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      Chapter One

      
      Sheila Brophy sat watching her mother feeding the white satin brocade under the foot of the sewing machine. A sheet was spread
         on the floor in front of the machine on to which long lengths of bridal material going through the machine would land.
     

      
      Sheila loved being in the room when her mother was sewing. The stuff had a gorgeous smell. The machine had a garland of flowers
         painted on its front. Sheila often tried copying them on to paper with her crayons but they never looked right. She also liked
         the sewing room because while her mother was using the machine they had great chats. But only when the work was simple like
         sewing straight seams. Now her mother was making the skirt, long straight seams, so Sheila could chat and ask questions. ‘You’ll
         make my wedding dress, won’t you, Mammy?’
     

      
      Without raising her head her mother replied, ‘Of course I will, love. Didn’t I make your First Communion one and wasn’t it
         the most beautiful dress in the chapel? Everyone stopped to admire it. It’ll be the same with your wedding dress.’
     

      
      ‘Yeah, but …’

      
      ‘But what?’

      
      ‘I’d like a pink or a lemon dress for my wedding. I don’t think white is a nice colour. It’s all right for knickers and vests
         and petticoats. Will you be long? I’m freezing, so I am.’
     

      
      ‘Another half an hour. Your father’ll be back from the pub about then and you know what he’s like when he’s drunk. All over
         me with a fag hanging out of his mouth and an inch of ash on it, not minding where it falls. Drop that on the dress and it’d be destroyed. And don’t worry about your wedding dress. You’re only eight. By the time you get
         married white might be a nicer colour.’
     

      
      ‘When he comes in sure you won’t fight with him?’

      
      ‘I never fight with him.’

      
      ‘You do sometimes shout at him.’

      
      ‘That’s not fighting. And I only shout when he starts blathering about the Rebellion and his time in the IRA.’ She talked
         without altering the rhythm of the treadle. ‘Telling how he only took to drink after his hero, Michael Collins, was killed.
         Michael Collins was the hero of hundreds and thousands; they didn’t all take to drink.’
     

      
      ‘Who was Michael Collins? And why did my daddy take to drink?’

      
      ‘Ask your father about Collins, he’ll be only too delighted to tell you. And as for the drink, I really don’t know. Some men
         and women can take it or leave it. Your father’s not one of the lucky ones.’ She sighed as she stitched the last couple of
         inches, clipped the thread and the material fell in a silky heap on the sheet.
     

      
      ‘Why does he drink?’

      
      ‘God alone knows. I suppose it’s a kind of flaw in a person’s constitution. To tell you the truth I don’t really know.’ She
         went to the front of the machine and picked up the material from the sheet, folded and laid it on her cutting table. While
         doing it she told Sheila how every Catholic took the Pledge when they made their confirmation. ‘It’s a promise never to let
         drink pass your lips. Not everyone keeps it. Your father’s one that broke his Pledge.’
     

      
      ‘Would that be a mortal sin?’

      
      ‘Ah, no, love, I think it would be only a venial one.’

      
      ‘Then Daddy won’t go to hell?’

      
      ‘I’m sure he won’t. He’s harmless in drink. All he wants to do is fall asleep. He’s a good man but he’d be better if he left
         the gargle alone. And I’d be in pocket. If it wasn’t for my dressmaking you wouldn’t be in the Loretto Convent, nor Lily Comerford’s
         dancing school. He earns good money in the Corporation and then there’s his pension.’ Mrs Brophy was now wiping the machine’s surface and told Sheila
         to bring the brush so she could sweep up the threads.
     

      
      When Sheila came back she asked her mother what a pension was. And she explained it was money paid every week to old people,
         widows and soldiers who were wounded in the war or had been years and years in the army.
     

      
      ‘But me daddy isn’t any of them things and he wasn’t in a war.’

      
      ‘The Rebellion was a war, not a long one but a war all the same. Later on, when we had our own government, men who’d fought
         in the Rebellion got pensions and good jobs. That’s how your father got his.’
     

      
      ‘Where did he work before he was a soldier?’

      
      ‘You have me moidered with your questions. He didn’t work, he was in a seminary going to be a priest.’

      
      ‘A priest!’ Sheila exclaimed. ‘I’m glad he left that place. He couldn’t have been my daddy if he was a priest.’

      
      ‘He could not. Now you go into the kitchen and build up the fire, there’s a good girl.’

      
      ‘No, I don’t want to. I want to keep on talking.’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t,’ said Mrs Brophy. ‘I’m going to tack the yoke and it’s a tricky job, so do as you’re told.’

      
      Sheila’s pretty face looked angry and she stared defiantly at her mother who stared her out. ‘It’s not fair, so it’s not,’
         Sheila said, pouting her beautiful mouth, but she went to the kitchen, put coal on the fire and blew with the bellows until
         new flames licked the coals. Then she sat in the rocking chair with the Evening Herald and read the Mutt and Jeff comic strip.
     

      
      In a little while her mother came into the kitchen. ‘Thank God I got the yoke together,’ and glancing at the clock she said,
         ‘Look at the hour of the night and him not in.’
     

      
      ‘He said he’d get me fish and chips from Burgess’s.’

      
      
      ‘And carry them home inside his overcoat. They’ll be in mush and his coat destroyed with grease.’

      
      ‘Sh, I think that’s Daddy now. I heard the key in the lock.’ Sheila ran into the small passage to greet her father. They came
         into the room. Mr Brophy’s trilby was pushed to the back of his head, a hand on Sheila’s shoulder, the other one clutching
         the parcel of fish and chips to his stomach.
     

      
      His wife lit the gas under the kettle and said over her shoulder, ‘A nice hour of the night to come home.’

      
      ‘Ginny, darlin’, sure it wasn’t my fault, the chipper was packed. Look at your mammy, Sheila, isn’t she the beautiful woman.
         The black curly hair of her and the dark eyes dancing out of her head. Amn’t I the lucky man to have two beauties, for you’re
         the image of her.’
     

      
      ‘Will you stop blathering and give me the fish and chips.’

      
      He fumbled with the buttons on his overcoat. The greasy parcel smelling of the most tasty fish and chips in Dublin fell to
         the floor.
     

      
      Mrs Brophy wet the tea and told Sheila to pick up the parcel and bring it to her. ‘And you,’ she told her husband, ‘take off
         that coat and jacket. I told you, didn’t I, the chips would be bet into each other.’
     

      
      ‘They’ll still taste gorgeous, Mammy.’

      
      Her mother shared out the food, poured the tea, and she and Sheila sat to the table and ate the fish and chips off the white,
         vinegar-soaked paper with their fingers. Mr Brophy was sitting in an armchair still wearing his hat.
     

      
      ‘Are you going to have some?’ his wife asked.

      
      ‘I won’t, they mightn’t agree with me at this hour of the night.’

      
      ‘Suit yourself. I expect your belly’s full enough.’

      
      ‘Comfortable, you might say. Aren’t you up very late? You’ll be jaded in the morning.’

      
      ‘It’s Saturday tomorrow, Daddy.’

      
      ‘So it is, I forgot.’ He yawned twice, then fell asleep.

      
      
      ‘Look at him, the poor unfortunate. God’s curse on the same drink and them that make and sell it. And you pray every night
         to Our Lady that you’ll never marry a drunkard. Finish your tea and then go to bed. You won’t do well in the Feis tomorrow
         if you’re jaded.’ She kissed and hugged Sheila, and Sheila gently kissed her father’s cheek before she left the room.
     

      
      Ginny began to tidy the kitchen. She washed the delft, emptied the teapot, wiped the oilcloth covering on the table. Screwed
         up the fish and chip papers tightly and put them in the fire, and placed the guard in front of it. Then she took off her husband’s
         hat, loosened his collar and tie. ‘My poor fella,’ she said and smoothed his hair and kissed his cheek. From the rocking chair
         she took a big crocheted shawl of many colours and put it over him, and left the light on in the kitchen, knowing that after
         an hour or two he would wake and not be able to find his way in the dark.
     

      
      She went to bed. She prayed to the Sacred Heart. Beneath the statue the little red shaded lamp cast a ruby glow. Ginny prayed
         for God to spare her until Sheila was reared and that her husband would turn over a new leaf. She prayed for her dead parents
         and relations, for friends who were sick, those with troubled minds, and lastly for herself that she might have a happy and
         not sudden death. Before she fell asleep she thought about the dancing competition tomorrow.
     

      
      Sheila was a great little dancer. Already she had won two silver cups and had ten medals. She might win another tomorrow either
         for the hornpipe or slip jig. Sheila looked gorgeous in her dancing costume: the saffron kilt, black short jacket, white blouse
         with a flounce on it. The saffron fringed shawl fastened with a Tara brooch gave it the finishing touch.
     

      
      There was a lot of envy and begrudgement among some of the mothers. Leppin’ if their children didn’t win. Sheila was tall
         for her age, and many a one said she lied about it and entered with children younger than her so she had the advantage. To herself, Ginny said, God help their senses getting their hair in a knot about a dancing competition. I love
         to see her win, but when she doesn’t I take it in good part. She does as well. If she sulked and carried on I’d have her out
         of the dancing in a minute. There’ll be times in her life when to be disappointed, even angry, will be justified. But only
         over important things. And children’s dancing competitions aren’t that important.
     

      
      On Saturday morning Sheila woke and looked at her dancing costume hanging on the wardrobe door and on a chair her black patent
         hornpipe shoes with their big silver buckles on the front of each shoe and beside them the soft leather brown pumps she would
         wear to dance the slip jig. On the back of the chair hung a pair of hand-knitted lace-patterned snowy white socks.
     

      
      She wanted to jump out of bed and put the clothes on. Then she thought of her hair being done – her mother combing her long,
         thick, black, curly hair into ringlets – and wished her hair was straight. If it were she’d have it wrapped in rags the night
         before and no pulling and tugging. Sometimes she’d get in a temper, stamp her feet and cry and shout that she didn’t want
         ringlets. And her mother would tell her that nearly every girl in the competition wore them except for a few whose mothers
         were copying American fashions and having the girls’ hair bobbed and worn with a fringe. And a right show they were.
     

      
      Her mother came into the room and told her to get up, her breakfast was almost ready. ‘Afterwards you’ll have to get the bread
         for me and then we’ll go to Camden Street for the messages.’
     

      
      ‘Is my daddy up yet?’

      
      ‘Are you losing your senses? When on a Saturday does he stir before eleven or twelve? Come on now, hurry up. You won’t feel
         the time flying before we have to go to the Feis.’
     

      
      
      On Saturdays and Sundays they had a cooked breakfast, during the week porridge and fried bread or toast. Sheila ate a rasher,
         two Hafner’s pork sausages, two rings of black pudding, one of white pudding and an egg. When she had eaten everything else
         she sucked every bit of fat from the bacon rind. ‘I’m glad you don’t cut the rind off, Mammy, only nick it in places. I love
         sucking it.’
     

      
      ‘Who cuts it off?’

      
      ‘Teresa Donnelly’s mammy. D’ye remember, I had my tea there once and it was rashers and eggs and no rinds on the rashers.’

      
      ‘I never heard of anyone doing that. Another American fad, I suppose. Finish that tea and get washed and dressed, and go for
         the bread.’
     

      
      Sheila and her family lived in the Iveagh Buildings: apartments built by Guinness. The flats were in a compound with high
         iron gates. Some were one-bedroomed and some, like Sheila’s, had two bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen-cum-living room and a
         parlour. Her mother said that it was great place to live. Five minutes from the centre of the city, less than that to Stephen’s
         Green and Grafton Street. The same distance to Sheila’s convent and less to Lord Edward Street where Mr Brophy worked.
     

      
      But her mother had told Sheila as a secret that she was saving up for a purchase house. ‘This place is grand, I’ve nothing
         against it really. But wouldn’t it be great to have your own garden.’
     

      
      ‘There’s the park round the corner,’ Sheila said.

      
      ‘The park’s not the same as your own garden. And there’s always oul fellas out of the Iveagh lodging house stretched on the
         benches and in the alcoves, sleeping and snoring and full of Red Biddy. You’re not to go in there on your own.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t want to move away. I love it here.’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, love, it’ll take me years to get a deposit saved. Maybe so long that you’ll be married and living somewhere else.’
     

      
      ‘I want to get married,’ said Sheila, thinking of a long veil and wedding dress, ‘but I’ll never move away from you. I want
         to live beside you.’
     

      
      ‘So you will. I tell you what, we’ll buy two houses next door to each other, how’s that?’

      
      Sheila clapped her hands and said, ‘That’s great. I never want to leave you and Daddy.’

      
      On her way to the baker’s Sheila stopped to talk to other little girls from the flats. She was the only girl from the Buildings
         who went to a private school. Her friends didn’t mind that but other girls called her names. ‘Stuck up, who does she think
         she is? She’s no better than us.’
     

      
      Sometimes a couple of them would try to pick a fight. But Sheila was tough and would stand her ground, daring them to touch
         her. Then walk away chanting, ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but names will never hurt me.’
     

      
      The only time she avoided the bullies was when the Poppies were being worn. The majority of the men in their families had
         been in the British army. They celebrated the Armistice and their children, though few if any had ever seen the sky over England,
         went round the Buildings in gangs shouting ‘Up the Poppies’. In other streets, where there were as many families with allegiance
         to the Free State, one lot shouted ‘Up the Poppies’ and the other half responded with their war cry of ‘Up the Lilies’, the
         lilies being the emblem of the Easter Rising. There was seldom anything to it but the shouting of the slogans. And the next
         day it was all forgotten until the following year.
     

      
      Sheila’s father had explained to her that because he hadn’t been a British soldier on Poppy Day she was to come straight home
         from school into the house. ‘Not that I think for a minute one of the children would hurt a hair of your head. All the same,
         it’s better to be sure than sorry. D’ye see, there’s a gang of them and only one of you.’
     

      
      
      Sheila wanted him to tell her more about the Lilies and the Poppies. He promised that he would when she was older.

      
      After chatting to her friends she left the compound, walked to the end of Bride Street and into Johnson, Mooneys and O’Brien
         on the corner of Kevin Street. Though it was only twenty minutes since she had had her breakfast the smell of the newly baked
         loaves and turnovers made her feel hungry.
     

      
      The woman serving knew her. Asked how her mammy was and about the Feis, while she wrapped white tissue paper around the two
         crusty loaves. ‘Don’t you be picking that bread on the way home.’
     

      
      ‘I won’t,’ Sheila said. ‘I have to do another message for my mammy. Can I leave the bread till I come back? I wish the bread
         was white like it used to be. It’s grey because of the war, isn’t it?’
     

      
      ‘The same feckin war and that oul Antichrist Hitler. All the lovely young fellas getting killed. And poor unfortunate people
         in England being blown to bits. Not to mention our own in Dublin, them poor people on the North Strand blown to smithereens.
         But sure it was in forty-one, you wouldn’t remember it. And we’re giving out about the dark bread and the half-ounce tea ration.
         And shaggin’ robbers selling it on the Black Market for a pound a pound. I’m telling you if Ireland lay the other side of
         England, Hitler would have invaded us already.’
     

      
      Sheila thought how her father always praised Hitler and that a nun in school had a map on the wall and when the Germans were
         winning, pinned flags on the map to show how well they were doing. She nearly told Maggie but, remembering her husband was
         a soldier in the British army, didn’t. Instead she asked her again if she could leave the loaves.
     

      
      ‘You can,’ said Maggie, ‘so long as you’re not telling me lies about the message for your mammy.’

      
      ‘As true as God I’m not,’ said Sheila, smiling at the woman and thinking at the same time, that’s a venial sin I’ll have to tell in confession. Then off she went across the road
         to look in at the rag pickers. The rag store had a long open front. There were two women climbing through the raised pile
         of rags, picking and sorting, throwing anything wearable into one of three crates along the wall, into the second one was
         thrown torn woollen clothing and the third crate received rags. The wearable items were sold on to second-hand clothes dealers
         who in turn sold them to the poor; torn woollens were bought by the makers of ‘shoddy’ who processed them into an inferior
         type of woollen cloth; the rags were used to manufacture paper.
     

      
      Sheila had a vague idea of all this. One of the rag pickers lived in the Buildings and sometimes came to chat with her mother
         after she had washed and changed. Many a time Sheila had heard the woman say, ‘I wouldn’t darken your door, ma’am, coming
         straight from that kip. The filth of the city, that’s what we handle. Never knowing who’d worn the things, what complaint
         they were dying from. The bad disease, consumption, the smallpox. That’s bad enough but the stinking bandages, lint, cotton
         wool saturated in blood and pus. It’s a sin against God for that carry-on to be allowed.’
     

      
      In the course of these conversations between the rag picker and her mother Sheila learnt about the second-hand clothes. Shoddy,
         the real rags, going to paper mills and how the stinking acrid smoke which made her eyes water and her throat sore came from
         the burning of the soiled dressings.
     

      
      The rag store was forbidden her along with St Patrick’s Park. She sidled into the store and watched the women working. Her
         mother’s friend was singing ‘South of the Border’ as she picked and threw. The acrid smoke irritated Sheila’s throat and she
         coughed. The two women looked round and her mother’s friend ploughed her way through the rags. ‘How many times have I heard
         your mammy threaten to cut the legs off you if you set foot in here?’ Sheila looked contrite and hung her head. ‘And you can stop looking sorry for yourself. You’re a bold child and disobeying
         your mammy is a sin. You’ve made your Communion; you should know all about sin.’
     

      
      Sheila began to cry. ‘Ah, come on now, love, sure I’m only telling you for your own good. Go on home. Here take this.’ She
         took a penny from her overall pocket. ‘Buy a Fizz Bag, it’ll clear your throat.’
     

      
      Sheila managed a few more tears and sniffs before taking the money, then said, ‘You won’t tell me mammy, sure you won’t?’

      
      ‘I should but I won’t, that’s if you promise not to do it again.’

      
      ‘As true as God,’ Sheila promised and ran out of the rag store. Next door to it was a huckster’s shop. It sold coal by the
         stone, paraffin oil, sticks, bread, stale cakes, babies’ soothers, potatoes and cabbages, on Fridays and Wednesdays fish that
         wasn’t very fresh and Fizz Bags.
     

      
      Sheila bought one for a ha’penny, stuck the liquorice tube in her mouth and took a long suck of sherbet. Then went on her
         way past the police station, which had once been the Archbishop of Dublin’s palace. She paused to look up the narrow street
         a little further along and gaze at the beautiful house which faced down the street and wondered, as she did many times, who
         lived in it and how they must be very rich. As she turned into Patrick’s Street she heard the Angelus bell and knew it was
         twelve o’clock. The bell was being rung in Francis Street where she had been christened and made her First Communion. She
         thought about confession and how she had two venial sins on her soul and by going to the park would commit another one. Venial
         sins she knew weren’t too bad. A good Act of Contrition would make her soul spotlessly white and she could receive Communion
         in the morning.
     

      
      But at the park gates she hesitated. She could see the men sleeping on the benches and the pigeons waddling about searching
         for worms or crumbs. She loved pigeons. Their mauve and silvery coloured feathers. If only she could catch one, she thought, and bring it home, get a cage for it,
         wouldn’t that be grand. There were purple and yellow flowers, small ones in the flowerbeds. She didn’t know what they were
         called. She only knew the names of wallflowers, roses and tulips, the flowers girls brought to school for the altars.
     

      
      At the right-hand side of the park St Patrick’s Cathedral’s grey stone spire pointed to the sky. Once she had stood in the
         porch, the doors were open. She could see into the church and didn’t like what she saw: all the raggedy flags and you could
         smell the cold. She wasn’t sorry it was a Protestant church. She was glad that bad king had robbed it from the Catholics.
         And she wasn’t sorry that because she was a Catholic she’d go to hell if ever she went into it. What Catholic would want to
         when their own chapels were gorgeous: all the lighted candles shimmering, the lovely statues and the holy pictures? She decided
         not to commit the third venial sin and, feeling very holy, ran all the way to the bakery, collected the bread and went home.
     

      
      ‘I thought you were baking the loaves it took you so long. What kept you?’

      
      ‘The shop was packed,’ Sheila lied.

      
      ‘Wash your face before we go out. You’ve been sucking sherbet. Where did you get the money?’

      
      ‘I found a ha’penny in the gutter.’

   



      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘Isn’t the weather grand, thanks be to God,’ passing women said to Ginny as she and Sheila set out for Camden Street.

      
      ‘Your man has tea in today. And the price is still the same,’ another woman told Ginny.

      
      
      Ginny agreed that the weather was grand, hoped it would hold and thanked the woman who had told her about the tea. There were
         no tenement houses in Wexford or Camden Street, though families lived over the shops. Neither were there rag stores, beautiful
         houses, chapels nor churches. Only shops, crowded shops, butchers, fancy bakeries, greengrocers, provision shops, pork butchers,
         public houses, drapers and shoe shops. And by the kerb old prams, from which women, wearing black shawls, whose faces were
         rosy or weather-beaten, sold fruit, flowers and fish. They called out their wares and prices, cajoling the passing women to
         buy from them: ‘Jap’ oranges, lovely bananas, Kerr Pinks the flouriest potatoes going. Are you buying, ma’am? If you’re not,
         stop mauling the fruit.’ Ginny knew most of the dealers – many of them lived in the Buildings. She knew who was honest and
         those who would put a mouldy orange at the bottom of the brown paper bag.
     

      
      Sheila breathed in the myriad smells, all pleasant except those coming out of the public houses. The sweet smell of fruit,
         of pungent cheese which made her feel hungry imagining the hard red cheese on a cut of buttered bread. Not much scent from
         the spring flowers except the bronze and red velvety wallflowers. And overpowering all other smells the aroma of sweet biscuits,
         chocolate and all other delicious things being baked in Jacobs, whose factory was at the corner of the street.
     

      
      Nearly everyone was in good humour, laughing and joking with the butchers as they haggled over the price of a sirloin, a piece
         of corned beef, silverside, tail-end or brisket. While waiting to be served the women gossiped with each other. They carried
         marketing bags, the majority of which were made from black American oilcloth, and clutched purses in their hands.
     

      
      As Sheila and her mother went from shop to shop she became fidgety, tugged at her mother’s coat and asked when were they going
         home.
     

      
      
      ‘When I’m ready,’ was her mother’s reply. If Sheila persisted nagging she would be warned to behave herself, if she still
         persisted she was slapped and ordered to wait outside. She was delighted. She loved the street, the noise, the horses and
         carts driving by. Sometimes the horses raised their tails and expelled balls of manure without pausing in their trot. She
         would walk a way up the street, stopping now and then to look in a toyshop window. Occasionally she’d walk as far as the beginning
         of Camden Street to look at the stills on display outside the De Luxe picture house.
     

      
      She loved going to the pictures, especially cowboy and Indian ones. She’d cry when a child was stolen by the Indians. But
         the end was always a happy one. She used to think that the film stars lived at the back of the cinema and wonder why she never
         saw them in the street until her father explained what films were.
     

      
      Before very long her mother would catch up with her, as she did on this Saturday. ‘I got everything except the ribbons for
         your hair.’ Sheila grimaced as she thought of her ordeal when the ringlets were made. In a drapery her mother bought several
         yards of wide green ribbon and then they went home. ‘Daddy’s gone out,’ she said when they went into the house.
     

      
      ‘Doesn’t he always,’ her mother retorted as she unpacked her messages.

      
      ‘I wish he’d come to the Feis, so I do.’

      
      ‘He never will, love. Few men do. I wouldn’t fight with him over that. I wouldn’t want him to anyway.’

      
      ‘But why?’

      
      ‘Well, for one thing he’d be half cut and for another it’s not a place for men.’

      
      ‘Why isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Don’t be moidering me – it just isn’t. Go and give yourself a good wash, scrub your knees. You don’t want people seeing dirty
         knees under your lovely kilt.’
     

      
      The Feis was being held in a hall the other side of the Liffey. There were all sorts of Feis: ones for poetry, music, dancing and Irish speaking. When she was in the primary school
         Sheila had been entered in one for Irish. Her mother and father were thrilled and convinced she would win first prize. ‘I
         can see you getting a silver Fainne and before you know it the gold one,’ her father encouraged. Ginny made her a turquoise
         panne velvet dress with a hand-crocheted ecru collar.
     

      
      Being the best in the class at Irish, Sheila had no worries about the competition. But once she was on the stage with other
         competitors, judges and the sea of faces looking up at her she lost her nerve, couldn’t answer some questions and answered
         others wrongly. She cried all the way home on the bus.
     

      
      But she was never nervous when dancing. Holding her mother’s hand, they walked down Winetavern Street across its bridge and
         up the side of the quay. Her mother pointed and said, ‘That’s the Four Courts. There was trouble there during the Civil War.
         Your father will tell you all about it one day,’ as they passed a large imposing building. Sheila was only half listening.
         It was just recently that she had been up the quays and there was much to occupy her mind. The Liffey, how it smelled differently
         when the tide was in or out, the seagulls screaming and swooping, the barges laden with barrels of porter. Sometimes there
         were swans. Lots of antique shops. Often there were dolls in the windows, beautiful old-fashioned dolls. She wanted to stop
         and look at them, but there was no time, her mother always told her.
     

      
      They arrived at the turn into a street where the Father Mathew Hall was. Before turning into it her mother pointed to the
         facing bridge. ‘That, so they say, was the first bridge in Dublin. Not like it is now, but the first all the same. It’s just
         as well we came early; look at the crowd already.’ Then Sheila’s mother went to a table in the porch where a woman was checking
         in the competitors. Sheila’s name was found on the list and a tick put beside it.
     

      
      
      ‘Isn’t it a grand day, thank God.’ Ginny agreed that it was. The woman said how lovely Sheila looked and wished her great
         success.
     

      
      ‘Into the lavatory, now, have a good pee and afterwards I’ll tidy your hair. Mild and all as the wind was, it tossed your
         hair.’ Sheila made a face. ‘That’ll do, off you go.’ Ginny said a silent prayer that if Sheila danced well she would win a
         medal.
     

      
      There were many girls and some boys wearing the same costume as Sheila’s. Others wore the costume that Ginny thought was the
         loveliest of all: girls from another less well-known school of dancing than Sheila’s and not as good, some believed. The tunic
         was knee-length, made from cream-coloured bawneen, heavily embroidered with Celtic designs in vivid colours.
     

      
      The fiddlers tuned up; the competitors lined up. The youngest children aged five and six danced first. Some were excellent,
         their carriages perfect, only ringlets bounced and feet and legs moved.
     

      
      Ginny’s pride and delight surged through her as Sheila’s group came on to the stage. She stood motionless, her face expressionless,
         waiting for the music. She danced the hornpipe with verve, the metal taps on the soles of her shoes beating a staccato rhythm.
         Clamorous applause clapped the dancers off the stage. Another group of hornpipers took their place.
     

      
      A woman sitting next to Ginny whose daughter was a couple of years older than Sheila and was in the same dancing school whispered,
         ‘I’d say your Sheila will get the gold medal.’
     

      
      Ginny hoped she would. But you never could tell. To the woman she said, ‘I hope so, though in the long run it depends on the
         adjudicators.’
     

      
      Later Sheila danced the slip jig. It was the dance Ginny admired most of all and watching it she thought, as she always did
         at such a time, how if there were such a thing as fairies it was how they would have danced: lightly and silently.
     

      
      Sheila won the first prize, a gold medal and the second, a silver medal for the slip jig. Ginny kissed and hugged her, so
         did her teacher and friends. Ginny saw the begrudging glances and heads together whispering.
     

      
      ‘Wasn’t I right?’ asked the woman who had forecast the result.

      
      ‘Indeed you were but look behind you.’ Ginny nodded towards the envious. ‘Next time I’ll stitch her birth certificate on her
         coatee.’
     

      
      ‘Pay no attention. Jealousy is what ails them.’

      
      Ginny smiled. ‘I was joking about the certificate. They don’t take a feather out of me.’

      
      ‘The evenings are lengthening, thank God,’ Ginny said as they waited opposite the quays for a bus to take them into town,
         from where they would catch another to take them to Christ Church, from where the Buildings were but a short distance.
     

      
      ‘Will me daddy be in?’ Sheila asked as they approached home.

      
      ‘He might and he mightn’t.’

      
      ‘The lights are on, Mammy, look at the lights. He’s in. I knew he’d wait.’

      
      He hadn’t, as Ginny knew he wouldn’t.

      
      Sheila went into every room hoping to find him. After the search she came into the kitchen, threw herself into the rocking
         chair, and cried with rage and disappointment. ‘I hate him. I hate him, so I do,’ she screamed in between her crying.
     

      
      Ginny said nothing, knowing that Sheila’s anger would soon subside. Gradually the crying stopped, she wiped her eyes, and
         said sorrowfully, ‘It’s only that I wanted to show him my medals. And for him to tell me I was a great girl.’
     

      
      And Ginny thought, you bloody louser, I’ll give you the length and breadth of my tongue when she’s in bed.

      
      
      ‘Maybe he forgot, Mammy. Maybe he thought the Feis was tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Ginny agreed.

      
      ‘’Cos, he’d never do it on purpose, sure he wouldn’t?’

      
      ‘Never,’ said her mother. ‘Never on purpose. Wash your face with cold water, it’ll soothe your eyes. And then we’ll have a
         cup of tea and the cream buns I bought this morning.’
     

      
      ‘That child,’ said Sheila’s father, looking after her as she left the room, ‘is growing in leaps and bound.’

      
      ‘That child, as you call her, is becoming a handful,’ Ginny said.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t say that. Apart from her shooting up I see no difference in her.’

      
      ‘How would you and you never in the house for five minutes.’

      
      ‘Sure don’t I have to go to work?’

      
      ‘It’s not work I’m referring to and well you know it.’

      
      ‘What ails her, then?’ asked Mr Brophy in a concerned voice.

      
      ‘Her age, going on twelve. Beginning to smell herself. She hates school and is fed up with the dancing. Wants more of a say
         in what she wears. Give her stew for her dinner and she wants a fry. Give her a fry and it’s bacon and cabbage she’s looking
         for. Any excuse to be contrary. I was the same myself, only my mother, Lord have mercy on her, wasn’t the eejit I am. Look
         crooked at her and she’d rosen your jaw. Refuse your meal and she’d say, “Turn your arse to it then.” You ate what you were
         given or went hungry. She’ll grow out of it. Being an only child makes it harder for her. A brother or sister to ballyrag
         me to would have been great. Someone else to tell how much she hates me, how she’ll never treat her children the way I do.
         Someone else to fight with, to vent her spleen on. But God only blessed us with the one child so there you are.’
     

      
      ‘But hasn’t she plenty of friends, Ginny?’

      
      
      ‘Not so many nowadays. The young wans in the Buildings are counting the months until they can leave school, they’re out in
         the evenings tricking with the young fellas while Sheila’s going boss-eyed doing her homework.’
     

      
      ‘Better that than leaving school at fourteen for Jacobs or a sewing factory. You wouldn’t wish that on Sheila?’

      
      ‘You know bloody well I wouldn’t. Amn’t I the one who sent her to the convent and pays her fees?’

      
      Sheila’s father made no reply. For a few minutes he concentrated on eating his dinner before asking Ginny for another cup
         of tea. After pouring it she said, ‘I was thinking you could take her for a ramble across town of a Sunday. Maybe go to the
         pictures. Or into one of the ice-cream parlours in O’Connell Street. All sorts of American concoctions. Sheila’s mad about
         the Knickerbocker Glory. When we’re in town we always go into the Palm Grove.’
     

      
      Mr Brophy lit a cigarette and smoked half of it before saying, ‘That’s a grand idea. The only thing is I’m in the habit of
         having a lie-down on Sunday after the dinner …’
     

      
      ‘Having a lie-down during the Holy Hour when the pubs shut, then up like a shot for opening times. I know all about your habits.
         Now is the time to start changing them.’
     

      
      ‘Easier said than done – old habits die hard. Couldn’t she join the Fianna. She’d have the company, Irish music and dancing,
         the culture of her country and learn the history of her country. And that’s not all. They go rambling and hiking. She’d get
         plenty of fresh air.’
     

      
      ‘Sheila’s joining no Fianna. Sheila’s not having Republican views drummed into her brain.’ Ginny’s voice rose and she continued,
         ‘Irish dancing, music and the language she has in abundance.’ Bloody drunken oul eejit. Any excuse not to interfere with his
         drinking. God, she thought, I’d love to split him. Fire a cup or the sugar bowl at him, the oul divil. She said a silent prayer
         not to let her temper get the better of her. Filled a glass with water and sipped it until her composure returned. Then began
         to talk, to play her cards right. ‘Maybe you’re right about the Fianna, sure what do I know about them. Only I think she’d learn more from
         you. Head of knowledge, that’s you. Kings and queens, risings, hangings, them pictures in the art gallery, sure you know all
         about them day and date.’
     

      
      Mr Brophy smiled and said, ‘Well, if I say it myself I know the city inside out. I know the history of my country. And it’s
         the truth I’d tell the child. None of the putting in and leaving out what doesn’t suit the government and historians nowadays.
         And what’s more, I’ll be talking from experience.’
     

      
      ‘So you’ll do it, then?’ asked Ginny.

      
      ‘I will but not for the time being. The weather’s still very changeable. By the time it warms up I’ll have adjusted my habits
         and be ready for the excursions.’
     

      
      And so, for the time being, Ginny settled for that.

      
      Eventually Sheila’s father conceded that taking her into town on Sundays was a good idea. Before doing so he made lists of
         the places he wanted her to see. Lists of the heroes who had died for Ireland. Telling himself that by the time he had finished
         with Sheila she would be well informed about the history of her country.
     

      
      When he told her of his decision Ginny praised him sky high and thought, God look down on him, he’s an oul eejit. I knew from
         the word go he wouldn’t refuse. But I’ll let him think that it wasn’t an easy decision to make. Now all I have to do is break
         the news to Sheila.
     

      
      She reacted as Ginny had expected. ‘I won’t go. You can’t make me. Not with him.’

      
      ‘Your poor father, sure I thought you loved him.’

      
      ‘So I do. Better than you. He’s not always giving out to me. But that doesn’t mean I’m going into town with him on a Sunday
         to be left outside public houses between here and O’Connell Street with a bottle of red lemonade while he’s inside drinking.’
     

      
      ‘Deed you will not. Your father’s a decent man. He’d never plank you outside a pub door. In any case he couldn’t. The pubs will be shut for the Holy Hour.’
     

      
      ‘I’m sure he knows plenty of pubs that don’t shut. I’m not going and that’s all there is to it.’

      
      Ginny decided to leave the matter alone for a few days and then did a bit of coaxing. Told Sheila how much her father loved
         her. How sad, sad and hurt, he’d be if she turned down his offer. Her tactics worked. After a lot of grumbling about all the
         other things she could do on a Sunday afternoon, Sheila agreed to the outings.
     

      
      ‘We’ll take our time. Ramble into town slowly,’ Mr Brophy told Sheila as they left the house on the first of their outings.
         ‘The General Post Office will be our first stop.’
     

      
      Hand in hand they walked through Upper Kevin Street, Cuffe Street and turned on to Stephen’s Green, continued down Grafton
         Street, past the Bank of Ireland and Trinity College, down Westmoreland Street, crossed O’Connell Bridge and arrived at the
         GPO. It was open for the sale of stamps.
     

      
      Mr Brophy took off his hat as a mark of respect for the place he was in and moved with Sheila to a space where there weren’t
         many people. ‘This is where it all happened. Many of us were no more than seventeen. Children. Though years ago at seventeen
         you wouldn’t be thought of as a child no more than poor children are today. Out into the factories, or labouring at fourteen.
         Their heads stuffed with Religious Knowledge and Irish. God look down on them. It’s a hard road they have in front of them.
         It wasn’t what we fought for. Our independence from England, that’s what we were fighting for, and a decent life for the people.’
     

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      ‘In here it was that I started my fighting. The fighting was ferocious. There we were, a handful of fellas taking on the British
         army. And we kept them at bay for a week, even though they brought a gunboat up the Liffey and shelled us. We surrendered
         to stop more killing.’
     

      
      ‘What were you doing, Daddy?’

      
      ‘The same as the others, firing my rifle.’

      
      ‘Did you kill anyone?’

      
      ‘Maybe I did, I’m not sure.’

      
      ‘Would that have been a sin?’

      
      ‘Not according to the Catholic religion. Just war, self-defence and the execution of a criminal aren’t sins. And if ever there
         was a just war that was one. The joy and pride we felt when Padraig Pearse pinned up the Proclamation of Independence and
         our own flag was flying over the Post Office.’
     

      
      ‘What happened when you gave up?’

      
      ‘That was a shame and disgrace. Our own people mocked us as we marched through the streets.’

      
      ‘Why? Didn’t they hate the English?’

      
      ‘Not the majority. They had their reasons. Some had sons, brothers, husbands fighting in France with the British army. British
         soldiers were stationed throughout Ireland. Decent skins on the whole. They spent their money here, made work for the Irish.’
     

      
      Sheila was getting bored, tired and thirsty. She began fidgeting, shifting from one foot to another, pulling on her father’s
         hand.
     

      
      ‘Ah, love,’ he said, ‘I’ve been moidering you and you only a little child. There’s years ahead for me to tell more. We’ll
         go up to that ice-cream parlour, rest our legs and fill our bellies. What d’ye say to that, eh?’
     

      
      For the next two years, if the weather was fine, the Sunday walks and talks continued. Sheila now knew that Patrick Pearse, his brother and other leaders of the Rebellion had been executed
         in Kilmainham gaol. James Connolly, a prominent figure in the Rising, wounded during it, unable to walk, had been propped
         on a chair in Kilmainham’s yard and shot.
     

      
      And on one of their rambles her father told her about ‘The Troubles’. ‘D’ye see,’ he said, ‘we were determined to get our
         independence. It started in 1919 and a ferocious war it was. Michael Collins was the leader then. Black and Tans were sent
         from England, ex-soldiers and officers, called Auxiliaries, supposedly to take on the role of police. No restraint on them.
         They murdered and pillaged. Collins’s men were well able for them. And whereas the British soldiers were liked, the Black
         and Tans were loathed. Even the English papers spoke out against them.’
     

      
      She knew the name of the beautiful house that looked on to Kevin Street. It was Marsh’s Library, the first library in Ireland.

      
      She had been to Saint Werburgh’s Church where the rebel Lord Edward Fitzgerald was entombed after his arrest and death from
         the wound he suffered being captured. To Thomas Street where outside St Catherine’s Church Robert Emmet, another Republican,
         was hanged, drawn and quartered. To St Michan’s Church where the Brothers Shears’ bodies lay in a state of preservation which
         according to nuns in school had not decomposed because they were innocent of the crimes for which they were executed. Her
         father told her that might not be strictly true. The extraordinary dry air in the vaults of St Michan’s made decomposition
         less likely.
     

      
      In Glasnevin cemetery she visited graves of other Republican martyrs and went with her father to Bodens-town where Wolfe Tone
         – a Protestant, as was Robert Emmet, and Lord Edward Fitzgerald but also great Irish patriots – was buried.
     

      
      And during the summer holidays, when she was nearing the age of fourteen, her father took her to West Cork, to Michael Collins’s birthplace and the spot where he was assassinated.
     

      
      In the years she had wandered the city with her father she came to know every street and the majority of lanes and alleys
         on the Southside, and had a good knowledge of the Northside. She adored it all; the Georgian squares, some with immaculately
         maintained houses, others lined with tenements where women sat bare-breasted suckling their babies and hordes of ragged barefoot
         children cried and laughed, swung from lamp posts and shouted obscenities at passers-by. Their idle fathers congregated at
         the street corners, sucking the last drag from a Woodbine butt. Some were consumptive, coughed and hawked globs of yellow,
         greenish phlegm on to the pavements: men who could never work again and men who might never find work again.
     

      
      The poor streets and the prosperous streets lay cheek by jowl, as did Grafton Street with its splendid shops: genuine antiques;
         paintings on display in art shop windows; out-of-season fruits imported or hot house grown; shops which sold exquisite baby
         clothes; others which sold only sweets and chocolates of the finest quality; and Bewleys from which the aroma of coffee being
         ground overlaid every other smell. There were flower sellers at several corners of lanes and alleys – flowers bought only
         by those with money to spare. And music floated on the air: a woman harpist whose husband carried the harp from one place
         to another; a tenor voice singing a Moore’s melody.
     

      
      Then there was Brown Thomas, the queen of shops. On rare occasions Sheila went there with her mother. They never bought anything,
         just wandered around looking at shoes, handbags, scarves, jewellery, umbrellas that her mother said cost more than her father’s
         wages. After viewing the ground floor they climbed the wide staircase to the floor above where the clothes were sold. Ginny
         studied them to see what was fashionable; what, if anything, she could copy – a neckline, a collar, a skirt cut on the bias – and incorporate into a garment she was making.
         Sheila followed her around. Neither one touched anything, aware they were being watched by assistants ready to pounce if they
         did. During one of the visits to Brown Thomas Sheila thought how she would love to work there when she left school.
     

      
      Of one thing she was certain: never would she leave Dublin, convinced that nowhere in the world could she be happy away from
         her city. On Sunday morning the bells woke her. From the chapels in Francis Street, Whitefriars Street and Clarendon Street
         they reminded people it was time to set out for mass. Later in the day the bells of the two Protestant cathedrals, as near
         to the Buildings as were the Catholic chapels, sent out their joyful peals. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, them bloody bells are
         killing me,’ Ginny would say, clutching her head, looking for a seidlitz powder and if there wasn’t one sending Sheila to
         the huckster’s shop that sold the blue paper packets of seidlitz powder.
     

      
      ‘D’ye blame me,’ Ginny would say when the sick headache subsided, ‘wanting to get out of here? Them bells will be the cause
         of killing me. And don’t you be rolling your eyes to heaven,’ she’d shout at her husband getting ready to go to the public
         house. ‘The drink has numbed your senses. How could anything annoy you except not having the price of a pint? But just you
         wait. One day we’ll be out of here and with God’s holy help the pub will be miles away.’
     

      
      ‘Ah, now, Ginny, don’t be like that,’ he’d say, approaching her with arms open wide. ‘Sure you know how much I love you.’

      
      ‘Go on, off with you and I hope you get arrested for being drunk and disorderly.’

      
      And when he’d left she’d say to Sheila, ‘I might as well talk to the wall.’

      
      Sheila no longer worried about her mother shouting at her father. They loved each other, of that she was sure. Her poor father had a weakness for the drink. So had lots of her
         friends’ fathers. He couldn’t help it. Nor could her mother help shouting at him. They understood each other. All the same
         she would never marry a man with the weakness. As her mother said, it was a sin to waste money that should have been for the
         family. And for another thing Sheila hated the smell of drink. She always turned her face away when her father kissed her.
     

      
      When she was almost fourteen, Sheila announced that she wanted her hair cut.

      
      ‘What about your ringlets?’ asked Ginny.

      
      ‘I’m giving up the dancing.’

      
      ‘Ah, come on now, love, you can’t do that. You’re a champion. With the war being over the troupe will be going abroad, England,
         America, you’d love that.’
     

      
      ‘I would not. I want my hair cut and no more dancing classes.’

      
      ‘Have it your way, then,’ said Ginny and thought, it’s her age, they get all sorts of vagaries once they begin to smell themselves.
         The moods’ll pass and she’ll be herself again most of the time.
     

      
      But most of the time Sheila wasn’t herself. She hated school where she was studying for her Intermediate Certificate. The
         green uniform made her look sallow, she believed. Her periods hadn’t started and she was the only flat-chested girl in her
         class. She had overheard two girls talking about her one day. One said, ‘All the same, isn’t Sheila Brophy lucky.’
     

      
      ‘How d’ye say that,’ asked the other?

      
      ‘She’s lovely and slim, she can wear anything.’

      
      And the bitchy one retorted, ‘Anything except a bra.’

      
      Sheila was mortified, locked herself in the lavatory and cried bitterly until a nun came and pounded on the door. Sheila’s
         explanation was that she had been sick. The nun told her to splash her eyes with cold water and then come back to her classroom.
     

      
      She hated herself and her flat chest. Maybe if she had breasts a fella would look at her. Chase her like they did other girls,
         feck her beret or scarf, make her struggle to get them back. On the way home from school walking through the Green it happened
         all the time to her friends. She was fed up with everything, especially the Sunday afternoon outings with her father.
     

      
      And then one day her breasts began to grow. Maybe I’m only imagining it, she thought. She wasn’t. Her periods started; her
         breasts grew bigger. And her mother bought her two brassieres. In no time she needed a bigger size. With a bust she could
         flaunt, her short hair curling on her forehead and cheeks, and top marks for most of her school work, she felt on top of the
         world and decided she no longer wanted to ramble with her father on Sunday afternoons. But she wasn’t sure how she could break
         the habit. Letting on to be not well would work now and again. Now and again wasn’t good enough. She couldn’t ask for advice
         from her mother who had initiated the outings and was still in favour of them.
     

      
      On her next outing with her father, while they were having coffee in a café he was explaining that wearing poppies was to
         remember the dead: ‘All the millions killed in the First World War. During some of the worst battles the cornfields round
         about were ablaze with poppies. Poems and songs were written about them, many by fellas out there fighting. So when the war
         was won the poppy was picked as an emblem to be worn every year on Armistice Day. Now it’ll be worn as well to honour the
         dead from the last war. Hundreds and thousands of Irishmen fought in both of them.’
     

      
      Sheila had picked up this information already so hadn’t bothered listening. Having hit on an idea how to avoid the Sunday
         outings, her mind was occupied with how she would put her plan into action. While her father talked on and on the solution came to her. But she would wait until they
         got home before mentioning it.
     

      
      ‘There y’are,’ Ginny greeted them. ‘Take off your coats and sit over to the table.’ It was laid, a platter of cold boiled
         bacon, beetroot, a bottle of brown sauce and a home-made apple cake.
     

      
      Mr Brophy took off his coat and sat down. ‘Well, did you enjoy the ramble?’ asked Ginny as she wet the tea.

      
      ‘We had a grand time, didn’t we, Sheila?’

      
      She didn’t answer him and her mother said, ‘Take off your coat and sit down. What are you crying for?’

      
      ‘I don’t want my tea. I never did my exercise. I’ll have to do it now or Sister Mary Rose will kill me.’

      
      ‘And why didn’t you?’

      
      ‘I did some of it; there’s an awful lot now that I’m working for my Inter Cert. I’ll have to stop going out on Sundays.’ The
         volume of her crying increased. ‘And I’ll hate that, Daddy, because we have grand times.’
     

      
      Ginny smelled a rat but said nothing.

      
      Mr Brophy, not overfamiliar with Sheila’s wiles, called her to him and put an arm round her. ‘Don’t cry, child. We’ve had
         grand times but sure your school work has to come first. We’ll have our outings again in the holidays.’
     

      
      ‘I’m really sorry, honest to God I am, Daddy.’

      
      ‘There, there,’ he comforted her.

      
      ‘Take your coat off,’ her mother ordered, ‘and sit to the table. Your brain won’t work on an empty stomach.’

      
      For several Sunday afternoons Sheila stayed in and studied until her father resumed his habit of lying down during the Holy
         Hour. No sooner was he asleep than she was out of the door and called for a friend. They walked up and down Grafton Street,
         strolled through Stephen’s Green and sometimes got off with fellas of their own age.
     

      
      Her mother told her after the first outing, ‘I had you weighed up all along – you’re a conniving little knat.’

      
      ‘I got fed up listening to me da. He never stopped talking from the minute we left the house. Patrick Pearse and Robert Emmet. I wanted to scream, so I did.’
     

      
      ‘There’s no real harm done and you didn’t hurt his feelings. I’m glad about that. A little lie is often kinder than the truth.’

      
      Barring accidents, it was a foregone conclusion that Sheila would do well in her exams, Sister Mary Rose told Ginny. ‘She’s
         a born scholar. Would she never stay on for the Leaving Cert.?’
     

      
      ‘I doubt it. Her heart is set on working in Brown Thomas.’

      
      ‘A grand position that. But if she got the Leaving there could be university or teacher’s training.’

      
      ‘Maybe she’ll change her mind,’ said Ginny.

      
      ‘At her age they often do,’ the nun agreed.

      
      When Mr Brophy heard what the nun had had to say he kissed Sheila. ‘Sure didn’t I know you always had it in you. With the
         head on you you’d walk the Leaving. Go to university and be a lady doctor. Wouldn’t I be the proud man the day your degree
         was conferred. I’d see you all right. I’d take the Pledge and this time keep it. With the drink finished the fees would be
         no bother.’ After the speech he went to the pub.
     

      
      ‘Live horse and get grass,’ Ginny said contemptuously. ‘Imagine depending on him. He’s full of good intentions but intentions
         won’t pay your way. The Inter will do you fine. Walk into any job in the city. Office work, shops like Switzer’s and Brown
         Thomas.’
     

      
      Sheila put her arms round her mother and kissed her.

      
      Ginny said, ‘God help him; if he wasn’t a perpetual drunkard he’d spend his last penny on the pair of us. But when drink takes
         hold the money for it comes first. Remember that if you ever think of falling for a fella with the weakness, God forbidding
         all harm.’
     

      
      And Sheila thought, I love the two of them. Me fiery tempered ma, just like me. And me da, an oul slob, kind and harmless. But you couldn’t depend on him. Me ma’s a saint to have
         put up with him. I wouldn’t. If I married a fella and he took to the drink I’d fire him out. Please God I won’t. I’ll have
         learnt my lesson. I’m not that much like my mother. I couldn’t love a man always smelling of drink and looking like an eejit.
     

      
      She got honours in her Intermediate Certificate. Before going on a week’s holiday with her mother to Bray she applied for
         a job in Brown Thomas, convinced that if she got one she would be the happiest girl in Dublin.
     

      
      ‘Don’t be disappointed if there isn’t an answer when we get home. This time of the year Brown Thomas will be swamped with
         job applications.’
     

      
      ‘I expect you’re right, Ma,’ said Sheila, sucking an ice-cream wafer. ‘All the same, I hope they don’t keep me hanging around
         too long.’
     

      
      A few days after coming back from the holiday the letter came. Ginny brought it to Sheila who was having a lie-in. ‘Here it
         is,’ she said, handing the envelope to her.
     

      
      ‘D’ye think it’s good news, Ma?’ Sheila asked and sat up in the bed.

      
      ‘Open it and see.’

      
      ‘I can’t – I’m in bits.’

      
      ‘Yes you can. If you’re old enough to leave school and apply for a job you’re old enough to open the letter.’

      
      Sheila did. Her mother watched her face as she read it. The disappointment on it, her eyes filling with tears.

      
      ‘Don’t tell me they turned you down. The bloody cheek of them. It’s the Buildings. It’s not a good address. Here, give it
         to me.’
     

      
      Sheila handed the letter over. Ginny read it. ‘For all your schooling you’re a feckin eejit. They’re asking you for an interview.
         That means they’re interested in you. Didn’t the nun who prepared you for looking for jobs say how employers went about taking
         people on?’
     

      
      
      ‘Maybe she did. I don’t remember. What’ll I have to do?’

      
      ‘Look your best, answer questions, I imagine.’

      
      ‘What kind of questions?’

      
      ‘That I couldn’t tell. They know you passed the Intermediate so it won’t be sums or spelling. More likely to make sure you
         speak well and have a pleasant manner. You’ll walk it.’
     

   



      
      Chapter Four

      
      Sheila got the job. She was thrilled. So was her mother. ‘That’ll be one in the eye for the begrudgers,’ she said, hugging
         Sheila.
     

      
      Her father was also pleased, but still regretting that she hadn’t done the other two years in school and tried for university.
         ‘You know I’d have seen you all right.’ Behind his back her mother winked.
     

      
      Sheila thanked and humoured him. ‘I know you would, da, but honest to God, I couldn’t stand the sight of blood and the smell
         of ether would turn my stomach. And Brown Thomas is grand. I love it. It’s like Aladdin’s cave: silks, satins and jewellery,
         china, crystal. The eyes are dazzled out of my head. And the scents! Every department you go to has its own gorgeous smell.
         Especially the cosmetic and perfume counter. I’m hoping that once I’ve done my training I’ll be on that counter.’
     

      
      After her training period she was indeed on the cosmetic counter, she and an older assistant. A nice girl called Rosaleen
         showed her the ropes. For a long time she thought Brown Thomas was heaven, Brown Thomas and working. Ginny was generous with
         pocket money. Now she was allowed to go dancing and to the roller-skating rink in Duke Street. There for many nights she stayed
         in Mug’s Alley, learning how to balance and watching the experienced skaters dancing in pairs. Dancing military two-steps and waltzing. When she was confident enough she ventured
         onto the rink and skated round and round it, now and then practising how to stop, now and then falling down. She, like the
         majority, hired their skates at the entrance. But several people had their own attached to lovely white boots. The professional
         girl skater wore them. Sheila watched every move of hers, admired her short flared skirt, her long tanned legs, the tan applied
         with Miner’s leg make-up. The skirt was always white and with it the girl wore different brightly coloured tops.
     

      
      She got to know boys and girls in the rink. And boys began to partner her and eventually ask her to dance. Ginny encouraged
         Sheila’s skating. The rink closed earlier than the dance halls, there wasn’t a bar and it was unlikely that drunken men would
         attempt skating. She took Sheila to Elvery’s in O’Connell Street and bought her skating boots, and made her short flared skirts.
         By the end of three months Sheila was waltzing and two-stepping; dating some of her partners; going to the pictures with them
         and afterwards having gorgeous concoctions of ice cream, fresh fruit topped with double cream.
     

      
      Sheila fancied none of the boys who took her out. She liked tall men and none of them was. Many had pimples, their hair flattened
         with Brylcreem and some had dirty nails. She went to the rink less and less. She had many casual girlfriends but no one special.
         Rosaleen, the girl she worked with in Brown Thomas, suggested she should go dancing.
     

      
      ‘On my own?’ asked Sheila.

      
      ‘I’ll go with you.’

      
      ‘But what about Brian?’ I thought you were doing a serious line with him.’

      
      ‘I am, but next weekend he’s going down the country to see his parents.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t mind. Where will we go?’

      
      
      ‘The Olympic, it’s smashing.’

      
      ‘It’s not far from the Buildings. OK, I’ll give it a try.’

      
      Rosaleen met her outside the ballroom. ‘It’s gorgeous,’ Sheila said after they had left their coats in the cloakroom and checked
         their hair and faces in the big mirror, where many more girls were doing the same thing. Some of them Sheila recognised, girls
         from the Buildings, from school, others that she knew to see.
     

      
      She and Rosaleen joined the group of girls standing at one end of the ballroom, facing the men who stood at the other end
         and who would, when the band played, come and choose a partner.
     

      
      ‘I only ever come here with Brian,’ Rosaleen said. ‘I used to hate this part of it – waiting to be chosen. And hated it even
         more when I was and the fella was a sight.’
     

      
      ‘Why didn’t you refuse him?’

      
      ‘You’re not supposed to. Well, if he was legless I suppose you could. But you can be put out for refusing, so I’m told, though
         I’ve never seen it happen.’
     

      
      ‘Put out or not, I’m not dancing with someone I don’t want to,’ said Sheila.

      
      And in all the times she went dancing, Sheila stuck to her word. If she didn’t like the look of whoever asked her up she made
         an excuse. She had hurt her ankle, had a headache, was going home in a minute. There was never a scene, even though in a few
         minutes she might waltz past the one she had rejected. It never seemed to bother any of them. They went to their second, third
         or last choice and were eventually accepted. Sheila had no qualms of conscience, thinking that it was no worse for the men
         than the girls, who stood like heifers on show waiting to be chosen.
     

      
      Not that she ever waited long. She was pretty, vivacious and her mother made her glamorous dresses. Sometimes Rosaleen and
         Brian came to the ballroom. Not that it mattered whether they did or not. For now Sheila had many acquaintances there.
     

      
      
      When she came home after a dance her mother would quiz her about whom she had met. ‘Well, did you enjoy yourself?’ she’d ask
         while making sandwiches and pouring tea for Sheila.
     

      
      ‘Yeah, I had a great time. Up for every dance.’

      
      ‘Did you come on your own?’

      
      Sometimes the answer was ‘yes’, sometimes ‘no’. If it was ‘no’, Ginny would want to know all about who had left her home.
         Usually Sheila would tell her. But if she was in bad humour she’d pretend to be more tired than she was and go to bed. Where
         she would lie thinking how going to dances wasn’t as exciting as it once was. Nothing was exciting any more. Even Brown Thomas
         was beginning to get on her nerves. Dancing attendance on oul wans buying make-up and perfumes. Taking ages to decide. And
         sometimes not even bothering to say ‘thank you’.
     

      
      And as for the fellas she danced with, she had never fancied one of them. Though now and then she made dates. Went to the
         pictures with them, and practised her kissing on them, stroked their necks and fondled their ear lobes. They were either too
         hot or too holy. The holy ones probably saying prayers to keep their chastity; the fast ones she stopped in their tracks.
         In the bed she’d say to herself there must be some gorgeous fellas somewhere.
     

      
      Though maybe they’ve all gone to England. Work was so scarce that the mail boat was packed day and night, taking the Irish
         to look for work in England. That was how the saying ‘see you on the boat’ came about. She would soon be eighteen and was
         getting nowhere. Rosaleen was giving up work after she married. God only knew who would replace her. Several of the girls
         she had been in school with were going steady; girls from the Buildings were getting engaged, some of them younger than her.
         They didn’t believe in long engagements like the girls she’d gone to school with who waited years to save a deposit for a
         house. Girls from the Buildings put their trust in God, married young and lived with their mothers or mothers-in-law.
     

      
      She was fed up. There was nothing to look forward to. The way things were going she could finish up an old maid. She needed
         to change her life. Maybe take the boat. Be a nurse. The paper was always full of ads for nurses in England. But she’d hate
         to leave her mother and father. It might be terrible lonely in England. She could do a commercial course in Greggs on the
         Green. They had evening classes. Then she’d get a job in an office. ‘Doing what?’ she’d ask herself and reply, ‘Banging away
         on a typewriter and taking dictation from some baldy oul solicitor. Stuck in an office that was up over a shop. The only decent
         offices were in the Civil Service and she’d die rather than be a civil servant. You’d see them pouring out of the government
         buildings on their bikes. She’d definitely finish up an old maid if she were a civil servant, God forbidding all harm. Anyway,
         she’d decide nothing in a hurry. For all she knew, tomorrow or the next day she could click with a smashing bloke. She’d give
         it another six months and then think about England and nursing.
     

      
      A week after her eighteenth birthday, while she was in Bewleys eating her lunch of sausage and chips, a man came to her table.
         ‘You’re not keeping the other seat, are you?’
     

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘You’re lucky it’s slacked off a bit. Ten minutes ago the place was packed.’

      
      He put down his tray of bacon, egg, sausage, chips and coffee. Unloaded the tray, took it back to the rack. Sheila watched
         him. Admired how tall he was, his carriage and jet-black curly hair. When he came back and sat down she said, ‘I’ve been coming
         in here for two years, I’ve never seen you before.’
     

      
      ‘I’m away a lot.’

      
      Oh, you’re a picture, she thought watching him cut a rasher, dip it in the egg and fill his mouth. His teeth were white and
         perfect, and she thought of all the fellas with bad or false teeth she had danced with, kissed. And, what was so unusual, his face and hands were brown as berries.
     

      
      Where would he have got the sun? she asked herself. ‘Are you working in England?’

      
      ‘I’m a soldier.’

      
      ‘In our army?’

      
      He laughed and said, ‘No, I’m a soldier of the Queen. I wanted to see the world. Not much chance of that in the Free State
         army. You’re a Dubliner?’
     

      
      ‘So are you. Where are you from?’

      
      ‘Heytesbury Street.’

      
      ‘I live in the Iveagh Buildings, your street’s only up the road from them.’

      
      ‘Neighbours, eh.’

      
      She looked at the clock on the wall. In ten minutes she’d have to go back to work. Oh, God, she thought, it’s not fair. I’ve
         never seen a fella like him before. And I’ll probably never see him again. What’ll I do? Talk, anyway. ‘How are you so brown?’
         she asked. ‘It’s a gorgeous tan.’
     

      
      ‘I was in Egypt for a few years.’

      
      ‘Egypt!’ she exclaimed. ‘I saw a film about it. All the sand and the camels and Cairo and the Pyramids and a place called
         – what was it? Let me think – Alex something.’
     

      
      ‘Alexandria.’

      
      ‘That’s it, Alexandria.’

      
      ‘Well, I saw the camels and the sand, but not much else.’

      
      ‘How is that?’

      
      ‘There’s a war going on out there. The Egyptians, like everyone else, wanted us out of their country. You haven’t eaten much
         of your food.’
     

      
      How could she tell him she was so enthralled by him she wouldn’t have been able to swallow. So she lied.

      
      ‘I never eat much at this hour of the day.’ The clock on the wall said five to two. She stood up. ‘I’ll have to go back to
         work.’
     

      
      ‘Where d’ye work?’

      
      ‘Across the road in Brown Thomas.’

      
      
      ‘Not worth me walking you there, then.’

      
      Her heart sank. She’d never see him again. She’d fallen in love with him and she’d never see him again.

      
      He stood up as she inched her way out of the narrow place in which the table stood. ‘I’ll be hanging around town for the rest
         of the day. Maybe I could meet you when you finish work. We could have a drink if you like.’
     

      
      ‘That’d be great, just after six.’

      
      ‘Fine, I’ll see you then.’

      
      When there was a lull in customers she told Rosaleen, ‘You want to see him. He’s gorgeous. He’s meeting me from work. He’s
         home on leave from the British army.’
     

      
      ‘I wonder what your father’ll make of that,’ Rosaleen said.

      
      Sheila was more concerned about going into a public house than what her father would think of her being with a British soldier.
         We don’t even know each other’s names she thought as she combed her hair and put on lipstick before leaving work. He was waiting
         for her and took her round the corner into Duke Street and Davy Byrnes.
     

      
      She had never been in a public house and had never, except at Christmas, drunk alcohol. And then only one glass of sherry.

      
      ‘What’ll you have?’ he asked when she was seated.

      
      ‘Lemonade, please.’

      
      ‘You sure?’

      
      She said she was and watched him at the bar. He was wearing cavalry twill trousers and a light-brown tweed sports coat. She
         thought, I’ll never see him after this. I expect he’ll walk me back to the Buildings. It’ll still be light. Now I’ll never
         know what his kiss would be like.
     

      
      But she did. He made a date for the following night, for all the nights and the weekend of his remaining leave. They went
         to cafés, cinemas and always a public house. But he never drank more than two pints of Guinness. Never got like her da. And after all, he was on leave and that was like being on a holiday.
     

      
      And how he could kiss! Like on the pictures: no fumbling, no bumping noses. The kissing thrilled her, sent sensations she
         had never experienced before, gorgeous tingling feelings from her toes to her head but they were stronger round her breasts
         and her belly.
     

      
      The first time she stroked his neck and caressed his ear lobe he took hold of her hand and removed it. ‘Cut that out,’ he
         said.
     

      
      ‘Didn’t you like it?’

      
      ‘I liked it all right. Where did you learn that?’

      
      ‘A girl in work had an American magazine. All about necking. Fellas were supposed to like it.’

      
      ‘Fellas do like it. They get worked up. Want more touching and stroking.’

      
      ‘On their necks and ears?’

      
      He laughed. ‘All sorts of places.’ He kissed her gently – held her away and said, ‘Sheila, you haven’t been around much, have
         you?’
     

      
      ‘You’ve an awful cheek. I’ve had loads of fellas,’ she said indignantly. ‘I think we’d better go home.’

      
      On the walk home he told her that on his last leave his father had died. Sheila said she was sorry for his loss. ‘What ailed
         him?’ she asked as they neared the Buildings.
     

      
      ‘Old age, I suppose.’

      
      ‘And your mother, is she alive?’

      
      ‘No, she died a while back, Lord have mercy on them both.’

      
      ‘So who lives with you?’

      
      ‘I’m all on my ownio. We didn’t own the house. My father was reared in it but his eldest brother inherited it. He rented it
         to us. Now it belongs to his son. He’ll sell it but not for a while. It needs doing up. I can stay in it for six months at
         least.’
     

      
      ‘Then what’ll you do?’ Sheila asked.

      
      ‘I’m a soldier. I have a roof over my head. I won’t come to Dublin so often, I suppose. I’d find it hard doing bed and breakfast.’
     

      
      Sheila’s heart sank. When the six months was up she might never see him again. Then she consoled herself. Six months was a
         long time. Time enough for two more leaves.
     

   



      
      Chapter Five

      
      His name was Fergus Brady. He had one brother. Sean was in the IRA and had been interned on the Curragh many times. Fergus
         told Sheila how often during the Thirties and Forties Sean had been ‘lifted’. ‘Police cars outside the door, my mother crying
         as Sean was taken out. The neighbours behind the curtains gawking.’
     

      
      ‘Were you in the army then?’ Sheila asked.

      
      ‘Still in school slogging for my Leaving Cert. I wanted to go to university. Be an engineer. But I failed the Cert. I joined
         up then – 1944.’
     

      
      ‘What did your mother and father think about that?’

      
      ‘Me ma was broken-hearted.’

      
      ‘Because you were joining the British army?’

      
      ‘No, because I was leaving home. Sean had cleared off to America, now I was clearing off. The war was still on. A year to
         go. I was there for the end of it. So there was I, fighting my way up to Germany: Sean God knows where in America. We never
         heard from him. It was the death of my mother, Lord have mercy on her. She had a stroke just before VE Day and died.’
     

      
      They were, as usual, in a public house when this conversation took place, Sheila still on lemonade and Fergus stretching the
         two pints until closing time. There were only two more days left before he went back to England. He promised he would write
         and be home again in three months. Sheila was besotted by him. She couldn’t believe her luck. She was sure he would tell her that he loved her before he returned to England.
     

      
      Rosaleen threw cold water on her hopes. ‘He’s gorgeous-looking I have to admit, but he’s a soldier. Here today and gone tomorrow.
         I only hope to God you won’t do anything foolish,’ she said on the day before Fergus’s leave finished.
     

      
      ‘What d’ye mean, do anything foolish?’

      
      ‘Like letting him take advantage of you. It does happen.’

      
      Into Sheila’s mind flashed an image of Rosaleen’s fiancé, Brian: lank ginger hair and eyebrows; ‘awfully nice’; a right-looking
         eejit. She couldn’t imagine him attempting to take advantage of Rosaleen. Not until after the nuptial mass, papal blessing
         and all the rest, and then it wouldn’t be a sin.
     

      
      But as the thought registered in Sheila’s mind she recognised it as being uncharitable. Rosaleen was her friend and her Brian
         was a nice bloke. They were good practising Catholics, and good practising Catholics remembered their vows of chastity. Rosaleen
         was concerned for her, was giving her good advice. So she would put her mind at rest. ‘You needn’t worry. Fergus wouldn’t
         take advantage of me. It’s the other way about.’
     

      
      Rosaleen looked astonished. ‘What do you mean, it’s the other way about?’

      
      Sheila told her about the neck and ear stroking, and how Fergus had responded. ‘We kiss that’s all. But such kisses! I go
         weak at the knees, honest to God. I think I’m a very passionate person.’
     

      
      ‘I suppose that’s more of your American magazine stuff.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ admitted Sheila. ‘We’d better shut up, there’s a customer heading this way. I’ll tell you more about it when we’re
         slack.’
     

      
      It was almost closing time before they had another chance to talk. ‘Maybe Fergus is respecting me because he’s not interested
         in me. He’s never once mentioned love. He’s going back tomorrow. I won’t see him again for three months. He says he’ll write. But maybe he won’t. I’ll die, so I
         will, if it was only a flash in the pan.’
     

      
      ‘Well, with you being so passionate, thank your lucky stars he didn’t take advantage of you. He must be a decent fellow. Have
         you told your mother about him?’
     

      
      ‘Not yet.’

      
      ‘Where does she think you go every night?’

      
      ‘Dancing, the pictures, out with you.’

      
      ‘She’s not suspicious?’

      
      ‘Not a bit.’

      
      But Ginny was suspicious. Sheila came in every night glowing. She’s met a fella, Ginny thought, and she’s in love. But no
         amount of clever questions elicited information from Sheila. That is, until the night Fergus kissed her goodbye. The minute
         she came in the door Ginny knew she was downhearted. Her face had a forlorn look about it. Dejectedly she took off her coat
         and threw it on a chair. ‘The kettle’s boiling. I’ll wet the tea.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t want any.’

      
      ‘What ails you, are you not well?’

      
      Sheila put her head in her hands and sobbed. Ginny held her and didn’t ask questions.

      
      ‘I really love him. He’s gorgeous. And now he’s gone and I’ll never see him any more.’

      
      ‘Who’s gone, love? Tell me all about it.’

      
      Sheila did. His name, how they had met. That he was in the British army. How he was older than her. That he lived in Heytsbury
         Street. How gorgeous-looking he was. How much she loved him and would die if he didn’t write to her.
     

      
      Ginny held Sheila’s head against her breast. ‘My poor little child. It breaks my heart to see you grieving. But sure don’t
         give up hope so soon. What makes you think he won’t write? Isn’t he as likely to as not?’
     

      
      ‘Because he never said anything about us being serious. He never said he loved me.’

      
      
      ‘Now listen to me,’ Ginny said, ‘few fellas, sincere ones anyway, would say they loved you after only knowing you ten days.
         A chancer would hoping to take advantage of a lovely innocent girl like you.’
     

      
      ‘But I loved him from the minute I laid eyes on him.’

      
      ‘I know, I know. Women are like that. Our heart does the ruling. And many a time it’s the ruination of us. This Fergus fella
         is older than you for a start. Very sensible, probably a decent man who wouldn’t want to raise your hopes until he was sure.’
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