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            1‘A warm hug of a book about friendship, found family and the theatre. Readers will love stepping into Gracie’s shoes and following her adventures.’

            Sarah Webb, author of The Bookshop Sisters and The Weather Girls

             

            ‘I loved this book ... Gracie is such an appealing character.’

            Marita Conlon-McKenna, author of Under the Hawthorn Tree 2
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            5Dedication

             

            This book is dedicated to Fionn 6
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         ‘Let’s go by the bridge,’ I said, backing away from the river’s edge. ‘It’s been raining all morning and the water’s even higher than usual.’

         ‘Is poor little Gracie scared?’ asked Eugene.

         I was scared, but I knew he’d tease me if I admitted it. My brother was a year younger than me, but already a few inches taller, and he was afraid of nothing.

         ‘I’m not scared,’ I said. ‘I just don’t want to get my dress wet. It’s easier for you in your short pants.’

         ‘Maybe you should start to wear pants too, Gracie,’ said Biddy, and everyone laughed at my little sister’s joke, at the idea of a girl wearing trousers.

         Eugene hated his short pants, but knew it would be years before he could wear long ones like our daddy and older brother – so the comments made him even more determined to show how big and brave he was. 8

         ‘Let’s go,’ he said, stepping closer to the rushing water.

         ‘It’s too high for Biddy,’ I said. ‘And Mammy says we’re not to go by the river when it’s deep.’

         ‘Come on, Biddy,’ said Eugene stooping low. ‘I’ll give you a piggyback.’

         Biddy, a wild thing of seven, leapt up on Eugene’s back and grinned at me from her safe, high perch. I knew I’d lost – again. Wading through the water was the fastest way home from school, but it made me nervous – even on warm days when it was barely a trickle. I’d have chosen the bridge every single day of my life, but that took us past a field with two very cross dogs, and without Eugene to chase them away, they scared me even more than the water did.

         Eugene, who wore boots only on the coldest of winter days, was already splashing across, with Biddy roaring laughing as the cold water sprayed up on her legs.

         My best friend Margie sat on the grass beside me 9and unlaced her boots. ‘Come on, Gracie,’ she said, as she pulled off her stockings and garters. ‘I’ll hold your hand and it’ll be fine. We’ll be across in no time.’

         ‘Thanks, Margie,’ I said, feeling a small bit better. Margie was a gentle girl, but she was braver than me, and she could always make Eugene laugh. Everything was easier when she was around.

         
            * * *

         

         Our feet were dry again, and Biddy was skipping along the track ahead of us.

         ‘I can’t wait for the play tomorrow,’ said Margie. ‘Daddy says we can go early and get seats right at the front. I can save one for you too if you like, Gracie?’

         ‘Yes, please!’ I said.

         The Players hadn’t been to Rathbeg for years, and I had only scattered memories of the last time. I’d loved the excitement as the men set up a stage in the village hall, I’d loved the show and the stories and the acting – but mostly I’d loved the costumes – all bright and fancy with silk and satin and feathers and sequins. 10

         ‘I’m going to sit with the boys from my class,’ said Eugene. ‘We’re….’ He stopped walking and sniffed the air. ‘Soda bread,’ he sighed. ‘I definitely smell fresh soda bread.’

         This wasn’t really a surprise. We were outside old Mrs Murphy’s house, and she baked soda bread every single Thursday of her life. Eugene, who was always hungry, headed for the back door.

         ‘No, Eugene!’ I said. ‘Mammy said she’ll take the wooden spoon to you if you go begging from Mrs Murphy again. She doesn’t want the whole parish thinking there’s not enough at home to feed us.’

         ‘But they’d be right. There’s never enough at home to feed us.’

         ‘Hush with that talk,’ I said, looking around as if all the gossips of the neighbourhood might be lurking in the bushes. I felt sorry for my brother, though. He seemed to grow an inch taller every week, and was as skinny as anything. Our family had a hot supper every night, but the pot seemed to get empty quickly, 11and our plates were scraped clean in moments, with Eugene even licking his when Mammy and Daddy weren’t looking. Sometimes Mammy gave the last spoon of her dinner to Eugene, saying she wasn’t hungry – but I think she might have been telling a lie.

         Eugene tossed his head. ‘I can say what I like. It’s not my fault we only have a scrap of a farm that can barely feed us.’

         ‘Eugene!’ I said, thinking of Daddy and Mammy and how hard they worked to keep us fed and clothed.

         Like most of our neighbours, we had a small bit of land and lots of mouths to feed. We had one skinny old cow, a few sheep and some chickens. Daddy grew turnips in the field behind our house, and when times were bad, we had turnips for dinner every single night. Eugene hated turnips and tried to sneak butter to make them taste better, but he got into trouble whenever he was caught.

         I looked at Margie hoping she wasn’t judging us. Her family had only a small bit of land too, but her 12aunties and uncles in America sent money a few times a year, so they were much better off than us. She gave me a quick smile, showing me she understood.

         Eugene stood there, sniffing the soda-bread scented air, not sure what to do. He wasn’t afraid of big dogs or roaring water, but he was afraid of Mammy, and her warnings not to bother Mrs Murphy.

         ‘I’m so hungry,’ he said. ‘When we get home there’s the homework and farm jobs and supper won’t be for ages and ages, and the soda bread smells so good, and how could Mrs Murphy eat it all on her own, and maybe she’ll have blackcurrant jam as well as butter and …’

         ‘But Mammy said …’ I began.

         ‘Oh, look,’ said Eugene with a big grin. ‘There’s Tiddles. I think he might be lost.’

         Even I had to laugh. The big, fat ginger cat was sitting on an upturned flowerpot right in the middle of Mrs Murphy’s tiny garden. He didn’t protest as Eugene picked him up, and the rest of us followed 13my brother along the familiar path to the back door. As usual, he pushed the door open without knocking, and the four of us trooped into the small kitchen. It was dark, but we could see Mrs Murphy sitting by the fire. She’d been dozing but sat up when she heard us.

         ‘Hello, Mrs Murphy,’ said Eugene, setting the cat down on the floor. ‘We found Tiddles for you.’

         ‘Ah, whisht,’ said Mrs Murphy. ‘That cat will never go far.’ She wasn’t cross though, and we all laughed as Tiddles immediately went back outside, heading for his usual spot in the sun.

         ‘And how are ye young ones today?’ asked Mrs Murphy. ‘Were ye good for the Master?’

         Biddy had gone straight to the little table in the corner where the soda bread was cooling. She was reaching out to touch it when I pulled back her hand. We were going to be in so much trouble if Mammy and Daddy ever heard about this.

         ‘Will I get the knife for you, Mrs Murphy?’ Biddy asked, bold as brass. ‘I’ll be very careful, I promise.’ 14

         Mrs Murphy only laughed. I think she was lonely, and liked when we called in.

         ‘Yes, loveen,’ she said. ‘You get the knife, and Margie and Gracie, get out the jam and butter from the larder. Eugene, give me a hand there so I can get my old bones up out of this chair.’

         Soon we were sitting in a line on the bench, eating our treat. The butter melted on the warm, crumbly bread and the sweet-sharp blackcurrant jam was maybe the nicest thing I’d ever tasted in my whole life. Sometimes I was very glad that Eugene was so much braver than me.

         ‘Anyone for a second slice?’ asked Mrs Murphy. ‘And maybe a cup of milk?’ I’d given up by now, as I rubbed the crumbs from my mouth and joined in the chorus of ‘yes please.’

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Bye, Margie,’ I called, as she ran up the boreen towards her house. ‘See you tomorrow at the play.’

         ‘Can’t wait!’ she said as she went around the bend and disappeared from view. 15

         It was just an ordinary day. A day like hundreds I’d had in my life, with some good things and some bad things but nothing at all strange or surprising. How could I have known how long it would be before I saw my dear friend again?
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            Chapter Two
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         The three of us walked up the narrow boreen and stopped outside our cottage, the only place I’d ever lived. It was small, sometimes looking about ready to sink into the ground and disappear forever. Our nearest neighbours lived further along the boreen, but tall trees blocked our view, and sometimes, on quiet days, I could imagine that this was the only cottage in the whole world.

         ‘No telling tales, girls,’ said Eugene. ‘Ye both came in to Mrs Murphy’s with me – so if I’m in trouble, ye’re in trouble too.’ He was talking to us both, but looking at Biddy. She was only small and couldn’t always be trusted. She stared at him with huge, worried eyes.

         ‘And if you tell, Biddy, we’ll never ever be able to go back for more of Mrs Murphy’s soda bread,’ I said.

         Clearly that prospect was even scarier than being 17in trouble with Mammy, as Biddy went pale. ‘I won’t tell,’ she whispered. ‘I promise. Cross my heart and hope to die.’

         ‘All right then,’ said Eugene ‘Let’s go in. Owww!’

         He howled as I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. I licked my hanky and wiped a smear of jam from his chin and rubbed soda-bread crumbs from the front of his jumper.

         ‘Now,’ I said smiling. ‘Now we can go in.’

         Mammy was sitting by the fire, rocking Nell. I went over and took the baby in my arms, loving the way she snuggled close to me. Mammy sat back and closed her eyes. As usual, I’d heard Nell screaming in the night, and I guessed Mammy hadn’t got much sleep. Nell still slept in Mammy and Daddy’s room, which meant the rest of us got some peace, only waking to the loudest wails. I often wondered what would happen when Nell was big enough to move into the only other room with us – a small space that was already very full and squashed. 18

         ‘Me!’ said little Paddy pulling my leg. ‘Cuggle me.’ I picked him up too, propping him on my hip, and making faces so he’d laugh. He was only a baby himself and couldn’t understand how Mammy spent so much time with Nell, who though very sweet, was often a cross little thing.

         My big sister, Eileen, came in from the yard. ‘Give those little ones to me, Gracie,’ she said. ‘You three need to do your homework, and then Daddy and Gerry need ye to help in the small field.’ We only had two fields and they were both small, but we’d got used to calling one ‘the big field’. It was useless anyway as it was mostly reeds, and only popular in February when Mammy, Eileen and I made St Bridget’s crosses for all the neighbours.

         Eileen looked tired too. She was only a few years older than me, but she had a weak leg, and everything seemed like an effort for her. She was gentle with us younger ones, and looked after us when Mammy was busy, but I wondered how happy she could be. She’d 19left school early because the walk there and back got too much for her. She wasn’t strong enough to work on the farm, so all day long she helped Mammy, doing small jobs and minding the babies, and sometimes weeding the vegetable patch behind the house. She had no friends, and when I heard of older girls going to dances and having fun, I felt very sorry for my big sister.

         Eugene, Biddy and I sat down to do our homework. My brother and sister were very good at their lessons so they were done in no time. As usual though, I was much slower. I had to write a story about a robin, and even though all the words were clear in my head, I didn’t know how I was going to get them on to the paper. I flicked back the pages of my copybook, looking at stories I’d written before, and all the words the Master had crossed out with red ink. I didn’t understand. I worked as hard as anyone in my class, but when it was time for reading and writing tests, I struggled. When the Master called out the results every 20month I truly wanted to disappear; I always came last, behind even Josie who was pale and coughed a lot and missed more days of school than she attended. Once one of the big kids laughed at me, but Eugene punched him at playtime and it didn’t happen again. (Eugene was forever teasing me, but family loyalty meant he’d never allow anyone else to hurt me. I liked that.)

         
            * * *

         

         Biddy and Eugene were long gone outside and I wanted to cry. I was supposed to write a whole page, but still had only a few words down – barely a single line. Patient Eileen would have helped me, but she was busy with Paddy who’d cut his leg on a dirty nail. I wished I could have drawn a picture of a robin instead. I’m really good at drawing and could have done it beautifully, with all the different coloured feathers people don’t even notice, and the little dark eyes and everything. I could have used my colouring pencils, which were my most precious things. Gerry’d 21been helping a friend clear out an old house a few weeks earlier and brought them for me. (I didn’t care that they were half-used, and some child had bitten most of them, leaving tiny teeth marks all the way down.)

         The Master once said that a picture is worth a thousand words, but I don’t think that counts for an English composition. There were never any top marks for being the best at drawing.

         Eventually, I’d filled the page, mostly by writing really big, and leaving huge spaces between the words. I think the story was fine, but was fairly sure the master wouldn’t notice – he’d probably only be looking for spelling mistakes.

         The only good thing was that by the time I got to the small field, the jobs were all done. My big brother Gerry patted my shoulder and I didn’t care that his hand was mucky. I loved all my brothers and sisters, but had a special bond with Gerry. ‘Did you get your homework all done, pet?’ he asked. ‘I don’t 22want you getting in trouble with the Master.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It might not be much good, but it’s done at least.’

         He smiled at me. Sometimes I thought Gerry was the only one who understood. Like me, he’d found schoolwork hard, and was often in trouble for getting his spellings wrong. I was a bit jealous of him though. He didn’t have to go to school anymore. He was almost a man and spent his days out in the fields. Eileen was older than him, but because he was the oldest boy, one day both fields and the house and the cow and everything would be his. I didn’t know what was going to happen to Eileen and the rest of us.

         Some of the girls at school talked of going to America or England when they were older. They made it sound like a big adventure. That kind of talk frightened me, though. I liked living with my family. I liked waking up in the same bed I’d slept in since I was a tiny girl. I liked tracing my fingers on the cuts and nicks on our kitchen table. I knew 23the story of each one, and they made me feel safe and secure.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Help me with the darning, Gracie,’ said Mammy after supper. ‘No matter how hard I work, that mending basket never seems to empty.’

         I’d have preferred to do some drawing, but felt sorry for Mammy. She worked so hard all day long, and never did things just for fun.

         I rooted through the mending basket, sighing as I pulled out sock after sock, all with holes on the heels and big toes. One sock belonging to Gerry was more mending than actual sock – all the darns were in different colours and it was hard to imagine what it had looked like when Mammy first knitted it.

         ‘Darning has to be the most boring job in the world,’ I said. ‘If I’m ever rich, I’m going to throw out my socks when they get holes in them and buy brand new ones.’

         ‘Well, I think that would be a terrible waste,’ said 24Mammy. ‘These socks will be perfectly good once we darn them.’

         ‘I’ve got a hole in my jumper,’ said Biddy. ‘Can someone fix it?’

         ‘Give it to me,’ I said quickly. Darning a jumper would make a nice change from all the socks.

         ‘Your good jumper, Biddy!’ said Mammy, looking at the big rip down the front. ‘Gracie, look in the box for some of that green wool, so the darn won’t be so obvious.’

         I had a better idea. I knew that no matter how neatly I worked, the darn would be clear for everyone to see. I took the jumper and turned away so Mammy couldn’t see what I was doing. I threaded my needle and started to work.

         Much later, Mammy had a big pile of neatly darned socks in front of her – though there were still plenty in the basket.

         ‘Gracie, child, are you still on Biddy’s jumper? Why on earth are you taking so long?’ 25

         I snipped off the last thread and held the jumper up to the light from the oil lamp.

         ‘All finished,’ I said.

         Instead of a neat green darn, I’d made a pattern of coloured leaves and flowers all along the front of my sister’s jumper.

         ‘Ah, child,’ said Mammy. ‘All that time, and only one job done. How will we ever empty the mending basket with foolishness like this?’

         I was disappointed. Life shouldn’t be just about getting jobs done. Wasn’t everything better when you took time to make things nice?

         When Biddy saw the jumper, her eyes opened wide.

         ‘Oh, Gracie,’ she said, jumping up and taking it from me. ‘Thank you. It’s beautiful. The beautifullest jumper I’ve ever seen.’

         ‘That’s lovely work, Gracie,’ said Mammy. ‘Now off ye all go. It’s time for bed.’

         
            * * *

         

         I was all warm and cosy and in the middle of a lovely 26dream when I heard a loud banging on the back door. I didn’t know what time it was, but it was dark, and Gerry and Eileen were in bed, so it had to be late. Paddy wriggled next to me and I could see he was working himself up to crying. ‘Shhh,’ I said, wrapping my arms around him and rocking him a little. ‘Shhh, baby. Go back to sleep.’

         I heard the back door opening, and then some whispering. Mammy and Daddy sounded tired, as if they’d been asleep too. I heard a man’s voice, but it wasn’t one I recognised. I heard the kettle going onto the stove, and the scrape of chairs on the floor.

         ‘Who’s downstairs?’ asked Biddy sleepily. ‘Are we having a party? No one told us! We didn’t have baths or anything.’

         ‘I’ll go and see what’s happening,’ said Gerry, pulling a jumper over his pyjamas. ‘It’s probably only a neighbour about a sick cow or something. Ye should all go back to sleep.’

         But it was strange to be woken in the middle of 27the night, and soon we were all sitting up. Eileen lit a candle and made it safe on a saucer. Paddy curled in my arms sucking his thumb, and I pulled the blankets over his little toes to keep him warm. Eugene and Biddy played a clapping game they’d learned at school, and Eugene even let her win a few times, which was nice.

         Eileen sat in her bed and didn’t say anything. She pulled at the cuff of her nightdress and looked worried – but then she always seemed to be worried about something.

         Gerry didn’t come back for a good while. By then everyone was asleep again except for Eileen and me.

         ‘It’s sad news,’ he said, as he pulled off his jumper and got back into bed. ‘Our Uncle Patrick has died.’

         ‘Which one is he?’ I asked. Mammy and Daddy had so many brothers and sisters it was hard to keep track of them all. Lots of them went to America or England before I was born and never came back to visit. Usually I only heard their names when they sent us a 28card for Christmas, and Mammy and Daddy sighed when they opened it and found there was no money inside.

         ‘He was Daddy’s older brother,’ said Eileen. ‘Our Paddy was called after him. He lived over in Ardglas, and we haven’t seen him for a long time – not since he came for Grandad’s wake.’

         ‘That was years ago,’ I said. ‘I don’t remember him.’

         ‘He was always very quiet,’ said Gerry. ‘A big, tall man with a black beard.’

         A fuzzy picture came to my mind. ‘I think I remember him,’ I said. ‘He told me I looked like his mother, and then he gave me a penny to buy sweets, and I wanted to get a bag of apple drops.’

         Eileen smiled at me. ‘Isn’t it nice that you remember a kind thing about him?’

         The memory became clearer in my mind. ‘He didn’t give Eugene anything and he cried so much I had to promise to share the apple drops with him – and in the end we got no sweets anyway because when 29we got to the shop Mammy was short money for the dinner so I had to give the penny to her.’

         Eileen yawned and blew out the candle. ‘Enough of your stories for tonight, Gracie,’ she said. ‘You can tell me the rest tomorrow, but now we should get back to sleep. Sweet dreams everyone.’
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            Chapter Three
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         When I woke again it was still dark and I could smell …

         ‘Christmas?’ said Biddy jumping out of the bed. ‘Is it Christmas?’

         It definitely wasn’t Christmas, but wafting from downstairs came scents of sweetness and spices and apples. I pushed Paddy’s foot off my face and sat up. Eileen was already dressed and holding a lamp.

         ‘Time to get up,’ she said. ‘Put on your clothes quickly and come downstairs. Seanie, who delivers the papers, is giving us a lift in his van so we’ve to be ready when he gets here. Pack up your nightclothes too as we won’t be back till tomorrow.’

         ‘It’s too early to get up,’ said Eugene, rubbing his eyes. ‘And where are we going?’ 31

         ‘Are we going on a holiday?’ asked Biddy. ‘I’ve never been on a holiday before. Is it fun?’

         ‘But haven’t we got school?’ I asked. ‘It’s only Friday.’

         Eugene gave me a dirty look, as if there was any hope that Mammy and Daddy had forgotten what day it was, or that we should be at school – as if I had just ruined everything.

         ‘Our Uncle Patrick has died and we’re going to his wake,’ said Eileen. ‘We have to pay our respects to his wife, Auntie Peg – so there’s no school for ye today. Ye can work extra hard on Monday instead.’

         ‘Yippee!’ said Eugene.

         I was glad about the no school bit too, but wished I’d known before I’d slaved for so long over my robin story.

         Then I remembered something else. ‘The play!’ I said. ‘We’re supposed to be going to the play and if we’re not coming back, we’ll miss it. They’re only staying for one night.’

         ‘Sorry, Gracie,’ said Eileen. ‘This time we’re going 32to miss the play. I know how much you were looking forward to it, but—’

         ‘Is there cake for breakfast?’ asked Biddy. ‘I can definitely smell cake.’

         ‘There’s porridge for breakfast as usual,’ said Eileen. ‘But if ye’re all good ye can share the top of the milk.’

         ‘But I smell cake,’ pouted Biddy.

         Eileen smiled at her. ‘Mammy had some dried fruit saved and she made a cake – but it’s for the wake, and she’ll be very cross if ye lay a finger on it before we get there.’

         And that’s when I remembered. It’s sad when someone dies, but the party’s always nice, with lots of food and sweets and fizzy drinks and music and singing. There was no time to waste.

         ‘I’m up,’ I said, jumping out of bed and barely noticing the cold of the boards under my bare feet. ‘I’ll get Paddy ready, Eileen, so you can help Mammy with Nell.’

         My dear little brother reached his hands towards 33me, and I picked him up and hugged him before looking for his best clothes for the big day out.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Well, here we are,’ said Daddy as Seanie drove away in his van. ‘We’d best go in and meet everyone.’ Like me, Daddy was shy, and I knew he didn’t enjoy going into any place crowded with people. He was happiest on our own little farm with just us all around him. I took his hand and he squeezed mine, maybe trying to give us both a bit of courage.

         ‘Are you sad, Daddy?’ I asked.

         ‘I am, girleen. Patrick was a good man, and even when you’ve lots of them, losing a brother is hard.’

         ‘Auntie Peg will be sad too,’ said Mammy. ‘That poor woman, with no child at all to comfort her these sad days.’

         That was sad. ‘And has she brothers or sisters?’ asked Eileen.

         ‘She has,’ said Mammy. ‘Not that they’ll be any good to her. They all fell out with her years ago.’ 34

         ‘But how will she manage here on her own?’ asked my kind sister. ‘Surely her brothers and sisters will make up with her when they hear she’s been left all alone.’

         ‘I doubt that,’ said Mammy. ‘They haven’t spoken to her in years and years.’

         ‘And why did they fall out?’ I asked. I was forever fighting with some one of my brothers or sisters, but we were always friends again by bedtime.

         Mammy sighed. ‘That family had such notions about themselves’ she said. ‘They thought Auntie Peg was letting them down by marrying beneath
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