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Chapter One





Bloody war in Europe had brought the Emergency to Ireland. The year was 1942 and I was eighteen. Picking up a pearl-handled mirror, barely glancing at the snub-nosed, grey-eyed girl reflected there, a nervous thrill bubbled up inside of me.


‘Lily O’Donoghue, you’ll be going to Dublin next month,’ I said aloud. ‘You’ll be heartsore leaving this ramshackle mansion too.’


My hair was a whin-bush of tangles and I tackled the black mop. Outside a swallow darted from the airy eaves of Ballyhale, ready for a sunnier domain than Ballyhaunis. Beyond the stables the friendly bog and hill fields sang a stay-at-home song.


‘Stand still, noodle,’ my father shouted because Strawberry, his favourite hunter, had clattered into the yard and all the medley and joy of childhood began to play their own seductive tune.


‘Edwina and I made sacrifices to get you an education,’ Dado’s voice echoed in my head. ‘You’ll be the first Mayo girl to go to a Dublin university in ages.’


I waltzed round the room to see how I really felt, as if the motion would shake things up. A statue of the Virgin Mary on the dressing table whirled with the flowery wallpaper.


You won’t be missed because your sister is the only one who counts in this house. After a while you’ll be completely forgotten about, I suddenly thought. My dancing stopped. The encouraging eyes of the Virgin looked down at me and I stared into them boldly.


‘To hell with Moyra, she deserves a calamity. Even if she is the picture of perfection.’


My words came out as a whisper but that was enough. I’d cursed my sister in front of an image of God’s mother and it would stay put forever.


One good reason for getting out of Ballyhale was that I had secretly planned to start a singing career.


‘Singers wanted by The Betty Highsmith Singing Agency of Holborn, London. If you have a voice we can place you’, an advertisement on a late-night BBC jazz programme on Dado’s wartime battery radio had announced. I was going to audition. It prompted another thought. If Moyra came with me it could be an act. She’d play the fiddle and we’d sing together. ‘The O’Donoghue Sisters’, I could see it on the billboards already.


Leaving Ballyhale meant being cut off from Dinnie, our workman, and the main source for the songs I collected of the people of Ireland, songs rarely heard in respectable parlours. They were as finely strung as shining morning cobwebs. Dinnie said they were strong enough to coax a jig from a corpse.


‘Don’t bring those come-all-yas into the house, they’re too common,’ my mother often said with a frown.


‘If I were a blackbird, I’d whistle and sing, and I’d follow the ship that my true love sails in,’ I’d hum while she talked. It was a new air I’d learned from Dinnie and I’d decided to sing it for the audition. There were plenty of unfrequented nooks on the farm where I could practise singing. She ought to know them too, if she wasn’t so blind to what was going on. My petite sister should be the last person I’d ask to come to Dublin because she never stopped needling me for being useless and singing all the time. Mamma called my looks striking but Moyra was as pretty as a picture, with a waist like Scarlett O’Hara and delicate ways. I found her looking at herself admiringly in the dirty shine of a window in a part of the house we rarely used. We’d slip there to practise new stage routines. Mamma had been particularly cross about my songs that day. A floorboard creaked under the dusty carpet, warning Moyra that I was watching and she swung her chestnut mane, settling it on top with pins and began to walk elegantly as if she was in some wedding scene. I grabbed her hand.


‘Come up to Dublin before I get crushed by this place. Tell Auntie Terry you have a religious vocation and we’ll plan our stage career together,’ I said.


Auntie Terry was a Daughter of the Heart of Mary; an order of nuns who didn’t wear habits. She was really Dado’s first cousin and it had been arranged that I would stay in her hostel in Parnell Square near O’Connell Street.


‘I like it here, but you make sure you go. You’re like a bird looking out of a cage when the door is open. Besides, I’ll have the choice of the boys in the district when you’ve gone,’ Moyra grinned slyly. ‘As a matter of fact I’ve seen somebody I like. You’ll meet him at Ned’s twenty-first birthday party next week,’ she added. ‘His name is Theo. He’s an American and he’s come to stay with Ned while he’s writing a book.’ She had the decency to blush, because news of the visitor had been kept from me.


‘Stay if you like. I’ll be discovered by some famous singer like John McCormack or Movita and be whisked off to London. It will be too late for Mamma and Dado to do anything because I’ll be famous,’ I announced grandly.


It was only when I’d flounced out that I realised I should have asked about the American. By rights I should go over to Ned’s to meet him. I’d certainly have to get a gawk before Moyra paraded him around at a party.


The Second World War was blazing across Europe. Ireland had remained neutral, but although that was disgraceful in a way in the midst of so much terror, that summer was memorable because of Theo. He had come to stay in Ned’s house to write about the first transatlantic flight that landed near Clifden. It turned out he was a friend of Jack’s, an older brother of Ned’s whom I barely knew because Jack had gone to New York years before. From that family all except Ned had emigrated to America.


My cousin Ned, Auntie Annie and Uncle Tom had a farm off the Claremorris road and I was hardly ever away from it. Ned had hair the colour of dirty corn and his sparkling eyes were like that deep blue in the recently installed Harry Clarke window in Kilasser Church near Swinford. Our parish priest Father Tierney said it was too gaudy to be in a house of God.


On the morning of Ned’s birthday I decided to saddle up my pony Nellie, and ride her over to the farmhouse early so I could have a peep at the American. A fog lay on the fields and I could hardly find my way but when I arrived the newcomer had done a disappearing trick. Ned said he’d gone to the post office in Claremorris to make a phone call about enlisting in the American naval base in Belfast.


‘Miss Mahon, the post mistress, will make sure to have a good listen to his details so,’ I kicked out at a thistle at my feet. ‘I’m dying to see this city slicker,’ I added. ‘Dinnie heard he’s a penniless scribbler who never does a tap and Dado calls him a draft dodger.’


‘Uncle Michael needs to give Theo a chance. He’s suspicious of anyone who can’t rattle a few shillings in his pocket. Jack says he’s a gentleman and I believe him. There’s something else Theo doesn’t want people to know. He was born in disgrace and sent to America but recently he found out his mother was a Lloyd from Mayo,’ Ned said quietly.


My cousin’s house was chock-a-block and the storytelling had started by the fireside when Theo and I were finally introduced. Ned and I were horsing around. I was sitting on the flour-bin trying to hold back laughter, because I’d tricked him. He thought his shoes had shrunk because I’d stuck lumps of bog cotton into the toes and he was cursing like a madman trying to get his feet in when Moyra descended from the hall with her nose in the air. A raven-haired dazzler lounged in the doorway wearing a white shirt and a dickey bow like a habitué in some smoky nightclub joint.


‘Lily, I’d like you to meet Theo of New York.’


‘Welcome to Mayo, Theo. I hope you enjoy your stay,’ I said.


He was grinning at me in a charming way which my sister clearly didn’t like. He had a slight limp which lent him a daredevil air when he walked to shake my hand and I flinched from Moyra’s hawk-like gaze. Even better, he held on to my fingers.


Ned’s house was divided in two by a short corridor. It meant that when card-playing started in one half, the younger set filtered into the other part to get up to high jinks. As soon as Moyra left to help with the party food, the Yank blew me a kiss. During the first set dance he swung close.


‘Here’s a war dollar for the prettiest colleen in the room. Take it with you when you go to Dublin to remember me.’


Before I could get a word in about loyalty he slipped a bright coin into the lace pocket of my blouse. To make it harder to give back, his bog coloured eyes were for me only.


‘You have lips sweeter than jewels of Arabia,’ he whispered. Now was the time to stop his plamás before Moyra really blew up but there and then she high stepped it into the middle of the room. Only a desperate act would banish him.


‘I’ll meet you at the stables at midnight,’ I lied.


He thinks he can come over here and flash an inviting grin at any Irish girl he likes and she’ll fall at his feet, I thought. But a smile stayed on my face as the dancing continued.


When the cuckoo clock in the back parlour chimed midnight, singing out ‘Lá Breithe dhuit’, or ‘Happy Birthday’, we dancers spilled outside. Moonlight was the draw and the night sky was sequined, high as the blackest silken canopy and strewn with an embroidery of stars. A group of us laughed and chatted, and gave quick chasing runs at one another. Moyra had moved off and was standing under a chestnut tree on the front lawn. She’d wandered there in a daydream, probably to make up a romance about Theo. Ned’s friends began kicking at the pebbles on the path and he went back to get his hurley so he could hit a few pucs.


The moon outlined Currach Hill nearby and honeysuckle night scents drifted by. I could see that our Yank from New York was enjoying it all, because he took a deep appreciative breath as if he’d stuck his nose into a glass of peaty whiskey and blew it roundly in my direction. In the middle of everything, I had to walk round to Nellie whinnying in the backyard as a creature completely forgotten. The newcomer and I turned at the same time.


‘Damn, what’s the loveliest girl in the world doing in this godforsaken place? I want to snatch you out of here and show you Dixie bands and ballrooms and a nightlife you could only dream of,’ the Yank said.


A warm hand grasped mine and before I knew it, his face loomed near, pearly pale as a button. Rain clouds were beginning to mass, some drops fell but it was grit crunched by feet that made us both turn. Moyra was watching, like the Currach Hill witch, ready to cast a spell.


‘Stealing the cream again Lily? You only want him because you can’t get a boy of your own,’ her tone was icy.


‘Theo can make up his own mind who he likes,’ I perked up. I had to because the amadán was squeezing my waist and I pressed the silver dollar in my pocket. He’d given it to me and she couldn’t take that away. Shortly after that Mamma came down and marched us both off.


‘Come along, Uncle Tom has started the storytelling. You’ll meet far more suitable boys at university Lily,’ she said loudly enough for anyone to hear. Maybe she was right, because a love song in her heart was ringing out like a promise of the future.






















Chapter Two





Noisy birds flocked over the drooping corn in the farm fields. The days had been seemingly endless and then suddenly August was over. It had been a long summer and, despite Moyra, Theo and I had begun to hold hands and cuddle. Heavy showers - thrashing Dado’s crops grown especially for Ireland’s wartime Emergency, as it was described by Mr De Valera - had kept us indoors on the morning we’d chosen to go on one last walk away from prying eyes. But by mid-afternoon the stone walls and grass glimmered in the sunshine. As we set out at last we took a trail through a grove of oaks which screened off Ballyhale, hiding us from onlookers. The sweet meadow sent up heady spurts of scent.


‘I love you Lily,’ Theo said, thrillingly, and I bent to pick a buttercup.


‘Butter-lover,’ I tilted the flower under his chin. Bristles grated against my hand and I grumbled.


‘How do you expect a girl to kiss that stubble?’


‘It’s as soft as a new-born babe,’ he laughed and pushed his face against mine. Even more exotic was his cologne. There was more banter and I was about to trip him up for fun when he dropped onto the grass and pulled me after him. A bush waved above, alarmingly.


‘Moyra will find us,’ I struggled away. We rolled into a hollow. The back of his ear was intoxicatingly close and I placed a quick kiss there. Before I knew it strong arms had pinned me down and lips pressed against the love spot on my neck that always sent me into a tizzy and I gave him a thump to go away. He pounced on my open mouth.


‘I want to be with you always Lily,’ he said.


Theo began to unbutton my cardigan and summer blouse. It was either squeal out loud or let him continue. Oak trees shielded us on one side and brambles thrust in towards us. Before I knew it he’d spread out his coat and thrown his shirt onto the bramble bushes as if it was a tinkers’ camp. I was no travelling woman, but queen of the wild looking for homage, I could have told him. Hazel eyes bright as a stream came close.


That was when I heard a branch cracking. The sound was followed by a hiss of air as if somebody had been caught in briars. It was Moyra, or an animal from the field. I leapt up. My fingers fumbled and flew about to button my blouse. It was too late because a lumbering creature was breaking through like something that hadn’t a bite for a week. There was a clap of noise and two mad eyes blinked. That devil of a sister of mine had driven a cow on top of us.


It became certain we’d had our last walk when I stepped into an outhouse to see Theo later that evening. He was sitting on a round of timber where a space had been cleared and his face broke into a smile.


‘I had to meet you Lily. Your mother bumped into me after we’d parted and suggested I ought to stay away because you need every minute to prepare for Dublin.’


Then he picked up a sod of turf and threw it at the back wall moodily.


‘I’ll write to you when I get to the hostel.’


There was a scraping sound outside. Somebody was approaching, but a warm forehead was pressed onto mine to stop me rising. For some reason my attention had been taken up by a daddy longlegs scampering across a willow creel. It had paused, anticipating danger, and lifted a leg.


Be nice to Theo, your time together is precious, I thought. Close as two birds on the branch of a tree, our breathing came and went. A thought of all the name labels still to be sewn on my clothes intruded and I started. It let me see a face peering through the window. Before I knew it Moyra was in and had grabbed my hair with fingers like claws and pulled me up.


‘Kiss me Theo,’ I said breathlessly and held him tight.


‘Mamma is looking for you, but I put her off. If you go now she won’t know where you were. I’ll stay in case she comes in,’ Moyra offered. To make sure, she pushed me out of the shed with the strength of a mule.


She’d only come in because Mamma put her up to it. My mother, Edwina Lloyd, a southern Protestant, belonged to the old school where connections and money mattered more than anything. She was a hypocrite if she wanted to break the connection between Theo and me because she herself married my father Michael O’Donoghue, a handsome Catholic and owner of a failed butcher’s stall, converted to his religion and let him step into her farm. The one thing she wouldn’t want to admit was that we were alike and I could be just as stubborn.


Later on, at teatime, Theo’s name came up in the conversation and Moyra called me deceitful. She said that for my own sake it was just as well I was leaving.


‘Maybe I won’t go to university. I want to be a singer,’ I said hotly.


‘What kind of singer?’ my mother paused with the teapot in her hand. ‘Speak some sense to her, Dado.’ Her pinkie finger swam out as she poured.


‘Put it out of your head. Edwina and I have already discussed this. After all the money going into you we’ll expect you to be a teacher at least,’ my father said as he banged the table. Shortly after he stormed out and Mamma rubbed my hand soothingly.


‘Make enquiries about getting singing lessons in Dublin,’ she murmured.


‘Moyra can take classes. You’re always saying she has a sweeter voice,’ I said abruptly. ‘Unless you want a statue stuck by a piano sounding like a wind-up doll,’ I glowered.


‘Your sister’s not a prima donna, ready to jump up at the drop of a hat to sing street ballads. Make sure you behave once you are away from here. Father Tierney disapproved of your looseness with Theo. He has a Dublin friend called Father Lonergan who has agreed to keep an eye on matters,’ Mamma hit back.


I couldn’t wait to leave. This was the limit. I’d keep up with my studies and use them as a cover to do what I wanted.






















Chapter Three





Dado’s face had a squeezed look, making wrinkles appear mysteriously when he laughed and better-humoured than it was right to be. He broke into a broad grin on the morning I was leaving for Dublin.


‘I’m feeling low at the thought of going,’ I said and looked grave.


‘A trip in the car to the station is just the solution to cheer you up. Dinnie managed to get some petrol rations from the Local Defence Force supplies in Knock. Nobody says Michael O’Donoghue can’t do it in style.’ He flung his head back and laughed. Later on, as if he couldn’t wait to get me away, he hoisted my trunk, as if it were a sheep’s carcass, into the back of our new Ford that he’d taken out of storage.


Driving away from the house, Dado began to whistle. Mamma and Moyra appeared at the hall door of Ballyhale with long faces. Perched on the low curved wall of the front steps leading up to stone lions, Mamma took off her apron and, misty-eyed, blew a kiss. It made an ache start inside me. Rising from a hollow in the road where the car had dipped, the roof of the big house appeared for the last time, floating on a river of air. Dado beeped and I blinked back tears, taking a deep whiff of that lovely smell of leather seats, trying not to think too far ahead.


‘Aren’t we great swanks in our new car?’ he nodded happily and I knew once more he didn’t care about my homesickness.


Turning off the main road and nosing down a boreen, a figure peered out of the ditch. Sea-blue eyes and a brown face told me it was Dinnie. It was a late opportunity to delay my departure and I stuck a hand from the window.


‘Slow down Dado, I want to have a last word.’


‘Where are you going with that shoveleen on your back Dinnie? Are you waiting to say goodbye?’ my voice sounded squeaky in the wind.


‘Act the young lady. You’ll get a poke in the eye from a branch,’ my father pressed his foot to the floor, his eyebrows came together dangerously and we jerked forward.


‘It’s far from bog and dirt you’ll be up in that college, you’re not to be worrying your head about me. Make sure you bring me home a new air,’ Dinnie’s voice lilted and ended as quickly as the last notes of a dawn chorus, as the car moved forward.


A sombre mood flowed into me when I thought of complaining, Moyra-loving, Auntie Terry. Her hostel for young ladies will be more like a prison, I thought glumly. The only good thing was the nuns didn’t wear a habit and if I planned to stay out in the evening I could pretend I was one of them. I was jolted out of trying to imagine how I would paint a disparaging picture of my sister to my aunt when the car swerved and got stuck. I clambered out. Heaving it out of a rut with Dado, my thoughts drifted away once more. Dismal streets and a string of garish gas-lights swung into view. Just letting my back be viewed leaving, I’d dress up like Auntie Terry to get out of the hostel after bedtime. Anyone looking would think I was on my way to minister to the poor but really I was setting out for a university party.


‘I hope we don’t hear any bad reports from Sister Terry,’ Dado shot a warning glance at my dreamy face as we clambered back in.


‘There won’t be a more successful student than your obedient daughter,’ I panted, and flopped noisily onto the seat. A bow-shaped solid gold brooch that had belonged to my grandmother glinted on my Connemara tweed suit and I put my hand over it like a promise. Keeping it on would be a reminder to be on my best behaviour.


There was a hurried kiss from my father at Ballyhaunis Station and his face drooped with sudden regret. It was too late to miss me but I caught a last glimpse of the Ford in a cloud of dust, driving more slowly than usual. A porter lifted my trunk onto the shabby platform with paint peeling off the station doors, another mark of wartime shortages. Water dribbled from a broken gutter. Star-shaped leaves fluttered on the red-tinged sycamores and, lowering my trunk, the porter stared up the line to spy a puffing steam engine. Voices came from beyond the arched entrance. I heard the name Andrew and the words ‘draft investigation’ and another passenger strolled in. He tipped a hat back on his head like Roy Rodgers beside his horse and placed a valise on the ground with a copy of the Mayo News on top. ‘Battle of Stalingrad Rages’, a headline flapped. It hit me that I was on my way to God knows what. Daring deeds and death and destruction had a bitter hold on the rest of Europe.


The stranger was probably a reporter investigating a recent German plane crash near the town, I decided. Mamma said the injured pilot was kept in Counihan’s Hotel under lock and key in case the IRA decided to spring him. It was impossible to read beyond the headline because the man folded the newspaper and placed it in his briefcase, taking out an envelope addressed to ‘The Recruitment Officer’.


‘Dia is Muire dhuit. Good day to you,’ I saluted, curious about the information on his bag but he didn’t answer and looked away.


‘Direction of Dublin’, a sign swayed on the platform and my thoughts turned to Moyra. Instead of letting her crow about how she could do no wrong, I’d have to get her to Dublin for our singing career. She was at home with Mamma right now, going about the boring jobs of the house. That should convince her to leave. Swinging my handbag up, the latest in fashion in Ballyhaunis, a giant bee rose from a clump of weeds, droning like a war aircraft and I was sorry for my frivolous thought.


‘I belong to Boston city boys, a place you all know well,’ I sang the lyric to myself as I moved away. ‘The Boston Burglar’ was one of my favourite songs, passed on by Dinnie and impossible to resist. He said he got it from the tinkers at the end of Feathery Lane beside Ballyhale. The tinkers roamed the length and breadth of Ireland and kept an ear out for new ballads; many of them were never written down. The song was one of the low-brow airs my mother forbade me to sing in the house. ‘Believe me, if all those endearing young charms’, was her idea of something respectable and I could see her now at one of her soirées for ladies of the neighbourhood, lilting sweetly, poised beside Father Tierney on the piano. Our parish priest was Mamma’s favourite accompanist since she’d converted. She should realise how much singing means to me too, I thought. Her voice was haunting my brain like a bad omen.


The chugging of the train into the station erased it from my mind. Even finding that the only empty carriage smelt of hen-dirt didn’t dampen my spirits. The train moved off, stone-walled fields rolled by and I closed my eyes, determined not to think of the shining fields of home. Beyond Castlerea the passengers went onto the line. I decided this must be the usual wartime crisis of a train running out of fuel and settled down for a wait. Passing the time meant sticking my head out a window, trying to count the number of sheep in sight or singing a bar of a song for a friendly ear. Fuchsia in ditches glowed red, like painted fairy bells. I seemed to hear our own church peals of St Patrick’s in Ballyhaunis and see the rapt face of Father Tierney, guardian to the gates of paradise for all the well-behaved parishioners and ready to bar from entry the flightier ones like me. A pimply-faced ticket-checker slid in the door and shuffled.


‘Do you have your ticket Miss?’


‘Divil a bit. I forgot to get one.’


The dainty clasp on my new bag sparkled to nearly blind him as I grinned, drawing the ticket out instead. Isn’t it strange, I thought, as I watched him scoot away, that he may well be working on this train for the next twenty years while I was heading for a life of God knows what? I sighed again contentedly. Your new life is beginning, I told myself. The wheels hummed and only at the last minute I remembered about Theo and how it wasn’t too late to go back.


There was bedlam in Westland Row Station in Dublin when we whistled in, making me draw away from the carriage window with fright. People rushed about. It was impossible to see Auntie Terry and as I leapt off a high step onto the platform the steam hissed. Spots of soot fell on my cherished costume and then the crowd split in two, revealing her. She’d poked her face in the air and was staring intently. A flowing cream coat gave her a fashionable look and I ducked behind another passenger who was alighting.


‘Auntie Terry, look over here,’ I called out weakly.


‘Stop making a show of yourself,’ she mouthed back. Moving forward she pulled down the stiff netting attached to her hat and more grime landed, making the stains on my suit worse.


‘Damn it, I don’t believe this,’ I grimaced.


‘That’s no language for a well-brought up girl, Miss. It doesn’t bode well for someone wishing to excel in university. How is darling Moyra?’


Not bothering to hug me, Auntie Terry’s hands twitched, as if itching to give a slap.


‘As happy as the day is long. Why wouldn’t she be surrounded by everything she likes?’ I declared. Not bothering to wait for more news, taking my arm like a child, she commanded a passageway through the crowd as if it was a forced march.


Outside the station we were assailed by the noise of horse-drawn carts and more motors than I’d ever seen before. My aunt must have arranged transport to the hostel because an imperious hand flagged down a van with ‘Findlater’s Provisions’ in cheerful red lettering on the side.


A young man with dark good looks and the figure of Cuchullain himself veered in.


‘Sorry I’m late Sister,’ he nodded meekly. Now was the time to show Auntie Terry she wasn’t completely in charge and I stepped forward.


‘Hello there. I’m Lily, I’m coming to stay in Dublin,’ I lifted a hand.


‘Don’t be bothering Matt, a capable man doesn’t want to be hindered by clumsiness,’ my aunt pulled me back. ‘Matt Corrigan’s family comes from Mayo; decent people I knew well,’ Auntie Terry nodded at me frostily. A smiling Matt lifted a fiddle and placed it behind his seat. An arm was outstretched to pull me on. Not only did the fiddle give a sense of Moyra but it meant I didn’t see the ticket checker. He was hoisting my trunk up but pressed a letter into my hand. His birdlike eyes darted. An American eagle imprint on a corner of the envelope leaped out at me. Theo had left a letter with the Dublin mail at Ballyhaunis station.


‘Straight to the hostel, Mattie,’ Auntie Terry sidestepped the trunk and beamed at her hero. The letter burned in my hand.


‘I believe you like to sing, Lily. You might try the Irish Club. They hold good sessions,’ Matt caught my anxious glance but Auntie Terry had spotted the messenger at his task and snapped her fingers. When she took off her hat to fix it back more firmly, ready to attack, I saw something else strange. A mole had been revealed at the back of her ear in exactly the same place as mine.


It would be an excuse to take her mind off my letter if I pointed it out but before I got a chance to say anything I was surprised to see her blush when she noticed my gaze.






















Chapter Four





Dublin was even noisier outside the station. A car horn blared to get Matt’s van to move. There was no doubt Auntie Terry had been confused by my look because she pulled the netting on her hat down so hard the whole thing nearly came off. It didn’t matter now though because Matt used the excuse to finally hoist me into the seat beside him. My inquisitive aunt squeezed into the narrow space behind and at the same time Matt saw an opening in the traffic and pulled out. We were off and trundling along, I kept up a flow of chatter until the envelope seemed to be forgotten about and the wide thoroughfare of O’Connell Street stretched before us. Trams shunted in both directions and Matt veered his van around the statue of Daniel O’Connell. You could see there was even less petrol here than in Mayo because all sorts of horse-drawn carts jostled for space. As soon as possible I’d drink in Theo’s love pledges and write back, or else I’d never hear from him again, I decided.


This was the first time I’d seen gas bags for fuel on top of car bonnets. Wartime Emergency rule had turned Dublin into a circus and a fit of giggles made me lean out the window but Auntie Terry grabbed my arm. She was already treating me like a prisoner. Glancing around hopefully, I pointed and said loudly: ‘There’s Clerys Stores.’ It was an excuse to get out and there was bound to be a ladies washroom where I could read my letter in peace. ‘I couldn’t find anything decent for Moyra’s twentieth birthday in Claremorris. She’d be thrilled to get a parcel in the post.’ I nudged Matt to stop the van.


‘We mustn’t be late for Sister Angelica. She’s looking forward to meeting you again,’ Auntie Terry smiled sweetly, yanking me back. Once she had brought Sister Angelica on holidays with her to Ballyhale. It was the year I had a bad fall when I was riding Nellie and our new guest told me to offer up the pain for the Holy Souls.


‘You’re the one who needs to do penance. You must have committed some awful sins to have to be a nun,’ I said and everyone had laughed. Now my aunt tapped Matt to go faster and the van put-putted past McDowell’s Happy Ring House and Nelson’s Pillar. She wouldn’t stop me poring over my lover’s sweet-nothings in the hostel, even if I had to lock myself in my own room.


Cool air with a hint of rain blew down the street. The kicking antics of a donkey drawing a cart kept together by bits of wood and wire, forced us onto a footpath and rounding the ornate front of the Rotunda hospital, preparing to turn up the edge of Parnell Square, a terrace of high houses with steps and railings stretched ahead. Some had brass plates, others were shabby. Poorly dressed children gathered on the steps of a crumbling tenement. ‘The Irish Club. Singing Session Every Weekend’, a sign announced as we passed and I dug my fingers into Matt.


‘Bless yourself Lily. It’s the Dominican Oratory,’ Auntie Terry pointed at the building beside it.


We swung wide round the next corner. Peering from the top step of what had to be the hostel, with her thick hair standing up like a badger’s, we could see Sister Angelica waving a welcome. From a window above her a girl with golden curls shoved her head out. Drawing into the footpath a brass knocker on the front door gleamed and a statue of the Sacred Heart in the fanlight held outstretched hands to the street. Matt leaped down and before I could say, ‘Let’s have a dander round the city’, he pulled the trunk down.


‘The room is tiny I know, but look how high-up it is,’ Auntie Terry said. ‘You’ll be like a bird perched to look out over the city.’


Shortly afterwards the trunk had been hoisted up, and Auntie Terry’s tall figure bowed to get into an attic at the front of the house and she waved a hand across cluttered beds. We were in a dormitory with a sloping roof and the beds in pairs with pulled-back curtains to section them off. Framed pictures of Our Lady of Lourdes and the Infant of Prague hung on the end wall over a row of enamel sinks.


‘There’ll be no fear of being lonely in this cubbyhole,’ I stared around in dismay at the cramped space. There and then I thought, as soon as Moyra comes up to Dublin we could rent a room together. It would be that or be packed tight with girls I wasn’t getting on with.


‘You can sleep under the window and Rita Kelly is in the bed beside you to keep an eye out for you,’ said Auntie Terry, smiling grimly because really her words meant ‘keep watch on me’, and with that she backed out. While I watched her leave, I could hear faint  sounds coming from the street below. Shiny as a black beetle, a car crawled past. Now was the time to read the letter. I bent down to check the daylight. The ticket-checker’s envelope was squashed from my sitting on it.




Dear Lily,


I have only a few minutes to write before the train leaves. I tried to meet you this morning but it was impossible. Moyra will have to tell me how you got on. You are on my mind every minute.


Write back as soon as you can,


Theo





I still had his silver dollar in my pocket. I took it out. It gleamed in the dull light. Moyra could be trying to get him for herself now but he loved me too much and she’d never have her way. The hard feel of the coin made my spirits rise. Theo and I would run away together. The thought took hold of me and I imagined us sailing on a liner. The shores of America beckoned. A voice penetrated my dreams.


‘Lily, can you bring your trunk downstairs and we’ll pack it away,’ Auntie Terry was calling up. When I came back up to the room later, the letter I’d waited so long to read was missing.






















Chapter Five





The first thing I had to do was reply to Theo in case whoever stole the letter was trying to make mischief but at that moment a blonde girl burst into the room and threw an armful of bed-linen onto a mattress. There were shrieks of laughter from the other girls downstairs and Auntie Terry’s voice rose above them, complaining. I wouldn’t put it past her if she’d come in and sneaked the letter away. Right at this moment she could be writing to Moyra.


My visitor was the Goldilocks who’d stuck her head out of the window as Matt drove up to the hostel. Her curls framed an impish face and this funny cannonball began to hurl about, tossing sheets on beds. Reaching me she stuck a hand out and grinned.


‘I’m Rita Daly, the fool who got to do all the work because I was the first in this room. You must be Lily, Sister Terry’s relation. She told me all about you. She said you were a lovely person and that we would get on together,’ the smile widened.


‘I think you must know a different Auntie Terry to me,’ I said but she began to bounce on her bed to check it for hardness and before I knew it I’d joined in the fun.


‘I’m missing a letter from my boyfriend. It was here a few minutes ago,’ I said. Rita had started to arrange her clothes on her bed shortly before and I knew she thought she was being accused. Theo should have sent the letter in the normal way and this wouldn’t have happened. A deep silence lengthened. She delved into a plain wood press, making banging noises.


‘I’m not blaming you. It was only a summer affair.’


‘Don’t worry about boyfriends. You won’t have much time for that from now on,’ her red face stuck out from the cupboard. A mouse scampering across the floor provided another distraction. It made Rita shriek and jump on a bed but I stared, mesmerised. Tail twitching and sides beating in and out, it had stopped at my bedside locker. That defenceless look was reminding me of a spider I had seen in a turf-shed not so long ago. I should write to Theo straightaway. He might be tempted to join up for the war because I was no longer around. That night before the lights went out I began writing and as soon as I did my feelings for Theo arose inside me again.




Dear Theo,


Thank you for your letter. Sorry about the short reply. All is going well. I can’t wait to see you again.


Lily





The following morning Auntie Terry made an exception for Rita and me, arranging for us to dine in the nuns’ parlour. Brightness flooded the room from the sun pouring through high windows and Sister Angelica’s voice had a soothing quality, murmuring grace before meals.


‘This is Sadie, Matt’s sister. She organised the lift from the station for you yesterday,’ Auntie Terry announced and I smiled at a buxom girl bringing in toast. If I wanted distraction to forget my Ballyhale romance this girl probably knew as much as Matt about the music world in Dublin. There was no time to signal to her because Auntie Terry stood up abruptly, suggesting we should meditate on God and eat without talking. The presence of a crucifix on the sideboard added weight to her message.


Prominently placed on the mantelpiece as an altar of adoration, a candle flickered in front of a statue of St Joseph and, after a few nods towards it, Auntie Terry and Sister Angelica ate in silence. I stared at myself in the shine of the teapot. Across the table Rita refused to meet my eyes.


‘I’d like to go to a good ceilí. Where can I find one, Sadie?’ Matt’s sister was leaving the room, and I was unable to stop myself as the words had boomed out. I hummed under my breath, ready to run.


‘Don’t forget your grace after meals,’ Sister Angelica’s head jerked up. She wiped her mouth vigorously with a napkin. ‘In the name of the father and of the son and of the Holy Ghost’. There was nothing wrong with paying your respects to God but I was eighteen and had my own way of communing with him. One week, not a year, was about all I’d manage to stick it out in this place. The tram from Nelson’s Pillar on O’Connell Street which would take me to the university on Earlsfort Terrace would leave at noon. There might be some information about student accommodation when we got there. As soon as I found out, I’d write to Moyra to come up to Dublin immediately to start our stage career. Before I could ask Sadie about the ceilí, she saw Sister Angelica’s cross puss and was gone.






















Chapter Six





Rita and I stepped out of the hostel eagerly an hour later, so that we would make it in time for college registration, and a grey dispirited-looking city greeted us. The grimy streets were a shock. Kids climbed over an abandoned cart pulled up on a footpath to get at a few discarded turnips. Rain hit the pavements in a steady rhythm and we pulled our coats round us and ran to the tall column with the statue of Admiral Nelson on top, disappearing into the mist. An advertisement for Fruitfield Sweets brightened up the side of our tram. Passengers already on board had a woebegone air, but we stared in wonder at the passing parade outside. Somebody had polished up the carriage windows and soon they caught a hint of sun and sparkled. Racing alongside, a sooty-faced gorsún grabbed at the tram railing for a free ride. It would be hard to see these children day in, day out and not give every penny I had to the starving mites. A stale whiff caught our throats as more passengers clambered on and Rita held her nose and kicked my shin trying to make me laugh and the tram bell tinkled in tune with our merriment. A pillar-box on Westmoreland Street reminded me of the letter to Theo, and I pulled it out slowly, letting Rita’s glance hold mine.


‘You remember I told you about my boyfriend yesterday. Well you were right. He’s charming and too cocky for his own good,’ I said. As soon as the words were out I let his darling face come into my mind.


‘I’m sorry I gave out. I’d love to see him myself,’ she nodded and Theo’s face grew clearer. Passing the green verges of Trinity College there was an instant memory of the sweep of Currach Hill and my mother, carrying a bucket of still-warm milk up from the cow-house to make butter.


The memory strengthened when a small woman waltzed towards us, peering about her like my mother on a mission. I should behave myself in the hostel for Mamma’s sake and forget the foolish idea of renting a flat. The bored voice of the conductor interrupted my thoughts and Rita got in the way of my legs, leaping up.


‘Next stop Stephen’s Green,’ the conductor called out and the tram jerked to a stop. A puddle rose up as we sailed off and staggered upright. Before us a flower-seller laughed, arranging bunches of chrysanthemums and dog-daisies, creating bright splashes of colour against a handsome archway. A gust of wind blew leaves over the railings of the park and our skirts lifted, making us forget that ignominious landing.


‘We’re like people standing on the deck of a boat, sailing to the new world and sad to leave the ones we love behind,’ Rita said.


‘Goodbye Tom, and goodbye Jack, and goodbye Kate and Mary’, I began to hum. There was trepidation about what lay ahead and a surge of excitement too at the thought of meeting different people. Uncertainty gripped me, about how I would make myself known in this great new world. Whatever we might be thinking, the flower-seller was marching towards us. Hands on hips, gathering a crowd, her voice rasped.


‘Get yezzer own patch to beg on before I call the police!’


‘Take your bag and run,’ Rita grabbed it up. The letter to Theo lay inside. Although I saw a letter box at the crossroads before the college, it was better to keep going and we raced on towards a group of young people milling outside black railings.


Our university was a long Victorian building with wide steps and a row of pillars. Students were standing around either on their own or in groups. Lily of Ballyhale, you’re as good as anyone else, I told myself, in an effort to combat sudden shyness, and I dangled my jacket over a shoulder displaying Dado’s bow-shaped brooch. It was enough to reassure me until the group we joined surged forward, sweeping us into a large central hall.


‘You’re wet as far up as your knees from the fall,’ Rita announced to take my bounce away.


The entrance lobby was high and spacious and filled with more lads than you’d find at a hurling match along with just a handful of girls. Uncertain where to go, I twisted and turned. A cleric brushed against me, knocking my jacket off. Another stepped on my brooch. There was a row of seats against the back wall and an older student was sitting there with a violin case on his knee. Slim and sandy-haired, he must have seen my jacket fall because he strolled over and picked it up, handing it to me.


‘Come this way Lily. Miss Hourigan, the Dean of Women Students, wants to meet all us girls in her office,’ Rita pulled me away. Looking back at my helper he raised a finger gracefully. He was broad-shouldered with wide-awake eyes like a deer, even if he was a bit on the short side, and I strained to keep him in sight.


Miss Hourigan’s door closed with a soft click. She was plump and bedecked with rings and immediately launched into a pep talk about young ladies behaving respectably to represent their college. Trying to keep the picture of the sandy-haired man in my mind I barely watched her motherly face. Soon she was gazing in my direction with such a kind expression that I suddenly remembered the idea of renting a flat.


‘Are there any questions?’


‘I’m Lily O’Donoghue. I’m looking for somewhere to stay in Dublin,’ the words were out before I could stop myself.


‘You’re Sister Terry’s niece, isn’t that right? I’ll have a word with her and see what she says.’ Now Miss Hourigan was frowning disapprovingly. Ahead of me a girl sniggered. Auntie Terry would hear everything.


‘It won’t be for a few weeks,’ I said but her steady gaze was memorizing my face carefully.


Later that evening Rita pushed the beds together to have a dance to help us girls in the room get to know each other. Keeping the noise down for fear of the nuns, we sang songs and Rita made speeches about good behaviour and we clowned around. A few girls from the house had a great fondness for our old Irish tunes. Shadows played merrily on the walls as shoes were kicked off. The only pity was we had to take the lead as men. The Kerry Slide is a poor sight with four young women bobbing and passing and no one in trousers to lift the spirits. It brought back to me so strongly the presence of Theo and memories of our summer of fun and I remembered the letter I hadn’t posted. I had a flash too of that mysterious student with the violin coming to my rescue in the Main Hall of the university.


Swinging my new friend too fast we bent over laughing at the giddy feeling. Being crafty was the only way to deal with God’s holy sisters, I decided. If one of the nuns came up and complained I’d lie and tell them we were getting rid of high spirits before we entered the convent. I’d get that flat for Moyra and myself too.


‘By the way, I found out Rory Masterson is the name of the student who picked up your jacket at registration. He’s in third year and a leading light in the College Music Society. You should join,’ Rita said later.


The ruala buala was over and moonlight glimmered in our low window. Staring into a square of night, sighing for something new, my tired mind only came up with Theo.






















Chapter Seven





The practice of making a ‘Rambling House’ out of our room went on for the next few weeks and then a proper university routine got underway. Another letter arrived from Theo about a month after my arrival in Dublin. I was rushing out to college and put it aside. Life was already hectic and even though I meant to, it seemed impossible to find time to answer his letter. Not long after that he sent a terse note. It was more of a scrawl and stated he wasn’t going to let himself be snubbed by somebody who didn’t have the common courtesy to reply to him. As far as he was concerned I could say that I loved him as much as I liked but he wanted nothing more to do with me. I felt a rush of blood to my head, I can tell you, when I read that. There and then I wanted him to be beside me more than anything. All that day and the next night I pined for him. It must have been why I didn’t see the debonair Rory Masterson until we collided at the university, rushing in the opposite direction from each other on an upstairs corridor. Rita was with me and she called out too late.


‘I’m very sorry,’ I coloured and glanced away. The music sheets he was holding slid about at our feet and bending to pick them up, he looked over my head with a faraway gaze. Next he tapped his fingers on the floor moving his lips and I tossed my head back. Not even the best-connected musician in Dublin was going to keep me from my classes, I decided. Rita had told me he was a third year student and surprisingly, as if he wanted to make friends rather than tease me for being so clumsy, he followed us into the lecture.


I want to sing, to be in the swing of the university music scene or I might as well not exist, I thought. It was a few days later when Rita and I had caught sight of a notice stuck onto a side wall inside the university announcing auditions for The Merry Widow. ‘Music Society Members only’, the print declared and I thought of Rory Masterson. We’d only glimpsed the notice as we were running inside to escape a downpour and, with drops still dribbling down her face, Rita jabbed at it excitedly.


‘You should give it a try. Rory Masterson might remember you from knocking into him and sending his music sheets flying,’ she grinned and stamped her wet feet.


‘It’s not my style. Unless I say I want to sing one of my own songs,’ I frowned, ignoring her amused expression. According to the poster the auditions were to take place in the Aula Maxima, an austere building with a prim-looking front on Stephen’s Green. Even if I did slip in I wasn’t going to beg for anybody’s favour.
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