind off the sea between the island and Larne port; they were watching a large ferry leaving. Outside the cottage a wooden coffin sat on trestles and a little way off stood three men in RAF uniform, one bearing a flag.


‘God, look at your mother!’ Maggie said as we got out of the jeep. ‘What a colour to wear for your husband’s funeral.’ My mother was dressed entirely in purple. My brother, stubbing out a cigarette in the dashboard ashtray, replied that at least she looked in good form. She was talking to the undertaker – a short, portly man in a top hat; he seemed familiar. I asked Joss if he was Billy Mahood from school, but was told he called himself William now. The man had a solemn moon-face and was grasping a black umbrella at chest height just below the handle.


My mother came towards us with a smile that bordered on a grimace.


‘Colour party, halt!’ We stood watching as a wind-torn, blue flag was marched by an RAF sergeant with an officer on either side up to the coffin. I hadn’t expected a military funeral for my father, though he had been a Flight Lieutenant during World War II. It seemed strange, all this pomp and ceremony outside a cottage.


Mother was shaking the hand of a clergyman. He had a scrawny neck and quick eyes.


‘We’d better make a start, Alec,’ she said to this cousin of my father’s.


Raising one hand to the sky, the other holding a Bible to his chest, he began to speak. The group fell quiet.


‘Tom and I met in the war …’ The wind was blowing his words and, as he spoke, it grew dark. A passenger ship glided close behind him, blotting out the sky. Sheer sides towered over us as a bellow from its foghorn vibrated the ground under our feet. The clergyman’s mouth moved in silence.


‘… And Tom loved nature and he loved metaphysics …’ Far away, another foghorn called and I looked at my merchant seaman brother.


‘Did you have anything to do with this?’


He smiled.


‘I thought we should give the old bastard a good send –’


‘Atten…tion!’ roared the colour sergeant and a trumpet sounded ‘The Last Post’. A few ex-servicemen in the gathering stood to attention. Then as the Reveille sounded, notes bending in the wind, people began to shift and murmur. William, the undertaker, came over.


‘We’ll have the coffin-bearers over here,’ he called, just loud enough to be heard over the wind. My brother and I stepped forward. Tom, Joss’s pale, teenage son, looking embarrassed, came over and asked Harry, an old airman in a beret, where he should stand.


‘Hallo, Harry. A sad day for the old soldiers,’ I said.


‘Indeed it is. Indeed it is. But we gave him a good show – the Colour Party.’


‘God, I’ll soon be an old soldier myself. No trumpets for me,’ I laughed, referring to my own time in the RAF.


‘You were never in the war,’ he said, taking off his beret and then putting it back on. I went quiet. Uncle Jack, my father’s brother, who had thick glasses, joined us and took up the rear of the coffin with young Tom. Joss and I were at the front; we hoisted the coffin and moved off. I thought of him in there, my bearded father, inside that wooden box. In his life he had always been a know-all. After he died, my mother remarked. ‘Now he really does know everything!’


On one of my visits he had been in bed and, as my daughter played on the floor, he began to talk. It was only partly coherent, not unlike Lucky’s long speech in Waiting for Godot – an intellectual confession, passionate but lost. He had tried this idea and hared off after that notion, but in the end had found no answers. He ended his life perplexed.


Above us on a height, framed against the big chimneys, stood the undertaker waiting for us. Arms outstretched and coat-tails flapping in the wind, he directed us with his umbrella like a farmer guiding sheep. By his demeanour he seemed to be saying: ‘I am death and all of you belong to me.’


It began to rain. With the coffin stowed in the hearse, we headed over to the black limousine and, after helping my mother in beside Maggie, young Tom, Joss and I sat facing them in two foldout seats.


‘Did you have to wear purple?’ my brother said, ‘to the father’s funeral?’


‘ “I shall wear purple”,’ she began to recite as we stared, amazed, ‘ “with a red hat that doesn’t go, and doesn’t suit me. And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves …” ’


She went quiet. ‘Then I shall wear purple’ – it’s a poem, by Jenny Joseph,’ she said.


The undertaker, who had been waiting under his umbrella, came over and stuck his head in the window.


‘Will we go by the scenic route to the graveyard?’


We looked at my mother.


‘What do you mean, the scenic route? Where’s that?’ she asked.


‘Along the coast, so that we can remember his last journey on this earth,’ the undertaker intoned.


‘Stop your nonsense, Billy! Take the shortest way!’ she snapped.


My brother and I exchanged looks. Tom looked shaken.


‘Very well, as you wish,’ the undertaker replied and the cortège set off with him at the head. As the slow journey up the hill to the graveyard began, mother drummed her fingers on the window ledge. The only other sound was the rhythm of wipers clearing rain.


‘Are we nearly there yet? Is it far? Can you hurry it up,’ my mother said to the driver.


‘For God’s sake –’ said Joss.


The others were embarrassed.


‘Hurry up, driver. Get a move on! We haven’t got all day!’ She leant forward. I looked at the driver. Impassive, he did not register even a slight smile.


‘Behave yourself!’ Joss snapped and she subsided in her seat.


Back at the house, I started drinking and could hear my own loud laughter, which the guests politely ignored – but I felt good, knowing I should feel bad.


I went up to Father’s empty bedroom while the mourners were drinking downstairs. There was something I wanted. The door was ajar and I saw a high stool in the centre of the room. On it was a parcel – his last manuscript – tied up with string and ready for posting. This one, at least, would not be rejected because no one would send it. Writers often speak of being able to paper the walls with publishers’ rejection slips, but Father could have papered the ceiling too, as well as the outside of the house.


I was looking for what might be in his desk and, reaching into a drawer, drew out a few ledger-type volumes. Sitting down in the captain’s chair, I checked dates. A few years seemed to be missing, but after some time I located them in various places around the room, all except 1957. The year I wanted. Perhaps he had hidden it somewhere during the forty years that had elapsed. That would make sense. The more I searched, the more convinced I became that he had hidden or even destroyed the diary for that year.


I watched from upstairs as the last mourners disappeared in ones and twos back down the hill. A bit drunk, I had gone upstairs on an impulse and was now standing beside the desk. Where could the diary be? My eye fell on a green ammunition box under the bed; it was locked. I took a screwdriver from a pot of pens and pencils on the desk and levered open the box, twisting the metal lid. There it was – a royal blue diary! I stared at it, then took it out. It fell open at April. The back cover was loose. Then I saw: all the pages from September 1957 to Christmas had been torn out – the precise period I had wanted to read about.


***


Some years later Mother too died. I had been visiting Joss, on Islandmagee at his large house overlooking the Antrim coast. We were having breakfast outside with Maggie. I was gazing up the coast and across the Irish Sea towards Scotland when Joss left the table and returned with what looked like a thick paste-in book. He handed it to me saying it was Mother’s diary. I opened it at random and read what appeared to be a letter in my father’s hand.


Dearest Fuffles,


Just a few lines: we’re on the move again. Food bloody awful – corned beef and spuds (garnished with sand), marginally better than powdered egg for breakfast I suppose. The men are longing for some leave and so am I: fat chance. Battery is running out and tent blowing down. I think of you every night and hope you will soon be safe at Sunnylands.


I love you so very much.


Your Bof


Fuffles? Bof? I had never heard these names before but after reading several letters from my father in wartime I reached the astonishing conclusion that these were love letters – longing and passionate – astonishing, because for decades my parents had just seemed to hate each other.


I knew that my mother, Christine Mildred Knight, had come from a respectable Devon family. Her father was a banker and her mother was consumed by charity work. There were four sisters: Rachel, Grace, Doreen and my mother. Rachel, highly artistic, became matron to a boarding school and eventually died a Scientologist at the age of ninety-six in Florida. Grace became a model and married an inventor in South Africa. Doreen went to the Royal College of Art in London where she met her husband, Harold, another painter. My mother had set her heart on flower-arranging but her mother disapproved of her becoming a florist. Headstrong, she rebelled against her family’s world of tea and tennis and joined the wartime RAF in 1940, where she met my father. By the age of twenty she was pregnant with me and when my father was posted abroad she had to leave for Carrickfergus, Country Antrim, to live with his parents, Ma and Pa.


For the rest of that morning I read the paste-in book and learned a great deal about those early years.


***


On 10 may 1941 at sunrise, the Stranraer ferry from Scotland had steamed along the Antrim coast and into Larne Lough. The Princess Victoria had been facing into a dark sky over Belfast and was closing steadily on the quietly busy harbour of Larne. It had been a good crossing for my mother, who had only heard a single burst of machine-gun fire during the night. Her career in the Women’s Royal Air Force and bid for freedom from her mother had lasted precisely seven months. When she and my father realized she was to become the mother of their child, he had applied for leave for them to get married. The Commanding Officer, a Squadron Leader Meany, not a generous man, had given them only twenty-four hours.


‘Invite me to the christening,’ he had said slyly, as Father left his office, furious that he had guessed they were marrying for the baby.


As the ship drew alongside the dock, she recognized her father-in-law from his photo. John Skelton, my grandfather, was a small, muscular man. That day he was wearing a blue suit and bowler hat. As she stumbled down the rickety gangway, she was grateful that he quickly came to her aid, took the large suitcase and led her to the waiting Belfast train.


Her diary notes that she saw a porter rolling milk churns, slanted on their edge, one at a time to the guard’s van. The carriage jolted as, with huge slow puffs, the engine pulled the carriages out from under the wooden canopy. After passing over the narrow Larne streets, they emerged from the entrails of the seaport. The train steamed through flooded marshland filled with rotting trees and on into the countryside.


They had stopped at Whitehead, a pretty Edwardian seaside resort with the waves breaking on the sand. Like Devon, or anywhere in England in wartime, the station sign was missing, leaving instead a pair of posts. Shortly afterwards they arrived at Kilroot, Dean Swift’s first parish, now a deserted Victorian brick station. One dour-looking man got off, and, wheeling his bicycle out of an archway, disappeared.


Next, the train moved slowly past a strange structure, resembling a small station. It was, in fact, a rusty corrugated iron hut on top of a kind of platform made of cinders and railway sleepers. There was no nameplate there either. This was Eden village. Behind the hut, in the far distance across the sea, was a large Norman castle.


They got off in view of the castle at Carrickfergus and, slipping through a hole in the hedge, started up a cinder avenue. They then passed through a barbed-wire military enclosure where she got a few wolf-whistles from the Canadian soldiers stationed there. Halfway up the avenue, my grandfather had to help round up some cattle and Mother went on ahead, walking towards the wooded end of the path.


In years to come, my mother never tired of telling of her reception at Sunnylands House. As she passed through the trees, she saw, on the right of the swerving avenue, a handsome ivy-covered house and, on her left, a large overgrown lawn. She approached what appeared to be the front door, in a conservatory, and pressed the ceramic button set in a dull brass surround. A bell rang far away in the house. She turned to look around and saw, some distance away, a dark figure in a hat, hunched in a wheelchair, watching her from behind horn-rimmed glasses. She was surprised at this imposing house and thought my father had exaggerated his humble origins. No one came to the door; she rang again, longer this time. Presently, through the glass, she saw a tall, thin woman in tweeds appear. She looked annoyed at being disturbed.


‘Mrs Skelton? I’m Christine,’ she had said.


‘They’re round the back,’ the woman said. ‘Go round to the back door!’


Blushing, my mother continued on round the side of the house. At home, her own mother would never even speak to a servant like that.


At the back door she got a warm welcome from her mother-in-law. Ma, a handsome imperious woman with a strong Ulster accent, introduced her to her new sister-in-law. About her own age, Sadie was working in the scullery, scrubbing potatoes over a large white rectangular sink. A brass tap was running while a Primus stove quietly roared on the draining board.


As they left the scullery, my mother had noticed long cracks in the wall from floor to ceiling, but, on entering the kitchen she felt a strong feeling of homeliness. Facing her was a big black range; there was a red glow from the grate on the right. Above it was a generous mantelpiece with a large carriage clock in the middle. At either end tall figurines held torches aloft, on the left ‘Le Jour’, on the right ‘La Nuit’. There was a framed black and white photograph of a yacht and she was told that was The Scamp, with which Pa had won so many cups. Her eye lit on a magnificent silver rose bowl in the centre of a polished table.


After tea, Sadie led her from the tiled kitchen into the scullery and brought her on a tour of the house. She was shown the solid wooden door of the pantry, Pa’s workshop, and then they passed a large dark space around the bottom of a long staircase. This, she was told, had been the billiard room. At the foot of the stairs were large oblong shapes covered in dustsheets. There was a crumbling harpsichord and a piano. She began idly playing the scale with one hand and Sadie was delighted they had the piano in common.


She found that her bedroom overlooked a farmyard. On the wall was a small picture of Highland cattle grazing in some Scottish glen; the hills were purple. On a Victorian washstand was a floral jug and basin. There was also a candlestick with a half-burned white candle. The candlestick was encrusted with dry melted wax. It had slowly dawned on her … no electricity.


Ma’s room had a brass bedstead with one of its pear-shaped knobs at a queer angle. The bed itself was beside a large window which had a small hole in the middle, plugged by a wad of paper. Three long cracks spread from the hole to the far edges of the window frame, beside which was a bedside table crammed with medicines.


Pa slept in an adjoining narrow room and what caught her attention was an open trunk half full of coins. She noted it was like a pirate’s sea chest. Sadie told her it was the rents which Pa collected around the town for a solicitor.


Outside the house she came upon Pa’s yacht in the byre and met Dash, his red setter gundog, who slept in the stable. Mother asked about the man in the wheelchair and was told that he and his wife, the Bates, rented the front of the house. She learned that Pa was only the caretaker and that he and his family had lived there rent-free for thirty years, ever since the owner had gone to Australia. Mr Bates was the brother of Sir Dawson Bates, a government minister, and therefore they could not be expected to live in the back of the house. She also found out that there had been a row years before: Pa had borrowed the Bates’ new axe and had lost it.


In the middle of the day she noted they ate something called ‘champ’ – mashed potato with chopped scallions and a lump of butter in the middle. It was washed down with tea. She had found it comforting and slept a little afterwards.


At four there was no cup of tea, like at home, but later Pa lit the oil lamp on the polished kitchen table and at six they had the evening meal called ‘tea’ – it was cheese on toast. Then Sadie played piano while my mother read by the lamp, thinking how romantic it all was and got ready for an early night.


Sadie handed her a candlestick with a loop handle – just like the ones in children’s stories. She said goodnight to Ma and Pa, then started up the long staircase. Halfway up, the candle flame guttered, there was a sudden noise. She hesitated. Suddenly the piano rang out in the blackness. Haphazard notes going up the keyboard, then down. Silence. She froze; the flame blew out. Sadie called down the stairs that it was only the mice in the piano.


Her bedroom door was open and there was a candlestick on the bedside table. She undressed and, folding her clothes neatly on the chair, knelt in prayer for a few seconds, then got into bed. It smelt musty and was cold but her feet found a stone hot water jar.


On her first morning at Sunnylands she was woken at six by two cocks crowing in ragged unison. Then she went back to sleep until nine. Out of bed, she washed in cold water from the floral jug on the dressing table and went down to breakfast. Ma sat at a large square polished table beside a tall oil lamp looking out at the hens in the large farmyard. Sadie was frying breakfast on the range.


They all sat at the big table with the large silver rose bowl in the middle. Ma poured tea for my mother, who blanched at how dark it was – even after milk.


‘For God’s sake you could trot a horse on that tea – give her some milk,’ Sadie had said. When my mother tasted the eggs and bacon, she pronounced this the best breakfast ever.


Pa didn’t seem to do anything except cut wood and shoot hares and plover in the fields that lay around. She soon discovered that to a considerable extent the Skeltons lived off the land. Sadie had asked her to come up the garden to get potatoes. Pa accompanied them and they watched while Sadie dug them up. She thought it was like magic, how perfectly formed purple potatoes came up out of the dark earth with the turn of the garden fork. Pa picked them out and filled her basket, for, being pregnant, bending down was too hard for her now. She liked Pa – he was kind – but she wasn’t sure about Ma. Only that morning she had been trying to light the methylated spirits in the little tray in the Primus stove. It was difficult and the match kept going out. Aware someone was looking, she glanced up to see Ma watching her efforts without offering to help.


Sadie soon taught her what she needed to learn and she became accustomed to washing potatoes and chopping vegetables, to accompany whatever Pa could shoot for the pot; mostly rabbit. As a girl, she had kept a pet rabbit in a neat hutch at the bottom of the garden, but now, when doing the washing up, she often turned round to stare at a rabbit hanging head down on the back door. For some reason they always had blood on their teeth.


Her life, like Sadie’s, was now revolving around the range, preparing and cooking broth. Since they had piano in common, the two young women got on well. Sadie, the primary school teacher, regaled her with tales of the classroom at the Knockagh school to which she cycled uphill, three miles every morning. She had a reputation for being tough but fair. In later years I met one of her ex-pupils, who remarked: ‘the softest part of that woman was her teeth’. But Sadie had her vulnerable side, for she was very keen on a man called Afie and would often cycle up to the Blahole, a windy spot above Whitehead where young people gathered, in the hope of meeting him. But Afie seemed uninterested and on the rebound she began dating a soldier stationed at the camp down the avenue.


During this period of the pregnancy, Mother occupied her evenings writing and pasting in topical clippings from the papers to make a diary-cum-scrapbook. One entry shows on the left page a photograph of a young woman scrubbing a floor on her hands and knees. On the facing page is a ballerina resting on the floor. The two young women are kneeling in the same way: on the left the ballerina, on the right the skivvy. It was clear Mother had been contrasting what she had once dreamed of being with what she felt she had now become. Odd memories occur in the diary too, like the day she got soaked in Belfast buying a Gor-Ray skirt, but mostly it was about missing dear Bof and longing for letters that often didn’t arrive.


The German bombers, en route to Belfast, always woke her at three in the morning. One night, after their engine noise had died away, she sat up in bed and wrote: ‘I hope our son has a true Irish voice, deep and grand but quick as one of their reels.’


I came a few days early; her waters had broken in the early evening after tea at six. Pa was sitting reading the News Letter by the fire; Sadie was reading a magazine and Ma was sewing. Mother felt something shift inside her and told Ma, who told Pa to go for nurse G.


After they cycled back together, Pa settled downstairs, reading the paper by the range. There he sat while Sadie, Ma and the nurse came and went, giving him bulletins on the candlelit birth, which had not begun until three in the morning. At dawn, my mother told me, I came into the world to the ragged crowing of the two cocks and the dawn chorus.


Nurse G pronounced me a hefty infant and since I had started bawling, remarked on my lusty lungs. She began washing me in a shallow bowl, as Mother lay back exhausted, listening to water run off my skin and back into the bowl. The birdsong died away gradually and soon she was holding me and looking into my eyes as the morning sun lit the walls of the room. Eleven days later, there was an air raid and we all had to go downstairs. My mother wrote how she sat with Pa, Ma and Sadie, who held me as they huddled together under the staircase with the bombers roaring over the house.


From early on, Ma always liked to wheel my pram and, as I grew, she would often pick me up. But what annoyed Mother most was that, as time wore on, Ma took me into her bed in the morning. One day she woke and, finding me gone, rushed to Ma’s room: there she found us sitting up in bed together. Ma was feeding me with a teaspoon. But it was the way I looked over at her, she wrote, as if to say: who are you? She felt defeated by Ma and determined to leave. And she did. For the remainder of the war she and I lived with her sister Doreen in Surrey. Later we moved to a caravan behind a pub at Trodds Lane in Surrey where Mother helped in the bar.


My main memory from that time was a rare visit from Father, who put me out to play while presumably he and Mother spent some time alone together. While I was playing outside, a pig burst through the hedge and my cries brought Father rushing out to see what was wrong. He just laughed and Mother picked me up. Another time the publican, who was cutting the hedge with a billhook, let me, a five-year-old, have a go and I promptly cut my finger to the bone. Mother seems to have been very angry about this but as the Allied victory was imminent, we went back to Sunnylands to await Father’s return from the war.


One day Mother was in the scullery at Sunnylands when there was a knock at the door. Outside stood a man in uniform and, without waiting to look at him or ask what he wanted, called back over her shoulder to Sadie that it was just another soldier looking for water.


‘You bloody fool, it’s me!’ the soldier had snapped. It was my father, so sunburnt and emaciated that she had not recognized him.


When I saw him, apparently I opened my mouth and bawled for I had no idea who this stranger was. He, in his turn, no doubt traumatized by war, was perplexed by my reaction and probably felt helpless. In retrospect, it seems that on the day of Father’s return, our relationship had got off on the wrong foot.


***


From the ages of five to nine I slept and woke to the sound of the river at the bottom of our garden. We were living in a semi-detached brick house at Trooperslane, a small hamlet under the Knockagh hill.


The house had already assumed a place in the family folklore. Pa had inherited the house from his two schoolteacher sisters, Sissy and Maggie. Sissy, who taught at the industrial school in York Street, Belfast, was said to have been a stickler for grammar. Maggie was a matron in the same school. But the sisters were celebrated for another reason. One day a bull had crashed through their hedge into the back garden. Undaunted, the sisters had seized umbrellas and, opening and closing them, had advanced on the puzzled beast. It had slowly turned and lumbered back to the field, defeated. They also kept hidden behind the dresser a prized copy of Moore’s Melodies – hidden because in those days such crossing of traditions was not common. After they had gone to live in Donaghadee, where they died, my Uncle Jack had moved in with his new wife, Betty.


Betty was a beauty from a local influential family of doctors and lawyers, the Loughridges, who did not approve of the marriage. At that time Jack had opened a shop in the Shankill Road, a very Protestant, poor area in Belfast. Partly because Betty was unwilling to work in the shop, the business did not do well, so that when the Loughridge family would not help, Jack had to turn to his own father, Pa, for money. When my cousin Sandra was born, Mrs Loughridge would not recognize her grand-daughter for over a year until, under social pressure, she finally relented. Jack ended up working for his father-in-law, a successful builder, and was effectively in his wife’s family’s pocket for life. Neither could Betty escape their tentacles for, even in death, she made sure that her gravestone was inscribed with her maiden name: Betty Loughridge.


In our house, I was awoken each morning by Father going to his study to write. Only when I heard Mother moving about, would I get up, dress and go downstairs into the red-tiled kitchen where she gave me pieces of bread. Then out through the porch to place the food on the bird table and stand there among the gardens of Trooperslane. There were six double houses, in one of which lived Uncle Jack, Betty and their daughter, Sandra. At the house farthest up the hill lived Commander Allworth, who gave cocktail parties to which my parents were sometimes invited.


High over Trooperslane presided the Knockagh monument. This tall stone obelisk, a replica of the Wellington monument in Dublin’s Phoenix Park, was a memorial to the fallen of World War I. On fine summer mornings, it stood in sharp relief against the blue sky. Mother and I would walk down the garden path and stand on the wooden bridge over the river at the front gate.


Close by was the railway station and, hearing a clank, we would see Andy, the stationmaster, close the railway gates across our road for the first train of the day. As we stood watching the bird table, the air was filled with river sounds from under our feet. Mostly sparrows came to feed, but whenever a greenfinch or a goldfinch landed, my mother would stand beaming until it flew off, and then we would go inside for breakfast.


For the first year we lived off Father’s RAF gratuity. Each day he sat upstairs in his study reading, writing and, most of all, typing. In those years I had no idea what it meant to be in a war and it was not until long after his death that I had any appreciation of what he had been through.


I discovered some of his early manuscripts in my brother’s attic and his harrowing experiences came home to me. Reading the dusty typewritten sheets, I was shaken to learn that he had managed to get through battles only by assuming he was already dead. I also realized that he had spent so long pretending to be dead, or assuming he was already dead, that after the war he had found it difficult to rejoin the living. One manuscript was a short memoir about the Allied advance up through Italy, with the Germans in retreat. Their path was filled with charred vehicles, bomb craters and dead bodies, but there was a single numinous moment.


One afternoon he had taken a walk away from battle and gone down a quiet road at the side of an orchard. He had sauntered along for some time enjoying the tranquillity and eventually came to a village untouched by war. He stopped and stared. A beautiful young woman came out of a doorway and, crossing the empty street, seemed to sense his eyes on her. She turned and looked provocatively at him: he stood there stunned. Then she vanished, leaving him in wonder at the vision he had just experienced in that quiet Italian village. Afterwards as they moved through Italy he wrote that he had begun to dare to feel more alive. However, the habit of being dead, I believe, never left him.


Father had not joined the Royal Air Force to fight the war, nor had he been enlisted, for there was no conscription in Ulster. He had joined because he was unemployed. When he had left ‘Inst’, the well-established Belfast grammar school to which he had won a scholarship, he had become an apprentice bookseller. At the same time, Father preached the Gospel in the streets of Carrickfergus.


Ma had her heart set on him going into the Church, but disapproved of street preaching. The family story was that there had been no money to send him to university but the real reason may have been different. Since he found her so overbearing, he may have just refused to do what she wanted. She often told the story that, as a boy, he had once become so angry with her that he had taken his two younger brothers, together with Sadie, one by one, high up into the tallest tree in the wood. Ma apparently nearly had heart failure when, looking up, she saw them all sitting along a branch fifty feet from the ground.


Father soon tired of bookselling and expressed a wish to work in a leper colony. Instead, to his parent’s great relief, he joined the RAF as a clerk. Shortly afterwards, war broke out and he had stayed for the duration of the conflict.


Father was the eldest of four children. His brother, Sammy, fought in the war, was captured by the Japanese, but escaped. Jack stayed at home and Sadie became a teacher. Their young lives had been spent on the Sunnylands estate and down at Carrick boathouse, sailing or swimming. They had the run of the big house and often played football in the ballroom, but when the Bates arrived they retreated to the back of the house. One incident from his childhood preoccupied my father – that as a boy he had been made to help Pa carry the boom of his yacht up through the town. Around the boom was the sail and inside that were hidden two or three rifles. With Pa at the front and his son at the rear, they often had to pass a policeman. At such times, my father said, he prayed and prayed that if they were not caught he would never break the law again. All my life he was law-abiding to a fault and would become furious if, for example, I had no bell on my bike.


Each morning as Father began writing, my mother walked me two miles to the Model School in Carrickfergus. As I sat down in class, Miss Hawkins would pull one end of the piano out from the wall and reach down behind it. She would emerge a moment later waving aloft the large, multiple mousetrap, mice tails and bodies dangling in the air.


‘Look children: five today!’


Then, releasing the dead mice on to the flames of the coal fire, she would lay the trap on the piano and sit down to play the introduction to our morning hymn.


Yes, Jesus loves me,


Yes, Jesus loves me,


Yes, Jesus loves me,


The Bible tells me so.


Unlike our Presbyterian neighbours, including Uncle Jack, my father did not go to church and the Bible was not mentioned much at home. There was more discussion about the football pools, from which my parents hoped to win a fortune. Every Saturday evening they listened to the radio and bent to the task of checking their soccer match predictions. Waiting for the results on Saturday evenings made them so tense, Father finally called an end to the football pools. Another dream they had was a paid ticket to Australia, but since my father had no trade or profession this never happened.


So now he wrote and wrote upstairs while downstairs my mother would play Dvorak’s Slavonic Dances on the piano. When I sat on the stairs, I was between the clack clack of the typewriter above and my mother’s piano playing below. Whenever he took a break from writing, my father tended the bees in the back garden: three hives painted red, white and blue respectively. At other times he took Sassy, a black labrador, for a walk across the fields. She was a sweet-tempered dog who had only one weakness. It turned out that a neighbour, who was having milk stolen, had got up early to keep watch. Sassy, she said, came up the path, approached the milk bottles, tipped them over with one paw, punctured the top with her teeth and drank all the milk.


Sometimes Father got together with writers in Belfast like Sam Hanna Bell and John Boyd, but he was particularly respectful of Louis MacNeice, a poet of some distinction. So when the poet acquired a borzoi, a Russian wolfhound, Mother encouraged my father to get one too. This aristocratic, otherworldly, long-haired creature was christened Natasha and for the most part she got on well with the homely Sassy. The pair accompanied the three of us on our walks over the fields or up Knockagh Hill on Sundays.


During these walks my mother gathered flowers and twigs, for her great love was arranging flowers and she often repeated the tale that she had left home because her mother would not let her pursue it as a career. At odd moments in the evenings, she sketched or modelled in clay and at bedtime she always read to me. One favourite was Longfellow’s Hiawatha: ‘By the shores of Gitche Gumee / By the shining Big-Sea-Water, / Stood the wigwam of Nokomis, / Daughter of the Moon, Nokomis.’


The Reverend MacNeice, the poet’s father, had been a prominent figure in Carrickfergus as, head held high, he went about parish business. His son, Louis, appeared in the town on vacations from his school in England. Twenty years later, he was to become a mentor to my father, putting in a word for him at BBC Northern Ireland, as it then was, enabling him to broadcast on country life. So, the poet had, in an erratic way, become father’s occasional companion; erratic because the poet drank so much that there was no telling if, or when, he would turn up. Possibly MacNeice felt he could identify with this struggling writer from his own home town. I subsequently came to feel that because of MacNeice’s English education, an essential part of his Irishness had been left back in Ulster and, in his mind, an element of that was my father.


Twice a week, Mrs Hannah came to clean and her sunny presence cheered us all. If my father were out walking, she would take the opportunity to tidy his study. One day he returned to find his typewriter in a pool of water on the desk.


‘Mary, could you come here a minute?’ he called downstairs. She arrived puffing on to the landing.


‘What in the name of God has happened here?’


‘Oh, the machine looked dirty, so I boiled it to make it really clean,’ she said.


My father let the matter drop but later, when it had dried off, he squirted bicycle oil into the mechanism. It worked well from then on. But he never forgot the incident and would tell and retell the story.


When I was seven, one summer evening my parents and I were out over the fields with the dogs. I had been asking Father about the war for some time now but he had always refused to talk about it. I asked him again but still he did not reply, yet to my astonishment he ran forward, did two somersaults, ran again, swerved and did another somersault. A bit out of breath, he told me it was part of his job in the war to teach soldiers how to avoid being shot. I asked him to do it again, but he would not. On future walks, when he thought I wasn’t looking, he would suddenly do it, and then refuse to repeat the performance.


We often walked over the fields on summer evenings. On the way home on one occasion he and I lagged behind my mother and, for a joke, he tried to persuade me to hide from her in some gorse bushes. I cried so much that he had to give up and allowed me to run back to her.


She was scornful about my father’s attempt to win me over; in his own way he was probably trying to get me on his side, having seen that during the war I had become overattached to her and also to Ma.


When Mother became pregnant again he had less and less time for me and soon the walks drew to a close. Now I found Mother preoccupied and short-tempered.


‘How dare you! How dare you!’ she shouted at me, and then left me crying on the landing outside Father’s brown-varnished study door. It opened. Surprised, I stopped crying, allowed myself to be picked up, taken inside and put up on his knee. I examined his stubble; he smelt of tobacco.


‘Will I tell you a story?’


I nodded and he slowly began building a story about the first Red Indian until we were both caught up in the yarn. When it was over, he returned me, happy, to my mother, who had calmed down.


At weekends my parents did gardening, but it was hard, for the ground was red clay and little grew in it. Pegged in a corner of the lawn was a seed packet showing a coloured picture of magnificent lupin blooms, but our seeds never grew. Once my father found what he called a chrysalis in the garden. It was an ordinary brown capsule and he said that if we kept it warm indoors it would hatch into a beautiful butterfly. He put it inside a Perspex box and placed it on the mantelpiece. Each day I examined it for signs of life, but it remained the same brown capsule, day in day out. I thought it would somehow be like the first Red Indian story, which had seemed to come from nowhere. But eventually, slowly, my hopes of seeing a coloured butterfly emerge faded.


After a year my father’s gratuity began to run out. He had published almost nothing and we had little money. Mrs Hannah had to be let go. When my parents told her, she offered to work for nothing, but they couldn’t agree to that, saying that it was unfair to her. My father started applying for jobs advertised in the papers and after some time secured a civil service post in Belfast.


During the pregnancy, visits to the doctor, or as my parents insisted on calling him, the Quack, were quite frequent. Dr Loughridge’s surgery was near Kelly’s coal office, which faced Carrick Castle. When Mother went in to pay the coal bill, I studied the models of the coal boats in glass cases. Then we walked along the street on the seafront and entered the surgery through a red-tiled porch doorway.


The Loughridges’ dining room served as a waiting room. It had a large polished table in the centre. There was a huge silver bowl of red and yellow roses, which were reflected deep in the surface of the table.


Presently the Quack would come in. He always wore a pressed grey suit, which matched his neat grey hair parted on one side. But it was his voice that struck me. It had a strange metallic quality like the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz. I later learned it was because he was tone deaf. My mother would rise and I would hear their muffled voices until the surgery door closed. Then I was alone.


I would sit in the silence staring at the white light filtering through the net curtains on the sea-facing windows. Occasionally a horse and cart plodded and jingled past the windows, the dark shape blurred by the fabric. Sometimes I got up and gazed through the muslin where I could just make out the dark outline of the castle. Father said it had the ghost of a white rabbit living down a well. How could a rabbit live down a well? Alice had fallen down a well into Wonderland, passing all the shelves as she fell. And there had been the white rabbit with a pocket watch. The noise of another cart jingling past, going the other way, would wake me from my reverie. Filtered through the curtain fabric, suspended in the air, the dark, white shapes of seagulls loomed.


The day came, as it did for all children then, when Dr Loughridge told Mother that my tonsils had to be taken out. My friend, Mark McIlroy, had to have his out too, so our mothers arranged for us to go at the same time and share a room.


When I woke after the operation, my throat was dry and tasted of blood; there was crying somewhere and, levering myself up in the bed, I looked towards the noise. It was coming from a new cot, which had been moved into the room. In it was a small boy who screamed and cried while trying to climb up out of the cot.


I tried to speak to the nurse, but she left the room.


‘I wish they’d take him away,’ said Mark in the next bed.


We drifted back into a twilight state with the awful noise still going on when suddenly there was a crash. The small boy in the cot, which was more like a cage, had climbed over the rail and had fallen on the floor. We watched as two nurses, using long bandages, secured the wild boy down inside his cot. Now he was tied to the bars. At last he fell quiet. Relieved, I lay back in peace for a while, and then sat up to drink some water. I smelled something.


Mark and I propped ourselves up on our elbows. The tethered boy had started shitting. It was all over his legs and the brown bandages sawed into his excrement-covered legs. The screaming started again as he struggled to escape. Finally a nurse came in and, leaning back into the corridor, shouted: ‘Doris, give us a hand with this one, will you?’ They wheeled out the cot cage with its screaming, brown-smeared prisoner. We never saw him again.


The next day Mark’s mother came for him, leaving me on my own in the room. I whiled away the morning playing with a Dinky taxi and looking out of the window at the Belfast traffic below. My mother was coming to fetch me at one o’clock and everything was packed and ready. I sat on the side of the bed to wait for her and after a while a nurse came in – the one called Doris.


‘What’re you waiting for?’ she chirped.


‘My mummy’s coming for me,’ I said. She went out and after ten minutes came back. She looked amused.


‘Still waiting? Maybe she’s not coming.’


I must have gone white.


‘Maybe she will,’ she said hastily, but it was too late: the seed had been planted.


As one o’clock gave way to two o’clock, I listened less carefully to the sound of the footsteps in the polished corridor. When my mother dashed in breathless at twenty past two, I hardly noticed. Later she told me she had found me sitting silently like a little old man on the side of the bed. She asked me what was wrong.


‘They said you weren’t coming,’ I whispered.


‘Who said?’


‘Her,’ I said, pointing to the nurse who was entering the room.


‘Did you tell him I wasn’t coming?’ said Mother, blushing with anger.


‘I was only joking,’ said the nurse before skittering quickly out.


Each day my father caught the train from beside our house to his civil service office job in Belfast. He wore his ‘uniform’ of sports jacket and flannels and, although my mother knew he still missed the action of war and the open air, she looked at him with pride each morning as he went off to work. When he came home in the evening, he would bring balsa wood to make model planes and a strong-smelling substance called dope to paint the wings.


The aeroplane interest had started by a fluke. One Sunday morning my mother was gardening; I was indoors playing and my father was upstairs in his study.


‘Tom, Tom, come quickly!’ my mother called excitedly. We ran outside. There on the grass was a large model plane with a four-foot wingspan. We marvelled at it and, while we were wondering where it had come from, there was a hammering at the front door.


Outside was a small man who could scarcely speak from panting. The plane was his, he said, and he had pursued it across the fields. When he had calmed down, he had tea and began to talk about his hobby with great enthusiasm. My father couldn’t get enough of it. The next Monday he came home from Belfast armed with strips of balsa wood and embarked on another of his ‘crazes’.


From then on, at the weekends, he would sit down with me and build a model aeroplane. I handed him the parts and he did the building, slicing the soft wood with a razor blade and gluing pieces together. The powerful smell enveloped the kitchen. He found the fiddly work irritating and the whole thing put him in a bad temper. But the worst aspect of it was that when a new plane of ours was flown in the field behind our house, he would loudly proclaim to the few spectators that I had built it. I wished he wouldn’t do that for I had actually made only a small part of it.


At that time I was fascinated by glimpses I had of him shaving in the mornings. One evening lying awake in bed, I could no longer contain my curiosity about shaving and took his packet of razor blades from the bathroom. In bed, I started to unwrap them one by one and, dimly aware that my fingers were becoming sticky, fell asleep. I was awakened in the morning by screaming and shaking, Mother had come in to wake me and found blood and razor blades all over the pillow. Father came up to see what was wrong.


‘Didn’t I tell you not to leave those razor blades around?’ she raged. I savoured his crestfallen look.


My father continued to write for a while in the evenings after dinner but when he stopped, he either sat staring, or flew into a fury at the smallest thing. At night he often shouted out from nightmares, which my mother said came from the war. During the Allied advance through Italy, he had contracted malaria from a mosquito bite. When the condition recurred, I sometimes peered into the smelly, darkened bedroom, where he would be sweating and raving in a delirium. This would continue for several days, after which he would return to normal.


My parents often bickered over breakfast, but one morning my mother had accused him of not inviting her to an office function where she had heard that he had been dancing with one of the secretaries.


‘Grounds for divorce! Grounds for divorce!’ she joked but with a serious edge. I sat silent, apparently not listening. Cross, he went upstairs.


‘I hate him. I don’t love him,’ she declared.


Shortly afterwards, he came down.


‘Mummy says she doesn’t love you.’


He didn’t say anything. I was embarrassed.


‘I never said that!’ she said, going red. My father said he had to go and, reluctantly, she brushed his jacket before he went to the train, with no further word.


On Saturday afternoons we were often in the front garden. One day my parents were reading the newspapers while I lay on my tummy, staring deep into Sassy’s eyes. Classical music was drifting out of the front window from the wireless and the river could be heard intermittently. Sassy gave a single wuff into my face. I wiped the saliva off my cheek. She growled suddenly.


‘What’s that? Could you turn off the radio, Millie?’ Father said and sat up as she went inside the house. I could hear nothing. The radio stopped and just as she returned, we heard a flute.


‘It’s Sam Erskine by God. He said he’d be back this way,’ said my father, excited.


‘Really, darling,’ said Mother watching Natasha, who was growling. We stood up on the lawn as a tramp came marching up the hill and over the open gates of the railway crossing. He wore a flat cap and marched slightly bowed, flute to one side. We gathered on the bridge at the gate and, as he came up, I saw that one of his eyes stayed still all the time.


‘Well, Sam, you’re a sight for sore eyes,’ my father called out, opening the front gate and shaking the man’s hand.


‘Will you have cup of tea?’ said Mother, gingerly offering him her hand.


‘I would Missus, I would.’


She disappeared into the house as Father waved him to the deckchair he had just vacated.


‘Have you come far today, Sam?’


‘About fifteen mile,’ said the tramp.


Eventually, Mother returned with a tray and poured tea. I couldn’t stop staring at the eye that didn’t move.


‘Your boy’s interested in the glass eye,’ he said through a mouthful of biscuits. ‘Tom, did I ever tell you about the time I was on the building site and the foreman – I can’t recall the name – said: “Samuel,” says he, “would you run your eye along that wall and see if it’s straight?”


‘ “Right you are,” I said.’ At this point, the tramp put his hand to his face and the glass eye appeared between his fingers. He held it like a marble.


‘And I scooted it like a marble, along the top of the wall and, Tom, that foreman turned his back and was sick.’


They laughed. I could not take my eyes off the empty red eye socket and started to cry.


‘Come on, we’ll go inside,’ said Mother.


Sam Erskine stayed that night. He and Father sat on either side of the fireplace as the stranger read aloud his poetry. I was allowed to stay up a little longer and sat on a small stool beside my mother, watching.


‘By God, Sam, that’s marvellous!’ my father said, but my mother, displaced from her usual chair by the fire, sat in the background, uninterested. I didn’t like the man’s bad smell but we liked it when he took out his flute and played. Surprised at the way his music flowed, my mother, on her way to the kitchen, danced a few steps.


As the evening wore on, he and Father had a few glasses of whiskey and became quite merry. The hobo conjured a picture of himself tramping a country road playing the flute as he went and this excited my father, but Mother just looked worried.


Aside from the flute, Mother made it obvious that she didn’t much care for the stranger and doused the mattress he had slept on with DDT powder as she waited for him to leave. Natasha would not even go near the tramp. It was with great relief Mother and I said goodbye to him on the Sunday morning.


‘I’ll go part of the road with him. Expect me back for lunch.’ Father said, holding the borzoi by the collar.


When they had gone, Mother could hardly wait to get his mattress out of the house. She and I struggled with it down the stairs and out the back door, where we left it against the hedge. Then, using Jeyes Fluid, she scrubbed the study where he had slept, which left another stink in Father’s den. By lunchtime she was exhausted and made us baked beans on toast. Afterwards we went out to the garden and I read a Rupert Bear comic book with Sassy alongside. Mother fell asleep.


She woke in the deckchair at half past four when Sassy began licking her face. Then, pushing the dog back, she looked at her watch.


‘Where’s your father got to? He should have been back by now,’ she said.


‘I’m going to phone. Come on.’ She got up. We walked up the road towards the grass triangle at the top. Children were playing there, shouting and screaming in the fading light. We turned into the Allworth’s house by the triangle to ask to use the phone. My parents no longer visited this house; they had once attended cocktail parties there but invitations had tailed off, probably because of Father’s outspoken manner.


‘Millie, I’m afraid the telephone’s broken,’ said Mrs Allworth, ‘What’s wrong, my dear? You look upset.’


‘It’s Tom – he’s not back and it’s getting dark.’


‘Yes, he passed the house talking with some tramp earlier. I thought he was escorting him away from the area.’ She pursed her lips and looked away. ‘Sorry, I can’t help,’ she said as we turned to go. At the gate I could hear the telephone ring back in the house.


We went out to the road and walked downhill in the dusk. Now my mother would ask Andy at the railway station to use the phone. He was whistling between his teeth as he closed the railway gates to trains for the night.


‘Andy, it’s Tom. I have to phone the police. He’s not back yet and it’s nearly dark!’


Andy stopped whistling, turned round, glanced at her tearful face, then gazed up at the darkening hill.


‘Isn’t that him there?’ he said, pointing.


‘Thank goodness,’ she said, running back across the rails and up the hill towards Father.


‘Where were you?’ she demanded. ‘I was sick with worry.’ My father seemed impervious. He looked happy, even excited.


‘Sorry. I forgot the time,’ he said.


It was soon after this that Father got a noisy motorbike and sidecar. My mother hated it but he enjoyed riding at high speed, hair flying, wearing aviation goggles. It reminded him, he said, of the Indian motorbike he had ridden in the North Africa desert war. About this time, too, he left his desk job and got a new one that I did not understand. Each night he came home from the new job with his motorbike and hobnail boots covered in clay. My mother said he had a job building the new factory, Courtaulds, at Carrickfergus and was very tired because he had to dig holes in the ground all day. He did not speak much any more but I remember his enthusiasm about his ‘black can’ – a tin with a wire handle used for brewing tea over a fire on the site. This had been blackened over the fire at home so that he would not stick out among the other navvies.


Before long he stopped shaving and grew a beard. For his mother, Ma, this was the mark of the artisan and she would no longer speak to him. And, because of the long hours and overtime, his temper was short and by Christmas I had become wary of being near him.


On Boxing Day morning my parents were having a rare lie-in. I was playing with my toy crane, occasionally glancing out at a light snowfall. The crane had come from Santa and its delivery had woken me in the dark. The next morning Mother had some explaining to do as I quizzed her about Santa and whether or not he existed. She replied that of course he existed – hadn’t my father actually seen him in the snow as his reindeer and sleigh swept round the corner of our road and continued up the hill. I could immediately believe this picture, which was never to leave me.


As the morning wore on, I became more and more hungry. I knocked on their brown door; there was a muffled conversation and a thump as someone got out of bed. Almost immediately the door opened: my bearded father was wearing only a vest, under which something was sticking up. Just below the vest an ugly-looking hairy sac hung down.


‘I don’t want you. I want Mummy,’ I said. He hit me twice. My mother protested, but her voice was drowned out by a flurry of slapping until, in shock and tears, I retreated to my room. Nothing like this had ever happened before.


Father now embarked on a kind of diary, which was to become his memoir, Clay Under Clover. Despite the exhaustion from his labouring work, he wrote every evening after I had gone to bed. He always used the same pen, a Parker 51, of which he was very proud.


When I was upstairs in bed, I could hear my parents’ muffled voices and would picture them on either side of the fire. Sometimes in the mornings I found my mother had fashioned model animals from the red clay from the garden – the same clay my father dug for a living at work on the new factory across the fields from Trooperslane. She also began designing a jersey for him on graph paper and then spent most of a winter knitting it. Across the back was a picture of the Carrickfergus skyline with the town’s castle in the centre; across the chest were portraits of Sassy and Natasha together with a pick, a shovel and a walking stick.


Mother was also Father’s typist and when I got back from school she would be struggling to read his minuscule handwriting, often having to guess what he had written. Before long there was a sizeable typescript, a kind of diary of my civil servant father’s initiation into the world of the navvy.


One summer Saturday he came home excited and I heard him tell my mother he had bumped into someone in Belfast’s Royal Avenue. ‘I met Louis in town and he wants to come down and have a look at the book tomorrow.’


‘That’s marvellous, darling.’


When Louis MacNeice arrived, Father and he, lying back in deck chairs, had tea in the garden. Natasha lay by the visitor and the poet occasionally petted her. Later my mother, who was heavily pregnant, joined us and sat back on a chair reading the paper while I lay on the grass beside Sassy.


Father had handed the poet a sheaf of typewritten pages, and then had lit a cigarette and sat back. I watched as the poet shuffled the paper. Bored, I stared deep into the grass where insects were crawling among gigantic stalks of grass. Eventually he stopped reading; my father looked worried.


‘I like this bit, Tam.’ He had a metallic, flat voice.


‘ “Even there, down in a deep hole, looking up I can see, on a good day, the pale-blue sky roofing the walls of the hole. The man who looks up can only see the sky; the man who looks down can only see the hole. I do not suggest there is very much beauty in a hole, unless it be in the precision-trimmed sides; but a clay hole is a strangely homely place.” Lovely, that’s great stuff, and this bit here, where you have to clear the trees: “The sun shone down, I thought angrily, on the scene, which was disorder. Trees were lying where they had been trailed over the grass, with their black roots pointing dark fingers into a blue sky.” ’


‘I think it’ll be a great book,’ pronounced the poet as Father sat silent. ‘Why don’t you send it to a publisher? Gollancz might like it.’


Some months later Mother and I were doing the washing up when my father came in the kitchen looking dazed. He silently passed her a letter. She dried her hands on the apron and took it.


‘That’s marvellous, darling!’ She flung her arms round his neck and hugged him. He stood, allowing himself to be held, then put an arm around her.


‘I knew you could do it. I always knew.’ She looked into his face; he was smiling.


‘Daddy’s going to be famous,’ she said to me. ‘I must tell Sadie and Ma.’


When we reached Sunnylands House, the trees were waving in the strong breeze. Ma, dressed in black, hair blowing across her face, was already on the doorstep. Head high, she smiled at me, and then looked down her nose at Mother.


‘Isn’t it great about the book?’


‘Sadie, put on the kettle,’ said Ma, leading the way into the kitchen.


At tea, Mother continued to be enthusiastic about the book. Sadie and Ma said little. Eventually Ma spoke.


‘I always wanted him to go into the Church,’ she said. ‘He would have made a great preacher, wouldn’t he, John?’


Pa did not reply. Mother looked at him.


‘Aren’t you pleased, Pa? Don’t you want to read what your son wrote?’


The windows rattled with the wind.


‘Cowboy stories is more his cup of tea,’ said Ma. Pa stalked off to his shed.


‘Well, Pa’s cross,’ said Sadie, ‘and Ma’s ashamed because the book’s about labouring. My mother never forgave Tom for not going into the Church, and Pa doesn’t have much time for books; he was always the sportsman. Even when he was working, he lived for sailing and swimming; then there was the rowing and the cycling.’


Mother looked perplexed; she had thought everyone would be pleased.


‘Aren’t you happy about the book?’ she asked Sadie.


‘Tom was never the same after the war. It ruined all our lives,’ she said. ‘Tom was meant for better than a labourer. And Sammy was never the same after that Japanese prisoner of war camp. Now he’s working on the railways. As for my own troubles …’


Eventually Clay Under Clover was published by Gollancz and received a favourable review by Louis MacNeice in The Observer. My father was thrilled to read that he had been compared to one of his heroes, Pat MacGill, the Donegal writer-labourer and creator of Moleskin Joe.


***


In the summers I often went to stay at Sunnylands House. Ma and Pa still lived there just outside Carrickfergus. Natives of the town – she a dressmaker, he a solicitor’s clerk – they had married in 1910. Soon afterwards he was offered Sunnylands House, rent free, in return for being the caretaker. This, together with his light duties as a rent collector, had given him ample time for sailing and cycling, two sports at which he excelled. At first they had the whole house to themselves and the children ran riot, often playing football in the ballroom. But when the wheelchair-bound Bates family came to share the house, they were given the front, which looked out over the lawn, while Ma, Pa and family moved to the back.


During the Troubles, Sir Dawson Bates, the Ulster politician, would sometimes go there for a break. He had overseen the signing of the Ulster Covenant, an anti-Home Rule pledge of which Pa, among 200,000 other men and women, had been a signatory on Ulster Day 1912. This covenant had been the stimulus for the setting up of the Ulster Volunteer Force of which Pa was a member, delivering messages on his racing bike by night.


Late at night Dawson Bates would slip in through a ground-floor window to his brother’s part of the house and take a break from the vigorous politics of the day. Sometimes he would bring his bodyguard, Buck Alec, with him. This Protestant paramilitary killer was a well-known Belfast character who used to go out walking with his two pet lions, bought from a circus that once camped behind his house. It was rumoured that no cat or dog in the area was safe from being fed to Buck’s lions.


Mr Bates, the politician’s brother, paralysed from the waist down, was always in a wheelchair. Early each morning, his wife wheeled him outside. His legs were wrapped in a tartan blanket, and watercolour paints together with a milk bottle full of water were spread out before him on a tray. Hunched inside a heavy coat, he presided over the widest part of the avenue, his sharp eyes peering out from his horn-rimmed glasses. With trembling hands, Mr Bates painted until lunchtime, when he was wheeled back to the house. Then he was brought outdoors again until dusk. To the best of my knowledge, he only ever painted one thing: old sailing ships.
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