





[image: image]












[image: image]


John Cameron overcame tragic beginnings to become a respected school teacher, working for over thirty-five years in West Dublin. Now 85, he lives at home in Gorey with his wife of 58 years, Treasa. He has five grown-up children and five grandchildren and likes nothing more than having the family sitting around the kitchen table. Having developed Parkinson’s Disease with Lewy body dementia in recent years, John lives a quiet but contented life. He enjoys spending time with his grandchildren, tinkering in his work shed, and volunteering his woodworking and crafting expertise in the local Men’s Sheds Association. Boy 11963, the story of John’s early life and his search for his origins, is his first book.
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Foreword


While we were growing up, my siblings and I never knew anything about our father’s past. We had heard a vague story that his father died in a car crash in America and, as a result, Dad had grown up in an orphanage. We didn’t ask questions because we knew his past was something we weren’t supposed to speak about.


As children, we didn’t give it much thought anyway. Our mother was the youngest of ten children, so we lived in a huge extended family with fifty-two cousins. With such a big family, we rarely gave our dad’s side a thought.


We grew up in a very happy home. We were reared in the country, where we climbed trees, made forts with hay bales and picked wild mushrooms and berries. Mam was the disciplinarian, seldom Dad, but we grew up knowing we were loved.


It was only when the shameful treatment of children in institutional care was exposed in the years before the 2009 Ryan Report that Dad began to open up about his past. It was a slow unravelling of stories. Even then, every time we gleaned another bit of information, we were sworn to secrecy. It was for the family’s ears only. As we absorbed the magnitude of what had happened to him as a child, it shocked us that he could have endured so much. It is a testament to his gentle nature that he tried to never let the demons of his past affect our family life.


Regardless of why it happened, Dad’s early life was one of hardship and adversity. Despite this, he rose like the phoenix from the ashes. He fought hard to become someone, to carve out a decent and honourable life, and to raise a family.


All his life, he has had a fervent love of politics and architecture, and in another life, he might have followed a different career path from teaching. He may not have become a great politician or architect, but when you read his story, you will see that our dad is a great man, nonetheless.


Boy 11963 is our father’s story, but the writing of it has been a family affair. We had many discussions about whether or not he should write the book at all. Dad sought seclusion and valued his privacy all his life. We were concerned that he might be overwhelmed by the process of laying himself bare and digging up painful memories of his past. But it was Dad who decided, in his eighties, that it was time. He needed to tell his story, lay some old ghosts to rest, and enable his family to know and understand his past. It has been therapeutic for him to tell his story, but it has also been a cathartic process for the family.


Despite his suffering, and intense, prolonged psychological distress, he not only survived but succeeded in every aspect of his life.


Now, by telling his story, a lifetime of secrecy, shame and denial is behind him at last.


John Cameron is both an ordinary and an extraordinary man. Above all, he is one of life’s unsung heroes whose medals of accolade are all the many people, his children included, who deeply love and admire him.


Aileen Rogers









Author’s Note


At the conclusion of many of the following chapters, I have added a few notes and facts that may offer the reader a greater insight into the background to or the context of this story. Ireland of the 1930s and 1940s was a very different country, and I aim to give a clearer understanding of some of the cultural, social or political issues of the day.









Prologue


On the day that changed my life, the rain drummed so hard on the windows that my daughter Niamh hardly heard the phone ringing in the hall. It was a call that we might have missed or that might never have come at all, yet it was the most important phone call of my life.


All through my childhood and adulthood, I had fought to unravel the truth about who I was. I had been a boy who grew into a man who had no past. I had no mother, no father, no siblings, no idea of who I was or where I came from. That side of our family was a vacuum, a series of clues that led us into endless culs-de-sac. Even my wife’s irrepressible drive and her continuous investigations to find out something about my beginnings had come to very little.


But that one call and those few precious words, ‘I think I’m related to you’, sent a shockwave through us all and provided, at last, the key that helped me unlock the mystery of myself.


Even then, when we followed the trail, the tale we uncovered was an astonishing one. It was a story that was hiding in plain sight, a scandal that shocked society and made national headlines before I was born. Behind it all was an incredible drama filled with forbidden love, passion, heartache and betrayal.


I wasn’t the only victim of the events that took place in my family in 1930s’ Ireland. There were many of us who were shorn like leaves from the trees to be buffeted and whipped by every wind.


Meanwhile, the architects of our devastation slipped away and conspired to conceal their past. Maybe they hoped that the turbulent events of their lives would be forgotten behind the hazy veils of time. Yet, inadvertently, they had already sown the seeds of their exposure. Even back then, those seeds were sprouting into tender shoots and surviving, despite all the shame and darkness that was heaped on them.


Among them was a blond-haired baby, whose only defence was a hand-knitted blanket wrapped around him. This baby grew into a terrified boy, a small, wiry child with sandy curls, who is now so distant he’s like a ghost who wanders faintly within me.


And then there are the teenager and the young man, other lives, other parts of me, whom I look back upon with compassion and remote fondness. But they’re all separate from me now, shadows of the past. Yet those ghosts can still sometimes surprise me with their familiarity. Something random can trigger an emotion, a sight or a sound, that makes them reappear in sharp focus in my mind.


Like the day we received that phone call and the first secrets of my past began to be exposed one by one. It was then that the small boy with the straw-coloured curls stepped out from the shadows and, after a lifetime of hiding, refused to be forgotten any longer.









Part I
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Orphan Boy


The boy lowered his head, stretched his arms to the top of the wheelchair, dug his heels firmly into the ground and heaved again. His bare, stick-thin legs strained in their hobnailed boots, and his hands were splayed taut at the back of the chair. His face turned tomato red with the effort, but the wheelchair wouldn’t budge.


Old Mr Mulligan hunched forward, jerking wildly, as if his fury alone could move it. ‘Push, you useless pup! Push harder!’ he roared, now blindly swiping behind him with a cane. The boy scrambled away to avoid a blow, and the chair rolled several feet back down the incline.


The boy’s eyes filled with tears. The obstacle, a knot of swollen tree roots, lifted the ground, like a miniature mountain range. The roots and the steep incline of the laneway were dreaded adversaries on this frequent journey.


‘Guttersnipe. Useless guttersnipe!’ squealed Mr Mulligan, his face now the complexion of beet.


The boy got back into position behind the wheelchair and braced himself again. He stretched his legs behind him, angling his shoulder and hands against the chair’s oak frame. Then he lowered his head and, mustering all his strength, made another run at the jagged ground ahead of him.


This time the force lifted the chair over the hump, and for a half-second, Mr Mulligan was suspended in mid-air. Then the iron wheels clattered down, and the old man followed, smacking down heavily on the wooden seat. The boy gasped in relief, but Mr Mulligan shrieked in outrage. ‘I’ll kill you, boy! As true as God, I’ll kill you!’


He tucked his cane back under his arm, smacked the arms of the chair in irritation and yelled for the child to move. The boy knew Mr Mulligan had a mind only for the creamy pints of porter awaiting him in Matt Smith’s.


The sun was low in the sky when he got to the pub. He reached up for the doorknob, tugged, and a waft of stale beer escaped, with a cloud of smoke. He could see the glow of cigarette tips from the men hunched at the bar.


‘Don’t you budge from here!’ the old man warned the boy, as he rolled over the threshold and eagerly vanished into the darkness.


The boy rubbed his aching arms, leaned against the pub wall and settled in for a long wait. He could already see his best friend’s father approaching with another man he didn’t recognise.


‘Hello, Johnny boy!’ Mr Kavanagh said, stopping outside the pub to ruffle the mop of curls on his head. ‘Aren’t you a great little lad helping Mr Mulligan all the way here? You must be nearly five now, are you?’


Johnny reddened, but his chest filled with pride at this rare praise, and he nodded shyly, even though he wasn’t sure what age he was. Mr Kavanagh leaned down to him and whispered conspiratorially behind his hand, ‘If Mrs Kavanagh asks, you never saw me. There’s a good lad.’


‘Who’s the kid?’ asked Mr Kavanagh’s companion, as the two men entered the pub.


‘One of the little fellas fostered by the Mulligans. A grand lad.’


There was that word again. ‘Fostered’. Johnny wasn’t sure what it meant.


Brian O’Connor said that the Mulligans weren’t his real mam and dad, but Mam said that Brian O’Connor should mind his own bloody business.


Still, it made Johnny wonder about the hazy pictures in his mind from a time he couldn’t quite remember. He had a memory of sitting up in a pram, covered with a plump white quilt, facing a window. Bright sunlight poured in on him, and he felt warm and safe. He tried, but he could never quite recall what lay beyond the window in that bright, sunshine world. But he knew everything was clean and cosy and happy. It was a different world from the home he knew now.


The air grew colder in Stepaside village and Johnny stamped his feet, pulled his jacket closer and tugged at his shorts in a vain attempt to shield his legs from the chill. His stomach rumbled, and he wished he’d had his tea before Mr Mulligan demanded that they leave for the pub.


The sky was studded with stars before the barman opened the door to let the old man out. Even under the street’s dim gaslight, Johnny could see that Mr Mulligan’s eyes were glazed and shiny.


‘I haven’t all night,’ the old man barked, and the beer fumes lingered in the frosty air, as Johnny struggled to manoeuvre the wheelchair.


The mile-long journey home felt as if it would never end. The night was velvet black, and they met nothing on the winding country lane apart from swooping bats.


Mr Mulligan swore and grumbled as they made their way along the foothills of the Dublin mountains, but Johnny was scarcely listening. He felt dog tired, and his stomach ached with a familiar hollow feeling. He wondered if Mam would have kept tea for him, or if she’d accuse the old man of drinking all the housekeeping money.


When they reached home, Johnny dragged the old man through the squeaking gate right up to the foot of the cottage steps, where he called to Mrs Mulligan for help.


The old woman hobbled out, clutching a tattered cardigan over her nightshirt. The oil lamp in her other hand added a ghoulish glow to her face. Even in the flickering light, Johnny could see her resentful glare.


‘Get out here, Gerald!’ she yelled back into the cottage, in a weary tone.


She descended the steps, one stiff leg at a time, as another small boy appeared at the door in his shirt. Gerald’s hair stood up on one side, and he rubbed the sleep from his eyes with his fists.


He stuck out his tongue at Johnny behind Mrs Mulligan’s back, and Johnny scowled. He didn’t like Gerald: he snatched food from Johnny’s plate when Mrs Mulligan wasn’t looking, and he never got the job of wheeling Mr Mulligan anywhere.


‘Come on, you two, pull,’ said Mrs Mulligan, her arthritic knuckles gripping the back of the chair. The two boys and she dragged the chair thunk, thunk, thunk up the steps, with Mr Mulligan roaring all the time.


‘Shush, you oul sod! You’ll wake Peter!’ hissed Mrs Mulligan, but the old man only swore louder.


Inside, the smell of burned cabbage and the musty odour of damp assailed Johnny’s nostrils. It must have been past midnight, but the old man demanded his tea. Johnny hovered hopefully as Mrs Mulligan raked the coals in the range, but she bristled when she saw the two boys watching her.


‘Go to bed, you two!’ she ordered, raising the poker and making a half-hearted swipe at them.


The boys retreated into the gaping darkness off the kitchen where their shelter lay. It was a shed of sorts, a lean-to, constructed of rusting corrugated iron and separated from the kitchen by an old timber door. Straw bedding and an assortment of empty flour sacks and old overcoats were strewn on the earthen floor inside.


Gerald arranged his makeshift blankets and wriggled underneath. Johnny fumbled with the knotted laces on his boots and undid his jacket buttons before following him under the covers. He could see the stars and a few scudding clouds through gaps in the metal sheeting. It didn’t look like rain. When it rained, the boys were allowed to sleep on the kitchen floor.


Mrs Mulligan kept the light down low to save the paraffin, so Johnny could watch only shifting shapes and shadows through the gaps in the door panels. But he heard her crack an egg and, sitting upright under the flour sacks, he saw her silhouette, turning the bread on a toasting fork over the open coals.


The smoke-blackened kitchen, the only living area in the cottage, contained little furniture, other than a pine table and stools. A picture of the Sacred Heart, brown with nicotine stains and soot, hung on the wall above the range.


Off the kitchen were two bedrooms, their walls bulging with tumours of damp. The old couple occupied one, while their nine-year-old grandson, Peter, slept in the other. A short, narrow hallway, coated with a faded red wash, ran between the bedrooms to a peeling front door. The roof was badly patched, but Mr Mulligan said he wouldn’t waste a penny more on it.


Johnny’s senses were filled with the aroma of toasting bread, so he barely heard the old couple bickering. He jumped when Mr Mulligan’s fist landed with a fierce clatter on the table.


‘Is it too much to expect a bit of tea on the table when I get home?’ the old man bellowed.


‘Yer tea was on the table hours ago, so you can hold your whisht now,’ Mrs Mulligan replied.


Gerald pulled the covers over his head, but Johnny continued to watch through the gaps in the door. He thought he could hear Mr Mulligan snoring now, but then Mrs Mulligan banged a tin plate on the table. Johnny leaned forward, and in the half-light saw Mr Mulligan’s face twist in disgust.


‘What in the name of Jaysus is this? Do you call this tea?’ He was roaring thunderously now, and Gerald half-rose in fright from under the covers.


‘If you didn’t waste eleven whole pence on every pint of porter …’ Mrs Mulligan began, but suddenly she shrieked.


The tin plate made a loud clang as it struck the wall behind her, its contents spilling into the darkness below.


Gerald sat bolt upright. The old man roared, and his wife screamed back. The sound of their grandchild dragging his bedroom door open, scraping it across the uneven clay floor, interrupted their argument.


Peter was a rangy boy, five years older than Johnny and Gerald. He appeared in the kitchen in his nightshirt. ‘Nana, won’t you give poor Granddad a bit of peace?’ he admonished, but Johnny saw him give his grandmother a crafty wink. ‘Come on, Granddad, let’s get out of here. I’ll help you to bed.’


The old man threw a few more oaths in his wife’s direction, but he surrendered to his grandson’s attentions. Peter could always mollify his grandparents. Johnny watched the boy wrestle control of the wheelchair as Mrs Mulligan dabbed her eyes, then blew her nose heartily into a tea-towel. He waited, hardly breathing, until all the Mulligans had disappeared, and their three creaky beds went silent. Then he pushed open the shed door and crept into the darkness of the kitchen.


He saw Gerald’s shadow on his heels at the same time as he caught sight of the toast, which had fallen from the tin plate. He leaped for it before Gerald did. Gerald didn’t give in and tried to wrestle it from Johnny’s grip. They scuffled and thumped each other noiselessly until Gerald ripped off a corner of toast. Johnny stuffed the dry remainder into his mouth. His fingers rummaged for Mr Mulligan’s scrambled egg amid the blanket of clock beetles scurrying on the dirt floor. He found only slivers, but he ate them nonetheless.


The boys crept back into the lean-to and tugged the door after them. Johnny dragged at the covers for warmth, and when Gerald elbowed him in the ribs, he punched him back. But he was exhausted by now, and Gerald was too, so they fell asleep.


In the 1930s and 1940s, local authorities and charities used a boarding-out system for those children in their care who were too old for nursery wards but too young for industrial schools.


We know now that the system was more about economics than children’s welfare, but the policy was dressed up in well-meaning terms. I’ve read old documents about the benefits of having the children cared for in the families of ‘the respectable poor’. They speak of placing children in homes in rural localities in ‘healthy surroundings’.


The reality is that some foster families regarded those children as sources of monthly income and slave labour for their farms. The conditions in which institutions placed the children were often appalling.


Margaret and Thomas Mulligan were sick, poverty-stricken, and well into their sixties when I arrived there in 1938. I was less than three years old. A retired farm labourer, Mr Mulligan was wheelchair-bound and a violent drinker. Yet the authorities regarded him and his wife as suitable foster parents for two three-year-old boys.


They also raised their daughter’s son while she worked in England. No father was ever mentioned, so I believe she was a single mother. In my records, held by the Christian Brothers, Peter is referred to as the son of Mr and Mrs Mulligan.
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Childhood


Johnny awoke shivering in the frosty morning air. The tips of his fingers stung, and his nose felt icy, so he burrowed under the bedding until Gerald elbowed him.


As soon as Mrs Mulligan began to set the fire, Johnny knew it was time to pull on his short trousers and jacket, to wiggle his feet into his boots and to get to work.


His first job was to empty the Mulligans’ chamber pots in the outhouse. Then Mrs Mulligan poured warm water into a basin. Johnny lathered up the soap and shaved the old man. Mr Mulligan was a powerful, squat man, with a pigeon chest, a bulbous purple nose and a black temper. Johnny had to be quick to avoid a cuff on the ear or a clatter across the head. But the morning after the row, the old man was sunk low in his wheelchair. He remained silent even when Mrs Mulligan slammed the kettle onto the range with a hard bang.


After shaving the old man, Johnny joined Gerald in the yard. They had to clean the henhouse, feed the pigs and clear the pen before school. The ground was still frozen, but soon they would start digging rows and planting the first potatoes of the season. In the summer, they tended the small orchard, and looked forward to the arrival of cooking apples in the autumn. Those Lord Derbys were hard and bitter, but the boys scoffed the windfalls at every opportunity when the Mulligans weren’t looking.


When they finished their work in the yard, they knocked on the back door and waited until Mrs Mulligan let them in. She poured two mugs of tea and smacked down a slice of bread in front of each of them. Johnny thought the bread must be as hard as the Blarney Stone. The two boys eyed each other, then looked at Mrs Mulligan.


‘None of yer nonsense. Dunk it in yer tea. There’s nothing wrong with it!’ she said. ‘Then get to school, the both of ye.’


As Johnny left for school, he saw the Brennan twins skulking outside the gate, waiting for Gerald. They nudged each other, and one called Johnny an eejit, but they didn’t touch him because they knew Georgie Kavanagh was waiting down the road.


Johnny called Georgie his ‘best friend’ but, in truth, he was his only friend. The local boys liked to pick on Johnny. He was smaller, more timid and notably shabbier than most boys his age. He was also ‘fostered’. The kids didn’t really know what that meant, but they knew it wasn’t a good thing. The bullies backed away when Georgie was around. Everyone knew that Georgie trained in the boxing club with his father and was handy with his fists. With a shock of wiry chestnut hair and a healthy smattering of freckles, Georgie was a strong lad and fitter than most boys his age. He was also protective of his smaller friend.


‘You touch Johnny Cameron, and I touch you,’ he used to warn other lads.


They walked to Sandyford National School together, and they shared the same classroom, even though Georgie was a year ahead of Johnny. It was a long walk, and Johnny spent much of it tugging at his scratchy tweed shorts.


Johnny liked school, even though their teacher, Mr Shannon, was a fiery man with a ready cane. But school was a welcome relief: anything was better than having to be at home around old Mulligan.


Still, when the bell rang, Johnny ran out of the place as if Hell was roasting his heels. Georgie followed, and they dashed down Murphystown Road, their satchels flying behind them.


‘Me mam says you have to collect a bucket of pig slops for your mam,’ Georgie said, panting after their dash from school one day. ‘And she says you’re to stay for tea if you like.’


They both knew that Johnny liked nothing better than tea in his friend’s house. His heart soared, and he salivated at the thought. He loved being in the Kavanaghs’ house. Their kitchen was warm and clean, and the windows were draped with floral curtains. The flash of pink from the pot of geraniums on the sill added even more cheer.


‘Sit up here, Johnny love,’ said Mrs Kavanagh, pulling out a chair as soon as the boys arrived. ‘Do your homework now, lads, until your dinner’s ready.’ She looked in exasperation at the rest of her brood as they milled around the small kitchen.


Georgie’s younger sister scowled at Johnny. ‘How come Georgie’s friend is always allowed come to tea and not mine?’


Mrs Kavanagh glared at her. ‘I decide who eats in this house, not you, madam,’ she said.


Georgie grinned and stuck out his tongue at his sister, but Johnny flushed. He knew why Mrs Kavanagh invited him because he had overheard her talking to Georgie’s aunt while he was sitting on the back step one day. ‘It’s not right, Mags. They leave that poor little stray half-starved over there, and another little fella the same.’


‘Sure you’re doing what you can. Isn’t it hard enough to keep feeding our own?’


‘I still feel bad,’ she said. ‘It’s no place for children, poor lambs.’


Everyone had to wait for Mr Kavanagh to come in from work and to wash his hands and face over the kitchen sink before they could eat. As soon as he sat at the table, Georgie’s mother set a big pot of vegetable and barley soup or a warming stew on the table.


Johnny basked in the glow of the cosy family atmosphere and he liked to make-believe he was one of them. He tried to imagine what it would be like to live with the Kavanaghs all the time – he envied and admired Georgie in equal measure.


‘There’s plenty more left in the pot, Johnny,’ Mrs Kavanagh would always say, as soon as Johnny had bolted down his plateful.


Johnny hated leaving, but he had to get home or he’d be in trouble. He thanked Mrs Kavanagh for his tea and collected the slops from the kitchen step. The bucket was full to the brim with potato peelings, turnip and carrot tops, stale bread crusts, soured milk and table scraps.


Johnny needed his two hands to carry the bucket before him, and he staggered under the weight as he made his way down the road, occasionally stopping to rest his arms. He made sure to bring the bucket with him into the Mulligans’ kitchen.


‘Mrs Kavanagh asked me to wait for this, Mam,’ he blurted, before she or Mr Mulligan clipped his ear for being late.


Before he could gauge their mood, he spotted a small boy who was not Gerald hovering in the gloom of the kitchen.


‘Take that bucket outside, and show George how to sort out the sheds,’ said Mrs Mulligan. ‘And don’t come back in until I tell you.’


Outside, Johnny stared at the new boy, and George glowered back with hostile eyes. He was slightly taller than Johnny, and under his unruly brown hair he had shrewd, narrow, red-rimmed eyes. ‘Where’s Gerald?’ Johnny asked.


‘Who’s Gerald?’


‘He lives here.’


George shrugged and affected a bored look.


‘Where are you from?’


‘What’s it to you?’ the boy replied sullenly.


It was Johnny’s turn to shrug. He walked off to secure the henhouse, herd the pigs back into their shed and clean the pen. George leaned against the shed wall, out of view of the kitchen window, and did nothing to help.


When Johnny had finished, he sat on the doorstep and waited for Mrs Mulligan to give them tea. It was almost dark when she handed out a slice of bread and dripping to each of them. ‘Stay out of my sight now until yer ready for bed,’ she said.


As she slammed the door, George snatched the bread from Johnny’s hand and ran to the fields with both slices. Johnny legged it after him, but George stuffed the food into him as he ran. He stopped halfway down the potato field when his cheeks were swollen with bread.


Johnny shoved him in the chest, and George staggered back two paces. He opened his mouth to show the half-eaten bread and managed a satisfied grin.


‘Dirty thief!’ Johnny yelled.


George’s expression turned from exuberance to rage.


‘Don’t call me a dirty thief!’ he said, through the mouthful of bread. His eyes were angry slits as he swung at Johnny, who took a blow to his chin. Stumbling back, he lost his balance and landed with a thud in the dirt. George flung himself on Johnny, his face red and twisted with fury, and pummelled him fiercely about the head. ‘What did you call me?’ he yelled, gripping Johnny’s collar with both hands.


Johnny acknowledged defeat. ‘Nothin’!’


‘So who’s the dirty thief then?’


‘No one!’ said Johnny, trying to stave off another blow with his arm.


‘I’ll kick the head offa you,’ said George, clambering back to his feet.


As he turned to go, he booted Johnny hard in his stomach. Johnny lay winded, gasping for breath among the potato furrows. He could taste the warm, salty trickle of blood in his mouth.


His old nemesis Gerald was gone, but it seemed that his life with the new boy was going to be even worse.


The local authorities had responsibility for inspecting foster homes until the boarded-out child was nine years old. Dublin City Council, which was responsible for carrying out the inspections in our area, failed in that respect.


Any ‘child at nurse’ placed with the Mulligans seemed to fall through the cracks. I was aware of other boarded-out children in the Sandyford area, who seemed to have lovely homes. But the children sent to live with the Mulligans suffered years of neglect along with physical and emotional abuse. Food in the house was scarce and of poor quality. Stale bread, wiped with the fat of pork or beef, known as ‘dripping’, was our staple diet.


Gerald Kane, the first boy who was fostered alongside me, was there one day and gone the next. He disappeared from the Mulligans’ house, and I never saw or heard of him again. The second, George Mackessy, who gave me the thumping on the day he arrived, remained with the Mulligans for many years. He died while he was still living there after a fall that left him impaled on a gate on the farm. He was taken to St Columcille’s Hospital in Loughlinstown, where I remember hearing that he suffered for months. His death certificate states he eventually died, aged twelve, of tuberculous meningitis on 2 November 1948 and describes him as a ‘nurse-child’.


I know that poor lad never experienced much nursing while he lived with the Mulligans.
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Fairy Godmother


Mrs Mulligan squinted at the translucent sheet of airmail paper in her hand, and reread it to confirm the words she hadn’t expected to see. She dropped the letter into her lap, and looked at Mr Mulligan in astonishment. ‘Bridie’s coming home!’ she exclaimed, the onionskin paper crackling in her grip. She lived far away in England and didn’t come very often. Her lined face lit up as she turned to Peter: ‘Yer mammy’s coming home for yer thirteenth birthday!’


Bridie’s homecoming sent Mrs Mulligan into a frenzy of spring-cleaning. The boys were instructed to fill the washtub with well water, scrub the linens and old blankets with carbolic soap, then hang them on the washing line that stretched across the yard. Mrs Mulligan said Peter couldn’t be disturbed to help them because he was studying, but Johnny saw him reading comics on his bed as he worked outside the older boy’s bedroom window.


There was a flurry of activity on the day of Bridie’s arrival. Mrs Mulligan wrung the neck of a brown hen and sent Johnny to the local shop to buy a half-pound of currants for a tea cake. Johnny remembered Aunt Bridie from the last time she came, and he wasn’t looking forward to her return.


When Aunt Bridie’s hackney car pulled up, everyone gathered on the front step, and Peter ran out to greet his mother. Her face was thin and pinched under her plain scarf, and her bony frame was discernible even under a buttoned tweed coat.


She held Peter a little away from her, looking him up and down with approval, then pecked him on the cheek. She and the driver lifted a new Raleigh bicycle from the car boot. It was shiny black with a red stripe and had a black carrier on the back. Johnny gasped as she gave it to Peter. He had never dreamed that such a treasure could be given to a boy.


He watched, sick with envy and longing, as Peter rode it up and down Murphystown Road all that day.


‘Don’t let those little hooligans on the road use that bike!’ Bridie warned.


The bike was brought into the kitchen that night for safekeeping, and Johnny devoured it with his eyes. He had never wanted something so much in his life. He gazed at it in wonderment until a sharp whack across the legs from the old man’s stick broke his reverie.


‘You keep your dirty mitts off that!’ Mr Mulligan snapped.


Johnny’s face reddened as everyone glared at him accusingly, and George sniggered.


That night, Johnny lay beside George, too upset to sleep. He listened to the laughter of Peter and the adults in the kitchen. He wondered why his mam and dad didn’t like him. What was he doing wrong? They kept telling him he was a bad boy, and that he was ungrateful, but he didn’t mean to be. He resolved to try harder. He would be so good that they’d like him too, and he fell asleep dreaming of the day when he’d get his own shiny new Raleigh bicycle.


But the next morning Aunt Bridie raged at Johnny and George in the yard. ‘You’re a right pair of useless urchins! You’ve let the place go to rack and ruin. Neither of you is setting foot under this roof again until every weed in that field is cleared! Do you hear me? You’ll sleep in that field until it’s done!’


Johnny started by pulling up the weeds between the broken paving in the yard. George went to the far corner of the field, out of sight of the Mulligans’ kitchen window, where he sat with his back against the beech tree, scraping the soil idly with a twig.


The cat appeared, hunching her back into a high arc, winding her way around Johnny’s bare legs. The white and ginger creature often followed him as he worked around the smallholding. He loved Kitty and considered her his pet, and Mrs Mulligan sometimes let him bring her saucers of milk when Mr Mulligan wasn’t looking.


Johnny laughed as Kitty chased after the trailing ivy he pulled off the wall in the yard. When she tired of the game, she sprang onto the yard wall to clean her ears and whiskers.


Johnny had to work hard to finish cleaning the field. By late afternoon, he was very hungry and tired, but he looked with satisfaction at the vast pile of brambles and weeds for burning. He felt proud of his work. At teatime he turned back to the cottage. George scrambled to his feet and followed him.


Aunt Bridie opened the back door, but her lips were thin and puckered with disapproval. ‘What did you do this morning?’ she demanded, staring at Johnny.


Johnny was confused. ‘I weeded the back, Aunt Bridie.’


‘Liar!’ she said, and slapped him across the face with the flat of her palm.


Johnny raised a hand in shock to his stinging face.


‘What were you doing out here this morning?’ she roared, her face now twisted with rage.


He was terrified and had no idea why she was attacking him. He could see George, shuffling backwards, retreating a safe distance.


‘I weeded, like you told me!’ Johnny wailed.


She clattered him hard across the head, leaving him staggering backwards with the blow.


Old Mulligan nodded appreciatively behind her. ‘It’s time someone put manners on those pups!’ he said.


Bridie’s eyes glittered with malice as she stared at Johnny. ‘You are a bloody little liar, do you hear me? A bloody little liar!’ she yelled, grabbing Johnny by the ear. ‘I saw what you were doing. You were playing with that bloody cat instead of doing what you were told.’


She smacked him hard again and again on his head and across his face, but he twisted free of her clutches and fled, running for the road around the front of the house.


He was devastated. Like most children, he had a natural instinct for justice, and the unfairness of what had happened weighed heavily on him. He tried to earn the same love and attention that Peter got, but whatever he did, he was beaten. He wanted to run far away and never come back.


He tore down Murphystown Road until, blinded by tears, he tripped over the broken kerb around the bus stop. He landed heavily in the dirt, skinning his knees. He bawled even more then, but he didn’t care any more. He continued to howl until a woman’s voice spoke.


‘Do you need help, little boy?’ he heard her say.


He lifted his face from the ground, blinking hard to clear his vision. He recognised the woman as Miss Digby-French, the daughter of the local Church of Ireland clergyman. Old Mulligan used to say that she was ‘very lah-di-dah for an oul spinster of thirty’.


Johnny felt ashamed then for lying on the ground like a baby, and he struggled to his feet, gulping down his sobs. He dragged the sleeve of his jumper across his wet face. He stole a timid glance at the lady’s beige swing coat, her shiny chestnut curls and her blue hat before he lowered his lashes to stare at his boots.


She opened her handbag, took out a white handkerchief and dabbed Johnny’s wet cheeks. Then she licked a corner of the hanky and crouched down to wipe his scratched and bleeding knees. She smiled at him. ‘Now, that’s a bit better, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Do you want to tell me why you’re crying?’


Even through his sobs, he could hear that she spoke differently from anyone else he knew.


‘I played with the cat,’ he blubbered.


‘What’s wrong with playing with the cat?’


‘I was supposed to be weedin’ the back.’


‘I’m sure it’s okay to play with the cat for a while,’ she said. ‘You did some weeding too, didn’t you?’


He hiccuped and nodded, his tearful eyes still downcast.


‘There, you see, you’re a good boy really, aren’t you?’


He nodded again, with another hiccup.


‘Why don’t you keep me company until the bus comes? My name is Miss French, and I live just over there.’


She indicated the pretty two-storey country house called Ashton Lodge just down the road. It had Georgian-paned windows and a well-tended rose garden in front. Johnny had been to the back door of Ashton Lodge many times collecting slops from the housekeeper.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


‘John Cameron, Miss.’


‘I’m very pleased to meet you, John Cameron,’ she said, standing up. Peeling off a white glove, she extended an elegant hand to shake his filthy one. ‘Maybe you’ll come to visit me some time, and we can be friends.’


He nodded shyly. He thought she was very pretty, and he liked how she stroked his hair before boarding the bus. He touched his hair after the bus pulled away, and he hoped he’d see Miss French again.


He didn’t go home again until after dark, when Aunt Bridie gave him another clatter across his head and sent him straight to bed.


It was later that week, as Johnny was collecting slops on the road, when he saw Miss French again, standing at her garden gate.


‘Would you like to come in for tea, John?’ she asked.


Johnny blushed fiercely, but he carefully placed the slops bucket inside the gate. He hoped Miss French wouldn’t notice his dirty feet as he followed her into the house.


The boy glanced around at his surroundings. He saw gleaming dark wood floors and a graceful banister, which curved invitingly to the top of the stairs.


Johnny followed Miss French through an open door. A burnished mahogany piano stood close to flowing claret velvet curtains, which framed the windows. A log fire blazed in a white marble fireplace. An elderly man was sitting in a winged armchair, peering at them over a corner of his newspaper.


‘Father, I’m pleased to introduce Mr John Cameron, who lives with the Mulligan family,’ she said. She sounded, Johnny thought, as if she were introducing royalty.


‘John, this is my father, the Reverend Arthur Digby-French, but you can call him Mr French.’


‘Very pleased to meet you, young man,’ said the minister, then turned to his daughter. ‘Eleanor, darling, please forgive me if I don’t join you both for tea, but I’m feeling the cold in my bones today. I’m going to stay by the fire until your mother comes home.’


The old man seemed pleasant enough, but Johnny was still glad that he was staying where he was.


Miss French led him along a hall lined with gilt-framed paintings, then down a few steps into a large kitchen with a flagstone floor. A fire burned in an open grate, and the dressers were full of pretty china. A long kitchen table and a dozen lath-back chairs dominated the room.


She indicated for Johnny to sit at the table. As she filled the kettle and rinsed the teapot, she enquired after the health of the Mulligans and asked him about school. She sawed off two thick slabs of warm bread from a loaf that was cooling on a rack and plastered them with butter and jam. Johnny was so distracted by the aroma of home-made bread and the sight of the strawberry jam that he found it difficult to answer her questions.


The combination of warm, fresh bread, creamy butter and sweet strawberry jam was like nothing he had tasted before. He didn’t remember ever having such a treat.


He was also in awe of the elegant lady sitting across the table from him, leaning in, smiling, as he tried to steal a glance under his lowered lashes. No adult had ever spent so much time talking to him, and no one had spoken as kindly to him before. Johnny thought it must be the best day of his life.


As he left, Miss French insisted that he must call again, and Johnny smiled with shy delight.


After that day, he dawdled every time he passed her gate in the hope she might invite him in, and he ran to her every time he saw her. The weeks turned into months and Miss French never seemed to grow tired of him. He marvelled that she never scolded or hit him.


‘That’s my John!’ she’d say in delight if he did anything at all, like clear his plate from the table. ‘You’re such a smart boy,’ she’d tell him.


Until then, he’d believed he was stupid because that was what everyone told him.


She gave him the only present he had ever received in his young life: a small stainless-steel harmonica. He treasured that harmonica, which he kept buried deep in his pocket. He took it out only to play when he was sure that no one who might take it from him was around.


Being with Miss French made Johnny feel like he could be somebody. He was too shy to say so, but he thought she was like a magical princess or someone from the stories that the master sometimes read to them at school.


She was like his own fairy godmother, living across the road.


I dread to think what my life would have been like if Miss French hadn’t taken me under her wing. My very survival might have depended on her. Apart from Mr and Mrs Kavanagh, she was the only adult to show me kindness as a child and the only one to lavish attention on me.


A cursory background check would have told the authorities that the Mulligans were eminently unsuitable foster parents. Mr Mulligan was fined several times in the Petty Sessions Courts, at least once for assault on a neighbour, and another for drunkenness or ‘riotous drinking’. He was also taken to court several times for the non-attendance of his children at school for up to forty-one days at a time. The 1911 census lists Thomas Mulligan as illiterate, so he probably hadn’t had much of a childhood himself, but he could never have been described as decent foster-father material.


I think his wife, Margaret Mulligan, was a kinder person. I didn’t live in fear of her, but she didn’t intervene when her husband beat us. In hindsight, she had had a tough life too and was a victim of her husband’s foul temper as much as we were. Whatever few shillings she made taking in foster children old Mulligan squandered on drink, so she must have struggled to keep any food on the table.


I have one vivid recollection of her holding my hand as we were going to Mass on a Christmas morning. That this sticks in my mind suggests that such demonstrations of affection were rare.
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Artane


Johnny suspected that something was afoot on the morning he was told to stay home from school. It was a grey, overcast Wednesday, and he knew it was odd that George was sent to school and he wasn’t. He thought, at first, that they were keeping him home to work in the fields, but Mrs Mulligan insisted that he stay in the house. He knew he’d get a clatter if he asked why, so he shelled the peas, scrubbed the potatoes, washed dishes and said nothing.


Around midday Johnny heard the rumble of a car on the road and ran to the front door to see it go by. It was unusual to see a car at all, so his heart raced with excitement when the big, shiny vehicle stopped outside the cottage. He watched, enthralled, as two tall men in dark coats emerged from it.
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