





[image: image]












[image: image]









First published in 2020 by Hachette Books Ireland


Copyright © 2020 Majella Moynihan


The right of Majella Moynihan to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


For privacy purposes, names and identifying details have been changed in places within the book.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 52933 600 9


Hachette Books Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Castleknock


Dublin 15, Ireland


A division of Hachette UK Ltd


Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ


www.hachettebooksireland.ie
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‘We realise the importance of our voice
when we are silenced.’


– Malala Yousafzai


‘No matter where we live on the planet
or how difficult our situation seems to be,
we have the ability to overcome and
transcend our circumstances.’


– Louise Hay









Prologue


The 29th of September, 1983, should have been the best day of my life. That was the day I graduated from the Garda Training College in Templemore, County Tipperary and officially became a member of An Garda Síochána.


It was the fulfilment of a lifelong dream. As a young girl, growing up in an orphanage – St. Joseph’s Industrial School in Mallow – I can remember telling the other girls that I was going to be a guard and look after the vulnerable in society, especially the forgotten little children. Forgotten little children like we were, then.


Even by the 1970s, when I was in school, joining ‘the guards’ was still an unusual career choice for a young woman in Ireland. Women had only been admitted to the police force in 1959 and the numbers of banghardaí, as they were called then, were still very low. I had never seen a female guard but I knew they were out there and the job held a special appeal for me.


I thought I could bring something very different to the role. Having lost my mother as an infant and then been placed in the orphanage by my father, I knew what it was to suffer; I knew what isolation was and I knew the pain of being different. I knew what could happen to someone to lead them to commit a crime. I knew what could break a person because I was broken myself. On the other hand, I knew we all had choices in this world and that, if you made the choice to commit a crime, you had to be brought to justice.


To me, An Garda Síochána was the ultimate symbol of justice. As a child in an industrial school, you quickly learned that the world wasn’t a fair place but, in spite of suffering years of abuse and neglect, I had retained my strong sense of justice. I believed that joining the force would mean that, in my own small way, I would have a chance to right some of the wrongs that were done to people every day.


Of course, there was a bit of ego there too. A motherless ‘St. Joseph’s girl’, as they called us in Mallow, becoming a guard? By any standards, that was some achievement. We had had civil servants and nurses in our family but we had never had a bangharda and I hoped my mam would be looking down on me that day with pride.


My stepmother, Kitty, was coming down for my graduation and passing-out parade, the traditional ceremony for recruits who had completed their training. She had told me not to expect my father – it was, after all, a long train journey from Dublin, she explained, and at fifty-eight years old, he felt he was past the time in his life for making long journeys. I was hurt at the prospect of his absence. I had spent so little time with my father over the years – I was only one year old when he sent me and my sisters away to be raised by the nuns. Our relationship had never been warm and yet I was still desperate for his love and approval. If he wasn’t going to come to Templemore, I hoped that, wherever he was, he was pleased at what his youngest daughter had accomplished.


When I woke that morning, I was cheerful in the knowledge that I had set myself on the right path. I felt that I now had everything I needed to fulfil my potential and live a good, successful and happy life. In front of me, hanging on the wardrobe door, were the two outfits I would wear that day – my garda uniform and the grown-up grey suit I had chosen for the evening festivities. The previous week, the other girls and I had tried on our outfits together, full of excitement, scarcely able to believe that we had made it through training and were now just days away from becoming banghardaí.


Of the eighteen recruits in my class, six of us were women. If we had harboured any illusions that we would be regarded as just as good as the men, our time in Templemore had made it clear that, in the training college at least, that would not be the case. From the moment we arrived and were given skirts and heels as part of our uniform, we were treated differently by almost all the senior guards. It was implied that we were mainly there to help with cases of rape and domestic violence and other so-called ‘women’s issues’. Only one sergeant, Dan Corrigan, told us we could be anything we wanted to be. I remember looking around as he said those words and seeing on the faces of the other women that this affirmation meant as much to them as it did to me.


The passing-out ceremony was due to begin at twelve noon, and by 10 a.m. families and friends had already begun to arrive. The minister of state at the Department of Justice and the garda commissioner would be inspecting us and there were rumours that there might even be television cameras from RTÉ News. I sat at my window in a state of nervous anticipation, already wearing my full uniform. As well as my stepmother and her sisters, my boyfriend Fintan was also due to attend the ceremony and I was hoping he might come early. There was something I needed to tell him.


Fintan was himself a newly qualified guard. We had met at the Garda Club on Harrington Street in Dublin the previous year, a matter of months before he left for Templemore. Fintan had passed out in May and was now stationed in County Donegal, a five-hour drive from Templemore, so, when we met up at weekends, it was usually in Dublin.


Fintan would be outside by now. Standing away from my stepmother, whom he hardly knew. It was time for me to head out too. I took one last look in the mirror, smoothed out my navy-blue tunic over my reassuringly flat stomach, put on my hat and off I went. Soon to be Bangharda Number 338 of 339 in An Garda Síochána…


That night, after the hat throwing and the dinner, I finally plucked up the courage and took Fintan aside. ‘I think I’m in trouble,’ I told him. ‘My period is three days late. This has never happened to me before and I’m worried that I could be pregnant.’


The last time we had been together, Fintan had stayed over at our family home in Phibsborough. We had slept together but, unusually, Fintan didn’t have any condoms. Hearing my suspicions, Fintan appeared unfazed by my concerns, assuring me that everything would be grand.


But it wasn’t nothing. It was something. And, before long, that little something would bring the wrath of An Garda Síochána down upon my head.
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Losing Mammy


Many years before I even considered joining An Garda Síochána, the course my life was to take was set on the morning of 2 January 1964, when my mother died.


I had been born only eighteen months previously, on 10 June 1962, the fifth of five daughters, to Hugh and Margaret Moynihan. We lived on a little farm in the townland of Fermoyle, three miles south of Banteer, in north County Cork. My father himself came from Fermoyle and he had two sisters and a brother living close by.


To this day, I know little about my mother, who was one of twelve siblings and came from a village on the Cork–Kerry border called Knocknagree. From what I have been told over the years, she was an attractive and fun-loving woman, with a warm, playful laugh and short black hair. She was a homemaker, who baked and raised her children and, at the weekends, she loved to dance. She and my father used to waltz and jive at dance competitions all around north Cork and I have heard that they danced beautifully together.


She always insisted on going into Mallow and Kanturk and buying beautiful new outfits for her five girls. Because I had no memories of Mammy myself, I always loved hearing about the care she took in dressing me and my sisters. Any evidence at all that I had once had a mother who loved me was very precious indeed.


Hugh Moynihan was tall and well-built. He was a good-looking man, who always took pride in his appearance. My older sisters tell me that, before Mammy died and we were put into care, he was a kind and devoted father, who always had time for his family and used to make wooden toys and wheelbarrows for the girls when they were young. Although we had the farm, Dad made most of his money working as a contractor. He owned a combine harvester and used to travel around north Cork, cutting corn on the bigger farms. He was never afraid of work, my father, and I’m sure that, if we had stayed with him, we would have had a very comfortable life.


After I was born, my mother developed post-natal depression and was put into a hospital in Cork city. My father struggled to cope with raising five daughters on his own and, in June 1963, my four sisters were put into an orphanage, St. Joseph’s Industrial School for Girls in Mallow. Catherine was ten years old, Anne was nine, Margaret was six and Teresa was four.


On the day the girls were taken away, one of our cousins told them that they were to come for a drive in his car. Only my sister Anne noticed the brown suitcase in the front seat and asked where they were going. The man said nothing, but kept driving until they got to Mallow. When they arrived at St. Joseph’s, the four girls were handed over to a nun at the door.


I was still only a baby, so I stayed with my Auntie Mary, Mammy’s sister, until 10 December 1963 when, at eighteen months old, I too was brought to the orphanage. Unlike my sisters, who slept in one of the four dormitories in St. Joseph’s, I stayed with the other babies in the infirmary. Mammy was doing much better by then and it was expected that we would only stay in the orphanage for another few weeks. On 2 January, the brown suitcase was packed and we were ready to go, when a call came through to St. Joseph’s to say that Mammy was dead.


Years later, I was told that my mother had cycled to Barracarrig to visit our Auntie Mary. When she left to go home, my cousin Tom Twomey walked with her to the end of the boreen and waved her off. A short time later, the Twomeys heard that someone had been knocked off a bike on the main road and killed. When they came out to investigate, they realised it was Mammy.


Her death was what would now be described as a ‘hit and run’. There were no witnesses and no one ever came forward to say it was their vehicle that had killed her. Because we were just children, my sisters and I were never told any of the details of how she died. All we heard was people saying, ‘Wasn’t it awful sad about the Moynihans’ mother?’ We didn’t attend the funeral; we stayed in St. Joseph’s, where we would each remain until we finished school.


Shortly after my mother’s death, my father went to England, never to return to live in Cork.
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A St. Joseph’s girl


My earliest memory is of starting school in Coláiste Íosagáin Infant School in Mallow. I was a skinny little girl, small for my age, with big green eyes and long dark hair, like a doll. I remember on the first day how the other children all had their mammies with them to put on their slippers and hang up their coats, things I had to do by myself. I felt that everyone could see right away that I was different. When things were hard for the other children or when they did well, they had someone to help them or to celebrate with them. From a young age, I longed for what they had.


Instead of a mammy, I had Sr. Claire Caplice, from Kildorrery, County Cork, a warm woman who was the head of St. Joseph’s, and Nellie O’Brien, a lay woman, who was Sr. Claire’s second-in-command. Both Sr. Claire and Nellie lived in quarters in St. Joseph’s, along with Mary, who worked in the laundry and Patsy the cook, and together they ran the orphanage. Sr. Claire was a big, tall woman with the happiest face you could imagine. She was maternal with all the girls and especially so with me and three of my friends: Elizabeth O’Callaghan, whom everybody called Betty, and the two little blonde sisters, Marguerite and Marie Murphy. We had all come into the orphanage as babies and I think that that was the reason Sr. Claire had a soft spot for us. Betty’s story was very similar to mine. Like me, she had been brought to St. Joseph’s when she was just a year old, after her mother died. Her father was still living but, unlike my own father, Betty’s often came to visit her or to bring her out for the day. Both of Marguerite and Marie’s parents were alive but their mother was very ill – too sick to take care of the girls – so they, too, had been left at St. Joseph’s.


The four of us became known as ‘Sr. Claire’s girls’ and she was very protective of us. She could not have shown us any more love than she did. Every so often, she’d turn to one of us and say, ‘Oh, you’re a beautiful little girl!’ or some other kind words like that, and since we were longing for tenderness and attention, we used to follow her around to hear them all the time.


Sr. Claire managed St. Joseph’s with calm authority. If there was a decision to be made, she was the one to make it. She spent most of the day in her office, doing the books; then she’d have dinner with the other nuns in the convent and, in the evening, she’d come back to St. Joseph’s and she and Nellie would have friends come to visit. They’d sit in the kitchen, laughing and making tea and toast. As soon as we heard the laughter and smelled the food, we’d hang around the door like lost souls, begging for some toast, but we never got any! For the most part, though, Sr. Claire was very generous. She had a contact in the chocolate factory, which was up in the town, who used to send all of the broken chocolate to the orphanage. We called it chocolate crumb and it was our favourite treat. As soon as it arrived, Sr. Claire would give it out – she wouldn’t wait for Sunday or a feast day. She never hoarded anything – it was one of the many things I loved about her.


The years when Sr. Claire was in charge were the happiest of my childhood. Her warmth and good nature made the absence of my mother easier to bear and her kindness made me feel accepted and cared for. I had an overwhelming need for affection as a child because it was a talisman against my deepest fear, which was that I was unlovable. After all, if I had been lovable, surely my father wouldn’t have sent me away.


St. Joseph’s Industrial School for Girls was under the auspices of the Sisters of Mercy and could accommodate up to eighty children, though there might normally have been fifty or sixty in residence at any given time. We shared a campus with St. Mary’s Convent, a large, looming, three-storey building, the main structure of which was Gothic Revival and dated back to 1860, though multiple extensions had since been added. From the outside, St. Joseph’s looked like a big, grey house, but the large statue of St. Joseph on the lawn was a reminder that this was a religious institution. I always felt as though I was walking into a jail whenever I passed through the front door, which was not a regular occurrence, as the main entrance was reserved for nuns and guests. Girls were supposed to go in around the back.


The day ran to a strict schedule: up in the morning for mass, then chores and helping to clean the convent, then breakfast and off to school; we came back for dinner and wash-up, then back to school for the afternoon classes. In the evening, we had a cup of cocoa with bread and jam, then it was music or dance practice, followed by homework with Nellie. Sometimes we were allowed to watch a little bit of television before prayers in the landing and bed.


For the little girls, there was a playground, with swings, a merry-go-round, an ocean wave and see-saws. While the older girls did chores, we could run around or play shop or marbles or push each other on the swings. Our favourite game of all was one we played with five stones, called ‘Gobs’. Each player had to throw up a stone with one hand and, while the stone was in the air, pick up the other four stones with the same hand. It sounds very basic – and it was – but we never seemed to tire of it.


In those early years, I shared a dormitory with Betty, Marguerite and Marie. In bed at night, after lights out, we’d each call out ‘Goodnight’ to one another – unless one of us was fighting with someone and then it would be ‘Goodnight to everyone except the one in the corner!’ After the goodnight routine, it was straight to sleep.


Our music and dance classes were of a very high standard. It wasn’t just one of the nuns from the convent instructing us in hymns, we had a proper music teacher, Sylvia Nagle, who came in to teach us singing. The girls who took dance classes were taught Irish dancing by a dance teacher, Mrs Aldritch. I never liked dancing but I liked singing and I sang solo and took part in the choir. St. Joseph’s was known throughout Cork for singing and dancing and Sr. Claire and Nellie were very proud of our accomplishments. We competed every year in the Cork County Scór na nÓg, where we were up against choirs, singers and dance troupes from all over the county, not just from other industrial schools and orphanages. I won the solo singing competition in 1977, singing the Irish song ‘Trasna na dTonnta’.


On Saturday we went to confession. Every single week, as soon as we were old enough to start school, we would walk through the town to St. Mary’s church in Mallow to tell our sins to the parish priest or the monsignor. We hardly knew, at that age, what a sin was. Betty, Marguerite, Marie and I would walk together, and on the way we would decide among ourselves what we should confess to. It was almost always some variation on the theme of ‘I told lies, I was bold and I was late for mass.’ The priest must have rolled his eyes when he saw us coming. As we walked back up Fair Street to St. Joseph’s, you’d often hear people say to each other, ‘Look at the orphans.’ I always wanted to stop and tell them, ‘I’m not an orphan, I have a daddy,’ but I knew the next question would be ‘Well, where is he, then?’ and it wasn’t much of an answer to say he was in England, so I said nothing.


On Saturday night, if the older girls had finished all their chores, we were allowed to watch television in the study hall. We all sat on the floor, the little ones up at the front. Sometimes, if there was a film on, the nuns would come over from the convent and we would get sweets and a packet of crisps. The first film I ever saw in the school gym hall is still my favourite one to this day – The Sound of Music. I’ll never forget what a magical experience it was to watch it as a little girl growing up in the grounds of a convent. Naturally, I imagined myself as Maria and Sr. Claire as the kind reverend mother. The idea that a girl from an austere, regimented background, just like mine, could grow up to meet a handsome man and spend her time singing and raising children was the most wonderful thing I could imagine. The Mercy nuns loved it too – especially when the Benedictine sisters helped the Von Trapps to escape from the Nazis.


On Sundays we had visits. My sisters and I had quite a lot of visitors as my father’s sisters often came to see us, and occasionally my father’s brothers. Sometimes cousins would come and, once or twice a year, we went out to Fermoyle to visit my father’s family. If Sr. Claire knew there were people coming, we would have to have a bath and get dressed up in our best clothes and, when the visitors came, we had to sing and dance for them, to show off the great education we were getting in the orphanage. I never had any time for visitors. I didn’t want to see them and I certainly didn’t want to perform for them. What were they doing coming to visit us in St. Joseph’s? Why weren’t we living with them? I couldn’t understand how somebody could come into an orphanage and see five little girls being raised in there, only to walk out the door and relinquish all responsibility for them. Years later, I was told that it had been my father’s preference to keep us together in the industrial school, instead of dividing us out among willing relatives.


Visits were the one occasion when my sisters and I spent time together as a family. A shout would go up: ‘There’s someone here to see the Moynihans!’ and all five of us would come running from different parts of the orphanage and converge on the parlour, where we would take turns performing our song and dance routines. My usual party piece was ‘The Irish Soldier Laddie’:




It was a morning in July, I was walking through Tipperary


When I heard a battle cry from the mountains overhead


As I looked up in the sky I saw an Irish soldier laddie


He looked at me right fearlessly and said:


‘Will you stand in the band like a true Irish man,


And go and fight the forces of the crown?


Will ye march with O’Neill to an Irish battle field?


For tonight we go to free old Wexford town!’





That done, we would disperse and return to our own groups of friends, our chores and games of Gobs. We never lived like a family of sisters and no effort was ever made by anyone to help us to become close. In reality, I hardly knew them, apart from Catherine who, as the eldest, looked out for me and made sure that I had clothes and was given my equal share when Daddy sent money down.


At Christmastime, Santa would come to the orphanage and all the nuns would be brought over from the convent to watch as we opened the presents that had been donated by the Lions Club in Mallow. The nuns, the Lions Club and the good people of Mallow looked on as we played with our handouts. I would feel sick in my tummy as we were put on display, knowing to show the appropriate amount of gratitude for the charity we were receiving. I decided then that I hated Santy and anybody else who insisted on giving me something for nothing.


Still, Christmas wasn’t all bad. Each December, until she retired, Sr. Claire brought us to the Opera House in Cork for the pantomime. I still remember travelling up with the other girls at the back of the bus to Cork city, in our element. We’d file into the theatre in twos and Sr. Claire would get us ice cream and crisps and a bottle of Stripe. The shows were brilliant – every year, no matter what the story was, the famous Cork comedian and pantomime legend Billa O’Connell would play the dame or ‘the granny’. I loved it.


The high point of the year in St. Joseph’s was the feast day of St. Joseph, on 19 March. We used to have a party, with sweets and cans of Appla and ‘fatty fats’, which were like teacakes, with chocolate-covered marshmallow, and the pièce de résistance was a huge baked Alaska for dessert. You can imagine how wonderful it all was for the eighty little girls living in an orphanage, where the usual diet consisted of lumpy porridge for breakfast and mutton for dinner.


One Sunday, in 1969, my sisters and I were told to put on our very best dresses because we were going to have a special visit. When we walked into the parlour, our father was sitting there. He announced to the five of us that he had come home from England for good. He paused then and I wondered if he was about to ask us to live with him, now that he was back in Ireland. Instead, he told us that there was someone he wanted us to meet. An elegant lady, with light brown hair and a slim figure, walked into the room. She shook our hands and told us her name was Kitty. My father said that he and Kitty had been married for a full year. They had met in England, though Kitty was from Cork, like ourselves. Kitty and my father were going to live in Dublin and we would be able to come and see them as soon as they moved into their new house, on Shandon Road in Phibsborough.


It was not lost on me that my father’s living arrangements with his new wife didn’t include his children, and it was something I would grapple with for many years, and never fully understand. Perhaps something changed in him after my mother died and, in his grief, he justified to himself his abandonment of his daughters. As the youngest, I had no memory of anything other than institutional life, yet there was always a piece of me that yearned for a proper home, with a mother and father. For whatever reason, it was never to be.


To give my father his due, he sent us money every week, without exception. We were one of the families in the orphanage that the other children envied because we had the best of everything – clothes, shoes, whatever we needed. Our new stepmother Kitty also began to send us parcels. But while on a material level, I wanted for nothing, I was starved of the one thing I really needed, which was love.


Although my father didn’t take us out of the orphanage after his return to Ireland, he did take the five of us for a few days during the summer holidays every year. We never went away to the seaside or anything like that, because my father was always busy with work, but we all stayed together in the house in Phibsborough. Kitty used to give us money to go shopping in town or to go to the cinema and, in the evenings, she’d bring home cakes and chocolates from the supermarket where she worked. Although it was nice to have a break, it was very difficult for us to see our father getting on with his life up in Dublin, knowing that we would soon be returning to the industrial school in Mallow.


Having never spent much time with my sisters at the orphanage, on these short holidays I got to know their personalities. Catherine, the eldest, was very kind and maternal; Anne, who came next, was more extroverted. Margaret was quieter and more gentle and Teresa was great fun – always chatting and laughing.


In my letters home, I had started to refer to Kitty and my father as ‘Mammy and Daddy’. I had never had a mammy before and it gave me a little thrill every time I used the word. But one day, when I was staying in Shandon Road, I called Kitty ‘Mammy’ to her face, and she turned away from me and said, ‘I am not your mother.’ I was heartbroken. Kitty wasn’t a venomous person and I don’t believe there was any malice in what she said – I think she was just trying to make her position clear – but her words were a lash to a lonely child.


Thank goodness for Sr. Claire. She couldn’t make up for the absence of my mother – she had too many children clamouring for her attention to be able to give us all the love we needed and the little pats she gave us on our heads were no substitute for a maternal embrace – but as long as she was around, things were never as bad as they might have been. I would have done anything for her. As we got older, Betty, Marguerite, Marie and I used to vie for her attention, taking on jobs like bringing up her hot water bottle and laying it out on her bed or leaving her lemon drink on the nightstand. We loved her. Sr. Claire remains the kindest woman I have ever known.


In school, I was known as ‘Majella Moynihan, St. Joseph’s girl’ and although I was never treated differently by the other pupils, I was definitely treated differently by the staff. I felt that my status gave them, and especially the nuns, permission to say and do what they liked. First class was very tough. By then, I was in the convent primary school and my teacher was Sr. Josephine. She often singled me out for punishment. On one occasion, someone in the class farted very loudly and she decided that I was the culprit. ‘Majella Moynihan,’ she said, ‘come up here!’ and she made me stand in front of everyone. There was a piano in her classroom and she brought me behind it and pulled down my knickers. She said out loud, ‘It wasn’t you’, and then she sent me back to my desk. I remember, at seven years old, forcing back the tears, trying desperately to hide my humiliation and shame.


That was the year I made my First Holy Communion. Nellie went searching in the store room and found a dress for me to wear. It was short, just to my knees, and even though it was a hand-me-down, I felt wonderful in it. I thought that I looked like a fairy.


Two Sundays before my communion, I got a visit from Nora Coakley, a former St. Joseph’s girl who had always been particularly kind to me. The older girls often came back for visits to see the little ones and bring them sweets and presents. That day, Nora brought me a prayer book, a set of white rosary beads and a little white bag to go with my communion dress. Nellie must have written to tell her that I didn’t have any of my own. I couldn’t believe it. I think I gave Nora five hugs and at least a dozen kisses. It was one of the best presents I have ever received.


The night before the ceremony, all of the communicants had a bath and then Nellie came to our bedrooms and tied nylons in our hair, so we would have ringlets the following day. We had never been made to feel so important in our lives! I had convinced myself that my father and stepmother would come down to Mallow to see me so, in the morning, I got dressed as fast as I could and ran downstairs to await their arrival. A little group had already formed in the hall, where Nellie was calling out the names of the girls whose families had come to collect them. I watched as, one by one, girls had their veils adjusted or their dresses admired by smiling relatives, who then walked or drove them to the church. The ceremony was due to begin at 10.30 a.m. and by 9.45 all the other girls had been collected. Nellie told me we would have to leave or miss the mass entirely. ‘Five more minutes,’ I begged her, and ran to the window to keep a lookout. At 9.50, when they still hadn’t arrived, Nellie pinched my cheek and said, ‘Never mind, Majella. We’ll send them a photo.’ Then she called my sister Catherine and asked her to walk me over to St. Mary’s church.


After the ceremony, all the girls mingled together in the churchyard, showing off their hair and outfits. I was one of the few children who didn’t have any family there, which aroused a great deal of sympathy among the parents who attended. As a result, I got a great haul of communion money – £21! Mrs Murphy – Marguerite and Marie’s mother – was particularly generous and told me that I looked like a princess. I treasured that compliment for years afterwards. Nellie called out to us to be back in time for dinner, as Catherine took my hand and brought me into Mallow. When we got to the corner shop in Fair Street, she bought me the biggest ice-cream cone I had ever seen. It was a miracle it didn’t end up all over my dress!
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Rule of the iron fist


One evening in 1975, when I was twelve years old and in sixth class in primary school, Sr. Claire gathered all the girls together and told us she had reached the age of retirement and would be moving out of St. Joseph’s and going to live in the convent with the rest of the Mercy sisters. We were devastated and begged her to stay but Sr. Claire told us not to worry, that we would still see her all the time and that there was a lovely nun coming to replace her.


The following week, we were introduced to Sr. Agnes. She gave a grand speech as we assembled outside the kitchen, and told us that, from now on, we would be getting pocket money every week and would be allowed to go to the pictures. This announcement was met with a flurry of excitement, as a group of girls whose social lives had hitherto been extremely limited imagined themselves mixing with the other children of Mallow, frequenting the cinema and buying all the sweets they could eat.


But the positivity and elation initially aroused by this new era at St. Joseph’s was not to last. After a few weeks, it became clear that the promised pocket money and cinema trips would not materialise but, by then, that was the least of our troubles. Sr. Agnes had set about dismantling and removing every last vestige of Sr. Claire’s time in St. Joseph’s. She had Nellie and Mary the laundry woman moved to a bungalow on the grounds and replaced them with a nun called Sr. Concepta and a lay woman called Caroline. Under this new administration, the real hardship began.


Looking back, it must have been hard for Sr. Agnes to take over an institution where her predecessor, Sr. Claire, had been so adored. The older girls, myself included, felt that no new nun had a right to tell us what to do and we treated her arrival and the changes she was making with a certain amount of haughtiness and resentment. No doubt it was challenging for her: for most of us, Sr. Claire was the closest thing to a parent we’d ever known. It was to be expected that her departure from St. Joseph’s would be a wrench. But Sr. Agnes showed little leniency. She was hard on us all and seemed to take a particular dislike to ‘Sr. Claire’s girls’. Of that little group, I stood out as the most outspoken and cheeky. If I failed to comply with a request, or showed even a moment’s hesitation, I would get a slap.


Sr. Agnes had a keen eye for insecurities. Girls who had living parents were told that if their mothers or fathers were any good, they wouldn’t be living in St. Joseph’s. By contrast, any orphaned girl who crossed her path was lucky to have been taken in by the Sisters of Mercy and not ‘left to die in the street’. The insult Sr. Agnes selected for me was ‘good-for-nothing’. It was a phrase that she hurled whenever she caught sight of me and these were often the last words I heard before I went to sleep at night.


Sr. Agnes’s arrival coincided with the beginning of my time in St. Mary’s Secondary School, and the resulting decline in my mood and behaviour began to have an impact at school as well. Sr. Agnes often kept me up after the other girls had gone to bed for punishment, so I was tired and unfocused during the day and was rarely ever given the chance to open a book in the evenings. My grades were atrocious, my self-esteem in tatters.
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