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    CHAPTER 1




    Travelling Genes




    I close my eyes and the memory of dewy berries and fresh damp leaves fills my mind. My heart skips a beat as my senses are transported back to the days of my childhood. Sitting in my artificially lit study, surrounded by radiators and home comforts, I think back to the endless battle with nature, trying to stay warm and dry as a youngster. The permanently wet feet and knotted hair of the traveller’s life are engraved into my being and will always be part of me. It doesn’t matter how often I shower or get my hair done, I still imagine myself to be a scruffy little gypsy girl in a world of clean, civilised people.




    Some days come back to me as if they were only yesterday. One place rolls into the next in my mind and I’m left with the overwhelming smell of the spongy peat, mixed with the aroma of the goats and wood smoke, the sound of the wind whistling across the marshes and the sight of my pregnant mother kneading bread dough and working tirelessly. One summer day, I think it was around 1984, my brother Rollin and my cousins Jerry and Ome and I set off across the bog to play. We’d finished our chores and were keen to get out of sight before someone found more work for us to do. We were living in Tipperary then, on a disused train track known as the Loony Line, where various families camped up. When it was a working railway line, the trains dropped people off at the lunatic asylum in Clonmel, hence the name. My father Dik’s brother Bob and his family live there so we spent a fair amount of time with them when I was very young, camped on the side of the bogland.




    We were really close as cousins back then. At that stage there were four children in our family and four children in theirs: Uncle Bob’s eldest daughter Simone was, at ten, a year or so older than my elder sister Essie; a son Jerry who was my seven-year-old brother Rollin’s close friend; another daughter, Ome, who was six; and a wee girl called Karen who was slightly younger than my three-and-a-half-year-old little sister Perly. I was five. Ome was my best friend and ally – we were a pair of mischievous little girls, always getting into things we shouldn’t and causing trouble. She had an angelic look about her, with big brown eyes and a round face. I had dark curly hair and a cheeky spirit. We did everything together and thought we would be close forever.




    We ran, filled with a sense of freedom and excitement, feelings I can now only conjure up when remembering that exact time and place; feelings that can only be felt by carefree children at one with nature and the elements. We didn’t mind that the wind was howling, or that our clothes were damp. We didn’t care that we had bare feet and had to watch the ground as we ran to avoid the thistles and splinters. We set out across the bog jumping the ditches as we went. They seemed vast and deep to a short-legged five-year-old, and I struggled to keep up with the older children, approaching each one with trepidation but nonetheless leaping without pausing, praying that I wouldn’t find myself neck-deep in the brown peaty water below. Every so often one of us would lose our footing and end up falling in. Sometimes, if the weather was warm, we would all jump in too, not to rescue the wet person, but to mess around in the swampy bog.




    Always, in the background, we could hear the roar of the Bord na Móna digger chugging away as the digger men turned the black ground into turf and briquettes for fuel. We knew not to go onto that land as the turfed ground was precarious and potentially lethal.




    Instead we headed off through the swathes of bracken and gorse to the wide-open marshland. The soil here was dark and had little or no mineral wealth. Its only commercial use was for fuel. Many parts of Tipperary were still uncut in the early 1980s and offered expansive tracts of bleak terrain, empty but for wildlife – and adventurous children.




    After an hour or two running about in the marshes, the abundance of peppery watercress told us that we were getting closer to the wetland. Our feet started to sink further and further into the ground. Rollin looked around and saw me pausing on one foot.




    ‘Don’t stand still, Roxy!’ he shouted. ‘It’s quicksand! You’ll disappear if you don’t keep moving.’




    Was he teasing? I couldn’t tell, but I wasn’t going to hang around to find out. I pulled my foot out of the soil and kept on running, still trailing far behind.




    Up ahead, Rollin, Jerry and Ome were standing in a circle discussing something. Rollin was a strong, wiry little boy with brown hair and chocolate brown eyes. He was protective of me if often belittling of my efforts. But bickering and constant competing aside, we adored each other.




    ‘You were lucky to get out of there alive, Rox,’ Rollin said jovially as I approached. ‘If you can’t keep up you should’ve stayed at the camp and helped Dixey cook or somefink.’




    ‘I can keep up. I’m here, aren’t I?’ I replied indignantly.




    Jerry pointed towards the digger that was slowly working through the land to our left and said, ‘I fink it’s Con. Let’s go and see him.’




    Con worked for Bord na Móna, clearing the bog and preparing the land ready for turfing. We’d made friends with him over the past couple of weeks and enjoyed chatting to him. We knew he’d keep an eye out for us. Some days he’d let us pile into the shovel of his machine, before slowly driving us around the turfland. Dik and Bob would go spare if they knew, but we were far away from the camp and well out of sight.




    ‘All right, kids?’ Con shouted over the engine as we approached. He gestured us to come over. ‘What are you scallywags up to today?’




    ‘Just messing about,’ Jerry replied.




    ‘Keeping out the way so we don’t have to work, more like,’ I piped up.




    Con ruffled my curls and said, ‘I’d better get on, I’ve got to clear all these elder trees so the turf cutters can start their work on this section of the bog. I’ve a long day ahead.’ He told us how he was going to rip up the trees by their roots and push them into the ditch that ran along the side of the field.




    We all looked at him in astonishment. ‘But you can’t!’ we cried. ‘They’re elders! It’s bad luck!’




    To us, the elder was a sacred tree – every part of it could be used for food, drink or medicine. We believed the tree warded off evil and bad luck. A twig tied into knots and kept in your pocket guarded against illness. The flowers and berries could be used to make cordial or tea, which was delicious sweetened with a bit of honey.




    Con chuckled and said, ‘I don’t know where you kids get your hocus pocus ideas from, but if them trees aren’t gone by morning, I won’t have a job.’




    ‘Can’t you jus’ move ’em without killin’ ’em?’ I asked, looking up with my eyes wide.




    ‘I s’pose I could, but where would I move them to?’ said Con. He could see our shock and fear.




    ‘Bring ’em over to our camp,’ Ome suggested.




    ‘All right, but I haven’t got time to replant them. You’ll have to go an’ sort it out with your ma and pa,’ Con said grudgingly.




    We hared off, just a bunch of scruffy children, full of the delirious joys of a life without structure. No schooling, no toys or telly, it was a free existence. We got out of bed when we woke, we had no idea of time, days or dates, we ate when the food was hot and stopped when the pan was empty, we fell to sleep when our bodies could take no more and our natural playground was lit by just the sun and the moon.




    We got back to the camp to find Con with all the trees standing topsy-turvy in his shovel. He plonked them down on the ground, and began digging a hole big enough to house them all. We got to work settling them in and prayed for their survival while Dik tried to explain to Con why he must never kill an elder tree or dig up a birch and the importance of the oaks to the air and the natural world. Con looked on, nodding in bemusement.




    ‘There’s enough trees round here. I don’t think we’ll be running out of oxygen any time soon. Sure, I’m glad to oblige, but I better get on with my work.’




    He turned and bade us all goodbye.




    I looked to Dik for approval for saving the trees, hoping he’d be pleased with me. Instead his face darkened as he turned to us kids.




    ‘Where’ve you lot been? There’s jobs to do.’




    My dad, Dik Freeman, was a gypsy by choice. He and Uncle Bob were brought up by their mother, Edith Smith, in an ordinary house in Faversham in Kent – a childhood in one place with four walls around them and a roof over their heads. But Edith’s family, for generations back, were nomadic horse breeders. Dik’s great-grandfather, Daniel Smith, had been the last in a long line of relations to live the travelling life as they moved from place to place working horses for the gentry of the area. That way of life had come to an end when Daniel was kicked in the head by a client’s stallion leaving him permanently damaged. The client felt so bad about the injuries his horse had caused, he offered Daniel and his family a cottage on his land, and so the roaming Smiths were grounded.




    In Dik, though, the gypsy genes remained strong. Edith kept a strict Catholic home and Dik had always chafed under its restrictions. His father moved out when he was a boy, leaving Edith for another woman. As time went on he regretted his decision, but Edith was a proud lady and never let him back into the family home. Dik was a wild boy and left home at the first opportunity, taking any job that came his way, travelling where the mood took him.




    He got a job working on a fishing trawler and made friends with a worldly chap named Tony Bird. Tony was a fair bit older than Dik, but they bonded and became good friends; perhaps he was the older brother Dik never had. Tony took great pride in showing him the ropes on the vessel. A while later, Dik moved out of town into a caravan with his younger brother Bob; they travelled a bit, but always stayed in the Kent area. Tony visited from time to time bringing freshwater trout or the odd mackerel for the brothers. He was their only connection with Faversham, apart from the occasional phone call to their mother Edie to let her know they were okay. She had little time for them and was disappointed that they had left her alone and gone to live on the road.




    Dik and Bob were living in a caravan outside Ashford when my mum, Dixey, entered Dik’s life. Dixey was a beautiful but naive seventeen-year-old American girl touring Britain. Initially Dik was struck by her beauty, but as he got to know her it was her calm, loving personality that won him over. Dixey was a child of privilege. She had grown up in a Boston mansion filled with fine furniture, collectible artwork, and every creature comfort. Her parents, Esther and Peter Brooks, made sure she and her brother and sisters had everything they could wish for – private educations, abundant extra-curricular activities and extensive travel – but Dik’s type of travelling was not the kind they’d had in mind. Yet, despite their wildly contrasting backgrounds, Dik and Dixey hit it off.




    It was the early 1970s, and Dik dreamed of living the ‘free life’ in Ireland – he’d tell Dixey all about it as they sat round the fire outside his caravan. So, shortly after they got together, he and Dixey bought a van in Wales and headed over the Irish Sea. In Ireland, Dik ignited his passion for horses and invested in a hairy-legged, long-maned gypsy cob and his first horse-drawn bow-top wagon. Horse breeding was in Dik’s bones and he took to it like a duck to water. Together, Dik and Dixey were constantly on the move, taking their wagon from place to place with the horse strapped between the shafts and soon there were goats tied to the back and chickens in baskets strung underneath. Dik trained and proudly combed his horse on a daily basis. His long fetlocks and shiny mane were a constant source of inspiration and adoration.




    In Ireland, Dik and Dixey’s lives had the serenity they had hoped for; they were rarely bothered by the state and lived outside of the system. But it was often less calm between the two of them. Dik suffered with black moods that would take over his entire being and possess his body like a dark cloud; sometimes they would quickly lift but other times they lingered for days on end. He wasn’t a violent man but he had spirit and with spirit comes a temper. Such extreme changes in temperament were new to Dixey – a contented, passive person by nature – and she felt helpless and sad when Dik’s moods descended. He would lie in bed hidden under his hair, groaning and distressed but he never voiced the reasons for his anxiety and got irritated if she questioned him on the cause of his unhappiness.




    To us kids, Dixey was the soft touch and Dik was the grumpy, strict one. If you asked Dik (we always called our parents by their names) for anything his first answer was always ‘no’. Then he might mull it over and occasionally, if we asked again, he would come back with a conditional ‘yes’. But he had another side to him, one we didn’t get to see enough when I was young: he was intelligent and had a sharp sense of humour. He often cracked jokes, although the jokes were at the expense of someone else. Dik’s cutting wit rubbed off on Rollin and all of us to some degree. There was a lot of practical joking and teasing around the camp fire. It meant that we grew up to be pretty hardy, physically and emotionally.




    I respected Dik wholeheartedly, but I wished he’d relax and show us his happy side more often. On occasions when the moods hadn’t taken hold of him, he’d sing, his powerful voice echoing around the camp, or he’d grab Dixey and dance with her round the camp, while she beamed from ear to ear. I didn’t recognise the songs he chose then, as we didn’t have a radio or a cassette player, but I now know they were blues songs and those of soul and rock and roll artists like Little Richard and Sam Cooke. Occasionally Dik would smoke a pipe with marijuana in it and he’d be particularly laid-back and easy-going. We quickly learnt to wait until he got stoned before we asked anything of him because it was the only time we’d get a positive response. Sometimes he’d go months without having a pipe; during these periods the things we wanted from our father would mount up.




    ‘Go and help your mother, Roxy,’ Dik said now in his gruff voice. ‘You two, get off home,’ he said to Jerry and Ome.




    I wanted to go and play, but knew better than to argue as his word was final. I saw Dixey chopping carrots on an upturned bucket. She was wearing a long colourful skirt and a loose-fitting top. I could see she was sitting on her haunches, perhaps to ease the strain on her back and pregnant tummy, and had a weary look about her, but her blue eyes still sparkled brightly, the same colour as the turquoise necklace hanging around her neck.




    ‘All right, Roxy Riddle? Comin’ to help me milk the goats?’ Dixey asked.




    ‘S’pose so,’ I replied.




    ‘I wondered where you’d got to. They’ll get mastitis if we leave them much longer,’ she added.




    I picked up the milking bowl and skipped over to where the goats were grazing. They were tethered on the grassy verge just behind the wagon and fireplace. I knelt down next to the black goat, Ebony, holding her back legs as Dixey squatted down to milk. I looked forward to drinking a glass of warm milk fresh from the goats’ udders; it was one of the few luxuries we had. We often queued up at milking time, eager to warm our tummies with the frothy goodness. Ebony thrashed and pulled but I hung on: a battle between a stubborn goat and an even more stubborn little girl that would continue for many years to come.




    Dixey talked about what she was doing as she milked away. ‘Squeeze the tit at the top and then pull your hand down, forcing the milk out. Wanna have a go, Rox?’




    ‘Nah,’ I replied, remembering how, the last time I’d milked, the goat had stuck her foot in the bowl, ruining the whole day’s supply.




    I looked at Dixey’s pretty, delicate features and was filled with adoration. She was calm, kind and eternally loving, she let us do what we wanted and rarely raised her voice. I was her little assistant, fetching, chopping and carrying from as young as I can remember.




    Now I try to imagine what it was like for my mother, shutting the door on the world of comfort in which she grew up. It can’t have been an easy decision. The way of life Dik was used to, which felt as natural to him as breathing, was cold, difficult and often painful for Dixey. But she had always loved nature and enjoyed learning, so she adapted as quickly as possible: she never questioned having to lug the water from the pump, cook on the fire or any of the other hardships she endured. She learned what plants to pick and cook and how to build the fire according to the direction of the wind. Though we slept in the canvas-covered wagons, our lives were lived outside with no conveniences. Dik wasn’t lazy, far from it, but there were certain tasks that he did and keeping home wasn’t one of them.




    Dixey told me about the first time she saw a gypsy. It was 1969, she was sixteen and living in Tuscany with her American family. She had woken early and quietly sneaked past her parents’ bedroom, hovering for a moment outside her sister Melanie’s door. All was still. She crept quietly down the stairs and out of the front door.




    It was a bright spring morning. Dixey ambled through the empty lanes and hills, the sun on her back and the wind gently swaying in the cypress trees around her. Her walk took her over a picturesque stone bridge with a rushing river below. Dixey paused and took in a deep breath of fresh, warm air.




    She could hear the sound of a woman’s voice coming from beneath her. Straining to see where the unexpected sound was coming from, Dixey spotted a young woman kneeling by the water’s edge, scrubbing clothes on a rock in the river.




    The woman was much older than Dixey, perhaps in her early thirties, with long dark hair tumbling down her back. She looked tired but had a contented glow in her cheeks. Though her olive skin looked weathered and her clothes worn, there was something about the way she squatted on the side of the river that made her seem as if she had always been there. She was so absorbed and secure in what she was doing, that Dixey felt she was almost part of the landscape.




    She was completely mesmerised. Where had the woman come from? Why was she washing her clothes in the river? In the privileged existence of the Brooks family, you threw your clothes in the basket outside the door and they miraculously reappeared washed, folded and ironed the very next day.




    Something in this gypsy woman tapped into a deep longing Dixey felt – a need to escape her sheltered life and get in touch with nature, to live close to the soil and birds, without a maid or a cleaner, without the suffocation of her family. Returning to the villa, Dixey said nothing as she sat down for breakfast, nor did she ever see the woman again. Yet that image haunted her.




    Dixey’s upbringing was, for the 1950s and 1960s, quite jet-set. Peter and Esther loved Europe and spent much of their time in Italy. Esther had gone to high school in France as a girl and thought languages were an essential part of a cultured education. When Dixey was fifteen, the family went to Florence with the idea of staying for a year. Dixey and her siblings attended school, while Peter pursued spiritual avenues. At the end of the year, Esther and Peter started to organise the family’s move back to America but Dixey didn’t want to go. After much debate it was agreed that Dixey would stay in Italy with family friends and study for her final exams.




    As she approached the end of the school year, Dixey fell for a boy of African descent. They spent languid afternoons studying and chatting together, hatching plans to travel and explore the world. Dixey’s mind was always set on adventure. But when Esther and Peter learned of the love affair they were horrified. They worried where the relationship might lead and what plans the African boy had for their lovely young daughter. Hoping to nip it in the bud, they immediately sent Dixey to Paris to stay with a trusted family friend. They did not even allow her to finish her final semester at school.




    If they hoped to get Dixey back on a conventional path they could not have made a worse decision. The excitements of Paris more than made up for the upset of leaving her first love behind. Her parents’ friend, a kind and eccentric American lady named Alida, was welcoming and Dixey made friends with one of her daughters, Beany, who was a year older. Tall and attractive with long dark hair and soulful eyes, Beany was a talented musician and artist who shared Dixey’s dreams of escape.




    The girls sat up late into the night discussing the opportunities that life could offer them. They started making plans to take a trip together; they had no idea where they wanted to go but were set on leaving in the spring shortly after Dixey’s eighteenth birthday. Beany was keen to visit Ireland so they decided to backpack for a month. Dixey told her parents and agreed to meet them and her siblings in Corfu for a holiday before setting off. Dixey and Beany assured their parents that after their little adventure they would both return to Paris and enrol at a prestigious art school.




    In Corfu, Esther and Peter begged Dixey to stay in Paris and pursue her education. Peter came from one of America’s wealthiest families, who had made their fortune in the marine insurance trade and he had high hopes of Dixey succeeding in the art world. He was a thoughtful man, who spent his days writing in his journal and learning about other cultures and places; he did yoga, played the flute and enjoyed a wide array of music. Esther hoped Dixey would follow in her footsteps as a dancer: she was the artistic director of Cambridge School of Ballet in Boston, Massachusetts and had spotted Dixey’s natural ear for rhythm and innate gracefulness early on. To her dismay Dixey had stopped dancing after just a couple of years of training.




    As the holiday went on, Dixey brought up the subject of her expedition at every opportunity, but was met with frosty silence. Esther and Peter declined to discuss the matter in the hope that she would change her mind.




    She didn’t. A month later, in the summer of 1970, Dixey and Beany arrived in Ireland on a cold, damp morning. They had no hotels booked and hitchhiked around the country, sleeping when and where they found shelter. For the first time they were free: no parents to restrict their movements or siblings to hinder their plans, no elder friends or relatives to keep a watchful eye, and they were full of the joys of life. Dixey was charmed by the wild greenness of the countryside and the misty rolling mountains. As they travelled, she sketched in preparation for her interview at the art school the following month.




    But after three weeks the girls’ spirits were slightly dampened by the continuous grey days of the Irish summer. With a week left before they were due to return to Paris, they decided to go to England and visit a couple they knew called Malcolm and Thea. Thea was from back home in Massachusetts and had visited Dixey’s family a few years before with her new-found love Malcolm, an Englishman. Dixey had been struck by their description of the alternative life they were living somewhere in the south of England. The girls flew into London and hitchhiked to Kent to the address that Dixey had on a scrap of paper.




    They found Malcolm and Thea living in an old purple touring caravan by the side of the road just outside a town called Ashford. Dixey could not get over how different and basic the caravan was compared to their lavish homes in the States, but Thea seemed very happy.




    Over the next few days, Dixey and Beany spent afternoons walking through the barren fields and bracken-thick lanes and introduced themselves to two brothers, friends of Malcolm and Thea’s, who lived in a beaten-up old caravan further down the lane. That week they often stopped at the little caravan nestled in the hedgerow to talk to the brothers and stroke the puppies that were sharing their home.




    Dik and Bob looked alike, with their shock of coarse hair, but Dik was the darker and more striking. His left eye wandered off when he was speaking, making it hard to know where he was looking. It felt like he was keeping an eye on his surroundings while also looking and talking to you. Dik was wise and intelligent but also quite serious. When he talked of his dreams and experiences, it seemed to Dixey he was talking of a different world.




    As the time approached for Dixey and Beany to leave, they headed down the lane to say goodbye to the brothers. Dik looked over the map with them and planned which roads they would hitchhike along to get to their destination while getting to see as much of Britain as possible. He said it would take four or five days, weather permitting, but why not go to the Isle of Wight before France as there was a big festival happening at the end of the month? Thea and Malcolm would be there and Jimi Hendrix and The Doors were playing. He warned them there was some bad weather on the horizon and that they might have to settle down for a while en route and let it pass so he leant them a lightweight tarpaulin in case they got caught up in the storms.




    ‘You can give it back to me at the festival,’ he said, grinning at Dixey in particular.




    After a week of dodging the rain under the smelly tarpaulin, Beany had had enough. She announced that she wasn’t interested in the festival, she was going to go straight back to Paris to prepare herself for university. Dixey, on the other hand, liked the idea of seeing Jimi Hendrix live and meeting up with Dik, so the friends agreed to meet up in a week or two and went their separate ways.




    Dixey arrived at the Isle of Wight Festival on 26 August 1970 to find the festival in full swing. Europe was finally catching up with the Summer of Love. The festival that year was bigger than Woodstock, and packed with young, long-haired free spirits. She searched the crowds for Dik, Malcolm and Thea, filled with bemusement and intrigue: everyone she saw seemed to be intoxicated – a delirium induced by sun, drugs, alcohol, music and life. Dixey felt out of place, but relaxed and happy.




    She found them later that day. They had pitched their tents on a putting green overlooking the main arena. Dik was lying sprawled under the shade of a tree.




    ‘Cup of tea, Dix?’ he said, as if they’d parted five minutes earlier.




    Dixey made herself a cosy bed inside the tent, innocently thinking nothing of the fact that she was going to be snuggling up next to Dik for the rest of the weekend. During the next few days they sat up late into the night talking and laughing. Malcolm and Thea seemed to disappear into the festival throng as Dik and Dixey fell into their own little world. By the end of the festival they were mapping out their future together.




    A few weeks later, Dixey called her parents to tell them she wasn’t going to finish school, that she wasn’t going to go to college, that she wasn’t coming back. She had fallen in love with the most amazing man and she would be staying with him. She and Dik were picking potatoes in Kent and she was happier than she had ever been.




    For Esther and Peter the shock was enormous. Their lives were soaked in wealth and culture, and they expected nothing less for their daughter. Who was this unwashed English hippy who had stolen their daughter’s heart? Desperate to find a way of keeping Dixey close, they insisted on meeting him at once and bought the two of them flights to Italy. It was the first time Dik had encountered their world of cocktails and dinner parties. For their part, Esther and Peter weren’t much reassured by Dik’s tatty appearance and lack of worldliness. Worse was his gruff nature and general lack of communication. Dik sat on the ground with his bare feet and alternative clothing, rarely contributing to their discussions. Yet they feared losing their daughter forever if they made too much of a fuss. Although they expressed regret at her choices, they kept quiet, hoping that Dixey would find the life too hard and return to them before too long.




    But Dixey felt a deep sense of belonging and completeness when she was with Dik. They were as different as two people could possibly be, but it felt right and they fell deeply in love. Dixey didn’t think about how her future would pan out, where they would live or how they would survive – she just knew that she had found her calling and it was by the side of a black-eyed gypsy man.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER 2




    Raised on the Bog




    My earliest memories are of waking up in the wagon: it was always dark, no matter the season. A beam of light would shine through the corner of the door, where the wind blew the blanket that was hanging to stop the draught. I would lie in my bed – my first proper bed was a wooden bench so narrow that I had to stay completely still while I slept in order not to fall onto the stove below me – and listen to the breathing: Dik’s heavy snores, mixed with Rollin and Essie’s lighter breaths. They were all no more than three foot away from me but the only one within my view was Rollin. He lay opposite me on the other wooden bench, snuggled down in his doss-bag. Dixey and Dik slept with Perly, who was a baby then, in a double bed at the back of the wagon. Perly’s soft cry, muffled by blankets, was enough to wake Dixey.




    ‘Sshh,’ she’d whisper under her breath.




    At that time Essie slept stowed away under the double bed in a kind of cupboard which was actually the snuggest, most coveted sleeping place in the wagon. The cupboard bed had two painted wooden doors decorated with green scrolls and red flowers and a small brass flip-style catch on the outside. Once inside we had to pull the doors closed so that they didn’t block the passageway to the main bed at the back. Essie had various stickers and decorations inside and a tiny torch hidden under her pillow, which meant she could stay awake after the candles had been blown out in the main part of the wagon. Even though Rollin loved to make us squeal by flipping over the brass catch on the outside and trapping us inside, I longed for her to outgrow the cosy cubbyhole bed so I could move in.




    I itched to get out of bed and stretch my legs. Dixey sat up to sort Perly out, who was wiggling and whingeing.




    ‘Morning love,’ Dik said. His voice was soft and kind. I felt a wave of relief run through me: he was in a good mood this morning.




    Below me was the Queenie, our small, ornate, cast-iron stove with intricate flowers moulded on the doors and devils’ heads protruding from the sides, which heated our bow-top wagon. The wagon was no more than 12 foot long by about 6 foot wide inside. It swayed in the wind and we could hear every raindrop and bird tweet through the canvas but it was dry and when we were all snuggled up inside, with the Queenie burning, it was warm.




    During the summer I was five, we experienced a rare hot spell in southern Ireland. We kids spent a lot of time splashing about in rivers and ditches. There were of course numerous residents in the water – leeches were a common problem, but they didn’t faze us, we’d just pull them off and flick them away. There were also eels, which were my personal pet hate as well as frogs and toads.




    We loved climbing to the top of the piles of turf that were covered in black plastic and sliding down the other side. One of the great things about the bog was how soft and forgiving it was: it provided the perfect landing for little bums, springing back like a warm, damp sponge when we landed on it.




    One sunny afternoon we came across a pile of plastic. It had been discarded and had pools of water settled in it. I think it was Rollin, who always loved to make things with the stuff he found, who decided we should drag it back to the camp and make a swimming pool out of it. We lugged it back over our shoulders, tripping and giggling as we went. Rollin and Jerry had hold of a front corner each, while Ome and I tagged along behind making sure it didn’t get caught or tangled on the gorse bushes.




    Once we reached the camp, Jerry went to get Con and asked him to take a shovel of soil away with his digger so we could make a swimming pool. He happily obliged, piling the earth around the roots of the elder trees, which were settling in well to their new home, before going back to work. We spent the rest of the afternoon lining the hole with the plastic, securing it around the top with piles of soil, bales of hay and buckets of water. We looked proudly into the pool and wondered how we were going to fill it up.




    ‘We could all get buckets of water from the pump on the road,’ suggested Ome.




    ‘Nah, will take forever, an’ there ain’t much water up there anyways,’ said Jerry.




    ‘We’ll have to wait,’ said Rollin. ‘It’ll rain soon.’




    We didn’t have long to wait – we lived in Ireland after all and the rain was never far off. When I woke up a few mornings later, the wagon was rocking in the wind, the door had blown open and Dik was fighting with the canvas that covered the door. He was dressed in just a shirt, his long dark hair hanging loose over his shoulders and his face dripping with water. It was almost daylight outside, but not time to get up just yet. I snuggled down under my duvet, trying to avoid the heavy pelts of rain making their way inside the wagon, pleased that our makeshift pool would be filling up.




    It rained all day and all night. Wet weather was such a curse to our lives. We’d huddle up inside but we would all inevitably end up going outside and getting soaked. Chores still beckoned. We had to milk the goats, feed the horses and cook no matter what. Even when the jobs were done, we still had to go outside to have a wee in the bushes. One way or another we would end up drenched to the skin more than once and probably run out of dry clothes before the day was out.




    But today we stood around the pool, holding plastic bags over our heads to protect us from the rain, gleefully watching it fill with water, dreaming of the day the sun would return. Parts of the plastic had started to fall in and the water was looking quite murky where the mounds of soil we had placed around the top had been washed into the pool, but it was as close to our own swimming pool as we were going to get.




    A couple of days later, Dixey piled Perly and me onto the back of the wooden flat-cart we used for shopping trips and announced that we were going into Thurles town to do the weekly shop. I loved going into town, looking in the windows of the shops and admiring all the pretty things, even if we rarely bought anything apart from sacks of brown rice and lentils. Dik appeared and backed a black-and-white horse between the shafts of the cart before jumping on board and off we went at a gentle trot. My face stung where the wind hit it and I held tightly on to Perly to keep us both warm and safe. The sound of the horse’s hooves was irregular, as only three shoes had stayed in place: clip clop, clip, went the metal shoes as we plodded down the tarmac road.




    Arriving in Thurles, Dik dropped us off near the shops and said he’d be back in an hour or so. I’d been so excited to get away from the camp but now I looked around at all the clean, smart people and felt even more grubby than normal. I could feel people staring at us, like they always did. I tried to wipe my face with the sleeve of my dress and pulled my hair out of my face.




    I longed to spend a day in the life of one of these clean people, going through each day without the stares and sneers we always experienced. Dixey took Perly and me by the hand and ambled carelessly down the street, apparently oblivious to the looks we were getting. Our clothes and physical appearance were so little a priority for her I doubt she even noticed. Dixey was pregnant and dressed in her usual ethnic or Indian bright skirt and top and she wore her hair hanging loose around her shoulders. She always looked nice to me but, compared to everyone around us, she also was quite scruffy, yet she walked down the street with her head held high, humming a tune like she often did. As we headed towards the health food shop to buy some homeopathic remedies to treat ringworm, Dixey stopped for a moment to tuck Perly’s shirt in and I wandered off towards the window of a shoe shop.




    I pressed my face up against the glass, looking at all the bright, shiny leather shoes arranged in neat rows. In the middle was a pair of red patent leather shoes with little straps that clasped shut with a gold buckle.




    ‘Dixey, Dixey, look! Aren’t they beautiful?’ I patted her side, ushering her towards the shoe shop.




    ‘They’re lovely, Rox,’ she replied, walking on towards the health food shop. I lingered behind to get a last glance at the shoes, looking down at my muddy wellies and wiggling my toes. They were damp and touched the end of my boots. I imagined my feet in those shiny shoes.




    We got back to the camp a few hours later to find Rollin and Jerry standing over the pool, grinning and dripping with water. It was ready!




    ‘Wa’ers lovely, Rox. Get in an’ try it!’ Rollin shouted out to me.




    I ran towards them, throwing my clothes off as I went, and jumped without a second thought into the murky pool of stagnant water. I couldn’t swim, but my feet quickly found the floor and I didn’t want to look too scared in front of the bigger kids. It was only a foot or two deep but to a five-year-old the mass of water seemed quite overwhelming, particularly when I looked up and could see several feet of black plastic between dry land and me. I wished one of them would jump in and join me. Why were they all standing around the edge giggling? Then I felt something slithering around my legs. Lots of things slithering around my legs. My heart missed a beat.




    I was sharing the muddy pool with a family of eels.




    ‘Help!’ I gasped in absolute horror, and began to scramble for the edge as the slimy buggers wrapped themselves around me. I quickly lost my brave face and burst into tears as I tried to drag myself up the slippery sides, pieces of plastic tumbling down on top of me. Rollin waited until I was completely hysterical before reaching down with a stick and rescuing me. The other children were laughing fit to wet themselves. I stood on the edge of the pool, hiccuping and shivering with a mixture of fear, outrage and cold.




    ‘We caught the eels in the river and thought we’d surprise you when you got home,’ Jerry and Rollin told me, their faces dancing with delight.




    ‘Didn’t fink you’d scream that much,’ Rollin said.




    ‘Thought you were brave an’ liked fish ’n stuff,’ Jerry added. I desperately tried to pull myself together and recover from the trauma without losing face, but it was all too much. I withdrew, heading to the safety of the fireplace and Dixey’s side and left the boys laughing.




    A few weeks passed and Dixey was still using homeopathic remedies to treat the ringworm Rollin had on his arms. It was clearing up on Rollin but it had appeared on my scalp and it was getting worse and worse. I tried my best not to scratch the sores burning at the roots of my hair, but it was hard as they were so painful. Dixey had tried many different things to get rid of it: she’d washed my hair in sage tea every day for a week in an attempt to dry out the sores; she’d made herbal tinctures and cold presses, but nothing was working. Finally I heard Dixey say she would have to take me to the doctor to get some cream to clear it up. I was surprised by the conversation, as I’d never been to a doctor in my life – generally our ailments were sorted out with the help of herbs, brews or tinctures.




    The doctor prescribed a steroid cream and told Dixey to put it on the sores on my head twice a day. He was surprised by how angry and advanced the ringworm had got and told Dixey she was irresponsible for leaving it so long before she sought treatment. Dixey was dejected. She was used to sorting everything out in her own way without any assistance or interruption, and I could see the doctor’s verdict had made her feel a failure. We put that cream on as soon as we got home, but instead of waking up next morning to an improved condition, I woke up in the night with my head burning. I woke Dik and Dixey up with my crying, and they were surprised to find that the condition had developed into something far worse than ringworm – my scalp was now oozing and irritated. I had developed an allergy to the steroid cream and my head was red raw.




    ‘I’ll ’ave to cut ’er hair off. No way we can sort it out with all them knots and tangles getting in the way,’ Dik said. My tears escalated into hysteria as he went to get his scissors.




    ‘Please don’t cut it off, Dixey, please don’t!’ I begged her.




    ‘It’s the only way, love. We can’t deal with it with all those curls in the way, it’s just getting worse.’




    Dik reappeared and promptly set to cutting my locks off. I looked at the ground where my tears mixed with my curls in a damp pile and listened to my parents discussing the next move. When Dixey offered me a mirror, I covered my face.




    ‘It’s all right, Rox, you look even more beautiful. Everyone can see your pretty face now you aren’t hiding behind that hair.’ I refused even to look.




    ‘C’mon, Rox, pull yourself together and go and do a wee in that pot, so I can wash your head,’ Dixey said.




    Things were going from bad to worse. I refused point-blank to have my head washed in my own urine and ran away to hide in my bed. I spent the following day avoiding my siblings and friends for fear of teasing over my new haircut.




    But by the next evening the fierce allergy was now burning hotter than ever.




    ‘Roxy love, I know it’s hard for you but your pee will make it better, it’s the only way,’ Dixey coaxed, as I hid behind the wagon with a scarf wrapped around my head. Still I wouldn’t budge. ‘I won’t force you,’ she said, ‘but we could come to a deal. If you let me try this every day for a week, I’ll get you a treat next time we’re in town. Is there something you need? Some clothes or shoes?’




    I remembered the bright red shoes I had seen in the shop window that day in Thurles. I pictured the shiny gold buckles and how I’d thought they were the prettiest thing I’d ever seen in my life. I had no idea how much they cost or whether we could afford them, but I thought I could endure the humiliation of washing my hair in pee if I had those shoes on my feet. But we’d moved on, and Thurles was no longer our closest town. Still, I told Dixey I wanted the shoes more than anything in the world and if I had them I would try to be good and let her sort my head out.
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