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FOREWORD
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It is a great honour that I have been asked to write this foreword for Marie’s book, but it is with great sadness that I write it. As I sit here, my eyes welling with tears, I think back to the wonderful times Marie and I shared together. While trying to think of the right words to say, my attention is drawn to a tune on the radio. Dido’s ‘Thank You’ sums up everything I feel, playing in this moment as if to provide inspiration. The number of times things like this have happened since Marie passed away two weeks ago, on the 20 December, is uncanny. Through the sadness and heartbreak I feel at the moment, I am so thankful to have shared part of my life with such an amazing person. Her strength and courage through very difficult times, when MS gradually took away more and more of her ability to live as she would have wanted, was a constant source of wonder and inspiration to me, and indeed to all who came to know her in the last few years. I often wished I could swap places with her, though I know that I could never have coped with things the way she did.

Marie began writing her memoir many years ago, when she still had the use of most of her body. She began writing into notebooks in longhand, continued by typing on her laptop and finished with dictating. The story of her early years in itself made worthy reading and, when coupled with the recounting of her journey through Multiple Sclerosis and the ensuing challenge to the Irish law on assisted suicide, truly reveals just what a wonderful person Marie was.

Our ambition was always to have it published and Marie was delighted when it became clear this would happen. We used to joke about me being able to go to a bookshop, buy a copy of her life story and bring it home to her. While that is sadly no longer possible, I can only hope that her words will provide the same inspiration and courage to others as they have to me.

My years with Marie were not always a bed of roses – although one of the many lovely things we shared was the planting of many roses, as well as lots of other additions, to the garden haven we developed and enjoyed together. When two strong-willed people come together, there will be the occasional disagreement, and we were no exception to this. Marie could be as strong-willed in making her point as she could in living her life but, like most people, we would eventually agree to differ, make up and get on with enjoying our life together. Life for Marie was not easy as the MS progressed and took away her physical capabilities. Despite this, I never heard her complain. I was both humbled and inspired by the way she faced everything that life threw at her, and never stopped thinking of other people and how they might be affected.

Her fame spread around the world as she went to the highest court in Ireland in an attempt to establish her right to take control away from the MS in determining the time and manner in which she died. To her, this was the ultimate fight against the beast that had taken so much from her. She was determined that the MS would not control her death as it did much of her life – and her concern was not just for herself but for others in similar situations to us. And, while she had the assurance from me that she could be in control at the end, the court case was an attempt to protect those who were prepared to help her. While she may have lost the case, she ultimately won in the end.

During the final years with Marie, so much time was spent on the subject of death, that it is lovely, though very sad, to be concentrating now on her incredible life, in celebrating the publication of her memoir.

Life without Marie will be very different. We will all miss her so much but I know that while her body is no longer with us, her heart, her courage and her spirit will be with me and all of us for a long time to come.

Tom Curran

January 2014


PROLOGUE
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My last request on this earth is to be allowed to die at home in the arms of my partner, Tom, and with my two adult children, Corrinna and Simon, close by. I want to be held, hugged and whispered to as I pass on. To do this without fear of prosecution for Tom, I had to take the state to court.

Under the 1993 Criminal Law (Suicide) Act it is a criminal offence to assist anybody to die. Had we won the case, it would have allowed me the right to be assisted to drink a medication that would put me to sleep for ever – something that is done for sick animals as a matter of course. It is voluntary euthanasia, or assisted suicide, and it is the way I have chosen to end twenty-four years of immobility, incontinence and pain.

The law stopping me now is the only law on the statute books where it is illegal to help somebody to do something that is legal. The case is based on Article 40 of the Constitution which specifically states that the law will protect the rights of the vulnerable, including the disabled. Suicide is not just perfectly legal, it is a right, and there are cases in the High Court and the Supreme Court where people were given the right to perform acts to take their own life.

People like me, who have a disability that removes the physical capability of taking their own life, also have their rights removed. They are not allowed to get assistance. This is why I took my case.

It was not an easy decision, or a quick one. When I made it, I could walk a little. I could move my hands, and I had the full power to swallow. Knowing what is ahead, I want to take my life at a time when my disability becomes unbearable. Six years ago, we considered Dignitas. It seemed the only option, and because my swallow was going, we would have to act quickly. I wasn’t ready then.

I didn’t want to go to Switzerland. And I was worried that, afterwards, Tom and the children would have to come home alone. And that, maybe, they would face prosecution. We talked about it, and Tom said, ‘You don’t have to go. I will help you die at home when the time is right.’


CHAPTER ONE

DAY IN THE LIFE
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When you have a disability like mine, it’s not the large things in life that you miss. It’s the tiny, tiny things that are so difficult to live without. When people approach me holding out their hand in a gesture of friendship, I can’t reciprocate. I have to say, ‘I’m sorry. You’ll just have to touch my hand.’ And when they do that, I don’t usually feel their touch.

In simple terms, multiple sclerosis is a debilitating disease in which the myelin sheath running down the nerve is affected. It develops holes, so the brain sends the wrong signals to the muscles of the body. In the healthy body, the brain tells the hand to lift, and the legs to walk. In MS, scar tissue or plaque forms on the myelin sheath, around the nerve. So instead of the messages going directly from the brain, they get impeded by that bit of plaque. My brain has four plaques at the top of my spinal cord, and that means that all my motor functions are affected.

Some people with MS stumble, lose their balance, or find themselves unable to move one leg. Others have sight problems. Their eyes mist over, and they see an outline of someone, but not the whole person. Their hands might shake, so that they are unable to hold a glass, and they have to drink through a straw. My side-effects are now so severe that I cannot move my hands at all. When my nose itches I send constant signals from my brain to lift my right arm, so that I can put my hand up and scratch my nose, but nothing happens. This is, to me, a terrible problem.

My sense of hearing is still intact. Tom says I would hear the grass grow. It surprises him that I can hear, and recognise, all the cars that pass on the road outside. I know exactly who each one is. I tease Tom when I’ve heard his car turn into the drive. I listen out for how many attempts it takes him to reverse in a straight line. I hope I don’t lose my senses, because without them, you are little more than a vegetable.

My feelings are heightened because of my MS. That can be hard. There are people around me who act as my arms and legs, but they can’t really know how it feels to have fingers and toes that jangle, to have legs that jerk without your permission. Sometimes my scalp is so sensitive that my hair feels as if it is digging into my brain. That is a horrible sensation.

Since I have been unable to move, my days have taken on a pattern. When dark turns to light I hear the birds twittering outside. Then the alarm rings, and Tom turns to knock it off, before he goes to the bathroom for a shower. Then he walks through to the kitchen, and Scruffy, our dog, jumps up from his bed and follows him. A small terrier-type mongrel, he appeared in our garden one day a few years ago and refused to go away. He has been a loyal companion ever since. My day begins when Tom arrives at the side of the bed with the day’s first set of medication. There’s Zanaflex for spasms, Lyrica for pain, and so it continues. I have to take twenty-two tablets first thing; the pills are blue, brown and gold.

During the early stages of MS, I had a bedroom upstairs. But when I was cooped up there, in that poky cottage room, for three weeks during a particularly nasty chest infection, there was nothing to do, and nothing to see. I would hear horses in the field next door, but that just reinforced the isolation I felt.

I was unable to move, let alone get up or down the steep, winding stairs. It was like being in a prison cell. Worst of all, I had to pee in a commode, an indignity that proved to be the final straw. It was then that Tom and I decided that, as soon as money allowed, we would build a new downstairs bedroom. We’ve done that, and I now have a bedroom en suite. I love the room, with its warm buttermilk walls. I feel bathed in sunshine, even on grey, cloudy days.

Since then, the garden has been given a good facelift too. And now, when I wake, Tom draws back the curtains, so that I can watch the blue tits and finches fighting over the feeders. We have five feeders, strategically placed around the periphery of the Indian sandstone patio, so that I can watch the birds through the bedroom’s French windows. It gives me such pleasure watching the birds flit from tree to tree, occasionally stopping to nibble on the peanuts trapped behind the feeders’ green netting wire. I can see our water feature too; it’s a waterfall with a roar as loud as the Atlantic Ocean.

My morning carer arrives at nine o’clock. She puts the sling on me, so that I can be hoisted off the bed and into my shower chair. I love being in the shower. When the hot water runs over my head I feel that I am standing there all by myself. It is when they start soaping and rinsing me down that my heart sinks. It took me two years to get the courage to allow someone to bathe me. I fought it all the way, but when your legs give out, and then your arms, you have no choice. The last thing I wanted was to turn into a smelly old woman.

After my carer has washed me and dried me off, I have a lovely perfumed cream rubbed all over my body. I’ve always looked after my skin. I think I inherited that from my beloved maternal grandmother. I remember, when I visited her as a child, I would stroke her arm; it was soft and smooth. I’d sit with her for hours.

After that, I might have an incontinence pad to contend with. I find that degrading, and I give a childish whimper now and again. My dignity has definitely suffered. When that’s done, a decision has to be made about my clothes. Sometimes I decide on something outrageous. Perhaps purple shoes, with a red pair of trousers; or maybe a green Aran cardigan over a navy polo neck and matching trousers. That’s my small rebellion.

The radio is my salvation. I listen to RTÉ Radio One all the time. I miss some of The John Murray Show between nine and ten o’clock because that’s when I’m in the shower, but I catch most of the Today programme that follows. This brings me up to date with the latest problems facing Ireland in 2013 – and with our current economic crisis there are many. Often they discuss the government’s ineffective use of resources.

As I write this, Tom and I have been in the news. It is so strange when I hear my illness discussed. I listen and I think, ‘That poor woman!’ It is hard to realise they are talking about me. I don’t think I will ever get used to that.

Tom often takes some time off for himself in the mornings. He’ll go out for a cup of coffee, or maybe he’ll do the shopping. He is good at that. And he is an excellent cook too. He always was. I particularly like it when he cooks fish with a nice sauce, or a chicken stir-fry.

Once I am dressed, it’s time for my second set of pills. Taking them can be a trial. The muscles in my throat are so weak now: some of them have atrophied and that can make me choke. This happens especially if I am getting over an infection. Usually I take the tablets with water, but when I’m weak I have them with a food supplement to help them down. Even this isn’t foolproof. I might choke every time I’m given tablets. I’ll have to be thumped on my back, and that is exhausting.

Once the tablets are down, it’s time for breakfast. This might be porridge covered with seasonal fruits, and topped with maple syrup. The carer feeds me that. I have a rota of carers. They are all good, and are patient, but I loathe being fed. I hate it when food dribbles down my chin and has to be wiped away. It makes me feel like a baby. It can take a long time too. After breakfast, the morning routine is finished. It all takes two and a half hours; sometimes, by the time I’m ready for the day, current affairs have made way for The Ronan Collins Show.

By then I can be so tired. That is the terrible thing – how getting up can exhaust me. The fatigue is the worst thing about having MS. Well, the fatigue and the constant pain. I get tired and that’s when I’m more likely to choke. And choking makes me even more exhausted. This morning, as soon as Margaret, today’s carer, had me up and sitting in my chair, I was so tired I just wanted to go back to bed.

I have seven carers. Someone comes in every day to get me up. Margaret comes on Monday and Wednesday mornings; Anne comes in for three afternoons a week, arriving at one o’clock, and on two days she stays on to put me to bed too. It takes an hour to get me to bed. On Mondays and Thursdays Geraldine comes at 6 pm. When Anne puts me to bed I go at 5 pm. At the weekends, a carer comes in to get me up, and Tom puts me to bed. On bank holidays there are no carers. That is very tough on Tom.

All my carers are wonderful. Anne updates me on all the news from around the area. It’s like having my own mini news programme. She amuses me. By the time she arrives, my chair will have been wheeled into the sitting room and I will be ready to have my lunch. Today I ask for melon and prosciutto, and Anne gently forks the food into my mouth, rather than spooning it in. I like that.

After lunch it’s time for my third lot of tablets. Anne gives me those. My tablets are a mixture of ones to reduce the pain and others to stop my muscles from going into spasm. Even with the tablets, I feel pain all the time. I have pain in my shoulder and my neck. That’s because my left arm is placed back a bit so that I can support my head. My neck is getting weaker by the day. The pain goes from the shoulder down to the tips of my fingers. My hands are very painful too, as are my feet.

If it’s fine, I’ll sit in the garden, but I have to be well wrapped up. MS works on the extremities. Your hands and your feet are always cold. I adore being out in the fresh air. I always loved my garden. It frustrates me that I now have to rely on Tom to keep it in order for us. I like nothing better than to watch him working there. He says I’m a hard taskmaster.

These days I rarely go out. The last time I left the house was three weeks ago, to have Sunday lunch with my daughter. We have a specially adapted car and my wheelchair goes straight in. But once we leave the house, the roads are so bad that by the time we get into Woodenbridge, I am in pain from being bounced around. Tom frequently has to stop the car to get me repositioned.

Before my health deteriorated in March 2013, we would regularly get out in the car. Sometimes we went to the Bridgewater Shopping Centre in Arklow. We would have a cup of coffee somewhere, and maybe a sandwich. Then we just wandered around the shops. That was good, because it didn’t matter if it was cold and raining. We did think about moving to Arklow, instead of living in the middle of the country, but we decided against it. We love the cottage too much to leave it, and there is a great sense of community here.

I am in constant touch by phone with my children, Corrinna and Simon, and with my seven grandchildren. Simon, his wife Susan, and their children Evan and Jordan live in Waterford, so their visits are limited, but we see Corrinna regularly. When my health was better we sometimes met her for a coffee in the Avoca café in the Mount Usher Gardens because, with her living in Dalkey, that’s roughly midway between us. When I was still in an ordinary wheelchair, Tom used to wheel me around the gardens. I loved that. That stopped when I graduated to this mechanised wheelchair, which is more comfortable but considerably less wieldy. Tom was frightened that, with the uneven paths, I might topple over and end up in the river.

On other days we met Corrinna in Dún Laoghaire for lunch. I liked that, but I made sure Tom found a corner table so that I could sit with my back to everyone. Then they couldn’t see me eating. I hate people to see me being fed like a baby; I get very embarrassed. I would order pasta or fish, and normally a big dessert. I’ve always had a sweet tooth.

Sometimes we went to Corrinna’s house in Dalkey for tea. When her five children heard the car turning into the drive they would all come running out of the house shouting, ‘Granny! Granny!’ The twins, Aran and Cormac, raced out – they’re eleven now – and Lorcan, who is seven, wouldn’t be far behind. He has my mother’s eyes. We used to call my mother Juicy Eyes, and he has those same pools of black. I just adore him. Well, I adore them all. The nice thing is that I’ve been in a wheelchair since all the kids have been small, so they have known nothing else. It is normal to them.

I still see my grandchildren regularly, but now they come to the cottage. They jump into my wheelchair and give me big kisses on my lips. I love that. Aoife, who is five, climbs up into the wheelchair to offer me a drink. She will have the glass in her hand. It would break your heart. And Cara, who is only two, tried to give me a drink the last time I saw her. When she couldn’t manage that, she gave me a grape. She just popped it into my mouth. I love seeing them, but I ache to touch them, to run my fingers through their hair and to give them a hug. It’s those little things that I miss so much.

I am in touch with my family in Donegal too. They visit me when they can, and my sister Noeleen keeps in touch with me by telephone. That means a lot to me. I have other visitors too. Friends and neighbours often pop in and I love seeing them, even on the days when I am confined to bed. They tell me that I’m great company.

Most afternoons are quieter. Tom will be in and out, talking to me, giving me sips of water or moving my head when it slips to one side. And before I know it, the afternoon has gone and Joe Duffy and Derek Mooney have finished for the day on RTÉ Radio One. I love Mooney, especially on a Friday when they talk about nature on ‘Mooney Goes Wild’.

All too soon it’s time for bed. I dread the process. When I think how much I once loved dressing-up, how excited I’d feel, changing to go out in the evenings, it makes me sad. These days, the putting on and taking off of my clothes is so tiresome. I have to be hauled around, my limbs forced into various positions. All I want to do afterwards is sleep. That sounds ridiculous, but now that my illness has become terminal, I am sleeping more. I could lie in my bed for two days and still not feel rested.

I like being in bed but not asleep. I use this time to think and to process all the information I have. I think about my life and about the case I took in the High Court and then the Supreme Court. I plan stories, and the book I want to write. I love the night hours. It’s the time when I can dream. When I can run ahead, walk up a mountain, and other exciting adventures. I am always running or cycling in my dreams. Or doing a James Bond jumping out of a helicopter, like Queen Elizabeth at the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games in London.

I make up stories for the grandchildren. Since they were babies, the twins used to say to me that they wanted stories out of my head, not out of the book. I had to sit for hours in a wheelchair entertaining my first grandchildren with stories of the ruby red dragon who lived in the mountain behind me. I managed to keep that going for three years, and used the same stories for Simon’s son Evan, who is two years younger than the twins. Then Lorcan told me that I was imagining things. That knocked me off my high stool for ever.

I couldn’t use the same stories for Aoife and Cara. I tried, but stories of jumping out of boats and going to a red and blue island didn’t impress Aoife one bit. She kept telling me to shush, that she didn’t want to hear boys’ stories. So the pink princess won out and I have never told the boys’ stories since.

Later on in the evening I watch some soaps on television from my bed; I love Emmerdale and Coronation Street, but I don’t watch EastEnders because it’s so violent. Soaps are good because they are not demanding. It’s easy to concentrate. I love period dramas too. I adored Downton Abbey and recently I enjoyed The Village, even though that was quite dark. Tom doesn’t watch any of those, but when a quiz is on he comes in and we watch together. We love University Challenge. We surprise ourselves with the questions we can answer. I think we are equal in our general knowledge.

At around 9pm Tom comes in and turns off the television and the lights. Then I listen to the radio again and wait patiently for 11.30, when it’s Late Date with Alf McCarthy. I love the radio, but sometimes I wish I could text a show. I hear someone on The John Murray Show, for example, saying something I don’t agree with and I yearn to comment. It’s the little things like that which can sometimes get me down.

It’s tough for Tom too. We had an alarm. It was a comfort to Tom. It meant that he could go out somewhere local, and if something was wrong, I could alert him by pressing a button. But that disappeared because I can no longer press a button. We then tried voice recognition but that didn’t work because my voice varies so much in strength.

Tom is such an integral part of my life. I would not have a life without him. He is everything to me, but on some days when I am feeling down I think I am unbearable to live with. I cry inside. And on those days I snipe at Tom. I can’t help it. I’ll shout at him. I will say, ‘I love you really, but I can’t stand you sometimes, because you are so irritating.’ The really maddening thing is that Tom just walks away, mid-row. And of course I can’t follow him. Sometimes we’ll bicker for a few days. Then when I know I’ve pushed him too far we’ll kiss and make up.


CHAPTER TWO

NOBODY ASKED
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When I lie in bed watching the birds and waiting for my first carer of the day to arrive, I think back over my life. It hasn’t been an easy one, and the difficulty started in my childhood. When I think of that time I wonder if the stress I experienced in those early years contributed to the onset of my illness.

I wish I could say that my childhood was a happy one and that my parents loved each other, but I don’t ever remember seeing them hug or kiss. From my earliest years the house was full of tension. My mother had married young; she was just sixteen to my father’s thirty-two. I learned later that she was pregnant with me at the time of their marriage. She went on to have four more children: Noeleen, Shaun, Brian and Don. I didn’t realise then that the marriage was a troubled one. As a child you just accept the way things are.

We lived in Lifford in south-east Donegal, near the border with Northern Ireland. I wasn’t an easy child. I was too strong-minded for that. I wasn’t an easy baby either. Daddy once told me that he had had to make a new rocker for my pram. He said I was always so restless that he would wake up in the morning with his hand on the handle of the pram. He would have dropped off over it while trying to rock me to sleep.

I remember that pram. It was a huge Swan one that Mammy’s sister Mary, who lived in Birmingham, had arranged to have delivered. When I was a small child my mother took us for walks every single day in it. By the time there were five of us, that meant two children in the pram – one at the top and one at the bottom – and two dragging on Mammy’s hand. As the eldest I had to dawdle along behind. If Daddy was there he always took my hand.

For three years we lived with my Granny Maxwell, my Mammy’s mother. We were squashed into her back bedroom. I get a warm feeling inside when I think of that time and of the way Granny would cuddle me. I don’t recall my mother ever doing that. Not even once. And perhaps as a result of that, I was always trying to please Mammy. Often I would help her roll her knitting wool into balls. I would hold out my arms to support the skeins of wool. I loved that, and I hoped my help pleased her. But she never said.

Daddy always singled me out and made me feel special. He read me stories and sometimes we took a train together and went to visit my other grandmother, his mother. She lived about four miles away.

Eventually Mammy and Daddy got a house of their own. It was on the Coneyburrow estate in Lifford, and that’s where they settled. After six years of marriage they were delighted to have a place of their own, a spanking new council house. It was a new beginning. They were a quiet couple at first, preferring to spend what free time they had with their children rather than in the pub.

They adored doing up the house. While Daddy spent time carefully painting, papering and tiling our new three-bedroomed house, Mammy saw to all the sewing. She made curtains and cushions and she revamped old frayed eiderdown quilts from remnants of material, and all with great style. Our place was the show house of the street.

I don’t take after Mammy in many things, but I have inherited her ability to make a house look nice. It is almost a need in me. I love my security, and I like to be surrounded by nice things. In our sitting room in the cottage we have paintings of some of the grandchildren. And the house is full of furniture that I have collected at auctions over the years. That gives me great pleasure, and brings back memories of happy times.

Mammy was always making us clothes too. She would use cast-offs or hand-me-downs. Her hand-knitting was renowned in the locality; she knitted pullovers with fancy cable stitches, Aran cardigans with matching berets, and snug warm mittens. Even the leftover wool was put to good use when she made lots of outfits for our wee dolls.

I don’t think Mammy really accepted Daddy as an equal. She seemed to look down on him and think he was inferior to her. She probably thought him dull. Being sixteen years older than she was, he was a lot more grounded. We all sensed Mammy’s dissatisfaction. So did Daddy. I remember him saying that in her eyes everybody was better than him. I think she wanted us to lose respect for my father, but I never did.

Mammy was the most beautiful person I ever saw, except for Elizabeth Taylor. She was far and away the best-looking mammy in the street. She had waist-length chocolate chestnut hair and it was wavy, like ringlets. She was so beautiful, and my poor father, compared to her, looked haggard. But then, when we were young he was taking on multiple decorating jobs in an effort to keep Mammy in the style to which she had become accustomed. She wanted only the best, and she taught us to want the same. She was never happy with what she had, and that is another trait that I inherited. It’s a shortcoming. When you’re like me you don’t always know what you want, but you can be sure it’s something you don’t have.

I think, looking back, that life must have been tough for Mammy. She was tied down to a man she didn’t love, and had five children, and she craved a bit of fun. In a sense Mammy was rather immature. She wanted to go dancing, and possibly felt that by marrying so young she had missed out on the fun of youth.

Every Sunday Mammy dressed us up in our best clothes and inspected us before leading us for a family walk by the banks of the River Foyle. She looked a million dollars. I remember particularly her knee-length dogtooth check skirt with the split up the back. She had style, and somehow always managed to look good, even when she was doing the housework with curlers in her hair and an old apron on. So good that when the milkman or bread man came to the door for their money they would say, ‘You’re some looker, Annette.’

On those Sundays we would stop by the river to have a picnic. We had packets of crisps, minerals and occasionally bags of Emerald sweets. Then to round off our day we visited Granny Maxwell in her wee cottage. I loved that, because Granny was my favourite person in the world. She often baked treacle bread for us. I liked it best though when I visited Granny Maxwell on my own. She had a soft spot for me, and made me feel special.

Granny was a big soft dote. She had a soft, sleepy voice and her hair was white and fluffy like cotton wool. She wore it pulled loosely back into a bun, revealing a face full of love and understanding. I loved her so much that when I was eight years old I ran away from home to live with her. She sent me back when she realised Mammy didn’t know where I was. She had discovered the loaf of bread and half pound of sausages Mammy needed for dinner, in the basket of my blue bike.

It makes me sad when I think of Granny Maxwell. I miss her still, but it’s not just that. The memories bring home to me all the things that I can’t do with my own grandchildren. I watch their development, the way that the smallest ones find their feet and learn to hold a spoon, and I can’t help comparing their developing bodies with my deteriorating one. I find that so hard. What really hurts though is that I can’t be the kind of grandmother I would like to be. I can’t teach them to knit, and I’m unable to share my love of baking.

Granny lived in a two-up, two-down cottage with her daughter, Auntie Doreen, and Doreen’s three adult sons, my uncles Tony, Eddie and Patsy. Granny’s eldest son Willie lived there too. The house was always full of laughter, mischief and fun. It felt safe. I loved it when the ‘boys’ came in for their midday dinner. Especially Uncle Eddie, who was eighteen and had blond curly hair, big blue eyes and a smile that made me feel weak. He was learning his trade as a builder and told me that when he qualified he would build me a house, ‘just like the one Red Riding Hood’s granny has’. Before he got his coat off at dinnertime, Eddie would go over to the old Pye wireless and twiddle the knobs until he picked up Radio Luxembourg. Then, running a hand across his hair to give himself a quiff, and grabbing a spoon off the table, he would stand in front of Granny, legs wide apart and shaking, singing ‘Hound Dog’ or some other Elvis song.

‘Will ye catch yeself on,’ she’d tut, ‘before ye rupture yeself.’

I loved the sleepy afternoons when the boys had all gone back to work. Granny and I would sit quietly by the fire looking for faces in the flames. Most days she dozed off. I would sit caressing the white porcelain skin on the back of her hands.

Nobody in my home appreciated books. I always loved them, but whenever I tried to read, I would be told to ‘get your nose out of that book’. There was always something else Mammy and Daddy wanted me to do. I started to hide my library books in Granny’s house. We had a secret place on her bedroom windowsill. They were piled high on the right-hand side, hidden by a net curtain. Granny always encouraged my love of reading.

When I was eleven Granny took to her bed. Mammy asked me to go and stay up there and help. I was to look after Granny while Auntie Doreen worked. It meant that I couldn’t go to school. I loved being there, but it was tough seeing Granny get so weak. She slept more and more, and would doze off the minute I started reading to her. I would give her sips of water, or sometimes Lucozade. I liked that, because she let me have a slug of it too. Soon afterwards her health got worse. She asked to be taken into hospital, saying that she wanted to die with dignity. When she died, I felt I had lost my best friend in the world.

I felt guilty, as a child, for loving Granny Maxwell so much. Especially the times when I found Mammy hard to like. There were people in Lifford whom Mammy looked up to, people like Sergeant Fitzpatrick, and Doctor Coyne’s wife. When we met them she would introduce my sister Noeleen as the good-looking one, then she would turn to me and be lost for words. But if she couldn’t find words to describe me in public, she had no bother describing me within the four walls of our home.

‘Ye good-for-nothing mad bitch,’ she’d say. ‘Ye remind me of yer Auntie Doreen.’ I was afraid of Mammy at times. She’d give me a good skelp when her temper was up. Sometimes she used her hand, but mostly it was the birch rod that Daddy kept behind the sacred heart picture. That rod licked my legs nearly every day. When I showed Daddy the welts he’d say it was my own fault, and he had a point. Because I had a temper too. I could never stop myself from answering Mammy back during a row even though I knew she would take a lunge at me. She would pull on my ponytail, shouting, ‘I hate the sight of ye. Why don’t ye clear off and leave us in peace.’

I don’t know if she saw me as the reason for her bad marriage or whether she just didn’t like me. My feelings for her were complicated. I hated her, but I craved her love. I wanted to feel special, like an only child would. So though I loved my siblings, I also sometimes hated them. I couldn’t stand watching her lavish attention on them while ignoring me. On family picnics I remember my siblings and our parents would sit on a rug, a happy family, and I would be sitting well away from them on my own, huddled up in my coat.

I didn’t have my mother’s love, but I do have some happy memories from those early days. I danced at the local feis. I loved that. I thought I was the best dancer in the place, whatever the reality. I was full of enthusiasm, but kept bumping into the other dancers. I never was well coordinated.

I had a lovely sit-up-and-beg bike back then, which I called Betsy. It had a basket at the front and a huge squashy seat. Daddy painted it bright blue, the same colour as our front door – and most of the other front doors in the area. I was laughed at after that when people saw me ride by. They said I must be going on my holidays because the bike was the colour of the sea. I didn’t care. I loved cycling above everything. It gave me a sense of freedom.

After national school I was sent to the local vocational school. Master Sweeney, the headmaster, told me that I should sit the entrance exam for the Finn College, a more upmarket school, ‘because you would have no bother getting in’. When I told Mammy this she just scoffed, and said the shirt factory in Lifford was crying out for workers.

Noeleen left school early and went to work in the factory. She loved it. She had already put in some hours there, as she had worked on Saturdays to earn some money. At just twelve she’d had to lie about her age, but that was no bother to her. She was beautiful, just like my mother, and she made the best of herself. She loved dressing up and going to dances. I was never like Noeleen. I didn’t have her confidence and I wasn’t good at the easy banter she enjoyed.

When I was fourteen, Noeleen twelve and my youngest brother
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