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THE TOWER ROOM


The days pass. Whatever you do, however much you struggle, the days pass.

At the beginning, during those first terrible months spanning the end of 1944 and the beginning of 1945, disbelief turned to rage and then despair. It was some years before I accepted they would never release me and that I would most likely die without ever again stepping outside the tower room at Whitecliff.

In our family, we had always called it the tower room. This was fanciful since it was merely the largest of the attics, which in centuries gone by had accommodated maidservants and potboys. As children, my brothers, sisters and I had been allowed to use it as a playroom. It was so far away from the main rooms inhabited by our parents that we could make as much noise as we liked, so we never worried about playing tig, or about the rumbling of marbles on the bare boards. We rummaged through the trunks we found up there but, truth to say, found little of interest, just old garden implements, worn kitchenware, maps and books about Africa, Asia and South America that had belonged to Grandfather - a tea  merchant who had taken advantage of all opportunities to travel to his suppliers’ plantations.

At some point in the past before our family came here, someone had knocked through into the windowless room next door to install a rudimentary lavatory and we held water fights up there, thrilling to the danger, because we knew we would be in trouble if Mother or Father were to catch us. We never feared Nanny - well, not so much - for it was to Nanny, a big, kind-hearted woman from Rathlinney, our local village, we ran for comfort in the event of skinned knees or other childish crises. She did spank us, but half-heartedly, always with a light hand and - should our parents be within earshot - a conspiratorial wink that encouraged us to shriek as though we were being keel-hauled. Nanny’s employment in our house suited her well. A spinster with one bachelor brother, she suffered from an unfortunate facial disfigurement that had been with her since birth (she called it a strawberry mark, but in my memory the puckered skin from hairline to jaw on one side of her face was a vivid purple). She stayed with us until I, the youngest of our family, had turned fourteen and our parents deemed that her services were no longer required.

I think of her often, even now.

There were never any cast-off toys in the tower room because any we had outgrown were distributed to ‘poor children’.

The division between ‘poor children’ and ourselves was something we never understood. Our father, trading as Rathlinney General Stores, was the district’s grocer, victualler, fuel merchant, vintner, general outfitter, haberdasher and purveyor of hardware, farm implements, fine footwear and  millinery: we knew that. We had Nanny, and Whitecliff was a very big house: we knew that too. To us, however, our lives seemed even more parsimonious than those of our schoolmates. Whitecliff was draughty, freezing and damp in winter: we all had chilblains and constant colds as we clumped along our acres of stone-flagged or bare wooden floors. The house was furnished, not with the cosy settees and turf fires we glimpsed through the windows of the cottages in Rathlinney, but with big, lumpy chairs and sofas, vast brown tables, monumental, half-empty china cabinets and display cases.

Father, a healthy, God-fearing man to whom the desire for physical comfort was somehow letting the side down, limited the amount of fuel we could use in the fireplaces, warning us that wanton waste made woeful want, and constantly turned the gas lamps so low that it was impossible to read.

At mealtimes, we had to eat every scrap we were given ‘because you children might never see such good food again’, while my sisters and I could never play dress-up: Mother was an adept seamstress, maintaining her own and Father’s attire in apple-pie order and turning the boys’ shirt collars until the fabric was so worn they were useful only as dusters. As for we girls, she mended or altered our clothes as we grew; as the youngest, I never once had a brand-new shop dress or coat.

So, to us we were as poor as everyone else in the area and it was a mystery why, at school, we were mocked for our accent, for being posh, for being ‘twopence ha’penny looking down on twopence’. Once I mentioned Nanny and got such an uproarious reaction I never made that mistake again. It can be lonely coming from the Big House in an Irish village.

When the time approached for me to be confined to the  tower room, they removed the trunks, old hallstands and other items and began to furnish it with strange care. Father had the water closet fitted out with a basin, a toilet with cistern and chain pull and a half-sized bath.

Unwittingly I participated in the refurbishment, believing we were doing it for guests. In retrospect, this could only have been fantasy: we Shines had few visitors other than those business acquaintances of Father’s who were occasionally invited to supper. Nor were we children encouraged to bring our schoolmates home. So, when I was asked to choose wallpaper from the sample book Father brought home one evening, I was happy to be included. I was more than happy: I was ecstatic because it signified that perhaps I was to be forgiven.

The room measured eighteen feet by twelve - I have paced it often enough, God knows, to be accurate about this - with one window running from half-way up the wall almost to the ceiling, so high I had to stand on my chair to see through. It was barred on the outside for reasons that to this day are not clear: Whitecliff stands three storeys over its cellars, with the addition of the further attic storey running the width and depth of the entire house under its eaves. Any intelligent burglar or intruder brave enough to defy Father’s shotgun would have taken the easy way in through the ill-fitting front door or the ground-floor windows, whose wooden frames, even before I was incarcerated, had been so softened by salt-laden rain and wind that it would have taken only a few pushes with a sturdy screwdriver to lift them out of their sockets.

As for the rear of the house, my purview, no one was ever determined enough even to ramble past underneath my  window because our land, fenced on both sides with barbed wire, ran right to the edge of the cliff, which was sheer and seventy or eighty feet high. (I think today that is thirty to thirty-five metres - I find it difficult to get used to modernisms.)

Whitecliff is more than two hundred years old and I have mulled over many theories as to why the barring of this particular window, the only prison window in the entire house, was thought necessary. Perhaps, despite the difficulty of access from the outside, the room had once contained a family’s treasures. Perhaps it was feared that if this window were left undefended, local swains would shimmy up a rope of twisted sheets to have their way with the maids.

Or perhaps a mad aunt (or a mad first wife) was shut up here because she was considered a danger to herself. Or to her family’s reputation, should she throw herself to her death.

What may sound odd, even questionable, given the circumstances, is that, over time, I came to think I had quite a nice place to live and when finally I decided to accept my situation, I discovered that in a heartbeat - yes, it was as quick as that - I was free.

I remember the moment, although I could not tell you what day or even year it occurred.

For a long time, many years, I had faithfully wound the watch Uncle Samuel had given me for my sixteenth birthday, but little by little, it dawned on me that when you have no control over your life, time ceases to matter. So I put the watch aside and, from then on, lived by cycles of light and darkness, warmth and cold, storms and calm - and the prompt arrival of my food tray.

Whitecliff’s gardens were to the front and sides of the  house. The narrow terrain between its rear and the edge of the cliff was covered with stones and scutch, offering minimal changes of colour or growth. As a result, from my chair, I had to rely on the sky, the sea and the position of the sun to follow the seasons. In that place I learned from experience to find the position of the sun on all but the dourest of days. I learned also to follow the tilt of the earth on its axis by the location of sunrise and sunset relative to my window.The sun and the sea became my friends.

The actual moment of liberation was unexpected.

It took place in midwinter, close to noon on a day when sea horses raced the raggy clouds above. I had taken my customary position on my chair by the window, and was straining to pick out activity among the stones at the edge of the cliff. I was sure I had seen movement. A vole? Fieldmouse? A feral cat or even a rabbit - rare at that time of year? I was holding my breath so that I made not the slightest motion.

But yes - there. I became excited. There again - a rabbit! Definitely a rabbit . . .

As I watched, the creature sat upright on its haunches, ears relaxed but twitching against its back, little paws hanging close to its chest . . . It was facing Whitecliff. Surveying our grey walls.

I concentrated hard, endeavouring to pick out individual features, eyes, the busy, nibbling mouth.

Maybe it wasn’t a rabbit. Maybe it was a hare, a small one - turn round, little thing, so I can see your scut, the length of your legs - please turn round . . .

But then the clouds split and I had to shut my eyes. My window faced east and, when it rose during the short days, the sun glared.

I waited until the light receded behind the clouds to open my eyes. But, no matter how carefully I scanned, I could no longer see the rabbit, or hare. It was gone, or its camouflage was effective.

When you are in a situation like mine, the smallest setback can become a catastrophe. I flounced from the chair to my bed. Fuming, I picked up my water carafe to throw it at the window, caring not a whit what noise I would make or for the fate of the glass, then realised that losing my temper was absurd, of value as a weapon only against someone with whom one is angry. The person has to be physically present.

Who could react here? The wallpaper? The walls themselves? The only quasi-human in the room, encased for ever in his cheap wooden frame, was the Laughing Cavalier. We caught one another’s eye. He continued to laugh. I laughed too and the tantrum drained like hot water through a colander.

I had been given fresh linen that morning and, as I lay on my pillows, became aware of the scent of the lavender bags Mother hung about the airing cupboard. It was soothing and pleasant.

I saw my room as though it were new to me. I saw plaster flaking like butter shavings off the ceiling, the faded but still merry posies of forget-me-nots on the wallpaper I had chosen, the subtle colours in the Oriental silk rug on the floor, my blue velvet hassock with the silk tassels, my table and chair, my writing materials and embroidery hoop with its riot of coloured threads, the glowing red scarf I was knitting as a future Christmas present for a recipient as yet not identified.

My bird books, atlases and dictionaries stood upright and waiting in the bookcase. Down there was the graceful iron  footpiece of my bedstead, and beyond it the blue Delft tiles of the fire surround.

There was my oil lamp - that magic lantern I could employ at will to throw shadow wall-pictures of kangaroos, elephants, bunnies, even gentlemen with tall hats, twisting and turning my fingers for hours on end to make them dance to my tune.

I could even appreciate the skill that had gone into the neat carving out of a serving hatch, latched from the outside, through the solid oak of my door. At one time, near the beginning, I had harboured urges to shake it loose from its hinge and wriggle through. I had even tried but it made too much noise and, distant though I was from the rest of the house, I knew they would hear. The latch, too, appeared very strong. They had overlooked nothing.

That day of my liberation, I surveyed the other pictures I had been permitted. Above and behind me, a pair of tabby kittens batted at multicoloured spools of cotton. The wall beside the door sported an autumnal forest scene; and in his niche beside the chimney-breast, the pastel guardian angel smiled like a dotty uncle from between spread, protective wings. It had been a present from Nanny.

I felt detached, Violet floating above Violet’s earthly body.

Then I heard it. I promise you. As clear as the shush of the sea on the shingle below the cliff, I heard a whisper: ‘Rest now, Violet Shine . . .’

But the sky outside darkened abruptly and all was as it had been before. I was lying on my bed, in my ears the squall of a hail shower against the bars at the window and the only images in the tower were the reproductions and prints I have described.

I was not alarmed that my mind played such tricks. I was  used to them. Sometimes, when I could not sleep, I heard the wallpaper rustle, initiating an argument with the floorboards that creaked back a reply. Sometimes I spoke aloud to these inanimate objects, just to prove I still had a voice. (Sometimes I even heard replies. In this twenty-first century, I would be curious to meet someone else who had endured ‘solitary’ for decades. I would like to compare notes about these mind aberrations and illusions.)

But something about this latest episode made visceral sense. Why don’t you rest now, Violet Shine?

Why not indeed?

After all, I was not the worst off in the world, or even in Ireland. I had adequate food, light and comfort. No one oppressed my thoughts or curbed my imagination. My wants were catered to in every respect except one only: I could not leave.

The idea of rest from constant fretting was attractive. It meant one thing, surely: that the worst had happened. I had no control over what lay ahead and there was no longer any point in harbouring resentment about the past.

Senses sharpened by the combined scents of lavender and the carbolic soap Mother used on her washboard, I became conscious that something previously unyielding was giving way. I was as free as I wanted to be, and although they had won the battle, I had won the war.

Unnerved, but exhilarated, I hopped off the bed and up again on my chair to gaze through the bars and the slanting hail at tumbling kittiwakes, at hardy dippers and ducks facing confidently into the dark grey chop, at sea-water gravid with seals.
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THE SONG OF THE WHOOPER SWAN


Get to know the neighbours at Cruskeen Lawns:Whooper swans, Brent geese, shy foxes and silverfish - yecch.

Concentrate, Claudine!

Anyway, isn’t a silverfish some kind of beetle or earwig? As for the wildlife in Cruskeen Lawns, well, there’ll be plenty of that. Of the rodent variety. Last time I was out at that site, there was nothing to be seen except mud to a depth of five feet and nothing to be heard except pumps pushing trillions of muck-brown gallons from the foundations back towards the estuary. No wonder I’m concentrating on birds and bees. I’m trying to keep the poor mugs’ eyes raised to the sky.

Damn, there goes the mobile. ‘Hello? Oh, hi, Tom, I’m working on the Lawns brochure. What’s up?’

For the next three minutes I can’t get a word in edge-ways. My boss, Tommy O’Hare, wants me to check out some old pile that he believes might come on the market in the next while. ‘If I go up there myself, I’ll tip off the competition, but nobody’d suspect you.’

I can feel my face and neck getting hot. Thanks a lot,  Tommy, I think, thanks a bloody lot for the vote of confidence. I’ve only been working in the business for the best part of ten years . . .

The name of the pile turns out to be Whitecliff and I pay attention. ‘I know that place. But it’s derelict. Where did you hear it’s on the market?’

‘I have my sources.’

‘It’s been empty for years - it must be a shambles inside - and isn’t there some story—’

‘Forget about stories. Forget about the house, kiddo.There’s nineteen acres with it.’

I can almost hear him salivate. Nineteen acres of coastal site in North County Dublin is a developer’s dream. Closer to Dublin than Cruskeen Lawns? ‘Who owns it?’

‘Not quite sure about that but I should be able to access the title through the Land Registry. Some old codger or old dear in the West of Ireland, I heard. But as a matter of urgency, as soon as you’re finished with that paperwork, I want you to get up there, have a good sniff round, see how the land lies. You know what I’d look at myself?’

‘I think at this stage in my career—’

‘Good girl, good girl. I’ll leave you to it, eh? Give us a bell as soon as you’ve been up there, all right? This could be the big-time.’ He’s off again.

Tommy O’Hare is originally from Dublin city where his parents ran a tiny greengrocer’s shop on Camden Street. He retains the patois, not only because he’s proud of his origins but also because he believes that punters warm to a Dublin accent - ‘A real one, Claudie, like me da’s and me ma’s, not your newfangled, half-California type.’ He is unmarried because, I’m always telling him, any woman would be mad to take him on.

In a profession dominated by national or regional groupings and even multinationals, he is that maverick: a sole operator who wants to remain thus. Nevertheless, he has always wanted a bigger slice of the action. O’Hare Property Consultants - OHPC - subscribes to the sellers’ and buyers’ online Bible, myhome.ie, but in the Dublin region’s frantic property climate all of us get thousands of hits on that site so our firm still relies mainly on word of mouth and local advertising. We snagged this Cruskeen Lawns project because Tommy went to school with one of the lead players in Greenparks, the consortium developing the place, and it’s by far the biggest we’ve undertaken. But while the percentages are not to be sneezed at, we won’t make anything like the big money the developers will. So if we did manage to whip the Whitecliff property from under the noses of the big boys it might be the start of better things. As of now, we don’t even have a shopfront or office: each of us operates mainly from home.

‘You know, Claudie,’ he’s still talking, ‘if we pull this off, depending on the state of the main house, we could even do one of those luxury-hotel things, with satellite bungalows for self-catering, and good landscaping.We’d make a fortune. Hey! We could even put in a pitch-and-putt course. So while you’re at it, kiddo, check with the Heritage people if the place is listed or anything like that.’

I’m no longer irritated: he’s a roundy little chancer but he’s my roundy little chancer. He has political ambitions, does Tommy, is a member of the local cumann of Fianna Fáil, goes to every funeral within a twenty-five-mile radius of the office. He’s also a softie who cuts OHPC’s percentages when faced with tearful first-time buyers. ‘I will go up there, but I’ve to  finish this brochure and I’ve a viewing of that cottage in Rush at half past two.’

‘Screw the viewing. I’ll do it. As soon as you’ve got that Greenparks stuff off for approval, high tail it up there to Whitecliff. Don’t forget, I have a cumann meeting at half seven, so ring me before that.’

‘I get the message, Tommy.’

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. Gotta run - cheers.’

‘Don’t you want to know the name of the client for the Rush viewing?’ He has to be really turned on by Whitecliff if he forgets to ask for the name of a potential sales target.

‘Oh, shit! Yeah.’ I can hear the rustle of newspaper. He writes notes to himself in the margins, on tissues, on anything handy, including his sleeve. ‘Give us it here.’

When he’s finally signed off, I sigh and get back to my copy. How do you make twelve blocks of apartments, duplexes and so-called ‘townhouses’ sound desirable and romantic? Or, at least, different from the other tens of thousands of identical homes currently on the market. For instance, at right angles to Cruskeen Lawns, a second swathe of the boggy landscape bordering our estuary is filled with cranes and diggers busily putting in foundations for a rival development, of more or less the same density, to be known as NorthWater Plains.

Right. Here goes again.‘Fly as free as the seabirds at Cruskeen Lawns . . .’ Nope. That’ll just remind the punters they’ll have mortgages like anvils hanging round their necks . . .

‘Tired of breathing traffic fumes every time you open your front door? Fed up with two or three-hour commutes? Why not wake to the song of the Whooper swan and in the quiet evenings hear nothing but the cry of seabirds and the chatter of roosting starlings as a golden sun sinks below the rosy  western horizon - there’s room to breathe both in and outside these larger than average apartments . . .’

Hmm . . . Maybe . . . But do Whooper swans sing? As for western horizons - Where else would the bloody sun sink? Anyway, the development faces east. And ‘larger than average apartments’?

Sometimes when I’m doing viewings I wish I had the courage to shove a tape measure into the hands of the poor goms who are so desperate to buy they can’t see that, in some cases, the furniture is custom-made, miniaturised to make the rooms look bigger. I feel like such a heel in the face of all that hope.Those shining eyes and surreptitious hugging when they think I’m not looking . . .

And what the hell am I doing writing this crap anyhow? I’m forty-one, with a 2:1 in English. I wish Tommy would agree to my suggestion that this part of the job should be given to a professional PR or marketing firm, but that would squeeze the margins. ‘You’re great with the words, Claudine. A terrific wordsmith. Now me, I have a heart-attack if I have to write a simple letter . . .’ His flattery is wearing thin.

I stare gloomily at my copy-writing efforts.What else could I do if I got out of real estate? I don’t want to teach - and my BA, good and all as it is, wouldn’t be enough anyway: I’d have to go back to college to do an H.Dip. Perish the thought. I’m only semi-literate with computers, can use them on a need-to-know basis, but am not interested in expanding my knowledge there, so no office job, at least nothing more demanding than what I do with OHPC. And Bob would have a fit if I suggested working in a sandwich bar or a newsagent’s. I’d quite like that: an undemanding little job where I could spend the day, chatting and organising - I’m  a good organiser, I think. How would it play with The Guys?

‘How’s the missus these days, Strongy?’ Our name is Armstrong.

‘Actually, she’s gone into the - er - the retail business . . .’

‘You mean she’s opening a shop? Good for you, Strongy!’

Oh, for God’s sake, Claudine, just write the damn copy. And what would Daddy say if he saw you still wearing your dressing-gown at eleven thirty in the morning? He was a natty, meticulous dresser and after eight o’clock he hated to see anyone in his household, including Pamela, less than fully dressed and ready for the day.
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LOOPING THE LOOP


Greenparks and Cruskeen Lawns can look after themselves for a while. I fax the sales copy when I’m dressed and ready to leave, and don’t wait for a response.

It’s a lovely day and, actually, I’ll enjoy being out in the fresh air, playing sleuth. Whatever its present condition, Whitecliff is in a gorgeous location. Prime, we’d call it, and for once the description is accurate. But my ears had pricked up at its name not because I’d heard it bandied about from time to time in the property world or because I’d seen the place from a distance, but because I’m curious about that house.

I have one of those ragbag memories that forgets important things but files away the odd - sometimes trivial - detail of casual conversations and Whitecliff had come up one Sunday morning years ago, when Daddy, Pamela and I were having a ‘treat’ breakfast in the Royal Marine in Dun Laoghaire. Eating breakfast in plush hotels on Saturdays and Sundays was something we did a lot. Daddy felt that for business reasons he should be seen out and about in public (‘You never know when a friendly “hello” will turn into a sale, chicken!’) but, a gregarious character, he enjoyed it too.

I was fifteen or sixteen, I think, a teenager anyhow, so we’d have had that breakfast in or around the late seventies. I wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation but perked up when I heard Daddy and Pamela resume an argument that had been bubbling in our house for months.

At the time we were living in Glenageary, but there had been talk for a while about a move to a better house - Pamela had never liked ours. ‘There’s nothing at all wrong with the northside, Christy,’ she had said that morning, mascara flashing over the baby blues, blonde ponytail wagging.‘There are some really lovely houses there. For instance,’ she threw down her knife and fork, foraged under the table and pulled a piece of paper out of her handbag, ‘what about this place here, Whitecliff? It sounds perfect for us, gorgeous sea views, huge reception rooms - think of the parties we could have, honey - even rooms in the attics. It’s been empty for a while and it clearly needs refurbishment but that’s not a problem, surely? It has acres and acres around it. You could build garages for your vintage cars to your heart’s content . . .’ She stopped. She had been going on so enthusiastically she had failed to notice Daddy’s reaction until then. I hadn’t.

‘Are you finished?’ He was getting irritable.

‘Christy—’

‘Out of the question. The subject is closed.’ He glanced at me and smiled. ‘Everything OK, chicken? Enjoying that?’

‘Grand, Daddy, it’s lovely. And I agree with you, Daddy. I certainly don’t want to move to the northside. But if we do have to move house, Sandycove would be lovely, wouldn’t it?’ I gave him a Colgate smile and, when he returned to his scrambled eggs, lowered the wattage to snigger at Pamela.

Yes, I was a spiteful, spoiled brat. But - understating it -  Pamela and I did not get on. To be fair, I never gave her a chance, and although I had convinced myself she had married Daddy for his money, the bottom line was that I couldn’t forgive her for forcing me to share my father. On day one I decided I wouldn’t give her a chance and never deviated from that vow. (Don’t believe that such decisions cannot be made by four-year-olds - I’m the living proof that they can.) Daddy had created such an enchanted, self-contained fort around the two of us that when she breached its defences I spent the rest of his life trying to kick her out and shore up the gaps.

She came into my life on my fourth birthday:‘Hey, Princess, how would you like to go to the circus with Daddy and Daddy’s friend?’Young as I was, I recognised a set-up when I saw it and resented it with a depth of passion I can still remember. Worse, she married him three months later - in Barbados, with only me and two hotel staff as witnesses. Despite the bribes of ‘a great holiday’ and a miniature bridal dress, complete with veil and little bouquet, I was a pretty sullen flower-girl.

I stored up the Whitecliff incident to ask him what the problem was, but over the next few days I never had him alone and for a time it went out of my mind. Then, maybe two months or so later, he announced, with her at his side, that we were going to move to ‘a magnificent house in Sandycove, twice the size of this one, Claudine, and right by the sea. You’ll love it. You’ll be the envy of your friends.’

At some later stage I brought up his odd reaction to the other house but he blanked me (‘What reaction? Don’t know what you’re talking about, chicken!’), which confirmed my belief that he had to know the place. By then, however, we were installed in Sandycove so I parked my questions and  forgot about them until I was working in real estate and heard the place mentioned - when he was no longer around to answer them.

There’s talk of little else among estate agents but properties and from time to time I’d heard Whitecliff referred to speculatively as a plum ripe for development, although never as a real prospect and usually in tandem with lurid rumours: the wife there went mad and was locked up in an asylum, she cursed it, the house is possessed and needs to be exorcised by the ecclesiastical authorities before anyone can live in it.

No, she didn’t go mad, she wasn’t locked up in an asylum and, anyway, it wasn’t the wife, it was the daughter: she committed suicide, and on nights when there’s a full moon you can hear a woman screaming. I’d even heard that the outwardly respectable family, who were merchants in Rathlinney, one of the North County Dublin villages, was engaged in a cult - I’ve had this sort of stuff from middle-aged professional men, who were being perfectly serious. One told me from behind his pint and his horn-rimmed specs that, in his opinion, the place was haunted by a banshee.

The rumours might have put Daddy off but, on the other hand, the motor trade at that time wasn’t as cut-throat and segmented as it is now and he was at the height of his success. It was possible, even likely, that he had sold cars to the merchants of Whitecliff: he dealt at the high end, and his reputation extended not only to the city but to the whole of Leinster. Maybe he’d had a bad experience with them.

It’s interesting that Tommy thinks the estate might be on the market now. If it had sold when Pamela flashed that sales brochure at Daddy all those years ago, the new owners had  done little with the place during their stewardship. Last time I was out that way, I could see that the land was half buried in a jungle of thick bramble, bracken and gorse. Ivy and buddleia had started to consume the house - that huge house - to such an extent that it was impossible to say whether or not it was sound, certainly at the distance from which I could see it on the beach below.

As I whiz on towards the coast these ruminations bring me back squarely to Daddy.

I adored my father, there’s no other word for it, and even still, alongside my sorrow at his loss, I can get furious with him for deserting me, not only emotionally but also temporally. He died suddenly, and it transpired, in the dreadful days and weeks that followed, that although he had been in the process of changing his will (he had even told me so: ‘Better late than never, chicken, eh? I’ve just been too busy and, anyway, who’s going to die any time soon? Not me!’) he hadn’t completed or signed the new document and the only valid one, bequeathing everything to his ‘beloved wife’, had been drawn up many years before.

Wild with grief and anger at him, Pamela, the whole world, I fought her through the courts for what I felt was my rightful share but with only partial success: she had been his wife, I was twenty-one and the judge ruled I had been fully educated, with proper provision made for me during Daddy’s lifetime. He did allow that I should be able to buy a house for myself in keeping with the ‘standards’ to which my father had accustomed me. And he made an order that both sides’ costs of the court action should come out of the estate so - spiteful to the last - I had ensured that she didn’t get everything her own way.

This all sounds crass, I know, but that was how it happened and I can’t undo it. I also know that I should, long ago, have grown out of thinking like this but the sad fact is that, although she is no longer a permanent burr under my skin, any mention of Pamela, by Bob, for instance, brings on a flush of renewed dislike. I seem to need her as nemesis, as punch-bag to alleviate the frustration and loss I still feel, and no matter how much I exhort myself to ‘let it go’ or to ‘put light around her’, and all the rest of it, I haven’t been able to accomplish it. But I will. Soon. Honestly. I’m already making progress of sorts, in that I can admit shamefacedly now that I scapegoated her; and at dead of night, I can further admit that, where the will was concerned, it was I who had forced confrontation. If I hadn’t been so headstrong we might have come to some arrangement.

To be fair to me, my suspicions about her gold-digging seemed justified when, within a year of Daddy’s death, she had sold both the car business and the house in Sandycove and had moved to Miami. The first I heard of this was in a letter she sent, enclosing a cheque for five thousand dollars, wishing me and Bob well. I threw the note and the cheque into the bin, but Bob retrieved them, pointing out that we could do with the latter. ‘It’s conscience money, Bob!’ I protested. ‘Five thousand dollars? Out of an estate worth millions?’

‘Conscience money or not, Claudine,’ he said, ‘we owe our overdraft,’ and I had to give in. At the time, although the house had come free, running it and paying our bills had not and we were pretty skint. My only form of redress against Pamela, therefore, had been (horribly) never to thank her for her gift.

When I think about the years immediately following Daddy’s death, the only way I can describe them is in terms of the picture in my children’s Bible where Lucifer, the chief archangel, was falling from a bucolic place of light and glory into a roiling mass of darkness and shrieks, illuminated by flames. When Daddy died, I was that angel. Over-dramatic, perhaps, but that was truly how it felt.

They say you should never make any major decisions within two years of a significant bereavement but, tormented as I was, I was taken by some mad notion that I should get away from my previous life altogether and make a fresh start. I decided to leave Dublin and, interpreting the judge’s housing ‘standards’ for myself, quickly found a substantial home, split-level, with reception rooms, kitchen and two en-suite bedrooms on the ground floor, master suite, family bathroom and two more bedrooms upstairs. It had been built as the residence at a former stud farm, whose land had been sold separately, and was tucked in against the brow of a hill in the countryside between Garristown in North County Dublin and Ardcath in County Meath. From the front garden, the view is of fertile countryside rolling to the sea, a platinum shimmer beyond the cranes of Drogheda port; and on a clear day such as this, the vista is framed by the Mountains of Mourne and the hills of the Cooley Peninsula. As soon as the deeds were handed over, Bob and I married quietly, moved in and, for a while, I tried to heal myself with frantic activity, making a home for us and discovering the undoubted joys of sex. As Bob and I learned the ropes, we made our bed sing and, for me, it blotted out the ache.

Travelling at speed across the motorway bridge over part of the Malahide estuary, I can see not only the busy flocks  of birds we exploit as sales tools, ‘our’ cranes at Cruskeen Lawns and ‘theirs’ at NorthWater Plains but, beyond the skyline of the apartments at Malahide Marina, the wide, free sea. Weirdly, my vision of Daddy’s life after death has always involved him and my mother flying and looping in the sky above the sea. Some sea. Any sea . . .

I need to stop the car. Because, after all this introspection, here it comes again, that rush of grief. More than two decades after Daddy’s death it still catches me unawares. My vision blurs so I put on the flashers and pull on to the hard shoulder to regain control.

Lately, I have found these rushes double-edged: while mourning him, my feelings are for her too, the mother who, at only forty, died giving birth to me. It’s odd to think that, had she lived, she would now be an old lady of eighty-one; I always think of her as she was in her black-and-white wedding photographs, happy and smiling in her forties’ suit and pillbox hat.

I wish now I knew more about her and her family, but beyond answering childish questions about what she looked and smelt like and assuring me that she loved me from Heaven, even in later years, while Daddy had clearly loved her, he had never been all that forthcoming about her or her family. I’m sure he had his reasons - I can only guess they had to do with his own grief and remarriage to Pamela who, in my view, might have been jealous that he had loved someone other than her perky little self. (Do continue to bear in mind that my opinions in this matter are pretty suspect!)

Daddy had been a lot older than my mother, and while he still had a few cousins scattered across the country, whom we never saw, everyone in her family was gone, he said. And  while he could produce a stash of grainy old photographs from his side, he had none from hers: ‘She didn’t bring any of that stuff with her, chicken, just those snaps I showed you from her college days.’

He did maintain that I’m a ringer for her, and in my early teens, in an effort to see the resemblance, I went through phases of studying those wedding photographs, the studio portraits taken on their engagement, the snaps from their honeymoon in the south of France and the tiny number, just four, from college, one of which had obviously been taken during a party - because there are a lot of people in the background - when she was clearly having a great time, smiling flirtatiously over her shoulder at the camera.Yet, hair and height excepted, I could see little of myself in her.

They’d got married in Paris - ‘We asked a waiter and barmaid from the café we’d had breakfast in that morning to stand for us, chicken. We had to use sign language because they didn’t speak English. It was fun!’ - and, in retrospect, from something he let slip, I believe my mother’s family did not approve of the marriage. ‘They wouldn’t have come to the wedding anyhow, even if we’d had it here. I don’t think they liked me.’

‘Why not, Daddy?’ I was outraged at the notion that someone might not have liked my wonderful father.

‘They thought I was too old for her, I know that, but sometimes grown-ups have no reason for being stupid.’

So, I danced through my first twenty-one years with him doting on me and acting as both father and mother. He was enough for me and, to be truthful, I wasn’t all that interested in her until it was too late. From time to time as I got older, however, I did make half-hearted decisions to start researching:  Daddy had told me that her family had had a farm, for instance, so a good place to start might have been with the farmers’ organisations. And I could quite easily get a copy of her birth certificate. But somehow I was always busy with other things and didn’t have the commitment to follow through. Maybe this might be the year to begin, I think now, as I root in the glove compartment for tissues.

I’m disoriented by this recent phenomenon of missing her and, as a matter of fact, can’t even put words on it since, having little insight into who or what she was, I have only the vaguest notion of what I miss. I have her wedding and engagement rings and a gold neck chain, all of which I wear all the time, but other than these, little else. A cardigan, a pair of shoes or a handbag might have helped me identify with her, but Pamela had been thorough and there was nothing personal of my mother’s in the house. As for furnishings, in the terrible aftermath of Daddy’s death, young, anguished and impetuous as I was, I brought virtually nothing except the snap albums from Sandycove to my new house and my new life - a decision I now thoroughly regret.

Yeah, I’m an orphan, I think, laughing through a gush of self-pitying tears, but for once my efforts to snap myself out of it with derision don’t work.

The day Daddy died, at my twenty-first birthday party, became the day against which I’ve measured all others. At his funeral service a few days later, I felt as though I’d been isolated on a sandbar in a fast-flowing river. To my right, the future flowed towards danger and the unknown. To my left, bundled, rushing history - life with Daddy - sucked at my feet, intent on destabilising my feeble grip on life.

Bob, tweedy in one of the salesman’s suits that hung off  his bony young shoulders, was in the church that day. We had been dating but now I upped the ante. It’s a familiar story. College girl meets handsome junior salesman who works for Daddy, flirts, falls in love, and a short time later, in personal crisis, begs him to marry her because she cannot stand the pain of loss. A husband, a lover, fills the chasm, as the fairytale goes, and for a while, as I’ve said, it did for me, certainly in the bedroom.

From time to time I imagine I can see disappointment, as thick as smog, hanging about my husband’s face and put it down to disillusionment: that in marrying me he had assumed he’d marry the business too.After Pamela’s clean-out, however, he had found himself looking for another job. Although he still works in the trade, it is as a managing director, rather than a proprietor, but to give him his due, he never whinges, just gets on with it. This year he has cheered up considerably because his company has moved from its plush but dilapidated premises in Dublin city to a state-of-the art showroom at the new motor mall at Airside in Swords. The complex is still at building-site stage, but Bob’s gaff is complete and gleaming and a lot of the credit for being among the first dealers off the blocks goes to him. It’s closer to home too and he no longer has to sit in the vast car park that every morning constitutes Dublin’s so-called commuter belt.

Once or twice recently I’ve found myself wondering what keeps us together. Now, maybe because I’m feeling so maudlin, it strikes me that I might have misinterpreted his disappointment, if that’s what it is. It might have less to do with his career than our marriage. Does either of us any longer know what the other dreams?

When I was young, with a sentimental view of marriage  (not, obviously, Daddy’s and Pamela’s!), I visualised it as two boats tied together to float down a wide river called ‘hope’ towards a destination called ‘happiness’. Perhaps it’s no such thing. Perhaps in the most stable marriages there are two boats on two separate streams that meander along at different speeds, coming together only occasionally when by chance they enter a placid lake.

Oh, hell, Claudine, I think, you read too much! Get a grip. So you’re an orphan - big deal at your age! You’re healthy and comfortably off, with a husband who’s a good provider and with whom you get along reasonably well, a lovely house and, while it’s not going to set the world on fire, a job that doesn’t tie you to a desk. Half of the world’s population would give a lot to be so lucky.

I blow my nose as, boom, boom, boom, the traffic shoots by with a wink of mirrors and a flash of hubcaps, no one casting even a glance at me.

Ah, well, I think, I wouldn’t look at me either, snivelling bundle of contradictions that I am.
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WAVING AT MATTHEW


After some months in my tower room, I asked for - and received - my violoncello. It was February, coming up to my seventeenth birthday and, as I told you, at the beginning I did not settle or accept, and spent many of my days in denial and bitterness. Perhaps, I thought one morning on waking, music might help.

Here is - or was - my family.

My father was Roderick Shine, who, an only child, inherited Whitecliff and the family business from his father. Fiona, my mother, inappropriately nicknamed ‘Fly’, was born in Dundonald in the North of Ireland. I have no idea how they met: their private affairs were never discussed in front of us children and we were not encouraged to enquire. Both sets of grandparents had died before I was born and, as far as we knew, we had only one other close relative, my mother’s unmarried brother, Uncle Samuel - after whom my brother, Young Samuel, was named.

Uncle Samuel, a publican, was my godfather. We children looked forward to his annual July visits to us, not only because he always brought generous presents but also because of the  breezy good humour he injected into our quiet household. In personality he was as unlike our mother as it was possible to be. They were both short but while she was slight and usually expressionless, he was portly and red-faced with a booming voice, eyes that vanished into the surrounding creases when he smiled, and a hearty laugh that rode out to play on a saddle of beer breath. As you will see, I had reason later to be grateful to him.

Perhaps it was this paucity of relations that led our parents to have seven children.

My eldest sister was Johanna, who latterly became my best friend.After her came, in descending seniority, Marjorie,Young Samuel, then James and Thomas, who were twins, Matthew and finally myself, christened Violet Jane. Oddly, we children were all born in January and February: Johanna, the twins and Matthew in January, Marjorie, Young Samuel and I in February. Nanny used to say it must be something in the water at Whitecliff!

By the end of the war in 1945, we had lost three of my four brothers.

Matthew succumbed to tuberculosis when he was only six. He died on 22 February 1933, and because we children had been quarantined, I spent part of my fifth birthday, two days later, watching through a window as undertakers carried his coffin from the house.

It was my first encounter with death or a corpse. I had had no dead grandmother or grandfather to kiss or mourn, I had never even seen a chicken’s neck stretched, or heard the squeal of a stuck pig. Some of our land was tilled for vegetables, we had an orchard and glasshouses for tomatoes, but we kept no livestock, not even hens for eggs. Given the  frugality by which we lived, this might seem strange, but Mother abhorred dirt and could not see the point in having to perform all the tasks associated with animals and fowl when, as prime retailers in the village, we had access at cost to every supplier within miles. We did have cats, but they were strictly forbidden in the house and were not pets. Even outside in the garden, if they approached us, we were not to give them milk or stroke them, as this would encourage them. Mother tolerated them only because she felt they discouraged mice and rats. Fed infrequently, they were expected to fend for themselves on the land.

Like most children, we had begged for a dog but she was adamant: ‘This family does not need a dog since there is nothing of interest to thieves in the house.’ Father had once considered keeping a horse since we had plenty of grazing land and could take back some of that rented to locals for their cattle. We even had a small, tumbledown stable block of three stalls, but Mother vetoed the horse too.

So, when poor Matthew died, the shock to me was profound and the days surrounding the obsequies still play like a slideshow in my imagination.

For instance, I can describe in detail how, before he was brought back from the sanatorium to the house on the day he died, Nanny stopped the two pendulum clocks. ‘What’s wrong, Nanny? What’s wrong?’ Whining, I followed her from the hall, where she had stilled the grandfather clock, into the drawing room where she was about to still the granddaughter. She picked me up and laid her disfigured cheek against mine. It was wet, I remember. ‘You have to be the goodest, bestest little girleen in the world for the next few days, Violet,’ she said. ‘Oh, Lord, Lord - your poor misfortunate parents . . .’

Father entered then and, bewildered, I could see that his arms were filled with bundles of black fabric. Nanny wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her dress and put me down. ‘Run along to Johanna now,’ she said to me. ‘She’s in the kitchen and she’ll give you a bowl of milk. And remember, you must be as quiet as a little mouse.’ She took some of the drapes from Father, and while he hung one over a picture on the wall above the big sofa, she dragged a chair to the fireplace so that she could cover the mirror over the mantelpiece.

Instead of going to the kitchen, I ran upstairs in search of Mother. If I wish, I can re-create the hum of thick silence behind her locked door within the thicker silence blanketing the rest of the house; I can still feel the grain and growing warmth of the wood against my face as I pressed it to that door.

The situation was no better downstairs. I found Johanna, tear-stained and stiff-backed, scouring the sink as though it was not already as clean as a new china plate. I ran to her and clutched at her legs: ‘Nanny says you’re to give me a bowl of milk,’ I sobbed, not knowing why I was sad.

‘Sit at the table, Violet,’ Johanna said gruffly. Then, instead of picking me up as I had expected, she hurried to the pantry, removed the muslin from the top of one of the big white jugs and poured milk into a bowl. ‘There,’ she said, putting it on the table.

‘I don’t want it,’ I mewled.

‘Then don’t have it.’ She removed the bowl, threw the contents down the sink and resumed scrubbing. This behaviour was so unlike what I was used to in Johanna that I stopped crying and felt something cold and slimy wriggling in my chest. It must have been my first conscious recognition of fear.

Although Matthew had died on a weekday, it felt like Sunday. My other brothers and my sisters had been taken home from school. Father had closed the store in Rathlinney and Nanny had been instructed to dress us in Sunday best.

Also, instead of eating with Nanny in the kitchen, which we did every day except the Sabbath, we were instructed to go to the dining room where she had lit a fire and laid the table for luncheon.The scent or taste of an apple still reminds me of the crackling that defined our doomy silence that afternoon because we were burning apple logs from a fallen tree.

We were confined to our bedrooms while the undertakers delivered the body from the sanatorium later that day. In the meantime, Matthew’s bed had been carried downstairs to the drawing room, which we seldom used. When, clutching Nanny’s hand, I went in with the others to see him, all the sofas and easy chairs had been pushed to the walls and Father, dressed in black, was sitting unnaturally still in an upright chair beside Matthew who was all in white: white nightshirt, white pillow, snowy coverlet. It was not Matthew. I stared, transfixed, at what he had become: projections of bone under stretched, grey-white skin; a thin blue line where his lips should have been; filmy, transparent eyelids sunk in dark sockets so deep they could not have contained my brother’s eyes.

In the draughts, the flames of what seemed, to my childish eyes, to be hundreds of white candles flickered, causing the wax to spit. I felt their heat and my serge dress itched.Although the morning had been fine, the weather outside had turned and rain, driven by a gusting wind, flailed now at the french windows at one end of the big room and then at the bay windows at the other, so that our family, our house and poor  Matthew seemed caught in the centre of a violent circle. ‘You should kiss him,Violet,’ Nanny, bending low, whispered in my ear. ‘Good girl. That would be the proper Christian thing to do.’

I could not bear the prospect and wept, raising my arms to her to be lifted up. ‘Ssh,’ Nanny soothed me, while my brothers and sisters took turns to kiss Matthew. Thomas and James were openly crying. Young Samuel, as the eldest son, betrayed himself only with a hiccup. Johanna and Marjorie were silent, but tears streamed down their cheeks.

Meanwhile, I had buried my head in Nanny’s soft fat neck. She always smelt of roses (from this perspective I assume the scent was of her talcum powder). ‘Go on,Violet. It’s the right thing to do,’ she whispered.

‘No!’

Yet I was an obedient child and, after further persuasion, agreed not to a kiss but to touch him just once. Clutching Nanny’s blouse with one hand for safety, I leaned down and reached for one of his, intertwined with the other on the coverlet. I recoiled: I had not touched my brother’s fingers but something as sharp and hard as kittens’ claws.

If I had been fearful before, I panicked now. This was not the ruddy-faced brother, closest to me in age, who had used an old broomstick to ride a cockhorse with me through the tower room. I screeched with fright and Nanny had to remove me from the room.

I do not recall any church service, but in spite of my then tender years and that it happened such a long time ago, I can clearly remember the small, awful procession of Matthew’s last journey some time the following day. The trees were in full leaf under a high, bright sun; our lawn had not been  mown for a couple of weeks and the glossy tips of the grass rippled in the light breeze.

Mother had decreed that none of us children was to go to the cemetery so the cortège consisted of just three vehicles: the hearse, silver furbelows glinting, our clergyman’s old black car, and Father’s, which was an incongruous yellow. I could not see Mother’s face in the passenger seat: she was veiled.

As the three motors inched down the driveway towards the gate, I was confused. The day before, even as lately as that morning, Nanny, now sitting beside me on one of the three window-seats in the drawing room bays, had assured me over and over again that Matthew would go straight to Heaven. However, I could see no sign of his taking to the sky: he was still enclosed in his white box, travelling along in the hearse as if it was any old tractor in the district.

I knew that he was nailed into that white box. How was he going to get out? Panic, like a ball of ice and fire, threatened to explode inside me. ‘When will he get out, Nanny?’

‘Ssh, dote!’ She picked me up and hugged me.‘Say goodbye to him now. Say it with your whole heart and soul. But don’t worry about how he’ll get to Heaven. When the sun goes down this evening and nobody’s looking, God will take Matthew in His arms and carry him straight up. He does this secretly with children. It’s so good up there,Violet. No school, no rules, no chores, just fun all the time. God knows, everyone wants to go to Heaven and he doesn’t want to upset all the little sisters and brothers on earth who have to wait their turn.’

Although I was still watching the slow progress of the cars, I considered this. ‘Who’ll he play with, Nanny? I want to go with him.’

‘You have to wait your turn. There are so many little children already there, and so many great games, Matthew won’t have a minute to himself. If you’re a good girl here on earth, when God does come for you, Matthew will be there at the gates of Heaven to show you all the best toys and the best places to play. He’ll have marked it all out for you. He’ll be delighted to see you, child.’

It sounded reasonable, even thrilling, and my panic eased. ‘How’ll God know where to find him this evening when the sun goes down?’

‘Tsk! Tsk!’ Nanny chided, then had to blow her nose on the big white hanky she always carried. ‘What are they teaching you at that Sunday school, Violet Jane Shine? God can do everything. You should know that by now.’

The cars were almost at the bend in our driveway. ‘Should I wave, Nanny?’

‘That’s exactly what you should do. Wave bye-bye to your brother now, Violet dear.’ So while my siblings wept aloud and held each other on the other two window-seats, I waved excitedly from where Nanny and I sat. I pictured all the toys, even train sets, all laid out and waiting for Matthew in Heaven.

James’s funeral came next, eleven years later. It took place in the late summer of that fateful year of 1944.The twins had signed up together in Belfast after their eighteenth birthday the previous February, persuaded to wait until then by Father. Like many other young men, prepared to lie to the recruiting officer about their ages, they had wanted to go earlier.

I said goodbye to them only perfunctorily when they were called up because by that time I was in love with Coley Quinn - and, other than how to evade surveillance in order to see him, I could think of little else but his hair, his eyes, his hard  strong mouth, smooth white shoulders and broad back. When James and Thomas came to say they were off to fight for freedom, I hugged them, told them how handsome they would be in their new uniforms and, having been assured they’d get a furlough after training, wished them luck and said I’d see them then.‘Anyway, you probably won’t see any action. Everyone says it’ll be over by next Christmas.’ I was airy, parroting what I’d heard from grown-ups and Coley Quinn. Coley, whose family rented grazing land from us, worked in the creamery and was therefore in a position to hear all the latest news.

Mr de Valera had kept us Irish out of that horrid war, and before we were directly affected, it was merely an irritant to us at Whitecliff: it meant we had to go about at evening pulling blackout curtains or blinds over the windows, and that, as purveyors, we could not get enough tea, sugar, bicycle tyres or lamp oil to satisfy our customers’ or even our own needs. Coley could have smuggled me some butter but that would have alerted my parents to our liaison so I pretended outrage: ‘Not when our soldiers are going hungry, Coley!’

The man’s republican ideals excepted, Father was an admirer of Mr de Valera. He believed they shared social and moral aspirations for our country. By chance, on the previous St Patrick’s Day in 1943, he had twirled the dial of our wireless away from something he thought dull on the BBC and found Mr de Valera in scratchy full flow, making the case for his vision of Ireland. If I have it correctly Mr de Valera revealed that he wanted us to ‘live the life that God desires that men should live’, and that our countryside should be bright with cosy homesteads and ringing with the cries of athletic youth. Father quoted this often and there was a brief period when, given what Coley Quinn and I were up to, I used to shudder  deliciously at the thought of how Mr de Valera, or indeed Father, would feel about it.

I had plenty of time later to regret my superficial farewell to my twin brothers: James, excited in anticipation of a great adventure, Thomas, the quieter one, pretending to be equally jaunty.They were not identical and had very different personalities. Thomas always followed his more extrovert twin’s lead and I suspect now that he joined up only because James had thought it an awfully good idea.

After their departure for the front, three months after their training, poor James saw just two days of action before he was killed at dusk during shelling of his position. I wept many tears when I heard but was still, I think, in shock at my incarceration. That, with the loss of my lover, was my daily obsession, superseding all outside disasters.

It was no easier for me when Thomas, too, died in action, in the closing days of the war in 1945. Locked in with life and loss stretching into infinity and no distraction offered by Coley Quinn or anyone else, I fell to copious, even histrionic weeping. On the night I heard this latest news, there was a full moon and, at that impressionable age of seventeen, swollen eyes raised to the empathetic light streaming through my prison window, I was convinced I would go mad.

By then I had my violoncello, and for some days after Thomas’s funeral, I tried to put my endless leisure to some use by composing a set of laments for my three lost brothers and that other, about whom I shall tell you presently. Compounded by my own hopeless situation, the turmoil was intense, yet I wanted for skill and experience in composition, and all I could produce from my instrument was the howl of a banshee.
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A PET MORNING


That last day of ours, Daddy’s and mine, started so gaily. Although I didn’t as yet have my results, I felt I’d done well in my finals, so could concentrate on having the best time of my life.

Even the weather conspired with me: I’d been too excited to sleep and was awake and alert as the rising sun flooded my bedroom at ten past five in the morning. I jumped out of bed. Twenty-one! I thought, as I took a deep breath and pulled back the heavy curtains.

Our house was directly across the road from a curved bay; we could see James Joyce’s Martello tower on one promontory and, in the other direction, the long finger of Dun Laoghaire pier pointing sternly towards England. The world passed my window, and if I stood there long enough on any day, I would see not only the native shoals of yachts from the clubs up the road but sea traffic from all over the globe, giant car ferries and container ships, coal boats and other cargo or passenger craft steaming in and out of Dublin port.

But that morning there was no Golf outside our gate.

I gazed out at the empty road and beyond it to the flat,  primrose-shaded sea. I was a teeny bit disappointed: I’d been dropping naked hints that for my birthday I wanted the racing-green Golf I’d seen on Daddy’s forecourt. It would have been just like him to have it gift-wrapped outside the railings that morning.

Plenty of time, though, I thought. He probably wanted to fill it with cases of champagne or balloons.

I didn’t feel guilty at having asked for such a big present. After all, I was going to be twenty-one only once and, anyway, lots of my friends had had trophy cars for their twenty-firsts; one had even got an apartment in one of the modern blocks that were beginning to appear in some parts of Dublin. I threw up the sash window and inhaled the still, salty air. Twenty-one! I tried it out again. It seemed like only a couple of years ago that Daddy was dropping me into big school for the first time, yet here I was, a crone. An adult: Daddy’s little grown-up, on the threshold of the best day of my life, with greetings, presents and pleasure, culminating with the party tonight. From time to time in the past I’d suffered pangs of envy when hearing of swarming family occasions in my pals’ houses - they never lasted long when I heard about the rows! - but tonight my lack of family was going to work in my favour: since we had no old aunts or uncles, or any other decrepits that we simply had to invite, the party would consist only of my own friends and we’d have a ball. With the brief attention of youth, I wondered for a moment or two how my real mother would look, or behave, if she were here, but the thought was gone virtually before it arrived. Since I’d never known her . . .

I’d gone for a black-and-white theme so the Snow Whites could shine and the other lot could come shredded if they  liked. Daddy would be there, of course, and Pamela, and a couple of big clients he’d felt it would be advantageous to invite: ‘Are you sure you don’t mind, chicken? They won’t stay long. They won’t cramp your style.’ We had flowers and caterers and hired chairs in the marquee in the back garden - that was for the sit-down meal - and the entire downstairs area of the house had been cleared and rigged for the disco. It also looked as if the weather was going to co-operate. That morning I was virtually sick with excitement.

First, though, there was to be lunch with Daddy and Pamela in the big, clubby dining room at the Berkeley Court.

He had been surprised at my choice of venue for my birthday lunch: ‘Are you sure, chicken? We’ve been there a lot and a twenty-first is a real big event in anyone’s life. I’ll take you anywhere - Paris, even. If we left on an early-morning flight, we could be back in time for your party.’

‘Leave it with me, Daddy. Maybe I should think about it some more.’ I pretended to look concerned and, for the next few days, had teased him that since it was time for me to take the world seriously, far from allowing him to whisk me off to Paris, I should probably start dealing with the real world. We should choose somewhere where people not as privileged as ourselves were forced to eat: a right-on, bare-tabled dive at the end of a grotty lane.

Despite all the teasing, though, I’d never had any intention of going anywhere but the Berkeley Court Hotel for my birthday lunch. It was ‘our’ place, Daddy’s and mine, and I knew it would please him if I opted to celebrate one of the major occasions of my life there. He had always taken me, or me and Pamela, to the Berkeley for big days and celebrations. Great big wodges of roast beef with marbling like a  road map, black on the outside, squidgy and bleeding in the centre. As well as the mangetout and ratatouille, there were old-fashioned vegetables, like turnip and cabbage. Cutlery so solid it’d give you a hernia if you tried to lift too much of it. Even as a small child, I had never felt in the least overawed by the high hush, the palaver with silver domes on the plates, the massive sweet trolley, the murmuring waiters; instead, I felt secure, cushy and glamorous, as if nothing could ever harm me through the thick walls and draperies.

It was still too early to telephone anyone. I left the window and sat on my bed, hugging my knees. I counted my blessings, not least among them rude health, my super-generous daddy and my very handsome boyfriend, on the up in his career. Not to speak of my own good performance at uni.

I had no illusions about the privilege of my upbringing, especially where my degree was concerned. Frankly, I didn’t know how some of my fellow students made it through their courses. English was no doddle at University College Dublin, and it took a fair amount of effort to keep up, but in addition to attending lectures and tutorials and meeting essay deadlines, some had to slave for a pittance in greasy spoons or other places so that they could eat. When I’d think dark thoughts like that, though, I’d remember the parable of the beloved child for whom the fatted calf was killed. I was equally beloved, and it was hardly my fault, was it?

When I was younger and on days off or holidays from school, Daddy had taken me with him everywhere, even on business trips. Once we had a glorious weekend in London, and before we came home, he took the afternoon off from business and we trained it to Brighton, ‘Just for the experience, ’ he said that morning, laughing in that whistling, wheezy  way he had. ‘We’re an island people, and it should be compulsory to see the sights of the world. Our government should give us grants to go and see the Eiffel Tower, the Taj Mahal, the Great Wall of China and the Grand Canyon. Brighton pier isn’t in that league, chicken, but it’s a start.’ I would have been about eleven.

I turned on my bedside radio and lay back on the pillows to enjoy the anticipation of a wonderful life ahead.

I wondered if Bob was awake yet, and what he had in store for me later. I was going to meet him for coffee in the Royal Marine later that morning. I hoped he’d have my present with him.

We hadn’t done ‘it’ yet. We had necked and petted, of course, but hadn’t gone the whole way. It was my fault: something held me back, I wasn’t sure what. Maybe being a Protestant was the problem - we’re a little reserved that way; I think it’s because we’re in such a minority in Ireland that we feel we have to be extra careful about our reputations. For whatever reason, I just felt it wouldn’t be right to go to bed with my boyfriend before we were married, and I was always conscious that Daddy would be disappointed in me if he found out. And he would: Daddy found out everything.
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