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About the Book

Angela O’Rourke is six when her parents hand her over to an aunt and uncle in a distant village. It’s a common practice for large, hard-up families in 1950s Ireland, but for Angela it means that her mother and father don’t love her any more.

Angela is well cared for until she’s sixteen, but then her uncle takes to drink, and it’s not safe for her stay in his house. Moving to Liverpool in the early 1960s, she begins to make her mark in the world of fashion design. But the pain of a disastrous love affair sends her home to Ireland just after the death of her aunt: and there, among old papers, Angela makes an astonishing discovery. As she learns the truth about the past, a brighter new future beckons.
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    Chapter One
  

  
    [image: 002]
  

  
    Offaly, 1952
  

  
    ‘                                            THERE’S NO HELP FOR it, Maura, she’s going to have to go to Mary and Liam. There’s nothing else we can do. We’re going to have to give her over to them. We’re desperate, ye know that. There’s not enough money, there’s never enough and now what bit of work there was through the summer months is finished and winter coming and with another baby on the way, what can we do . . . ?’ Martin O’Rourke shook his head and ran his hands through his rapidly thinning brownish-red hair in a gesture of utter despair. He felt defeated. His thin shoulders were hunched and bent beneath a patched and greasy tweed jacket that had seen better days, a slightly more affluent man’s cast-off, no longer good enough even for everyday use but Martin O’Rourke had been grateful for it. He was only forty but looked like a man in his sixties. Constant unemployment, poverty, malnutrition and the worry of providing for his ever-increasing family had taken their toll.
  

  
    Maura reached out and put her arm around her husband’s shoulder, her heart heavy. ‘Ah, Martin, I’d thought it was the end of the babies. I thought I was after getting too old and too worn out. I thought that Angela was the last, it’s been over six years, but . . .’ She bit her lip. It seemed she’d been wrong and now God had seen fit to send them an eighth child. She was weary and heartsore as she thought of the future. Of the long months that stretched ahead when she would be so tired, her back aching at the end of each exhausting day, constantly beset with the worry of how to feed and clothe her family and with no one to turn to for help. She, too, was pale and thin. All the delicate softness of her youth, the clear translucent complexion, the sparkle in her hazel eyes, the shine on her golden-brown hair had gone, to be replaced by sallow lined cheeks, haunted eyes and lustreless, lank hair pulled back in a knot.
  

  
    She glanced around the small kitchen of the run-down, single-storeyed cottage which was all they could afford – and even then there were times when the rent went unpaid. They were fortunate in having a patient landlord. It was a poor home. The floor was flagged and uneven, the walls limewashed and bare. There was very little in the way of comforts, she thought sadly. No curtains, no bright cushions or rugs, no trinkets, ornaments or even pictures – save the one of the Blessed Virgin that hung by the door; it had been a wedding present. All they had were the bare essentials: a table, a dresser with a very few pieces of delft, a couple of chairs, a narrow wooden bench and three  stools, and the woven basket that held the turf for the range. The cottage, which was at the end of a narrow, overgrown bohreen that led to a coppice of ash and willow and then the flat brown scarred bog land that stretched away into the distance for miles, comprised just two rooms and an outside privy. Two rooms for nine people and now another baby on the way. There was no running water; a pump and a stone trough stood in the tiny yard in front of the cottage. Like all the houses in the parish the cottage had been wired up for the electricity but they couldn’t afford to use it. They still used candles or oil lamps while most of their neighbours had the comfort and convenience the electricity provided. It made her life so much harder.
  

  
    Ireland was still a poor country and Offaly was one of the least affluent of the twenty-six counties, but the O’Rourkes were the poorest of the poor. Martin did his best; he’d work at anything if it brought in a few shillings but often there was no work to be had, and when there was and he did spend the occasional shilling on drink she didn’t have the heart to complain. Things hadn’t been too bad for them in the early days but as the number of children had increased it had become harder and harder to make ends meet. She had long ago resigned herself to the fact that she was raising her children only to see them emigrate. There was no other choice for either them or herself but she’d never before had to resort to what had now been decided for Angela, her youngest daughter. She had cried so many bitter tears as she’d discussed it with Martin but in her heart she knew it had to be done.
  

  
    ‘Mary and Liam can give her a decent home, Maura,’ Martin urged. ‘Hasn’t he a steady job with Bord na Móna and a grand little house with every comfort – electricity, hot water, even a bathroom?’
  

  
    She nodded miserably. It wouldn’t be possible to give the new baby to Mary, she wouldn’t be able to cope with it and besides she believed that a baby thrived on its mother’s milk. Her sister and her husband lived in what could only be described as luxury compared to their circumstances. Liam worked at the turf-fired power station and their small neat house on the edge of the little town of Edenderry had electricity, hot and cold running water and even a tiny bathroom. Of course all that could not hope to compensate for the great sorrow of not having been blessed with children. Poor Mary had said countless novenas, she had gone on a pilgrimage to Knock, she had climbed Croagh Patrick, the holy mountain in Mayo, in her bare feet but heaven remained deaf to all her entreaties. Maura often pondered why poor Mary was childless when she herself had seven and her other sisters had a dozen between them. Martin wondered was it Liam or Mary who was at fault but Father Kenny often said that no blame should be apportioned for ‘Who are we to question the ways of Almighty God?’
  

  
    Martin took her hand and squeezed it. ‘Think of all the good things, Maura. She’ll be well fed and have decent clothes on her back. She’ll not grow up bold or ignorant, with no learning or manners on her at all. She’ll not be after having to take the emigrant ship either, ye can be certain of that. Won’t they want to  keep her with them to mind them in their old age? Sure, there’ll be no one left to mind us, Maura, they’ll all have gone to England or America,’ he pointed out.
  

  
    She couldn’t argue with him, everything he’d said was true, but it broke her heart to have to literally give her child away because they just couldn’t afford to feed and clothe her. She’d come to look on Angela as the baby of the family and once Mary and Liam took her she would become theirs. She would see little of her daughter. Edenderry was twenty miles away, too far for visiting as they had no transport of any kind and train fares were well beyond their means. In future she’d see her little daughter no more than once or twice a year and then only if Mary and Liam brought her to visit. Still, the alternative didn’t bear thinking about. It would have killed her to have put Angela into an institution, she’d heard that life was fierce harsh in those places, even though it was what Sister Imelda up at the convent had suggested, and for Martin it would be the greatest humiliation of all. Mary was her oldest sister, her own flesh and blood, she would take good care of Angela, hadn’t she said so in her letter? No, Maura wouldn’t let her child go amongst strangers, even though they were almost destitute.
  

  
    ‘I’ll get her few bits together tomorrow and I’ll tell her first thing in the morning,’ she said dejectedly, already dreading trying to find the words.
  

  
    ‘I’ll go above to the church and ask Father Kenny if he can get us a ride with someone, even if it’s only for part of the way. Ah, I know it’s hard, Maura, and we’ll all miss her but . . . but ’tis for the best. ’Tis better than  an institution and in years to come she’ll thank us, so she will.’
  

  
    Angela stood rigid with shock, her blue eyes wide with fear and hurt above chalk-white cheeks framed with long dark curly hair. She bit hard into her thumb, then she slowly and silently turned away from the crack in the door through which she’d heard her parents’ conversation. Oh, how she wanted to throw open the door, run into the kitchen and fling herself into her Mammy’s arms and cry that she didn’t want to go and live with Aunt Mary and Uncle Liam – ever! She didn’t want to go all the way to Edenderry and probably never see Mammy and Daddy or her brothers and sisters again. This new baby was the cause of her being sent away and they must love it more than they loved her otherwise why did                                             she
 have to go? Mammy had always called her ‘the baby’ but now there was to be another one and already she                                             hated
 it! She wouldn’t mind not having enough to eat or warm clothes or even the fact that sometimes she couldn’t go to school because she had no shoes. She wouldn’t mind not having book learning and manners or even taking the emigrant ship when she was older, if only she could stay here                                             now
.
  

  
    A huge sob filled her chest and she stuffed her fist into her mouth to stop it rising up and escaping. Big, salty tears ran down her thin cheeks and instead of going back to the bed she shared with her siblings she sank down on the floor behind the door, sobbing quietly.
  

  
    Aunt Mary was old, much older than Mammy, and she had never seen her smile or laugh. In fact she’d  only ever seen her a couple of times that she could remember. And Uncle Liam looked even older. She didn’t care if their house had the electricity or hot water or a bathroom – whatever that was – she wanted to stay                                             here
!
  

  
    ‘What are ye snivelling for and why are ye sitting on the floor? Come here to me before ye have Mammy in on top of us and we all get clattered!’ came the hissed instruction from her sister Aoife.
  

  
    Angela rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed. Aoife was sitting up at the end of the bed, an old coat clutched around her.
  

  
    ‘What is it? What has ye in that state?’ Aoife persisted in a loud whisper.
  

  
    Angela crept towards the bed and Aoife unceremoniously shoved aside one of her sleeping sisters and drew the shivering child to her.
  

  
    ‘Ye’ll take a cold, so ye will. What’s wrong?’
  

  
    Between stifled sobs Angela told her what she’d heard.
  

  
    Aoife was a little mystified. ‘Is that all? Wouldn’t I only be delighted to go and live with them? To have a bed of me own with thick blankets and a quilt, maybe even a whole room to meself ! And plenty to eat, grand clothes and not having to walk miles and miles to school in all weathers and with the cold and wet squelching in through the holes in me shoes.’
  

  
    Angela looked up at her in some astonishment. ‘But I don’t                                             want
 any of that! I don’t want to go and leave Mammy and Daddy and all of youse.’
  

  
    This turn of events wasn’t a complete surprise for  Aoife had heard snatches of the discussions – there was very little privacy in this house – although when she’d commented she’d been swiftly silenced. (‘Aren’t ye a bold brat?’ ‘Little jugs have big ears!’) Yet she was at a loss to understand her sister’s attitude to what she thought of as a stroke of luck.
  

  
    ‘Are ye mad, Angela O’Rourke? Ye’d sooner stay here where we’re all crammed like sardines in a tin, with empty bellies and barely a shoe to our foot and no chance of getting anything better at all until we’re old enough to leave? And having half the parish making a mock and a jeer of us because we’re poor and ignorant?’
  

  
    Angela lifted her chin defiantly and the light of determination filled her blue eyes, which still swam with tears. ‘Then I’ll tell Mammy that ye’ll go and live with them instead. I want to stay here. I’ll tell them that that                                             baby
 isn’t going to push me out.’
  

  
    Aoife shook her head slowly. ‘Sure, they won’t have me, I heard Mammy say so. I’m thirteen, I’m too old. I’d be too much of a trial to them and too bold by half and, besides, I help Mammy all I can. Ye are too small to be much help.’
  

  
    ‘But I’ll                                             try
 and I’ll grow, I will!’ Angela was emphatic.
  

  
    Aoife sighed and drew the thin, shivering little figure into her arms. At thirteen years of age she was already acutely aware that life wasn’t always fair but that there was little anyone could do about it. ‘’Tis no use, Angela, they’ve made up their minds. It’s not because they don’t love you, they do! They just think it  will be best for you. Da just doesn’t earn enough money to keep us all.’
  

  
    ‘But he’s enough for this other baby!’ Angela protested, still heart-broken, the tears again threatening to overwhelm her.
  

  
    ‘Ah, there’s nothing they can do about the baby. Don’t you just have to accept what God sends you and be thankful. It’s all part of Mammy’s duty as a Catholic wife and mother. That’s what Sister Agnes is always telling us,’ Aoife parroted. ‘Now, don’t start crying again. Pull this bit of a blanket around you and snuggle up to me and go to sleep.’
  

  
    Angela lay down sandwiched between Aoife and Caitlin her second oldest sister who was breathing noisily. She stared into the darkness, which was pierced by a beam of moonlight filtering in through the uncurtained window. Soon she would have to go far away to that house in Edenderry and maybe have to sleep in a room on her own. All alone in a strange bed, in a strange room, in a strange house and with an aunt and uncle who were virtually strangers. The prospect frightened her and tears again slid down her cheeks. Her safe, secure, familiar little world was bounded by these two rooms, the yard, the bohreen, the bog and the fields across which she walked to school and to church and now it was crashing around her. She would have to go to a different school with children she wouldn’t know and who might torment her. She would have to attend a different church where everyone would stare at her with curiosity and maybe pity. There would be no Mammy to scold her or pet her, no sisters  or brothers to play and laugh or fight and cry with. And all because God was sending Mammy another baby. She was almost certain that Mammy didn’t really                                             want
  another baby, she didn’t seem very happy about it and after all                                             she’d
 been Mammy’s baby for six whole years. Never mind what Sister Agnes said, why couldn’t Mammy tell God that she didn’t want this baby and would He please take it back? It all seemed perfectly simple to her and yet, overcome as she was by misery, she knew in her heart that nothing was going to alter the fact that she was to be given away to her Aunt Mary and Uncle Liam. Her da had mentioned an institution but she knew he hadn’t really meant                                             that
. Your mammy and daddy had to be dead for the orphanage to take you and she could hear hers still chatting quietly in the next room. Were they still discussing her or was all the talk now of this hateful new baby that would take her place? It was a long while before, utterly exhausted, she slipped into a restless, dream-filled sleep.
  


  

  
     Chapter Two
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    A
NGELA FELT AS THOUGH she had no more tears left to cry when, next morning, her mother in a falsely cheerful yet slightly unsteady voice told her she was to go and live with her aunt and uncle and that it was a great opportunity, that she’d have plenty of good food, nice warm clothes and live in a house with every comfort. Her brothers and sisters crowded around and, taking their lead from Aoife, all exclaimed how lucky she was, how they wished they were to have this wonderful chance in life instead of her.
  

  
    Angela found it all very puzzling and confusing. ‘But won’t ye all miss me? Will ye be                                             glad
 I’ve gone?’ she asked in a whisper as they stood around her in a circle. Maura watched with a heavy heart as she sorted through the pitifully few, shabby clothes that Angela possessed.
  

  
    ‘Of course we’ll miss ye and we                                             won’t
 be glad ye’ve gone, but wouldn’t we be a desperate lot of begrudgers if we all begged and pleaded with Mammy to let ye stay?’ Aoife as usual was trying to be sensible.
  

  
    Angela bit her lip but said nothing in reply; she wasn’t entirely convinced.
  

  
    ‘I wish it was me that was going. I bet the first thing herself does is to take ye out and buy ye some new clothes for Mass,’ Caitlin said enviously, plucking at the hem of the ragged old cardigan she wore over a faded dress that had been handed down from Aoife. It was too long and hung on her like a curtain.
  

  
    ‘I bet she’ll take ye out and buy ye some sweeties to stop ye fretting,’ Jimmy, who was a year younger than Aoife, added rather tactlessly.
  

  
    ‘Oh, trust ye, Jimmy O’Rourke, to be always thinking of sweeties!’ Aoife snapped, glaring at her brother as Angela’s lip had begun to tremble at the word ‘fretting’.
  

  
    ‘Now, that’s enough out of all of ye. Ye’d best get yourselves off or ye’ll be late for school and I’ve chores to attend to,’ Maura instructed firmly. As she watched them straggle across the yard, Angela’s hand held firmly by Aoife, she uttered a quick prayer of thanks that there had been no tantrums. The child was pale and quiet but seemed more bemused rather than upset.
  

  
    It was late afternoon, and the light was already fading and a chill was creeping into the air when Martin came home accompanied by the parish priest.
  

  
    Maura greeted him with deference. ‘You’re very welcome, Father, will ye have a cup of tea? ’Tis a raw day.’
  

  
    The priest shook his head, knowing only too well their circumstances and noting the small, spluttering fire in the range that did nothing to dispel the chilly  dampness of the room. He doubted that she had milk and probably no sugar either but knew she would go without a hot drink herself to meet the convention of hospitality that his visit demanded.
  

  
    ‘Thank you but no, Maura. I’ve come over to tell you that I’ve arranged for Martin and Angela to go to Edenderry with old Mr Devaney. He has a bit of business to attend to there.’
  

  
    Maura nodded. John Devaney was a substantial bachelor farmer and one of the few people in the entire parish who owned a motor car. ‘Oh, that’s good of him, Father. He won’t feel inconvenienced by having to call at Mary’s?’
  

  
    ‘Not a bit of it, wasn’t he only delighted to be of help? I’m taking the opportunity to go over myself to call on Father Dwyer and then John will bring both myself and Martin back here. Can you have the child ready for half past six?’
  

  
    She hadn’t expected Angela to go today, she’d thought perhaps tomorrow or the day after, but she nodded slowly.
  

  
    Father Kenny was a kind man who felt deeply for all his parishioners, knowing how they all struggled to make a living, especially those like the O’Rourkes who had no land or property, no skills or learning and little hope of any improvement in their lot. It wasn’t in his nature, however, to question the teachings of the Church to which he’d dedicated his life; all he could do was try to ease things for them. He reached out and patted Maura on the shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard on you, but I’m sure it’s for the best. She’ll be well cared for and  she’ll have opportunities she’d never have if she stayed here. I’m not criticising, Maura, I know you do your best for all of them. I know you have little in the way of material things but you give your children as good a Catholic home as you can provide and isn’t that all Our Lord asks? You’ll have your reward in heaven.’
  

  
    Maura managed a weak smile as she nodded. ‘Thank you, Father. It                                             is
 hard to let her go but . . . but I know she’ll be grand with Mary, once she’s settled in.’
  

  
    ‘That’s the spirit. It’s not as if she’s off to Liverpool, London or New York or Boston. I’m sure your sister will be after bringing her over to visit. Edenderry isn’t that far away,’ he reminded her, trying to bolster her spirits.
  

  
    ‘But it’s too far for any of us to walk,’ she replied a little dejectedly, ‘and I can’t be expecting Mary to bring the child all the long miles here very often.’
  

  
    ‘Ah, maybe when Angela is older they might get her a bicycle so she could come to visit?’ he suggested and was relieved to see that his words cheered her. ‘All right so, I’ll be back at half past six. God bless you both.’
  

  
    When he’d gone Maura once again took Angela’s few clothes and laid them out on the table, then she refolded them and wrapped them in a piece of old newspaper and tied it with some twine. In the pocket of her apron she had the little set of rosary beads that she’d begged from Sister Patrick who worked in the convent kitchen and was kind and generous. She had been going to give them to Caitlin when she made her First Holy Communion, but now they would be given to Angela, the first and probably the last gift she would  ever have from her mother. As she put on the pan of potatoes – all they had for the supper – her tears fell unchecked into the boiling water.
  

  
    By the time the children came in from school, all cold, tired and hungry, Maura had pulled herself together. At least there would be something more substantial than potatoes on Mary’s table for when Angela came home from school, she thought resolutely.
  

  
    ‘Sit down with ye all and don’t be snatching and grabbing like savages!’ she commanded. ‘I won’t have Mary thinking I’ve put no manners on you at all, Angela.’
  

  
    Aoife’s sharp eyes had noted the parcel lying on the dresser. ‘Is it all arranged then, Mammy?’ she questioned as Maura divided out the potatoes, slapping down the eager little hands that tried to hurry the process.
  

  
    Maura nodded and smiled encouragingly at Angela. ‘Isn’t your da going to take ye this very evening with Father Kenny himself and won’t ye be going in the height of style in Mr Devaney’s motor car, no less.’
  

  
    Her words were met with cries and gasps. None of them had ever been in a motor car in their lives; they counted themselves fortunate if they got the occasional ride on an ass cart or on the crossbar of someone’s bicycle.
  

  
    ‘It’s not                                             fair
! She’s after getting                                             everything
 and us getting                                             nothing
!’ Caitlin protested, her eyes flashing with jealousy.
  

  
    Angela said nothing. She pushed the potatoes around on her plate, her appetite suddenly deserting  her. There had been times during the day when she’d actually managed to forget that she was going to have to go and live with Aunt Mary but now all the fear and anguish were back. She didn’t care that Caitlin was eaten up with jealousy or that Aoife was protesting that she was being spoiled rotten. She hadn’t expected to have to go so soon, this very night! She looked up pleadingly at her mother. ‘Mammy . . . Mammy do I really                                             have
 to go?’ she begged.
  

  
    ‘Now, Angela, Mammy explained everything this morning,’ Martin answered firmly, seeing his wife’s shoulders slump and trying to head off a scene. ‘And don’t be after being so ungrateful when Father Kenny has gone to great trouble to arrange for us to go all the way in the car. Eat up your food now, there’s a good girl.’
  

  
    Angela pushed her plate away. She couldn’t eat another bit, she felt it would choke her, and she was fighting as hard as she could to stem the tears. ‘I . . . I’m not hungry any more,’ she stammered.
  

  
    Instantly Jimmy snatched the potatoes from her plate and was admonished by his father to ‘put them back this instant, ye little blackguard!’
  

  
    Maura leaned across the table. ‘Ah, try to eat a bit, child. Ye can’t go all that way with no food inside ye,’ she coaxed.
  

  
    Angela shook her head and returned the potatoes to Jimmy’s plate. They were quickly devoured before they could be removed again.
  

  
    Maura sighed heavily. ‘Well then, go and sit beside the fire, you look perished.’
  

  
    The rest of the meal was eaten in silence and as Aoife, Caitlin and Carmel collected up the plates and Jimmy, Declan and Peter went to bring in more turf Maura pulled up a three-legged stool beside her daughter. ‘Carmel, pass over the hairbrush, child. We’ll have to do something with this mop of hair of yours, Angela. Make you nice and tidy.’
  

  
    Carmel duly passed over the brush from the top of the dresser and Maura began to try to smooth down the child’s tangled mop of dark curls, resolutely pushing away the thought that this would be the last time she would do this. ‘Now, will I tie it back or shall we try and plait it?’
  

  
    Angela shrugged listlessly.
  

  
    Maura tied it neatly back with a piece of twine. ‘There now, that’s better. If you give your hands and face a bit of a wash you’ll look grand.’
  

  
    As Angela got to her feet Maura delved into her apron pocket. ‘This is especially for you, Angela. Will ye promise me that ye’ll be a good girl, work hard at school and say your prayers?’ She pressed the rosary into the child’s hand.
  

  
    Angela’s fingers closed over it and she managed to nod. She’d never had a gift of any kind before and she should feel happy and grateful but somehow it made her feel worse. Mammy was only giving her this little gift because she was sending her away. Hot tears pricked her eyes and her heart felt like a lump of lead in her chest.
  

  
    The gift of the rosary caused another outburst from Caitlin and when Aoife tried her best to defend her  mother’s gesture a full-scale row between the two sisters erupted.
  

  
    By the time everything had been sorted out and Aoife had been forced to apologise for all the names she’d called her sister and Caitlin had said sorry for slapping Aoife, the dishes washed and put away and the fire banked up, the sound of a car could be heard coming slowly up the bohreen.
  

  
    Angela was hugged by every one of her brothers and sisters as her father shrugged on his old jacket and looked hastily around for his cap. Now that the moment had come Maura steeled herself, nailing a smile to her face as she took her youngest child in her arms.
  

  
    ‘Sit nice and still in Mr Devaney’s fine car. Your da will see to your parcel and be a good girl for Aunty Mary.’ She gently stroked the child’s pale cheek. ‘Don’t forget to say a prayer for your mammy every night, Angela, and remember we all love you. Goodbye, darlin’.’
  

  
    Angela clung to her, her face buried in the coarse apron. She couldn’t speak, her throat felt as though it had closed over.
  

  
    Father Kenny strode into the room and took the situation in hand. ‘Come along now, child. Mr Devaney is turning the car around in the yard and I’ve telephoned the post office nearest to your aunt’s house and they’ll get word to her so she’ll be expecting you.’ Gently but firmly he drew the child away from her mother, for lingering would help no one. ‘Don’t you be worrying over her, Maura.’
  

  
    ‘I . . . I’ll try not to, Father.’ Maura couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice.
  

  
    In a daze Angela let herself be led out to the car. Under any other circumstances she would have been completely overawed by the prospect of a journey in this new shiny black vehicle. Her father climbed in and she followed, turning her head to look through the window at her brothers and sisters who were all crowded in the doorway of the cottage, waving madly. Behind them, in shadow so she couldn’t see her face, stood her mother.
  

  
    ‘Give them all a wave, Angela,’ her father urged, so like a little automaton she raised her hand in a gesture of farewell. That bitter little scene was to remain for ever in her mind. She didn’t know if she would ever be able to forgive her mother for sending her away.
  

OEBPS/Images/lyna_9780755374427_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/lyna_9780755374427_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/lyna_9780755374427_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/lyna_9780755374427_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





