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        May 2002

        I’m coming back to Tibradden, to live
            with Charles again. I’ve driven down from Belfast with boxes stacked on the back
            seat; Colin will follow with the rest of our belongings when his term has finished.

        The sunlight picks out the carious gaps
            between the capping stones on the Calfpark wall as I drive up Mutton Lane. I indicate
            left, and sidle in through the white farm gate onto the rubble drive. The window of the
            gate-lodge is open. Through it I can hear Susie Kirwan shouting at Joseph, her son, over
            the noise of the television. Joe, Susie’s husband, has planted wallflowers in a
            bed beside the house. Nettles and frothy white elder bushes throng the lower reaches of
            the drive, except for a small clearing behind the cedars where the tractor stands, its
            bucket raised. Around the bend, the rhododendrons have shed a carpet of crushed red
            petals I don’t feel prodigal enough to merit. Beside me, the patch of mossy lawn
            we still call the tennis court has just been mown.

        For the past seven years, since Muriel
            Jackson, the housekeeper, retired, my uncle Charles has been living alone at Tibradden.
            I find him sitting in a deck-chair in the porch, waiting for me. He could have been
            sitting here since lunchtime. He puts down his paper as I draw up and beams at me.
            ‘Hello, darling,’ he says. ‘How lovely to see you.’ I kiss him
            and let him lead the way inside.

        I set my coat and bag down on a chair and
            look around the hall. Nothing seems to have been touched since I was
            here last. The big copper jug in which my grandmother once arranged honesty and
            everlasting flowers sits on the marble-topped chest inside the front door. Boxes of
            light-bulbs poke out of the top. Beside the jug grins the crocodile, car keys dangling
            from a front incisor. My great-grandfather’s brother, Henry, shot it in Persia and
            sent the head to a taxidermist in Piccadilly to be turned into a letterbox for his six
            siblings at home.

        When I was a child, Charles used to lift me
            up to slide papers through the brass slot in its gullet. That such an exotic beast could
            become merely another item of household furniture did not surprise me: Tibradden was a
            place where astonishing things were everyday items. You might come across anything from
            a blue kimono embroidered with gold dragons to a box containing my grandfather’s
            prosthetic right arm. These items could be worn, handled, used as props in whatever
            make-believe world we cared to create; we were as free to play with them as we were with
            our own Lego.

        ‘All post,’ I remember my uncle
            explaining, ‘used to leave Tibradden through the crocodile. You see, here at the
            back,’ and he would swivel the head sideways, ‘is the door for the postman.
            Only he had the key. When there were lots of brothers and sisters living in this house,
            they didn’t want anyone to know whom they were writing to, so they posted their
            letters in here. Look, like this.’

        He would take a discarded envelope and lift
            me up to push it through the slot. I’d watch as he turned the crocodile’s
            head fully round to unlock and open the door. Once more he’d pick me up so that I
            could reach in and triumphantly pull the envelope out for his applause.

        The crocodile still sits here by the door,
            like a guardian of the house, or a god to be propitiated, its jaws open for whatever
            intimacy I might care to throw its way. It serves as a kind of cloakroom
            where you can check in your secrets, permitting you to proceed light and unencumbered to
            take tea in the drawing room. In this house, there is a way of talking that repels
            disclosure while remaining kind and affectionate; we observe a generous distance from
            each other at the risk of lapsing into silence. The important thing is not to intrude
            too much on the patterns of the day. My uncle used to start humming tunelessly if a
            visitor introduced a topic he judged difficult for himself or my grandmother. Money was
            one trigger, the human body another. My mother used to set off entire song-cycles when I
            became a teenager.

        Now that I am moving in with Charles, I know
            I must practise the discretion symbolized by the crocodile and respect my uncle’s
            privacy. But this might not be easy. My uncle has spent the past seven years inhabiting
            his house free of female interference. Neither he nor the house looks well on it. Dust
            and inertia have settled over all. For years, Charles, who has just turned seventy, has
            stepped round difficulties that can no longer be deferred. When he suggested, two years
            ago, that Colin and I share the house with him, he must have known that things would
            have to change, but I doubt he has anticipated the scale of works required to update the
            house to meet our needs. Most of these are physical: the leaking roof must be fixed, the
            lead-wiring and rotting window boards replaced, the flammable chimneys cleaned – the
            list goes on. All of these will take time and money, but they will also require
            negotiation of much larger questions about the future of Tibradden. I am not sure how to
            broach these over the coming months without triggering the humming. And yet, on several
            occasions, my uncle has reminded me, ‘You pretty well started out your life
            here.’ This is as close as he can come to saying I should consider his house my
            home.

        A fortnight after I was born, my parents came
            to stay at Tibradden for a few weeks so that Charles and my grandmother, Kitty, could
            help look after me. It was a difficult time for everyone: the household was still in
            mourning for my grandfather, Owen, who had unexpectedly passed away in his sleep just
            two weeks before I was born. I had colic, but my grandmother mistook my cries for hunger
            and insisted on adding solids to my feed when I was just a month old. My father took his
            wife’s side, and fought with his mother. Charles boiled kettles and made bottles,
            and kept out of the disputes. Later he’d remember this as a happy time.

        For the next eleven years I had a fairly
            conventional suburban childhood. Our bungalow, located in an estate a few miles downhill
            from Tibradden and a few miles uphill from the Irish Sea, was still very new in 1972
            when my parents moved there from Churchtown, in need of an extra bedroom now my mother
            was pregnant again. My younger brother, Niall, and I went to the local primary school,
            rode bikes and played out on the greens with all the other kids on the road.

        On Sundays we donned our best bib and tucker
            and went for lunch to Tibradden. Charles was my father’s only sibling, his senior
            by nine years. He and Kitty sat at either end of the dining-room table. I sat on one
            side, next to Niall, while Dad and Mum sat on the other. When you rang the bell Muriel,
            dressed in her starched white pinafore with crossed straps at the back over her black
            blouse, pushed the trolley in. You sat still and were served by Muriel or my grandmother
            out of stoneware dishes onto willow-pattern plates. The vegetables all came from the
            kitchen garden where Paddy Flanagan, the gardener, grew them from seed. One of the
            adults would cut up our meat because the bone-handled knives were blunt, or so they
            said. As I grew taller I used to slip off a shoe and shine up the ball-and-claw foot of
            the dining-room table. Afterwards, if we’d been good, we’d
            be given squares of Dairy Milk from the chocolate drawer in the drawing room.

        When I was nine, my parents separated. In
            Ireland, in the early 1980s, this made us the object of whispered concern in our suburb.
            My parents managed their separation without obvious rancour. Dad moved into a flat in
            Ranelagh, which he thought shabby and we thought sophisticated on account of the
            intercom system and lift. There was a waste-grinder in the kitchen sink into which you
            could feed whole eggshells. We went to stay with him every other weekend. On wet Sundays
            his chess friends would come over and empty their matchboxes to teach us how to play
            poker and pontoon. Other times he’d take us on outings to historic sites or,
            better still, the races and Bray amusements, before returning to cook dinner from Robert
            Carrier’s Great Dishes of the World. We were his guinea-pigs, he told us,
            for future dinner-parties. Niall and I poked snails from tins into empty shells and
            pasted them with garlic butter, before tucking into Steak Diane.

        My mother got a part-time job in a
            city-centre art gallery, where Niall and I played in the stockroom after school.
            Sometimes she would walk us up to the Natural History Museum and leave me in charge of
            my brother for an hour while she returned to work in Lincoln Place. It was the grandeur
            and absurdity of the ‘Dead Zoo’ that made it so enticing: the Arctic hare
            yellowing in its tundra landscape below the cast-iron colonnades, the glass cabinet of
            hummingbirds reached by a set of spiral stairs. Here and there were signs that these
            animals were as familiar to others as Tibradden’s crocodile was to us: the crease
            inside the giraffe’s foreleg where the stitches holding the hide together had been
            surreptitiously picked apart; the spot on the zebra’s bottom rubbed bare.

        For secondary school, my parents intended to
            send us both to St Columba’s College, on the slopes of Kilmashogue; from the front steps of Tibradden, you could hear the chapel bell. The
            school grounds were familiar territory. Uncle Charles taught French and German there,
            and when we were very little he used to take us to see the pig that was housed in a sty
            at the bottom of the stable block. On hot summer days, we swam in the outdoor pool with
            its view of the cricket pitch, Marlay Park, and the city beyond. I was expected to
            board, but I stubbornly refused to consider it. This presented my mother with a
            problem.

        By the time I was eleven she had left the
            gallery and become an independent art dealer. She now travelled to auctions across
            Britain and Ireland looking for paintings she might sell on. In a year’s time,
            Niall would become a boarder. She and her partner, David, would need to travel for a
            week or ten days at a time, up and down the motorways of England, searching for
            undiscovered Irish art in regional auction houses. It was what she had to do to earn a
            living. She could not commit to being home to collect me from school.

        I don’t know whether the solution was
            one Mum hatched in consultation with my father, or whether Kitty and Charles stepped
            forward to propose I stay with them. In any case, it was decided I would live at
            Tibradden. My uncle could take me to school each morning in time for chapel, and he
            could return to collect me in the evening. ‘You’ve always loved staying at
            Tibradden,’ my mother assured me, in a way that made me question, for the first
            time, whether this was absolutely true. ‘Besides, Kitty treats you as the daughter
            she never had.’ This felt like too big a confidence for me to bear. I felt as if I
            was being handed over as some kind of trophy to the victors of a battle I hadn’t
            realized was being waged above my head. My mother had brought me to Tibradden at birth,
            and now I was being handed back to the house.

        I remember following Muriel up the stairs. She
            carried my red suitcase. Instead of going across the landing to the dressing room where
            I usually stayed when visiting Tibradden, she turned right and disappeared into the
            small entry outside my uncle’s room. I walked on through the door into the bedroom
            assigned to my father when he was a child. My brother usually slept there on visits, but
            I had always coveted the wallpaper, with its posies of bluebells arranged between long
            curling lines of blue ribbon, tied at intervals in bows. It was not a boy’s room.
            Muriel smiled shyly at me as she put the case down and, turning to go out, said,
            ‘There’s a hot-water bottle in your bed.’

        I opened up the wardrobe. The shelves were
            stacked with books, but there was some hanging space for my school shirts among the old
            paisley dressing-gowns. My trousers and jumpers were to be put in the chest of drawers
            behind the door. Two china Staffordshire dogs, with chipped noses, one missing a foot,
            served as bookends for another row of novels shelved on top. There were two beds in the
            room, the old one with its bedposts like twists of barley sugar, and the new one in
            which I was to sleep. Despite a portable heater, the room was cold.

        I took off my socks and shoes. The sisal
            matting pricked my feet as I walked over to the window. It was September, so behind the
            forest-green curtains the shutters were latched closed. I stood up on the radiator to
            open them. The lights of Dublin twinkling beyond the front field emphasized the darkness
            of the woods along the stream. Our grandmother did not like us to play down there by
            ourselves, fearing that we might tumble into the waterfalls, but our mother was
            unconcerned: ‘Oh, Kitty, they’ll be fine,’ she’d say. Released
            then, Niall and I would run down the rhododendron walk, and duck under the low branches
            through the wicket gate to clamber onto the swaying bridge and throw
            sticks into the stream below. We had found beer bottles and the remains of camp fires,
            and the thought of who might be down in the woods at night made me feel afraid.

        Boarding schools rely on the hope that
            routine can substitute for a mother if the child has a memory of love with which she can
            lie down and sleep. The days at Tibradden unfolded on this same assumption. At seven
            each morning Gran made tea in her bedroom and, still dressed in her flannel pyjamas,
            delivered a cup to Charles and one to me. I drank it suspiciously, blowing aside the
            thick lumps of cream and the loose tea-leaves that floated on top. Downstairs, just
            after eight, Charles would bring us each a boiled egg from the pantry. He had bought a
            Dimplex hotplate specifically for this purpose before I arrived, having till then
            survived on toast and cereal for breakfast. Our aim was to get into the car and away
            before the first bell rang for chapel at 8.17 a.m. I had to be seated with the other
            girls five minutes later, ready to rise to our feet when the boys filed in.

        The warden’s previous post had been at
            St Paul’s Colonial School for Boys in Darjeeling. It would be fair to describe a
            good part of the education offered at St Columba’s as idiosyncratic. We spent our
            first term learning Esperanto as a foundation for beginning French in the second.
            Another teacher tried to teach us Russian through the medium of Irish, of which only a
            handful of pupils – those of us who’d attended national school – had any knowledge
            at all. In history, we spent a full year on the French Revolution, nothing else. We
            translated love poems by Catullus in the cottage known as the Doll’s House at the
            end of the Second Garden while eating fancy biscuits from an assortment box circulated
            by our Latin master. In biology we copied down perfect diagrams of the human body that we failed to relate to our own. In summer, the chapel doors
            opened and Widor’s Toccata spilled out over the perfect lawns and past the weeping
            willow where the swallows dipped low. It was all a far remove from Kill-of-the-Grange
            National School and from life in our bungalow.

        I felt angular and awkward, caught between
            two ways of life. The bands I listened to in my later school years – the Smiths, the
            Violent Femmes – rejected all that this world stood for: the country houses and ponies
            from which I was one generation removed but to which I’d been returned as if a
            native. In the library at the back of the boarding house, I found Go Ask Alice
            among the P. G. Wodehouse and, bizarrely, a biography of Lenin’s wife, Krupskaya.
            I skived off games as best I could and hid out there, reading through the
            afternoons.

        When the school day was finished I took off
            my black scholar’s gown, exchanged it for my coat from the cardboard box on top of
            my locker and escaped along the gravel paths of the Second Garden. At the bottom of the
            Whispering Steps, Charles would be waiting in his car, the internal light on as he
            listened to Radio Four. ‘Hello, darling,’ he greeted me, as I slipped into
            the back seat. We usually drove home to Tibradden in silence. Neither of us had much
            that could be told to the other, then.

        The big cow bell that hung on a thick
            leather strap in the hall rang each evening at half past seven. This was the last note
            in the first movement of dinner, which was performed each evening to a fixed
            choreography. The study where I worked was next door to the dumb-waiter. The theme music
            of The Archers wafted up the shaft from the kitchen as dishes clattered in.
            I’d hear Muriel’s feet dragging up the wooden kitchen stairs, then the door
            banging behind her and, a moment later, the glass in the pantry door rattling as she
            went in to fetch the trolley. The wheels squeaked their way forward,
            pausing as she tipped the trolley up to clear the saddle, then turned across the parquet
            into the flower room. Then came the hollow sound of dinner surfacing: Muriel’s red
            hands methodically hauling in the sisal rope on the right-hand side, while Kathleen, the
            cook, invisible below, fed up the left-hand one, the pulley squealing all the time. The
            solid brown dishes were slid onto the top of the trolley, and then the trolley was off,
            rattling through the hall. The soft sound of the dining-room door being opened, with a
            pause for the bell, was my cue to appear.

        My grandmother settled herself at the far
            end of the mahogany table, near the trolley, my uncle at the near end. I sat in the
            middle. We had soup to start, from an Erin packet most nights, except for consommé,
            which came from a Campbell’s tin. Gran taught me to tip the liquid from the silver
            spoon sideways to my lips and to tilt the soup plate away from me as it emptied.
            ‘Don’t slurp,’ she’d instruct, not unkindly. We each took a
            slice of Brennan’s white pan from the packet on the trolley, and pasted on butter
            from a little glass dish, tearing holes in the bread. When we had finished, Gran rang
            the bell for Muriel, who would come and clear the soup plates away, leaving her mistress
            to serve the main course from the brown dishes on the hotplate. ‘Twice-laid’
            – a dish assembled from Sunday’s roast, the meat mixed with breadcrumbs, onions
            and left-over gravy and baked again – might follow. Then there would be yoghurt, the Sno
            plastic tub set in a bowl, eaten with a dessert spoon, or occasionally junket, a milk
            pudding made with the rennet my grandmother would ask her English visitors to bring her;
            as with ginger beer, you could not buy it in Ireland.

        With every mouthful we sought for some bit
            of news to stir the still waters. Sometimes Charles would hum to himself, or look at the
            ceiling and emit a low groan. My grandmother’s translucent
            fingers, the same colour as the pearls she wore daily, thoughtfully tore her bread into
            pieces en route to her mouth. Occasionally she would grimace as she stirred her soup,
            and shake her head, and mouth, ‘Bah.’ I took this to be an expression of
            pain, although she rarely complained of any ailment more specific than the succession of
            chills and colds that prevented her from kissing anyone goodbye. These noises were not
            prompts for conversation, but were indications of internal dialogues with their own
            turbulent patterns, which were no business of a child.

        About three nights a week Charles went out
            after dinner to committee meetings of the Select Vestry or the School Board of
            Management or the Forces Help Society or Simpson’s Hospital. ‘He does such a
            lot for the parish,’ my grandmother would say approvingly, as the front door
            closed.

        I slouched at her feet on the hearth rug in
            the drawing room, always aware that our best conversations would happen now when she
            could stare off into the past, forgetting for a moment that I was there with her.

        ‘What do you see in the fire?’
            she would ask.

        ‘Houses,’ I’d reply.
            ‘Burning houses with rafters falling in.’

        ‘I see faces.’ She pointed to
            the flames licking along the underside of a blackened log. ‘Look, there’s a
            nose, and if you look along the briquette, you can see two eyes.’

        I searched the fire but the faces had gone
            by the time I looked, as the houses fell in storey upon storey. Into this darkness we
            had thrown our lists to Father Christmas each year.

        Moving me aside, she picked up the small
            poker and stirred the embers to let the ash fall down through the grate before lifting
            one of the logs placed against the fender to dry out. She dropped it in at the back,
            gasping a bit with the effort, but would rather that than allow a child to do it.

        ‘Move back a bit or you’ll
            scorch yourself,’ she’d say, resuming her chair. I stroked
            my shoulder with my left hand and felt the heat from the blaze in my jumper.

        The room ticked around us although the
            grandfather clock had long ago stopped. I picked at the rug and gazed at the fire. She
            always spoke in her own time.

        ‘Charles is very good,’ she
            said. ‘And I mustn’t grumble. He is very good to allow me to continue living
            here with him. It is his house, you know.’ She kept looking at her hands, avoiding
            any query I might have. ‘If I leave the room, you must keep the fire guard up, you
            know that. If anything were to happen, well … ’ She turned her palms out
            to convey the immeasurable scale of the loss. ‘It just costs too much to
            insure.’

        Beyond the lesson that I should take care,
            there was another melody in what she said. I understood that she had seen a falling off,
            and yet her eldest son could not be blamed. Books were what interested him, not houses,
            their maintenance and decoration. To expect otherwise was foolish. The standard to which
            Tibradden failed to measure up was not, I gathered, that of its earlier days, although
            my mother used to say that the one time the farm had turned a profit was under my
            grandmother’s stewardship during the war. But what farm didn’t make money,
            then? No, the standard had been set by the house Gran still considered her proper home,
            Barford Hill, in Warwickshire, a photograph of which hung above her bureau.

        Plain and ugly on the outside, inside it had
            had everything: a splendid oak-panelled dining room, a ballroom, a billiard room, sunny
            nurseries and somewhere between twenty and thirty bedrooms. Large as Tibradden was, it
            seemed to me unimaginable that a house might have too many bedrooms to count. Barford
            Hill was very modern – with its own power plant to feed the central heating and the
            electric lighting her father had installed – and enjoyed every comfort; my grandmother
            approved of these things. A spreading cedar stood in the middle of the
            lawn, its lower boughs arranged like rungs for children to climb. Across the road were
            stables and a walled kitchen garden, with greenhouses full of grapes, peaches and
            orchids. During the war, the servants’ quarters had been turned into a
            convalescent hospital for a hundred men.

        ‘Oh, it was lovely,’ Gran
            exclaimed, her voice vivid with its riches and the company of her siblings running to
            and fro down the corridors.

        ‘What happened to it?’ I asked
            jealously.

        ‘My nephew, Charlie, pulled it
            down.’ She said it without a trace of bitterness. ‘After the war, it was
            simply too difficult to run without the staff, so nobody wanted it. And it was far too
            expensive to live in.’ The cedar tree, though, was still there. One day, if I
            visited my cousins in Sherborne, they might take me to see it.

        I was not sure I would ever visit these
            cousins, who were several times removed by blood, and even more by nationality, class
            and politics. News of their activities arrived in weekly letters and made up a large
            part of the conversation over dinner. Enclosed were clippings from Tatler or
                Country Life featuring them at charity balls or togged out in pinks to
            command the local hunt. They owned horses and dogs and guns, and knew how to shoot and
            gut pheasants. The girls worked during the winter at ski chalets and completed Cordon
            Bleu cookery courses in preparation for marriage. Their fathers were members of the
            Conservative Party who were unsure whether Mrs Thatcher was a good thing. Gran’s
            family visited rarely, and although no reasons were given, I understood this might be
            because of ‘the security situation’. In any case, Tibradden could not offer
            the same excitements. Mostly guests played bridge, or Gran might invite me to join them
            for a game of Scrabble after a trip to ‘Dublin’, as she always called
            town.

        To listen to my grandmother’s memories
            of Barford Hill became a complicated pleasure. The implied criticism of Tibradden made
            me feel defensive of the place that had been her home for more than forty years but that
            was just becoming my Arcadia. I resented, too, the warmth of her recollections, which
            seemed to diminish my value as company. The wild-flowers she taught me to identify in W.
            Keble Martin’s field guide had not first been recognized by her in these fields,
            but in others I would never visit. Yet slowly these thoughts began to dissolve and turn.
            My grandmother had arrived here once and adopted this house on the hill as her home, as
            I now would too.

        It was Gran who had pointed out the lone
            palm tree rising above the laurels as evidence that the woods along the stream had once
            been a formal garden, with ponds. ‘Your father and Charles used to fish here in
            the boat that’s now up in the stables,’ she told me one day, as we stopped
            by the marsh to watch a heron pick its way through the leafy shallows. She had sat down
            on a fallen tree to regain her breath while I poked around in the stream for the tiny
            mica beads stuck together by caddis fly larvae, which I collected and stored in jars on
            the front steps waiting for the imago to hatch and fly.

        ‘Do you think we could make ponds here
            again?’ I asked, as I clambered up, jar in hand, the bright water running down my
            arm.

        ‘It’s out of the
            question.’ To my bewilderment, she was cross. She took her own measure before
            looking up at me. Noting my expression, she continued, ‘When they opened the
            gravel pits up the mountain, your great-grandfather broke his back trying to keep the
            silt-traps clear. There aren’t the men to do it now, in any case.’

        It didn’t matter to me, really. The
            pale grey sky fell in through the clearing and rested in pools between the rushes. Every
                rustling noise in the undergrowth could be a deer or a red
            squirrel, or, more surprisingly, a fox or badger. Once, my brother had seen men with
            guns climbing over the fence into the far field. He had hidden behind a tree and watched
            them pass, and then he’d run back and told us all, and after the adults had
            exchanged glances, I’d been told not to be afraid, they were probably only hunters
            out deer-stalking.

        On Wednesdays, classes finished at
            lunchtime. In the brighter months I would get my uncle’s permission to come home
            early, on foot. While the rest were at games, I’d head for the back gate onto
            Kilmashogue Lane, climb over the wire fence opposite into Featherstone’s fields,
            and make my way to the woods of St Thomas.

        Although it now belonged to Major McDowell,
            the chairman of the Irish Times trust, St Thomas used to be the dower house to
            Tibradden. This history, obscurely felt, allowed me to decide it could not be
            trespassing to scramble along St Thomas’s boundaries. The old avenue began where
            the walled banks confined the stream to a mill-race, then continued along its course,
            marked by a line of granite boulders, for at least a mile up the hill to the Lawn in
            front of Tibradden. I remembered my father walking me along its length when I was very
            small, and I recalled it as a more impressive road then than it was now. A scraggy
            colonnade of pollarded beech trees was familiar, and I thought I remembered, too, the
            three cut-stone arched bridges over which the path led, skirting thickets of brambles
            along the way. In places, the track would once have been wide enough to accommodate a
            car. Broken glass and plastic bottles suggested others used it as a shortcut up towards
            Larch Hill, but I never met anyone else along the way.

        ‘Well, ducks, where have you
            been?’ my uncle would ask, as I slipped in through the drawing-room door in time
            for tea.

        ‘Oh, just out, exploring,’
            I’d say, and my grandmother would move back her chair and invite me in to share
            the warmth of the fire. Curled up on the hearth, my legs tucked under the gate-leg
            table, I always felt as if I’d come safely home at last.

    
        2.

        May 2002

        It is hard to retrace those steps, nearly
            twenty years after I first made my way back to Tibradden from St Columba’s, for
            the line of the old avenue has almost disappeared. The stream has diverted around fallen
            trees, overflowing the mill race to carve new channels in the soft banks. Evergreen
            laurels sprawl into the clearings left by larger trees, so that to negotiate the old
            road requires stepping over trunk and under bough, following as best I can the skeins of
            wool caught on twig and briar as guides to the new tracks our sheep have made straying
            between our fields and St Thomas’s, concerned only with the quest for sweeter
            grass. The last stone bridge leads out through a black wrought-iron gate into the long
            sloping field below the Lawn.

        I emerge from the dark shade of the
            overhanging firs and larches into a sunlit amphitheatre where the view towards Tibradden
            seems to wait for applause. The house, with its three bays, stands square between the
            clumped rhododendrons, the epitome of respectability save for the two arched windows
            above the front door, which shoot up like eyebrows in surprise that any onlooker should
            have made it this far. It is not, as my mother used to say, a beautiful house, although
            it does command an impressive view.

        Two plain chimney stacks in front hide the
            two lined up at the rear. Smoke rises from the left-hand one above the drawing room just
            as a child would draw it. A child, however, would leave the façade
            paper-white or paint it any shade other than its current rust-streaked, damp-stained
            grey; the front door and window frames are the same bottle-green as my old school
            jumper. To the right, a line of cedars steps away along the gravel drive, with an
            underskirt of rhododendrons that blooms extravagantly crimson against the dark green
            foliage in spring. To the left, above the line of trees that flanks the stream, rises
            the shoulder of Kilmashogue, with the head of Tibradden Mountain dozing out of sight
            behind the courtyard.

        The tall and graceful lime tree, planted in
            the middle of the Lawn before this house was ever built, provides an alternative pivot
            for the view. Its low boughs supply scratching posts for the few cattle sheltering under
            it. The strong sweet scent of its flowers attracts swarms of bees, and most afternoons
            the deer tiptoe out from the woods and rise on their hind legs to steal its aromatic
            leaves. A copper beech, planted in close as a nursery tree and never cut down, sits in
            the shadow of the lime. Viewed from the house, the two trees are indistinguishable in
            the perfect bell shape described by their branches; in the distance beyond them, the two
            towers of the Pigeon House poke up from the edge of Dublin Bay.

        Since moving back to Tibradden I have begun
            to be woken at night by dreams that, no matter how they begin, become a film of the lime
            splitting down the centre and the view slowly tumbling apart in a whirl of disconnected
            rooms and fields. On stolen afternoons, I have tried to fix each part back into position
            by haunting the old drive or the rooms of Henigan’s derelict cottage across in the
            field I know as Marymount. Susie refers to this field as the Nineteen Acres, a reference
            to the old Irish measure; it is almost twice that size in statute acres. In patches not
            yet colonized by gorse, I discover stitchwort, bird’s foot trefoil, common vetch
            and wild strawberries. I know they will not last in water, but pick the
            flowers anyway, recalling how my grandmother’s face would soften at the sight of
            them before she went to find a vase.

        A complicated set of considerations has led
            Colin and me to decide to move in with my uncle. Three years ago we returned to Ireland
            from England, where Colin had been working and I’d been studying, to take new
            lecturing jobs. For a couple of years we rented a small flat in Booterstown, on the
            south side of Dublin, not far from my job at the Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design
            and Technology. Colin used to take the train to Belfast on Monday morning for his job at
            Queen’s University, and stayed with his parents in Dundonald during the week. This
            seemed the most sensible arrangement – my job entailed longer terms and more teaching
            hours than his – but it was hard on him. He spent most evenings in his parents’
            guest bedroom talking on the phone. I was in Dublin; his three children, Jo, Seamus and
            Mel, remained in Hull with their mother. He shuttled alternate weekends among us and
            tried to ignore the strain. When the children came to Dublin for their holidays, our
            Booterstown flat was not big enough for us all, and so at Charles’s suggestion we
            decamped to Tibradden. In summer, we found old clubs and racquets and footballs and
            played on the abandoned tennis court. At Christmas, we huddled around the drawing-room
            fire with Charles and bickered over board games. It was all a shabby replica of idyllic
            childhoods past.

        The question of Tibradden’s future had
            been the subject of a number of family meetings since the mid-1990s. These were
            organized by my uncle’s solicitor and accountant, who were concerned that their
            client had not updated his will for many years. I had attended several of these
            meetings, at which Charles made it clear that he wanted only to do what was ‘considered right’ by the family. Without children of his
            own, and no other near relatives, the family amounted to my father, my brother and me.
            At that time, Niall was working in Spain while I was studying in Oxford towards an
            academic career that might land me anywhere. My father said he was ‘too old to
            take on Tibradden’; besides, he and my stepmother, Rosemary, were very happy
            living where they were. Tibradden was viewed less as an opportunity than as a burden.
            When the issue of the estate’s value came up, everyone swallowed hard. My uncle
            struggled to work out how he could be fair to each of us in passing on an asset that
            none of us could bear to see sold, and yet none of us knew how to manage. Somehow we
            could not imagine our family without Tibradden at its core. The meetings had stalled at
            this impasse without, as far as I knew, any new will having been prepared.

        My appointment to a permanent lectureship at
            Dun Laoghaire, and coming home with Colin, had changed things. We asked Charles whether
            he could spare a site on the grounds for us to build a small wooden house. He chuckled
            at the idea of us living in a log cabin – and we eventually dropped the idea – but he
            seemed genuinely pleased that we were planning to come back to Tibradden. About two
            years ago he suggested that we come and live with him in the main house.

        Although grateful for his generous offer, it
            took us a while to accept. My teaching load and Colin’s commuting meant that we
            had no spare time to begin the project of moving to Tibradden and reclaiming a practical
            living space from the decades of disrepair and ancestral clutter in the rooms we would
            need. Come the following summer, I promised, we would move in.

        But then at Easter, I received a scholarship
            to complete the doctoral thesis I’d started at Oxford. It involved a year’s
            career break. It seemed only fair, then, to spare Colin the commute from Dublin to Belfast, so we decided to try out his city for a year. When I told
            Charles my good news, he went quiet and turned his head away towards the window.
            ‘Of course you must go,’ he said firmly, but there were tears in his eyes. I
            realized only then how lonely he had been, and how our visits with the children, which I
            had feared were an imposition, had been for him a break in the monotonous task of making
            up his own days.

        ‘It will only be a year,’ I
            promised him. ‘If you still want us next summer, we will come and stay for
            good.’

        In the drawing room, Charles has spread a
            cloth over the gate-leg table in front of the hearth. On the trolley next to it are a
            scattering of cutlery, crockery and a biscuit tin. The old Hoover lies next to the sofa
            like a dejected dog.

        He finds me setting out the cups and saucers
            when he returns with the teapot, trembling a little in his left hand. His right thumb
            and forefinger are cramped from ‘rheumatism’, his own diagnosis, for Charles
            has not seen a doctor in a very long time.

        ‘Let me do that, Uncle,’ I
            offer, taking the teapot from him to pour. He hands it over willingly and sits back in
            his armchair.

        As we talk and munch biscuits, I try not to
            be moved by the small efforts he’s made to spruce himself up. He’s had a new
            haircut; the long wisps that once swirled up in the wind have been trimmed away. The
            yellow tie he’s wearing is one I gave him last Christmas; the frayed collar of the
            pink shirt stands clear of his neck.

        When I have filled him in on all
            that’s been happening in Belfast, Charles says he wants to show me something.
            ‘I haven’t been entirely idle, you know,’ he says, with a twinkle,
            replacing the cup on its saucer and pushing himself up from his chair. ‘I have a
            few photos that may amuse you.’

        With a glint in his eye, he retrieves an
            envelope and passes it over. ‘Here, see if you recognize anyone in
            that.’

        The photo on top of the pile, taken
            recently, shows my uncle in a full-length raspberry-coloured taffeta ball gown, worn
            over a white blouse, and topped with a mauve bonnet. Tight blonde curls cascade down his
            yet-to-be-inflated bosom. Red lips, rouged cheeks, blue eye-shadow and fake eyelashes
            complete the costume. Except for his hands, which hang skinnily by his sides, my uncle
            looks younger and healthier in drag. The annual staff play at St Columba’s is one
            of the highlights of his year. By anyone’s reckoning, he is a very experienced
            dame. The drawers of the cabinet behind us are stuffed with the scripts of pantomimes my
            grandmother used to write for our Church of Ireland parish to perform over New Year: her
            first, The Enchanted Golfball (starring the Ogey Bogey Fairy of the Nineteenth
            Hole), being her most distinctive contribution before she reverted to stock plots such
            as Mother Goose, filled with local gags. Throughout her seventies she took
            annual charge of the forty children, who were cast as rats or villagers, among whom I
            was often numbered, while my father, with a reluctance that equalled mine, played his
            own compositions on the piano. On stage, I huddled with the parish kids whom I barely
            knew, cringing with embarrassment and edging further and further into the wings.
            Charles, alone of the family, shared her enthusiasm and, as an Ugly Sister or Widow
            Twankey, always won the greatest applause.

        As he leafs through the pictures, remarking
            happily on his colleagues’ performances, I study him more closely. I cannot help
            but notice the things that do not matter much: the arm of his tortoiseshell glasses,
            mended with Sellotape; his suit jacket and V-neck jumper, spotted with food stains. More
            alarmingly, the red patches on his forehead and cheeks seem to have increased in size,
            while his nose seems more purple and swollen than ever.

        My eyes stray to the black-and-white photograph
            framed on the wall, which shows a handsome young man carrying books under his arm. He is
            wearing a tie, V-neck jumper, tweed jacket, scarf, and a straw boater tilted back on his
            head, perhaps on the photographer’s instruction. His smile is generous, his glance
            bashful and kind. My grandmother’s visitors were usually surprised to learn this
            young man was Charles, taken while he was at Winchester; the picture, she would inform
            them proudly, had accompanied an article about English public schools in Life
            magazine. After Winchester, he had attended New College, Oxford, then taught at Eton,
            before returning to Tibradden in the mid-sixties. My father told me once that he thought
            the stress of teaching at Eton had prompted some sort of breakdown. ‘My brother
            just lay on one sofa in the drawing room, while your grandmother lay on the other. They
            talked.’ The memory clearly upset him so I asked no more. The part-time job
            teaching languages at St Columba’s had put an end to this period, and the staff
            common room has served for years as a highly congenial home-from-home.

        I hand the photos back. My uncle resumes
            slurping his tea. We have not yet discussed how Colin and I will share the house with
            him and I am not sure how much thought he has given to the subject. Years of living with
            his mother and Muriel have left him wary of fussing women.

        ‘Uncle,’ I begin, setting down
            my cup, ‘have you had any ideas about how best we should organize
            things?’

        ‘Well, yes, as you like,
            darling,’ he replies quickly. He pushes back his armchair and, looking up at the
            ceiling, raises his voice a little as he used to for teaching. ‘I’ve been
            chiefly thinking about your computers. I hope I have enough of our plugs.’

        I try not to smile. There is only one modern
            square three-pin socket in the house, and that is in the dining room. The rest are the
            round sockets that were installed by my grandmother over the summer of
            1939, as she waited to discover exactly when her husband would be called abroad to serve
            his regiment in the coming war. Whenever my uncle buys any new electrical item, he has
            to hunt for a round Bakelite plug among the defunct heaters, lamps and radios stored in
            the study and replace the new with the old. His stock of plugs is dwindling. When
            we’ve stayed in the past, we have tethered our lives to the twenty-first century
            via a long extension cable from the one dining-room socket. There is no washing-machine,
            no tumble-drier, no working dishwasher, no microwave and no shower. Indeed, there is no
            mains water supply, the tanks instead being filled by a gravity-fed system from the
            stream.

        My uncle’s ability to adapt his own
            needs to the gradual obsolescence of his environment is not one we can emulate. The lead
            wiring is a fire hazard. Blue sparks fly out from the socket in my old bedroom whenever
            I unplug the Hoover. My uncle
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