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To my brothers, my best friends with love


To loving fathers everywhere separated from their children




Evelyn
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‘Quid dulsius hominum generi ab natura datum est Quam sui cuique liberi’


‘Of all nature’s gifts to the human race what is sweeter to a man than his children’


MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO
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I recognized her immediately. How could I not? She was, after all, my mother.


It was 1967 and I had made my way from Manchester to Glasgow to see her, for the first time in thirteen years. The journey seemed interminable and, as the train approached Glasgow, my nerves began to get the better of me. Fear, joy, and dread were doing battle. My travelling companions in the second-class compartment were three Church of England ministers. As I struggled not to cry, I prayed they wouldn’t notice my distress. I needn’t have worried; when I did cry, they ignored me.


As the train slowed, I considered for a moment not getting off. I gathered my belongings slowly and waited for the ministers to leave. I wanted to compose myself. My mind was full of questions. What would I say to her? Had I really forgiven her? Would I accept her explanation? Would she offer any? I was eight when my mother visited me in the industrial school, and that was the last time I’d seen her.


I stepped down onto a long dirty platform, disoriented by the throngs of people and the noise. Standing still, I searched the crowd until I spotted her. A small, slightly overweight, middle-aged woman. I knew it was her. She saw me too and waved tentatively. I waved back and walked towards her. We embraced, tightly, until I pulled away.


‘Hello, how’ve you been?’


It was all I could think of to say. She told me she was fine and that she was so happy to have me back and that everything would be all right now.


‘We must catch up on all the gossip,’ she said.


The gossip? She sounded as though she’d met up with an old school pal. What kind of gossip did she mean? Did she want to talk about the latest fashion or pop records, or maybe she wanted to discuss the merits of matching lipstick and nail varnish?


‘Do you smoke?’ she asked.


I nodded. This was not how I imagined our meeting. She hailed a taxi. The cheerful driver put my bag on the floor and helped her into the cab.


‘Where to, hen?’


I tried not to laugh; he hadn’t said ‘hen’ to be funny. This was Glasgow, I reminded myself. She gave him the address and we filled his taxi with cigarette smoke and made small talk for the twenty-minute journey. The taxi pulled to a stop beside the garden gate of a fifties-style semi-detached council house. I noticed that the garden was a little untidy and the net curtains on the windows were not as white and crisp as those of her neighbours. She led me to the blue front door, but I saw her hesitate before she inserted the key into the brass lock. Beads of perspiration had appeared over her top lip.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.


She looked as though she’d been about to say something but had changed her mind. She took a deep breath and opened the door.


‘Mammy!’


A beautiful blue-eyed child of about five or six ran at my mother, who scooped her up and kissed her forehead.


‘Who’s that, Mammy?’


The child gazed at me over my mother’s shoulder, her big eyes staring. She reminded me of someone but I couldn’t think who. My mother lowered her to the ground and gave her a gentle pat.


‘Where are the others?’ my mother asked. ‘Are they all in?’


I followed her into the living room. There were three other children scattered around the untidy room – a dark-haired boy of about thirteen, practically identical to one of my own brothers, a slightly plump but pretty girl of about twelve, and another boy who looked to be ten or eleven. They all swivelled round to stare at me. These children looked so familiar; the feeling of knowing them was strong. The older boy glared at me with what I imagined could only be hatred.


I smiled at them. I liked them immediately, and I wanted them to like me. No one had told me that my mother had another family, but I knew now. These children were my half-brothers and my half-sisters, and at once I felt glad that I had found my mother.


She started telling me their names. ‘And this is my baby, Angela.’


She tickled the little one under her chin and the child squealed with delight. I was waiting for her to introduce me to the others – they would be thrilled as I was, wouldn’t they? – then a man I recognized appeared from what must have been the kitchen and held out his hand to me.


‘Hello, Gerry,’ I said, shaking his hand.


Gerry was my father’s first cousin. He was the man my mother had left with all those years ago.


Gerry looked uneasily at my mother. The muscles in my mother’s jaw were working and her lips had become a thin hard line. Almost imperceptibly, she shook her head at him.


‘How about a nice sup of tea?’ she said to me.


She asked if I took sugar and then told Gerry to make the tea. He was headed towards the kitchen when her next words stopped him in his tracks.


‘Children,’ my mother said, ‘this is Evelyn. I used to look after her when she was a little girl, while her mammy was in hospital.’


Gerry turned and stared at her. Anger contorted his soft features. Abruptly, he strode into the kitchen and slammed the door behind him.


The three youngest children smiled and said hello, but the older boy fixed his gaze on my mother, then left the room. My mother looked at me. I was her first-born child and this was the second time she had abandoned me.


Later when we were alone my Mother gave me her version of her marriage to my Father. It differed from my memories of those days that were not all that far back in time. Could this be her justification for abandoning us? I decided to find out. Over the years I talked to my father, but he didn’t want to be reminded of what for him were dark days but he loved to talk about the happier times spent with his pals in his youth.


My search for the truth led me back to Fatima Mansions where I once again ate at Mrs Sullivan’s table, and I couldn’t imagine how I found ox heart and turnips delicious. I ate without complaint, something told me she still had that old slipper in her apron pocket.


Mr Beattie was living in splendid retirement out in Sandy Cove overlooking Dublin Bay and was childishly delighted to have been part of our story.


My Father is dead now, but this is his story, it is my story; but more than anything it is a story of courage and love, a unique love that can only exist between Father and Daughter.




ONE


1953 started as it meant to go on. Daddy was in hospital. We didn’t know yet what was wrong with him. We were scared he would die, and we said special prayers for him at bedtime. One day I went to the chapel on my way home from school. I didn’t have a penny to light a candle for Daddy but I told God that when I was rich I’d pay Him back, and I lit the biggest candle I could find. I didn’t linger. Someone might have come and noticed the big candle and known it was me. I tiptoed to the door and slunk out, happy in the knowledge that Daddy would get better soon.


I ran as fast as I could down Basin Street and in no time reached the iron bridge over the canal. The steps were slippy but I didn’t falter. I had crossed this bridge every day for the last couple of years. Our flats, Fatima Mansions, were on the far side of the canal. The flats had been built by the government at the start of the 1950s, when they were trying to house all the people who’d been living in the slums of Dublin. Fatima Mansions consisted of several grey concrete four-storey blocks of flats, with concrete balconies running along each storey. The blocks were lettered A to K; our flat was on the first landing of J block.


Some of the boys from our block were fishing from the bank, and I stopped to watch. A shout went up.


‘Jaysus, will you look at that!’


It was Mickey Sullivan. He pointed up the canal. All eyes looked in that direction and the boys started running towards what Mickey was pointing at. A large dead pig was floating on its side towards us, its pink body swollen and its short thick legs sticking straight out. I could see one wide-open blue eye. It stared straight at me as it passed under the iron bridge. I blessed myself and bolted back over the bridge to the chapel. I rushed in and blew out the candle. An old lady on her knees looked at me in fury, then shook her fist.


‘Ye young rip, ye! God forgive ye.’


I hoped He would. I would confess before I made my First Holy Communion in May, and I wouldn’t see any more dead bodies.


Daddy had been in hospital for a long time. We found out he had lead poisoning. It came from the paints he used at work. I didn’t think God was hearing our prayers. Mammy had been out a lot since Daddy’d gone to hospital. Mrs Sullivan, who lived next door, said Mammy ought to be ashamed of herself, leaving the babbies on their own.


‘She should be looking after her children,’ she said to Mrs Moore.


The two women leaned on the balcony wall, watching their children play on the street below.


‘Ah now Mrs Sullivan, where she goes is a mystery, I swear to God.’


Mrs Moore blessed herself, then pulled a packet of Sweet Aftons from her grubby apron pocket and offered one to Mrs Sullivan. They puffed contentedly in silence for a moment.


‘And poor Dessie lying on his back in hospital,’ Mrs Sullivan continued. ‘They say he’s got the lead poisoning.’ They both blessed themselves at the mention of the hospital.


‘Anyway, I’m not one for gossiping. Now, I’d better be after making Joe his dinner.’


Mrs Sullivan nipped out her cigarette and put the butt in her apron pocket. She had thirteen children of her own. All the kids in our block of flats had a healthy respect for her and for the old slipper she kept in her apron. Although she was a large woman with big knots of varicose veins running up her legs, she had no trouble catching us if we tried to run away. But Mrs Sullivan was also the first person you’d go to if you were in trouble. Her daughter Angela was my best friend and sometimes I sneaked in with her for a bit of tea. The Sullivans’ flat was warm and clean and there were always nice cooking smells coming from it. If Mrs Sullivan had ever bothered to take a head count, she’d have realised she was feeding at least four extra mouths.


She saw me sitting on the top step of the landing. She wasn’t concerned that I had heard what she’d said about my mammy; she’d said it often enough to her face. Mammy used to cry when Mrs Sullivan gave out to her. She said Mrs Sullivan didn’t know what it was like for her.


‘All right so,’ Mrs Sullivan would say, ‘Joe works, but it’s only at Jacob’s Biscuit factory. He doesn’t earn as much as your Dessie and him a tradesman as well. So think about that!’


After Mrs Sullivan left, Mammy would call her ‘a feckin interfering bitch’ and have a go at one of the boys in a temper. She wouldn’t do this to me; I’d have told Daddy and then there would have been holy war.


The flat was getting dark. I had no sixpence for the meter and I hoped Mammy would come home soon. The gas stove was working and I boiled some water. My brothers arrived back. There were six of us in all, and I was the oldest and the only girl. I was seven and just after me was Noel, who was six. Maurice and John were five and four, and the babies, Kevin and Dermot, were three and one.


The boys hadn’t been to school that day. It was Maurice’s turn to look after the two babies and he’d been wheeling them around in the big old pram. Maurice told me he’d robbed some biscuits from a shop on the other side of Fatima Mansions and hadn’t been caught. He was pleased with himself for being able to feed the babies.


‘I’ll do an Act of Contradiction when I’ve done my Hail Marys for Daddy.’


I poured warm water from the black kettle onto tea leaves in jam jars, but it looked weak and nobody drank it. At last Mammy came home. Her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. She seemed to be in a temper again and it didn’t get any better when I told her there was no money for the meter. She made me go next door to Mrs Sullivan and ask for the lend of a shilling. I hated asking for money, but I went anyway because I didn’t want her to send me to the pawnshop.


Mrs Sullivan had no money to spare, but she said she did have some ribs and cabbage left over and would bring them along shortly. I decided to go and wait outside the back of Mr Hennessey’s shop to see if he had any empty tea or currant chests. Mr Gleason over in K block paid three pence each for them if they were good enough, though we had no idea what he did with them. When I was nearly at the shop, Noel and Maurice found me.


‘You’d better come back,’ they said, ‘Mammy’s in a real temper!’


I told them to wait with me to see if we could get some chests. When Mr Hennessey came out with his rubbish, I asked him. I liked Mr Hennessey. He always smiled and sometimes he would give us a Cleaves toffee when Mammy paid her bill on Friday. He looked at us and rubbed his chin. He always rubbed his chin when he was thinking. Now his eyes were crinkled just as when he smiled.


‘Well, you know it’s Wednesday and I don’t usually empty the tea and currants until Friday.’


We all looked at him without saying anything. He seemed to take a long time to make up his mind. At last he told us to wait a minute and went into his shop. We couldn’t see into the back of the shop but we heard Mr Hennessey bumping into things and grunting and saying prayers. We couldn’t think why he’d be saying prayers.


Finally, he came out the back door, dragging three currant chests and one tea chest behind him. This was treasure indeed! We could get loads of currants at the bottom and in the side cracks and Mammy could make a pudding. I asked him for a paper bag. He made a clicking noise with his tongue and took a big breath, but I knew he wasn’t cross with me. He handed me a big brown paper bag with three Cleaves toffees inside.


‘Oh, thank you, Mr Hennessey.’


I gave one to Noel and one to Maurice and put the other in my mouth, but I had to spit it out into my hand to thank Mr Hennessey again.


‘Now feck off out of my sight,’ he said.


He half smiled at us and disappeared through the back door of the shop. The door shut with a bang and we heard Mr Hennessey saying more prayers.


We each took a currant chest and started scraping the currants out of them and putting them in the bag Mr Hennessey had given us. Maurice was too small to reach to the bottom of his chest and he turned it on its side so he could crawl in. I told him not to be eating them. We wanted Mammy to be pleased with us, so we had to get as many currants as we could.


We dragged the chests through the streets of the flats until we reached K block. My brothers waited at the bottom of the stairs while I went up to see if Mr Gleason was in. There were other people who bought the chests but Mr Gleason was the nearest. I said a Hail Mary on my way because he frightened me to death. Mr Gleason was what Daddy called a dirty oul gurrier. His face was a deep purple and had scars and pockmarks, and his nose was like a potato gone off. The stink of his greasy coat was terrible, and I didn’t like the way he always tried to get me into his flat. He lived on the top landing. I was out of breath when I reached his door.


‘Come in out of that cold, pet,’ he said.


He smiled, showing that he had only one or two dark brown stumps for teeth. The smell that came from the flat nearly made me sick. It was worse than the smell of the ferret Daddy kept in the coal hole for when he went rabbiting, worse even than the smell that came from the canal sometimes in summer. I didn’t want to go in. I told him that my brothers were waiting at the bottom of the stairs and I was in a hurry for my tea. I didn’t tell him that if he didn’t buy the chests, there’d be no tea tonight.


He coughed for a long time. His face went an even deeper purple and awful noises came from somewhere in his chest. I stood back as far as I could without actually climbing on the balcony wall. He spat out a big gob of green slime that almost landed on my shoe. I wanted to be sick again, but I remembered why I was there.


‘I’ve got three currant chests and a tea chest, Mr Gleason. My brothers are minding them down at the bottom. They’re very good, honest!’


I waited for him to finish coughing. I tried not to look, and I knew it would be impolite to stick my fingers in my ears, so I sang a song in my head to shut out the sound. But I could still hear Mr Gleason’s cough.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘bring them up and I’ll have a look.’


His voice had squeaks and whistles in it. I leaned over the balcony and shouted down to my brothers to bring the chests up.


Noel shouted back and said, ‘Do you think we’re feckin donkeys or what?’


I could hear them dragging the chests up the concrete stairs, and I bolted down. If they were damaged, we’d get less for them. We finally got the four wooden chests lined up against the balcony wall for Mr Gleason’s inspection. He gave nothing away as he looked at them.


‘I’ll give you tuppence each for them,’ he said, ‘they’re not as good as they should be.’


I had banked on getting three pence, and I told him so.


‘Mr Devlin at the farmyard will give me three pence,’ I said. ‘They’re brand new. Mr Hennessey has just emptied them. They’re worth three pence.’


I was almost crying. It was getting dark now and we wouldn’t have time to go to Mr Devlin. The farmyard was way over at the other side of the flats. Mr Gleason was coughing and he spat again. I wanted to get away from him. I told Noel and Maurice to pick up the chests.


‘All right, you young rip,’ Mr Gleason said, ‘three pence it is.’


He went into his flat and came out with a shilling. I held this treasure tightly in my hand, and the three of us charged down the stairs and out onto the street.


As we walked back towards our block, I told the boys that tomorrow we were going to see Daddy in the hospital. We knew the hospital was on Cork Street because we walked past it when we went for free dinners at the Vincent de Paul. I didn’t like their dinners. They boiled the potatoes in their skins and served them with black pudding and cabbage. Sometimes Mammy had a few pennies, and we would go to the cake shop on the way home and get a Vienna loaf and a cream cookie, but Mammy hadn’t taken us anywhere since Daddy had been in hospital.


I decided to tell Mammy that we only got sixpence and to use the rest to get something for Daddy. ‘We’re going to buy Daddy an Easter egg,’ I told the boys, ‘for when we see him tomorrow.’


I trusted my brothers not to let on about the shilling. We stopped at Mr Hennessey’s shop to change it. I asked his sour-faced oul one for one sixpence and two threepenny bits. She started to say something and Mr Hennessey gave her a stern look. She got bad tempered but changed the shilling anyway. I put a threepenny bit in each of my socks, and hoped Mammy wouldn’t find them.


The next day, I waited for Mammy to go out. She wasn’t in a hurry but I knew it wouldn’t be long before she went.


‘Mind the babbies and see if Mrs Sullivan can give you a bit of dinner. I won’t be long.’


And she left. I didn’t feel sad that day like I usually did when she went out. That day, we were going to see Daddy. I put the three youngest boys in the ‘carriage’. Noel and I pushed it and Maurice held the handle. The wheels were bockety and it was hard to push. Daddy had bought the pram when I was born. The man in the swanky shop in Grafton Street had told him they had cheaper ones, but Daddy’s mind was made up: this was the one for his new daughter and nothing else would do. The man told Daddy that the ‘carriage’, as he called it, was fifteen guineas and a further one guinea for delivery. That was more than a month’s wages. Daddy gave the man one pound and ten shillings deposit and went to see Granddad. They both went back to the shop and paid for the pram, much to the surprise of the snooty man.


We got to Dolphin’s Barn. People were cursing at us, but we couldn’t help bumping into them on the busy paths. The pram wouldn’t go exactly where we wanted it to. A horse drawing a pigswill cart had to pull up suddenly as we pushed the pram across to the other side of the road. We bought Daddy a chocolate marshmallow Easter egg from a little shop that smelled of tobacco and lavender. The man in the shop let us spend ages choosing the right egg for Daddy. We settled on one in glittery red and silver paper.


We took turns carrying it. Some of the paper came off and we each took a small flake of chocolate. Daddy wouldn’t notice, we were sure. When we reached the big iron gates of Coombe Hospital, we saw a man in a small hut just inside the gate. His suit had shiny buttons on it. Noel and Maurice tried to push the gate open, but it was too heavy, and I couldn’t let go of the pram because the brake wasn’t working. The man came to the gate. We told him that we wanted to see our daddy. He walked out onto the path and tickled the baby under his chin. Dermot laughed and tried to grab one of the shiny buttons on the man’s coat.


‘They don’t let children in to visit,’ the man said. ‘I’m sorry.’


I got in an awful temper. I told the man that we hadn’t seen Daddy for a long time. Anyway, I said, we had bought him an Easter egg and even though it was mostly just marshmallow now, we had to give Daddy his present because it would help him to get better. I stared at the man and said again that we had to see our daddy.


The man bent down on one knee and, holding my arms, he said, ‘I’ll tell you what. I’ll get your Easter egg to your daddy for you. What’s his name?’


Noel and Maurice looked at me with the same funny face. We had just told the man his name.


‘His name is Daddy!’ they shouted. I knew we were Doyles, but didn’t say anything.


I gave the man the Easter egg. He said that he would find our daddy and tell him we had called to see him. He patted my head and put a shilling in my hand and I reminded myself to say a Hail Mary for this nice man.


‘Get off with you now,’ he said, as he went back inside the gate.


On our way back to Dolphin’s Barn, we bought chips wrapped in newspaper and hurried to the flat as fast as the bockety wheels on the pram would let us. Noel tore a piece of lino off the floor from a dark corner of the room and we lit a fire in the grate. We all sat on the floor and ate the chips by a blazing fire. We were happy and full; we were even warm. It was a good day. We stayed where we were, singing songs that Daddy sometimes sang to us. Our favourite was


Whenever you go to Kilkenny


Look out for the hole in the wall


Twenty-four eggs for a penny


And butter for nothing at all


Noel told us a joke that a big boy at school had told him.


‘Paddy Englishman, Paddy Scotsman and Paddy Irishman went up in an airplane. The plane was going to crash and there were only two parachutes. Paddy Scotsman and Paddy Irishman got the parachutes and went to jump. Paddy Englishman shouted, “What am I to do?” Paddy Irishman shouted on his way down, “Put butter on your arse and slide down the rainbow.”’


We laughed till the tears ran down our faces. We thought ‘arse’ was the funniest word we’d ever heard. Mammy came home and found us rolling around on the floor, making a terrible noise with our laughter, but we couldn’t tell her what we were laughing at.


Daddy was coming home. Mammy had cleaned the flat and Mrs Sullivan had given her a lend of some sheets and blankets. Granny had been to visit and made stew and some custard to go with the apple pies Mammy had baked. I stood beside the table and ate the skins of the apples as they fell in a long curl off the fruit. They gave me an awful bellyache, but I wished it could be like this all the time. I loved the cooking smells and the clean sheets on the bed. I loved my hair washed and soft and tied up with a green ribbon, and I liked the smell of soap on the babies. I liked being able to go to school every day. What I liked best of all, though, was not having to go to Mr Gleason.


When Daddy came home he looked awful white and his bones were sticking out. It made me cry. I was afraid to sit on his knee in case I hurt him. He told me that the food in the hospital was worse than pigswill.


‘But now I’m home,’ he said, ‘and Mammy will soon fatten me up. Sure haven’t I to go back to work soon?’


He held up his skinny arms and my brothers sang to him:


Skinny malink melodeon egg an umbrella free


Went to the pictures and couldn’t get a seat


When the picture started


Skinny malink farted


Skinny malink melodeon egg an umbrella free


We all laughed. Daddy told the boys he would box their ears, but he laughed too; even Mammy laughed.


After a few weeks at home, Daddy began to get annoyed easily and he spent a lot of time in his special room. He played the piano very loud and Mrs Sullivan banged on the wall and shouted, ‘Holy Mother of God, Dessie, will you give us some peace?’


Daddy banged back and played even louder. When Granddad visited he brought his cello and they played most of the day. They loved marching music and very old songs. Mrs Sullivan called Daddy a ‘feckin bowsie’ and told him she would call the Gardai.


Finally, Daddy got work painting down in the country. He would be away for six weeks. My heart sank. Over the last few weeks Mammy had not gone out during the day and the flat was clean and tidy. There was a smell of cooking when I came home from school. Daddy combed my hair and put plaits in it every morning, and he always found some pretty ribbons to tie in a bow at the end of my plaits.


One day at school, we were in art class making models and a girl named Chrissie Kernan had pulled my ribbons out so that my plaits came undone. In the models, we were using plastic bits that looked like large orange pips and I was so annoyed with Chrissie that I stuffed some of the pips in her ear. The next day Chrissie and her mother burst into the classroom, her mother shouting at the nun to tell her which ‘rip’ had caused her daughter the pain in the ear.


‘I’ll box her fecking ears! Pardon my Irish, Sister.’ She blessed herself.


Chrissie was holding a cloth to her ear and her cheek was red and swollen. She snuffled and wiped her runny nose with the back of her sleeve. The nun held up her hand to silence the woman.


‘All right, Mrs Kernan,’ she said, ‘we’ll get the child responsible for this.’


The class went very quiet; we were all waiting to see what would happen next. This was better than doing sums or the catechism. I had a lump in my chest, though. If I had caused Chrissie’s face to look like that, I was surely in trouble. I decided to own up. As I stood up, my chair made a terrible noise on the wooden floor and everyone turned to look at me.


‘She pulled my plaits out and I lost my ribbon!’


I thought the nun might have considered that a good enough reason to stuff Chrissie’s ear full of pips, but I was wrong. She came over to my desk and pulled me to the front of the class. Mrs Kernan gave me a black look. I wanted to stick my tongue out at her but I knew this was not the time. The nun dragged me by the sleeve of my cardigan along the corridor to the Mother Superior’s office. Chrissie and her mother came too, Mrs Kernan gabbing the whole way about young ones today. The Mother Superior told Mrs Kernan to take Chrissie to the hospital while she dealt with me.


The school sent for my Mammy, who wasn’t at all pleased to be lectured by the Mother Superior on how to turn me into a ‘nice young lady’. I was sent home with Mammy. As she dragged me through the streets, she shouted at me and slapped me around the ears, and I screamed more in shame than pain. When we finally got to the flat, Daddy said he thought I’d been punished enough. I promised never to stuff anything into anyone’s ears again and, when I went to Mr Hennessey’s to get Daddy his twenty Gold Flake, he gave me a penny to spend on sweets.


I watched as Daddy got ready to go. He poured sugar and tea into little knots of brown paper and placed them along with his billycan into a canvas bag. In a small brown case, he packed his white overalls and his special shoes for inside. He told me that some of these houses had cream-coloured carpets you could get lost in. I had a lump in my chest. I didn’t want him to go away, but he said that he would come home every couple of weeks for a day or so.


‘So you be a good girl now,’ he said, ‘and help your mammy with the babies. I might even bring you a nice present.’


He hugged us all at the bottom of the stairs and got into his black Austin and started to drive away. My brothers and several boys from our block ran after him, trying to race the car out onto the main street. Daddy tooted the horn and was gone.


The next day Mammy went out and left me to look after the babies. She went out nearly every day after that. I had to go to Mr Hennessey’s for tea and currant chests again. One day the rain was lashing down when I went for the chests. I only got one and I was in bad humour. When I got back to the flat, I saw that one of the babies was missing.


‘Where’s Kevin?’ I said.


It seemed that no one had seen him for a while. I lit the gas stove and put the blackened kettle on to boil. Kevin was nearly three and I was afraid he’d found his way out onto the main road.


‘Look after the others,’ I said to Noel and Maurice. ‘I’m going to find Kevin.’


I kept my wet coat on and headed down the stairs. I started running towards where the flats ended and as I got near C block I saw something splashing about in a large puddle. Water was overflowing up onto the street through one of the gratings and there was Kevin, sitting in the middle of this dirty water and playing, just as though he were at Dollymount Strand. I dragged him out and carried this soggy bundle to the flat, while he screamed to be let back to his puddle.


As I reached the top stair of our landing, Mrs Sullivan came charging towards me. She grabbed my coat and whipped it off and quickly wrapped something in it.


‘Tell your mammy I’m at the hospital with the babbie!’ And she was off.


Inside the flat, I found all my brothers bawling. I could smell something burning. There were bits of half burnt rags and burned papers scattered about the place and the pram was full of water. No one could tell me what had happened, but I noticed that Dermot, who was only a year, wasn’t there.


‘Oh, Holy Mother!’


It was Dermot that Mrs Sullivan had wrapped in my coat.


My mother came home to find the flat full of screaming kids, angry women from the flats and a garda. Her face went white. The garda asked Mrs Moore if she would ever take the children out for a few minutes. Mrs Moore was delighted to be involved and she gathered up the two youngest boys. Before she went out, she looked at Mammy and hissed, ‘God forgive ye!’ And she blessed herself.


Mammy was shouting, ‘For Christ’s sake, will someone tell me what’s going on?’


She told all the women to ‘feck off out of her house’. Mrs Sullivan grabbed her arm and pulled her into the bedroom. I could hear her giving out to Mammy. Then I heard Mammy let out a blood-curdling scream and she ran back into the living room. She was trying to make for the hall door but the garda pulled her back. I ran to her and she held me tight. I had my arms around her waist; it was strange, I wanted to protect her. I knew this was serious. The baby had been badly burned in his pram. The garda told all the women to leave the flat because he wanted to speak to the mother in private. Mrs Sullivan took Noel and Maurice by the hand.


‘I’ll give them a bit of tea,’ she said, and turned to me. ‘Do you want something to eat, pet?’


I shook my head; I wanted to stay with Mammy. I thought I was in trouble with the garda because I had been told to mind the babies. I wanted to be sick. The lump in my chest was there again, and I started to cry.


‘We’ll send for your husband, Mrs Doyle,’ the garda said. ‘He’s responsible for the welfare of his children and I’ll have to get Mr Wogan from the NSPCC involved as well.’


Mammy got very upset and pleaded with the garda. ‘Surely you don’t have to disturb Dessie at work?’ Daddy wasn’t due to come home for two more weeks and she knew that this would put him in a terrible temper.


‘Do you want to go to the hospital and see the baby?’ the garda asked. ‘I’ll take you there myself and we can talk on the way.’


After they left, I went to Mrs Moore’s. She was frying sausages.


‘Give me a hand, Evelyn. Here, do some cuts of bread.’


I started to cut the long batch loaf into thick slices. The sausages smelt delicious and I remembered how hungry I was. Mrs Moore was giving out about my mother leaving us alone and talking about what Daddy would do when he came back. She seemed to be enjoying Mammy’s trouble. I tried not to listen. I was desperate to know how bad Dermot was, but she wouldn’t tell me. I moved over beside her at the gas stove. The cigarette dangling from her mouth had a long roll of ash on it that I was sure would drop into the sausages, but it hung there by some miracle and didn’t fall even when she spoke. When I saw her flip the sausages with her long dirty fingernails, I felt sick and forgot that I was hungry.
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