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IT SOUNDS BORING, if one considers only the words Noreen utters – “I first met Cecil in church, you know”. As churches go, the Catholic church in Chard was neither more nor less dull than a dozen or so other Catholic churches in which Noreen has worshipped up until now. She has been in so many during her lifetime, she hardly notices anything about them anymore – apart from how cold or well-heated they are.


When Noreen says she first met Cecil in church, however, it sounds exciting, intense, like a chance encounter during a hazardous jungle expedition when each was running low on supplies, he lacking water and she food, and she somehow makes it seem as if their meeting at that particular moment in their very separate lives was not only a fortuitous accident but their very salvation, neither having ever again to face the world alone, no matter how obtuse the other was, how their natures diverged or how opposed one was to the opinion of the other. She throws back her head and goes into gales of laughter as she describes how she accidentally struck Cecil on the back of his head with a religious banner dedicated to Our Lady, which she was carrying in a procession.


At the time when Noreen and Cecil met, she was teaching at the local convent school. Living in with the nuns. Saint Gildas’ Convent School, Chard. That sounds boring too, a young woman of 22 living in a convent. But Noreen did not feel boring. On the contrary, she felt great surges of life coursing through her veins.


Noreen recalls details of the procession as if it was yesterday. Because she was at the front of The Children of Mary carrying the banner, she was following the back end of The Knights Of Saint Columba who were progressing in a dignified fashion ahead of herself and the group of girls from the convent school who constituted The Children Of Mary. Noreen says she had already noticed a tall young man with a particularly fine head and proud bearing, in front of her. Almost noble in appearance, she thought. What she could see was the rear view of a short-back-and-sides haircut, the back of a crisp tweed jacket, with its smart vent in the middle, on a ram-rod straight back, fawn cavalry twill trousers, and well-polished heels on sensible brown shoes.


The thing that impressed Noreen most, however, was the intensity of Cecil’s devotion to the object of the procession. His almost quivering concentration on the task in hand. Not for him, staring vaguely at the rafters wondering what he would be having for tea, like some of the other men. His head was bowed at an angle which would have caused any ordinary mortal a seriously damaged neck, and each foot was placed so carefully and devoutly in front of the other that every muscle in his slight frame must have ached as it complied with Cecil’s demand for rigorous self-control. After she had struck Cecil to the ground with Our Lady’s banner – “How else was I to see what he looked like from the front?” she asks innocently – Noreen was able to register his high forehead and this confirmed her opinion that he was intelligent and of very handsome appearance; his black hair brushed straight back in a no-nonsense style; the wire-rimmed spectacles reflecting the church lights above him as he lay supine beneath her, gasping for breath; the gingery moustache bristling like hog’s hair, – that will have to go, she thought immediately, but it never did; the firm chin, almost stubborn, sticking out just that bit too far; and the eyes, brown, soft, vulnerable. As she looked into those eyes, she experienced a sense of falling in, drowning in them. It was not the eyes themselves, appealing though they were to her, and she decides she cannot even now convey adequately to others the immediate effect that his eyes had upon her, it was that she felt here was someone who had a need for something, for someone, for her. She felt she had stumbled upon part of herself which she had no idea she had lost somewhere along the way of her life thus far, as if in finding Cecil she had found a twin whom she had not known existed, a non-identical twin, but a twin nonetheless.


Gently pressed, Noreen paints the picture a little more fully. They met on a day in May. The month devoted to Our Lady. There were always processions in Our Lady’s honour on Sunday afternoons. First, they would process down the main aisle and around the church, then outside into the fresh Somerset air, and finally three times around the Church grounds before re-entering the church. It brought a bit of life to the service, going outside where the wind often played havoc with the priest’s robes, the banners and the altar boys’ candles.


The banner which Noreen was carrying was large and heavy. It was supported on a mahogany pole, with a mahogany cross-piece to which an embroidered tapestry was attached with canvas loops. It was her first time carrying the banner. A nun from the convent, Sister Immaculata, who had previously done it from time immemorial, had become too old. How she had managed it at all was a source of great wonder to Noreen, when she first supported the banner’s weight.


As Noreen was processing down the main aisle towards the porch, she noticed at the last moment that, to pass beneath the choir stalls without hitting them, she would need to lower her banner. She tipped it forwards quickly and the weight of the banner did the rest. Cecil was smitten and he fell, or rather crumpled in a heap on the wooden tiles, ending up on his back but with his legs continuing to step piously in mid air, as if unaware of the bolt which had struck their owner out of the blue.


“Oh dear, oh dear... I’m so sorry.” Before Cecil had time to wonder what had happened to him, in the merest blink of an eye, Noreen was above him and had arrived in his life, whether he liked it or not.


“I’m really sorry.” Even as her gaze became conjoined with Cecil’s, having established that he had not been knocked permanently senseless, Noreen could not help laughing out loud at what had happened.


“I am sorry, really... It was an accident.”


“That’s quite all right,” Cecil said, as if quite glad to have had the back of his cranium struck with considerable force, for no other reason than that he had been taking part in a procession in honour of Our Lady and walking in front of Noreen.
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CECIL SEEMS TO BE DROWSING, nodding his head in time to the drumming of his fingers on the bedside locker. His eyes are closed but he cannot be asleep. It would be impossible to drum his fingers on the bedside locker, if he were asleep. He begins to speak very quietly, but it is just possible to make out words, and his determination to express himself is apparent in the immense effort he makes to clearly enunciate every syllable. He wonders whether perhaps he might be allowed to say something now, if Noreen has quite finished for the moment. It is possible to discern a slight note of irritation in Cecil’s tone today over the fact that Noreen has held the floor so long. He says he does seem to remember that it was in Chard they met. That Chard is where “that happy event took place”, is how he puts it. He says he can remember it all perfectly. He can even remember what he was thinking about just before the banner hit him on the back of the head. He will not tell Noreen what it was though. It was something about The Knights Of Saint Columba is all he will say. A confidential matter.


Before he and Noreen met, Cecil had more or less resigned himself to continuing in his position as a postal clerk in the Chard Post Office and spending most of his leisure hours participating in church activities, organising whist drives, Christmas Fayres, and doing good works with The Knights Of Saint Columba and other worthy organisations. At the end of a typically busy day, he sometimes nurtured the hope that someone suitable would come his way, though less and less often had that possibility passed through his mind as time went on.


He was still living at home and had reached the stage where he no longer even felt embarrassed when his mother called him ‘Twas’, short for ‘Twasles’, his nick-name, finding that this appellation created a reassuring sense of security in him which he had not yet been able to experience in any other way.


He often thought about The Knights Of Saint Columba, for want of anything more romantic to divert him. The Knights called each other ‘brother’ and took a vow to keep their society’s business secret. In all probability, Noreen guesses, he had been thinking about the likely cost of hiring a local hall, perhaps to run a beetle drive to raise funds for the poor families of the parish. In any event, he clearly remembers being suddenly distracted from his thoughts, whatever they were about, by a sudden blow to the back of his head. On regaining consciousness a few seconds later, he felt convinced that something important had happened, but realised later that may simply have been as a result of the blow to his head. He vividly remembers lying stretched out on the church floor then looking up into Noreen’s face, and has associated the smell of good floor polish with Noreen’s face ever since, especially when she looks at him from above, laughing. He says he can still picture that young woman’s face which stared so closely into his, saying repeatedly she was so sorry between irrepressible bouts of laughter. A face which has changed little, he adds gallantly.


He sternly disapproved of Noreen laughing in church, he says, frowning playfully, but that disapproval soon changed to joy when they met up for a cup of tea in the church hall after the service and discovered that they shared a passion for history and church architecture which led them to embark on many fascinating trips together.


His abiding memory is of surprise, on this day when his life changed, he says. Of being so stunned that, as he looked up and saw Noreen’s hair framing her face, glowing brightly in the light from the lamp in the church roof above and behind her, he was not sure where he was. He wondered whether he was already amongst the heavenly hosts until Noreen started apologising and laughing, and then a bit of a headache came on and he knew he was still on earth.




[image: image]


CECIL IS A MAN OF FEW WORDS. You have to catch him on a good day, if you want him to talk. When he is out in his wheelchair he gets tired more quickly and soon begins to slump sideways if he talks for too long. Then it is a hard job to get him upright again. On good days, if he can get his chair positioned with his back to the window where he can see who is coming in and out of his room, and where he therefore feels comparatively safe, he relaxes. There is a woman who brings her dog in because she finds it cheers a lot of people up. When she comes in, Cecil pretends he cannot talk or see, because he is terrified of dogs. Noreen says to him, “Why don’t you turn around so you can enjoy the view, Cecil? Look – you can see right across the roof-tops to Penarth Head. And the grounds here are beautiful – those enormous trees, they must be at least a hundred years old, magnificent, even if they don’t have any leaves on them at this time of year.”


Cecil simply checks again that his wheels are in line with the pattern in the carpet and stares into space until everyone settles down. He thinks a lot about his early life now, and occasionally talks as if people who have gone are still in the land of the living. It is understandable. Noreen visits for several hours twice a day, but there are inevitably long hours when he is alone. He sometimes tells his son, Sean, that Sean’s grandparents, Pop and Mammy Connolly, have been in, though they have been dead for years. Says they’ll be along later. Tells him they are staying here, in the same hotel. He asks Sean if he is staying, too. Sometimes he worries he is late for a meeting. Wheels himself to the lounge, where the other residents look at him blankly, and he cannot understand what has gone wrong. There are always staff around, but Cecil finds it hard to get to know them. They keep changing shifts and all wear the same white coats. It is hard to begin afresh with new people at his age.


When Cecil reminisces, he often declares that his mother was born in Chester, that he was born in Market Drayton in Shropshire, and that he is proud to be English. He recites how they lived at 49, Grosvenor Terrace, Market Drayton, until he was one year old, using words he has repeated time and again throughout his life. His father worked in the Post Office there. He often talks about Pop Connolly fighting in the British Army at The Battle of The Somme but does not advertise the fact that his father was Irish. From County Carlow. From “a village with a Gaelic name of some sort”, he says dismissively. Then he tells how they moved to Tintagel in Cornwall when he was a bit older, and later on his father was made the Postmaster in Chard, where they lived when Cecil went to school, firstly at the Junior School in Chard and then Ilminster Grammar School. Again, he seems proud of the fact that he can still remember the address they lived at there – 24, Furnham Road, Chard.


Cecil’s first memory of his father is of seeing him come home waving a pound note excitedly. He was very red in his face and had been drinking gin. A friend at the Post Office used to place bets for him.


“China Slipper came in first, Mammy.” Pop Connolly always called Cecil’s mother Mammy, which made Cecil feel jealous. She was his Mammy.


Mammy had been soaping Cecil in the little bath in front of the coal fire when Pop came bursting in. Cecil sensed, rather than saw, his mother’s look as she glared at her husband, now sprawled legs akimbo in one of their sagging armchairs, searching through his pockets for his Woodbines.


“What would they think... at the Post Office? If they only knew.”


“Wha’?” Pop looks at her wide-eyed, crestfallen.


Cecil suspected there was something inherently evil about alcohol and gambling for the rest of his life. According to Noreen, he only got drunk once in his life – on their honeymoon during the war, drinking farm-house cider.


As a child, Cecil learned to spend his time doing useful things. Mammy did not like him getting his clothes muddied playing football and other rough games with children from the town. Truth to tell he did not much enjoy mixing with the neighbourhood children in any case, so he was overjoyed when Mammy told him she would try to persuade his father to buy him The Handyman’s Box of Tools for his twelfth birthday. It was not inexpensive. Fifty shillings. Pop Connolly could buy a lot of gin as well as a reserve store of Jameson’s whisky for that amount. She said she would ask Pop about it when he was in a good mood. Next time he had a win on the horses, she suggested it. Cecil sat quietly on a chair in the corner, judging it best to leave things to Mammy.


“Wha’..?” said Pop, when Mammy explained it would only cost fifty shillings, with carriage two and sixpence extra. It had clearly never occurred to Pop to buy such a present for Cecil. A pair of boxing gloves, or a toboggan to use in the snow – great fun – were the sort of gift he would have favoured.


“It’ll be really useful,” Mammy persisted quickly. “Twasles will be able to make such nice things for the house.”


“Right y’are. Lucky, you mentioning it when I’ve had a bit o’ luck with the horses. Go ahead – get the boy what he wants for his birthday.”


Although it had been Mammy’s idea, Cecil wrote delightedly in his diary for that year a list of every tool which the box contained.




Yippee! I’ve now got a claw hammer, a number ten plane, four inch screwdriver, bradawl, ten inch handsaw, keyhole saw, half inch chisel, half inch gouge, steel rule, marking gauge, number one registered vice, nine inch tenon saw, small spokeshave, box of nails, a sandpaper block, glue pot, ten inch mitre block, steel square, and an illustrated hand book of instructions and working drawings. All I’ve got to do now is learn how to use them!





He still has the diary in his bedside locker, somehow squashed in with a multitude of other private papers.


During his thirteenth year, he pestered Mammy until she agreed to stump up tuppence a week for Hobbies, The Fretworker’s Weekly For All Amateurs & Craftsmen. This became Cecil’s bible and was his favourite reading each evening after he had finished his homework. He turned out many small masterpieces, including two photograph frames into which he placed a picture of Pop Connolly in his army uniform and one of Mammy taken in a photographer’s studio. Before his thirteenth birthday he surpassed himself and made A Small Sideboard For the Living Room. He managed it with the basic handyman’s tools at his disposal, even though the design incorporated a technically difficult love-heart motif in the two top corners.


“There we are. This is for the two of you,” Cecil said when it was finished and he brought it in from the shed where he had been labouring on it in secret. He lowered it to the ground in the living room.


“Twas!...” was all Mammy could say, as she clasped him tightly to her, against the slightly faded floral apron she was wearing at the time, having just finished washing up the tea things in the kitchen. It smelt of starch and fresh air and butter all at once and Cecil could not have been prouder of himself at that moment.


“Well, I’ll go to F-F-F-Fishponds...” Pop said, reaching into his pocket for a shilling which he slipped into Cecil’s hand whilst Cecil was still half-suffocating in Mammy’s bony bosom.


The sideboard was moved into the tiny front parlour immediately, it being felt that only the best room was worthy of housing it. There was not a lot of floor space left when it was installed there but Mammy moved out a little nest of tables to make room and transferred a porcelain mandolin player, which had belonged to her mother and had been standing on one of the tables, to its new special place on the top shelf of the sideboard.


Buoyed up by this success, for his thirteenth birthday Cecil asked for an A1 Fret Machine which he had seen advertised in Hobbies magazine.


“It’s a lot of money,” he admitted. “55 shillings...” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Pop Connolly’s face going puce. Perhaps he had not chosen the right moment. “But it comes with a spanner, a drill bit, a dozen saws...”


“Your Pop and I will discuss it this evening,” Mammy said, just in time.


“...and it’s sent carriage forward to the nearest railway station, in a crate, ready for use.” Cecil could not resist completing his prepared request, with all the arguments in its favour.


“Wha’... You... and where, in God’s name, will I get 55 shillings from?”


“Homework, Cecil... and stay in your room.” It was the first time Cecil had experienced Mammy being stern with him.


“You will not take God’s name in vain, in this house, Connolly. Apologise – now!” Cecil heard the low tone of his mother’s voice, as he ascended the stairs. And his father’s muted tones backing down, in the face of Mammy’s wrath. Cecil tried to forget it and concentrated on his English Grammar.


The next morning, after Pop had already left for the Post Office, Mammy told Cecil they had agreed that he could have a fret machine for his birthday. Cecil was delighted and managed not to mention how desperately he wanted a Hobbies Folding Bench – only sixty shillings for the four foot model – ‘strong, practical, well-made’. That would have to wait until his fourteenth birthday.


When he got the fret machine out of its crate, the first thing Cecil made was an ingenious cigarette box for Pop. Cigarettes and matches went into separate compartments in the top and, when you pulled out a shallow drawer at the bottom, one cigarette and one match were ready for use. Using intricate fretwork, the legend ‘Cigarettes and Matches’ was tacked to the lid of the box.


“Well, I’ll go to F... Have you seen what he’s made now?” Pop said, when Cecil gave him the box, and he filled it with the packet of Woodbines he had in his pocket and a few Swan Vestas matches which were lying loose on the mantlepiece. The box worked like a dream. The only problem was it encouraged Pop to smoke indoors, especially when they had visitors and he was tempted to show his box off, despite knowing Mammy liked him to take a chair into the back garden when he wanted to smoke.


“It makes your clothes smell, Pop,” she used to say. “And who has to wash them?...”


For Mammy, Cecil made a ukulele. The pattern for the ukulele was the closest thing to a mandolin which Cecil could find in Hobbies magazine. It was perfect in every respect. Even the pegs which enabled it to be properly tuned worked as they should.


“Cecil, that’s beautiful,” Mammy said, through her tears. “It’s a lovely tribute to my mother, isn’t it? How thoughtful of you.”


“I’m glad you like it,” Cecil said.


Cecil’s world was complete. He had his parents. His bedroom. The shed. His schoolwork. Admittedly, school itself was not much fun. Some of the other pupils, especially the boys, made fun of the fact that he was always so clean and tidy. But he felt safe in the knowledge that in the evenings he would be going home for tea with creamy milk, hot tea out of the white china teapot with the roses design, the teapot with the curvy handle fashioned in three sections, from separate pieces of clay. He liked the act of putting teaspoonsful of shiny white granulated sugar onto his spoon. Letting his spoon hover on the surface, allowing the tea to soak into the sugar and turn it brown, before tipping it into the tea as a gooey brown mixture.


He could be an alchemist, a wizard, a magician, whilst his parents talked above him about the affairs of the day. He heard what they said but was not encouraged to participate. He kept busy chasing any floating tea-leaves which the sugar had not succeeded in dragging down with it and which had evaded the china tea-strainer which Mammy meticulously placed over every cup before pouring. While they talked, he spread butter on his bread, fat creamy butter with a sheen like the sea has when it is calm and oily smooth, as it had been sometimes when they lived in Tintagel. The giant strawberries could be placed strategically, like a row of houses, on each half of the slice which he tried to cut with total precision so that neither slice was bigger than the other. Then he would take the left slice first, with his left hand as he had been taught, followed by the right slice which he would also have to pick up with his left hand. To even things up, he always ate two slices of Mammy’s delicious sponge cake afterwards using his right hand, with his second cup of tea.


After his homework was done, Cecil could relax. Could look ahead to the rest of the evening, going through his magazines, when it was too dark to make anything in the garden shed. His collection of magazines was building up and he never tired of reading and re-reading the articles. They covered such a wide range – indoor winter photography, how to hide valuables from burglars by hollowing out the centre pages of any large book of no great value, information about the rules of hockey – worlds he would never have had access to without Hobbies magazine.


Cecil’s fretwork helped him to see that order and hard work made for perfection of form. He began to try to apply this way of thinking to the world about him. Much of what he saw reflected a pattern. The emergence and re-emergence of life, contrasted with death in a cyclical fashion. Growth and decay were visible in the world around him. But people died and nobody seemed to know where they went. One day, Cecil acknowledged to himself that he was as far away from understanding it all as he had been from building a sideboard before he had any tools. His father was a Catholic but had not been to church since he was a young man in Ireland. Mammy was a member of The Church of England but had not been to any services since she and Pop Connolly married in Chester Cathedral.


Cecil remembered Pop Connolly once telling him that the Catholic Church claimed to be the one, true church. He could not understand why, if this was the case, Pop Connolly avoided Churches like the plague. He decided to have a talk with the local Catholic Parish Priest, Father Mortlake. Cecil liked the certainty of the message the priest gave him. He was told that, as long as he attended weekly Mass and kept the other rules, he would be in ‘a state of grace’. He would be able to look forward to going to heaven, when he died, where he would be able to see again all the people whom he had known in life – in a state of perpetual happiness. This prospect enthralled him, as did the the injunction to ‘love thy neighbour’. Cecil thought of the bullies he had to rub shoulders with at school. It was right, he thought. People should love each other, be kind to each other. At the age of fourteen and a half, Cecil was baptised. And became the most devout member of the local congregation that the parish priest had ever encountered. In due course, Cecil framed his Baptismal Certificate and, although not as ornate as the Certificate of Merit, First Class Award, from the Editor of Hobbies, received for ‘Efficiency in Fretwork Competition’, his Baptismal Certificate was a significant reminder to him of the measurable progress he had made in understanding the mystery of life.
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NOREEN SAYS her earliest memory is of being born. Her parents were Jack and Kitty Byrne. Jack from Baltinglass, County Wicklow. Kitty from Ellesmere, Shropshire.


Jack was the eldest of his parents’ six sons and would have inherited the family farm had he not decided to make his own way in the world. For some reason which Noreen never discovered, he decided to seek his fortune in Rhosllanerchrugog, where Noreen was born, and he worked in The Maypole grocery stores in nearby Wrexham, where he eventually became the manager. Noreen still has the gold watch they presented him with when he retired: ‘J. Byrne from MAYPOLE for loyal service 1907-1955’ – 48 years devotion to duty, prime cuts of bacon and the housewives of the town of Wrexham. Whenever Noreen visited Wrexham with her father, she remembers their progress was halted every five yards or so as Jack stopped in his tracks, doffed his brown trilby and greeted one shopping-laden woman after another – “Good morning, Missus... errh” – another bustles by – “Ah, good morning, Missus... errh”. “Have you met my little daughter, Missus... errh.. Noreen’s her name. Isn’t she a pretty one?” For years Noreen thought all the women in Wrexham were called Missus Errh, but later she understood it was her father’s way of preserving a professional distance, and he knew all their names perfectly well.


Kitty, Noreen’s mother, was the middle child of her parents’ seven children and the eldest daughter. She left school at fourteen to learn the trade of dressmaking. She helped her mother make-do and mend, maintaining the clothes of all the other children. But the mists over the local ponds and meres bred dreams in Kitty’s soul. While she hand-stitched collars with yards of thread, or lost herself in the rhythm of her sewing machine’s treadle, Kitty dreamed of romantic voyages to places like India and Japan where she would concoct glittering dresses from beautiful silks and rich fabrics and meet exotic princes whose white horses roamed wild and free throughout their extensive lands.


The furthest Kitty eventually travelled from Ellesmere and Rhosllanerchrugog and their environs was when the Maypole presented Jack with his gold watch in a London hotel, and during annual holidays to far-off Aberystwyth. Kitty’s Indian prince became Jack Byrne, whom she met at a jumble sale in Wrexham, where he was buying a best suit and she was looking for trousers for her youngest brother. She overheard an unusual accent and, when she spotted Jack, she liked his courteous manner as he spoke to the woman who was in charge of the men’s clothes stall – “How much for this pin-striped one here?... Missus... errh?”


Jack and Kitty married in Ellesmere, set up home in a rented house in Rhosllanerchrugog, and very soon afterwards their union was blessed when Kitty became pregnant and Noreen subsequently came into the world, approximately nine months and ten days after Kitty conceived.


Although Noreen’s earliest memory is of being born, there is some doubt as to whether she remembers the event proper or whether she has listened to accounts of it so frequently and from such an early age that she thinks she remembers it. Kitty’s recall of Noreen’s birth was indisputably vivid and dramatic – she was after all the one giving birth – it certainly seems to have been a traumatic experience for her, the memory of which has not diminished in intensity at any stage of Kitty’s life. As to how exactly the confinement progressed, it is hard to glean a rational picture as, according to Noreen, whenever her birth was mentioned, Kitty used to screw up her eyes, breathlessly clutch her throat and say almost accusingly to Noreen, “I nearly died giving birth to you, you know!”


“Yes, I know. I remember.” Noreen used to say, as if remembering somehow defused the fearful power of her mother’s statement. Not that she had wished or willed her mother to nearly die giving birth to her, nor did she know what it had felt like, but she knew about it from her own account, her own knowledge, not her mother’s.


“You were so big – nine pounds twelve ounces... very big for a girl!”


To this, Noreen had no answer. She was slightly bigger than average but tried not to feel unfeminine or clumsy. Despite herself, there were times when she felt the odd one out. Her reaction was to join in with extra energy, to push herself forward so that the experience of getting involved over-rode any latent sense of exclusion.


Noreen’s mother’s love of beautiful dresses and colourful fabrics came most powerfully to the fore once Noreen was born. Silk dresses bedecked with ribbons, aristocratic cloaks, lace collars, nightdresses like ball gowns – all were created for Noreen by Kitty’s inspired, loving hands, throughout Noreen’s childhood. Noreen felt uncomfortable about the clothes, feeling they drew attention to her excessive size, and reflected aspirations above her station in life. Luckily, being bigger than average, other girls rarely tried to bully her.


So, Noreen’s memory of her birth was that she herself was lucky to be alive at all. If her mother had nearly died, a fully grown woman, how much more dangerous had it been for her, a tiny defenceless baby? She had her own picture of a wise old midwife attending her mother, washing her, calming her, bringing her back from the brink of death. She saw herself small and pink, even if bigger than average, lying on a luxuriously soft white towel. And she had a vague recollection that her father, Jack, had earlier been sitting calmly in the back garden of their little terraced house in Rhosllanerchrugog, tamping whorls of Saint Bruno’s tobacco into the bowl of his pipe with his thumb before puffing away contentedly and concentrating on his potato plants, as Noreen emerged through her mother’s screams of pain, and that later he had sat beside Kitty as she still lay prostrate in bed, holding a damp cloth against her temples.


It was not until Noreen was in her teens that she began to speculate as to why she remained an only child. For years she had longed for a younger sister. She had imagined herself playing such happy games with Netty. The name of her imagined sister had come to her one day when she was at the park pond with her little net, catching lots of green weed but no minnows. Noreen and Netty, she thought, went well together.


She had uncles and aunties by the dozen, and cousins by the score, most of whom had brothers or sisters. Why had she none? Kitty, who was a regular church-goer, told Noreen it was all in God’s hands and human beings had to accept His will. Yet she held out some hope by adding that nobody knew what God may deign to bring to pass in the fullness of time. For that reason, Noreen was in her early twenties before she began to wonder whether the fact that she was an only child might not be pure chance.


As her parent’s only child, Noreen did not have to compete with other children to become the centre of attention at home. Going to school was always going to be a shock to her system, even going to the seemingly sheltered world of the kindergarten class in The Holy Family Convent in Wrexham, which was run by the nuns of the Rosminian Order. During her first term, it was announced that the Bishop would be attending the Christmas Concert at the end of term. To her delight, Noreen was chosen to be a clog dancer. There was to be an interlude between the first and second parts of the nativity play and six girls were chosen to be Welsh girls, demonstrating the ancient Welsh art of clog dancing. One of the nuns had brought back six delightful miniature pairs of clogs from Amsterdam where she had been on a short holiday to visit her brother.


Kitty made a Welsh lady’s outfit for Noreen – a labour of love – and Jack lifted her onto the dining table at home when it was finished, so that they could admire her in it. Noreen looked like a little doll, she was so young – but she really got into the part. All at once, she set about sweeping the table top with her broomstick made with real twigs, just like an adult. Kitty and Jack felt that that moment alone made worthwhile all the scrimping and saving they had done to pay the school’s fees. When Noreen went through her sequence of simple steps, for their benefit, they couldn’t have been happier. They clapped until their hands were raw after watching her routine no less than five times.


The evening of the concert arrived. The Bishop and the Bishop’s secretary were seated right in the front row. To the nuns the Bishop was an iconic figure and they had impressed on all the children how honoured they were that he was attending and how they must put everything into their performance, really give of their best. The nuns were all in a twitter and their excitement rubbed off on the children.


As the first half of the nativity play drew to a close, Noreen and her friends were lined up in the wings by the nun who had trained them. The music started and they were off. All six girls clog-danced with great verve, but to Noreen’s disappointment and surprise the Bishop and his secretary had turned around and were chatting to people in the row behind them, as if the interlude performance did not matter. Noreen had not been prepared with any strategy to cope with a situation like this. All she could do was, as the nuns had told her to do, put everything she could into every step, so she redoubled her efforts in the hope that the Bishop would face the front and the whole exercise would go as it was supposed to. She swung her right leg as high as it would go, kicking forward to make the desired click on the boards of the stage. Unfortunately, the swing of her leg was so powerful that her right clog was sent spinning in a perfect arc towards the audience. One of the Bishop’s secretary’s shins stopped the clog from doing any injury to anyone else in the audience, after it had bounced once in the place where the orchestra pit would have been, had there been one. His shin certainly felt the full force of the clog’s momentum. The nun responsible for the clog dance quickly retrieved the errant clog and put it back on Noreen’s foot. The Bishop and his secretary, as well as the rest of the distinguished audience, paid rapt attention to every minute of the remaining part of the performance. At the end, there was rapturous applause. The parents, invited guests, Mother Superior and the other nuns, all rose to their feet as one, and eventually even the Bishop and his secretary had to put aside their dignity and stand to applaud. The clog dance had brought the house down. There were a lot of laughs and indulgent smiles among the cheers, but happily the girls were too young to realise their impact had as much to do with their youthful appeal as with their dancing skill. So elated were they by the response, that they would have stayed on stage curtsying all evening, if their nun had not shooed them off the stage after their third curtain-call.


Her experience of participating in this live performance left Noreen with a passion for theatre, drama, dancing, and singing. She was undoubtedly the most memorable performer at the Christmas Concert. Her energy, drive and enthusiasm could not fail to be noticed and she was far from being overshadowed by her five dancing companions.
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NOREEN looks across the tops of the trees towards Penarth reflectively, as she is wont to do.


“Oh, I can remember how jolly angry I was with the Bishop. Funny, isn’t it. Of course my father had a terrible temper too, especially when younger. I think that was why he never took over the farm in Ireland. Rowed with his father over something silly, which day to harvest the hay I think it was, and was too proud to stay working on the farm until it came his turn to take it on. A thing like that changes the whole course of your life, doesn’t it? I might have been talking in a soft Irish brogue now, if he had stayed...


“You never really saw him like that, Cecil, did you? No, you didn’t. He was quieter by the time you met him, I fancy. Oh yes, he was quite a hot head when he was young...


“I always remember him telling me about when he first started working in The Maypole after coming to live in this country. This other lad used to taunt him. Kept calling him ‘Johnny from the country’. My father told me he caught him down in the cellar one day when he was getting some fresh cheese from the store and gave him a terrific hiding. The lad never taunted him again. I always felt it was so sad... that story. An opportunity lost to make a new friend. A lad his own age. But then I am not newly arrived in this country and do not speak with an Irish accent...


“He could be ruthless at home too. Not always the gentle-mannered man serving the ladies. I’ve told you about my pet rabbit, haven’t I, Cecil? I have, don’t shake your head...”


When Noreen talks, the way she projects her voice owes a great deal to her years of teaching experience, the need to entertain and maintain discipline at the same time, but it is equally the product of prolonged study of Speech and Drama, in her spare time.


“Your breathing has got to be right, you see... from deeeep down, using the diaphragm and inhaling through your nose... never your mouth.” She believes with unswerving certainty that speaking properly is essential for good health and despairs of the future well-being of anybody whose speech is sloppy or who does not pro-ject each phrase in a fluent and confident fashion.


Cecil, despite his weakness now, projects each word and phrase with the maximum push he can muster. A lifetime of attending meetings has made him realise that how you say things is just as important as what you say, when it comes to making an impact on people. He did not get elected Grand Knight of the Knights of Saint Columba South Wales Branch on two occasions, by talking quietly at meetings. Not to mention his virtually continuous chairmanship of the Civil Service Catholic Guild for over fifty years, and his frequent role as Editor of the Archdiocesan Yearbook. He has made his points fully and frankly, in measured tones, always remembering that a bit of humour well-judged and appropriate to the occasion, the quizzically-raised eyebrow, self mockery about something trivial, or a cogent funny story – gets an audience on your side by breaking the tedium.


They say old habits die hard – some habits stay with us for a lifetime. Although there are rarely more than two or three other people in Cecil’s room, both Noreen and Cecil continue to speak as if to a far bigger audience, even when only speaking to each other. It is what they are used to and it has the advantage that they are usually heard and usually hear each other. When Cecil addresses one of the care assistants, “I would like to use the toilet, if you please...” the dignity he maintains would not be out of place were he introducing eminent speakers at the end of a formal dinner.


When Cecil returns, Noreen’s tale about her pet rabbit will not be denied. The rabbit’s name, Coconut, so-called because of its wiry fur. Jack Byrne had never taken to Coconut. It had been nothing but trouble. A hutch had to be built at short notice, out of orange boxes from The Maypole, boxes which he had to carry home on his knee on the Crosville bus all the way to Rhosllanerchrugog. Jack loved his garden but he was not too skilled with tools. His carpentry was rough and ready, to say the least, and Coconut often found a way out of his enclosure to gorge himself on whichever of Jack’s vegetables were in season at the time, however deeply Jack buried the wire netting which surrounded it.


Jack and Kitty had booked their first holiday, in a guest house in Aberystwyth. The evening before they were due to leave, they remembered they had not made any arrangements for someone to look after Coconut. It was too late to arrange anything. They were busy packing. They did not have a telephone. Kitty’s relatives in Ellesmere did not have telephones either, so they could not use a public telephone. In any case, Jack was not concerned enough about Coconut to let making arrangements for him disrupt their first family holiday.
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