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Pour Philippe





Jennifer Johnston is one of the foremost writers of her generation. Her many awards include the Whitbread Prize (The Old Jest), and the Evening Standard Best First Novel Award (The Captains and the Kings). She was also shortlisted for the Booker Prize with Shadows on our Skin.




Praise for Jennifer Johnston:


‘Superbly executed…both enchanted and enchanting’ Daily Telegraph


‘One of Ireland’s finest writers’ Sunday Tribune


‘Johnston shows once again how well she understands human nature, its paradoxes, its strengths, cruelties and frailties’ Observer


‘Such elegant writing, such subtle cameo portraits, such a skilled professional’ The Times


‘An elegant, elegiac exploration of love, loss, memory and longing’ Independent on Sunday


‘Wonderful…funny and sad’ Daily Express


‘One of our most impressive novelists’ Sunday Express


‘Assured, skilful, delicately comic and mutedly sad’ The Sunday Times


‘An immaculate artist: understated, unshowy, a careful and economical craftswoman of language and all the loose, unwieldy stuff of emotion’ Scotsman


‘Jennifer Johnston knows her Ireland as well as she knows her human nature’ Irish Times
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Sam was five years old when I was born.


He was my uncle.


My father had been twenty when Sam was born, to all intents and purposes a grown-up man. They had never had the chance to become close friends, more nodding acquaintances. There were three brothers and a sister between them, each one guarding my father from the youngest of the pack.


Nowadays people don’t have six children, they don’t have time or money to spend on six children, they don’t have space to hide from them when it becomes necessary, which it does from time to time; to hide from their demands, their tears, their jokes, even their all-consuming love.


Anyway, the five-year-old Sam is supposed to have said, when brought in on day three of my life to see me in the nursing home, ‘Why?’ and turned reproachful eyes on my mother.


She laughed and snuggled herself more comfortably into her pile of pillows.


‘What do you mean why, dear Sam? A baby is a baby. There are no whys about a baby. This is my baby, my dear little pretty Polly baby. My sweet little popsicle.’ My mother was given to such outbursts, which used to embarrass the hell out of me in later years, but this time merely succeeded in causing a flood of tears that rose inside Sam and fell from his eyes like a great waterfall.


‘Sam! Sweetheart. Why the tears? Don’t cry, baby. Dear Sam. You are upsetting me. You mustn’t upset people who’ve just had babies.’ She put out her hand and stroked his hair. He continued to cry. After a little while she handed him a handkerchief. ‘Mop up,’ she said. ‘Tell you what we’ll do, we’ll share her. You can be her special person. You could have been her godfather, but we won’t be doing any of that stuff, so you can be her special person. How about that?’


He continued to cry.


‘Oh God, Sam, do shut up. You’re snivelling. Go and wash your face. You look snotty.’


Sam wailed. She gave him a friendly push.


‘Go, Sammy, go on. You’ll wake the baby and she’ll cry and then I’ll cry. The room will be full of bawling people. Out in the corridor they’ll start and soon the whole nursing home will be awash. Warm tears rolling down the stairs and whose fault? Whose fault, Sammy boy? Hey.’ And Sammy lifted up his face and laughed.


That was our first meeting, and I, wrapped and swaddled and tucked like an expensive parcel, slept through all those important moments.


At my grandparents’ house, which was quite far away from where we lived in Dublin, near the blue turbulent ocean, they had a tennis court; a good, expensive one made of orange clay. You could hear the relentless sea as you sat by the court watching or thinking your own thoughts and smell the salt in the air. The court was surrounded by a high wire fence over which Sam and his siblings or school friends used to belt tennis balls when they were not playing very seriously. A shout would go up: ‘Baby. Go fetch,’ and this willing fool would run out through the gate in the fence and begin hunting in the shrubby undergrowth. Sometimes you found much more interesting things than tennis balls in that undergrowth: a silver sixpence carrying on it the head of George V, D.G. Rex F.D. Imp still readable. 1934, six years before I was born. I brought it into the house and showed it to my grandma. She examined it with care.


‘Well aren’t you the lucky little one,’ she said, handing it back to me. ‘You’ll be able to buy lots of ice cream with that. Don’t lose it. Finders keepers, losers weepers. We don’t want you weeping, do we?’


‘What do those words mean? Imp is the only one I know. Is he an imp?’ I pointed to the bearded man on the coin.


She laughed. ‘No, dear Polly. He was the king of England. He’s dead now and if you examine any other coins that may come your way, you’ll see a totally different face. Maybe a beardless face or even an old woman’s. He isn’t an imp either … an imp, my darling, is a bad brat of a fairy, always up to no good, like some imps around here. This imp is short for the Latin word that means emperor. Imperator.’


‘Imperator.’ I got my tongue round the wonderful word. ‘Is an emperor important?’


‘I suppose so. They sort of hold things together. Julius Caesar was one, and Napoleon, and then there was the Holy Roman Emperor and—’


‘Jesus,’ I said helpfully.


She shook her head. ‘No, darling. He was never an emperor. He was just a man. A plain and simple man.’


Over the years I found many treasures amongst the long grass and the bushes there, to the left of the tennis court, with the ocean stirring and murmuring not too far away: a sheep’s skull, white and shiny, flat on top with quite a few teeth still intact; Grandma didn’t like it much. She flicked it with a finger and said, ‘Not too many brains would have fitted in there. Not a house object, Polly darling, keep it outside somewhere.’


What else?


An old flatiron, heavy and rusted a sort of flaky orangey-brown colour. This I just threw further away into the deeper, darker grass, under the tall oak trees.


There is a story to tell about those oak trees; there are fifty-seven of them, or rather there were at that time. God knows what has happened to the beauties since I last saw them years ago. My many-times-grandfather had in 1802 married a young woman from County Down who had brought with her as a part of her dowry a hundred acorns in a small sack. This grove of oaks, almost a forest one might say, to the left side of the tennis court and covering a small hill, had grown from those acorns, and according to Grandma was one of the wonders of Ireland. But, I learnt as I grew older, you couldn’t always believe everything that Grandma told you. She was a great one for tall tales.


‘Beatrice is off again, down some little avenue of her own invention,’ Grandpa would say, sometimes fondly, sometimes with a little hint of irritation in his voice. When he became irritated he would bang with his stick on the floor – rat tat rattat – and his dog Pluto would thump with his tail and give a little warning growl, nothing else, just a low throaty growl, which meant: I’m with the boss. Let ye all take care.


He never left Grandpa’s side. At night, he slept on a rug beside the old man’s bed, and each day they would go walking up and down around the place, discussing with the men the whys and wherefores of the way things were being done, and checking the crops, the cattle, the height of the river, the holes to be mended in the long stone walls, and when Grandpa bicycled into Kinvara or to visit friends Pluto galloped beside him. That was a sight to see, the tall, thin old man and the rough-haired wolfhound hard at it along the back roads of County Galway and County Clare. Grandpa was a taciturn man, given to grunts and words of one syllable, never bad-tempered, merely a man of silence. He smiled when amused, rather than laughed. He loved my grandmother deeply and would touch her whenever the opportunity arose, running his fingers up her arm, or pushing his hand in underneath the heavy bun at the back of her head and stroking her warm neck; he would take her fingers and kiss them sometimes, one at a time, and then drop her hand as if embarrassed by this gentle act.


His left leg was the bad one; it seemed several inches shorter than the right one. He walked always with a stick, propelling himself along at great speed, but in an ungainly fashion. He never swam or wore shorts, so I have no idea what his leg looked like, but I presume it was what he considered to be unattractive and it was his vanity that made him keep it covered.


‘Grandpa.’ I would have been five or six. I don’t remember where the conversation took place, but I remember the words, his face, and the sound his stick made tapping on the ground.


‘So, Baby, what is it you want to know today?’


‘What is the matter with your leg?’


He frowned. He scratched the corner of his left eye. He tapped his stick on the floor. I didn’t think that he was going to answer me and then suddenly he did.


‘In nineteen hundred and seventeen, near a river called the Somme, I had an altercation with a shell. Not your normal thing you pick up on the beach and bring home to show your grandmother, but a metal object, an instrument of war. An altercation. You can look up that word in the dictionary and you can find the river Somme in an atlas. I was one of the lucky ones; almost all the men with me were blown to bloody flitters.’ He shut his mouth tight and gestured with a hand that I should leave him. I crept away, very conscious that I had made some awful blunder in bringing up the subject.


I found out what altercation meant quite quickly; it took me longer to find out where the Somme was. He hadn’t mentioned France.


Ever since the earliest days of my remembering I had spent a lot of my life at Kildarragh. The next war was on; that was why.


My father, whose career had been gathering momentum at the Bar, had thrown it up and without telling anyone where he was going had nipped on to the Mail Boat, gone to England and joined the Irish Guards.


He had telephoned my mother from London and told her and she had cried, so she told me years later.


‘You’ll tell them at Kildarragh for me, won’t you?’


‘No. I won’t. You must do your own dirty work.’


‘Nonie … please.’


‘No. Isn’t it enough that you’ve left me here having your baby and gone off playing at soldiers, but I have to tell your parents? No. I won’t. Your father’ll have a fit.’


‘No he won’t. He knows it’s not like the last one. Hitler is a truly wicked man and has to be stopped and I bet Ireland will join in and then I’ll come back and join our own army. Come on, darling, please. Be kind. I can’t get home and I don’t want to say this in a letter or on the bloody telephone. You go down and tell them about the baby and then about this.’


She cried but of course she did as he had asked and the reaction was just as she had feared; Grandpa said no word, but limped off up the stairs to his library, a room above the porch, which he called his holy of holies. I asked him once what he did in there and he answered me, ‘I read, Baby and I think, both activities for which you need silence.’ After Nonie’s news he hadn’t come out for three days, except to go to the kitchen in the middle of the night, where Sadie, the cook, who knew the ropes, left food out for him.


‘Do ye want the poor man to starve to death?’ she had said to my mother. ‘Of course I leave food for him whenever he gets in one of his little stews. You wouldn’t want the poor man to fade away before he sees his lovely little grandchild. His first grandchild.’ No one ever seemed to tell Sadie anything of importance, but she always knew everything that was going on. She knew for instance that Harry would be the next to go and the morning when he put his foot on the step at the back of the trap and was about to spring in she came running out of the hall door with a parcel in her hands. She pushed past Grandma and Grandpa, who were standing in silence on the steps, and thrust the parcel into Harry’s hands. ‘It’s for you. I baked it for you and if you see Greg you can give him some. If you see him. It’s a good real rich fruit cake, with … with Guinness, and some of the master’s port. I knew this would happen. I knew. But this will keep up your spirits. Yes.’


He stepped carefully down from the trap on to the gravel and put his arms around her.


‘Dear Sadie.’ His voice was gritty. ‘I love you so much, and so does Greg. We all do.’


‘Why do you go, so, to this horrible war? It’s not your war, child dear, and you’re breaking their hearts, and mine too.’


‘It’s everyone’s war. But we’ll be safely back before too long. Mind them for me, Sadie. Feed them well. Love them well. Greg and I will mind each other.’ He kissed her cheek and jumped back into the trap and rattled away off down the avenue with the paper parcel gripped tightly on his knees.


My mother told me these little pieces of conversation years later and each piece of life that she unfolded for me I wrote down in a little notebook, trying as best I could to remember her very words.


My mother went to England, to be near my father, when I was about nine months old and I was sent to live at Kildarragh. As my father was, at that stage, in North Africa, she might as well have remained at home, because when he did get leave they both came home and played with me on the shore or in the garden, ate copiously, slept a lot and then disappeared again. There are albums full of snapshots of them and me and Sam, Jassie, Mickey and Patrick, all seeming to be very happy. Buckets and spades, wet towels, tennis racquets, golf clubs and horses are the props that surround us in those pictures. I remember nothing; only when I look at the pictures do I say to myself, yes, it must have been like that.


Jassie went back with Greg and Nonie the last time. She had just finished in Trinity, sailed through and come out with a first in history, which triumph she celebrated by announcing at dinner that she was going to England with Greg to join the WAAF. My mother told me that total silence fell at the table. After a long time Grandpa stood up slowly and walked across the room to the door, with Pluto beside him. He turned.


‘I don’t understand what you’re up to at all.’


He left the room.


He didn’t appear again until after they had gone the next morning; my mother said that she saw him at the window of his library, hand upraised in farewell or perhaps blessing as they trotted down the avenue in the trap.


That was 1944 and I never saw my father again. I have in my head an imaginary picture of how he died, debonair; I like to think of him like that, truly debonair, as they tell me he had been on the hunting field, being driven through a small village that had just been liberated, his tin hat beside him on the seat. I feel sure he was singing and a sniper from an upstairs window caught him in mid-note, right in the head. His driver stamped on the accelerator and drove him to the nearest field hospital, but that burst of speed was unnecessary: he had been killed when the bullet entered his skull. He is out there now in one of those neat graveyards in Normandy, tended and nurtured by caring people and surrounded by his pals, or should I say comrades? I have never been to see his grave, nor will I ever go. I feel as my grandfather did about war and killing; we have to find some other way to overcome tyrants.


Anyway, Jassie was killed in London by a flying bomb in the spring of 1945, when the war was almost over; another few weeks and she would have survived as Harry had and come home to get on with real life. Her name and my father’s are written on a granite stone in the little graveyard that surrounds the parish church.



In loving memory of Greg and Jassie who gave their lives so that the world might be a better place.


That is what the words say.


‘Nothing else, thank you, rector. That covers everything. No battle honours, no God, no Jesus Christ. Just those plain words. I know your intentions are good, rector, but that will do.’ Grandma sighed, but said nothing as Grandpa spoke. I was five, able to remember things, to see things and imprint them on my mind, to hear things and carry the words with me.


I lived then for most of the time with my mother in a small house in Sandymount. We were as close to the sea as you could get. A narrow path ran between our hall door and the gate on to the road; across the road was a low wall, then a stretch of unkempt grass where boys played football every evening, then another wall and then a drop down on to the shore. The sea at high tide came right up to that drop and when the weather was stormy and the wind blew from the north it would crash over the wall, and the grass and the road, and the waves would lick at our gate, sometimes even sneaking through, trying to reach our hall door. My mother wouldn’t let me out of the house on my own on such stormy days; she said I might get blown away. I used to look at the seagulls being tossed around in the sky and think that I might enjoy that, but she was adamant. The blue sea, the grey sea, sometimes almost black, the green sea, the sparkling sea, the calm dull sea, smooth as silk, daytime night-time, in and out it came and went in huge looping movements over the corrugated sand. So far it went out some days that you could not see even a breath of it between Sandymount and the hill of Howth. And the ships steaming in and out of the port seemed to float on air. I used to stand on the cross bar of our gate and look across the street and the two walls at the changing sea and the wide bay and the evening sunlight flashing in the windows of the houses on the hill of Howth and I was happy. I remember that happiness.


My mother, of course, being young and resilient, began to see and be seen with other men. She was not only intelligent and funny, but there was also some aura of glamour that was draped around her shoulders like a dim shawl. Everyone wanted to make her happy.


At that time we had a little rackety car; my father had owned it before the war and it had sat through all those years on bricks in a shed at Kildarragh. Almost the first thing that Harry had done when he came home after the war was to take out the car and fiddle with it, clean it up, fix the roof which was a little dilapidated, put new tyres on the wheels, pinch some of his father’s carefully hoarded petrol and drive it up to Dublin. He arrived at our gate and blew the horn.


My mother opened the door and looked out.


‘Eureka,’ he shouted.


I had never heard the word before; it echoed round my head, it hit the low wall on the other side of the street and came back to me as I peered out from behind my mother.


Eureka.


‘Darling Harry. Poll, sweetheart, it’s Harry.’


Eureka.


She ran down the path and they met at the gate and hugged each other.


‘How lovely to see you. How well you look, how unmilitary. Have you come up to paint the town red?’


He laughed. ‘No. I came to see you and Baby. Come on, Baby, give us a kiss.’


I remained at the hall door, still tussling with the word and with his unfamiliarity.


Eureka.


‘She’s going through a shy phase. Pay no attention to her and she’ll sort herself out. And you have wheels.’


‘You have wheels. I’ve fixed it up for you. It’s Greg’s. Don’t you remember it? Of course you do. Hop in. Hop in, Baby. I’ll take you both for a spin.’


Eureka meant magic.


I ran down the path and clambered into the back of the car. Magic, I thought, this is magic. This is eureka. We are going to spin in this small black car. I knew about spinning. I can spin.


Nonie was laughing, delighted, as she got in.


‘My car. You are a wonder, Harry. Let’s go to the top of Bray head. Will she go up that hill? What do you think?’


‘Of course she will.’ And we drove off, leaving the gate and the hall door open, a thing we did often in those innocent post-war days.


I spent more and more of my time at Kildarragh; when my school terms ended Nonie would dump me and my suitcase in the baby Austin and off we would go.


‘It’s good for you, all that fresh air, and you love Sam, don’t you? Sam is your favourite person, isn’t he? I have to get some sun. I can’t live without my ration of sun. This poor old island of ours doesn’t get enough to do me and anyway, darling Polly, you love Kildarragh and the family.’ So she would burble on and I would sit in the front seat and not say a word. Yes, she was right, I did love Kildarragh, but what I really wanted and wished for was that she and I would both go and live there for ever, even in the back yard where the horses were; we could fit neatly into a few rooms there and not bother anyone and hear the snorts and rattles from the horses’ stalls and I could have a dog of my own, not just share Pluto with Grandpa. But then I would think to myself, as we joggled across Ireland, I would miss the bay, and the wrinkled sand and the ships floating past the hill of Howth, and sometimes I would fall asleep and be woken for lunch and a pee in Ballinasloe.


‘The one thing I don’t like about being here,’ I said to Grandma, as we stood on the steps, having waved goodbye to Nonie.


‘What’s that, darling? I do hope it’s nothing too serious.’


‘Everyone here calls me Baby. I’m not a baby. I’m almost seven.’


‘Oh, darling, that is so serious. I will do something about it at once.’ She touched my shoulder and went into the house.


POLLY IS NO LONGER A BABY. SHE IS ALMOST SEVEN. PLEASE REMEMBER THIS.



WHEN YOU ARE ADDRESSING THE YOUNGEST MEMBER OF THIS FAMILY PLEASE REMEMBER THAT HER NAME IS POLLY.


THERE ARE NO BABIES IN THIS HOUSE ANY MORE.


Such messages littered the place, written in large black or red letters; they lay on tables, were stuck to doors, were tucked into the frames of mirrors: you couldn’t miss them. Only Sam continued to call me Baby.


It must have been about that time that I was given the fat pony, chestnut with a long black mane and eyelashes, I kid you not, thick, thick eyelashes, which he used like a cocotte. His name was Benjy and he and I joined Grandpa and Pluto for their morning walk each day; hail, rain or snow the four of us would set off down the avenue. Grandpa knew each corner in the road, each blade of grass it seemed. Each desolate and tumbled cottage had its story and he knew them all and soon I knew most of them too; sometimes we would go down to the beach and he would thump with his stick and shout, ‘Go, Benjy, go. Gallop.’ And off we would go, through the edge of the sea, tossing up sparkles of silver behind us as we galloped, and Pluto ran beside us, his pink tongue lolling from his mouth.


When we reached the high rocks at the far end of the beach we would stop for a few minutes of quiet breathing and then trot in a dignified way back to where Grandpa would be standing waiting, staring out towards America, or anyway that’s what he told me when I asked him.
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