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      Prologue

      
      I used to wonder about magistrates – what they did and how they did it, but more importantly I used to wonder who they were. It had always sounded such an important and highly responsible job – but it never occurred to me that I could
         apply to be one. As with most things in my life I took on board the details then just stored them away. I probably told myself
         at the time that it wasn’t even worth dreaming about; becoming a Justice of the Peace just didn’t happen to people like me.
      

      
      In the early nineties I began to think more about it, especially when my son was about to go off to university, our dog, Tosca,
         was getting old, and I was starting to wonder what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I happened to meet a real magistrate
         and we got talking. I didn’t know her well, but I was curious enough to ask her about the work she did and what the position
         actually entailed. Amongst other things, she said, ‘You must be a pillar of society!’ I thought to myself: I’m as good as
         anyone else. This woman was no different to me. If she could do the job so could I. I applied and in time I received an information
         pack, which advised reading up as much as I could about the role and also visiting my local court to sit in the gallery and see what went on. In due course
         this became mandatory and after a while I was asked to attend an interview. I felt totally elated. I couldn’t believe this
         was happening to me. I talked to my husband and son and was bubbling over with excitement, but I was hiding an underlying
         fear that my past might rear its ugly head. This fear grew and grew, and I began to wonder if I could just say I had changed
         my mind rather than be turned down. So it was with very mixed feelings that I prepared for the most important interview of
         my life, not knowing really what was in store for me.
      

      
      On the day I waited with another lady who said she came from Ealing. We talked. She was clearly middle class. I felt that
         the only thing we had in common was that our sons had both gone to public school. I decided within twenty seconds that she
         was the sort of person they were looking for; they would undoubtedly prefer her to me. In my mind she was so clearly a better
         candidate, I wondered what I was doing even sitting there waiting.
      

      
      She was called for her interview first. I nervously sat reading the case history they had asked me to look at. After what
         seemed like an age it was my turn. I was called in and introduced to the three members of the committee who would be interviewing
         me. The letter I had received had said that I would not be expected to have any knowledge of the law or sentencing so we discussed
         the case history I had been given in very general terms. Then they changed tack and asked me what I would do if my son brought
         drugs home. I went with my instincts and just said what I’d always said – I would notify the police and with any luck a short
         sharp shock would stop him in his tracks. Then they asked me what I would do if I found a burglar had entered our home and
         injured our dog. Again not knowing if it was the right thing or not I just said if the dog was injured, I would tend to him.
         ‘You mean you wouldn’t chase after the thief?’ the interviewer came back. He seemed quite surprised at this. They asked me if I did any charity work and I answered
         honestly that no I didn’t at the present time. My son was my priority and when he left home I would engage in some kind of
         voluntary work. ‘So you have a comfortable existence,’ one of them said. I felt the interview was going rapidly downhill.
         But then he continued, ‘But it hasn’t always been like that, has it?’ Immediately I started to panic. I took a deep breath
         to try to calm myself down. I thought to myself, Oh God! Do I have to tell them everything now? But the chairman had a kindly
         face and I decided to tell them the truth about things I had kept secret for the past forty-seven years.
      

      
      No, it hadn’t always been so comfortable, I began. I’d been raped at the age of eight and despite the fact that my mother
         had successfully prosecuted my attacker, I and my sisters had been taken from her and locked up for the rest of our childhoods
         in an Industrial School in County Westmeath in Ireland where we were beaten and dressed in rags and worked to the bone, whilst
         receiving almost no education. Once I started I just couldn’t stop. I told the panel that my mother had done the best she
         could, but she hadn’t been able to prevent it. What had happened to us was typical of the so-called care system in Ireland
         in the 1950s and I was unutterably angry with the Irish Government, the NSPCC and Roman Catholic Church. At the end of it
         all, one of the interviewers, clearly surprised by the level of my outburst, asked if I had any other skeletons in my closet?
         Was there anything else that I wanted to talk about that could be an embarrassment to me at a later date? I replied that they
         knew more about me than almost anyone. I had totally exposed myself to them. I had nothing else to hide.
      

      
      As the interview came to a close, I had terribly mixed feelings. On one hand I thought it had been intrusively intimate and
         on the other I thought, Gosh! I can’t believe it. I’ve told them everything and that wasn’t really so difficult. But when
         I talked to my husband Steve and my son Richard about it over dinner the elation ebbed away. I remember saying there was no
         way I would be appointed having discussed my past in such detail. I phoned the other woman I had met there to see how she
         had got on. When I put the phone down it was quite clear that she had got the job and not me.
      

      
      So I was stunned to receive a letter from the Lord Chancellor’s office notifying me that I had been appointed a magistrate.
         It was April 1997, almost eighteen months after I had first applied and I had been accepted by the highest office in the land.
         I was over the moon.
      

      
      I’ve been sitting on the Bench for eight years now – the age when my life changed for ever – and when I look at the people
         who come in front of me, I think, There go I but for the grace of God, had not opportunities presented themselves to give
         me a better life. And I think back to my childhood, what it was like before and after it was so brutally interrupted.
      

   

      

      Chapter 1


      

      

      They called her the Duchess. She was better dressed than most people in our area, carried herself well and spoke nicely, with

         a soft lilting accent. She stood out in the heart of Dublin where we lived. I can see her now in her favourite grey tweed

         suit, which gave her a lovely nipped-in waist, going about her business briskly and confidently, always with a nice word for

         anyone we passed. You could tell at a glance she hadn’t been born there; there was something in the way she conducted herself

         that set her apart. ‘There goes the Duchess’: for most people it was a term of affection, but to others, those who didn’t

         know her at all, it was tinged with a bit of envy. Sometimes it was said with sarcasm: ‘Will ya look at Miss High and Mighty

         now! Who does she think she is with her airs and graces?’

      


      

      I’m only three years old when this story starts; that’s as far back as I can remember. My big sister and I didn’t know then

         how different she was because to us she was just Mammy. And she didn’t think she was better than anyone, she just knew you

         had to keep your wits about you to survive with two kids and no Daddy around to support them. Life had never been easy for her, but she carried on regardless. ‘You can’t let it get to you,’ she used to say to us when things weren’t going our

         way.

      


      

      She had no family of her own, no parents, no brothers or sisters – no blood relations at all – so Sarah Louise and I meant

         everything to her and she made sure we knew it. Every day she told us that she loved us, that we were her bonny lasses and

         that she’d give us the shirt off her back if we wanted it. She made up songs about us; sometimes she sang popular songs but

         put our names in them, which never failed to make us feel special. We walked miles across Dublin with her like this, singing

         songs and making up nonsense rhymes, but best of all I liked it when we got back to our street. I always felt a warm feeling

         inside when we got to Whitworth Bridge over the Liffey and knew that we were a few minutes off being nice and snug at home

         with our shoes off and the kettle on the fire. Soon enough we were back on our street and one of the neighbours would say,

         ‘Aren’t the girls looking gorgeous now! Look at little Kathleen with her ribbons there!’ And Mammy would look pleased at the

         compliment and say something friendly back.

      


      

      Twenty-nine Lower Bridge Street, my home for the first few years of my life, wasn’t really on Lower Bridge Street at all:

         it was on a little lane which turned off that street and it didn’t have a name of its own. We lived in a tenement house just

         as you turned into the lane and we shared it with six other families. Though Mammy always said she’d prefer to be in one of

         the little white corporation cottages down the lane, but to me our building seemed much better with its grand, dark front

         and numerous windows. When you went in through the worn and chipped dark red front door, which no one ever locked, there was

         a wide central communal staircase. It was always very dark in the stairway, so my sister and I used to rush up the steps,

         two at a time, before the bogey man could get us.

      


      

      When you got to the second floor, we were on the left of the landing and our neighbour Mrs Harris and her family were on the right. We had two rooms: the front room had the coal fire,

         the stove for cooking and Mammy’s bed tucked over in one corner; the back room had the big iron bed that my sister and I slept

         in. We liked Mammy’s room the most because it was the cosiest. When we came home from our errands, we used to light the fire

         and sit in front of it warming ourselves, while Mammy got our dinner on the stove.

      


      

      Once a week we would get the tin bath out from under her bed, Mammy would heat up lots of kettles of water and we would all

         have a lovely, warm, soapy bath. When we came out we’d be wrapped in towels and Mammy would cuddle us in front of the fire

         whilst she told us stories about olden times, leprechauns, fairies, banshees and Grania O’Malley, who was a famous Irish warrior.

         The best bit was when she used to twirl her fingers in my blond hair and tell me I was like one of the princesses and I would

         want that bit to go on for ever. Sometimes after the bath we sat at our little wooden table where we had our meals and did

         drawing and looked at picture books till sleep time. But Mammy would also take us to the public baths once a month. She had

         to pay for these baths but it was great fun to have running hot water, to splash around and make noise.

      


      

      Our bed had the Sacred Heart at one end and the Virgin Mary opposite. We slept top-to-toe in there and took it in turns which

         way we were facing. There was no heating at all in our room and if it was a particularly cold night, Mammy would put our coats

         on top of the blankets to give us some extra warmth. Most days though, I did my best to go to sleep in Mammy’s bed. I liked

         to doze off watching the dying glow of the fire and Mammy knitting or quietly getting on with her chores. In that room I would

         drift off into the loveliest sleep but could never work out how I managed to wake up in my own bed in the morning.

      


      

      We had a gas meter and there was a little pile of coins on the mantelpiece to feed it. You could tell when it was going to run out because the lights started to flicker and then one

         or other of us would rush over, stand on the kitchen chair and put the change in. Like the rest of the families in Lower Bridge

         Street, we got our water from the standpipe outside in the lane; no one had anything as grand as a tap or running water inside

         their houses. Although there was sometimes a queue with twenty or so families sharing the same supply, we were entirely used

         to it, it was part of our life. And, similarly, we all shared a toilet which was also outside down the lane. At night we made

         our own arrangements. There was no way any of us were getting out of our warm beds, putting our coats on and going down to

         the privy when it was blackness outside, so we put up with having a wee in the bucket and emptying it out in the morning.

      


      

      Once the fire was lit, the first chore of the morning was emptying out the night bucket and filling up the kettle from the

         tap. Often when we were little Mammy had to make a couple of journeys to get the water for all our needs – washing, drinking

         and cooking. Once we were old enough to go to the standpipe for ourselves we seemed to spend a lot of time lugging water around

         either for Mammy or for one of the other families in the lane. We all helped each other out.

      


      

      You could tell she hadn’t been born and bred in Dublin like the vast majority of our neighbours because she didn’t wear the

         grey shawl round her shoulders like they did. If you walked down our lane, or any of the roads around us, you’d see the doorways

         were full of women talking, gossiping, sharing a bit of a scandal, cradling their babies in that unmistakable grey rug. Mammy

         looked totally different to them. Where she came from, the women didn’t drape bits of wool round themselves; blankets were

         for the bedroom and that was where they stayed. She was looked upon as a country woman – a culchie – as different from the

         Dubliners as it was possible to be. She didn’t sound like them either – she had been brought up on a farm and had a refined, gentle voice, without a trace of the harsh vowels

         of the women she chatted to. But those years in the country had done more than just shape how she sounded; they had moulded

         her personality as well. She had an extremely sunny disposition; she was outgoing and sociable and talked to everyone, young

         and old. And although she was an outsider, there is no doubt she was well liked. People called out to her all the time when

         we walked down the lane and her face always lit up when she greeted them. She wasn’t one of them, but she was in no way a

         country bumpkin either; she was quite a mystery, the Duchess. Occasionally she would get drawn into a dispute, and someone

         would try to claim her for their side and she would just say lightly, with a smile on her face, ‘I’m half culchie and half

         Dublin now: I’m both of you!’

      


      

      In the winter our lane became a muddy skating rink, its potholes filled with puddles. Every day the mud from Lower Bridge

         Street was trampled up our stairs and into our two rooms despite Mammy’s best efforts. We tried to wipe our shoes at the door

         as we had been told but it seemed to come in anyway. Every day Mammy got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed the floors

         in our two rooms in a desperate attempt to keep them clean. She put newspaper over the wet bits so that we had somewhere to

         walk whilst it dried. Sometimes she tackled the main stairwell as well with her bucket and scrubbing brush and sheets of old

         newspaper placed like stepping stones. Tramps who had nowhere else to go used to come in at night and sleep in our hallway

         because our front door was never locked. Mammy was always very sympathetic towards these people and used to say that being

         inside, even in an unheated entrance hall, was better than being out there under the stars. Sometimes they were still there

         in the morning and Mammy would just wash around them, careful not to disturb their rest. If either of us so much as sniggered

         under our breath about those piles of rags kipping in our hallway, Mammy would silence us with a look that threatened the wrath of God and

         all else besides.

      


      

      Mammy always worked. She cleaned at home and she cleaned for other people. She cleaned hotels and hospitals and private houses,

         but she only took jobs where we could go along with her. We had to sit quiet as mice and not be any trouble whilst she did

         her work. She was paid in cash, a few shillings here and there, and it lived in a pot on the mantelpiece. If there was a bit

         of money left over once she’d paid the rent, fed the meter and bought the food, she would buy me and my sister ribbons for

         our hair. Sarah Louise had long straight dark hair, and I had thick, unruly blond hair with a mind of its own. I hated having

         my hair combed. I would run around the table with Mammy trying to catch me. But every day she brushed and plaited or turned

         it into ringlets with ribbons on and sent us off into the world looking and feeling like the princesses we read about in books.

         That feeling didn’t last long though. We didn’t realise it then but we lived in the poorest, most deprived part of Dublin

         and those ribbons were lucky if they made it to the end of our street, let alone the end of the day without someone robbing

         them off our heads and then running off. But Mammy never gave up. When she got a bit more money she went back to the market

         and got us some more. She felt that these little details were very important to how you felt about yourself. She thought that

         looking smart mattered and if she expected us to look smart, then she must too. In our two little rooms with the outside tap,

         she kept us all well groomed and respectably turned out.

      


      

      She went to the hairdresser from time to time to get her fine hair cut and styled. One time she came back very upset: she’d

         had a wave put in and it hadn’t worked. Her usually soft, pretty hair was now all frizzy and fried-looking and she was inconsolable.

         I was very young but deeply conscious of the fact that our strong, capable mammy had been reduced to tears by this horrible treatment called a permanent wave. Sarah Louise and I

         were torn between wanting to comfort her and wanting to touch this thing on her head, where her hair used to be, which felt

         like a nest of coarse, crisp straw.

      


      

      When life did threaten really to get on top of her, or the distillery next door was belching out particularly horrible smells,

         she would close the windows and we would all go out for a ‘constitutional’. The distillery was behind us, but it towered over

         our home like a giant belching out its stinky breath. It really bothered Mammy, who said that the air in Dublin was dirty

         and smoky enough anyway without having ‘that pollution’ added to it. We’d never known anything different, but she had grown

         up in the Dublin Mountains, breathing the fresh country air, and was horrified by the thought of what she was subjecting her

         children to: she was very concerned about our health living in the city.

      


      

      Every morning after breakfast we were given a big spoonful of malt and cod liver oil combined. It was for our well-being,

         she said, to make our skin clear and our bones strong. Mammy had been raised on it and she’d scarcely had a day’s sickness

         in her life. I didn’t mind what it did, it tasted lovely: sweet, black and treacly. With that in our tummies, Mammy would

         button us into our coats and take us out into the fresh air. She was a great believer in the healing power of a good walk.

      


      

      We lived in the middle of the city right next to the Brazen Head, the oldest pub in all of Dublin. We were surrounded by churches

         and pubs. ‘God and the Devil!’ she used to say with a laugh – you couldn’t go a hundred yards without tripping over one or

         the other. Mammy loved the churches, the sound of the bells when they all pealed at once, and we went to Mass every Sunday.

         But the pubs she would have nothing to do with. She swept us past their doorways and told us not to look inside. Yet she liked

         the vibrancy and colour of the city. We always joined in after Mass on St Patrick’s Day when there was a huge procession through the streets of Dublin and the bagpipes would

         play and everyone would be dressed up in their Sunday best. Sarah Louise and I decided we loved St Patrick, whoever he was,

         he must have been a nice man, because suddenly everyone was in a good mood, patting us on the head and giving us sweets.

      


      

      We regularly walked over to St Stephen’s Green, near the Shelbourne Hotel which Mammy used to clean. It was quite a way there

         from our house and since Mammy was very friendly and stopped to talk to everyone it took us quite a while just to get away

         from Lower Bridge Street what with babies to coo at and neighbours to catch up with. I loved these trips out in my smartly

         pressed clothes, with ribbons in my hair and Mammy saying hello to everyone. But it was particularly good when we finally

         got to the Green because there was a pond and we would throw bread to the ducks and afterwards we would run around on the

         grass. One time I was so fascinated by the ducks and their antics I slipped down the steep mossy side and fell in. Mammy had

         to come and rescue me, which wasn’t difficult because it was quite shallow, but the walk back home again wasn’t very comfortable,

         me dripping with water and smelling of pond weed. By the end of the week people down the lane were saying that the little

         blonde one had nearly drowned. Gossip travelled fast and imaginatively!

      


      

      When the weather was good we went to the seaside. Mammy loved fresh air – she had grown up with it – and whenever we could

         we would go to the Bull Wall at Dollymount, Port Marnock or Malahide. Dollymount was a real favourite but it was a long way

         out of Dublin, across the Liffey, five or six miles at least. We would pack up a picnic and take the bus excited as anything.

         But if the bus was late, Mammy would just announce that we would do the remaining miles on foot, hardly noticing the distance

         with the imminent promise of sand between our toes and a paddle in the sea. More often than not my best friend Chrissie Dumphy would come along too and Chrissie

         would be so happy she would shout, ‘We’re going on holiday, we’re going on holiday,’ all the way out there to anyone who cared

         to listen.

      


      

      Dollymount was on the northern outskirts of Dublin and the nearest thing that you could call a resort near to where we lived.

         There was a rocky section down one end where you could lower yourself down some steep steps into the deep sea. We always stuck

         to the sandy bit; none of us could swim and there in the shallows, we could mess around to our heart’s content. We built huge

         sandcastles and decorated them with shells and bits of seaweed. Mammy always let her hair down and joined in with our games,

         chasing us and burying us in the sand.

      


      

      Mammy never liked excluding people. Pied-Piper-style she would gather up whoever was available whenever we were having a day

         out. There was a local boy called Paddy May and his cousin Kathleen who regularly used to come with us; she had always liked

         Paddy despite the fact that he was a bit older than us and had a reputation for being the local scallywag. He and his cousin

         lived in St Audoens, the block of corporation flats across the road. Everyone aspired to these; they were owned by the council

         and the Mays were considered very fortunate to have one. Paddy spent very little time actually in his house though; he was

         always out in the lane running around, playing practical jokes on people and trying to peep up our skirts. Mammy always said

         he was a good boy really and had a kind heart underneath it all.

      


      

      Mammy loved kids. She loved making things special for them. Birthdays were a big thing for her and she saved up money in the

         jar when one of ours was coming up. When it was your birthday you were allowed to choose the colour of icing for your cake.

         There were only a few colours, but the main thing was we were given a choice and mine was always pink. In the morning she made jellies as well and these were put out on to the small window sill in our bedroom to set. Sometimes we would

         have an impromptu birthday party and she would take the His Master’s Voice gramophone – her pride and joy – down to the lane

         where we’d listen to a few records, have a hooley and everyone would join in. Mammy would encourage us to sing and dance and

         if we were very lucky she would start to yodel. She was a great entertainer and no one could resist her when she started up.

         Afterwards we went back up to our house for birthday cake and coconut sandwich biscuits and three-quarters-set jelly.

      


   
      
      Chapter 2

      
          
      Mammy’s own childhood had been disrupted by war and her family had been driven apart. As a result her memories were fractured
         and hazy. She was born Mary O’Malley, later known as May, in Dublin in 1919. She had an older brother but she could remember
         little about him. As a very young girl she had been separated from her family because of the Civil War. Her earliest memory
         was that ‘some sort of fighting had broken out’ and she was ‘lost’ by her mother and father and brother. Those were the very
         words she used. She was very vague about what had caused the family to split up and I knew better than to delve too deeply.
         But I later read more about this period in Irish history and discovered that a lot of families were fragmented by the sectarian
         fighting, which went on for years after Ireland officially became a Free State in the early 1920s. People faced bitter differences
         even within their own community; many fled not only the area they had grown up in, they fled Ireland itself. It may have been
         political upheaval or it may have been personal upheaval which forced my mother’s family to scatter in different directions;
         but the end result was that my mother was placed in St Anne’s Orphanage in Dublin.
      

      
      She never managed to piece together those first years of her life, in fact she never really tried. She did not talk much about
         this early part of her life: the past was the past and probably best left like that. One of the only things she did recall
         from that time at the orphanage was a lady in black, always very elegantly dressed, who used to visit her but then suddenly
         stopped doing so. Mammy did not know who this visitor in mourning was. All she could remember were the beautiful clothes worn
         by this lady, who may or may not have been her mother, and her loneliness when she stopped coming to see her. We always looked
         sad when she got to the bit about being all on her own in the orphanage but she said it was quite a nice place and not so
         horrible really. I later found out that in those days orphanages were fee-paying, private institutions, which offered an alternative
         to families who had suffered a change of circumstances. The fact that she was cared for in such a place might indicate that
         her parents were middle class, which would explain her accent and rather refined way of doing things. But at the age of six,
         her life changed again. Perhaps the smartly dressed lady also died, and with the money no longer coming in, the orphanage
         did what they did with any child who no longer had a family: they fostered her out – to Mr and Mrs Murphy, who had a large
         family. They were comfortably off, had a nice home and, as good Catholics, wanted to share that with someone less fortunate
         than themselves. They lived in the mountains in a place called Bohernabreena, about fourteen miles south-west of Dublin. The
         first few years of Mammy’s life there were relatively carefree; she attended the local school along with the Murphy girls
         and when she came home, joined in with life as a farm girl, caring for the hens and chickens, gradually learning to be at
         ease with the animals and in the end to ride the horses bare-back as well as the best of them. But all that changed when Mrs Murphy died unexpectedly when my mother was ten years
         old. Overnight, she was expected to take over the female role around the house, to run the place and keep it clean and tidy.
         They had no other domestic help and someone had to step into Mrs Murphy’s shoes. The boys were out milking the cows, looking
         after the land, dealing with the farm work and she was left to carry out the housework.
      

      
      She continued to go to school and when she came home, cleaned, tidied and made the tea for the men, when they came in from
         the milking. For a few more months, she attended the local school with the brother, a boy called Terry, who had become her
         best friend in the family, but at the age of eleven, her domestic role took over.
      

      
      Mrs Murphy’s death brought my mother’s childhood to an abrupt end. For the next ten years she worked hard to look after the
         family – and then disaster struck. This young girl whom they had ‘rescued’ from the orphanage, brought into the bosom of the
         family and treated as if she were their own, repaid them by becoming pregnant! Ten years was as nothing: she had brought shame
         and disgrace on the family and she was told to leave the farm and never to come back again. Nobody bothered to ask her who
         the father was and what he had to say for himself.
      

      
      My mother was sent away to have her baby on her own and finally gave birth to my older sister, Sarah Louise, at a hospital
         in Dublin before going to live in a place called the Regina Coeli which was a well-known home for unmarried mothers. She was
         twenty years old.
      

      
      In those days there were few greater crimes a woman could commit than to have a child outside of holy wedlock. Mammy must
         have been a determined character because she managed to keep Sarah Louise when most illegitimate children born in Ireland
         in the forties and fifties were taken straight from their mother at birth. She had hardly any money and earned what little she could by helping the nuns look after the babies in the
         nursery; for a few months that was how she got by. But she knew she couldn’t stay there for ever. If she wanted to keep the
         child, she had to get out and that is how she came to live in the slums of Dublin, along with the poorest of the poor.
      

      
      She rented a room in Dublin and when she went out to work she took Sarah Louise along in her pram. At times, though, she couldn’t
         make enough to pay for her lodging so she would move back into the Regina Coeli and help out in the nursery until she was
         on her feet again.
      

      
      Eighteen months after Sarah Louise’s birth, Mammy discovered she was pregnant again, with me. My father – whoever he was –
         was nowhere to be seen. To have another mouth to feed would not be easy. She could have chosen to have a backstreet abortion
         as others did; such things were possible even at that time if she could have scraped together enough money. She could have
         given me up for adoption. Instead she chose neither of these options, she chose the hardest of all: to hang on to her baby.
         But by choosing to keep me, she chose a life of even greater hardship and public shame than the one she already had.
      

      
      I was born on 26 March 1942 in the Rotunda Hospital in Dublin and she called me Kathleen. On my birth certificate, the box
         where my father’s name should be was left blank, just as it was on my sister’s.
      

      
      I have often wondered who my father was. I was given no clues. Perhaps it was someone at one of her places of employment –
         the head of the household or one of the sons? Perhaps it was someone she fell head over heels in love with? To this day I
         do not know; Mammy never would tell, except to say, ‘He was a nice kind man.’ Even when we were all much older, the right
         moment to ask never seemed to arrive. Perhaps I had the same father as Sarah Louise, though there are few physical similarities between us. My father remained an absence, a white space on a form, never spoken of.
      

      
      Within days my mother was taken in again by the Regina Coeli home, along with her two little girls. She was allowed to recuperate
         for a short time but that was all. Nothing was free and after a week or so under their roof, she was told she had to work
         if she wanted to stay. What else could she do? She had to stay. It was impossible for a woman nursing a tiny baby with a two-year-old
         child in tow as well to gain employment in the outside word so Mammy went back to work in the nursery. She loved looking after
         other people’s babies but it must have been very hard for her emotionally. Most of the babies in the nursery would not be
         staying with their birth mothers. The poor women gave birth, the babies stayed in the nursery for a while, before being whisked
         away and adopted by a couple who would hopefully be able to give them a good and loving home. There is no doubt she must have
         witnessed some harrowing scenes when the mothers realised their babies had gone for good. For somebody in my mother’s position,
         fighting to hold on to her own babies, it must have been a very traumatic place to work, but perhaps it is what gave her the
         stamina and tenacity for the battles which lay ahead.
      

      
      She worked hard at the home and in time she managed to put enough by to get a place of her own. It was nothing grand but at
         least it was somewhere she could call home. She managed to scratch together enough furniture to make it comfortable. It was
         increasingly hard to find jobs which would let her bring two little girls along and there were times when she was forced to
         go back and spend periods of time at the home for unmarried mothers. When she was four years old Sarah Louise contracted tuberculosis
         and had to be cared for in hospital for six months as she convalesced. We were in and out and in and out of hospital each
         day for her treatment. It was impossible for Mammy to work with my big sister so ill, so we left our rooms in the tenements and went back to stay in the Regina Coeli.
      

      
      It was not a comfortable place. We all slept in one long room, like an old-fashioned hospital ward. There was no privacy.
         The nuns had their cells, but it was out of the question for the likes of us to be given a room. Mammy and I would sleep top-to-tail
         in one bed, surrounded by similar little huddles. One of my earliest memories comes from that stay in the home. I was sitting
         in the bath and a nun was washing me and she said, ‘Oh, what beautiful skin you have.’ I was about two years old and she made
         a big impression on me with her starched habit and sweet face. It was not an unhappy time; we had a roof over our head, shelter
         and warmth and the kindly nuns took care of us. Best of all I had Mammy to myself.
      

      
      We weren’t in there very long. As soon as my sister’s health was restored we had to fall back on our own resources, this time
         in two rooms which were to become our home for the next few years: 29 Lower Bridge Street. And once we were on our feet again
         we made one of many trips to visit the Murphys. Even though they had scorned her Mammy still returned in the hope of being
         accepted back. We used to go out to the farm whenever we could, usually by long and complicated prearrangement, letters going
         back and forth about what time we were arriving. It was thirteen miles from where we lived to Bohernabreena, a long way to
         travel in those days. We went out by bus to Aylesbury in Tallaght or the Dublin Mountains, then we would walk for miles and
         miles until we got to a special meeting place where we would sit and wait for Uncle Terry and his pony and trap to take us
         up to the farm. I always remember the weather being nice, warm and sunny, and we loved being in the open air listening for
         Uncle Terry whose arrival was announced by the clip-clopping sound of the pony’s hooves.
      

      
      It always seemed like a wonderful adventure was about to start when our uncle appeared on the horizon. He had a lovely, smiling face and he always looked so pleased to see us. He
         would jump down off the pony and, holding its reins, help us on to the trap. We climbed up the steps at the back and sat on
         two little benches facing each other. The steps folded up under themselves and then we were off, bumping gently along the
         country roads.
      

      
      Mammy always made a very special effort for these visits to Bohernabreena. She spent ages getting us ready and we always had
         to look the same. One time she bought us matching Fair Isle jumpers on the weekly payment, another time there were red dresses
         she had knitted specially, with red ribbons threaded through the waist. She would put on her smart grey suit and tie her hair
         back with a bow or a clasp. She wanted her adopted family to see how well she was doing raising her girls; she always set
         out with very high hopes.
      

      
      On the way there she talked to us about her life growing up in the country. It seemed to hold many treasured memories for
         her. There had been lots of horses on the farm and she had learnt to ride without a saddle from an early age. She could get
         on a horse – any horse – and ride it with total confidence. The children were nice to her but Uncle Terry she was particularly
         close to. She had been responsible for taking him to school and there was a strong bond between them. Mammy always looked
         so happy when she talked about those times, and we could never hear enough of it.
      

      
      Sometimes – for no reason at all – we just waited and waited in vain by the roadside for the familiar sound of Uncle Terry’s
         arrival. Hours later, with a look of defeat that she would do her best to hide, Mammy would just say, ‘Let’s go home now,
         darlings.’
      

      
      Other times when Uncle Terry didn’t show up we would walk the long distance to the homestead by ourselves and it would take
         us over an hour. Sometimes we weren’t even asked into the farm itself.
      

      
      But to my mother those visits out to the farm were worth it because the Murphys were like family to her; the only family she
         could really remember. And she loved just being back in the countryside again, the outdoors, the wind in her hair. She spent
         most of her life cooped up in two rooms in the inner city, surrounded by drunkards and pubs and fumes from the distillery.
         No wonder that farm meant so much to her, it was everything our life in the tenement wasn’t, and we kept on going back.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter 3

      
            
      Mammy made the best of it but there is no doubt life was hard for her, working every hour she could, struggling to find enough
         money to get by. But when I was two years old all that changed: she met the man she would later marry. His name was Thomas
         Byrne and Tommy, as we were asked to call him, was different. He told her stories about his job for the Postal Service, working
         on the mailboats that frequently took him overseas to England carrying letters back and forth, and she told him about us,
         our games together, our life in Lower Bridge Street. Amazingly enough he was not put off by this woman with two fatherless
         children, who scratched a living from cleaning jobs. In fact her stories had quite the opposite effect: he admired her spirit
         and liked her sense of liveliness.
      

      
      I was three years old when Mammy married Tommy Byrne and suddenly there was light at the end of the tunnel. He came from a
         family of civil servants and they were very well respected. He was away a lot, but he always sent a postal order back to us
         and suddenly Mammy had a regular income, which meant we would never have to seek temporary refuge in the Regina Coeli again. Mammy was happy, so we were happy, but I do remember the slightest niggling worry that he might take her away
         from us. Sarah Louise and I had taken it in turns to share her bed and suddenly there was a man around with a better claim
         on it than we had. I had never known a ‘daddy’, had never known to miss one, and suddenly my little universe of girls’ things
         and dollies felt rather threatened. But I needn’t have worried. Tommy’s work kept him away for long periods of time and when
         he came back he was very nice, so gentle with us that it was worth giving up Mammy for a few days. After a while we started
         to count off the days till he came back but he worked hard, long hours and numerous shifts on the boats, and, though he supported
         us, we saw very little of him at Lower Bridge Street.
      

      
      In July 1945, Lydia, my little sister, was born. She was a lovely baby: she had a mass of natural tight curls like Shirley
         Temple and a sweet and easy temperament. Sarah Louise and I took it in turns playing with her and singing and, as she grew
         older, wrapping her up in a blanket and taking her down to the lane to show her off to the other children. When Tommy was
         home we would walk down the street together with Lydia smiling out from her pram and people would say, ‘Hello there, Mr and
         Mrs Byrne.’ I remember feeling that we were a proper family at last and that nothing could touch us. Even though we weren’t
         Tommy’s real children he made it clear that he made no distinction between his own daughter, Lydia, and us. He was our daddy
         too. He was the sort of man who liked to do things properly and he told us that it was his intention to adopt my sister and
         me legally. He was making a start on the necessary paperwork.
      

      
      It was a happy time. I remember one particular day vividly. We were on O’Connell Bridge, my mother, smartly dressed as always,
         was holding Lydia in her arms, I was on one side, my sister on the other, and a street photographer came up and snapped us. He said, ‘Them’s three gorgeous daughters you’ve got there, Missus,’ and persuaded Mammy to buy it by flattering
         her and being charming. We had been taken out shopping that day for a treat and I remember saying to her, ‘Mammy, why don’t
         you buy something for yourself – you never buy anything just for you!’ She just laughed and dismissed it and said she didn’t
         need anything. She had everything she wanted and any extra money she had went on us. She had opened accounts for the three
         of us recently at the Post Office round the corner from where we lived and when she did have a few spare halfpennies we were
         allowed to go and deposit them in our accounts. Sarah Louise and I had little concept of money but we went down there so regularly,
         we were convinced that we were well on the way to being the richest girls in the city.
      

      
      Like every good Catholic family, rich or poor, we went to Church every Sunday to hear Mass. After the service we went to St
         Stephen’s Green for an ice cream. That was our treat and in my opinion it was the best ice cream in all Ireland! Mammy wasn’t
         a particularly God-fearing woman, despite saying her prayers every day, but she did have a great respect for the Catholic
         Church and the traditions it upheld. In her eyes a religious upbringing could save you from the drunken, thieving misery we
         saw on a daily basis. When it came to the question of schooling there was little debate for her. Although John’s Lane School
         was close to where we lived and where the majority of local parents sent their children, it just didn’t feel right to her.
         It was run by the Augustine Brothers but the actual teaching was done by lay teachers rather than by the religious themselves.
         We walked past the school gates daily and saw the kids come flying out, boys and girls together, wild and reckless, laughing
         and swearing, with no regard for Mammy and the little one in the pram. She became more and more resolved that the atmosphere
         was too rough and tumble for her little girls; it wasn’t the place for us at all.
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