
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      Anna May Mangan has been shortlisted for the London Fringe Short Fiction Award, the RTE Radio/Frank MacManus Short Story Competition
         and was placed second in the 2008 Seán Ó’Faoláin Short Story Competition.
      

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9780748130597
 
Copyright © 2011 Anna May Mangan

 

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 permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      For gentleman George, always

   
      
      Prologue

      
      The golden-haired bride was a symphony in cream chiffon. Floppy-hatted, soft-eyed and long-limbed she leant in, on tiptoes,
         to kiss her husband in celebration of their ten-minute anniversary. Wide-shouldered and straight-backed the groom adored her
         with his hands, circling the small of her back, cupping her elbows, and first softly blowing and then smoothing an escaped
         curl behind her ear. Silk on silk, her dress fused to his shirt as the cameras clicked. Friends gathered around, laughing
         in high notes and casting confetti.
      

      
      Delicious, all of them. But theirs wasn’t the wedding I’d been invited to. My lot were on their way. I could feel the ground
         shake as they made their way through the building and headed towards the exit.
      

      
      The doors of the register office were shunted open by a nine-months-pregnant stomach deployed as a battering ram. It was encased in a frills with frills topped with frills dress. My cousin Aednat, a ruched blind on swollen ankles, moved like a tank to clear her space. With a hike of one of Aednat’s heavily black-pencilled eyebrows, the elegant pair immediately understood their instruction. Too wise or too polite to argue, the beautiful people fluttered off and a satisfied Aednat shouted to her guests to gather round. ‘Come on! It’s our turn now.’ Then she turned to kiss her new husband on his nose. This was flattened to the left side of his face and still blue and yellow from the recent bar brawl that had put it there. Both his hands were on his bride’s backside as he steered her into position in the centre of the steps for a photo.

      
      The wedding photographer had a full set of gold teeth and a large toy rifle that he used to marshal people into position for
         the group photographs. ‘Get a move on for Chrissake! I need a bloody beer!’ he growled, impatiently prodding stragglers into
         place. They obediently stood in line – men’s hair smoothed, women’s backcombed, dentures taken out of pockets, jammed into
         mouths (quick-licked to remove any fluff) and bared.
      

      
      That afternoon was the last time my mum and her family were pictured together, six sisters and two brothers – the survivors
         into adulthood from a family of thirteen. I would love to have those wedding photographs in my family album, but they no longer
         exist. Less than a year later, Aednat burnt them on the command of her new love, the woman who had been the monumentally bored
         matron of honour at her first wedding.
      

      
      Fuelled by passion, Aednat and her Spanish amour, a spiral-haired woman with a name that sounded like a heavy smoker clearing
         their throat, lit a bonfire to purge their past. They constructed a pyramid of memories and then razed it: those precious
         extended-family photos included, in the communal gardens of their council flat home. Some of the clothes they were wearing
         made it onto the bonfire, which sparked the following headline in the local paper, ‘Drunken Irishwoman flouts UK decency laws’.
         Aednat read it with glee and was hugely disappointed they didn’t include her photograph. Aednat bear-wrestled with life and when she saw illness ravage the women dearest to her she
         became even more outrageous. ‘Cancer might get me young, too,’ said Aednat, ‘and if I’m not living long, I may as well live
         wide!’
      

      
      What started as a fling led to a commitment ceremony two years after conducted by a female bus driver who had done a US-based
         correspondence training course to qualify as a lay minister. My mum and I were on the guest list, but the invitation stated
         that the wearing of fascinators was compulsory so she refused to go, uttering one word by way of explanation, ‘Pagans!’ Followed
         after a long thoughtful pause by, ‘Go and buy a wedding card for them les-beans.’ She said the word with an undeniable spark
         of curiosity in her eyes.
      

      
      Those precious photographs and an entire generation – all ashes now.
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      Shoes, Suitcase and a Suit

      
      It was like they ran a relay race to the cemetery, and cancer was the baton. I became the reluctant family matriarch before
         I reached forty. My predecessors were two Irish families who built new lives for themselves in London, and pretended, with
         great cheer, not to notice that they were despised by the locals. One by one, they arrived in 1950s England to nothing but
         a huge welcome from each other. My dad described Londoners as ‘miserable feckers’ because no one ever greeted him in the street.
         When he first arrived the man was kept busy tipping his hat and offering a cheery ‘Howaya?’, ‘Good morning!’ or ‘Good afternoon!’
         to everyone he met, just like at home. There it would be unthinkable not to acknowledge a passer-by on the road. His elder
         brother Jem warned him to stop being so nice. ‘You’re looking simple, so you are. Someone’ll give you a puck in the snot if
         you don’t pack that in. Get it into your thick skull, Andy, they hate you.’
      

      
      One of my dad’s first cousins, Lizzine, arrived at Euston Station at dawn on a train connection from the Holyhead ferry. Unable to read or write, she had memorised her brother’s instructions
         about how to get to his address in Baker Street where he had a live-in job in a pub. For a subsistence wage, he worked all
         hours and hadn’t dared to ask for time off to collect his sister. The very important Getting To London instructions were repeated
         in Lizzine’s head and under her breath a few hundred times on her eighteen-hour journey. She had recalled the train, boat,
         train ones but came a cropper on the last leg, Lizzine’s first trip on a London bus. Her brother had drummed into her, ‘Be
         sure to get off the bus at the big building with columns and steps flanked by lions. Count eight bus stops from the train
         station and then you’ll see it.’ Lizzine was barely five feet tall and had a suitcase almost as high as herself. A storm of
         freckles, she was clutching a St Christopher medal tight in her left hand that she had not put down since she left Ireland
         fourteen hours before. Swaying on the open platform of the fast-moving bus she was perplexed as to why it pulled in at some
         stops and not others. She was unsure about whether to count the ones that flew by, or only the ones where it stopped. Her
         brother had warned her not to speak to anyone because if she did she would surely be abducted – a daily occurrence in London,
         he told her – which is why she didn’t dare ask for help. In her whirling up, up and away when-to-get-off-the-bus panic, Lizzine
         didn’t make a connection between the bell ringing and the bus stopping. Craning her neck she searched for pillars and steps
         and lions and to her horror saw them flash by and recede into the distance. And now she was hurtling into the dark heart of
         a big city where she would surely be lost and never found. Lizzine picked up her suitcase, kissed her St Christopher medal
         and threw herself off the platform of the moving bus in the hopeful direction of the pavement.
      

      
      St Mary’s Hospital, Praed Street was Lizzine’s first London address. As an in-patient, there for two weeks with head injuries
         and a broken left arm. Always a half-glass-full sort of girl, Lizzine regularly told staff and other patients that it was
         St Christopher who had protected her from death overseas and in thanks and praise she held her medal of the Saint aloft using
         her unbroken right arm during all her waking hours. St Christopher, Patron Saint of Travellers, hadn’t been working alone.
         She believed it was he and St Drogo, Patron Saint of Broken Bones, who had teamed up to arrange her recovery, under the directorship
         of St Anthony, Patron Saint of Miracles.
      

      
      My relatives arrived in London with hopeful hearts – all teenagers, barely literate, dangerously naive and shot through with
         a heavyweight work ethic. One job wasn’t enough; each of them had two or three unskilled jobs apiece, and after the bills
         were paid, there still wasn’t a penny to show for their efforts. Whatever the Latin is for ‘We didn’t have a pot to piss in’
         should be my family motto, I heard it said so many times, and it was just as true in London as it had been in Ireland.
      

      
      Leaving home was a simple ‘sail or starve’ choice. There was no work in rural Ireland, nor any prospect of it for my aunts
         and uncles. My nan’s expression ‘It’s easy to half the potato where there’s love’ was drowned out by the rumbling of hungry
         bellies. Letters home from friends and neighbours already working in London told proudly of flushing toilets, electricity,
         hot running water and dances seven nights a week and in the afternoons, too. ‘The bands over here are out of this world,’
         wrote Auntie Peggy, after a few nights stepping the boards in the Irish dance halls. ‘They do send us home sweating!’ Hearing
         that was my mother’s tipping point; she ached to dance herself sweaty too. She was the next in line to set sail.
      

      
      They would have loved to travel to England in twos and threes, but had to wait and save up for the three ‘S’s’ – shoes, suitcase
         and a suit – before departure. My grandma said, ‘The arse of the trousers in them suits was as thin as a spider’s web by the
         time they all got work in London.’ The suitcase containing the suit and shoes (or replacements bought in England) would be
         posted or brought back on a visit for the next brother or sister to use. One by one, according to who was older or had most
         common sense, they set off for London. In a state of high excitement they sailed, envied by the brothers and sisters they
         left behind, who were all counting the hours until it would be their turn to leave. Their mother taught herself to offer a
         bright, brave smile, a kiss and a ‘get going’ kind of hug to each of her departing sons and daughters. And no matter what
         they earnestly promised her as they set off, she knew there would be no coming back.
      

      
      Some didn’t have the patience to save up for the fare. Uncle Tom, one of Dad’s six brothers, stole a cow from a neighbour
         and sold it for £10 to pay his passage to England. Every penny he earned when he first arrived in London was saved to repay
         the neighbour, and within three months he had enough to post back the price of the stolen cow with generous interest. A note
         of sincere apology was included along with the banknotes. He dictated this to a friend because he wasn’t at all good at writing
         himself, and when he signed and posted the letter he said he enjoyed the feeling of a clear conscience for the first time
         since he’d left Ireland. It was a feeling that didn’t last long, because the money came back by return post from the neighbour.
         He enclosed a letter in which he called my uncle Tom a ‘scut’ and a ‘blaggard’ and described the money as soiled and unlucky. The neighbour cursed him inside out for breaking the eighth commandment,
         ‘Thou shall not steal’, and warned that no good luck would ever come his way in England after what he had done. My uncle got
         someone to read the long letter aloud to him and listened intently, nodding along. Afterwards, his eyes watery with tears,
         he said, ‘Didn’t God himself say we were to forgive one another?’ Years later he said, ‘That fecking cow walked through every
         dream I’ve ever had. I wish I’d never laid a hand on it.’
      

      
      Another of Dad’s brothers, Patrick, took two years to save enough money to travel to England. He kept his precious getaway
         stash in a tea caddy that was well hidden from his brothers and sisters. For sure, if they’d known where Patrick’s savings
         were, they would have been dipping in and cheerfully spending his money as fast as he could save it. The hidey-hole for his
         stash was a ledge in the small barn that ran alongside their cottage. It lay up there in a bed of straw tucked out of sight,
         and a ladder was needed to get to it. But Patrick had a problem that would separate him from his precious money, and he didn’t
         even know it. He was a sleepwalker. In the dead of night and fast asleep he would regularly climb out of the communal bed,
         clambering over the prone bodies of his brothers, and head out for the barn. One night he was followed out there by the five
         lanky and curly-haired lads whose sleep he had disturbed. Patrick was in the land of dreams, and that night he took his brothers
         to the land of their dreams, too, when he led them out into the moonlight to the barn, up the ladder and straight to his money
         pile. Patrick felt with his fingers for his tin, gave it a reassuring shake and headed back to bed. Even the sound of his
         five delighted brothers, all bent double with laughter, didn’t wake Patrick up.
      

      
      That money was used to buy a sailing ticket to England, but not by the person who had saved it up. Uncle Joseph, a year younger
         than prudent Patrick, helped himself and took off ahead of his older brother. As soon as he had made enough in England, Joseph
         paid his brother back. He sent over the fare money for Patrick to join him, which he did. Joseph met his brother from the
         boat train at Euston Station and got knocked out cold onto the platform floor with a single punch. ‘Now I’m paying you back,’ said Patrick, as his fist met his brother’s face.
      

      
      They owned nothing between them, no houses, no cars, no valuables of any kind. Funerals were their biggest spend. They were
         a generation without engagement rings, best china or even a firsthand coat.
      

      
      You need to get up close to see that Mum and Dad’s wedding photograph is of their special day because there are no flowers,
         no bridal dress and my dad’s black curls are slicked back with margarine because he couldn’t afford Brylcreem. His bride,
         too skint for stockings, browned her Celtic egg-white legs with tea for the ceremony. It was a no razzle-dazzle affair that
         took place over sixty years ago, my parents captured on film in their Sunday best, pure beaming at the camera.
      

      
      To celebrate, the newlyweds took themselves off to Lyons Tea House in the Strand for a pot of tea and some scones. They clinked
         cups to the following toast: ‘May more than a fence run around our garden.’ That was a wish for children, dogs, cats, a house
         and a little bit of lawn. A tall order for two penniless, unskilled Irish immigrants. Their hope had no boundaries.
      

      
      Unfashionably poor, a long way from his Irish home and barely educated, my dad managed to misspell his surname on their wedding
         certificate. He did this even though he had been practising the all-important signature for weeks beforehand under the tutelage of his elder brother Thomas. Thomas was considered
         the family scholar because he was working as a bus conductor in south London.
      

      
      In that illiterate moment, Dad acquired a family surname that was different to all twelve of his brothers and sisters and
         all of his forefathers. My mum, who couldn’t read very well herself, didn’t even notice what he had signed, and didn’t care
         either. ‘I was too busy gazing into his eyes,’ she said, laughing, when she explained our surname shift to us years later.
      

      
      The newlyweds shared a birthplace, a birthday and twelve siblings apiece, and a simple belief that everything in their lives
         was, and would continue to be, quite wonderful. Born not into cribs but wooden boxes in cottages ten miles apart and reared
         in a crowd, they were natural sharers. Clothes, beds, boots – nothing was theirs alone, and this shaped their sweet and generous
         sensibilities. My mum said that even a single small orange would be shared thirteen ways in her home. She called sharing their
         way of loving one another, and it was dubbed ‘the nature’. This was something you had if you were very lucky, like she and
         her family had been. It was there in the way they made a big pile of themselves when they were together, squashing up and
         moulding together in preparation for a chat. And in how the notes of their conversation overlapped and yet harmonised – even
         though there might be four or five of them talking at once. And it was definitely in their gaze. They didn’t look at one another,
         they looked into one another. When my brother and sister and I quarrelled as children, she would observe us and lament, ‘You
         haven’t got the nature.’ This was a worse correction for me than any slap. It made my young head hurt working out that ‘the
         nature’, whilst it was apparently all about sharing, couldn’t be shared out. You either had it or you didn’t.
      

      
      My dad got punched in his freckled, sixteen-year-old face on the September day in 1950 he arrived in London for the first
         time. The big-fisted policeman who stopped him on a street in Cricklewood was brusque. Open notebook at the ready, he demanded
         Dad’s name and to know what business he had in the area. ‘I’m Andy Mannion, sir,’ my dad answered with his blinding smile,
         ‘and I’ve just come from Hollywood.’
      

      
      He had momentarily confused Holyhead in North Wales, where his ferry from Dublin had docked, with Hollywood USA. An easy mistake
         to make when you’ve only been to places in your dreams. But the policeman was convinced he was being made fun of, and within
         moments Dad was laid out on the pavement seeing stars, and not of the Sunset Boulevard variety. The officer then leant over,
         took aim and spat down onto Dad’s face, warning him to learn fast never to take the piss, and then went away to do more good
         work elsewhere. Dad stood up, wiped the spit and blood from his face and carried on walking the streets, looking for a house
         that might offer him cheap lodging.
      

      
      Cricklewood was a great place for the Irish, so the Jamaican toilet cleaner at Euston Station had told him – three bus rides
         and a lot of walking earlier. That cleaner was the first black man my dad had ever seen in the flesh, and he was blissfully
         unaware that in London the black man was considered to be his brother.
      

      
      Many of the properties in the street where he was hoping to find a room had signs prominently displayed in their front windows
         that read ‘NO BLACKS, NO DOGS, NO IRISH’, but because Dad couldn’t read or write, he went ahead and knocked anyway.
      

      
      Years later, when I was in primary school, Dad took my brother and sister and me on a mystery tour. It began with a visit
         to see that room in Cricklewood, his first London home, and ended, as all of our outings with him always did, behind a pyramid
         of whipped cream in a Tennessee Pancake House. Pancakes, gateaux, éclairs, fudge or nougat – my dad was a hard-line sugar
         addict and my brother and sister and I were his devotees. But no matter how hard we tried, he would out-eat the three of us
         combined every time we went out together.
      

      
      We got off the bus and the house was right there in front of us. Tall, mean, thin, his old lodging house leant sharply to
         the left and was long overdue for demolition. Health and safety laws were decades away, and the front door simply swung loose
         on its broken hinges. A rubbish skip in the front garden was piled high with original panelled doors and Victorian fireplaces.
      

      
      As he crossed its threshold that day, Dad suddenly choked up. He disguised this punch of emotion as a cough and waved at the
         air in front of his face with his big, hard hands. But I saw his features shift in a way he couldn’t control, and my knees
         went soft with a mix of love and fear that he might somehow break and what would happen if he did. ‘Sweat and boiled cabbage,
         can you smell it?’ he asked us, claiming that the same air from fifteen years before still hung sour in the air.
      

      
      A flight of giggly seesaw stairs took us to his former ‘room’, a cupboard which housed a single bed that extended out into
         the landing so his door could never close. Dad claimed the other lodgers would tickle his huge bare feet, which jutted out
         into the hallway when he slept, on Thursday nights as they passed his room. We children wanted to know why they only got tickled
         on a Thursday. ‘Because Thursday was Paddy’s pay day and we’d been to the pubs,’ he answered. My brother asked him who Paddy was, and Dad touched his face and said, ‘He’s you, son, and be proud of him.’ We didn’t understand what he meant; my
         brother was called Michael, but we could see that Dad’s eyes were shining and heard the emotional rat-tat-tat wobble in his
         voice, so we decided this Paddy must be a good guy.
      

      
      He told us the landlord’s rules were: No Food, No Visitors, No Music or Singing and No Flushing after 9.30pm, and that all
         lodgers had to get out and stay out of the house between the hours of 8am and 8pm.
      

      
      The single communal bathroom was on the floor above and the toilet itself was on a raised platform of wobbly planks and topped
         with a square wooden seat with a vast overhang. Dad said it had been the most comfortable place in London to have a sit-down.
         The overhead cast-iron cistern was wall-mounted and when Dad flushed it to scare us there was a metal and water explosion.
         Next to the toilet, in a dome of dusty dead spiders, was a small box of what I thought was greaseproof paper – I’d seen my
         nan use it when she baked – but my dad explained it was actually toilet paper that ‘sliced not wiped’.
      

      
      That toilet was shared by fourteen men, and he told us how it blocked and overflowed every day. There was a claw-footed bath
         in there, too; in good condition when I saw it. Dad said that was because it was barely used – for bathing anyway. ‘Can you
         keep a secret from your mother?’ Dad asked, and we all nodded nervously knowing full well we were making a false promise.
         She would stare any secrets out of us as soon as we got home. But he seemed convinced by our pathetic pledge and confided
         that on many a morning as one lodger sat on the ‘throne’, others would be chatting and laughing about the day ahead and doing
         what was urgent and necessary down into the huge cast-iron bath.
      

      
      If anyone said the word ‘bath’ within earshot of me, I heard ‘torture trap’. At the time we visited Dad’s old lodgings, we
         were living in a council house in north-west London with bathroom facilities that involved a lot of heave-ho. There was an
         outside loo, just about bum-bearable in summer but that would administer ice burns like savage dog bites in winter. For washing,
         bodies, clothes, dogs and anything else that wouldn’t fit in the kitchen sink, we used a tin bath.
      

      
      This steely receptacle spent all week chilling to perfection on a hook in the garden until Saturday nights. That was when
         all five of us would get a dousing and de-lousing and a hairwash in preparation for Mass on Sunday morning. My mum would make
         the sign of the cross and claim that the Pope himself had decreed that every Catholic should bathe on a Saturday night, and
         that we would go immediately to hell if we didn’t strip off and submit to a soaping. There were definitely some fine folk
         of the parish who ignored the Pope’s ‘washing for Mass’ dictate. Easy enough to spot, they stood in the pews in front of us
         and we could see busy lice rushing all over the men’s shirt collars and red shaved necks. The women were probably crawling
         with lice as well, but their hair curls provided big loopy hiding places for them.
      

      
      My dad’s get-knocked-down, get-up-again-and-try-one-more-time spirit was his glow-in-the-dark quality. It got him a room in
         a house where he wasn’t wanted and it got him a job. Most significantly of all it got him a date, eventually, with the grey-eyed,
         black-haired girl who worked alongside him there, bagging and weighing sweets. That girl was my mum, Annie. The couple met
         on the Pick ’n’ Mix counter in Woolworths on the Edgware Road in London, even though they had lived less than ten miles apart
         in their native land.
      

      
      Dad was exactly one year older than Annie. For every birthday they shared after they met, all gifts were refused. They insisted,
         year after year, that each was the other’s birthday present and that that was plenty. What clinched their love deal was a
         very special bond – from the Woolworths Pick ’n’ Mix counter they both ranked Rhubarb-and-Custards and Jazz Drops as their
         equal favourites. It was a match made in heaven.
      

      
      It took Mum almost a year to agree to go on a date with Dad, all because of boozy, brassy Bridie Scanlon. She ruled the chip
         fryer in Woolworths cafeteria and slyly appointed herself as Mum’s confidante and adviser in all matters romantic.
      

      
      Bridie insisted that playing hard to get would pay dividends for my inexperienced Mum where Dad was concerned. Bridie fancied
         Dad rotten and was convinced that if Mum refused him often enough, he’d eventually get around to asking her out on a date
         instead. She always managed to take her breaks when Dad took his and would sit opposite, blinding him with her high-shine
         ketchup-red lips. Bridie would then set about cutting up, spearing and feeding him his sausages – steaming chunk after hot
         steaming chunk. All the while Bridie assured my mum that these lunchtime sessions were essential so that she could properly
         establish and examine his suitor potential. ‘Annie, I’m making sure he’s good enough for you,’ claimed Bridie.
      

      
      Mum witnessed this spectacle day in day out for months, waiting for Dad to get savvy and cut up his own sausages. She could
         see very well that he was flattered and terrified by Bridie in equal parts, and feared that he might be marooned in the Woolworths
         staff canteen eating chopped-up sausage until they were both old and grey. So she made a decision. Two, actually. The first
         was that Bridie was a malevolent banger-bearing man-hunter – and the second was that it was way past time to claim Dad as her own. So after almost a year, and a stack of hot sausages, my mum finally agreed to go on a date with him.
      

      
      Bridie Scanlon was enraged by this development. She’d worked hard to get Dad’s attention and wanted revenge on the pretty
         worm that had turned. Alight with humiliation and indignation, Bridie stamped back to her chip fryer but not before she announced
         over the store’s tannoy system, ‘Andy Mannion’s got the biggest ears I’ve ever seen and if you make it up the aisle with him,
         you little fecking bitch, you’ll surely be tripping over them!’
      

      
      She was right. And wrong. My dad was drop-dead gorgeous in a just-can’t-help-it kind of way – dark-haired and six foot two
         with the sort of natural teeth that looked like they slept in a jar by the bed. His ears were big and hilarious and that was
         fine by him, and Mum, too.
      

      
      Mum had black hair and pale skin and when I first saw pictures of Snow White in my story books, I thought she and my mum were
         one and the same person. With oval grey eyes, a straight nose and full red lips, Mum was much more than just the sum of her
         fine features. Her face was a study in good grace and kindness and when she was in a room it was hard to look away from her.
         People at bus stops and in shops and doctors’ waiting rooms would often remark on her face. I’ve heard it called ‘lovely’
         and ‘kindly’ and ‘soft’, by complete strangers. She would blush a little, always say thank you and smile her sweet eye-sucking
         smile that made people stare even more.
      

      
      In later years her face was slashed with long, deep worry lines, at least one for every person she cared about. But on their
         wedding day Mum and Dad were living testimony to the power of love and optimism. They had found one another and couldn’t believe
         their luck, and that sense of wonder never left them during almost forty years of marriage.
      

      
      On their thirty-ninth wedding anniversary, the immediate family had a small tea party to celebrate the occasion. It was a
         low-key affair because by then Mum and Dad were both ravaged by illness. But that afternoon the two of them managed to dance
         together. It was the last time they ever would. Cardigan to cardigan, Dad’s chin rested on Mum’s white curls and they leant
         into one another for support. The pair swayed a lot and shuffled a little in their slippers to ‘The Wonder of You’ by The
         Platters.
      

      
      Over the decades their bodies may have become frail and the precious spark of good health may have dimmed, but their love
         and devotion grew brighter with each hour they shared. They locked eyes. Dad’s were yellowed with disease and Mum’s were hooded
         and so tired, but long after the music was finished they held on and on with arms and hearts that never wanted to let go.
      

   
      
      2

      
      Ceilis and Curls

      
      Their first married home in London was a rented bedsit in a house in Bayswater with a shared bathroom and toilet. A dump,
         but nevertheless a step-up of sorts from where they were raised in Ireland. My first memory of the cottage where my dad was
         born is of thinking it was their garden shed. And that was from my perspective at the time – a ten-year-old girl who lived
         in a two-up two-down council house without a bathroom or toilet and thought that was lovely and roomy.
      

      
      Fifteen of them, my grandfather, grandmother, dad and his twelve siblings, all called a cottage with one room downstairs and
         two bedrooms upstairs, home. The space downstairs was big enough for a dresser that held crockery and cutlery, a wooden table
         with two benches either side and a pair of hard straight-backed chairs by the fireside, but not big enough for them all to
         sit down and eat at once. An oversized black cast-iron kettle hung on a chain above the open turf fire that burnt all year
         round for cooking. A minimum of two hands were needed to lift the dead-weight black kettle up onto the solid fuel range that had two top burners and an oven below the size of a shoebox.
      

      
      I can testify to the powerful heat of those old-style cookers. One summer when I was about six years old, and staying at my
         mum’s childhood home, I stamped indoors after playing outside, all complaints that my brother had yanked my bunched and beribboned
         hair. I leant on the range, the better to tell my sorry tale and dob him in to my mum, and heard a hissing noise. One that
         was even louder than my whingy voice. The sound was the skin on my arm sizzling as it fried on the red-hot surface below.
         My mother picked me up under her arm and started to run. My nan followed. We lolloped a few houses down the street to a neighbour
         I’d never seen before. The woman, Agnes O’Connor, was in her eighties and wearing a tightly tied floral crossover bib. It
         was difficult to tell where her skin ended and her white hair-line started because she was so deathly pale. She’d seen us
         approach through her open window and as we stepped from the street into her front room, Agnes backed into a fireside chair
         and spread her legs, the better to lay me across them. I caught sight of how her tan stockings were tied in a knot the size
         of a bread roll just above each knee and her legs beneath were the colour and temperature of fresh snow.
      

      
      This icy-skinned Agnes lifted my afflicted arm close to her face and inspected my burn with pale eyes before momentarily shocking
         me out of my pain. She bent in to lick my red and rippled skin with her hot red tongue. From top to bottom and from right
         to left. Slowly and methodically, eyes partially closed, she lapped, long and thorough, like a cat – and all accompanied by
         murmurs of approval from my mum and my nan. I was silent. Every lick was a salve. I have no physical scars from that terrible
         burn, and my mum attributes this to Mrs O’Connor’s lick. ‘That auld one has the cure in her tongue, thank God!’ she told me as we walked home. Two bottles of porter, hidden
         behind her fireside chair, were Mrs O’Connor’s fee.
      

      
      My poor sister caught the whooping cough when we were in Ireland the summer after I’d had my burn from the range. After several
         disturbed nights, I asked, ‘Mummy, will Mrs O’Connor lick Julie’s whoop better like she did my arm?’, and I was very curious
         about what part of the body was the keeper of the whoop. The bark came out of her mouth but originated somewhere deep within.
         My sister’s remedy was administered by another neighbour, Mrs Murphy, who had a face like a bulldog, and it was a lot more
         terrifying than mine had been. We were taken to Mrs Murphy’s house, which was a short walk through the village. Her front
         garden was filled with tall, floppy wild flowers. A white plaster statue of the Virgin Mary, four feet high, stood sentry
         by her front door. ‘A sup of tay and biscuits’ was the reason Mum gave us for this sudden visit. Julie was lifted from her
         sick bed to go and Auntie Theresa arrived to come with us ‘for the walk’. When we got there, the cottage door was propped
         open and we let ourselves in. Mrs Murphy wasn’t home but no one seemed surprised. As we waited for her, the four of us studied
         what was on the woman’s dresser and in the big stockpot simmering on her stove. Auntie Theresa was staying close by Julie
         and I thought that was because she was ill, but it was to best position herself to grab the poor child when she was least
         expecting it.
      

      
      Mrs Murphy appeared in the doorway of her cottage, and was not alone. She was wrestling with a huge goose, struggling to keep
         it prisoner in her arms. The goose’s neck was an undulating muscle of fury and the bird in protest peed and pooped down the
         front of Mrs Murphy’s chrysanthemum-print apron. Auntie Theresa got hold of Julie and my anxious mum sidled into place alongside. She tried to make reassuring noises that
         sounded to me like groans. Knowing that something unpleasant was about to happen, I dipped in beneath Mum’s skirts.
      

      
      I could barely believe my eyes when I saw Auntie Theresa tighten her grip on my sister and cue my mum to lean in and clamp
         her little girl’s mouth open with the help of a wooden spoon she’d been hiding behind her back. ‘It’ll be alright, my little
         dote, don’t be frightened … The goose is going to make you better.’ Poor Julie’s last screamed-out words as the goose came
         in closer were: ‘No! I won’t eat it! You can’t make me!’
      

      
      The plan wasn’t for her to eat the bird. It was to allow the bird to hiss into my sister’s open mouth and thus exterminate
         the whooping cough. Apparently Mrs Murphy and the goose together had the cure for whooping cough. And Julie got a triple dose
         of hiss – because that goose was so cross it almost blew her tonsils out. As Julie didn’t die, Mum’s assessment was that the
         ‘cure’ had worked.
      

      
      My sister and I got chickenpox together when we were on holiday in Ireland. Medical textbooks – the ones that say chickenpox
         is a mild childhood illness – need burning. Immersion in calamine lotion and binding our hands in cotton so we couldn’t scratch
         and scar ourselves for life – like the ‘poor crater’ Maureen – was our treatment. Any complaints about itching or pain were
         met by my mother and my nan with grim warnings about poor Maureen. ‘What happened to Maureen?’ I was almost afraid to ask.
         ‘She was so scarred after picking her chickenpox spots that she had to stay indoors and never married! Her face fell in, so
         it did.’ There was a lot of chat amongst Mum and her sisters when Julie and I were in full chickenpox bloom about what a pity
         it was that no one in the village knew any longer of a girl with the maiden name Clarke who had married a fellow whose surname was Clarke. ‘The pair of them sailed to Boston in Amerikay,’ said my nan unhelpfully.
         According to my nan, just five minutes in their company would have provided my sister and me with an instant cure for our
         chickenpox. ‘Did they just stare it better?’ I asked. ‘You don’t need to know,’ was her mystery-laden reply.
      

      
      My nan looked into my brother’s eyes when he was around four years old and believed she saw a tinge of yellow there. ‘That
         boy is liverish,’ she declared. ‘Liverish’ was an all-purpose description of anything out of the ordinary from the top of
         the head to the tip of the toenails. The cure for liverishness was free, and always to hand in Ireland. A mouse. If you could
         manage to catch one alive. Michael remembers the fun of chasing down the mouse – not realising it was ‘his’ mouse – and managing
         to cup it under a bowl in the corner of the cottage kitchen. He soon stopped smiling when Nan dropped the live mouse into
         a saucepan of milk which she then boiled. Michael was forced to drink the milk mouse soup.
      

      
      The three of us learnt from a very early age to answer, ‘Very well, thank you’ to the question ‘And howaya?’ when it was asked
         by an adult. We’d take the ailment over the cure every time.
      

      
      Thirteen babies were made and raised in Dad’s house and the ten survivors turned out to be straight-backed, clear-skinned
         and morally sound six-footers. Their toilet was the great outdoors and the bathroom was in your dreams and first on the left.
         Dad’s homestead was in a village in the middle of nowhere and their family vehicle was a bicycle with a basket on the front.
         My mum’s family seat was of similar proportions – though more of a three-legged stool than a seat, actually – and based in
         what she called ‘a one-horse town’.
      

      
      Another thing they had in common was a busy bed. Until they left home they shared a big iron bedstead with at least seven
         or eight siblings. Their mattresses were a patchwork of fabric remnants stuffed with straw and their sheets were sackcloths
         sewn together. ‘Standing up was more comfortable,’ was my dad’s opinion of his mattress. He said that when the mattress was
         full up with bodies, whoever was left standing joined their parents in their bed next door. If that was full too, they bedded
         down on the floor with a blanket and pillow dragged off the others. Babies kept on turning up and the new arrivals slept in
         cupboard drawers, until they grew too lanky and more of their body was out of the drawer than in it. Then they progressed
         to the communal bed. ‘It was always a short auld night,’ my mother would lament, because the cock crowing before dawn was
         the wake-up call for the entire household.
      

      
      Mum described how she and all her sisters would dress for bed in the coldest weather wearing coats, hats and gloves and huddle
         up for warmth by getting as close as possible to whoever was lying next to them. ‘By having no objections to no one!’ she
         would laugh and say when my sister and I asked her to tell us again and again how they all managed to share such a small space.
         Our favourite story was Auntie Peggy’s asthma attack that wasn’t. She woke up one night struggling to breathe and found her
         sister Katsie’s slender big toe stuck up her nostril. There had been six of them in the bed that night.
      

      
      My dad used to tell us tales about how rural households would often hide the Irish republican soldiers who were being pursued
         at the time by the Black and Tan soldiers sent in by the English. The soldiers always arrived in the dead of night and were
         given food and hot drinks before joining the family in their beds to sleep. Unwashed and infested with insects, the soldiers left a calling card – a rash known as ‘the Republican Itch’. ‘Very proud we were to have it too!’ claimed my dad.
         His Republican Itch was once so bad he was frogmarched, twisting all the way, several miles to a neighbour who had the cure
         for skin complaints. A brown bottle with a stopper was dispensed to his mother for a fee and she marched her son back down
         the road, him dancing every step because of the constant snapping in his skin. She stripped him naked and stood him in front
         of the fire and started to apply the golden liquid in long wipes up and down all over his body. ‘I wanted to jump in the fire
         with the pain of it,’ Dad recalled, but his mother pressed him to the spot where he stood. By the time the bottle was empty,
         Dad said he was crying and complaining that the lotion smelt like wee. ‘That’s because it is wee,’ his mother replied. ‘And
         dear enough it was, too,’ she said, referring to the price.
      

      
      My sister and I had a bed apiece when we were growing up, but when visitors stayed over we were ordered to double up and we
         bellyached all night instead of sleeping. The pair of us would sit up grim-faced into the early hours, negotiating imaginary
         borders and no-go zones on the mattress and describing in gruesome detail what we would do to one another should our personal
         territory be breached by the hand or knee or, worst of all, bare foot of the other. Auntie Peggy, trying to get to sleep in
         the other bed, which she herself was sharing cheerfully with Auntie Bet, lost patience with us and snapped, ‘Whisht now, you
         two. Settle down and bloody well go to sleep. Sure weren’t we all plaited in the bed when we were youngsters, and it did us
         no harm.’
      

      
      My dad’s dad died of a rare cancer when he was just into his forties. In the final months of his illness, he was forgetful
         and irrational and took to sleeping with his bicycle chained to the wrought-iron bedstead. In his altered state he viewed his sons and daughters as enemies within and he was convinced they were
         there to take all that was his. Great-granddad’s beloved bike, bread and notes and coins all went to bed with him. It took
         several trips up and down the steep stairs with his treasured possessions before he was finally ready to blow out the candles
         and rest. His wife, my nan, decided to sleep on the stone-flagged floor downstairs when her husband started sleeping in his
         overcoat with his shotgun cradled in his arms.
      

      
      Curls equalled loveliness in rural Ireland in the 1940s, and Mum said all the sisters tried everything to wake up with ringlets
         in their hair. Even potatoes. They once tested small round potatoes of a similar size as makeshift hair rollers. The spuds
         were scrubbed, pinned and tied into place and covered with a hair-net overnight in a quest for bouncy curls at dawn. ‘You’d
         suffer anything for a few curls,’ Mum said when I asked her how she’d managed to sleep with a scalpful of raw spuds. The potatoes worked
         themselves loose as they slept and
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‘Hilarious, tragic and hugely touching, Me and Mine
will win over even the hardest of hearts’
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