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Peig McManus was born in 1939 and grew up in one of the last of Dublin’s tenements, under the shadow of the Second World War. She learned early about social barriers and, from a young age, set about a path of community activism and educational reform.

Peig trained as a therapist and worked for many national organisations. She worked in radio and television for many years and pursued studies and practice in homeopathy and meditation.

Now in her eighties, the mother of five recounts her journey to becoming herself in her unforgettable memoir I Will Be Good.
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Even So

I heard the sound of marching feet while I was in my mother’s womb. Sometimes I find this hard to credit. Europe was on the brink of war. The whole world was on the march.

Even so, I can see the joy in my mother Bridie’s face in the sepia photo, taken on a work outing on a fine spring day in 1939. Her head is resting on my dad’s shoulder, his arm around her. He’s respectable in his dark suit, white shirt, collar and tie, while she is petite and glamorous, her hand resting on her swollen belly. They look like a handsome, carefree couple, although Mam already had primary tuberculosis.

One month later, I was born. Mam said it was cold the day she brought me home to our tenement room on North King Street in Dublin 7. Gran, my dad’s mother, had the fire lighting. Mam sat in front of it, cradling me on her lap, heating her hands to warm my cold feet. Very soon I got the hang of things and stretched out my tiny feet to meet her warmed hands. This is an image I have carried with me all my life.

War was declared five months later, on Sunday, 3 September. I was asleep in my pram in Gran’s kitchen. The neighbours were gathered around the radio in Gran’s shop, listening to Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, declare war on Germany. Until that minute, they had been hoping for a miracle, praying that somebody would intervene. Gran said that our prime minister, Eamon de Valera – Dev – would keep Ireland out of it. She was right, as usual.

As the war progressed, I played on the floor in the space between the fireplace and the door, watching the smoke billowing from the big chimney of Chivers’ jam factory, which loomed in the lane behind our house. I saw the sun making splashes on the floor and the dark coming on. I heard my dad’s footsteps creaking on the stairs when he came home from work. I also heard my new sister, May, being born in the summer of 1940. I heard the early-morning risings, slop buckets emptying, children returning from school in the afternoon. Babies crying, babies dying, hunger’s cry, love’s murmurs. Mam singing ‘Stormy Weather’.

The following year, work had become scarce, and thousands of Irish men and women went to England to find work or to join the British forces. My dad wanted to go. Mam said he was like a caged animal cooped up in that tenement room with two small children and another on the way. In later years Mam used to warn us, ‘When poverty comes in through the window, love flies out through the door.’

The prospect of war seemed glamorous and heroic. Many young men went, leaving their wives and children behind. The women were not so foolhardy. They didn’t want dead heroes.

My sister May and I lay at the bottom of the bed, listening to the whispers, pleadings and angry voices. ‘Please, Christy, don’t go,’ Mam kept saying. Funny how things stick in your mind, even after eighty years.

Dad went. Gran gave him the money. He got a job in a brush factory in London and found lodgings in a working-men’s hostel called Rowton House.

For a long time, we heard muffled sobs. Mam didn’t want to get out of bed or bake. She stopped singing. It was dark in the room: she wouldn’t let Gran open the curtains. Gran and Aunt Dolly, my dad’s sister, minded us. Gradually they persuaded Mam to get out of bed and open the curtains. Light crept slowly back into our lives. Perhaps she was sad because when she was born in November 1916 her father was in France fighting in the First World War. Now, in November 1941, she was expecting her third baby and her husband was gone. She was worried he might never come back.

Mam was delicate. She had tuberculosis. When she brought my baby brother, Billy, home from hospital, I heard people whispering, ‘She won’t live to rear him.’ Billy was the light of her life. She had wanted a boy. I watched her as she sang ‘You Are My Sunshine’, filling the room with smoke from her Woodbine cigarettes, daring God to come and get her.

I followed her around. Up the stairs to the landing to fetch water. Down the stairs to empty the slop bucket. I stood on a chair at the table, helping her to make the brown bread. She washed me and May, up as far as possible and down as far as possible. I sat beside her on the bed while she fed the baby. I knew her every mood.

Sometimes Mam let me go down the stairs to Gran and Aunt Dolly’s huckster’s shop. They sold everything on tick and kept a record of what the customers owed, written on the back of cigarette cartons. Some owed them a lot of money. Gran was always complaining that she would end up in Stubbs. I thought it sounded like a terrible place and was afraid Gran might be sent there. Little did I know that Stubbs was a list of debtors.

I was the apple of Gran’s eye. She loved to show me off, standing me on the counter to do a turn for the customers. Smiling through gritted teeth, they would remark, ‘Isn’t she marvellous? Just like Baby LeRoy’, a child actor who was all the rage in American films. And they would add, ‘Would ye ever give us ten Woodbines, Dolly, a box of matches and a half-stone of turf? I’ll pay ye on Friday.’ They had left their children at home and were worried in case they had murdered one another or burned themselves at the open fire.

When we got Dad’s wire with his pay on Thursdays, we were in clover. Mam would be in a good humour. She put money by for the rent, the gas, turf for the fire and food, though she still always had to get cigarettes on tick from Gran. Even so, we always had a treat on Thursday.

We were now living in what was called the Emergency. Food, clothing, gas and fuel were rationed. Malnutrition, tuberculosis and many other illnesses were raging through the tenements. In this darkness, kindness weaved her magic spell. Having little, we all shared what we had. Mrs Dempsey, who lived on the top floor, was blind. Somebody gave her a dinner every day and emptied her slop bucket. We learned to mind each other.

We had food supplements, which were distributed through the dispensaries, delights such as cod liver oil, an iron tonic known as Parrish’s Food and the dreaded Senokot. We hated cod liver oil, but the Parrish’s Food helped to take the bad taste away. DDT, a pesticide, was also supplied. This was a white powder meant to kill the hoppers and fleas, which were spreading disease. I can still remember the smell.

Every Saturday morning, Dubliners had their own form of colonic irrigation. The Senokot tablets were administered, whether they were needed or not, and most of the tenements had only one outdoor toilet. On Saturday mornings, our newly found tolerance was sorely tested.

People sang:


Run, rabbit,

Run, rabbit,

Run, run, run …



Although Ireland was neutral in the war, there still was a risk of stray German bombs. An air-raid shelter was built on the road outside our house, where ladders, buckets and a pump were stored – the equipment that would be needed if a bomb should fall. The blackouts protected us: curtains were drawn, not a chink of light to be seen. One careless act could endanger the lives of everybody. Despite all the precautions, bombs were accidentally dropped on Dublin’s North Strand, just a stone’s throw from our house. We lived in fear of it happening again.

Gas rationing was enforced. We could use gas for two hours in the morning and evening but afterwards, with a ‘glimmer’ of gas left in the pipes, you could take a chance on making a cup of tea. Woe betide you if the Glimmer Man, who always seemed to be lurking in doorways, caught you. Then you weren’t allowed to cook for days.

One Thursday, Mam, in a fit of extravagance, bought herself a lamb chop and tried to cook it on the glimmer. I was put out on the landing to keep watch. Then the cry went up on the street. ‘Glimmer Man!’ I shouted.

Mam switched off the gas. She cooled the ring in the basin, dried it and put it back on the cooker. She was lighting a fag to cover the smell when he knocked. ‘Come in,’ she called. He entered sniffing and went to feel the ring. He looked around the room, at Billy lying on the bed, at us two small children hanging onto Mam’s skirt. He looked into Mam’s grey eyes and left. Mam cooked the chop and gave little pieces to May and me, but we were afraid to eat it in case the Glimmer Man came back.

The neighbours gathered in the shop to listen to Gran’s radio. All the major cities in Britain were being bombed. Thousands of men, women and children had to sleep in air-raid shelters, like the one outside our door, for weeks on end. They kept up their spirits by singing:


Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag And smile, smile, smile.



Or


Roll out the barrel, we’ll have a barrel of fun.



The same songs we sang at weddings, wakes and funerals.

The war cast its long shadow over our house. We heard of the thousands of men killed in action, of the missing and the wounded. Mrs Cadbury, who lived above us, received a telegram informing her that her husband had been killed in an air raid in London. The neighbours mourned with her, and worried about their own husbands. Mam told me my dad was in a place where bombs didn’t fall, and God would keep him safe.

I enjoyed escaping downstairs, being spoiled by Aunt Dolly and Gran in the shop. Mam wasn’t well. Everybody said she would die. I continued to sing and dance for the customers and listen to Gran’s running commentaries on them ‒ earwigging, she called it: ‘Here’s that bloody aul wan looking for snuff on tick. She never paid her bill last week.’

Gran said I’d been on the earth before ‒ I could even hear the grass growing, she added. Strange, because I was hard of hearing even then. I wondered why God didn’t make Mam better and bring Dad home.
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In the Clover

The telegram boy caught us off guard that Saturday morning when he pushed the door open and parked his bike beside the baby’s pram in the long, narrow hall. His footsteps clattered on the bare boards, breaking the silence of the sleeping house. His dark uniform cast a shadow on the landing window as he climbed the two flights of stairs to our room. The loud knock startled us, making the baby wail.

‘Who in the name of God can that be?’ Mam asked.

A louder rap-rap-rap.

‘Hold on, hold on. I’ll be with you in a minute. Who is it?’

‘The telegram boy.’

‘You’re in the wrong place, son. We got our wire on Thursday.’

‘Is this Dowdalls’?’ he shouted.

‘Yes, but we got ours on Thursday.’

‘This is another one.’

‘No, it couldn’t be. I told you, we got ours on Thursday.’

‘Could ye please open the door? I’m in a hurry.’

Mam threw a cardigan over her nightdress and opened the door, still in her bare feet. He shoved the telegram into her hand.

‘Are ye sure?’ she asked.

‘Look at the name. Dowdall. You have to sign for it. Here’s a pencil.’

Mam’s hands were shaking as she took the telegram and held the paper against the wall to sign for it. Taking his pencil, the telegram boy, his hat perched on the side of his head, his silver buttons shining in the semi-darkness, turned and clattered back down the stairs, whistling.

Closing the door, Mam stood holding the telegram, whispering, ‘Jesus, Jesus.’ Then she propped it against the brass clock that sat in the centre of the mantelpiece, between the oil lamp and a framed photo of Mam and Dad, which had been taken when they were young. Billy was crying. Mam pulled back the curtain, wakening May, who was conked out beside Billy in the big double bed where we all slept. There was more room now that Dad was gone. Still, I missed him. Mam no longer sang, ‘I’ll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal, you!’

‘Hold the baby while I dress meself and make his bottle,’ she said to me. ‘Your granny will be up.’

Soon I was feeding Billy while Mam went down to the yard to empty the slop bucket and fill the water jug for the breakfast. She made porridge and tea. May and I sat on the side of the bed and ate our breakfast from the wooden table. Mam sat in Dad’s chair. When we’d finished, I changed the baby’s nappy while Mam cleared off the table, washed the dishes in the basin, dried them and put them away. She swept the floor and cleaned out the grate. Then she emptied the basin into the bucket and filled it with fresh water to wash May and the baby and told me to give myself a lick. As Mam was combing the tangles out of my hair, we heard a door slam and the stairs creak.

‘Here’s your granny. Stay quiet.’

We listened as the slow steps came nearer. Mam’s mouth was set in a straight line. Gran arrived, her small, round body tightly bound in a wraparound apron, her black hat jammed on her head.

‘What’s wrong, Bridie?’ she asked, pushing her way into the room. ‘I’m always the last to hear. A customer told me you got a telegram.’

‘There it is on the mantelpiece. I haven’t opened it yet.’

‘I’ll open it,’ she said, moving towards the fireplace.

‘No, you won’t,’ Mam said, blocking her way. ‘I’ll open it when I’m good and ready.’

‘He’s my son.’

‘And he’s my husband, and you’re the one who gave him the money to go.’ Mam’s grey eyes were like shiny stones. I thought she was going to slap Gran.

‘Bridie,’ Gran said, moving towards her.

‘Just go,’ Mam shouted.

‘At least let me take the baby.’

‘Just leave us alone. Haven’t you taken enough already?’

Gran stood there for a long time staring at Mam before she turned and gave me and May a hug. She kissed the baby and left. I think she was crying.

Mam lit a cigarette and took the telegram over to the window, holding it up to the light, turning it over and over.

‘Please, Mam, open it. Is Dad all right? Mrs Hibbits got a telegram when Mr Hibbits was killed, and the Brannigans got one when their Billy was killed. You told me Dad was in a place where the bombs didn’t fall. Are you going to open it, Mam?’

She didn’t hear me, so I pulled at her skirt.

‘Don’t be bothering me, child. I can’t hear meself thinking.’ She slapped me and pushed me away. I started to cry. She scooped me up into her arms, sat me on her lap, held me and rocked me until I stopped. ‘I’m sorry, love. I think we all need a breath of fresh air. Would you like to go to the Temple?’

She put on May’s coat. Then she dressed the baby, carried him down the stairs and put him in his pram. I held May’s hand in case she fell.

The street was alive with women and children doing their Saturday-morning shopping. With the money wired from England, they could now use their ration books to buy tea and sugar, butter, condensed milk, flour, oil, candles and coal. They released pledges from the pawn ‒ locks, blankets, wedding rings, Sunday clothes.

Mrs Brannigan saw us as we passed Mamie Ennis’s vegetable shop. She knew what it was like to get a telegram out of the blue. After her husband was killed, the neighbours emptied her slop bucket, carried her water and minded her children until she could lift her head again.

‘Are you all right, Bridie?’

‘Grand, grand. I’m in a hurry. I’ll see you later.’

We pushed the pram, with May sitting at the end holding on to the handle, on up North King Street and past the air-raid shelter where the ‘bogey man’ lived. We passed Jack’s Milk Bar where Mam had bought us pink cake with white icing the previous Thursday, and the bookie where Dad studied form. Pretending not to see the sympathetic glances, we turned onto Henrietta Place and up the hill into Temple Gardens. Mam sat on the bench, smoking. May and I danced on the red-gold leaves, or ‘God’s magic carpet’, as Gran called it. We played chasing and rolled down the grassy bank.

My dad had told me this was the park where I’d taken my first steps into his arms. I was his favourite, Mam said. On Saturday nights, he would sing me to sleep. I still remember the words:


Lulla, lulla, lulla, lulla, bye-bye

Do you want the moon to play with

Or the stars to run away with?

They’ll come if you don’t cry.



I worried that I would never see him again.

Mam called us: it was time for the baby’s bottle. Darkness was falling as we pushed the pram home. The paper boys were singing in loud chorus, trying to outdo each other:


‘Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Thousands killed in England.’

‘Extra! Extra! Read all about it! Thousands missing, feared dead.’



‘Will you, for God’s sake, hurry up?’ Mam said, as she pushed the pram faster and faster down North King Street. As we opened the hall door, we heard a melodeon playing and people singing: ‘The bells are ringing for me and my gal …’

‘Oh, I forgot Fanny Adams was getting married today,’ Mam said. She had given Fanny our clothing coupons towards her wedding suit, and the other neighbours had used their rations for the wedding breakfast. The music filled our room as Mam lit the gas mantles and the oil lamp.

In the dim light, I could see her looking at the telegram. Billy started to cry. She made his bottle and fed him. Then she heated the ‘blind’ stew ‒ a stew that had no meat. She kept looking at the mantelpiece. Her hands were shaking. The clock chimed.

‘Bloody clock,’ she said, ‘chiming our life away.’

Dad had bought it when he had money. It had to be wound every night and polished on Saturdays.

‘That clock is out of place in this room,’ Mam used to say.

‘It’s for our new home. It will bring us good luck.’ Dad wouldn’t part with it.

Mam moved the telegram to wind the clock.

‘Please, Mam, open it,’ I said.

She looked at me for a long time. She wound the clock and put it back. She lit a cigarette.

‘Please.’ I touched her arm.

‘All right, then, love. It’s now or never.’

She got a knife and slid it under the flap. I watched her face.

‘Is Da dead?’

‘No, love. He’s still alive. Alive and kicking.’ She had that faraway look. ‘That bloody man – he gave me an awful fright.’

‘Is he coming home, Mam?’

‘I don’t know, love.’

‘Is he in the clover, Mam?’ I joked, trying to make her smile.

‘That man would bet on two flies going up a wall. For once his horse came in.’

‘Will he be home for Christmas?’

‘Will you stop asking questions? I can’t hear myself thinking. He gave me such a fright.’

She sighed and rubbed a hand across her forehead. Then she lifted May onto her lap and put her arm around me. ‘I want you to be good girls and mind the baby for me. I have to tell your gran and Aunt Dolly the good news. Don’t go near the lamp, do you hear me?’

‘Will you bring us back something nice?’

‘Only if you’re good girls.’

May was sitting on the floor, playing with her rag doll. I was sitting on the bed beside the baby, listening to the dancing feet tapping on the ceiling. They were singing one of Dad’s songs, ‘Underneath the Arches’, about dreams being dreamed away.

‘I won’t be long,’ Mam said, as she closed the door.
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I Will Be Good

At the end of her tether, Mam would shout up the chimney, ‘Santa, don’t bring Peggy Dowdall any toys. She’s too bold,’ and mutter to herself, ‘Dear God, what am I going to do with that child?’

I would shout up, ‘Please, Santa, I will be good, I will be good. Just bring me a mama doll.’

My sister would shout up, ‘Please bring me a mama doll. I am good.’

In my child’s mind, Santa, Baby Jesus and Holy God came down from the heavens, strung together with tinsel, lit by candlelight, Santa guiding them through the snow on his reindeer to the tunes of ‘Jingle Bells’, ‘Away in a Manger’ and ‘Silent Night’. Santa bringing feelings of joyous anticipation. Baby Jesus bringing sadness because he had nowhere to lay his sweet head, except in a freezing barn with only cows to keep him warm. Holy God keeping score of whether we were good, very good, bold or very bold.

So, the first Christmas I remember was during the Second World War, wondering if Santa would make it from the North Pole through the bombing. Europe lay in tatters. Many little children had no place to lay their heads. The adults said we were lucky to be alive. They worried about food and fuel rations, and telegrams from England. Still they sang ‘White Christmas’.

On Christmas Eve, the women in our house washed, scrubbed and polished windows, landings, stairs, hallways and rooms until the bare boards were milk white and the windows gleamed. Clocks, newly released from the pawn, sat ticking, reminding us of when our dads would be coming home from England. Most of the men who lived in our house were expected home. They came from the boats, carrying their cardboard cases, tired and hungry.

I had never seen my mam kiss my dad like that before. They sat at the table, smiling at each other. May and I climbed onto Dad’s lap and asked him if he had seen Santa. Would he be able to make it down our chimney in the blackout? Dad said not to worry: he’d heard that Santa was on his way. He would have no bother getting down our chimney, but we had to leave a bottle of stout and some Christmas pudding out for him.

Dad went downstairs to see Gran and Aunt Dolly. It was growing dark. Mam lit the oil lamp and bathed me, May and Billy in the tin bath in front of the fire. When Dad came back he said Gran would mind us while he and Mam went to the pub ‒ all our aunts, uncles and neighbours gathered in Vaughan’s pub for a sing-song on Christmas Eve.

Gran put us to bed, but we couldn’t sleep. We were listening for the sound of Santa’s sleigh on the roof. Above us, we could hear children’s voices echoing through the house, shouting, fighting, laughing, crying, all waiting for Santa.

Our room was dark, cosy and smoky. Gran sat drinking a bottle of stout beside the fire. She told us Mam had sent a letter to Santa. He knew May and I wanted mama dolls and Billy was getting a toy drum. The quicker we went to sleep, she said, the quicker Santa would come. We said our prayer:


Oh, Angel of God, my guardian dear,

To whom God’s love commits me here.

Ever this day, be at my side,

To light and guard, to rule and guide. Amen.



Gran’s shadow grew dimmer and we drifted off to the Land of Nod.

May woke first. ‘Oh, Peggy, look what Santa brought us.’ There, snuggled between us, lay two dolls in shiny white dresses. We cuddled and kissed them, and squashed them until they squeaked ‘Mama.’ Billy woke and found the drum.

The noise of the drum and the dolls awakened Mam and Dad, who were sleeping at the top of the bed. ‘Go back to sleep. It’s the middle of the night,’ they said. We played as quietly as we could until the whole house echoed with the noise of whistles and drums, skipping ropes, marbles, swords, guns, trains, rocking-horses and shouts of ‘Look what Santa brought me!’

Soon we heard the footsteps of families on their way to early-morning Mass in St Michan’s, which was on Halston Street just across the road. We wrapped our dolls up nice and warm, and showed them to the Baby Jesus in the crib at the church. I called my doll Rosebud and May called hers Molly.

In the afternoon, we went down to Gran, who was making the Christmas dinner. Her room was filled with steam and smoke. The goose was hanging upside down, roasting over the open fire.

The three of us were put sitting on Gran’s big brass bed in the middle of pillows, bolsters and grey army coats. A paradise of hills, valleys, nooks and crannies, which muffled the sound of Billy’s drum and the squeaky Mama cries.

After dinner, the table was shoved against the bed to make room for the hooley. Dad and Uncle Paddy, my dad’s brother, who was home on leave from the Irish Army, were dancing and singing ‘Underneath the Arches’ when I discovered a lump on Rosebud’s back.

Aunt Dolly was singing ‘Love’s Last Word Is Spoken (Chérie)’ when I swiped a knife from the table and ripped the back of Rosebud’s dress. I pulled out a shiny box, leaving a gaping hole in Rosebud’s back. She had lost the power of speech.

I howled.

‘What’s wrong, child?’ Gran asked. ‘God almighty, would ye look what that young wan is after doing?’ There I sat, Rosebud’s voice box in my hand, trying to hide the hole in her back.

‘How did ye manage that?’ Mam asked.

‘Why did you do it?’ Dad asked.

‘I don’t know,’ I sobbed.

‘She’s a most destructive child,’ Gran said. ‘What’s to be done with her?’

Aunt Dolly, my godmother, came to the rescue. ‘Leave her alone. She’s just a child. I remember,’ she said, pointing at Uncle Paddy, ‘he tore the hair out of my doll.’ She was just getting started on one of her ‘I remember’s, which always lasted a long time and got on everybody’s nerves.

‘That’s enough,’ Gran said. ‘It’s Christmas Day, for God’s sake.’

Aunt Dolly picked me up and cradled me against her soft body. I sat on her lap, clutching Rosebud and her voice box. I knew what I had done came under the heading of ‘very bold’.

The hooley resumed.

Gran sang ‘The Tri-Coloured Ribbon’.

Mam sang ‘The Little Shirt My Mother Made for Me’.

They seemed to have forgotten what I had done. Aunt Dolly said she would put me to bed. Mam said she would be up later with May and Billy. Aunt Dolly lit the lamp. ‘You’re not a bad girl,’ she said softly.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I will be good.’

‘I know, love. Just say your prayers.’

I asked Holy God to make Rosebud better.

Next morning, I wakened early. The light filtered through a gap in the curtain, revealing Rosebud lying beside me in her shiny white dress. Someone had put her back together. Cautiously, I turned her over. She squeaked, ‘Mama.’ Quickly I pushed her under the covers. I wondered who had fixed her – Holy God? Baby Jesus? Aunt Dolly? Or even Gran?

From a distance it doesn’t matter. I knew I had been forgiven. A good job: I never learned how to be a good girl. Eventually I stopped trying and just became myself.
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Dandelions through the Letterbox

Mam was distraught when the doctor told her I had pneumonia. He could do no more for me. I was in God’s hands now. For the next forty-eight hours, I hovered between life and death. Mam fed me on sips of brandy and water. She told me I kept saying, ‘Don’t give me that stuff in the bottle.’ I meant the brandy. In later years, I grew quite fond of it.

I was in a cold, dark place. I wanted to leave but I knew Mam couldn’t bear it. Gran, Aunt Dolly and all the neighbours were praying for me. Slowly I came back to life. Gran said it was a miracle. Now they had to build up my strength. Every day I had to swallow a raw egg with warm milk and sugar. I can still feel the slimy taste in my mouth. To this day, the sight of a runny egg turns my stomach.

May, Billy and I were still sucking dummies. We were always dropping them on the floor and putting them back into our mouths, filthy dirty. Mam said they were causing disease and would have to go. Dad took matters in hand. One Sunday morning he brought the three of us down the stairs, out to the toilet in the backyard. He took the dummies out of our mouths, threw them into the toilet and pulled the chain. We howled as we watched them disappearing down the brown-stained pot. ‘Now,’ he said, pointing, ‘if you want your dummies, you’ll have to go down there for them.’

Mam said we howled for three days and nights. I imagine it must have been like addicts going cold turkey.

Despite the removal of the dummies, we developed impetigo. Big, pus-filled scabs spread over our bodies. They were highly contagious and had to be scrubbed every night with carbolic soap. We all had to have our heads shaved, including Mam, her shiny black hair gone. She wore a hat to hide her bald head. Aunt Dolly made cloth coverings for our hands to stop us from scratching and spreading the disease. Even as a small child, I knew there was something shameful about the ugly scabs.

Our sores eventually healed. Our hands were freed, our hair grew. Mam sang ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ and our cares and woes were packed away for a while.

I was four years old when I developed a cough. An X-ray revealed that I had a shadow on my lung. It was decided the best course of action was to remove my tonsils. Tonsillectomies were fashionable at the time. May and Billy had their perfectly healthy tonsils removed as a precaution. I was sent to Cheeverstown Convalescent Home to recuperate.

When I came home, I had a new brother. He was called Christopher after my dad. I begged Mam to let me hold him. She put me sitting on the bed. She warned me that if he felt too heavy, I was to fall backwards onto the bed and not to drop him on the floor. He was dressed in a lacy shawl and hat that Aunt Dolly had made for him. There were tufts of black hair sticking out through his cap. He wasn’t as wriggly as the cat. I heard Mam telling Aunt Dolly that she thought Christopher had gastroenteritis. A spurt of green diarrhoea shot out of his bottom when the nurse was weighing him. Mam was right. Christopher died a fortnight later. Dad carried him in a white coffin on his bike up to Glasnevin, where he was buried in the Angels’ Plot.

Mam blamed the rats for spreading disease. She was afraid to go to sleep because she could hear them at night, scurrying around. Nothing was safe. Babies’ bottles, food ‒ they even dragged dirty nappies down the rat holes. She couldn’t wait to get out of North King Street. She said we were in limbo land, waiting for the key to our new house. Meantime she had another baby, called Anne. There was something wrong with her heart. Anne lived for six months. She died in hospital the week we got the key to our new home.

We had been promised a new house with a flush toilet and a bath, our own sink and a garden in which we could grow food. We were just waiting for the key. Our name, Dowdall, was at the top of the corporation housing list because
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