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Chapter One
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On the day I found my mother gazing into the pantry with an awestruck expression, I thought she was having a vision. It was the year of Our Lady and we lived with the possibility of extraordinary occurrences. I crept in beside her but I saw nothing but the Bird’s custard and Becker’s tea, the yellow and red cocoa box, yellow tins of mustard with a snorting bull, the big bags of flour and sugar and oatmeal, the scarred enamel crock for bread, a vegetable rack with forgotten hundred-year-old vegetables sprouting pale, dainty ferns. ‘What is it?’ I said, and she came out of her trance to whisper, ‘There’s nothing for dinner.’


‘We’ll go to the shops,’ I said.


A bleakness gathered over her, like a crust of ice. She settled into this before she spoke again. ‘I have no money.’ She put her hands on my shoulders and rubbed them lightly. ‘Go upstairs to the bedroom. In the wardrobe you will find your father’s tweed jacket. Look in the pockets and bring me whatever you find.’ She turned away and put her hand over her mouth.


There was a strange, intimate feel to that dampish green cavity. It was as cold as water. I searched in every pocket and brought down what I had found, a tin of Zam-Buk for chilblains and a column torn from a newspaper, headed ‘Situations Vacant’. Mother studied them in silence and then said, ‘Put them back.’ From that day we were poor.
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My mother could have had any man at the drop of a hat. She often said so but we knew it anyway. Father seemed aware that a freak wind had blown the hat in his direction. He could not take his eye off her in case another gust bore it off at a different angle.


Our father was like a shadow on the wall. Sometimes he was a looming shadow that made us walk on tiptoe. Sometimes he seemed like a ghost, hungry for the living. Early on, we sisters tried to catch his attention, but he knew what we could not understand, that we were his rivals, and he always hurried away, impatient to get back to Mother, to break the magic circle that she made with her girls.


We underestimate our years spent in the company of our mothers. We have stolen a woman in her prime and she has someone on whom to reinvent her history. Tunes are printed on the brain and we hum them all our lives. Patterns of speech and prejudices become tendrils that wind in and out of our character, strengthening and obscuring. We love and are loved, a careless tossing back and forth of a ball that we think can never be lost. We live at the very centre of the universe, held up to the sun, shining, beautiful, all-important. And we get to eavesdrop.


‘All the same,’ Mother said to a woman in the street, ‘you should not let yourself go.’


‘Why not?’ The woman was rosy and bedraggled. She had a tribe of children, all beautiful, but with green slime running from their noses. I kept out of their way because from time to time they hit out at one another with their fists.


Mother, glossy in a silver-grey suit and red high heels, said, ‘Think about your husband.’


The woman laughed a great big open-mouthed smile. Thinking about her husband must have been a happy thing. ‘Ah, sure he thinks I’m Scheherazade in a knickers and vest.’


I was three when Mother bought a new handbag. I sat beside her at the dressing table and watched her unwrapping it. First she removed a crunchy, whispery wad of tissue. From secret compartments she fished out little tissue-wrapped gifts – a bevelled mirror in a felt case, a small black comb, a leather purse which snapped shut on overlapping knobs of gilt. She said that buying a new handbag was like making a fresh start in life, so everything that went into it had to be new. There was a glistening new lipstick, a new powder compact, a starched hankie with a basket of flowers embroidered on the corner.


What would become of the old one? The other handbag, which yesterday had been plump and important, now had the sideways, sleeping look of a dead cat on the road. ‘Would you like it?’ She tossed it over indifferently.


I carried the bag everywhere. I hugged it in bed and dragged it to the shops. Bit by bit I added my own personality. One day at Mass I watched the priest arrange his treasures on the altar. Mother was lost in prayer so I slipped into the aisle and spread out the contents of the bag: a grocery list, some letters (which I could not read), a stub of pencil, a powder compact with a balding centre and the faint smell of roses and lemons and of something decomposing, a comb with two teeth missing, a small brown paper bag containing two Scots Clan toffees. There was even a purse with pennies in it, and a miraculous medal. And then my new acquisitions – a pair of Mother’s drawers in a silky pink material, which had been consigned to the polishing press and were smeared with lavender polish; an old grey pillowcase which I sucked on at night for comfort, a hairnet. No one took any notice until the priest held up the host and I held up the powder compact. At once everyone was staring. Mother rushed out of her seat to retrieve me. People looked at her strangely as she gathered up what appeared to be the contents of her handbag.


When Bridie and Kitty went to school I stayed behind with Mother. Until I was four she took me with her when she went for a nap and I lay beneath a lunging green quilt in a sort of suffocated dream, but after that she left me on the front step with a picture book. It was in one of these interludes of timeless boredom that I made my first contact with the outside world. There was a new boy in the neighbourhood. His parents kept having to move house because he was something called a delinquent. He was thirteen, lanky and pale with a slice of dark hair that fell over one eye. He didn’t say anything when he walked in the gate. He just put out a hand and I put out mine.


‘Give us a song,’ Mother coaxed when a neighbour came in to drink tea. I asked them to face the wall and sang the song my friend had taught me. Slowly the women turned around. ‘What is that? What is she saying?’ The visitor’s teacup developed a curious tilt, although she kept smiling, but Mother seemed completely transfixed, not with the urging pride she normally had, but as if someone had come up behind her and put a gun to her head. She laid her hands on me slowly as if to heal me, gripped me very firmly and ran out of the room with me. ‘Where did you learn that?’


‘From my friend,’ I wailed.


‘Who is this friend?’ She seemed demented. ‘Don’t ever have anything to do with strangers,’ she said when I told her.


The boy’s family moved again. I waited on the step until I could no longer remember why I was waiting. One day I was going to the toilet and I saw a crack of light coming from the maid’s room. Green light came in from the trees and field outside and green darkness came up from the lino. The room always had an air of expectancy. I went in, closed the door behind me and sang the song he had taught me. But I couldn’t remember the words. I could only recall the tune.


A thin woman with thin red hair in a bun came to whisper with my mother. Mother was not sociable, for she had no small talk, but people in trouble sought her out because you could say anything and she would just sit and smoke her cigarettes. The woman had brought her son. Mother put us at the kitchen table with crayons and paper, but no one introduced us. ‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘I am your prince,’ he said, ‘and you are my princess.’ The same lavish sense of satisfaction I had known with The Delinquent, and which I had forgotten, lapped around me. He drew a prince and a princess on a piece of paper. Every day we sat together while his mother delivered the instalments of her crisis. I can still remember the thick aura of pleasure that surrounded us. We owned a small cloud of tingling air. In due course the woman’s crisis ended and we only saw her now and again. The boy was older than me and had found some other life, school or other boys. I don’t think I minded. Like a cake it had been there and now it was eaten.


Our house was a women’s house. The visiting men were an entertainment and an education. As a mother cat hunts mice to show her kittens how to hunt, Mother wanted to demonstrate to us the skills necessary for enslaving men. I only ever remember one other boy coming into the house. His father had died and he was left to play with me while his mother went to work. Because there were no boys in the family, Father had made us girls leather holsters and bought us toy guns to go with them. We were the only girls on the street with guns and we loved them. When Mother gave one to the orphaned boy, he seemed not to have any idea what it was. I loaded it up with caps and fired it and he burst into tears.


‘What would you like?’ Mother asked him.


‘A sheet,’ he said.


Every morning he dressed up very carefully in the sheet, covering his head and as much of his clothing as possible. For the rest of the day he played alone with a doll’s tea set made of tin and a little green wooden dresser Father had made to go with it. I sat for hours on the red-tiled floor, staring at him in fascination. ‘What are you?’ I asked him. ‘Are you a boy?’ There was a brief pause in the faint clanking of crockery. ‘I am a nun.’









Chapter Two
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The year our money ran out, the whole country was like a carnival. Marian Year, which was to whip up a frenzy of fervour for The Blessed Virgin, clashed with a great national festival called An Tostal. Out of doors people rehearsed for the country’s biggest ever May procession, which would have 15,000 people, several bands, fifty flower girls and a decorated statue of the Mother of God borne by forty members of the Legion of Mary. Across the rooftops came the drone of hymns and prayers mangled through a megaphone, while public address systems belted out melodeon music for Irish jigs. Flags and floral garlands embellished lamp standards and public buildings.


It was actually the first anniversary of An Tostal, which had been launched with great fanfare the year before to welcome returned emigrants. The focal point was the Bowl of Light, a triumphal flame which was to burn forever on O’Connell Bridge, but after several days a drunk pitched it into the Liffey, and the monumental plinth which remained was christened The Tomb of the Unknown Gurrier. That might have been the end of the matter, but 1954 was an election year and politicians needed to distract from the dazzle of the Queen of Heaven, so the festival was reinstated with a nine foot candle, which was to glimmer outside the Mansion House for three months.


In fact all the emigrants seemed to be going the other way, and life was hard for those who stayed behind. In a Dublin court three children charged with stealing Oxo and Bisto wept as their mother begged for them to be taken into care, for she could not support them. A widowed bus driver, also in tears, told the judge that his children, who had been placed in an industrial school in Kilternan, were starving and covered in lice and boils and would be dead within a month. Small paragraphs daily reported deaths by gassing. Our father read out these items at mealtimes. Perhaps it was to let us feel the climate of misfortune. He never said anything about our money running out. People like us did not talk about money. Even when Mother finally confessed that she had nothing with which to buy the dinner, I kept quiet, although my head swarmed with questions. I just crawled under the shelves of the larder into a recessed space where things were always rolling away and came out with a clutch of old potatoes, wizened and sprouting spindly white legs. Mother found a few eggs and milk and a heel of cheese. These were assembled into a recipe called Swiss Eggs. With the potatoes fried into chips it was eaten by the family without comment and my mother smiled across the table as if the crisis was past.


But the next day, there it was again. Bridie and Kitty went to school but Mother kept me back. We held the guilty secret between us now. ‘I have to go,’ I told her. ‘I have been picked as a flower girl for the May procession.’ She ignored this, for she did not like to think of me growing up and having an outside life. ‘God will understand. Today we will pray and we will polish the hall.’ She put on a pair of old slacks and got out the rags and a tin of Lavendo. She even rolled back the runner of red carpet to shine the tawny lino. ‘Look at that,’ she said. Bedded into a silt of old polish was a shilling. Its dull silver glinted in the waxy pink like a trout under water. Mother felt sure it was a miracle. ‘If you trust in God He will never desert you,’ she proclaimed with certainty.


The day after, we searched the back of the sofa and under beds for stray pennies. I investigated the remaining packs in the pantry and came out with some rice, an old onion, tomato ketchup and paprika. I had to go to school then, for this was the day on which we were to rehearse for the procession. The flower girls wore white dresses and scattered petals from little baskets, and everyone knew they were the nuns’ chosen pets. Other mothers would be up all night, stitching gowns, ironing ribbons, whitening sandals, baking hair into ringlets, but Mother took no notice of anything that happened outside the home.


At this point, being a flower girl was the most important thing in my life. Mother used to tell me she called me Rose because I looked like a rose, and there were photographs to prove it. But I knew I wasn’t really a Rose any more. People said I looked intelligent and whispered at me not to smile for the camera. My skin had turned sallow and my hair was shading down to string. I had grown too tall and my lanky size emphasised Mother’s smallness and delicacy. I was a thin girl with mousy plaits and my front teeth were crooked, but I guessed from films and advertisements that glamour came from the outside and had only to be put on. I looked hopefully in the wardrobe but there was nothing except my old Communion frock. I had grown a lot in the last year, so I put a slip under it with the lace coming down underneath. It was too tight under the arms. I covered it with a long pullover belonging to Bridie.


Sister Brigid lined up her four pet girls and Mother Archangel came to inspect them. She walked around us several times, watching me balefully out of the side of her little grey eye, and then she roosted beside Sister Brigid and leaned her head on one side. ‘Not her! She’s a disgrace.’


‘Mexican rice,’ Mother said defiantly as she spooned out the slimy pink mess on to our plates. My father ate it all up with a look of misery, but Bridie and Kitty dragged their forks through the rice so that the strands of onion clung like maggots. ‘There’s nothing in it!’ they said. Mother began to cry. ‘Eat it!’ Father said furiously, and at once the two older girls began to weep as well. I had saved up my shame, but now I too burst into tears and blurted out what the Reverend Mother had said. Everyone looked shocked. I expected sympathy but Mother flew into a rage. ‘Why must you make a disgrace of me? There are plenty of clothes if you would take the trouble to put them on. I spend half my life washing and ironing.’


I went upstairs to try and find something to wear that would not disgrace my mother, but each thing I tried on looked worse than the last. From the window I watched my sisters leave for school. A creak and a sigh from the next room said that my mother had gone to bed. She went to bed a lot now. She wore a hairnet and sometimes did not bother with make-up. I hadn’t noticed until now, but our beautiful mother was no longer glamorous. The lack of money, even the withdrawal of my role in the May procession, suddenly seemed less alarming than the loss of the only person we knew who could pass on the secrets of female allure.


The street was thickly wrapped in silence. The red-brick houses were like ships sunk to the bottom of the sea and forgotten there. Although we had lived in the same street all our lives, we knew nothing of the real lives of people inside those houses. I stayed where I was, reading an old copy of the Evening Mail. At the bottom of the letters page was a column called ‘About Dogs’, with a small box giving details of dogs lost and found. The people who wrote in did not only describe their colour and breed, but little aspects of their personality, how they were loyal or hungry or fretting. When I read it it always made me cry. There were birds lost too. People who lived in single rooms kept budgerigars. Two thousand escaped every year from their cages and flew out of open windows. Most starved to death, although a few were found, but they were in the ‘Lost and Found’ column. No one ever mentioned cats.









Chapter Three
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We woke to the sound of stampeding hooves and crashing glass, as Max the milk horse thundered down the street, hurrying to those houses where he got a treat. As our supplies ran out, Father forbade us to feed the horse, so we listened guiltily until the swaying crates and clashing bottles passed on. Then one day he would not leave, so we sneaked out with bread and sugar and found our cheerful Milkie on the step in tears. ‘The dairy’s going electric,’ he blurted out. ‘They want to give me a van.’


It took a few seconds for the significance of this to sink in. ‘What about Max?’


He heaved a great sigh and his shoulders shook. ‘Max is for the knacker’s yard.’


We ran out to the horse. Max accepted the delicacy and gazed ahead with a dreamer’s eye on the next handout, and Mother brought Milkie in for tea.


‘That horse and I have been together for fourteen years,’ he said. ‘I’ve handed in my notice. I won’t hang around for this so-called progress.’


‘Nor will we,’ Mother said indignantly, ‘for we are emigrating to New Zealand.’


We were still stunned by the news about Max. Mother noticed our new astonishment, so she repeated her announcement very calmly, as if it was a perfectly normal thing. ‘We are going to New Zealand. For a fresh start.’


What became of our money? It must have gone somewhere. No one ever said. For a long time we had been better dressed than other people and owned the only car on the street, and then we grew shabby like everyone else.


But we weren’t like everyone else, because we had Father. It was a part of his nature that as soon as he got over a disappointment, he began to see it as an opportunity. The disaster that had made us poor had turned into a stroke of fortune that would lead us to a new land with decent prospects. Nothing could hold us back except the house and as soon as it was sold we would be transported to this sunlit place where we would have a damn fine future. At school we became celebrities. Children whose parents’ died or who were to emigrate were always fussed over by the nuns, and we were given inscribed holy pictures to take with us to our new life. When a man came and hammered a ‘For Sale’ sign into our neat front lawn, a moment of terror was replaced by jubilant relief, as if he had plunged a stake through the heart of a vampire.


We lived between the mountains and the city in a terrace that faced another terrace. Around the corner were more red-brick houses and the next corner proved that the whole world was made of red brick. Terrace ran into terrace, still and silent as rusting trains. Half a mile away a lively village suddenly appeared, with shops, a cinema, a chipper, a school, a church, a synagogue. The fronts of our houses were modestly decorative, with pointed brick, mosaic porches and bay windows. The backs showed grey concrete, snaking waste pipes and string clotheslines where limp underwear dripped. There were occasional signs of life in the street, a little dog that barked and barked, a cherry tree billowing over black railings. Lace curtains masked the eye of neighbour watching neighbour. Because of the neighbours we were never allowed to do anything. We could not stand on our heads or play in the street or fight with each other. When Bridie was small she was chased by a dog. ‘What was it like?’ Mother asked, and Bridie, lost for comparison, exclaimed with dread, ‘It had a face like a neighbour!’ Most of our neighbours were bachelors and spinsters. They had lived in the houses all their lives and no one had found their way through the maze of terraces to rescue them.


We got a fright when we looked at a map and found out how far away New Zealand was. What was it like? As we drove to an expensive shop in the city to buy clothes for our new life we suddenly grew anxious and began to pester father with questions.


‘Hush!’ Father cautioned. ‘We are approaching traffic lights.’ He was wary of this new invention. But Mother had a brochure which she produced as calmly as if it was for a holiday by the sea. There were round thatched houses and barrier reefs, exotic birds and modern business developments. If it wasn’t for the traffic lights we would have pointed out that the people in the pictures wore little or no clothing, but Father wanted us to make a good impression in our new life. He had borrowed money to take us to the Silk Mills in Dorset Street. I got a yellow dress in American poplin. We were brought to Clarks for gleaming new sandals. Disappointingly, Father whipped us off the machine where the saleswoman placed us to test the fit of the shoes, for he did not trust anything that showed up the green skeleton of your feet. Mother shopped as if she was going on a cruise – a boldly striped jersey top, smart linen slacks and a cream beret, little gold slippers, a silk dress with a pattern of roses.


Father said that there would be no shortage of takers for our house, as it was a good address. He was partly right, for plenty of people showed an interest. The shortage was of money. When the first purchaser failed to come up with the price of the house, it was offered for a lower sum. Again it was snapped up but no payment appeared.


‘There is a shop for sale in the village,’ Mother said. ‘We could set up our own business and live overhead.’


‘People like us do not go into trade,’ he stated with finality.


He told his parents that we had nothing to eat. Granny Rafferty sent home the little grey skeleton of a chicken. ‘The children can pick on it and the bones will make a good soup,’ she promised.


Bridie knocked on the house of our next-door neighbours, the Misses Cornelia, and said we were hungry. Miss Queenie asked us in and gave us glasses of very sour home-made lemonade and a plate of plain biscuits called ‘Nice’ with grains of sugar on the surface. When she invited us to have a ‘Nees’ biscuit, we thought this was a polite, Protestant pronunciation of ‘nice’. Miss Jude entered with a mottled silver dish of pancakes. They were thick and burnt and they were cold. There was nothing to put on them but lumpy sugar which would not come out of its glass shaker. Hungry as we were, none of us could eat more than one of them. The old ladies watched us guiltily as they gobbled their way through the big pile of pancakes. Something struck me about the manner in which they ate, but it wasn’t until I was lying hungry in bed that night that I realised what it was. They were as poor and hungry as we were.


‘Go and talk to George Bates,’ Mother pleaded. ‘George will find you something.’


George and Alma Bates were the richest people we knew. They owned an advertising agency and had no children of their own, so they always brought free samples from clients when they came to visit. George was in love with Mother and we girls loved Alma, who was kind and smart, but Father had mixed feelings. ‘You cannot ask me to go cap in hand to the sort of people who take afternoon tea in the Gresham,’ he complained bitterly.


But he did go and George nodded in gloomy sympathy as we girls explored a big round tin of English sweets called Quality Street. ‘Bit of promotional work – how does that sound?’


Father conceded that it sounded fine, until he discovered that the work of illustrating publicity leaflets was being offered to Mother. ‘We will all be in the gutter before any wife of mine goes out to work,’ he promised.


A parcel was sent by rich cousins, dresses with smocking, pleated skirts, woollen twin sets, a green coat with velvet buttons and a hood lined with velvet. Mother knelt to button me into this coat. ‘You look like a little woodland fairy,’ she said, and then, clutching the lapels as if she felt faint, she said, ‘Oh, I hate these clothes. They were bought for another little girl.’
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When food ran out again, Mother went to bed. It was what she always did when she could not face life. Father pawned his camera and declared that it was the last straw, but it was not. The last straw was when Dusty had kittens. Every so often our black cat would dump a mousy brood on some haphazard perch like a chair or a shelf, from which they plopped off on to the floor. At once she deserted them, scurrying off with her sagging nipples while they screwed up their blind eyes and showed fishlike teeth in irritation, but she always galloped back and fell exhausted into her bed in a cardboard box in time to feed them. For a while we played with them and then they disappeared. We never thought about it. This time the sight of so many mouths to feed was too much for Father. He gathered up the kittens and crammed them into a wooden box. While they were adjusting to this new environment on wobbling, worried legs, he seized the lid, slammed it down and held it with his knee, as if the box contained a panther. From inside came little baffled, muffled, irksome squeaks and small squiffly sounds as he commenced to nail down the lid. At first Dusty squirmed around our legs, wailing, and then she sat on the blue dresser, with her ears slightly flattened and her face like a wise old woman, hunched with knowledge. ‘Mother!’ Bridie cried. ‘Mother!’ She thundered upstairs to the bedroom. She came down slowly, reluctantly. ‘Mother is resting,’ she said, although it seemed unlikely that anyone could rest with such a noise going on. We stood around, quite silent, with jumping hearts, convinced that the terrifying trick would have some reassuring ending. At one point he lowered the hammer very gently and looked around and said, ‘You girls know nothing of life. I pray God it will always be so.’ He raised the weapon again and struck the box such a blow that the wood began to splinter. Then he put the box full of tiny, rising wails beneath his arm and went off in the car and came back an hour later without it.


‘A small dog is being cared for at present. It followed boys. It is a type with hair falling down over its eyes. It seems to be fretting.’









Chapter Four
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Our milk now came in a three-wheeled electric float which sighed slowly down the road. The new milkman had a sad face and oily black hair. We called him Norman Wisdom, but we hardly ever saw him because Max had been our alarm clock. We were used to waking to the thunder of hooves. Now we slept in and were late for school.


‘He has gone!’ Mother shook us gently awake as the milk van wistfully exhaled down the road.


‘Max!’ I sat up, imagining there might have been a notice of his death in the paper.


‘No, your father.’


‘He left without us!’ Bridie accused. She was thinking of New Zealand.


‘Your father has taken the boat to England to look for work.’


We struggled into our clothes, but Mother detained us. ‘There is no need to go to school. Let’s make a big pot of tea and go back to bed.’


‘Why didn’t he say goodbye?’ we asked.


‘He would not have liked you to see him cry.’


We were relieved not to have to go to school. As the plan of emigration faded, our fame subsided and we had sunk into a sort of quiet disgrace, as if we had been caught cheating. Mother turned the clocks to the wall. The ordinary routine of housework was abandoned and she marshalled us for grand tasks – scrubbing the kitchen tiles and polishing them with Cardinal Red, black-leading the stove. After a few days she got bored with cleaning. ‘Leave the rest of the little insects in their corners,’ she instructed. ‘When Padre Pio was building his church he ordered the workers not to harm a single living creature, no matter how small.’ She disappeared into the drawing room to paint a picture.


‘What are we to do?’ Without the normal routine of meals, the days seemed the wrong shape for school.


‘You girls come from a long line of very gifted people, artists and musicians,’ Mother instructed. ‘You will be creative.’


Bridie went off and played the piano. She had not played before, but after a day or two the house was full of her stirring renditions of ragtime jazz. The music seemed not to have been learnt, but stored up inside her. Kitty and I lay on the floor and made cramped drawings in our jotters. After five minutes we used the results to disturb Mother.


A letter arrived from Father with a pound inside. Mother put it in her bag and led us out to the hardware shop.


‘Black emulsion?’ the assistant queried.


‘Why do men always think that women are incapable of knowing their own minds?’ she said.


We watched in admiration mixed with trepidation as she dipped her brush into the black paint and swept an arc of pitch across Father’s sedate colour arrangement of cream and green on the kitchen wall. ‘Me! Let me!’ Bridie took the brush, and standing on tiptoe, and with great concentration, sketched a huge black cat, leaving holes for his eyes, so that the cream shone through.


‘Me! Me!’ Now Kitty and I jumped up and down. Mother stood back and breathed in our vandalism and talent. She did not interfere until the wall was covered in scribbles, and then she took the brush and painted on very calmly in measured strokes, standing on a chair for the high bits, until the entire surface was smoothly black. The sun was setting as we sat to eat. Our great bout of spring-cleaning had run out before we reached the windows. Creatures still wove and scuttled safely in corners and the light of heaven was poured softly through a gauze of dust. It leaked in amber patches on to the big black wall. We could not take our eyes off the wall, which was slowly sucking in its patches of wet. These seemed to shimmer and trickle like dark patches of blood before vanishing into the dull surface. As the paint dried, the light died. We had painted out the light, and by our very act of defiance, we had painted out our father. Guilty and worn out, we went to bed.


In the morning, Mother was up early, sketching a huge sun on the wall. ‘Women have such little lives,’ she slapped her hands together to disperse the chalky dust, ‘expected to do the small, unrewarding chores that must be done again tomorrow, to turn their talents to niggling skills like embroidery. No wonder there are so few great women artists. You girls are to express yourselves without restraint. We will have our own school here in the kitchen.’


‘What will we learn?’ Bridie took a potato cake from the pan and ate it from a fork.


‘You will learn to be unconfined.’


Every day we drew huge houses and girls and dogs and sometimes whole towns. At night we slept in Mother’s bed and in the morning she told us stories. All of her stories concerned beautiful girls who had been locked away, or married against their will, and how they managed to escape. As we snuggled under the green quilt, like a single piece of requited flesh, we did not know that a part of us had flown away. The stories implanted in us a longing for a world outside and for some magic that would take us there.


In our house the post was usually bad news and it was a surprise when Mother came into the kitchen in great excitement, waving an envelope. ‘A cheque,’ she said.


‘From Father?’


‘No. I sold some illustrations to a magazine. Let’s go and celebrate. We could go and see Alicia Markova dance at the Theatre Royal. Would you like that?’


‘I’d like to go to school,’ Bridie said treacherously.


‘School?’ Mother was hurt and amazed.


‘You said we would learn to be unconfined. We are confined,’ she protested. ‘You want to keep us with you and shut out the rest of the world.’ Kitty and I ignored her and went on scratching at the wall with our chalks, but I knew by the way Kitty ignored her that she would follow Bridie.


‘You stay with me,’ Mother begged as I watched the older girls go off without me.


‘Can I have a dog?’ I bargained, but Mother said that Father would not like it and offered instead to open up the maid’s room for me to play in.


To relieve the boredom I made sandwiches of bread and golden syrup, broke them up and threw them on the sloping roof outside the maid’s room window. Flocks of gulls swooped down. They watched me sideways out of doleful yellow eyes and their beaks worked back and forth in silent perplexity as the syrup glued them together. A fat tabby chased them off and rolled about, eyed by a solitary tom. He stalked towards her and slowly began stroking her with a paw. I was completely mesmerised but I felt I should not be watching. There was a tension between the cats but a tenderness too. The tabby rolled on her back and made little mews. After a long time she got on to her feet and crouched and the tom crept up behind her. ‘Dirty cats! Dirty cats!’ came a frenzied shriek from Miss Marmion next door, who had also been watching.


We were in bed one morning when we heard the front door opening all by itself and then someone came in. We froze, thinking it must be a burglar, but it was Father. Mother’s jaw dropped in surprise and he burst into tears. He looked very tired and shabby. He had been gone a month. ‘Could you get no work?’ she asked in fright.


‘Yes, there was work,’ he said. ‘But I could not exist without you.’


The ‘For Sale’ sign came down from the house. As if the house really was a vampire, Mother soon grew pale and weary again and took to bed. Father padded around guiltily, bringing her cups of tea. He occupied himself in painting the kitchen wall back to its original colour and pottered in the maid’s room. For a time he was subdued and then he began to whistle. ‘I’ve had a thought,’ he mentioned mildly. He showed Mother a notice he had drafted in his beautiful copperplate handwriting: ‘Room for a single lady. Twelve shillings per week. (Only 3d fare to the Pillar.)’


‘What has this room to do with us?’ Mother queried.


‘We have a perfectly good room which is not used. Twelve shillings would go a long way towards paying the grocery bills.’


‘Which room?’ Mother wondered uneasily. She did not mention the money she had earned in his absence.


A rustling sort of silence followed when he said it was to be the maid’s room, for the room was too small for any real person to live in, and it had bars on the window, and it belonged to Josephine.


‘People we have never met in our lives before. We could be harbouring criminals. What about the children?’ Mother looked to us for support, but we began to be excited at the thought of the maid’s room coming to life again, with an interesting person in it.


‘A lady,’ father coaxed. ‘Some refined person. These are hard times. Some very nice women have to make their way in the world.’


‘I do not like the thought of strangers under my roof.’ Mother was still reluctant but Father’s tone had changed. ‘We could go to the pictures on our own. There would be someone to keep an eye on the girls. It will be like the golden era before the children were born.’









Chapter Five
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‘I once moved out of your father’s bedroom for a whole week.’ From the time I was born my mother talked to me as if I was another woman. She had a slightly racy and bitter air when talking about men, and from an early age I could taste this other side of life, sharp and exciting, like a stolen apple. ‘We had a tiff, so I took you and went off to the maid’s room. That soon brought him to his senses.’


Even at two or three I could imagine the sense of shock. Mothers and fathers belonged together like knives and forks. But it wasn’t the row that impressed me. It was the sense of adventure. Mother talked of this episode as if she had sailed over Niagara in a barrel. And the maid’s room! That belonged to Josephine. The vague, uneasy excitement that brewed up whenever Josephine was mentioned was now only an aftershock, like a dog twitching in its dreams. ‘What happened to Josephine?’ I pestered my sisters. Josephine had taken care of Bridie and Kitty when they were small. She sang to them and bathed them in the kitchen sink.


‘You were born.’


As far back as I can recall everyone in the house seemed to start each sentence with ‘Remember … ?’ ‘Remember the rose garden?’ When Bridie was a baby she fell into the roses and crawled into the kitchen covered in blood. It had been a shock to Father to have a girl. In fact Bridie was as good as any boy, strong and handsome, with radiant blue eyes and cinnamon curls. In spite of himself, Father adored her. The pride he had saved up for his son became a vengeful, protective ardour for Bridie. A son was an achievement but girls were like money, they had to be saved. When the roses hurt her he advanced with his shears and hacked away until there was nothing but bare earth. He filled in the borders with the white limestone chips used to keep weeds away from neglected graves.


Kitty came along and Father, peering into the parcel of his family life, was disappointed to find that there were no boys. Kitty was frail and fey, with plaits thin and pale as woven stalks of corn. If Bridie wanted to be a boy, Kitty wanted to be an Amazon. She practised body-building exercises and attempted judo. She saw herself as an avenger of the weak. By the time she started school she was a champion of justice and stony-faced opponent of brutal teachers, but at two she was tiny and unworldly and had a spirit companion in the garden. ‘Remember the Little Man?’ It was the Little Man I missed the most, although I never met him. No one did. Kitty would come in from the grave chippings in the garden with one fist tightly closed. ‘What have you there?’ Mother would prise open her fist and find a tiny car, a marshmallow fish. ‘Where did you get that?’ ‘The Little Man gave it to me,’ she always said. Mother, fiercely sheltering, peered out over the neighbouring walls, ran into the back lane. He gave her presents, tiny metal cows or sweets, sometimes wicked things, a needle or scissors. My mother could not bear it and questioned the neighbours, gentle single ladies on either side. No one could have entered from the lane, for the gate was locked at all times and the wall was fanged with lumps of glass.


It seemed to me that the other family members had arrived early and got the best seats. When they said the rosary, I sat in a corner and sucked mud from the soles of my pink boots. Before I understood the words I felt as if we were on a little raft sailing on an endless sea with no land in sight. Glorious mysteries. Joyful mysteries. Sorrowful mysteries. But there were no new mysteries.


For a time, Gram Lambert had lived in the maid’s room, with her black bag which she would not let out of her sight. ‘What’s in there?’ Bridie and Kitty said when they saw her gobbling from the bag. ‘Skins,’ she said. ‘Potato skins.’ From then on they would follow her everywhere, begging mournfully, ‘Skins, Mama Lambert.’ After she wet the bed she was sent away to live with Auntie Brenda.


There was even a dog once, but she died before I got there. Mavis didn’t like male dogs but they liked her so much that one sprang over the six-foot garden wall. Father filled a sack with bottles and attacked the contents with a hammer. He iced the wall with wet cement and then selected the most juicily jagged morsels of glass from his sack. Mother and the girls watched from behind the apple tree. Mother, already pregnant with me, said she wondered peacefully if he was mad and might some day take the hammer to herself. When I was born, Father reacted like a dog to the family cat. Mother, with no diplomacy at all, fell in love with me the day I was born and everyone was scandalised by the lip-smacking that went on under their noses. She forgot about Kitty. ‘What have you got there?’ she said months later, seeing Kitty with white face and clenched fist. ‘Did the Little Man give it to you?’


‘What little man?’ Kitty said coldly. When Mother went to get my bottle, Kitty leaned over the pram and opened her fist, emptying white limestone chips into my open mouth.


My sisters made it their business to dispose of me. Tea leaves, buttons, fruit stones were forced down my throat, knitting needles were poked at me. I beamed worshipfully at the big girls and shat bric-à-brac.
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One day on the street, I discovered the mystery of Josephine. Mother and a neighbour were talking about a terrible thing: a girl gone on the boat to England to have a baby.


‘That happened to our Josephine,’ Mother whispered. ‘And I have been left without a girl ever since.’


‘Wouldn’t you wonder at unmarried women?’ Their voices dropped and my hearing sharpened. ‘It’s not a thing you would do for fun.’


‘Some of these country girls are built like canals. They could take a barge.’









Chapter Six
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As the last of our food ran out, our first lodger appeared. It was a fine April and the air sat like Turkish delight over our solid houses. There was a vague powdery dustiness where midges twanged and the damp air was sucked up into cloud. The dark brick was fired with a desert glow as hymns to Our Lady rose above the rooftops. Jealously, the politicians struck back with the nation’s biggest ever pageant of St Patrick, with a cast of 1,700 and a massed choir of four hundred voices. In the distance, in some less respectable suburb than ours, an ice-cream van played ‘Greensleeves’ over and over. The notes plopped like water over stones and there was the feeling that in another part of that pink light people were out of doors, dancing. We weren’t allowed to go anywhere. Our house was a harem but the stillness was now charged with waiting. We had lured some part of the outside world to ourselves.


Our tenant was Selena Taylor. Father had picked her for her name, which sounded smart but stern. He loved Mother but his ideal woman was a more severe sort of beauty. For years he had worshipped Ingrid Bergman from afar, until she cheapened herself with a married man and gave birth to twin girls. It would be another, untouched Miss Bergman who would come under our roof.


We girls kept watch on the landing, which got a faint, volcanic glow from the pebbled amber glass in the hall door. The Black Museum drifted up from the wireless so that the first shrill of the doorbell struck us like the thrust of a dagger. Father left off playing Chopin on the piano and went to answer the door to the woman who was to change our lives, whose train we would step on to pick up stardust. There was a lady in a felt pillbox and barathea coat in princess line with a Peter Pan collar. On her arm was an imitation ostrich handbag.


‘Miss Taylor!’ he greeted courteously, but she gave a little rueful smile and said she feared not, but hoped she could count on his vote for Fine Gael. He took her leaflet and crept back to the piano. Then, after a pause, there was a little hesitant, dribbling ring, and this time we clattered down the stairs.


‘Lovely yevening,’ Miss Taylor said. She laughed anxiously. Her arms in a donkey-brown suit looked like bent metal pipes.


‘Yevening,’ I explored, under my breath.


‘Meanie,’ she laughed.


‘Miss Selena Taylor?’ Father had emerged once more from the drawing room. He looked over the cheap suit, her worn, timid face and curly hair pressed like limp Persian lamb close to her face. Cardboard showed through the frayed edges of her suitcase.


She laughed apologetically when he told her to come in. We wanted to know the weight of her case and hoped to see the contents later, so we offered to carry it, but she said ‘No’ in a shocked but timid way which suggested that she considered us children to be her social superiors. She put down her case and began to rummage in a big brown bag like a nun’s carryall. She pulled out a note and a fistful of change. ‘I’ll pay in advance,’ she tried, to give herself some advantage, but Father felt that she was putting one over on him, securing the room before he had offered it. ‘In an envelope on the hall table.’ He pointed stiffly.


‘An envyelope,’ she echoed forlornly, and put the money back in her bag. Mother didn’t even appear from the kitchen. She had been waiting for some fanfare that hadn’t come. Father showed Miss Taylor the room, which had been livened up with haphazard curtains in a pattern of leaves, green and grey on black. A cupboard was set in a corner for utensils and on top of this was a tiny gas ring cooker. Into the fireplace was fitted a hissing gas fire. Through the bars on the window you could see the tops of apple trees and a green field, other people’s lines of washing and rooftops thistled with tom cats. Father’s voice had an oddly hectoring tone as he told her when she could use the bathroom and the change required for the gas meter. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’


‘Should I take her a cup of tea?’ Mother wondered when he came downstairs. ‘I was going to ask her down.’


‘There is no need to trouble yourself,’ he said. Clearly he felt deceived. He had forgotten that it was our tenant’s rent money that was going to redeem us and had come to believe that it was her presence that would uplift us. Miss Taylor must have heard him, for she stood a long time with the door open and then closed it softly. We waited on the landing. We wanted to sniff the bathroom after her visit, to smell her soap or bath cubes, or, most rewarding of all, to see her corset pegged on to the little line that had been hung over the bath for her convenience. Sooner or later she must come out to fill the kettle. At night, a devil lived on the landing. It occupied a thick sphere about three feet in diameter, and when you entered it, you could not breathe. If a drunk old man spat on the ground and an insect was trapped in it, it might feel like that. We thought that in the day the devil lived in the bureau, a large wardrobe which Father kept on the landing and where he kept private papers. We waited until it grew dark and we felt the devil’s breath. No seam of light leaked out beneath her door to save us. I imagined her inspecting the yellow teacups and pulling open the wardrobe with its slightly battered hangers. She might try the bed and look out of the window through the bars, watching the green leaves of the apple tree turn black and silver. She would pull the curtains then, and light the gas fire, pull up a chair and mottle her knees. But our ears were attuned to sounds and we would have known if any of this had taken place. She seemed too large for the silence, like a ship inside a bottle, and at last it was broken with a burning cry: ‘Oh, Mammy!’


We thundered down the stairs, heedless that she might hear, and into the dimly lit paradise of the kitchen. Mother poured tea but before we were allowed to drink it Father warned us gravely: ‘Girls, if you wish to make an impression on the world, never go without a hat. A woman without a hat is not a lady.’
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Within a month we had almost forgotten about Miss Taylor. All we saw of her was the brown envelope which she placed on the hall table every Friday. The twelve shillings rent did not go very far with eggs at two shillings a dozen, and rashers three and fourpence a pound, but it renewed Father’s self-esteem, and he resolved to get his camera back from the pawn and start a photographic service for communions, weddings and fixtures.


With my ninth birthday came a warning from Father that there would be no more birthday parties. Secretly, I was relieved. I didn’t like having to share my birthday cake with strange children. Then came the exciting news that I could have a solo treat of my own choosing, so long as it did not cost more than two and sixpence. ‘Afternoon tea in the Gresham Hotel,’ I decided at once.


‘We must wear a hat,’ I told Mother. Mother hated hats but she produced from the top of her wardrobe a strange, shiny nest made from black feathers which swept down over her forehead. I was allowed to borrow the solemn Panama hat that had been bought for Kitty’s confirmation.


The gold-framed doors were swept aside by a uniformed porter and we sat in soft armchairs at a circular table covered in snowy linen. Our food was brought on tiered plates which the waitress carried with a kind of swing: the tiny crustless sandwiches with different fillings, scones the size of fruit drops and silver spoons for dotting them with jam and whipped cream, complicated little doll-sized cakes, pastry boats filled with fluted cream, fairy cakes with winged tips nesting in jam, eclairs, cakes that were topped with icing or rolled in nuts. Ladies plump and soft as goosedown smiled at me indulgently, and a wattled pianist made astonishing ripples on a huge, gleaming piano like a cruise ship. My parents often warned me not to stare at other people, but how could one not stare when a hole appeared in the dull landscape of one’s world and a foreign country showed through.


The weather turned wet and the flags of An Tostal sagged and dripped. Then summer came, and with it a summons from old Aunt Midge, who was really Father’s aunt. She instructed us to bring buckets and basins. We assumed she needed the house cleaned and dressed in our oldest clothes. When we arrived she complained to Mother, ‘Your children look like tinkers.’ None of the women on Father’s side of the family liked Mother. They were plain women and believed that pretty women were no good. Then she broke the joyful news that she needed someone to pick the fruit in the orchard as her brother was away playing desperadoes.


Uncle Bernard was an inspector for the post office. Upset by a series of unsolved robberies on the mail train, he had himself tied into a mailbag with holes for his eyes and his summer was spent crouched inside it, travelling up and down each day, waiting for the thief. We liked Uncle Bernard. He was easily recognisable, like a character in a story book, from his sagging jowls and trousers to the marbled pinkness of his head, from his gravel voice to the way he turned aside to squirt soda into his brandy, as if it was an activity akin to peeing. Aunt Midge, however, did not like him. The unmarried brother and sister had not spoken to one another for many years. In spite of their ill-humour, their garden was the very opposite of ours, bursting with colour. Shocking scents reeled out of dark corners and border flowers presented themselves in succulent bouquets. It was as if the maladjusted pair had directed all their natural human emotions towards the garden and fed the plants with them.
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