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PROLOGUE


What Happened
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This is the tale of two red-haired girls who lived on either side of a ten-foot wall. 


One was trapped inside the Bon Secours mother and baby home. 


The other was me. 


I see them sometimes when I close my eyes. The ‘home babies’. Not as they were, but as they could have been, at the end of their lives, instead of the beginning: with grandchildren of their own, perhaps, with white hair and weathered skin, recounting stories of the lives they’ve led, the places they’ve been. 


Instead they lie beneath the soil, the bodies of those forgotten children. Dead before they’d barely started. 


Above the surface, a seemingly normal Irish town: a children’s playground, a church, a housing estate – the veneer of humdrum village life. But nothing could be further from the truth.


The story of how this came to pass, and how we came to know this dark secret . . . well, that is what I will tell you here. 


796: the number of children taken from their mothers who died and were discarded. Remains found in a sewage tank on the grounds of the children’s home. 


Guilty of the greatest sin of all: to be born. Born to mothers without husbands, with no ring on their fingers. A shame to the parish. 


What shame, now.


But who are these children? How did they get here? And who was meant to care for them?


When a child goes missing, the media shout for answers, for the Madeleine McCanns of the world. Photographs on milk cartons, search parties, distraught families. But when hundreds go missing in the care of an institution, there is silence. Mothers left to grieve alone.


I will not rest until every one of those children is accounted for. Each one some mother’s son, or daughter.


They call me an amateur historian. But this story is not consigned to history. It nearly was. But the truth will not stay buried. What I am about to tell you sounds like fiction, but it is far from it. I will tell you how it all came to pass – the twists and turns of life that led to this discovery. 


I have made a promise to myself that I will not stop until I know, until the world knows, what happened here, in the quiet corner of my little town, in the cradle of the Catholic Church. 


What went on, on the other side of the wall.


The truth will be unearthed, if I have to fight ’til my dying day. 


My name is Catherine Corless, and this is my story.










CHAPTER ONE


Beginnings
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Everyone’s life is unique, but they all begin the same way. It is the one thing we have in common, no matter who we are. We all had a mother, at some point. And our relationship with her shapes us in ways we may not even realise, until later in life. That is what happened with me, and my mother. 


I always felt as though my arrival into this world was a bit of an inconvenience. Perhaps because I was often told as much by my mother. 


She was in her forties when I was born. The year was 1954. I can only imagine I wasn’t planned and perhaps not entirely wanted. I was the scrapings off the pot, as we called it, the last child born. My mother already had two boys and two girls. Each had been a home birth, delivered in the back bedroom of our family farmhouse; that is, until I came along. With high blood pressure, my mother very reluctantly agreed to go to the Galway central maternity unit some weeks before my birth. 


In the ward she was stationed beside a friendly Traveller woman, who noticed my mother crying. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked. 


‘I just miss home,’ my mother said.


‘Ourra get out of that, you ol’ fool,’ she said, ‘sure isn’t this a chance to put your feet up, away from the other childer!’ 


My mother wasn’t convinced. She left the hospital as soon as she was permitted. As was the way back then, the hospital ambulance delivered Kathleen Farrell and her new little bundle home to the farm. When the ambulance pulled up outside the house, my father came to the door with Anne, Michael, Martin and Mary, who were all eager to meet their new little sister, Catherine. And so it was that I would come to call this place my home, this farmland on the edge of Tuam. 


And I was about to make my presence known, in a big way. I was a very restless baby, so I’m told, who cried a lot. And with four other children to look after, my mother didn’t have much time for that. 


Life was busy in our crowded little house. We were now a family of seven. We lived in what had once been a Royal Irish Constabulary barracks, situated on a former landed estate owned by the Henry family. Despite being old, the house was fit for purpose. It had a fine slate roof, a large kitchen area, a scullery with a Belfast sink, and a loft above the two small bedrooms. 


But gone were the times of landed gentry. The new owner of the property was a man named Bobby Burke. He was a kind and decent landlord. He divided the estate among his employees, my father being one of them. They each received around 40 acres, and the landlord put in place a scheme where new houses were built to accommodate their families. My parents gladly participated, paying for the house in monthly rates. 


I was six months old when we made the big move. The new house was spacious, compared to the old house. There were three bedrooms instead of two, which meant a new sleeping arrangement: a ‘boys’ room’ and a ‘girls’ room’. It was decided that my mother would sleep in one room with me and my sister Mary, and my father would sleep in the other room with my two brothers Michael and Martin. Somehow, Anne, being 14 years old, got a room to herself. 


I’ve never really known whether that arrangement was entirely due to the logistics of space or whether my parents preferred being in separate bedrooms. I’ve come to the conclusion, though, that I may have had something to do with it. My father couldn’t tolerate any kind of loud noise, so the prospect of a crying baby in the night may have been more than he could bear. 


My mother seemed quite happy with this set-up. I don’t think she thought of my father in a romantic way. Of course, she cared for him and made sure he was looked after. Perhaps it wasn’t quite love, but it was what she could manage. My father, on the other hand, was soft. He was the gentle one, the emotional one. He needed her more than she needed him. And her distancing seemed to make him need her all the more. 


Though I was the youngest, I was often left to my own devices. Out of necessity, I suppose – not enough hands for all the children who needed minding. I had the bumps and bruises to prove it. All part of growing up. Or falling up, perhaps, in my case. 


Though my mother did her best to keep an eye on me, my childhood seemed to be punctuated with tumbles and falls. I don’t think I was overly clumsy. Just curious, perhaps. Always wanting to explore. The years flew by, and before they knew it, I was walking and getting up to mischief. 


Life was simple back then. But it was hard work too. Every few days my mother would collect water from the stream that ran through our land and heave the heavy buckets back up the hill towards the house to be used for washing and cleaning and cooking. She fetched the drinking water from the well each day and was clever about harvesting the rainwater that ran from the drainpipes into barrels she placed beneath them. One day when I was about three years old, I was out on the farm with my mother and my sister Mary collecting water from the stream. 


In one giant leap, I propelled myself forward in my wellington boots and tried to jump across the stream to the opposite embankment. I lost my footing and fell straight on to a sharp rock, hitting my head. I let out a piercing cry, then sat up, dazed and confused. My sister screamed when she saw the blood gushing from my forehead. 


My mother dropped the buckets of water she was carrying. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! What is wrong with you?’


She scooped me up in her arms and brought me inside, where she placed a cold cloth on my head to try to stem the bleeding. A stern scolding followed, about trying to do things that were dangerous.


But, somehow, I didn’t seem to learn my lesson. It was just a few weeks later when the dog incident occurred. I was playing in the kitchen with our family pet. After careful consideration, I surmised he was just the right size for ‘horsey’. I threw my leg over his back and held on tight to the hair around his neck. ‘Yeehaw!’ I yelled as the dog took off across the room. I lost my grip somewhere near the hall and fell straight onto the concrete steps and was knocked unconscious. 


My father saw me lying still on the floor. ‘Christ!’ he yelled as he ran to pick me up. ‘Kathleen! Come quick! She’s dead!’ 


‘Nonsense,’ my mother said. She brought me out to the back of the house and doused my head with cold water from the barrel in the garden, which quickly brought me back to myself. 


My brother Michael came to check on me. ‘Are you alright, Cat?’ he asked, examining my head. He gave me a playful wink. ‘Looks like you’ll live!’ Michael was always looking out for me. I adored him and looked up to him as my protective older brother. I knew I could be a nuisance, being the youngest, but somehow he always had time for me. 


And Mary too was very kind. She was often charged with taking care of me, and sometimes my mother asked far too much of her. As was the case the time I tried to make a whistle out of a small bicycle valve. It slid down my throat and I began to choke on it. My mother slapped my back in a panic, trying to release it. I went quiet for a moment, then swallowed it whole and down it went. 


My mother wanted to ensure that the valve passed through my system and out the other end. So Mary, all of eight years old, was given the job of using a stick to examine my deposits under the bushes because we did not have a bathroom at that stage. Luckily, after several days, the valve appeared and we were able to put an end to that particular ritual. 


I learnt a lot from Mary too. Like the day we heard that we were next in line for ‘the stations’.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked her. 


‘It’s our turn for the stations,’ she said. 


‘What’s that?’ I asked. 


‘Everyone is going to come and say their prayers in our house,’ Mary explained. 


I soon learned that it was a tradition whereby a kind of rota system operated in the village, and instead of everyone going to church for mass, they would come to a person’s house. The priest would say mass in the sitting room and bless the house, with all the neighbours gathered around. And then we would have tea afterwards. It was a very important day, Mary explained, and it meant we had a lot to do to get ready. 


My mother and father seemed to be taking it all very seriously. Work began immediately, as there was much to be done and not a moment to waste. In the quiet moments, I could sense that my mother was worried about it. One night I saw her counting out the money that she kept stashed in the metal box in the cupboard. No doubt it all came at terrible expense. But they had no choice but to go ahead. 


My father began painting the house – inside and out. New furniture arrived and a linoleum floor covering was laid out in the sitting room. Being all but four, the new floor was the most exciting part for me. It seemed like an ideal ice rink to slide across. When no one was looking I took a flying run at it, but lost my balance and came down hard on my elbow. I let out a shriek and held my arm close to my chest, sure that it was broken. But a broken limb was the last thing my parents needed with so much to be done. 


‘Och Lord, what now!’ My mother lifted me up and carried me into the kitchen, taking a jar of goose grease from the windowsill. The fat from roasting a goose proved to be an excellent remedy for most swellings. My mother always kept a jar of it to hand, from the leftover goose fat from Christmas dinner. 


She sat me down at the kitchen table and opened the jar. The smell was pungent as she scooped it out with her fingers and rubbed the fatty goo on my elbow. The smell itself was enough to make you forget about the pain, if only for a minute. Whatever else you might say about my mother, she was a wizard when it came to home remedies, though in a way she had to be, as there wasn’t much money to spare for doctors’ fees.


After much preparation, the day finally arrived. My mother woke at dawn. I felt her moving in the bed. I turned over and closed my eyes tightly, hoping she might let me sleep on. I knew we would be needed though, especially today. ‘Time to get up, girls,’ she said, waking me and my sisters. ‘We’ve a lot to do before they all arrive.’ 


I opened my eyes sleepily. I heard my mother stoking the fire in the kitchen. 


Anne nudged me hard. ‘Get up!’ she said. 


I jumped up and got dressed quickly. Our best clothes had been laid out on the bed. When I walked into the kitchen, Mam was busy setting the table and ensuring there would be enough food for everyone. We were hosting a sit-down meal for all the neighbours. Mary, Anne and I got to work helping her with seating arrangements. 


Mam pointed us towards the white cloths and candles and asked us to dress the makeshift altar in the sitting room, which we did carefully, trying to get all the details just right. 


Just then, my father came in from milking the cows with my brothers. ‘You’ve done a fine job there, girls,’ he said, taking off his muddy boots. 


Once everything was ready, we waited for people to arrive. I stood watch at the front window. 


‘They’re coming!’ I shouted, as I saw the line of people making their way up the hill towards the house. Some walking, others on their bicycles. Everyone was dressed in their Sunday best.


‘They’re nearly here!’ shouted Mary. 


We took our places. We all knew what our jobs were for the day, to help things go smoothly. 


Neighbours and friends from far and wide arrived. They were solemn and quiet, blessing themselves as they came through the door, as though they were entering a church. The candles were lighting in the room and a strong smell of incense filled the air. As more and more people arrived, we squeezed in tightly. 


There was a mumble of chat as the farmers discussed their herds and crops and the women reunited with one another. Then, a hush moved through the room. ‘Shhhh.’ The priest was arriving. He was dressed in his stole and holy vestments. My mother went out to greet him and guided him into the front room where he would hear confession from those who wished to attend. 


When that was done, the priest came into the sitting room to say mass. We all gathered around in a circle as he stood beside the fire. I watched, fascinated, as, row upon row, the adults clasped their hands and bowed their heads. When it was time to kneel, they bent double and dropped to the floor, even the tallest of men, made suddenly small. It was strange to see the adults, who were usually in charge, behaving like children in a classroom. 


An elderly woman was seated on the armchair. She was dressed all in black. A younger woman, who looked like her daughter, gently helped her down to her knees by the fire, as she clasped her rosary beads in prayer. 


The house was filled with the drone and mutter of prayers recited in unison. A cloud of incense wafted through the room, bringing with it the unmistakable smell of Sunday mass. The congregation followed the priest’s lead, kneeling when cued and praying when prompted. Moving and speaking as one, all following instruction. 


When the mass was done, the priest asked, ‘Who is next to take the stations?’ 


There was a silence in the room for a moment, then a neighbour piped up and said it was their turn next. Mary told me it was bad luck to refuse the house mass, and that’s why the tradition continued, year after year. I watched as some of the men stepped forward to give the priest a pound note for his trouble. And with that, the priest wrote down the name of the family to host the following year’s gathering, making it official. That seemed to bring an end to the ceremony. 


Then it was time for breakfast. The priest sat at a special table we had prepared for him, along with a few hand-selected men who would have the privilege of eating with him, my father being one of them. 


People stayed for hours – talking and eating. No longer solemn, but casual, at ease with one another. When the meal was over, the men sat on one side of the room and the women on the other. I went to play with the children outside as we chased each other around the garden. 


When it was time to go, one by one people thanked my parents and commended them on such an impressive ‘stations’. When the last of them had left, my mother closed the door behind them and let out a sigh of relief. 


We all looked at one another – we’d done it! I felt very proud in that moment to be a Farrell. To be part of something – family. 










CHAPTER TWO 


Beware of the Bull
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I would soon learn that there were some things that even goose grease couldn’t cure. I must have been about six years of age the day I decided to explore the forbidden field. I looked to see if anyone was around, then spotted a gap in the hedge and pushed my way through. 


Out of the corner of my eye I saw something move in the hedgerow – a robin, perhaps. I hunched down, peering in through the leaves to catch a glimpse of it, when all of a sudden I felt myself being launched into the air. The world started to spin. 


A bull had caught my dress in his horns and was trying to toss me into the air. I did the only thing I could think of: I held on as tight as I could to the bull’s woolly head, then suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my leg as he bucked furiously. I tried to scream, but no noise came out. The pain was getting worse. Just when I thought I couldn’t hold on any longer, I landed on the ground with a thud. I was crying and disorientated. 


Next thing I knew I was in the arms of a man I didn’t recognise. 


‘Are you alright, girl?’ he asked, checking me for cuts and bruises. 


I screamed. 


‘You’re alright, you’re safe now, you’re safe now,’ he said, trying to calm me down. 


I tried to catch my breath through the tears. 


He told me how he had been cycling past when he saw a bull tossing a little girl into the air. He jumped the gate and somehow managed to prise me from the animal, then escaped to safety, with me in his arms. 


‘You’re a very lucky girl to have survived,’ he told me. ‘You were very brave, hanging on like that.’ 


When he was satisfied that I wasn’t wounded, he asked me where my home was. I pointed to the farmhouse and the kind stranger took me by the hand and walked me back across the fields. My legs were shaking. 


When my mother answered the door, he recounted the story, with horror. She thanked him, and he went on his way. Inside the house, my mother checked me up and down to make sure I was okay, then reprimanded me for going into the bull field. 


I needed a hug, but I knew I wouldn’t get one from my mother. I hoped Michael would be home soon so I could tell him what had happened.


Sometimes when life gets particularly tough I think of that little girl, in her cotton dress, holding on to the bull’s head as he played bucking bronco. It makes me feel like I can take on anything, even if I’m on my own. 


From a very early age I knew my mother wasn’t like other mothers. She was always distant, never maternal. But she could be kind too, at times. I knew she was a good person, though she found it hard to show affection. I could see it in the things she did – for me and for other people.


The Kellehers were a poor family who lived about half a mile from us. And though none of us had much by way of money, they had even less. Their children would sometimes come to our house to play. My mother always showed great kindness to them. I would watch her load up each of their plates with slices of her fresh brown bread covered with butter and jam, served with a mug of warm milk, fresh from our cows, which they happily devoured. Even though I didn’t understand my mother, I still wanted to be like her, in some ways. 


One day I was playing with Jimmy, the eldest of the Kelleher children, in the garden. I turned to him and said, ‘Follow me, I have an idea.’


We ran down the path, then stopped suddenly. 


‘Okay, I have a plan,’ I said. ‘But you have to promise not to tell anyone.’ 


He looked at me, wondering what I was up to. 


‘Promise?’ I said. 


He nodded. 


‘Say “I promise”,’ I insisted. 


‘I promise,’ said Jimmy, sheepishly. 


‘Okay,’ I said, ‘come with me.’ I brought him down to the hen house. ‘Stretch out your jumper,’ I ordered. 


Jimmy obeyed. 


And with that I carefully gathered each and every egg from the coop and placed them in Jimmy’s outstretched jumper. ‘They’re for you,’ I said, triumphantly, once I had completed the task. ‘To take home for your tea!’ 


I watched as Jimmy waddled off, trying to walk the half-mile back to his house, carefully balancing the eggs in his jumper so as not to drop them. I wondered how many of the eggs might be broken by the time he reached home. 


That evening as my mother was spooning out the stew for dinner, she cleared her throat. I knew what was coming. ‘Does anyone know what happened to the eggs today?’ She paused, looking around the table to identify the guilty culprit. I looked down at my shoes. ‘I went out to gather them earlier, but discovered they were already gone,’ she said. ‘Does anyone know anything about that?’ 


She was looking straight at me. I felt my face redden. 


‘Catherine?’ 


I had to own up. ‘I gave them away . . .’ I said. 


‘Away? Who did you give them away to?’ she asked sternly. 


‘Jimmy . . .’ I whispered under my breath, then added, defensively, ‘. . . because, Mam, you said we should be good to the Kellehers.’ 


I waited for the shouting to begin. But no shouting came. I looked up. She was looking at me with an expression I hadn’t seen from her before. Something close to love, I think.


‘Well, you didn’t have to give them all away,’ she said, catching herself, returning to form. 


But I could tell she wasn’t angry about what I’d done. On the contrary, she seemed pleased. Looking back, I think it was one of the only times I ever felt she was proud of me. Perhaps that’s why I remember it so clearly. 


I tell you this to explain how I came to be where I am today, how it all came about. My links to Tuam and the people here. It’s in my blood, this land: the good and the bad of it. 










CHAPTER THREE


Growing Up
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When you’re young, you think life will never change. Until it does, and it catches you off-guard. 


This is what happened one night when I passed the boys’ room on my way to bed, and saw my mother packing a suitcase full of Michael’s clothes. 


‘What’s that for?’ I asked.


‘Michael’s leaving,’ she said. ‘He’s found work in Dublin.’ 


‘Leaving?’ I said, shocked. ‘For how long?’


‘For good,’ she said. 


‘When?’ I asked. 


‘Tomorrow morning,’ she said coldly, leaving the room to fetch something else to put into his suitcase. 


My heart sank. I couldn’t imagine life without Michael. I wanted so badly to ask him to take me with him, but I knew in my heart that wouldn’t be possible. Especially if he was leaving for work. He didn’t need his younger sister holding him back. I should be happy for him, I thought. That’s what he would do for me. But happy was the furthest from what I was feeling. I couldn’t sleep that night, knowing what was about to happen. 


I wasn’t proud of my decision, but the next morning, instead of saying goodbye, I went for a walk. I couldn’t bear to face reality. I walked up to the top field to be sure I could look back at the house to see Michael when he was leaving. I sat on a rock and waited. I was sitting there a long time before I finally saw him emerge from the house, dressed in his best clothes. He suddenly looked like a man, no longer the boy I had always known. He was just 16, and even though I was only six, he was my best friend in the world. I knew at that moment that life was never going to be the same again. 


I watched as he closed the front door behind him and walked away, suitcase in hand. He walked to the bend in the road, then waited there until the bus arrived and hissed to a halt. As he stepped on to the bus, he must have felt me watching him from high up on the hill. He turned and looked up towards the field. That’s when he spotted me. He waved and I waved back. Then the bus disappeared around the corner, and he was gone. I wondered if I would ever see him again. 


The house felt empty without Michael. He had always been my ally and was quick to stand up for me if ever I was in an argument with anyone else in the family. Even though I was the youngest, he always had my back. Now, without Michael around, I suddenly felt very alone.


Not long after that, Martin left too. He was headed for England. There was work there and he felt he could make a better life for himself across the water. It felt like the pillars of our family were disappearing. 


My father must have felt the loss worst of all. The boys had worked by his side on the farm since they were small. Now he was left with his wife and daughters, knowing that, in time, his daughters would leave him too. 


My mother disappeared into the fields the day Martin left. She went for a long walk, to be on her own. Her eyes were red and bloodshot when she returned. And yet none of us spoke of the heartbreak of losing the two boys. Instead, we just went about life, as if it was all normal, as if there weren’t two empty seats at the table. 


But you can’t ignore those feelings, no matter how hard you try. They run deep within you – that love of family and the loss of them when they are missing. You feel it every day. Something I would grow to understand in adulthood in a way I never really appreciated as a child. 










CHAPTER FOUR 


The Gaps
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Without the boys around, there was much more to be done on the farm. And we, the girls, were now needed, to fill the gaps, quite literally. 


Mam was busy baking bread when she spotted something outside the kitchen window. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ she said, wiping her floured hands on the dishcloth. She pulled on her wellies, which were stationed beside the range. ‘He expects me to do everything – inside and out. Come on, Catherine, get your boots on; you’re needed.’ She gestured towards the door. 


I looked out the window to see what was happening. And there in the distance, coming over the hill, was my father, with all our sheep running around him in every direction. The sheepdog was doing his best to keep them under control, but was having very little success. 


We went outside and my mother quickly put some order on the situation, coaxing the sheep in the right direction, but despite her efforts, they kept escaping through the broken fences my father was always intending to mend.


‘Catherine, stand in the gaps in the fence!’ my mother yelled. 


I jumped into the gap and created a barrier as a sheep ran in my direction, then diverted when it saw me. I watched as my parents worked together. Farming was the only time they worked in tandem, whether they were dousing sheep, milking cows or saving crops. It was comforting to see them working as a unit. 


When the job was done, and the sheep were corralled into the correct field, Mam and I went back inside and my father returned to the farmyard. I felt a rush of excitement, knowing I had done something to help. It was nice to feel needed. 


But there was no rejoicing over the success. My mother went straight back to her baking. I could see she wasn’t in good form. She had a way of changing the atmosphere in the room, depending on her mood. Our world revolved around how she was feeling.


It was only when I started school that I really began to get a sense of life outside of our smallholding, of the world beyond the farmyard gates. 










CHAPTER FIVE 


Sweet Temptation 
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Childhood memories are like stepping stones. We jump from one to the other in our minds to make the story of our lives. 


But there is one moment in particular that changed my life entirely. I was all but six years old when I came to know of the home babies.


My sister Mary and I attended the Mercy Convent primary school and we walked the three miles there each day. When we reached the road, we walked along its grassy verge, past the fields, then down by the high stone walls of the mother and baby home, into the heart of Tuam. 


The mother and baby home was a strange place. It was a huge building, much bigger than anything else in Tuam, apart from the cathedral. It was where all the babies with no mammies and daddies lived. Or at least that’s what I believed back then. I used to stop outside a while, to see if I could spot the bread man or the milk cart arriving to the home, for the chance to catch a glimpse inside.


One morning, as we passed the home, I noticed that the gates had been left slightly ajar. I checked to see if anyone was coming. No one. Now’s my chance, I thought. I looked up at the glass shards embedded in the top of the wall, glistening in the early-morning sun. I wondered if the purpose of the glass was to keep people from breaking in, or to stop those inside from escaping. I approached the gate, slowly, carefully, hugging close to the wall, so as not to be seen. 


‘Pssstt, what are you doing. Catherine!’ Mary hissed. ‘You’re going to get us in trouble!’ 


‘Shh,’ I said. ‘There’s no one here. I just want to see what’s in there.’ I prised open the gate. It was heavier than I imagined. I peered, cautiously, into the yard, studying the building, searching for some sign of life inside its many windows. 


Suddenly the gate clanged shut. We both jumped with a fright. Then caught our breath. Just the wind. 


‘Let’s get out of here!’ said Mary. 


We ran the last half-mile to school. If we were late, we would get a slap. We got there just in time, panting. 


‘Good morning, Miss Farrell,’ said the head nun, standing in the doorway.


‘Morning, Sister,’ I said, hurrying past her, as she tapped a ruler in the palm of her hand. 


Mary came in just behind me. I heard the tap, tap of the ruler again as Mary slinked in. 


I hurried to the classroom, found my seat and pulled out my copybooks, ready to start. Then, ten minutes later, as was the daily routine, the home babies arrived. I watched them as they shuffled in, one by one, with their heads down, the click-clack of their hobnail boots tapping the floor, as they took their seats at the back of the class.


The teacher entered the classroom. We jumped to our feet.


‘Good morning, class.’ 


‘Good morning, Sister,’ we replied in unison. The daily ritual. 


She placed her things on the desk, then bowed her head and clasped her hands. ‘Our Father . . .’ The cue for us to begin.


‘Our Father . . .’ We recited the Lord’s prayer. 


‘Take out your copy books. Spellings . . .’ she said, and the class began.


For the rest of the day the home babies remained at the back of the room, quiet and unengaged. The teacher never called on them. It was as though they weren’t even there. 


Something about the separation, the segregation, was having an effect on our young, malleable minds. We saw them as ‘different’. We were taught that we were not the same. I can only imagine that’s what drove me to do what I did next. I had seen another girl in the class doing it. My friends egged me on. 


It was break time and we were in the cloakroom. I took a sweet wrapper from the pocket of my jacket and scrunched it up in the palm of my hand. ‘Hey! I’ve got something for you!’ I called to one of the home babies: a red-haired girl with big green eyes. 


She turned her head towards me, cautiously. 


I presented my outstretched hand. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘a sweet.’


Her eyes lit up. She reached out to grab the sweet, ready to relish the taste in her mouth, only to realise seconds later that it was nothing but a scrunched-up piece of paper.


The other children erupted in laughter. I’ll never forget the look on the girl’s face. I regretted my prank immediately. I couldn’t concentrate on my lessons for the rest of the day. I kept replaying the moment again and again in my mind. 


When class was dismissed, as usual, the home babies left first. The red-haired girl was among them. I looked up and tried to catch her eye, willing her to look my way. I wanted to show her that I was sorry. But she walked with her head down. I could feel her nervousness as she passed me. It was a horrible feeling – thinking someone was afraid of you. She exited the classroom. I watched her go. 


I gathered my things and flung my schoolbag over my shoulder and left the school behind me. Walking past the fortress of high walls, I quickened my pace as I headed into the surrounding farmland, towards home.


When I was far enough away, I looked back towards the mother and baby home, wondering what those children were doing behind the high walls. What happened to the red-haired girl when she went ‘home’, back to the institution run by the Bon Secours nuns. I wondered if she was upset about what had happened. I sighed and tried to shake it off. Just another day at school. 


But it wasn’t that easy. The guilt was weighing heavily on me and I had to do something about it. I needed to tell my mother. For some reason, I felt she ought to know. I just didn’t realise how much it would affect her, and why. 










CHAPTER SIX


Home
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As I reached home, I saw Puppy bounding up towards the gate to greet me. 


‘Hi, Puppy!’ I said, petting her golden brown coat as she turned onto her back for a belly rub. ‘You’re my best friend!’ I said. She seemed to understand what I was saying. She wagged her tail and gave me a lick. I laughed. She always knew how to make me smile.


But as I went to turn the front-door handle, I felt that familiar heaviness come over me. I went inside and took off my shoes. Already I could feel the tension in the house. I heard my mother scolding my sister Mary about something or other. 


I walked into the kitchen. ‘Hi, Mam,’ I said, as I reached for some leftover soda bread on the kitchen table. ‘Something happened at school today, Mam . . .’ 


I wanted to get it off my chest – to tell someone what I’d done. Mam didn’t look up. She continued washing the dishes, but I could tell she was listening. 


‘I played a trick on a home baby,’ I said. 


I saw my mother flinch a little. I continued, ‘I scrunched up a piece of paper in my hand and pretended it was a sweet, but when the home baby went to take it, there was no sweet there, and she was very upset,’ I explained. ‘I don’t know why I did it, Mam . . .’


My mother said nothing. She stared at me for a moment, a kind of cold stare, then turned on her heel and left the room. 


I sat at the kitchen table, waiting for Mam to return. Though she rarely hit me, I was fearful of what she might say the next time I saw her. Her words were often the most hurtful thing of all. I thought back to a memory which always felt close to the surface. One afternoon when I was five years old my mother and I were in the kitchen. She seemed particularly angry that day, for some reason. I couldn’t help but feel I was the cause, but I didn’t know what I had done to anger her. I was standing beside the clothes press when in a moment of frustration she stopped and stared at me and said, ‘I rue the day you were born.’


I didn’t understand what she meant at the time, but the look in her eyes told me that it wasn’t a good thing. Maybe that’s what she was thinking now, behind that cold, listless stare. Bruises healed, but some of the things she said to me still echo in my mind. They stay with you forever, words. Not just for childhood. 


All of a sudden I felt as small as I had felt when I was five years old. I went to collect the turf, hoping that doing some chores might win Mam back. I missed Michael in that moment. I missed both my brothers. The house still felt empty without them.


I was thinking of them that day as I went out to the back shed and piled the turf high in my arms and carried it into the house. As I passed my father’s room, I peered in through the gap in the door. My mother was placing some tea and toast on the chair beside his bed. I could see the shape of Dad under the blankets. 


He wasn’t moving or responding to Mam. That meant he was having one of his bad days. I wasn’t sure what bad days were exactly, but I knew to stay away from him and let him sleep. My mother was always in worse humour when he was in bed. It meant she had to take on all the farm work – milking the cows and feeding the sheep – as well as tending to us and doing all the cooking, cleaning and washing. 


I missed my dad when he wasn’t around. It was like he was gone away and there was no telling when he would be back. Sometimes he stayed in his bedroom for weeks at a time. 


At that moment the floorboard under my feet creaked. My mother looked towards the door. I hurried on so as not to be seen. I dropped the turf by the fire, then slipped out the back door. It wasn’t a day for being inside. I needed to get out of the house. 


I ran to the bottom of the garden and slowly prised open the back gate, hoping it wouldn’t screech. It was old and wanting oil. I closed it behind me and ran down through the fields, out towards the woods. I could feel my heart lifting. It was springtime and everything was in full bloom. I was free. I felt like I could breathe again. 


When I reached the edge of the woods I collapsed onto the grass, into my favourite little hollow, and closed my eyes. I could feel the warm sun on my skin. All of a sudden I felt something wet on my face. I opened my eyes. ‘Puppy!’ I giggled. Somehow Puppy had found me hiding in the long grass among the buttercups. He always had a way of finding me. 


‘Let’s go, Puppy!’ I said, jumping up. Though he had long outgrown the name, we still called him Puppy. And it suited him. He had the bounce and joy of a puppy. Sometimes I worried what life would be like if anything ever happened to him. He was the best thing about home, most days. And my only friend a lot of the time. 


I stayed there in the woods for hours with Puppy in tow, exploring the well-trodden trails, the scent of wild garlic in the air. I needed the escape, especially that day. As far back as I can remember I have found solace in the quiet solitude of nature. There is a rhythm to it and a stillness. You are alone, and yet you are never alone. 


The birds were out in song. The colours were bright and the air was crisp. It was among the wood anemones and the trees that I found myself at peace. Well, usually. That day was different. I thought by getting away from the house – away from my mother and my confession – that I could escape my sense of guilt. But it wasn’t working. I couldn’t stop thinking about the red-haired girl. I wondered how she might be feeling, locked away in the mother and baby home, remembering how everyone had laughed at her. 


I was afraid to go back into the house. I knew I had upset Mam. I had often felt the brunt of my mother’s anger. I knew how to channel that. When she hit me, I would crouch down on the floor and cover my head with my hands, rather than escaping out the door, because I always thought it was better to stay and let her have it out. I knew that once it was over, we would be on better terms. It was a vicious cycle, but I had a method, a way of dealing with it.


But this wasn’t anger. It wasn’t disappointment either, because I knew what that looked like too. This was worse. I felt I had hurt her, and I couldn’t understand it.


What I didn’t realise then was that that day would stay with me for the rest of my life and that many decades later, that memory would haunt me, and lead me to do something I never thought possible.










CHAPTER SEVEN


Steps of the Stairs
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As I grew up, I spent more and more of my time at the Ryans’ house. They lived about half a mile from us. The Ryans had twelve children, who had arrived steadily, one after the other: seven girls and five boys. They were like the steps of the stairs when stood side by side. Of course, I had a favourite: Geraldine, eighth in line. From the age of twelve, I would go and help look after the children. I often took them down the fields for walks or helped them with their lessons.


One day, as I rounded the corner, the children ran towards the gate. Geraldine was out in front, waving. ‘Catherine, Catherine!’ 


I smiled and waved back. I reached into my jacket pocket to take out some sweets – a nice treat for them, I thought. Treats were scarce in those times, and I knew they were even scarcer in the Ryans’ house. 


I didn’t know how Peg, their mother, managed it all. She had been raised as an only child, but here she was, raising twelve children. We went inside the house. ‘Hello, Peg,’ I said. 


‘Ah-gee, how’ya, Catherine?’ she replied. 


She was busy making flaky pastry apple tarts for the children – a little treat to make the day special. I watched her rolling and stripping the dough and rolling it out again and again. The radio was blaring, the baby was crying and the toddlers were wrestling on the floor. And yet somehow she was able to do everything she needed to do. 


I saw where I was needed and began playing with the children, trying to entertain them. ‘What’s the matter with John, Peg?’ I asked eventually. One of the youngest had worked himself up into a full-blown tantrum and was pointing at the coat hooks in the kitchen. 


Peg dropped her saucepan, brushed past me, took one of her old coats off the hook, threw it in a corner on the floor and said. ‘Here! That should work.’ 


And sure enough, the little lad lay down on the coat, finished his bottle, and drifted into a sound sleep, amid the pandemonium of the noisy kitchen. They were in a happy kind of chaos all the time, knowing their mother was there to look after them. 


And Peg, with everything else she had to contend with, somehow managed to do that for me too – to be a mother to me. To make me feel safe and useful, to make me feel that I was needed, that I would be missed if I wasn’t there. 


I played with the children a while longer, as we went outside to run around the yard. 


‘Dinner time!’ Peg called from the door and they all filed in, clambering to get to the table first. ‘Thanks for minding them, Catherine. You’re a topper.’ 


I loved how she called me topper. She always made me feel like I was doing a great job. In the Ryans’ I felt useful – like I had a place, and purpose. They felt like family. I had been there to witness each and every child arrive home from the hospital. 


I thought back to when Angela was born. I was at the Ryans’ minding the children, when the baby decided to come a little earlier than planned. 


‘I need to go to the hospital,’ Peg said to me. 


‘What?’ I said. ‘Is everything alright?’ 


‘Will you hold the fort here until Sean gets home from work? My water’s breaking,’ she told me, though I had little idea what that meant. 


I nodded. ‘Of course,’ I said. 


And with that she strapped her bag on to her high nelly bicycle and cycled the three miles to the Bon Secours maternity unit in Tuam. She would stay there for a week, and return home with another little bundle. 


For Peg, that week in hospital would be a break, if you can call delivering and caring for a newborn baby a break. It was time away from all her other children, a little time to rest and repair. 


I looked at Peg with the twelve children gathered around her: such a pillar of strength for all her children. I had so much admiration for motherhood in that moment. I hoped one day I could be a mother like Peg. I wanted to tell her that, but I didn’t know how. Instead I said, ‘Thanks, Peg. I’d best get home.’


‘Will you come again tomorrow, Catherine?’ asked Geraldine, hopefully. ‘Please come tomorrow!’ 


‘I’ll try my best,’ I said. 


‘Promise?’ said Geraldine. 


‘I do,’ I said. 


‘Say “I promise”,’ she said. It was a game we played.


‘I promise,’ I said. 


And with that I ran all the way home. I didn’t want to be late for dinner. I skulked inside and heard my mother calling us. Home just in time, I thought. 


We sat at the table and Mam dished out the dinner – potatoes, veg and a little bit of beef for each of us. One plate was left aside. Mary picked it up and carried it out of the room. She was bringing it to Dad to eat in his bedroom. 


‘Tell him he’s to eat that now,’ my mother called out after her. ‘I don’t want to see that coming back into the kitchen.’ My mother seemed very agitated that evening. 


As I grew older, I was starting to challenge her more when she was in that kind of mood. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.


‘There’s nothing the matter.’ She scowled. ‘Why would anything be the matter?’


‘Why are you angry?’ I persisted. I knew it would vex her, but I did it all the same. 


‘Why? That’s why.’ Her favourite response. It closed down any conversation. 


I know now that it was all a defence. The only way she could keep her secrets locked inside her. 










CHAPTER EIGHT


Cycling Out
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The childhood years went by quickly, as childhoods often do, and soon I was a teenager. This brought a new kind of freedom: a life of my own, away from home. They are halcyon days in my memory – filled with cycling and friends and long summer evenings. The winters were harsh in Galway and the summers often not much better, but when the sun shone, it was like no place on earth. 


On sunny days, I would jump on my bike and meet my friends at the edge of town. With our picnics packed into our knapsacks we would ride out into the country, exploring all the back lanes and lakes. When we found a scenic spot, we would throw our bikes by the old stone walls and settle in a field or by a lake or river to eat our lunch. The boys, playing to the audience of girls, were always up to some kind of mischief. We laughed a lot, I remember that much. And the days seemed endless. When the sun was finally setting, we jumped back on our bikes and headed home again. We did this a lot. Those days all blur into one – a kind of heavenly glow of summertime in adolescence.


But one day in particular stands out. I was about nineteen at the time and had just finished my Leaving Cert. I was delighted to put school behind me after all that time cooped up indoors studying. It was liberating to be outdoors again. It was a beautiful sunny day. There were about a dozen of us out for a cycle – some of my girl friends and the boys from the school across town. We met at our usual spot, just outside Tuam. 


‘This is Aidan,’ said one of the lads, introducing a new boy in the group. 


Aidan smiled. ‘Nice to meet you,’ he said, as he went around the circle shaking hands with us all. 


‘Catherine,’ I said. ‘Nice to meet you.’ Our eyes met, and our handshake seemed to last just a little longer than all the others. I smiled and shrugged it off. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ I said. 


With that we all grabbed our bicycles and cycled out into the countryside. When we reached the old castle ruins we threw down our bikes and climbed over the crumbling stone wall. I found a comfy spot and placed my jacket on the dewy grass to sit on. I rummaged through my bag to find my sandwich. I felt as though someone was watching me. 


I glanced over. Aidan and I made eye contact for a moment, before he swung his head around to look out towards the river. I blushed. There was an awkward energy in the air all of a sudden. I started a conversation with my friend Aoife, just to break the silence. ‘What did you pack?’ I asked her, desperate to move the attention away from what had just happened. 


‘You’re very red,’ she said, laughing. ‘What’s going on?’ 


‘Aoife!’ I said. ‘Shhhhh.’


I looked back towards Aidan. He was still looking away, though I could tell he was listening. 


When our picnic was over, we got on our bikes and cycled towards home. I was struggling up the hill when I noticed Aidan coming up beside me. 


‘It’s a tough one, isn’t it!’ he said, as he pumped hard on his pedals. 


‘It’s not too bad!’ I replied, determined not to let the boys get the better of us. 


We started talking – about school first, and then about other things. We talked the whole way home. I wasn’t used to making new friends, but there was something about Aidan that made me feel safe in his company. A warmth I had never felt before. 


‘See you soon, hopefully,’ he said, as we all said our goodbyes.


‘Are you meeting Paul later?’ Aoife asked me, with a cheeky smile. 


‘Who’s Paul?’ asked Aidan. 


‘Ehh,’ I said, feeling embarrassed, ‘Paul is . . . well . . .’ 


‘He’s her boyfriend,’ said Aoife. 


‘Oh . . .’ said Aidan. ‘I didn’t realise you were . . .’


‘Well, we’re not really,’ I said. ‘We’re just . . .’ I couldn’t think of what to say. I felt foolish all of a sudden. I had been seeing another boy for a few weeks. It was all very innocent, as it tended to be back then, but somehow I felt I needed to explain myself. 


‘It was nice to meet you,’ said Aidan, breaking the awkwardness. ‘See you soon.’ 


But I didn’t see him soon, and the weeks passed and the summer wore on. I wondered each time we went for a cycle if he would be among the group of boys we were meeting. And each time I felt disappointed when he wasn’t. 


Then one day, my Aunt Mary-Ann, who lived nearby, asked me to help her paint her house. So that Saturday, I put on my painting clothes and hopped on my bicycle. I was looking forward to spending the day with Mary-Ann. She was a character, and always in good humour. 


As I rounded the bend towards her house, I noticed a yellow estate car parked outside. My aunt was taking buckets of paint out of the boot with the help of a boy I immediately recognised. It was Aidan! What was he doing here, I wondered. I was suddenly very aware of my oversized t-shirt and messy hair. 


‘Hi!’ He waved, nervously. 


‘Hi . . .’ I said, leaving a bit of a question mark in the air. I was panting a little, trying to catch my breath. 


‘I’m just delivering paint to Mrs Jennings,’ he said, in a way that seemed rehearsed. 


‘That’s my aunt,’ I said. 


‘Oh, really?’ But something about the way he said it gave him away. I knew he must have known Mrs Jennings was my aunt. It was a small town, and we all knew who was related. 


I played along. ‘I’ve come to help her with some painting she’s doing to the house.’


There was an awkward silence. ‘I better go,’ I said. ‘I’m very late.’


‘Don’t go just yet,’ he said. His face turned red.


I raised my eyebrows. ‘Why?’ I asked. 


‘I was just hoping . . . to ask you something,’ he said. 


I shifted awkwardly. 


‘I was wondering . . . there’s a dance on in the Ranch House next weekend . . . would you like to go?’ He gulped as he said the words, looking at me for a moment and then down at his feet. ‘We could go . . . as friends, you know. There’s nothing wrong with that. There’s a great band playing, I hear . . .’


‘I’ll think about it,’ I said, before I could gather myself. 


‘Does that mean yes?’ he asked, smiling. I hadn’t noticed his smile before. 


‘Maybe . . .’ I said, smiling back. And the tension was finally broken. 


‘I better get back to work,’ he said, a new pep in his step. He turned to leave. ‘Maybe I’d meet you on the top road then, next Friday night . . . seven o’clock?’ 


‘Maybe . . .’ I said. 


I turned to go inside the house. When I thought it was safe, I glanced back over my shoulder. But Aidan caught me looking. He waved from the window of the car as he pulled away, smiling from ear to ear. I couldn’t help but smile too.


‘Hi, Catherine,’ my aunt said, opening the door. I suspected she had been watching our encounter.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ I said, grabbing a paint brush. 


‘That fella from the hardware store was hanging around here a long time,’ she said. 


I could feel my face going red again. My aunt noticed, but pretended not to. ‘Seemed like a nice young lad . . .’ 


I could tell she was teasing me. I didn’t respond. 


‘Right,’ she said, ‘this painting won’t do itself!’ And with that we got to work. As I rolled the paint brush up and down the wall, I replayed the conversation with Aidan again and again in my head. Was I going on a date? 


Friday came around very quickly. I went to the meeting point on the old Dublin road. It was five to seven. I looked up and saw Aidan coming over the hill. 


‘Hi!’ he said, waving. He looked relieved to see me. ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d make it . . .’ 


‘Hi,’ I said, smiling. 


‘Good to see ya!’ he said. He was suddenly very confident. Or at least he seemed that way. 


‘Where’s your car?’ I asked. 


‘What car?’


‘Well . . . how are we going to get to the dance?’ I asked. 


He looked at me with raised eyebrows, smiled, and stuck out his thumb. 


‘Hitch-hiking?’ 


‘Works every time!’ he said, turning his attention to the oncoming traffic. 


I watched and waited. And sure enough, before too long, a van slowed down and a man rolled down his window. ‘Where are you off to?’ he asked. 


‘Ranch House in Cummer,’ said Aidan. 


‘Hop in,’ said the man. 


‘Ah, sound,’ said Aidan, ‘thanks a million.’ And he gave the driver a wink. Everyone seemed to love Aidan. Already I could see he had a way with people. 


We chatted to the driver as we made our way towards the dance hall. He told us about when he used to go dancing with his wife. ‘Back in the early days,’ he said. ‘Who knows,’ he added, with a twinkle in his eye, ‘maybe you two might be married one day too – if you’re not careful!’ Aidan and I shuffled awkwardly in our seats. ‘Here we are!’ he said, as we pulled up outside the Ranch House.


It was the most popular venue in the county. From the outside it looked like a big old farm shed. It was always teeming with people and tonight was no different. Some of the best showbands in the country played at the Ranch House in Cummer, and Tuam was fast becoming the showband capital of Ireland. 


When we arrived, Aidan’s friends were all at the bar waiting for us. Suddenly I felt like I was on show – the new girl on the scene. What had seemed like a friendly outing suddenly felt like there was more at stake. Aidan sensed my discomfort. ‘Let’s dance!’ he said, as he grabbed me by the hands. He pulled me across the dance floor and spun me around. I laughed as we twirled and dipped to the sound of the music. We danced through the night as the band played on. I had never danced so much in my life. 


And so, the Friday night dance became a weekly affair, and before we knew it Aidan and I were ‘going steady’, as they say, full of the innocence of youth and the excitement of new love. Our lives were full from then on. Suddenly everything seemed to go our way. 


I applied to an art college in Galway and got accepted. From the very first day, I loved being there and immersed myself in the creativity of it all – spending my days painting and drawing. 


After a year, though, I decided to leave art school as I wanted to earn my own keep, to be able to stand on my own two feet, rather than spend the next few years in college. I didn’t feel like I could be independent until I got a job of my own. Aidan was working as a salesman for a paint and décor company and was very happy in himself. 


I tried my hand at a few different things, but they were all part-time nixers and didn’t really amount to much. My mother suggested that I take a typewriting course, saying it might open up other opportunities for me. I dismissed the idea initially but then decided to give it a go. And sure enough, soon after I’d finished the course, I applied for a job as a receptionist in a textile company, and got it. Finally I was in a job I enjoyed, a job where I felt useful. 


Aidan and I both worked hard and enjoyed spending our time off together. We would meet most evenings, except when I was at the Ryans’ helping the children with their homework. 


The years went by and we were very happy. There was a rhythm to our lives and we were enjoying all the rituals that come with being a new couple in love – as old as time, but new to us, as it is to every couple when they’re starting out. We were feeling out our new reality, finding our feet as a unit, getting to know one another as our two lives were slowly becoming one. 


I had grown very attached to Aidan. But as time wore on, the closer we became, the more I began to feel uneasy, as if we’d missed a step, had slipped into the routine of ‘us’ without ever discussing what we were. I assumed we were both heading in the same direction, but somehow four years had gone by and there was something missing. And much as I tried to ignore it, the uncertainty was starting to get the better of me. I needed some reassurance that he felt the same way. 


One night we were out for a walk. I was unusually quiet. 


‘Is everything alright, Catherine?’ he said eventually.


‘Well . . . it’s just . . . us . . .’


‘What do you mean, “us”?’ I could hear he was getting a little anxious. 


‘Well, you never talk about us . . . about where we’re going.’


‘Oh,’ he said. He looked taken aback. ‘Well, I have my plans,’ he said.


And sure enough, he moved pretty quickly after that. A few months later we had arranged to get married. We picked a date and venue. All that was left was to tell his mother.










CHAPTER NINE


Family 
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Josie could be difficult about this kind of thing. She was suspicious of anything that took Aidan away from home, away from the nucleus of his family. I think she could sense that things were starting to get serious between us. One night, Aidan was on his way out the door to see me. 


‘Where are you off to?’ said Josie, knowing well where he was going. 


‘Out,’ he said. 


‘With who?’ 


‘Catherine, Mam, sure you know that.’


‘But you’re not well,’ she said, referring to a cold he had. ‘Would you not stay in tonight?’ 


‘Mam,’ said Aidan, ‘I’m going out.’


‘Would you not think again about that girl?’


Aidan ignored her and headed out the door. 


‘Don’t you be out late now!’ she yelled after him. 


I was surprised to see Aidan’s car pull up outside our house that evening, as I knew he hadn’t been feeling well, but I was really pleased to see him. I got into the car and we started chatting. We stayed there for hours talking and making all sorts of plans. 


‘Oh God,’ Aidan said, catching sight of his watch. It was approaching midnight. ‘I better go. I promised Mam I wouldn’t be late.’ 


We got out of the car and Aidan walked me to my door to say goodnight. He was leaning in to give me a kiss, when all of a sudden we saw two headlights hurtling towards us. We both looked up, surprised to see anyone out at that hour of the night. But as the lights got closer, Aidan recognised the car. ‘I don’t believe it!’ he said. 


The car screeched to a halt and out jumped Josie. ‘Who do you think you are keeping my son out this late,’ she scolded, ‘and he with a head cold!’ 


I didn’t know what to say. I was stunned, rooted to the spot. 


‘Mam! You can’t be going on like this! Christ, I’m 25 years of age!’ Aidan yelled. 


‘Get into your car, Aidan – we’re going home!’ 


Aidan gave me a look as if to say, ‘I’m sorry about all this’ and dutifully got into the car. He knew it wasn’t worth the fight. His mother was worked up and the easiest thing to do, for everyone’s sake, was to calm her down. 


Josie was only five feet tall but she could tower over most men twice her height. She was kind at heart and meant well, but she had a hold over Aidan, her only son, that was hard for him to break free of. I watched them drive off into the distance. 


We talked it over the next day and decided it was time to move forward, together. No matter how hard that might be. That evening Aidan told his mother the news of the engagement. As expected, she protested. ‘You’re far too young for that,’ she said, though back then, in 1978, 25 was considered a fine marrying age.


He let her know that the wedding would be going ahead, with or without her blessing. I was proud of him for that. It took a lot out of him to stand up to her. He wanted to keep everybody happy. Little did we know quite what that would entail. 


We were married at a small hotel in Galway. Our wedding was a very quiet affair, with just our families there – the way we wanted it. I wore a mix-and-match bohemian-style cream outfit. It was a beautiful day with very little fuss, which was very us. 


Everything seemed to be happening quickly. We had been looking at houses, hoping to buy something in the village. We found the perfect house and put a bid in. But when Josie caught wind of this, she was not pleased. She wanted to know why we didn’t move in with her and Paddy and Aidan’s sister, Carmel. ‘There’s a fine big room there – plenty of space,’ she said. 


When Aidan told me this I let him know that there was no way I was going to move into his parents’ house. He agreed. It was not what either of us wanted. 


I could see the pressure of it all starting to take its toll on him. He felt a sense of duty to his parents, to ensure that they were safe and happy, and I understood that. But at the same time, we were trying to start our new, separate lives, as our own unit. Eventually, Josie conceded. We were not going to move into the spare room. At this point we had pulled out of the house we were trying to buy as the pressure of the indecision was getting to us both.


‘Mam had another idea,’ Aidan said to me one evening. 


I could only imagine what Josie might have thought of next. 


‘Somewhere independent that we could live,’ he said. 


I could tell he was nervous. I raised my eyebrows, prompting him to continue. 


‘Well, she suggested that we set up a mobile home . . .’ he paused ‘. . . in their garden.’ 


‘A mobile home?’ I said, checking to see if I’d heard him correctly. ‘In their garden?’ 


‘Yes,’ he said, grimacing. 


In a million years this wasn’t how I’d pictured my first foray into married life. I paused for a moment, then said something Aidan wasn’t expecting. ‘Okay.’ 


‘What?’ 


‘I said, okay, that’s what we’ll do.’ 


Aidan looked at me in disbelief. 


I was tired of the constant battling and I could see it was really starting to have an impact on Aidan. He wasn’t himself, trying to juggle everyone’s needs. If this was really what would keep Josie happy, I was willing to do it, and it sounded a lot better than moving into someone else’s house. At least in the mobile home, we’d have our own space. So it was settled, that’s what we’d do. 


‘It won’t be forever,’ Aidan said, apologetically. 


‘I know,’ I said. ‘But for now, let’s go ahead.’ 


Doing something felt better than doing nothing – the limbo we had found ourselves in. At least now we could move forward. And that’s how we found ourselves living in a mobile home parked at the bottom of Josie and Paddy’s garden. 


We chose a big mobile home – something with a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom and kitchen. It was grand, actually, like a small house. And it still felt like moving in together. We were nesting. We were just in a different kind of nest. We were happy there. Though it never felt quite right. 


Every night Josie insisted that Aidan come ‘home’ for his dinner after work, ‘as he’d always done’. So that’s what we did – each night Aidan went into the house for his dinner. I didn’t like to eat late at night so I stayed in the mobile home and had a cup of tea and waited for him to come back. I was okay with it, but I wished it could be different. I wanted to cook for us both and sit over supper as I’d imagined we would as a married couple. It was strange, at times, feeling like an add-on to another person’s family. But we did have each other and I knew things wouldn’t always be this way. It was a stepping stone to becoming our own unit. I cared for Josie, and I wanted her to be happy too. 


We were enjoying our newly wedded bliss, spending our evenings and weekends doing the gardening and meeting up with friends and family. Then came another surprise, a happy one. One day at work, I started to feel nauseous. I excused myself and went to the bathroom. I hovered over the sink, feeling like I might get sick. And then it dawned on me that my period was a little late too, come to think of it.


That night, I mentioned to Aidan that I thought I might be pregnant. We were both very excited, but cautious too. We didn’t want to get our hopes up, in case I wasn’t. A few weeks later, I was still feeling nauseous, so I knew for sure. ‘Aidan, we’re going to have a baby!’ I said excitedly one night. 


He hugged me and felt my stomach. ‘Our little one,’ he said, beaming. Our band of two was soon to become three.


Over the next few months I began to feel the toll of pregnancy on my body. Morning sickness and fatigue were getting the better of me, especially during the long days in work, in a job I was growing to dislike more and more. After weeks of deliberation, I finally made the decision to hand in my notice. The moment I was released from the job, I knew it was the right decision. I felt a huge weight being lifted. 


Aidan had hoped I might hang on a little longer, as we needed the money. I worried I was letting him down, but he understood and reassured me that we would manage. I loved him for that. He was always so supportive. 


I could concentrate now on the baby and the joy that it was going to bring to our lives. Instinctively, it’s what I wanted to do. I’d heard about nesting – how you begin to make a home for your child, knowing that soon they will leave your body and enter the world. It was true! It was exactly what I was doing. I wanted to be my best self for when the baby arrived. Some people find it hard being pregnant, but I was happy to be at home, getting everything ready.


Josie hinted her disapproval at my decision on more than one occasion, but I knew in my heart it was the right thing to do. And in a peculiar way, things worked out for the best, as they so often do. Not long after leaving the job, I got a call from my brother Martin, who had moved back to Ireland from England a few years previously. He wanted to know if there was any way I could help out with their three children, including their three-month-old baby. His wife Margaret had been unwell, and now she needed a spell in hospital for tests. I was delighted to help and wanted to spend time with the children. I knew it would come easy to me after all my time at the Ryans’. I was also trying to soak in everything there was to know about babies, as I prepared for my own to arrive. 


It was around this time that Josie became ill. A trip to the doctor’s turned into a few more appointments and then a hospital stay. She needed to have a hysterectomy, she told us. She made little of it, and didn’t say much about the diagnosis or how she was faring with it all. She could be like that. Very proud. Old-fashioned, I suppose, the way that generation can be.


By not telling him, Josie was trying to protect Aidan, like he was a child. But Aidan wasn’t a child. He was an adult. And the not knowing was worse. It made him imagine all kinds of possibilities. Though, in a way, I could understand. He wasn’t a child, but he was her child, and he always would be. I rubbed my pregnant stomach. Perhaps I would do the same thing, one day. 


It seemed like no time at all before I was full term. It was May 1979. We had been married for just over a year. I was to deliver in the Bon Secours private maternity unit in Tuam and had agreed to follow their method of childbirth. It was all planned out. No spontaneous labour. At my last appointment I was given a castor oil mixture and told to take it early on the Monday morning. I was admitted that afternoon. Then followed many hours of pain until I was wheeled into the delivery room, where my feet were put in stirrups. 


‘Time to push!’ said the midwife. 


She coached me through. I pushed, and breathed. Pushed and breathed. Pushed and breathed. 


‘Come on, Catherine!’ she said. ‘One. Last. Big. Push!’


I pushed and screamed with every atom of my being. Then I passed out. It must have been the anaesthetic they gave me to help me cope with the stitches. 


When I finally came to, Aidan was sitting beside me. He placed his hand on mine. ‘We’ve got a little girl!’ he said, with tears in his eyes. 


The nurse came into the room with our beautiful baby girl swaddled in a blanket. A girl. Our girl. Our daughter. She handed her to me. In that moment I felt happier than I could ever imagine. She looked up at me as I held her. She had big blue eyes. Just like her dad. We named her Adrienne. 


I’ll never forget bringing her home, walking through the door of the mobile home with her in my arms. ‘Welcome home,’ Aidan said. We had everything ready for her arrival. Her Moses basket next to our bed, the drawer filled with all her little clothes. The teddies and soft toys from friends and family all lined up, ready to welcome her. Suddenly the place felt like home, in a way it never really had before. 


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover

   
		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Contents


		About the Authors


		Dedication


		Prologue: What Happened


		1 Beginnings


		2 Beware of the Bull


		3 Growing Up


		4 The Gaps


		5 Sweet Temptation


		6 Home


		7 Steps of the Stairs


		8 Cycling Out


		9 Family


		10 Life on the Farm


		11 An Unexpected Visitor


		12 Darkness


		13 The Call


		14 One for the Road


		15 Walk the Line


		16 The Letter


		17 In Search of My Mother


		18 Ask Why


		19 Stolen Childhoods


		20 Research


		21 Frannie and Barry


		22 Names


		23 Maps


		24 The Nuns


		25 The Workhouse


		26 The Home


		27 A Home from Home


		28 The Others


		29 Suffer Us Children


		30 Deaf Ears


		31 Unfinished Business


		32 Searching


		33  Plaques and Tapes


		34 Julia Carter Devaney


		35 On the Other Side of the Wall


		36  A Missing Person


		37 Breaking the Silence


		38 The Phone Call


		39 Good Cop, Bad Cop


		40 Story Goes International


		41 Beyond the Parish Pump


		42 A Call to Action


		43 GPR


		44 The High Nelly


		45 What Mary Saw


		46  The Locked Room


		47 Exaggerated Religiosity


		48 Scratching the Surface


		49 A Knock at the Door


		50  A Truth Deep Buried


		51 Digging


		52 The Truth


		53  Like a Lion


		54 Chamber of Horrors


		55 Where That Angel Sleeps Tonight


		56 Missing Pieces


		57 The Power of Information


		58 A Stranger Parked Outside


		59 A Mother’s Love


		60 Happy Birthday


		61 Hands Up


		62 A Humanitarian Issue


		63 Leaked Information


		64 In the Heart of the Church


		65 Tea, for Three


		66 Straw Poll


		67 El Papa


		68 The Circle of Truth


		69 The Big Day


		70 Under the Portico


		71 Enforced Disappearances


		72 Little by Little


		73 The New Normal


		74 There Must Be Some Mistake


		75 Silenced


		76 Papers


		77 Everyone and No one


		78 Sorry, Forgive Me


		79 When Everyone Is To Blame . . .


		80 Testimony


		81 What They Went Through


		82 The Children


		83 Beneath the Playground


		Names of the Tuam Babies


		Acknowledgements







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Chapter 1








		iii

   
		iv


		v


		i


		ix


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Belonging
A Memoir of Place, Beginnings
and One Woman’s Search for Truth

and Justice for the Tuam Babies

CATHERINE CORLESS

WITH NAOMI LINEHAN





OEBPS/images/img_0002.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_0001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Catherine

EORLEESS

WITH NAOMI LINEHAN

«l

A Memoir of Place, Beginnings and One Woman’s
Search for Truth and Justice for the Tuam Babies






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BOOKS
IRELAND






