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Introduction

These stories are about my childhood. They’re about the people I grew up with, our hopes and fears, our tragedies and joys. They explore a time that has disappeared and a place that has changed. They bring back those who have gone, and allow them to walk and speak again within the pages of a book. Like all stories, they merge memory and dream, the real and the imagined, truth and lies. And, perhaps like all stories, they are an attempt to reassemble what is fragmented, to rediscover what has been lost.





The Middle of the World

She started with The Universe. Then she wrote The Galaxy, The Solar System, The Earth, Europe, England, Felling, Our House, The Kitchen, The White Chair With A Hundred Holes Like Stars, then her name, Margaret, and she paused.



‘What’s in the middle of me?’ she asked.



‘Your heart,’ said Mary.



She wrote My Heart.



‘In the middle of that?’



‘Your soul,’ said Catherine.



She wrote My Soul.



Mam reached down and lifted the front of Margaret’s T-shirt and prodded her navel.



‘That’s where your middle is,’ she said. ‘That’s where you were part of me.’



Margaret drew a row of stick figures, then drew concentric rings growing out from each of them.



‘Where’s the real middle of the world?’ she said.



‘They used to think the Mediterranean,’ said Catherine. ‘Medi means middle. Terra means world. The sea at the middle of the world.’



Margaret drew a blue sea with a green earth around it.



‘There was another sea at the edges,’ said Catherine. ‘It was filled with monsters and it went right to the end of the world. If you got that far, you just fell off.’



Margaret drew this sea. She put fangs and fins for monsters.



‘There’s no end, really, is there?’ she said.



‘No,’ said Catherine.



‘And there’s no middle, is there?’



Catherine laughed.



‘Not really.’



Mam prodded Margaret’s navel again.



‘That’s the middle of the world,’ she said.


 

Later that day we went to the grave. Colin rushed home from Reyrolle’s on his Vespa for lunch. He bolted his food and rattled away again. We heard the scooter taking him on to Felling Bank and down towards the square.



When it faded, Mary said,



‘Should we go to the grave today?’



We hadn’t been for months. We thought of the dead being in Heaven rather than being in the Earth.



‘Good idea,’ said Mam. ‘I’ll make some bara brith for when you get home.’



We were on the rocky path at the foot of the street when Dandy ran after us. He was a little black poodle that was never clipped and had horrible breath.



‘Go home!’ said Mary. ‘Dandy, go home!’



He yapped and growled and whined.



‘Dandy, go home!’



No good. We just had to let him trot along beside us.



Margaret fiddled with her navel as she walked.



‘When I started,’ she said, ‘what was I like?’



‘What do you think you were like?’ said Mary. ‘Like a gorilla? You were very very very little. You were that little, you couldn’t even be seen. You were that little, nobody even knew you were blinkin there!’



‘Daft dog,’ said Catherine, as Dandy ran madly through a clump of foxgloves and jumped at bees.



Soon we saw Auntie Jan and Auntie Mona ahead of us. They wore head scarves and carried shopping bags on their arms.



‘Bet you can’t tell which is which,’ said Mary.



‘Even when they’re talking to me I can’t tell which is which,’ said Margaret.



The two aunts hurried into Ell Dene Crescent.



‘Did they look the same when nobody knew they were there?’ said Margaret.



‘Of course they did!’ said Mary. ‘Everybody looks the same when they can’t be blinkin seen!’



The aunts waved and grinned and we all waved and Dandy yapped and then they hurried on again down into Ell Dene Crescent.



Mary picked daisies from the verges as we walked.



She said, ‘Dad once said that daisies were the best of all flowers. I think I remember that.’



‘You do,’ said Catherine. ‘You do remember. He called them day’s eyes. Awake in the day and closed asleep at night.’



Further on, Daft Peter lay in his greatcoat under a tree on The Drive.



‘Not him!’ said Catherine. ‘We’ll never get away from him!’



We sat on a bench on Watermill Lane.



‘How far is it?’ said Margaret.



‘You know how far,’ said Mary.



‘Nowhere’s far in Felling,’ said Catherine.



We watched Daft Peter.



‘Move,’ said Catherine. ‘Go on. Move.’



‘Is Felling very small?’ said Margaret.



Mary stamped her feet.



‘Yes,’ said Catherine.



‘Is it the smallest place in the world?’



‘Is this Daft Question Day?’ said Mary.



‘Yes!’ said Margaret.



‘It’s very small,’ said Catherine. ‘But there’s smaller places.’



‘Where?’



‘Places in the desert,’ said Mary. ‘Rings of huts in the jungle. Villages in the Himalayas.’



‘Yes,’ said Catherine. ‘And places like Hebburn or Seaton Sluice.’



‘Not Seaton Sluice,’ said Mary. ‘It’s got that big beach. It’s got to be bigger than Felling. And Hebburn’s got that big new shopping centre.’



Catherine sighed.



‘Windy Nook, then,’ she said.



‘That’s not fair,’ said Mary. ‘Windy Nook’s a part of somewhere else.’



‘Where, then? And make it somewhere we know.’



‘Bill Quay,’ said Mary.



No one said anything, even though we all knew Bill Quay was part of somewhere else as well.



‘Thank goodness,’ said Catherine. ‘Bill Quay.’



Daft Peter didn’t move. In the end, we walked on. Dandy snarled as we drew nearer to the man.



‘Dandy!’ said Catherine.



Daft Peter smiled and rubbed his eyes.



‘Here’s me thought I was dreamin,’ he said. ‘And all the time I’m just wakin up.’



He leaned against the tree.



‘What would ye say if I knew how to turn swimmin fish into flyin fowl?’ he said.



‘Take no notice,’ whispered Catherine.



‘Nowt much at all, I see,’ said Peter. ‘But what if I said I could take you girls and show you how to fly aroond this tree.’



‘I’d say you couldn’t!’ said Mary.



‘Aha!’ said Peter. ‘Just let me look inside this bag, then.’



He dug into a brown carrier bag. He took out a sandwich, something bright red and black hanging out of two dried-out slices of bread. He held it out to Mary as we approached.



‘Take a bite of that,’ he said. ‘Gan on, take a bite of that and see.’



Dandy jumped up at him, barking and snarling. Daft Peter flailed and kicked and the sandwich flew into the road.



‘Daft dog!’ he shouted. ‘Look what ye’ve done to me dinna!’



We hurried past.



‘What would ye say if I turned a daft dog into a nice meat pie?’ yelled Peter.



‘I’d say it would be very hairy and it would stink!’ said Mary.



We arrived at the high steel graveyard gates. Just inside, withered flowers and broken wreaths were heaped in bins. Wasps and flies hovered and crawled. We held Dandy back from jumping at them. We all agreed that simple daisies were the best idea. We walked in single file on the narrow path between the graves. We murmured the names, the familiar and the unknown. At the far edge, just beyond the spiked fence, traffic thundered on the bypass.



We stood before our grave: Barbara, beloved sister, 1959; James, beloved father, 1966; Neither can they die any more, for they are equal unto the angels; and the empty area for other names. Mary placed the daisies by the headstone. We hung our heads and said our prayers. We said the prayers that Mam and Colin would have said. I imagined the two crumbled coffins and bodies, their intermingled dust. I imagined the new coffins being placed there, the new names being written, the new dust mingling. Not enough room to take all of us, not enough space for all of our names.



‘What did she look like?’ said Mary, as always.



‘She was lovely,’ said Catherine, as always. ‘She looked a bit like all of us.’



‘I love her,’ said Margaret. ‘And I never even saw her.’



‘You remember Dad, though,’ said Catherine. ‘You can both see Dad.’



‘Yes,’ they said.



We dried our eyes and wandered among the graves. The untouched ground between the graves and the bypass was narrowing.



‘Where will they put everybody?’ said Mary.



Nobody knew.



‘Maybe they go back to the start,’ said Catherine, and we looked across the neat rows towards St Mary’s church a quarter mile away, where the trees and the tilting faded gravestones were.



‘It must have been lovely once,’ Mary said. ‘The little church and a few graves and none of the noise.’



As we walked back towards the gates, Margaret said,



‘Are all the people here in Heaven like Dad and Barbara are?’



‘Lots of them,’ said Catherine.



‘Heaven must be very big,’ said Margaret.



‘It must be blinkin enormous,’ said Mary.



We walked through the stink of the flowers. Daft Peter waited outside against the graveyard wall. He swigged something from a black bottle.



We crossed the road and kept away from him.



‘Have a sip of this!’ he yelled. ‘This’ll get ye flyin!’



We heard the shuffle of his feet behind us as we turned on to The Drive. Dandy kept pausing, turning, snarling. Margaret kept on fiddling with her navel.



‘Here!’ yelled Peter. ‘What would ye say if I said I knew where the entrance to Hell is?’



‘I would say you were Daft Peter,’ whispered Mary.



‘What’s that?’ yelled Peter. ‘What would ye say? Eh? Eh?’



Catherine sighed. She turned around. Dandy stood at her side, snarling.



‘I’d say you were wrong and you don’t and you should think more about the way up to Heaven. Now go away.’



Peter swigged from his bottle.



‘Aha!’ he said. ‘Ahahaha! And what would ye say if I said if you went to Felling Square and went to the fountain and looked doon through the cracks in the pavements that ye’d soon get to feel the heat and smell the sulphur and see the fire and the Devil hisself waitin to welcome ye?’



Dandy snarled.



‘Nowt much, I see,’ said Peter.



We walked on.



‘Cat got your tongues, eh?’



‘That dog got me dinna!’ he yelled.



Margaret giggled.



‘Aha!’ yelled Peter. ‘And what would ye say if I said the top of that fountain’s shaped just like a little lass’s belly button?’



Margaret snapped her T-shirt down.



‘Get him, Dandy!’ said Mary, and Dandy rushed at Peter again. Peter kicked and flailed and his drink sprayed and splashed out of the top of the bottle. The dog trotted proudly back to us.



‘There now,’ said Mary. ‘That’s fettled him.’



‘That dog got me dinna an me drink!’ yelled Peter.



We giggled and sighed.



Auntie Mona came out of Ell Dene Crescent carrying her shopping bag.



‘Just popping down for some bread for the tea,’ she said. ‘And are you all all right?’



She saw Peter.



‘Daft soul,’ she said. ‘Has he been pestering you?’



‘That dog got me dinna!’ yelled Peter.



Auntie Mona giggled.



‘Is that right?’ she said.



‘Aye!’ said Peter. ‘What would ye say if I said that dog got me dinna?’



Auntie Mona took out her purse. She held out some pennies to him.



Peter shuffled meekly towards her and took the coins.



‘There,’ she said. ‘Get yourself a pie from Myers and stop pestering people.’



Peter closed his lips tight and shuffled away towards Felling Square.



‘Poor daft soul,’ said Auntie Mona.



‘Aha!’ he yelled. ‘And what would ye say if I said the best pies is from Dickmans?’



Auntie Mona laughed and said she had to get off. They’d soon be back for their tea. She hurried away.



‘Which one was that?’ said Margaret.



‘Auntie Jan,’ said Mary.



‘No,’ said Catherine. ‘Auntie Mona.’



Beside the rocky path, Dandy chased the bees again.



‘What would you say if Daft Peter knew those things?’ said Margaret.



‘I’d say it was Daft Question Day,’ said Mary.



We looked back over the hundreds of houses towards the graveyard.



Catherine said, ‘Maybe Heaven doesn’t have to be so big. They said at school that sometime soon the number of people alive will be more than all the people who’ve ever lived.’



We pondered this while Dandy rushed madly through the foxgloves.



‘It’s nice to think they’re there together, isn’t it?’ said Mary.



‘Yes,’ we said.



Dandy trotted home and disappeared. At the gate we smelt the bara brith baking.



‘Did you say a prayer for me?’ said Mam.



‘Yes,’ we said.



‘And I put daisies on the grave,’ said Mary.



‘They’d like that.’



She took the bara brith out of the oven and laid it on a wire rack to cool. I sat on the back step with Catherine and we looked out at the immensity of the sky. Margaret sat on the White Chair With A Hundred Holes Like Stars and drew herself and Catherine and Mary flying around Felling’s trees. Mary told Mam about Dandy, Daft Peter, Auntie Mona and Auntie Jan. We heard Colin’s scooter rattling up Felling Bank and turning into the street. He roared into the garden, and pulled his parka and his helmet off as he came into the house. Then we all sat at the little table in the bright kitchen. We ate huge slices of the warm bread, sighed at the sweetness of sultanas, caught the melting butter with our tongues, squeezed in tight at the middle of the world.





Counting the Stars

Each year Father O’Mahoney told us about the stars. He told us at the year’s end, when the oldest of us were about to leave St John’s and go up to St Joseph’s. Each time it was the same. He stood in the school hall in his black clothes with the single band of white about his throat to give us his prayers, his congratulations and his warnings. When he spoke of knowledge he made a fist and glared down at the leavers in the front row below him.



‘You will come upon those who will tell you everything is knowable,’ he said. ‘Those who will look into the night and say they can tell you the number of the stars. Turn away from them. It is a blasphemy for man to feign knowledge of what can be known only to God.’



One year one of us, either in mischief or in search of catechismic certainties, was bold enough to raise his hand.



‘Father, how many stars can I count before it becomes a sin?’



The priest was silent for a moment.



‘It is beyond a hundred that the sin begins to deepen, my son. Beyond a hundred and your soul begins to darken. Beyond a hundred and you take your very life in your hands.’



He paused again, contemplating his answer.



‘Yes,’ he murmured. ‘Beyond a hundred. That’s about the time.’



And for ever after, this precise and local doctrine was repeated and became our lore.


 

On glittering autumn nights, I made a circle of my thumb and forefinger and peered through into the dozens and dozens of stars in that small space. I compared the smallness of this circle with the vastness all around and understood the huge potential of the night for blasphemy and death. My friends and I would tantalise and tempt ourselves when darkness ended our football games and we sprawled on the cold grass and our breath rose in plumes and vapour curled from the exposed skin of our hands and legs.



Ninety, one would begin, pointing upward, passing it on to the next in line. Ninety-one … ninety-two … ninety-three … Our fright was disguised with giggles and curses, but we were truly in fear and trembling if ever the boldest among us began to speak the fateful numbers beyond ninety-nine.



 

As I grew older, of course, and once I’d left St John’s myself, I soon saw through this subterfuge: the attempts of an old Irish priest to stifle the liberating effects that education might have on our minds, to keep us in a state of obeisance and fright before his worn-out religion. In my new school, I plunged happily into the intricacies of number and computation. I learned that the earth existed in an obscure corner of an obscure galaxy in what for all we knew might be an obscure universe in a universe of universes. I learned the potential endlessness of all numbers. I knew the numbers of our nearest stars and the distances between them. I peered through binoculars from my bedroom window and saw the stars beyond the stars, and I counted them, and ignored the impossibility of numbering individuals.



‘One million,’ I whispered. ‘Two million …’



Sometimes, from his bed three feet away from mine, my brother Colin would whisper and complain.



‘What the hell you doing?’



‘Nothing. Just counting. Three million. Four million …’



It exasperated him. He had dismissed such childish nonsense years ago while I experienced each time the thrill of my transgression. My voice was steady and bold in the small room. I knew by now that it was the smallness of our brains, rather than the wrath of God, that kept our understanding in thrall.



 

I was fourteen when it was my oldest sister Catherine’s turn to leave St John’s. At the end of her last day I made sure I was at the garden gate to greet her.



‘O’Mahoney’s been blathering about the stars,’ I said.



‘Father O’Mahoney,’ she said.



I laughed at the word.



‘Father! Anyway, don’t believe him. I bet he warned you about counting.’



She shrugged.



‘It’s nonsense. I’ll show you tonight.’



That night I waited for the long summer dusk to end and for true darkness to fall. I tiptoed to her room. I shuffled past Mary and Margaret’s bed. I woke her and we knelt on her bed and leaned on the windowsill and pressed our faces close to the pane. We heard the gentle breathing of our parents as they slept next door. I began in the lowest corner of the sky, pointing down over the rooftops of our estate to the sky above St Patrick’s steeple, and began to count. My finger ticked off the amounts above our small town, leaving untouched the huge expanse of universe beyond. She began to tremble as the numbers mounted.



‘Don’t,’ she whispered.



I held her as she began to pull away. I grinned as I counted more quickly and ran the numbers together in a blur.



‘Hundred,’ I said at last. ‘Hundred and one, hundred and two, hundred and three. See?’



I saw the stars reflected in her eyes, how they shone among her tears. We heard Mary and Margaret stirring. I leaned down and touched the young girls’ heads.



‘It’s nothing,’ I whispered. ‘Go back to sleep.’



I touched Catherine’s head, too.



‘Are you all right?’ I said.



She didn’t answer.



I told her she was too young now, but one day she’d understand.



I tiptoed back to my room.



I lay looking out into the night. I cursed myself.



‘Forgive me,’ I said into the silence, before descending into my rationalist’s dreams.


 

Soon afterwards, our father became ill. He stayed in his bed. He had time off work. There was trouble in his groin, then in his back, his chest. In the night we heard his baffled exclamations of pain. He was taken to hospital where the speed of his decline simply accelerated. He lay pale-faced on the white bed and stared astonished at us and our mother. He licked his dried-out lips. His voice faded to a whisper: What the hell’s going on?



They opened him to see what was inside and they quickly closed him again. He was sent back to us with a piece of his lung removed. He told us the worst was over. Their bed was put in the front living-room downstairs. Now the house was filled with the rasping of his breath, Mam’s desperately comforting whispers.



‘What’s wrong?’ we asked her.



She shook her head. An infection. Not what had been expected. Nothing. He would get better now.



‘What had it been?’ we asked.



She shook her head again. Nothing. A mystery. She turned her eyes away.



In the evenings he sat among us in his dressing gown. Often he asked me to rub his back with ointments. The room filled with the scents of Ralgex or Deep Heat while I ran my fingers over his flesh, his ribs and spine, feeling each time how the skin was gathered closer to the bone, and learning how the source of pain each time was more elusive.



He yelped and stiffened and sighed with gratitude.



‘That’s better, son,’ he whispered. ‘Rub it all away.’



When nothing worked and it became unbearable, Mam would send Colin or me running down to the Bay Horse for brandy and we knew moments of joy those nights when he was tipsy enough to go beyond the pain and tell us of how it would be once he was well again. We complied in this comforting fiction. We sat in a circle around him and kept our eyes from those of our mother, from the truth that was so dark and deep and obvious beneath the bright surface of her smiles.



The year darkened. All autumn, Mary and Margaret kept being sent away to stay with our grandparents. The doctor and the priest became familiar visitors in the house. Father O’Mahoney would rest his great hand on my head.



‘You must pray very hard,’ he would tell me, and I would answer, ‘Yes, Father,’ as he stepped out into the night.



 

Christmas approached, with sleet and huge dull clouds hanging over everything. Mary and Margaret dropped notes behind the gas fire, requests for presents and for Daddy to be well again. They prepared a card for him: vivid blue night, single perfect five-pointed star shining on the Holy Family. In deeper ignorance than any of us, they scanned the sky and lamented the gloom up there.



‘How will he see through that?’ they asked. ‘How will he ever find his way to us?’



All of us were asked to go to our grandparents for Christmas Day. We sat around Dad’s bed eating chocolate and taking sips of his sherry and pulling presents from stockings, then he and Mam kissed us all in turn as we went out.



Colin kept us in order as we took the short walk through the quiet streets. ‘They need this special day together,’ he explained as we followed him. ‘A day of rest to keep him getting better.’ We admired the girls’ new shoes, the brilliant patent shine on them. We heard distant carols pouring from radios. We smelt Christmas dinners, saw the families behind the windows. Catherine showed us the beautiful long silvery clouds, the moon still shining alongside the sun even though it was day. We entered the other house to huge embraces, pillowcases filled with gifts.



We returned at dusk, when frost glittered like starlight on the pavements. He was sleeping, Mam drowsed in the chair by the bed. The steel sick bowl lay by his pillow. He was pallid, grey-yellow; the pyjama top hung loosely over his bones. He woke up for a moment as Mam whispered about their day together, how joyous he’d been, how he’d loved the food, how he’d asked what time we’d return. He stared at us in amazement, then touched Mam on her arm and asked us, ‘Do you understand you’re in the presence of one of God’s chosen angels?’


 

Then Boxing Day, and the doctor, and Mary and Margaret sent away again, and Father O’Mahoney as the light failed, blacker than ever in his suit and with the black-fringed stole hanging over his shoulders and the white host in his pocket and the darkness in his eyes. From the front living-room we heard the insistent murmur of Latin, we caught the scent of the anointing oil.



When the priest left, he spanned my head with his hand again, and could say nothing, and I pressed upward to him, searching for the strength and comfort in him.



Then just Dad’s breathing, his groans, Mam’s eternal comforting.



It was Catherine who heard him die. She was in her bedroom above him. I was somewhere in the house, head ringing with prayers and appeals to God, to Jesus, His mother and all the Saints, to anything that might make things as they were again. She told me years later that she heard the final gasping of his breath below, then silence, nothing, and she knew it was over.


 

Their bed was removed and his coffin brought in and all the days he lay there I was unable to make myself go in to him. The house teemed with visitors: our boundless relatives; the Legion of Mary; the Knights of St Columba; the Women’s League. Father O’Mahoney came time and again. The Brothers of St Vincent de Paul gathered in the garden then poured in from the dark and the house shuddered at their chanting of the rosary. All week Mam sat white-faced, gracious, miraculously calm. Then he was taken away and Colin and I served at the funeral in white robes and we all splashed holy water into the earth after him and chanted the prayers and threw handfuls of dirt and wafted the smoke of incense over him. Afterwards in the crowded house tender words were repeated and repeated. He was at peace now. He would be looking down on us with love. A day would come when all of us would meet again. Aunties tended to us, two of Dad’s sisters, the dark-haired identical twins. Mary and Margaret in bright new dresses and their shining new shoes squeezed in at Mam’s sides. There were many tears, and some laughter as my father’s sisters and brothers talked of his childhood. Then dusk deepened, and one by one and group by group the guests began to take their leave of us.
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