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For my parents, and in memory of Nancy Falkow McBride






HOUSES

For years I tried to write a novel that began with the consequences of my parents’ emigration from Ireland to the US. I amassed pages and pages and never found a way of putting it down, because I didn’t want to say what had led to their departure so many years before I was born. It seemed hard and unforgiving, to expose my father in that way, to examine my mother’s mortification so long after the fact. But after I’d made the reverse migration and settled in Ireland as an adult, I thought about what had led them to leave. I wrote the opening pages of the novel in sight of the sea in Mayo, at dusk on a warm summer’s evening, in a beach house belonging to my husband’s family. My baby and young child were finally asleep, my husband was working and would join us at the weekend. While the room was suffused with pinkening light, I wrote until it was almost too dark to see and the baby woke up, crying for me.

*

I wrote at the dining room table under a large window that faced the sea. Initially I wrote about a metal stage make-up box that lived in a closet in my childhood apartment. Its image appeared to me quite suddenly the first evening: the dark green sheen of the paint, the clasp speckled with minute grains of rust. The box was cantilevered, opening smoothly and expanding like a tiered theatre in a way that enthralled me as a small child. Unfolding, it released the tickling odour of powder, the heavier note of Max Factor pastes Peach Special, and Peach Dark in mustard-yellow metal tubes. There was Pan-Stik in Natural and Fair, the twisting mechanism at their bases sticky from make-up application through the years. Several tins of Pan-Cake had been cratered by sponges; one tint was ghostly, its sponge stiff and lacy white. The top layer of the make-up box contained what appeared fat, sticky crayons wrapped in gold paper: lip, cheek and eye colour, but also the colour for bruises, shadowing, abrasions, cuts. There were small collections of brushes and sponges in a middle tier and in the bottom an array of hair pieces that could be attached with combs and bobby pins in different sizes that clattered through my fingers. It was a box for transformation, but also a way of seeing into my parents’ pasts. I saw it before me on the table in Mayo, imagined undoing the clasp and unfolding the box to peer into it. I pictured my parents sitting in the dressing rooms of different theatres with the box’s contents strewn before them, applying their make-up before mirrors ringed by bare bulbs, in preparation for evening performances.

*

As a child surrounded by stage actors, I grew up in a space in which failure was a part of day-to-day life. Before an audition, my father might talk to his agent, rehearse with me, meet other actors for a run-through, go to the actual event. The follow-up involved chats with friends, discussion with my mother and me. If a congratulatory call came from his agent that evening, he’d cleared a hurdle. Success had been achieved.

Of course, in a place like New York City where not just waitstaff but doormen, taxi drivers, hairdressers, teachers, lawyers and brokers had stage dreams, he was not always successful – not even mostly successful. He and his friends discussed bombed auditions so often and with such relishing of detail that when I was seven I decided that the theatre was not for me. So when at a dinner party not long afterwards I was asked confidentially by a doorman-actor friend of my parents if I too would become an actor when I grew up, I shook my head and told him that I wanted a more stable career. What would that be? he asked me. There were guffaws and much hilarity when I told them that I would be a writer.

Auditions sounded like harrowing experiences. Pretend to be someone else – briefly – and if you were convincing enough you were cast as that person. I could see, even at that age, that there was great satisfaction to be gained by having someone give you the part. But what I didn’t realise until I was slightly older was that success did not arrive with the awarding of the part, which was only the beginning of another set of failures. There was – a lightbulb moment for me about this phrase as a child – no resting on one’s laurels. That coinage wasn’t an admonition to the lazy, just a reflection of day-to-day realities: any success, whatever that looked like, was temporary. You got the part, but then rehearsals began. Some days were terrible: so terrible that you left doubting your ability to inhabit the role after all; you knew the understudy, usually playing another, smaller role, was eying you and limbering up your speeches in their mind. Other days were better, and you thought you could do it: there were moments when the self disappeared and you were flooded by the strange exhilaration of another person coming to life through you. Then previews began and the cycle of terrible and better began again. Even during ‘successful’ runs, when reviews were good and audiences streamed in through heavy doors, there were nights when strange things happened – when laughter died, or lines were swallowed, or a mood took the theatre like a hostage – and it all felt terribly wrong. There was no consistent success, no point at which one could say: the show – or, more personally – I have been a success. Failure was a part of the project at all times.

*

I do not know as I write in Mayo that the novel will fail. I know only that, for the first time since the birth of my second child, a chink of time opens up and in it I will begin a project that will take up the corners of my life for over ten years.

*

It is my first time in this house by the sea in Mayo in the west of Ireland. The children and I drove across the country from our home in Wicklow, the car full of pillows and duvets, buckets and spades, beloved teddies, breaking the journey in Strokestown so that they could empty their legs of some of the eagerness to arrive. I had seen photos of the house I am staying in, heard stories about my husband’s family visits here. No pictures have done it justice, and the stories, now that I am here, seem as if they were about somewhere else. Those tales were mostly about rain, often about mist and the heaviness of wet sand at the beach. But I am gazing out at an orange sun slung low and large in the dusk; grass barely stirs and the rooms are only now cooling down. The house has been renovated since my husband’s childhood summers and it is as if that renovation has altered the weather, the air. The house’s walls are curved and gentle: I feel the handprint in the labour that has rounded the edges of the wooden counter, see the movement of an arm in swooping plaster crescents on the ceilings. Everything is beautiful, from the décollaged vinegar bottle to the hand-painted water glasses. It is not just being away from my usual space, not just the views of sea and mountains beyond every window, that prompt me to write: it is the house itself. Something here moves me to think about my parents’ stories, to try to put them into words. Perhaps it is because I am gazing towards the Atlantic, aware of all of the Irish emigrants who crossed it in desperation or desire. Perhaps it is because I have never before been away by myself with the children, and have a heightened awareness of my own role as a parent. As I opened the house and drew back heavy curtains from picture windows, it felt as if I was peeling back something in myself.

*

My mother regularly punctuated stories about people or places she encountered in New York with the same ending: it would make a great play, wouldn’t it? or a novel? She was proud of her Irishness and endlessly curious about other immigrants’ lives and experiences. A gifted actress with an enormous capacity for empathy, she could see the drama in all things, from the resigned tristesse of a Pakistani cab driver who once drove her home from the opera, to the long-time doorman’s progress in converting his Queens home to accommodate a doddering aunt born in the Dominican Republic. She never acknowledged the extent to which her own stories were dramatic and deserving of empathy.

*

In the evenings in Mayo I feed the children, my eyes moving between their faces and the sea beyond the windows. We eat simply here in this holiday space: raw veggies, hummus; I toast brown bread with sharp cheddar under the grill and there are bowls of strawberries and blueberries. The baby still like a bird opening his mouth for the spoon, angling for his brother’s attention, smiling toothily. Their small faces rouse endless, unspeakable feeling in me. The first night I’d envisioned enjoying the rare luxury of a bed to myself, but I’d quickly abandoned the attempt to put them to sleep in a separate room. After an hour of writing I’d spent two more continuously lulling one and then the other child back to sleep – my patient son’s eyes dream-full as he was woken again and again by his panicking small brother. Instead, each night I now lie on my side feeding the baby in the king-sized bed, my older son beyond him. I sing while their hands cling to what they can reach of my body, nestled into my shoulders, my neck, twisting locks of hair round fat fingers. When they are fast asleep and I can slide my nipple from the baby’s mouth, I crawl towards the light in which I can write, always pausing in the doorway to look at them, so small in the bed, their breathing beginning to align. Once asleep in this way, they rarely wake or even stir. They both know I will return; they seem to accept this interim time when they are alone but together.

Some nights – not many, but a memorable few – I do not write. I sit instead at a stool at the kitchen counter with a small tumbler of wine. I watch the sky and grieve for lost ideas, for the inability to find words, for all the places I was not born, including this one, this tiny townland on Clew Bay. I have no familial or historical attachment to this place, but it has lured me in. I grieve because in these instances, with the children fast asleep, I am alone in a beautiful house, and beautiful houses always evoke in me an indefinable longing.

*

When my parents married, they were given a house by my paternal grandfather. It was not the gift of a rundown building on a farm, or the necessary gift so many generations received of being allowed to reside with their elders. It was, instead, a brand-new house, a showhouse replete with all the extras that the builders had thought to add: cunning cupboards, a pantry artfully shelved, a window seat in the marital bedroom.

I was never in it, their first marital home. I peered at it on Google Maps once, the place I should have been born. Constructed as an upmarket enclave in a charming village, it is now surrounded by development and major roads in Churchtown; ringed by apartment buildings, the cluster of mid-twentieth century houses seems irrelevant. On one occasion, when my mother and I were in the car with my oldest son and realized we were near, we circled towards it and drove slowly by. My mother was then nearing eighty. She did not cry, just shook her head. No need to stop, she said quietly. I think we both felt the quick exposure to other lives: a shiver flew through me as we pulled away.

*

I grew up instead in an apartment building in New York, one of four towers in a gorgeous complex on the East River near the United Nations. It was an aspirational partnership between the city and investors aimed at creating a community, with acres of pedestrian space that included playgrounds, gardens, seating areas, a riverwalk and a private promenade suspended between the buildings. There was also an indoor swimming pool and health club, a grocery store, salon, dry cleaners, bank, two nursery schools, a bus stop. It remains, in my memory and in fact, a picturesque retreat in the midst of Manhattan. We lived there because my father happened to be at the Actors’ Equity office in New York when a flyer was put up about this new complex: while three buildings were free market, some spaces in the last were to be based on income, and artists and actors were encouraged to apply. My mother said that it was like winning the lotto, getting word that they had been successful in their bid for an apartment there. But it was rental-only, something that, as I got older and learned that other people owned their homes, made it seem as if all of the stability the place afforded could be swept away. That it was built on reclaimed land began to hold sway in my imagination, despite the fact that the foundations were drilled into the bedrock below the river: I lay in bed and felt the lack of solid ground.

*

When the children and I return to the house from the beach each afternoon, my oldest son builds Lego or draws detailed pictures of the harbour while the baby naps in sea-air exhaustion. Since there is no internet here and the phone signal is weak, it’s at this time I stand in a corner of the dining room to read and reply to messages. Donal is amazed by my insistence that the weather is lovely and can’t wait to see it for himself at the weekend. He misses us and I feel badly that he can’t be here during the week as well: I send him a slew of pictures. I thumb a brief email to my mother in New York, attaching photos of the children on the beach that morning, the sand around them scuffled by spades: they are gleaming with water and joy and I know she will relish their delight. My friend Nancy has asked how the writing is going and filled me in on when she’ll arrive in nearby Achill with her husband and daughter. Nancy is one of my two American friends in Ireland; like me she immigrated after falling in love. Since we met, we have been in constant touch, seeing each other during our children’s regular playdates. I text her how much I love this place and she replies I told you so because she is already obsessed with Mayo and particularly Achill, with the stone walls of the west of Ireland, the placid sheep, salty air, artists’ studios. She is an artist herself, a singer-songwriter and craftsperson. We plan for an upcoming sunny day at Keem Beach with our mutual friend and I put the phone away. Good luck with the novel: you got this! reads Nancy’s last text.

*

The Chinese woman on the twenty-sixth floor of our New York apartment building cared for the motherless daughter of a wealthy Hongkonger, her own children back in mainland China without her. To earn extra money for her family, she prepared and sold dumplings while her charge was at school. She always delivered them herself, riding the elevator with a stack of neat foil packages labelled with apartment numbers. If the child’s father was home, we spied her, narrow-hipped and knees splayed, cross-legged on a plaza bench each hot summer’s evening. Her flip-flops were on the concrete before her, holding the shape of her feet.

*

Despite the indefinable nostalgia, by the sea in Mayo with the children I am utterly content. This is rare. In the very early mornings I nurse the baby back to sleep and then creep out once more, pausing at the door to look at my cherubs lost in the swim of the big bed.

I never write in the mornings. I run: while they sleep, I hurry into shorts and runners and go up the lane towards Croagh Patrick and then back down towards the pier and the beach. I am always faster on the return because the fear sets in that they’ll have woken and need me, that something might have happened. Each time, I re-enter the house, listen at the bedroom door, hear nothing, then turn towards Croagh Patrick and the lane again. On this short laneway I run miles and miles.

If I’m feeling particularly anxious that they might stir, I do laps around the house. If my oldest has woken, he sits on the back step playing with his toys or the previous day’s beach treasures and talks to me each time I pass. It’s never bothered me to run in circles. Rather it’s been a peculiar comfort: a way of marking out space, feeling at home, a reminder that I am privileged enough to stay in one place.

My father’s athletics medals are in a small box that I have not given away but do not know what to do with: high jump, pole vault, sprints. There are hockey cups, rugby cups, tennis championships, one that I think must be hurling. Golf, cricket too. My favourite medal is for hurdles, delicate filigree work at the edges.

The rueful jokes write themselves: could hurdle for Ireland, but couldn’t get past the most important ones: loss; trauma; alcohol.

*

Down the hall from the Chinese woman on the twenty-sixth floor was the beautiful Hungarian who spoke many languages and had a soft, blurred accent. The mother of one of my childhood friends, she had a series of glamourous jobs: as a designer of clothes, of jewellery, as a global tour guide. Disregarding the warnings on the door to the roof, she sunbathed forty floors above Manhattan in stylish bikinis and once drove through the barrier of the garage, rumour had it, when they challenged her for her monthly fee. She had crossed Europe on foot after 1956 and was not going to let a flimsy slat of wood stop her if she wanted to leave.

*

My father worked in insurance when he married my mother. This was a surprising fact that I learned in my twenties after his death. My father – an actor whom I could never imagine in an office, at a desk – with ledgers, pens and a mathematical brain. It was true that he’d relished tax-return season for the complicated calculations he could perform with receipts, ticket stubs and whole shoeboxes of evidence he stored up through the year. The table strewn with these things and my father rapidly shifting items from one pile to another, my mother despairing at the state of the living room. I thought his interest a curiosity, never imagined it had been a profession.

My mother wouldn’t tell me how he’d lost the insurance job, but it was something shameful, she said.

A fraudulent claim? Money missing? My mind worked. All she would tell me was that after he’d been fired, he continued to go out of the house as if for work, day after day, for several months.

That first morning: the sadness of rising out of bed and entering into the new role – insurance agent, happily married, Ireland, 1959. The performance of a lifetime.

*

When Dublin rents during the boom began to rise beyond our ability to pay them, Donal and I had managed to buy a small field in Wicklow with an old cabin in it, the only place we could afford. I was waitressing and Donal had delivery shifts while we were finishing degrees; we were not obvious candidates to buy property. But banks played loose with mortgages then and we found ourselves standing on our own bit of ground. We told ourselves we would build a proper house later. In that old cabin, despite leaks, mushrooms growing in clutches in the bathroom window frame, despite the ancient bathtub and its rubber-hosed shower, despite the fact that I couldn’t yet drive, I slept deeply, finally free of something. It was as if a long-time ringing in my ears had resolved itself and I could hear silence again. In the house in Mayo, I experience something similar: something in me quietens and images from the past unfurl.

*

There was a divorced couple whose children shuttled between their two apartments on the fourteenth and seventeenth floors, using the stairs, skipping the elevator. The children moved depending on seasons, arguments, hormones – bumping suitcases up and down between their parents’ places, metal fire doors echoing behind them.

*

Not long after marrying my father, my mother was told that she could not have children. They performed exploratory surgery, she told me, but it didn’t work; they found nothing wrong, but she had no child, year after year. My child’s hands felt the delicate scars on the soft skin of her belly: I was perhaps seven, horrified at the idea of surgery, a concept beyond childhood’s shelter from knives and sharp items. Poor Mommy, I said.

But then I had you, she said triumphantly. I can still hear that note in her voice, its sledgehammer swing back at the doctor, at an Irish medical establishment that never dreamed of asking whether there were any issues with the husband. Having accepted that she’d never have children, it didn’t occur to her that the sickness and swelling of that 1970s spring meant a baby. Only when she went to a doctor out of concern that she might have a cancerous growth in her stomach did she find out that she was pregnant.

*

I pour words onto the screen in the evenings in Mayo, feeling caught in its glow as a spotlight.

When a friend gave me Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space in my twenties, I read it on the subway up and down to work, dumbstruck by his articulation of the cocoons that are our homes as children, of our need to nestle, enclose ourselves, make the world small enough to manage. In the rattling carriage I gazed through the windows at the dark walls of the tunnels peeling past and know that he was right.

Something of that child must remain in me because as I write of distant events and people, I wish for a nest, a shell, a cocoon.

*

My best friend Becky and her family also lived on twenty-six and had their own story: of marriage between the daughter of Irish Catholics and the son of Polish Jews. From their windows, Becky pointed out Queens and Brooklyn, where her mother and father had been born. This astonished me, that their birthplaces were visible from here, that they had family so nearby. In lieu of the pointing, I showed Becky photos of my parents in Ireland, and Becky showed me slides of her parents in India, where her dad had been in the Peace Corps. In this way we examined the evidence of our parents’ pasts.

When Becky’s parents sought a weekend home in the country, I was sometimes present on the drives. We played I spy in the backseat with Becky’s sister Emily for a while, pressing Silly Putty against comics so that the newsprint image was visible on the putty and we could stretch and distort it. The windows were open and Becky’s fine honey-gold hair flew around her face: I could see the static in its straight lines. Emily’s was short after a self-inflicted haircut and hardly stirred, while my own hair whipped into my mouth when I laughed. Out of the city the landscape opened up in ways that surprised me: the absence of tall buildings, the presence of cornfields. I remember asking questions about the styles of architecture, enamoured with the language of the descriptions. Becky and I talked about the places we passed, assessing them according to our tastes. I came to favour saltbox over A-frame, shingle over slate, though the house-hunting was none of my affair.

*

The retired gay men on the second floor swam together each morning in identical shorts, their tanned skin giving notice of Florida winters. They were one of few couples I knew in New York in which both partners were American, if from different parts of the country. When one died of a heart attack on the pool’s edge, the other never swam again. I was a teenage lifeguard when I returned locker contents to their apartment months later. At first the widower could not place me – out of the lifeguard chair and my neon-yellow uniform – but then the trauma of that day flashed over his face. I wished I hadn’t come. I noticed that his tan had faded and hoped I conveyed sympathy in the way that I lifted the cloth bag and its contents up to him, an offering.

*

When Donal and some of his relatives arrive at the weekend in Mayo, the routine I’d established in the holiday space disappears. I can go for a proper run in the morning and hit my stride with Donal there to mind the children, but I cannot gaze silently at the sea all evening after our children are asleep. The weather was never so beautiful in all the years Donal and his family spent summers here. They’re in holiday mood, elated by the current weather. The sun is shining now so they can laugh about their previously sodden vacations. They talk about the summer when, after the first week, their dad drove to Westport to hire a TV. Horizontal rain swept the views away and they spent several days watching Wimbledon in and out of focus before deciding to go home. The last straw was a miserable walk up Croagh Patrick in thick wet mist.

I sit by and try to smile at the right moments. I’m in the swirl of my own thoughts. I am still trying to write about the painful nature of my parents’ past, though fiction is failing me. In these moments my focus is so internal, so elsewhere, that it is challenging to turn outward again. I make excuses: alone with the children on my own all week, the broken sleep of breastfeeding, co-sleeping. They nod in understanding. Donal’s arm circles my shoulder protectively, ushering me back to the lived reality of adults. Our oldest son tells them, to much amusement, about my laps around the house. But I don’t want more than to run in circles, to stay close to this house that contains our children, this house that brings me such peace.

*

On the twenty-second floor there was a Bangladeshi family whose teenaged daughter passed for Puerto Rican at school and got kicked out of the apartment when her parents realized what she had done. In later years she came back to visit, a small daughter in tow whose sneaker laces stood in bright white rows.

*

When Nancy arrives in Mayo, we meet on the beach with our friend Aoife, who is also holidaying nearby. Our clatter of children shriek at the small waves, urging each other into a giggling frenzy as they attack the fringes of the water in unison before a ragtag retreat. The tension of writing about my parents relents. The writing is hard, but Donal is here; we are on the beach with dear friends and our children with their outrageous vivacity. It had been amid the same noisy children, with the same friends, that I’d taken a call to say that my first novel would be published. When Nancy, Aoife and I had ourselves shrieked after I’d told them the news, the children stopped dead to stare at us, grown women laughing and hugging in the garden outside the home that Donal and I had eventually built to replace the leaking cabin.

*

One birthday, a dollhouse arrived. I disappeared into it: there are details of those rooms I recall more vividly than my childhood apartment. The buying of furniture and items for the house became a long-term preoccupation for everyone in my family. Designs of miniature sets for my dad’s shows moved in. In a Pennsylvania antique shop I spotted an oak and velvet trundle bed, thick with dust, and pleaded with my mother to trade upcoming weeks of allowance to be allowed buy it. One Christmas my father spent hours with a tiny generator, wiring minute lamps for the rooms. My mother sewed finicky dolls’ clothes, knitted blankets, hemmed sheets.

I spent whole days so immersed in my dollhouse that returning to the normal-sized world disquieted me; I went to bed in the not-dark of New York City and the dolls carried on in my mind. Usually I fell asleep staring towards my dollhouse. The electric doll-fire was made of crackled orange glass with a flickering bulb behind it, and the dolls perched on sofas, their perpetually flat feet resting on deep, soft rugs.

My friends drew people and cats, dogs and horses, flowers and rainbows. I sketched houses, rooms, writing notes to myself around the edges. I didn’t like the Archie comic books that Becky favoured; I took the copies of Architectural Digest that my mom brought home
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