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There’s this woman I know from bridge, Mona Hopkins, a lovely woman she is, even if I must admit I’m not that keen on her myself, and she said a great thing the other day. I was expecting her to say, ‘Two no trumps,’ but instead she comes out with a saying about her children. She says, ‘Boys wreck your house and girls wreck your head.’ Isn’t that a marvellous bit of wisdom? ‘Boys wreck your house and girls wreck your head!’ And God knows it’s the truest thing I’ve heard in a long time. I should know. I have five girls. Five daughters. And let me tell you, my head is wrecked from them.

Although, now that I think of it, so is my house …

There’s Claire, my eldest. She was born to myself and Mr Walsh in 1966, the Swinging Sixties, although we had no truck with ‘swinging’ in Ireland and nobody minded one little bit. Why would we ‘swing’ when we had praying? Also we were after getting our very own Irish television station, RTÉ, so there was plenty to keep us occupied. Not that we knew what ‘swinging’ actually entailed – wearing short dresses and false eyelashes, we suspected. We were delighted with Claire, of course, although I suspect Mr Walsh would have preferred a boy. She was a high-spirited child, a cheeky imp, if you want the God’s honest, and I found her hard to handle, always with the backchat and the opinions. But if I’d known what I’d be getting further down the road with Helen, I’d have been on my knees every day, thanking God for my good little girl.

For a while it looked like Claire was going to do things my way – she went to university and got a degree, then she married an accountant. But then it all went ‘tits-up’. (Is it okay for me to say that? I never know which slang is acceptable for a woman of my age and station to use and which isn’t.) Yes, everything went ‘tits-up’ for Claire, because her husband left her the day she gave birth to their first child, but she’s a born survivor and she’ll tell you all about it herself in Watermelon.

In 1969 Margaret came along, and I know a mother can’t have a favourite child, but if I was to have one, it would be Margaret. A good, good, good girl. Obedient, truthful, all of that. A small bit dull, if we’re to be completely frank, but no one is perfect. And I wouldn’t be mad on her ‘look’ – like, would it kill her to put on a lipstick, I sometimes think. The funny thing is that her ‘style icon’ is Kate Middleton, who is so highly groomed and ‘pulled-together’. I too am a great admirer of Kate Middleton – her hair is ‘stunning’ and I saw nothing wrong with those wedge espadrilles.

Margaret never caused me a moment’s worry. I thought I had that daughter parcelled away nicely, until, out of the blue, she left her lovely reliable husband, Garv, and ran away to Los Angeles – where her friend Emily lived – and got up to all kinds of high jinks, the half of which I do not know and do not want to know. (That’s a lie. I’d love to know it all. I hate when they don’t tell me things, but Helen says the shock would kill me. Anyway, the full story is in Angels, if you’re interested in finding out yourself.)

Rachel, my middle child, was born in 1970, shortly after Mr Walsh’s job took us from Limerick to Dublin. Rachel, I’ll come clean, was a funny child, by turns defiant, then sensitive, then defiant again. It didn’t help that Claire and Margaret had formed a rock-solid ‘alliance’ and wouldn’t let Rachel play with them.

Then something happened in 1974, a few months after Anna was born, which might have ‘affected’ Rachel. My father died and even though there’s no such thing as depression, I will admit I went a bit ‘odd’. Claire and Margaret had each other and my sister Kitty came to mind baby Anna because Mr Walsh had to go to Manchester for a while for his job, and I suppose that between the jigs and the reels, Rachel didn’t get all the attention she needed.

But she made up for it later in life. In spades, as they say! (Or do they? Are we allowed to say ‘spades’ any more? Sacred Mother of Divine, all this ‘PC’ stuff is a minefield. There I’d be, saying a word I’d been saying all my life and suddenly everyone would be looking at me like I’d just murdered someone. Did you know you can’t say ‘Oriental’ any more? All of a sudden, that’s banned! It’s ‘Asian’ now. But Asia is huge. How can you know what part of Asia the person is from just by them saying ‘I’m Asian’?)

Rachel spent a while living in Prague then she moved to New York, and somewhere along the line, didn’t she get addicted to drugs! There was some sort of a botched suicide attempt and she ended up having to go to rehab. (She’ll tell you about it herself in Rachel’s Holiday.) Those were the days when no one went to rehab. Nowadays, of course, the dogs in the street ‘check in’ every five minutes. In fact, you’re more likely to be shunned if you haven’t gone to rehab, but at the time it was an awful shock and I was very ashamed of her.

So, like I said, in 1974 Anna – another girl! – came along and I just ran out of energy. I stopped trying to mould my children to be like me. Feck her, I thought, she can do what she likes. So she lived in her own little world. A sweet little thing, I’m not saying she wasn’t, but very vague. Away with the fairies is the best way of putting it. Feet planted firmly in mid-air. Obsessed with tarot cards and fortune tellers and mysticism and all that codology. And the clothes on her – long, streely, floaty, hippie things. One night she nearly burned the house down, tie-dyeing a coat in a big saucepan on the hob. Another night, her father’s beloved golf trophies were nearly stolen because she’d come home, out of her ‘box’, and left her key in the front door, for any passing burglar to open and pop in, which one duly did. If it wasn’t for the fact that Mr Walsh got up early that morning, his trophies would have been pawned, along with the telly and the microwave.

But! And I’m holding up my index finger here, like the wise old woman I am! I had Anna pegged all wrong. Anna did the biggest recovery curve of them all. For years, she was bloody useless, never earned a penny, couldn’t hold down a job to save her life. Then she moved to New York and, in a series of moves (she’ll tell you herself in Anybody Out There), got The Best Job In the World™, working as a publicist for a world famous cosmetics house. Never give up on a person, is what Anna’s story tells me.

In 1978, in a last-ditch attempt to get a boy for Mr Walsh to play with, along comes Helen. And where do I start? When they made Helen they broke the mould – and at least we can be grateful for that. There’s only one of her in the world to handle. All I can say in her favour is that she has a good job – she’s a private investigator. And sometimes, when she needs a hand, I help her out. My favourite is when she has to search a person’s house – I love to have a good gawk around another person’s house and paw through their stuff when they’re not there. I would give every penny I own to be let loose in the Kilfeathers’ house. (They’re our next-door neighbours. Lovely people. We are terrific pals, of course. And yet, I find that I very much hate Mrs Kilfeather. I can’t explain it any better.)

Mr Walsh is called Jack and I will tell you all about him under U (Useful). (He does the hoovering.) (And earns all the money.) (Not that I let him have any of his own. He’d only spend it. I’m in charge of that end of things.)

A is for Alcohol. Neither myself nor Mr Walsh is a ‘big’ drinker. Naturally, I’d take a spritzer or two if I was out for a ‘drink’, and of course Mr Walsh is allowed to have a pint of Smithwicks in the clubhouse at the end of his round of golf. So obviously I don’t know where any of them get it from, because they certainly didn’t learn it from us (although problem drinking does exist in the ‘extended’ family), but the minute they became teenagers, they all started it (except for Margaret, of course).

I had a lovely drinks cabinet, full of lovely bottles of drink. Now and again I’d dust them. Those were the days when neighbours brought you back bottles of drink if they were lucky enough to go on a foreign holiday, so I had Ouzo from when Mrs Hennessey went to Greece. My sister Kitty brought us Vermouth from the time she went to Rome and met that married man, but the less said about that, the better. Mr Walsh’s secretary (you were allowed to say ‘secretary’ in them days, not like now, when it’s personal assistant this, personal assistant that) used to go to the oddest places and brought back a bottle of Hungarian Slivovitch. Anna won a bottle of some funny-looking yellow stuff at the Vincent de Paul raffle. The thing is, no one drank any of this stuff, no one was meant to drink any of this stuff. They were ornaments, fine glittery ornaments, in the same way my beautiful Anysley vase was an ornament, until Claire threw it against the wall and smashed it, the time her husband left her for their downstairs neighbour, Denise. Or the way my beautiful ‘Crying Boy’ painting is an ornament.

Anyway, when Claire was about fifteen, doesn’t she start this lark, secretly going from bottle to bottle, taking a little pour from each of them, until she’d filled up a lemonade bottle, then drinking the lot. The Lord alone knows what it tasted like, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was that she got inebriated. Or scuttered. Or stotious, mouldy, spannered, locked, poluthered, crucified, twisted … They say the Eskimos have a hundred words for snow, but we Irish seem to have at least a hundred for the state of being intoxicated. Gee-eyed, that’s another one I’ve heard them use. So, without me knowing one screed of it, Claire was getting ‘gee-eyed’ on a regular basis, using my drink from my lovely drinks cabinet, and over time the levels on my beautiful bottles started dropping. So what does the bould Claire do? She starts topping them up with water, that’s what she does. And kept topping them up with water. And kept on topping, until some bottles – most importantly the vodka – was one hundred per cent water.

In the normal run of events I might never have found out, except that one Saturday night we had visitors over, our neighbours Mr and Mrs Kelly and Mr and Mrs Smith. (The reason we invited them was because the Kilfeathers next door had had a ‘do’ the previous week and had invited several of the neighbours, but they snubbed us and I suppose I wanted to show them that we had friends too. The ‘cut’ and ‘thrust’ of suburbia can be a savage thing.)

So in they came, the Smiths and the Kellys, and the thing is that, even though we hardly drank, these were the days that the few times anyone did drink, they were expected to drink spirits. Not like now when it’s Chardonnay this and West Coast Cooler that and if you order a brandy and port, they bundle you into the car and they deposit you at a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous.

Myself and Mrs Kelly were ‘on’ the Smirnoff, but Mr Walsh, Mr Kelly and both Mr and Mrs Smith were drinking real alcohol and they ended up getting scuttered, stotious, poluthered, etc. and, to my eternal shame, doesn’t Mr Walsh admit that he’d found some loophole to avoid paying all our taxes! I was scandalized! (At people knowing, I mean.) (I was quite pleased with him for holding a few pounds back from the ‘taxman’.)

Then the Smiths ‘upped’ the ‘ante’ by telling us that Mr Smith had had an affair the previous year! Everyone was red-faced and in convulsions, laughing and roaring crying, except for myself and Mrs Kelly, who were sitting there stone-cold sober and far from amused. And then it dawned on me what had been going on …

Of course, I couldn’t forensically test the vodka there and then; I had to get the scuttered people out of my home. But the next day I established what my ‘gut’ had already told me. So what do I do? I moved my lovely collection of bottles out of the drinks cabinet and into a cupboard with a lock, that’s what. But within days, one of them – I suppose it was Claire, it was hardly Margaret – had managed to pick the lock, and this kick-started a kind of guerrilla warfare. I kept moving the drink – under beds, out behind the oil-drum, I even rang Mr Walsh’s sister, who, handily enough, happens to be an alcoholic, and she recommended the cistern in the toilet – but they kept finding it!

Even today, I can’t keep drink in the house. None of my daughters are living at home at this precise moment. But it’s only a matter of time before another of them has a crisis in her life and moves back in with myself and Mr Walsh. It’d annoy you – we don’t feel able to fully savour our ‘Golden years’. What if we wanted to up sticks and sail round the world? (Frankly, I can imagine little worse than being stuck in a confined space on the high seas, with no access to my ‘shows’.) (And if anyone was going to have the bad luck to be kidnapped by Somali pirates, it’d be us.)

B is for Bublé. As in Michael. I ‘fangirl’ this highly talented young man. A voice to match ‘Old Blue Eyes’ and a very kind heart – did you see on the YouTubes how he got that youth up on stage to sing with him? (I keep ‘abreast’ of technology. Helen shows me how. She’s not good for much, but she’s good for that.) Yes, Michael Bublé is a consummate artist. And he has a lovely chunky pair of thighs on him.

C is for Cooking. Like all Irish women of my generation I have a great gift for cooking ‘good plain food’. Eating my food is not a high-risk activity, as my daughters claim. It is not an extreme sport. It is not like playing Russian Roulette when all the chambers are loaded. They haven’t a clue, those girls. Boiling is a good thing; it kills off germs. And flavour is a bad thing; it can upset your stomach.

For years and years I was cooking dinners for them. I was trying this and trying that and getting recipes from the neighbours and tearing suggestions out of the paper, and all they ate was cornflakes, so in the end – ‘by popular demand’ says Claire – I gave it up. Yes, I had a ‘rush of blood to the head’ and I went and I put on my coat and I got my handbag and I said to Mr Walsh, ‘Come on, get up, we’re going out!’ ‘Where?’ says he, afraid he’d miss some of the golf on the telly. ‘OUT!’ says I. ‘And bring the cheque book.’

We went to an electrical shop and bought a microwave and a fine, big, upright freezer, the biggest they had, which I filled to bursting with convenience food. So now, any time any of them come into the kitchen, whinging, all pathetic like, ‘I’m huuuungry,’ I take them by the hand and open the freezer door with a flourish, demonstrating all the lovely frozen dinners that are in there. ‘Take your pick,’ I say. Then I lead them to the microwave and say, ‘All hail the microwave, the handy little television-like gadget that will defrost that yoke in your paw. Befriend both of those machines, they will prove invaluable in your fight against hunger in this house.’

Yes, I felt guilty, of course I felt guilty. That’s my job as a mother. What’s that thing they say …? Oh yes, ‘A woman’s place is in the wrong!’ But there was no point me carrying on with the cooking, no point whatsoever; we’d all have ended up with scurvy.

The freezer and microwave were the very last gadgets I bought for the kitchen. Claire, who fancies herself as a bit of a ‘foodie’, calls it ‘The Kitchen That Time Forgot’. Now and again I hear people going on about kitchen aids and microplaners and I ‘tune out’. I couldn’t be more bored if you paid me to be. The worst present Mr Walsh could give me would be a blender. But I suppose that goes for most women (as in ‘Blender? I’ll give you blender … while you’re asleep … and you haven’t got your paw over your nethers like you usually do …’).

C is also for Confectionery. On account of not having any proper food in the house, we have plenty of biscuits, cakes, buns and ice cream, to compensate. I mean, we have to eat something. C is, of course, for Cornettos. We keep up with all the new ones. Most summers they ‘tweak’ Cornettos, adding new flavours and ‘limited editions’, but I must say Cornettos have really stood the test of time and are far handier to eat while driving, than a cone from a machine.

Magnums – late-comers to the party compared to the years of trusty service the Cornettos have given – are also big favourites in the Walsh household. As doubtless you know, Magnums ‘play around’ with the basic concept a lot, which can be fun. But the summer they launched the Seven Deadly Sins range, I could not rest easy until I had tracked down and eaten all seven of them and it took me for ever to find Lust. I finally located it in late August in a Texaco station in Westport five minutes before they closed. Mr Walsh says I shouldn’t regard those ad campaigns as an order. And I don’t. I see them as more of a challenge.

C is also for Cleanliness. My house is very clean and Mr Walsh does hoover under the beds, no matter what Helen might tell you. But I will admit that when I go on missing person cases with Helen and we have to break into houses to look for clues, I find it’s amazing how dirty people’s houses are when they aren’t expecting visitors. (Also I find it ‘comforting’. So shoot me, as they say.)

D is for Depression. Except there is no such thing. I heard a great saying: ‘Turn that frown upside down’ and I produce it whenever people start ‘going on’ about depression. I have never been depressed. When Rachel went into the treatment centre, I had to attend a Family Day and they accused me of having a breakdown after my father died. The colossal cheek of them! A breakdown, I ask you! I had four children under the age of nine – when would I have found time for a breakdown? Besides breakdowns weren’t even invented back then! It’s just a new thing, like erectile dysfunction and Attention Deficit Disorder. Erectile dysfunction, my eye – he just doesn’t ‘fancy’ you any more! And Attention Deficit Disorder, my other eye! Being bored, that’s all it is. Yes, if I’m misfortunate enough to have to go to the circus, I also want to hop out of my seat and run amok and kick the clowns, but I sit still with a smile plastered across my face because I’ve had good behaviour bet into me.

There’s no such thing as depression and if I was ever to feel a bit ‘down’ – although I never do – I have a great cure: I put on some lipstick and go to the pictures.

(Another thing I say, if people start going on about depression and being hospitalized and trying to get their meds stabilized is, ‘If life throws you lemons, make lemonade.’ Although I’m not as keen on that saying because I don’t really understand it – why would I make lemonade when I can just buy it? Did you know that if you make your own lemonade, it’s not even fizzy?)

Then Helen – of all people – the most robust person on God’s good earth, gets diagnosed as having depression. Now, all credit to her, even though she was seeing giant bats when they were only seagulls and she wanted to be killed in a car crash, she was insistent that she had a brain tumour. Adamant, she was. She went down and saw Dr Waterbury and told him she was ready to start the chemo any time he liked. But he asked her questions and she gave all the wrong answers – she didn’t have headaches and she wasn’t seeing flashing lights and she wasn’t having dizzy spells and she was having a lot of the symptoms of depression.

I’m going to whisper a little something in your ear: I was … well … I was disappointed in Helen. I’d expected better than that from her. She says I’m afraid, that if the likes of her can get depression then anyone can. But she can hump off – I’m not afraid! I’m afraid of nothing. Except of my good name being sullied. And I have to admit I’m not gone on snakes. And I wouldn’t like to be given sea urchin to eat at a dinner party with everyone looking at me. And I don’t like the thought of being accidentally buried alive – when I’m dead I want them to make sure good and proper; you hear these awful stories of people in China coming back to life six days later … And I never want to sit another exam again. Sometimes I dream I’m about to do my Leaving Cert. physics paper, even though I never studied physics because girls weren’t allowed to study those kinds of things – you know, maths, chemistry – in case we took a notion that we might get a good job, thereby stealing one from a more deserving man.

E is for Elephantitis. I live in mortal dread of getting it. I believe your feet swell up and you can’t get your shoes on. You might have to buy bigger shoes and, between yourself and myself and the gatepost, I already wear a fairly large size. If I got Elephantitis I might have to get shoes specially made for me and I believe that costs a small fortune. Large feet are unladylike.

E is also for Employment. I used to have a job, you know. Not a lot of people know that.

It was before I married, back when I was Mary Maguire and not Mammy Walsh.

Of course running a home and looking after a husband and five children is job enough for any woman, but I used to have a job job. One that I got paid for.

I’m not saying I was CEO of the interweb or anything! Don’t get excited! I was just a lowly clerk in the civil service and I had to hand up my wages every Friday to Mammy Maguire and she’d give me back enough for my bus fares. There was no going off living in a ‘flat’ with two other girls and getting scuttered every night of the week and buying shoes and whatnot. Nothing like that.

Of the six of us Maguire sisters, Imelda had the best good job. She was the ‘brainy’ one, so the money was found to send her on a shorthand and typing course, after which she got a post at Shannon Airport. That was ‘akin’ to getting a job in Heaven – everyone in Limerick wanted to work in Shannon, what with the planes and the glamour and the chance of meeting a pilot.

After a while of working there Imelda started talking with an American accent. That was perfectly normal, everyone who worked in Shannon did. We were very proud of her.

So I was working away in my little job and I must say I enjoyed it – even though it wasn’t too taxing on the intellect. I enjoyed the camaraderie and ‘banter’ amongst my co-workers and the way we did skits on Miss McGreevy (our supervisor).

Then I got married and I stopped working. Not because I wanted to – although it wouldn’t have looked right – but the law in Ireland at the time was, if you worked in the civil service, as I did, you gave up your job once you got married. The thinking being, I suppose, that now you had a man to take care of you, why would you need to be out earning your own money and at the same time taking away a job from a man who really did need it.

Things changed a lot for me. Mr Walsh and I moved onto a ‘starter’ estate and suddenly I had my own house and I was away from Mammy – I was mistress of my own domain – but I was staring at the inside of four walls, all day every day, while Mr Walsh went off to work.

In those days there were no ‘yoga’ classes or ‘boozy’ lunches with the girls. There wasn’t even daytime telly. And the women who lived around me weren’t exactly a laugh a minute. Then I got pregnant with Claire and I was too busy puking day and night to be lonely.

Sometime in the seventies – whenever it was, it was a bit later than in the rest of the world – Women’s Lib showed up, with the news that I didn’t have to be a domestic slave. But – and for the life of me I can’t really explain why – women of my ilk looked down on the Women’s Libbers. We mocked them for being shrill and wearing Dr Scholl’s sandals and drawing attention to themselves (the worst possible of all the offences; modesty was our byword). ‘Notice boxes’ – that was our damning assessment of them, as we discussed them over our back walls. Obviously, this is what the men were saying about them, but surely we had opinions of our own …?

All the same, some sort of seed must have been planted in me, because I started to yearn for … something. Something a bit more than cooking meals that were scorned and kicked around the kitchen by my five daughters. Maybe I could have gone back and ‘retrained’, whatever that is, but it wasn’t the done thing. Respectable women didn’t. It was like saying your husband couldn’t provide for you.

In a problem page in a magazine I read a letter from a woman who expressed similar urges to my own, and the ‘Agony Aunt’ told the woman to speak to her ‘spiritual advisor’ about it. I didn’t have a ‘spiritual advisor’ – until suddenly it dawned on me that the ‘Agony Aunt’ had meant a priest. Why she couldn’t have just said the word …

Anyway, one Saturday evening, I waited to be the very last person at confession, and in the dark dusty box I whispered my dirty little secret to Father Anthony – that I’d like a job. ‘But,’ says he, ‘you’re doing the most important job any woman can do, you’re being a mother.’ And suddenly I had such an urge on me to say, ‘Well, fuck you! It’s all very well for you. You’re a man!’ But I said nothing and he gave me fifteen decades of the rosary as penance for my audacity, and the moment passed.

It’s too late for me now, of course, but thinking back on my life, I would have loved a ‘career’. Doing what, I don’t know. I’d have been game for anything really. Although maybe not being a teacher, now that I think of it. I don’t know why. It’s because of the children I’d have to teach … being in close proximity to them. No, I’m quite certain I wouldn’t like that at all. Or animals. I wouldn’t like to work with them either.

But I like the idea of getting up really early and putting on a black suit and driving my red sports car out from my underground garage and going to meet my personal trainer before I go to the office. I like the idea of giving orders on my car phone while I’m driving to work – ‘Fax me the figures on Finland.’ ‘Find me the Fenugreek file.’

I really like the idea of firing people.

These days, from time to time, if Helen is stuck, she lets me help her out on a job and, all credit to me, I roll up my sleeves and get ‘stuck in’ with gusto. You can’t fault my work ethic, although Helen says it’s not work ethic, it’s just nosiness.

E is also for ‘Eejit Stick’. I’m laughing here to myself but at the same time I’m a bit ashamed, because I don’t know if I should tell you about this – I’m afraid it might show me in a bad ‘light’, but at the same time we have to have a laugh now and again.

Right, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to tell you what an Eejit Stick is. You see, myself and my sister Bernadette were going to Lourdes and we were at Dublin Airport and the carry-on of people! They were all walking at the wrong speed. Much too slow, like.

Bernadette muttered, ‘God forgive me, but I’m itching to kill the lot of them. I wish I had my axe.’ (Bernadette married a farmer. Sometimes she has to chop wood. She’s very attached to her axe, the way other people are attached to their ‘mobile’ phones.)

And there and then the idea of the Eejit Stick was born!

We decided it would be like a walking stick except it would have a small ‘doobry’ on the end that would deliver a mild electric shock to a person – only a mild one, now, we’re not trying to hurt people. Not really. Just to give them a bit of a start. And a small sting, maybe. We’re not trying to get revenge on people, exactly. It’s more like we want things to be efficient.

So, say you’re at the airport trying to get to your ‘gate’ and a crowd of people are walking ahead of you and they’re going too slow, but there’re too many of them for you to get past and you’re getting ‘irritated’ and thinking, ‘Would you speed it up there, for the love of God!’ And it’s not like you’re worried about missing your plane, it’s just because it’s vexing.

Under normal circumstances you’d have to shuffle along behind them, going at their speed, letting them ‘set the pace’, as it were. But if you had your Eejit Stick, it’d all be different. You’d simply give one of the slow-coaches a touch of it to the back of their leg and they’d get a small electric shock and they’d realize they were being an eejit and they’d thank you for drawing their attention to it and they’d start walking faster. And once they were walking at the speed that suited you, you could stop giving them the shocks.

Well, the laugh Bernadette and I had about our ‘invention’! We decided we were going to go on Dragon’s Den with it and do a ‘pitch’. ‘We’re here to ask for four euro seventy,’ says she. And I said, ‘For a ninety per cent stake in our company.’ Because we weren’t being serious, like. Then we were thinking of how people go on Dragon’s Den to get investment in their chocolate company and they bring round a little plate for all the ‘dragons’ to sample. And we decided we’d ‘demonstrate’ our Eejit Stick by giving each of the ‘dragons’ an electric shock with it. Well, ROAR, as Helen says on the Twitters. Myself and Bernadette were laughing so much, tears were coming down our faces and we came to a standstill and a young woman with a pink wheelie bag bumped into the back of us and said, ‘For fuck’s sake. Why don’t you try walking, you pair of old boots?’

F is for Foundling. Oftentimes, when I was a girl growing up, I used to have this feeling, like, that I didn’t belong in my family and I used to ‘daydream’ that I was a foundling – you know, that I’d been found, as a newborn baby swaddled in a blanket, on the Maguires’ doorstep and they’d taken me in and were minding me as best they could, but they weren’t my real family. They knew it and I knew it. For a long time I was convinced that some day my proper mother and father would come for me and it would turn out that I was actually a princess.

But shur, doesn’t everyone feel like that!

F is also for ‘Feck’. It is fine to say ‘feck’. Feck is a very different word to the other ‘F’ word, which it is not fine to say. Those misfortunate souls who are not Irish often think ‘feck’ and the other ‘F’ word (the bad one) are the same thing and are shocked to hear a respectable woman like me say it. But they have it entirely wrong. It is a ‘cultural’ misunderstanding. I say ‘feck’ all the time – playing bridge, in Mass, whenever the situation ‘demands’ it – and I am not ‘swearing’.

F is also for Feathery Stroker. From what I can gather – although it’s not a question I’ve ever been able to ask outright – I’m the only woman of my age and station who knows about this sort of thing. No other woman of my vintage and decorum has to sit in a room with their daughters and their daughters’ friends and listen to them freely discussing sexual intercourse like I’m not even there. But my lot start up regardless of my presence, and, apparently, the very worst thing a man can be is a Feathery Stroker.

It was Anna’s friend Jacqui who started it. She’d met some fella and they’d ‘gone to bed’ and instead of ‘getting down to business’, doesn’t he spend hours and hours trailing his hands up and down her body in a light feathery way. He was at this stroking business for the Lord only knows how long and admiring her and telling her she was beautiful, and when he finally got to the ‘main event’ he stops, looks her in the eye and asks her if she’s sure she wants to go ahead.

Decent enough behaviour I would have thought. (Especially because another one of Jacqui’s boyfriends, some chap called Buzz, had tried to make her have a threesome with a prostitute.) But oh no. All the girls started screeching ‘Ewwww’ and ‘Creepy’ and I was surprised because normally they complain about men who don’t do any of this ‘foreplay’ (‘Two seconds of twiddling my nipples like he was tuning a radio and then we were up and running’).

Suddenly Feathery Strokers were Public Enemy Number One. Of course we’d all like to be flung across a bed and have the clothes torn off us, and be ravished to kingdom come and back again, but that’s just not real life, is it? You have to put up with what you’re given, don’t you? Nothing is perfect, am I not right?

Then the girls started extending their definition of Feathery Strokery. Like I said, it started with the poor divil who stroked Jacqui in a feathery sort of a way and then spread outwards, gathering up all kinds of other men who might never have actually stroked someone in a feathery fashion. Suddenly a man was an FS for the slightest transgression. Men who don’t eat lamb – Feathery Strokers. Men who glance at buns in cake-shop windows – Feathery Strokers. Men who carry rucksacks on both shoulders instead of just the one – Feathery Strokers. Men who do Five Rhythms of Dance (whatever the hell that is) Extreme Feathery Strokers (I believe a special extra-bad category has been invented just for them). Men with cushions arranged neatly on their couch – Feathery Strokers. Men who say the word ‘groceries’, men who pronounce ‘croissant’ in a French accent, men who’ve met the Dalai Lama, men who eat ice-cream cones in the street, men who like Downton Abbey, men who bake bread, but also men who don’t eat bread, men who ring their mother every Sunday, men who grow basil in a pot on the windowsill, men who are on speaking terms with their ex-wives, men who approach you with a lump of cheese on the point of a knife and say, ‘Try it, it’s amazing’, men who say, ‘That’s really sad’ when there’s a thing on the news about a five-year-old dying in a house fire, men who can’t swim, men who pass their driving test first time round, men who don’t have jump-leads, men who’ve failed their driving test three or more times, men who have Holland & Barratt loyalty cards, men who say, ‘Rise and shine’ when the weather is sunny – every single wretched one of them is damned as a Feathery Stroker.

The list is getting longer all the time, and some of it seems downright unreasonable – for the life of me I cannot see what is feathery strokery about a man drinking a smoothie. Personally I don’t favour a man in a cardigan but that isn’t on their list, so I could ask them to include it, and they would with pleasure, but why ruin a man’s life? A whole category of lives, in fact?

F is also for Funeral. I am not one to ‘gloat’ but it’s nice to see who I’ve outlived. Also a funeral is a great day out: you meet everyone, you get a glass of wine and something to eat. Frequently you get a sit-down meal. I have already picked out the clothes I’m going to wear for my funeral. Although that won’t be for a very long time yet. Mr Walsh often says to me, ‘Mary, you’ll outlive them all.’ And he’s right (for once): I will.

F is also for ‘False Goodbyes’. This is a ‘thing’ that Anna alerted me to – she can be very intuitive betimes, can Anna, she can ‘put’ her finger right on something. Instead of trying to explain what a False Goodbye is, I’ll tell you a story about how it happened to me.

It started off when myself and Mr Walsh went to visit Carmel O’Mara – well, she’s Carmel Kibble now, she married a chap by the name of Kibble. Carmel and I worked together in Limerick all those years ago, and after I moved to Dublin she stayed below in Limerick. She had three children and life seemed to have worked out well for her, even though, if you want the God’s honest, I always found her husband, Podge Kibble, to be a bit of a cold fish.

We’d ‘exchanged’ Christmas cards over the years and I always said, ‘This summer will be the one that we’ll get down to see you.’ But with one thing and another, it didn’t happen until the May just gone by.

Myself and Mr Walsh hit the road to Limerick and we found ‘Casa Kibble’ (that’s what they call it, for whatever unearthly reason) easy enough because Mr Walsh has a ‘talking map’ in his Mondeo.

Carmel and myself were only thrilled to meet up again. We did the sums and realized it was over thirty years since we’d clapped eyes on each other and she said I hadn’t changed a bit – ‘Still towering over everyone! Haha!’ And I said that she hadn’t changed a bit either, although that was a ‘white’ lie. To tell the truth, if she passed me in the street I wouldn’t have known her from a ‘bar of soap’ as Claire says. Carmel had got very tubby round the middle and her hair was short and curly and grey – why someone wouldn’t have directed her towards a ‘colourist’, I don’t know.

Well, we had a lovely visit. Especially when I took a good look round and saw that their house wasn’t any bigger than ours. We had tea and biscuits and a couple of the grandchildren were inveigled in by the biscuits to say hello to us – two teenage boys (surly little pups) – then they went back to their ‘gameboys’ and us adults were able to continue our chat.

We were there for a good couple of hours and I could feel Mr Walsh starting to get restless beside me and, to be honest, I felt we’d run out of chat at that stage – we’d established which of our ‘gang’ were dead, which was the thing I was most interested in – and I was wondering when we could go without seeming rude.

Eventually I stood up and everyone else stood up too, very, very quickly, and we began to say our goodbyes, which went on for nearly the same amount of time as the actual visit. The surly grandsons were forced to come and bid us farewell and Carmel was full of ‘You must come again soon.’ And, ‘Don’t leave it as long again the next time.’ And, ‘Don’t be a stranger’ (although I’ve never entirely understood that saying).

I was saying, ‘We’ll be back before you know it!’ And, ‘Next time you must come to us. It’s safe now – Helen has moved out.’ And, ‘Tell so-and-so we were asking for them!’

Myself and Mr Walsh finally got out into the open air and I felt a great relief, because I’d been starting to get the oddest feeling that we’d be locked into the leave-taking for all eternity. Still smiling, we got into the car and I hissed to Mr Walsh, ‘Would you slow it down,’ because he was clambering too quickly.

Carmel and ‘Cold Fish’ Kibble were standing at their front door, smiling to beat the band and watching us, and I was smiling and Mr Walsh was smiling and everyone was smiling (except the surly pup grandsons, who’d gone back to their ‘gameboys’ again).

Then I was putting on my seatbelt and I had a pain in my face from smiling and Mr Walsh started backing the car out of the drive and I opened my window and stuck out my arm and shouted, ‘Bye now, lovely to see you again. See you soon!’

Carmel and ‘Cold Fish’ were waving like billy-o and calling, ‘Bye, bye, goodbye, safe journey, bye.’ And everyone was waving and shouting and the car was gathering speed and at last we were out of their sight and we got to the end of the road and I said, ‘So, that went well.’ And I felt, that yes, it had gone well.

Then, like being gripped by a huge cold claw, I realized I’d left my handbag behind.

‘Stop!’ I said to Mr Walsh, who had his eyes fixed on the horizon and was driving like a demon, keen to get home to watch the golf.

‘What?’ he says.

‘Stop, stop, pull in, pull in.’ I said. And even then I was thinking, ‘Do I need the bloody bag? What’s in it? My purse with approximately 137 euro, two credit cards, a debit card, my driving licence and photos of the grandchildren. Then there’s my phone, my reading glasses, my sunglasses, my green scapulars, my Padre Pio relic, the thirteen lipsticks Anna gave me, my Rennies, my Strepsils, my heart tablets, my tissues, my three umbrellas, my … ’

‘What?’ Mr Walsh asked anxiously.

‘My handbag,’ I said. ‘I’m after leaving it behind.’

‘What?’ he says. ‘Back there? With them?’ And he’s looking around on the floor of the car, trying to prove me wrong.

‘It’s not here,’ I say, and I’m starting to sound hysterical. I’m patting myself and looking on the back seat, but I’ve really left the shagging thing behind. ‘Pull in, pull in,’ I say, so he does, and three or four motorists ‘beep’ us and I’m so up to high doh that I nearly ‘flick’ them the ‘V’s.

‘Can you manage without it?’ Mr Walsh asked. And I was trying so hard to convince myself that I could.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘No, I suppose is the honest answer.’

He looked like he was going to take a weakness. ‘Have I to go back?’ he asked.

‘You do,’ I said.

‘I’m not going in,’ he says. ‘I’ll wait outside with the engine running. You just run in – is there any way you could get in without them seeing you? Where do you think you left it?’

‘In the lounge,’ I said. ‘By the couch.’

‘I’m not coming in,’ he repeats.

‘You have to,’ I hiss. ‘They’ll think you’re rude.’

‘I’m not coming in,’ he says.

‘You fecking well are,’ I said.

‘So you want me to drive back there now?’

‘I do,’ I said.

So he did.

He drove back into the Kibbles’ drive, and through their front-room window you could see their startled faces inside. They’d thought they’d got rid of us nice and handy and that they could start eating the leftover biscuits. Before I was even out of the car, Carmel had the front door open.

‘Ah, hello,’ she goes, and she’s as confused as bedamned.

‘Would you believe …’ At this point I threw my head back and gave a little tinkle of forced laughter. ‘Would you believe I’m after forgetting my handbag?’

‘Oh, your handbag,’ she says and she nearly breaks her neck with the speed that she races back into the house to find it.

She gives it to me and I say, ‘Well, goodbye again.’

‘Goodbye, indeed,’ she says. ‘Kids, kids,’ and she’s calling to the surly grandsons. ‘Come and say goodbye to Mr and Mrs Walsh!’

‘What the fuck are they doing back here?’ one of them shouts and his voice was muffled by biscuits.

‘Come and say goodbye!’ Carmel ordered.

And they both shouted, both of them with their mouths full of biscuits, ‘We already said goodbye.’

‘Bye, so,’ I said.

‘Bye,’ calls Mr Walsh, who’s half in, half out of the car.

‘Yes, bye,’ Carmel says.

Then we go on our way again. But, for some strange reason, it doesn’t feel anything like as nice as the first time we said goodbye.

That, my friends, is an example of a False Goodbye. There’s some saying by Confucius, or one of those philosopher lads, that says you can’t step in the same stream twice. Although I have no time for people telling me things unless they’re priests, I must admit your man has a point.

G is for Grandchildren. Like all my friends at bridge, my grandchildren are my pride and joy and they love their grandma (me). Kate was my first and, naturally, I was overjoyed, especially because I beat Maisie Boylan and Terrie Hand in the ‘Grandma Race’. (In the interests of full honesty and transparency I should mention I was not technically the first, as Honour Carrig’s daughter had a little boy when the daughter was sixteen and still at school and – but you’ve probably guessed this – unmarried, but she doesn’t count. Honour Carrig is the object of our pity, not our envy, especially as the daughter tripped off to Australia – of all faraway places! – leaving Honour to bring up the youngster.)

So anyway, it was a tense oul time – you could call it a ‘Granny-off’ – waiting to see which of us would be a granny first – and Claire obliged. She’s not usually one to oblige, but there you go. Then her marriage broke up and the jealous regard from Maisie and Terrie dimmed a little – you know that fake pity that people do? It’d sicken you, so it would – but I brazened it out. It’s important to keep face.

I’m happy to say that Kate has grown up to be a beautiful young woman with a strong mind of her own. (Between ourselves, she’s a nightmare, just like Helen was. She says we are ‘pitiful’ and ‘asswipes’ and sometimes ‘pitiful asswipes’. Kate was smoking at the age of twelve, and not just the usual cigarettes you buy in a box but those ones you roll yourself from a pouch of tobacco so she was always spilling strands of it on my good clean carpet that Mr Walsh had just hoovered.) If you want the God’s honest, what Kate needs is a good cliothar. A few raps of the wooden spoon wouldn’t have done her any harm at all. But you can’t say that either these days. Soon we won’t be able to say anything. We’ll have to communicate by winking, like that man in the book did.

Claire went on to have two more children, first a boy called Luka, who was the sweetest little thing but is now a teenager and is busy with ‘his own life’. They also have a girl, Francesca, who is eleven, and I must say it gladdens my heart to see a confident child. In she comes, blathering away, telling me things like I know nothing. ‘Grandma, you should recycle that Weetabix box.’ ‘Another new blouse, Grandma? How many blouses can one old woman need?’ She sees me running the tap into a colander, washing the lettuce for Mr Walsh’s salad and tells me, all scolding-like, ‘We need to conserve water.’ ‘Conserve water?’ says I. ‘In this country? Where the fields could be sold by the gallon rather than by the acre?’ Oh yes, she says, the little smart alec, and then she gives me a load of guff about the planet and the expense of water purification and suchlike and boring the swiss off me (am I allowed to say that? I hear Helen using it but I can’t see how it’s vulgar). I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again, there’s no need to conserve water in Ireland, it’s ‘political correctness’ gone mad. Sometimes, when I’m with Francesca, the palm of my right hand starts to itch with the longing to hit her and I have to throw my arm round her shoulder to calm the itching down. And if that doesn’t work, I say that nature calls and I leave the room.

Margaret and Paul (or ‘Garv’ as everyone seems to call him these days) have two children, a nine-year-old-boy called JJ and a six-and-a-half-year-old girl called Holly. JJ is a lovely young soul (between ourselves, he’s as odd as bedamned). Forever watching The Sound of Music and wanting to be Liesl and twirling round the place with a tiara on his head and breaking my beautiful Belleek picture frames that I’d already had to replace after his cousin Luka destroyed the first batch by driving into them, pretending to be a tank.

I was minding JJ one day and didn’t we bump into Mona Hopkins. ‘This is JJ,’ I said, shoving him forward and saying a silent little prayer: Don’t make a show of me.

‘Ooh,’ says Mona, making a study of your man, in his blue nail varnish, his home-made net headband and his mammy’s old T-shirt that says ‘Boys Are Mean’. ‘I’d say you’ll break a few girls’ hearts when your time comes. What do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘Darcey Bussell,’ JJ says, quick as a flash.

‘You do not!’ says I, and I was this near to hopping my hand off his head. ‘You want to be a lorry driver. Or a cowboy. He does,’ I said to Mona Hopkins and I was sort of begging, you know …?

‘Are we finished talking to this old woman now?’ JJ says. ‘I want to prance around and imagine things.’

Holly is as bad but in a different way. A timid little dolly, neat and tidy and scared of her own shadow. A drip. A right watery oul drip, not a laugh to be had from her. There was one day I was left in charge of her and I suggested we go to the zoo, but she said in her whispery little voice that she was afraid of the monkeys. Then she said, ‘There might be boys at the zoo!’ She put her little hand on her chest and said, ‘I couldn’t handle boys!’ Well, for the love of the redeemer! What made her think I wanted to go to the zoo? I can’t stick the zoo! The smell in the elephant house – it stays with me for months afterwards.

So I said, ‘Well, what do you want to do? Just tell me and we’ll do it!’ She looked down at her pretty little dress and started swinging back and forth and she was clearly working up to a request, and suddenly I guessed what it was and I went cold, so very quickly I said, ‘I’m not going to Claire’s Accessories! Not again! I’m not able for all that … stuff.’ The last time I’d been in Claire’s Accessories, I don’t know what happened to me, but it was like all the earrings and hair slides and sparkly stuff started crowding round and clamouring at me and clawing at me and I took a weakness and thought I was going to faint. The assistant made me sit on a chair, like I was an old person. It was humiliating and I’m not doing it again.

Instead I took Holly to the Bodies exhibition, because Maisie Boylan went that time her relations were over from Canada and said it was simply marvellous and I wanted to see for myself what all the fuss was about. I’ll have to admit I wasn’t ‘gone’ on it; it was like being in a butcher’s shop and once or twice I had to swallow hard for fear I might vomit. But that was nothing compared to the carry-on of Holly. Everything was ‘Ewww’ and if it wasn’t ‘Ewww’ it was ‘Gross’ and when we got to the small intestines, she started to cry and demanded to be taken home.

‘Would you, for the love of God, shush!’ I said. ‘People are looking.’ But she wouldn’t let up and in the end I had to get her out of there and, to make matters worse, there was no refund on the tickets. Of course, with my senior citizen discount, mine wasn’t so dear, but still it was a waste of good money.

And there was worse to come – when we got back to the house, I got the head bitten off me by Margaret. ‘What were you thinking of, bringing her to that yoke?’ she said. ‘Why didn’t you just bring her to Monsoon and buy her a hairband! She won’t sleep for a week.’

I kept my counsel. I behaved with dignity. But I made up my mind there and then that that little drip could feck off if she thought I was ever taking her anywhere again. I bided my time and at Christmas I got my chance – she begged me to take her to Puss in Boots. ‘Please, Grandma, please.’

‘But what if you think the cat is scary?’ I asked (being sarcastic like, but not letting on).

‘I won’t, I won’t!’ she said, all pleady.

‘No, no, it might upset you,’ I said. ‘No, we’d best not chance it.’

Haha.

Rachel and Luke (see under R for ‘Real Men’) have a little fellow, just coming up to two years of age. They’ve called him Moses (I ask you, but that’s the sort of caper they get up to in Brooklyn, so I’m told. When they asked me at bridge what his name was, I said, ‘Mike. Michael Patrick.’ I don’t care if I’m lying. I’m not setting myself up to be a laughing stock.) Despite his mortifying name, Moses is a handsome, good-natured little chap – he takes after his daddy.

Anna and her man have yet to ‘spawn’. Although I would hope that she would wait until she has a ring on her finger before she does it, but who cares what I think?

Helen says she’s never having children. Between ourselves, that is a big ‘relief’ to me.

G is also for Golf. Mr Walsh is a big fan of the golf. He plays a lot of it and when he’s not playing it, he’s watching it on the ‘box’. But I don’t mind. Not now that we have two tellies.

G is also for God. Or the Man Upstairs, as I like to call Him. He is definitely a ‘him’. I have no time for any of this Goddess lark. Or people who say they see God in nature. God is God, the way they describe Him in the bible. I am very devout. God is extremely powerful and it is best to keep on His good side.

Because of all the worry caused by my daughters, I pray a lot. If I was to be ‘picky’ with God, I’d have to say that He doesn’t always answer my prayers. But it doesn’t stop me asking. Father Lumumbo says that we shouldn’t treat our prayers as a ‘shopping list’ of all the things we’d like, which is baffling to me. If I am not to pray for nice things, then what am I to pray for?

H is for Happiness. I am not given to ‘thinking’ about things because, as far as I can see, the people who think a lot and even ‘philosophize’ about life are the most miserable of the lot of us. They are the ones who never smile at christenings and won’t eat a sandwich, and when you ask them why, they say, ‘What’s the point?’ And you say, ‘Shur, you have to eat to stay alive.’ And they look at you with ‘contempt’ and say, ‘Look at you, with your ham sandwiches, thinking you can cheat death. We’re all going to die.’ Miserable and rude, that’s what you become if you think too much.

My stance is that the less you think the better. I myself try to never think about things and if it does happen by accident I do not ‘dwell’ on them.

You see, Happiness is a very tricky business. Especially because one thing I’ve noticed about the modern world is that everyone thinks they are entitled to be happy all the time. That Happiness is the ‘default’ position and every other emotion is meant to be escaped from. That if a person is not happy all the time, they’re doing something wrong, and they have to find the right way to do things so that they can be happy all the time, if you get me.

I’ve seen it over and over again, with my girls boohooing away every time they’ve had a tragedy. ‘Mam, I want to be happy.’ ‘Mam, I was soooo happy.’ ‘Mam, when will I be happy again?’ Then they start blaming themselves. ‘Mam, what did I do wrong?’ ‘Mam, I can’t believe this has happened to me again.’ ‘Mam, is it because my knockers are too small?’ And so on and so forth, till I am blue in the face offering reassurance and Cornettos.

When things go wrong in my daughters’ lives – and things go wrong in every life – they think they’ve ‘effed it up’. They think they’ve made some terrible mistake that they have to fix in order to be happy again. That they have to get the runaway husband back. Or find a way of controlling their drug addiction. Or get a better job. Or find a nicer house. Or – yes – get bigger knockers.

But! And I’m holding up my finger again like the wise old woman I am. I’ve a couple of things to tell you and you’re not going to like either of them.

Unpleasant Truth Number One: we’re not on this earth to be happy. Now before you jump down my throat and say, ‘Life isn’t all that Catholic shite about being a vale of tears,’ will you hear me out?

What I’ve observed over the many, many years of being a mother is that happiness comes and goes, it ‘ebbs’ and ‘flows’. You get lovely peaceful spells when everything is as it should be and all your daughters are behaving themselves and not making a show of you, everything is nicely boxed away and squared off.

Then the next thing you know, something happens out of the blue, and it could be anything – a lost job, a miscarriage, a bout of depression – and suddenly everything is messy and up in the air. And I get annoyed – I admit it, I do! I get into the habit of being content and I like it. I don’t enjoy feeling worried or uncertain or frightened or insecure but it keeps on happening.

Unpleasant Truth Number Two: we put faith in things and people and think that if we ‘possess’ them that we will be happy – for example, having a good-looking husband, losing a stone in weight, paying off a credit-card bill, having a car with a gearbox that works or wearing a C-cup bra.

I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that – it’s human nature to seek happiness from the people and the world around us. To be honest, I’ve had it up to here with ‘gurus’ who say that you can only get Happiness from within, because it’s all very well for them sitting up there on top of the mountain in their white robes, with no one annoying them. But the rest of us have to live in the ‘real’ ‘world’.

The truth is that even though we can’t help seeking our Happiness in the world around us, those people and things are ‘fallible’. They will sometimes – often, maybe – let us down. The good-looking husband might run off, or you might ‘fall’ for another man, or you might lose the weight and put it all back on again, after nine months of getting up at six in the morning to run eight kilometres in the rain, or your expensive breast implants might go lopsided and ‘wonky’. And then where are you? Exactly! Not happy!

If you ask me, we approach this Happiness business all wrong. It’s not something to be tracked and hunted down, like a wild animal that needs to be tamed, and once we have it house-trained it will never give us any trouble, ever again. And everything will be perfect, for ever.

I don’t know how it happened but I once heard a quote by Eleanor Roosevelt, a woman I know next to nothing about, except that she wore desperate hickey clothes, and she said, ‘Happiness is not a goal, it is a by-product.’

I ‘got’ what she meant. She was trying to say that we must just get on with things, doing our best, helping people out, taking pleasure and contentment where we can find them, and – I think this is the important bit – being glad of them. If we take the ‘life is a vale of tears’ bit as a given, then when something nice happens – a box of Thorntons, a cardigan at half price, an hour-long special of Fair City – then we can savour it and be grateful.

My daughters think that I never feel unhappy. They think unhappiness is something that, at some mythical age, you outgrow. They assume I have the wisdom of my years and that as an elderly-ish person I don’t have any yearnings, that they all fell away from me, along with the elasticity of my skin. But I’ll be perfectly frank with you: despite the consolation of my faith, I oftentimes feel incomplete.

Mostly I’m too busy to notice it, thank God. But it’s always there, a gnawy little animal clawing away in my gut. And I have to live with it, like we all do. We can’t give in to it. As my mammy, Granny Maguire, used to say, ‘We can’t have grief for everything.’ Then she’d hit me a backstroke to the side of my head and say, ‘Stand up straight, you big long galoot.’

Luckily I have my television ‘shows’ and bananas and custard and the companionship of Mr Walsh and the knowledge that when I die I’ll go to heaven …

Although sometimes I think that whole heaven business is a bit hard to swallow. It sounds like a children’s fairy tale they tell us to keep us placid. I even tried discussing it with Father Heyward when he was home from the missions, but he told me I can’t let my thinking go ‘down that road’ and to pray to strengthen my faith. And I suppose, whether there is or there isn’t a heaven, we just have to get on with things as best we can here on this earthly plain.

That is my ‘take’ on Happiness.

H is also for Hypochondriacs. We Walshes are not hypochondriacs, despite what Dr O’Byrne said that time, when we made him visit in the middle of the night because Helen had a Rice Krispie stuck in her throat. We are unlucky, that’s all we are. We ‘catch’ everything going, even though I have a little bottle of that squirty hand-sanitizer in my bag and our house is very clean. It is not our fault.

I is for Injury. However it was Mr Walsh’s fault when he ‘banjoe’d’ his neck on the Log Flume Ride in Disneyland. The first time, when he went with all the accountants from work, he knew no better. While the ride was moving, he stood up, like all the other accountants did – peer pressure, egging each other on, like a clatter of schoolboys – and several of them sustained injuries. But the second time he went, he knew full well the dangers.

I was with him and I warned him specifically not to do it and still he did. And can you tell me what happened? Yes! He hurt his fecking neck again and we had to spend our ‘precious’ time in LA looking for a chiropractor. Not to mention spending our precious holiday money.

J is for Jumped-up Cauliflower. Or, as Claire insists on calling it: ‘broccoli’. But – and I know this for an absolute true fact because I spoke to a well-known greengrocer about it – broccoli does not exist. It is simply cauliflower with notions. It is cauliflower with ‘big ideas’. It is cauliflower which refuses to accept its limitations. It is cauliflower which has, by dint of its desire to be different, dyed itself green. In short, it is a cauliflower looking for notice.

I take a live-and-let-live attitude to all things – ask anyone who knows me and they’ll tell you I’m the most easy-going person you could meet – but Claire decided she wanted broccoli for her wedding luncheon and not because, as she claimed, it was her favourite vegetable, but because she wanted to embarrass me in front of my country relations, none of whom would know broccoli from a bale of hay.

Rachel was the same for her wedding – wanting some non-existent things called sugar snap peas. And – get this – and me bould Rachel also wanted ‘a vegetarian option’, which I was mortified by. To offer ‘a vegetarian option’ to my relations was saying: (a) we can’t afford a meat dinner for all of you, and (b) we don’t want you here anyway.

K is for Knickers. I know what knickers are, of course I do. With five daughters, who all treated me like their personal laundress, of course I would.

However – without any prior warning – someone somewhere invented this new type of knicker called a G-string. But nobody told me, so when I was doing Rachel’s laundry, I thought I’d done something wrong. I thought I’d somehow ‘unravelled’ a good pair of black lace knickers, so that all of the front was gone, leaving only a bare string of a thing and most of the back was gone too. But no, she says. That’s the way it’s meant to be, and by the way, the bit you think is the front is actually the back.

It took me a long while to understand what she was saying and when I finally did I was disgusted. Why would anyone wear anything so uncomfortable? To be sexy, I suppose. Sexy, sexy, sexy, this whole world is obsessed with being sexy. Sexy sofas, sexy halibut, sexy reports on weapons of mass destruction!

Apparently, I have it all wrong – they wear G-strings to avoid VPL, nothing to do with being sexy. (Do they take me for an eejit?) Then, as if things weren’t confusing enough, they changed the name from G-strings to thongs.

Well, I have my own secret word for them. I call them ‘slicers’. I get a ‘salty’ feeling between my buttocks just thinking about them. And here’s some more news for you – you can still have VPL with Slicers, it’s just that the VPL is in a different place; it’s higher up. Sometimes, when I’m out and about, I do ‘mental surveys’ on the syndrome and Helen slaps me and tells me to stop staring at women’s arses.

But I’m not staring in ‘that way’. I’m simply interested, and what I find fascinating is that the dullest-looking woman could be sporting a Slicer. You know what I mean, she might have a ‘mammy hair-do’ and Ecco shoes and a pair of elasticated white linen trousers – and a black Slicer!

One more thing – why do they keep renaming things? Marathon was a fine name. Ulay was a fine name. Jif was a fine name. I’ve successfully made the – frankly challenging – transition to Snickers and Olay. But I will persist with calling ‘Cif’ ‘Jif’ till the day I die. ‘Jif’ was a perfect name. ‘Jif’ sounds speedy and efficient and full of ‘cleaning power’. ‘Cif’ is all wrong.

L is for Lad. A ‘slangy’ word for the male ‘member’. I’ve heard my daughters say it. ‘Flute’ is another one. And Mickey, Willie, dick, knob, quare fella, quare lad … there’s no end of terrible names. Joystick, there’s another one.

They ‘blithely’ talk away in front of me, all that dirty stuff, just like I’m not there. ‘How big is his lad?’ ‘I’d say he never washes his Mickey.’ ‘That flute of his has seen plenty of action.’

I am their mother! They have no respect.

L is also for Light Bulb. This is a joke that Claire told me. She says, ‘How many Mammy Walshes does it take to change a light bulb?’ ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘How many Mammy Walshes does it take to change a light bulb?’ (I will admit I was ‘chuffed’ to have my name in a joke. Eejit, that I am, I should have known there would be a ‘sting’ in the ‘tail’.) ‘None!’ says Claire, and then her voice goes all ‘old’ and ‘quavery’ and I realize she’s ‘being’ me. ‘You all go on out and enjoy yourselves and I’ll just sit here in the dark.’

I wouldn’t mind but it’s not even true! I am great fun. I am always the last off the dance floor at a funeral.

M is for Mother. My mother, that is. Granny Maguire. A great woman she was. Knew her own mind and took nonsense from no one. She loved her six children fiercely but she loved me the most and she showed that love by not displaying it, if you know what I mean.

With Imelda it was, ‘Look at Imelda and the fine bit of cloth she got in the sale.’ Or with Audrey it was, ‘Audrey’s after getting a great job, doing filing for Boulton the solicitor.’ Whereas with me it was, ‘Mary, you useless gomaloon, you’ll never amount to anything.’ Or, ‘Mary, you’d better get used to living under my roof. Shur, what man would look at you and you as high as a house?’ It was like a secret code we had, so that the other girls didn’t feel left out.

With her black teeth, her pipe and her tendency for setting the dogs on a person, Mammy was a card. In later life she kept greyhounds and she loved them so much they slept in the bed with her. (Slept slept with her, according to Helen, but don’t mind her, she slanders everyone.)

As soon as you’d arrive at Mammy’s house, she’d open the door and she’d shout, ‘Go on, Gerry, go on, Martin, tear the face off of them.’ (She’d named the dogs after Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness.)

I’d be barely out of the car and these two blurs would come racing over to me and pin me to the wall, barking loud enough to make my eardrums burst. Oh, it was an absolute howl, but after a while I stopped bringing my children because they aren’t as resilient as me.

Mammy, of course, would be in convulsions. She had a great sense of humour. ‘Don’t let on you’re ascared.’ She’d be thumping the ground with her stick from laughing so much. ‘They can smell the fear, they can smell the fear.’

Not everyone saw the good in Mammy the way I did. After my father died, Mr Walsh said – mind you he had a few drinks on him – that Daddy had probably committed suicide by persuading his heart to stop. (The laugh is, his own mother, Granny Walsh, was an absolute demon. She’d growl at you if you tried to take her perfume away. And the only reason she’d be holding onto the perfume with a death-grip was because she’d drunk everything else in the parish.)

When my mammy, Granny Maguire, used to come on her holidays to us, she’d use her stick to bang on her bedroom floor for attention, looking for help to ‘go’ to the bathroom, as it were. Downstairs in the kitchen we’d be drawing straws. Just a little ‘game’ we had. Especially if she hadn’t done a number two in a while. Oh, she was a character! She certainly livened things up. You’d miss her now that she’s gone.

M is also for Mickriarch. It means an Irish matriarch. Obviously, I am a matriarch. Obviously, I am Irish and Irish people are often called ‘Micks’. When they are not being called ‘Paddies’. I have a ‘niggling’ suspicion that being called a Mick is not exactly respectful. I’m not sure I should be glad to be called a Mickriarch. The ‘jury’ is still ‘out’.

N is for … Well, do you know something? This will give you a laugh. I can’t think of a single word that begins with N that is relevant to my life! I’m racking my brains here. N is for nappies, of course, but I’ll tell you something: my nappy-changing days are over. I did too many for too long and I’m not doing any more. If my daughters want to have babies, that’s their business and good luck to them and I will ‘mind’ the child if they want to go on a ‘date night’ with their ‘partner’. But I’m not changing any more nappies. I’m sick of it.

O is for Outspan Head. Outspan is a brand of orange. I don’t know if they’re still on the go, but it’s a brand name for orange, just to ‘put’ you in the ‘picture’.

The thing is, I like to look after myself, beauty-wise. And that time when Margaret shocked us all by leaving her husband and losing her job and running off to stay with her friend Emily in Los Angeles, I decided I’d visit her. Just to see that she was all right. I mean she was behaving badly out of character and I was worried about her – she’d been through a lot – and also … I have to admit … I’ve always wanted to see the Hollywood sign and drive along Sunset Boulevard in a silver car with the roof down and, at traffic lights, lower my sunglasses and make eye contact with the man in the car in the next lane … Anyway!

Yes, as a concerned mother I decided to go and visit Margaret. But I can go nowhere or do nothing without my ‘entourage’. Will they be as quick to jump in beside me in my coffin when I die, I often ask them.

Mr Walsh is fine, he is no trouble. But Helen – of course – decided she wanted to come. And Anna, who had just begun her transition from useless, badly dressed layabout to a valued member of society, wanted to come too. So, with a heavy heart, I booked four flights.

The thing is, that summer was particularly wet in Ireland. Water bucketing from the skies morning, noon and night. I’d been hoping to pick up a bit of a ‘colour’ before I arrived in Los Angeles. I didn’t want to get off the plane looking blue-white, like a milk bottle, the way all Irish people do.

So I treated myself to a can of fake tan. I bought it in the local chemist and maybe that was where I made my mistake. Maybe if I’d gone into town to one of the department stores I’d have fared better.

Anyway, what happened was this, the night before we left for Los Angeles, I put some fake tan on my face and neck – plenty, plenty (a bird never flew on one wing). And I went off to occupy myself, because the waiting makes me nervous.

After a good half-hour had passed, I looked in the mirror and I was still as pale as whey and I wasn’t at all happy. However, I went and watched another of my shows to take my mind off things, but the next time I looked, still nothing had changed. Nothing. And maybe, like Margaret said when she eventually saw me, I panicked. I put another thick layer on. And half an hour later, another layer. I mean, I know they say it takes a while for the colour to ‘come up’ but nothing at all was happening and I couldn’t handle the thought of standing out in Los Angeles like a big, pale, just-off-the-bus eejit.

Before I went to bed, I put on another layer. And when I woke in the morning and sat up in the bed and put on my glasses and looked in the mirror, I thought I was having a vision. I was orange. Bright glow-in-the-dark orange. I was like a space-hopper.

Clearly, I’d been given a dud batch of tan. I must admit I ‘harboured’ suspicions that it wasn’t a proper brand of tan at all, that ‘Jade’ (she says that’s her name) in the chemist had been knocking up batches of it in her back room and filling cans and ‘flogging’ it to the likes of me.

Well, the shrieks of laughing out of Helen! They probably heard her on ‘Mulholland Drive’. Even Anna was laughing a lot. But Mr Walsh wasn’t laughing. He was worried that everyone would be looking at us on the plane. (Not that his ‘look’ was much to write home about. The whole time we were in ‘LA’ he wore shorts, Argyle socks and his good black brogues, his ‘funeral’ shoes, I call them.)

I couldn’t admit I’d been ‘at’ the fake tan, because that smacks of vanity, so I insisted I’d got a lovely colour just from sitting in the back garden. (Even if it hadn’t been raining badly enough to start rounding up animals into pairs, I’d never sit in our garden. I hate the place – the cord from the telly doesn’t stretch far enough. Mr Walsh was meant to sort out an extension lead, but he didn’t because no one does anything around here, only me.)

I was that close to putting a paper bag on my head for the plane journey and I wish I had because Helen kept pressing my call button and saying made-up things to the air hostesses like, ‘Outspan Head here needs a blanket – to cover her face.’ Then ten minutes later, she’d press my bell again and when the air hostess appeared, Helen would say, ‘Outspan Head wants a glass of wine to take the edge off her shame.’

Outspan Head this, Outspan Head that, Outspan Head the other. And it’s a twelve- hour flight to Los Angeles. Twelve of the longest hours of my life.

P is for Padded Envelopes of Loveliness. I was telling you there earlier about Anna and how bloody useless she always was. Well – and I still can’t figure out exactly what happened – at some stage she got some qualifications and started working for a ‘crappy’ Irish cosmetic company, doing their public relations.

But the next thing, herself and her friend Jacqui moved to Manhattan and doesn’t Anna get a job doing public relations for Candy Grrrl!

A big part of Anna’s job was to send out samples of the make-up to magazines and newspapers, looking for ‘write ups’. But sometimes, she’d slip a few lipsticks and mascaras and nail varnishes into one of those envelopes that are lined with bubble wrap and send them my way. And, honest to the Lord God, I can’t tell you! My hands would be shaking so much I’d hardly be able to open them. (I’d have to go and get the good scissors because I wanted to save the envelope – I mean, even the envelope was handy.)

I was never more proud of Anna. I suppose, technically, what she was doing was stealing and that’s a sin, but they had fecking-well loads of the products. Loads and loads and loads. Rachel went into the cupboard where all the stuff is kept and she regaled us with stories so exaggerated we were all worried she was back on the drugs again.

But it’s true. They’ve loads of the stuff; they’re hardly going to miss a few highlighters!

And it got better. The company that Anna worked for – McArthur on The Park – did the publicity for several other cosmetic companies, so Anna would do ‘swapsies’ with their public relations people – she’d hand over a clatter of Candy Grrrl goodies and they’d give her a load of stuff from Bergdorf Baby, EarthSource, Visage, Warpo and lots of others. (My favourite is Visage. It’s French. Very dear. My least favourite would be Warpo. Grand if you want to look like a clown. But I don’t.) Then she’d parcel them up into those beautiful envelopes and send them on to me and her sisters, and I have to tell you that when the ring would come on the doorbell and the postman would hand over the Padded Envelope of Loveliness, I’d often take a reel in the head, I’d be that excited.

Even Mr Walsh would get in on the act. Not so much with the eye shadows and foundations – like I’d stand for any of that nonsense … do I look like Chantelle Houghton, as they say – but there was one time Anna had sent some beautiful Vetivert shower gel and I couldn’t locate it, and where do I find it? Only on his shelf in the shower!

Anna Walsh has the best job in the world. Helen’s is good too, but Anna’s is better.

Q is for ‘The Gays’. Because I know I’m not allowed to say the ‘Q’ word. (All this interfering with words, I can’t keep up. You can’t even say the ‘Q’ word if you want to describe a thing as strange or uncanny. And you certainly can’t say it about a poor divil who isn’t ‘right in the head’. You can’t say it any time, ever, about anything. And once upon a time, ‘gay’ was a skippy, flowery sort of a word, but it has entirely different ‘connotations’ now.)

The term we use in our family for ‘the gays’ is Jolly Boys – Helen once worked with some chap from India who mistranslated ‘the gays’ as ‘Jolly Boys’ and after we’d finished laughing at him, we decided we’d use it.

And I’ll tell you something gas: the Kilfeathers next door to us have a Jolly Person in their family, and it’s not even a boy – it’s miles worse … it’s a girl, a Jolly Girl!

Now look, before you jump down my throat for being a ‘homo’ ‘phobic’, I’m not saying it’s a bad thing to be one of ‘the gays’. Especially as there is no such thing as ‘gay’ – they’re only putting it on to be fashionable. All I’m saying is, if you had seen Angela Kilfeather ‘back in the day’ – she used to be a right sucky little angel with long blondey ringlets on her – oh, she’d sicken you. And then she ups and becomes a Jolly Girl and gets a ‘partner’, whom she kisses out in the open, in full view of everyone on the road.

And I mean French-kisses her, not just that awful kissing on the cheek that we now have to do to say hello whenever we meet someone. (Would you mind telling me this: when did that become the done thing? I can’t bear it. I don’t hold with ‘affection’; it’s just nonsense from the telly. I’m not saying I have ‘OCD’ and am afraid of getting germs from people, not at all. But all that hugging and kissing is pure silliness.)

So there Angela Kilfeather is, standing out in the street, French-kissing another woman and not a lick of shame on her. Of course, it’s her poor mother I feel most sorry for. (To be quite honest, I could burst with delight. She always looked down on me, Audrey Kilfeather, with her perfect little Angela, with her perfect little ringlets, and my girls running around, as bold as brass. But look at Mrs Audrey Kilfeather now! ‘Eat my shorts!’ as they say … or maybe they don’t say it so much any more …)

Despite the fact that they do not actually exist, I get on very well with ‘the gays’ and their ilk. I get on well with everyone and that’s because I take every person as they come. I am very much a ‘people’ person.

R is for Real Men. Right. I’m taking a big, deep breath here because I’ve lots to tell you about them. The Real Men are a group of Irish lads that Rachel met in New York. Five of them, long-haired and burly and dressed in denim, denim and more denim – with a bit of leather thrown in. They wear their jeans tight: on a good day – and I’m quoting Rachel here – you can tell which of them has been circumcised. (For the love of God! Was it really necessary for her to say that?)

The name ‘Real Men’ was invented by Rachel and her friend Brigit to be a bit of an insult originally, but I can’t see why. Being a man never goes out of fashion, surely?

The Real Men are ‘heavy metal’ fans and they say that the last time a good record was made was in 1975 (Led Zeppelin’s Physical Graffiti, if that means anything at all to you. It’s nothing to me. As I said, I’m a Bublé ‘girl’). For a while all the Real Men shared an apartment and it was known far and wide as Testosterone Central – even though they play a lot of Scrabble, which isn’t exactly ‘rock ’n’ roll’!

The Real Men sort of blur into a hairy manly haze for me, but I’m going to try to untangle them in my head for you and describe them

Okay, they’re all ‘Alpha’ ‘Males’, but Luke Costello is the ‘Alpha’ ‘Alpha’ and I’ll save him for last.

I’ll tell you about Joey first. Joey has long, blondy hair and he looks a bit like Jon Bon Jovi. But his hair isn’t really blond; it’s because he uses Sun-In and he goes mad if you suggest that he does. Joey is as cranky as bedamned. Always going round with a face like thunder, and he does these ‘statement actions’ like striking a match off the brick wall in Rachel’s apartment or swinging a chair round so that he’s sitting on it backwards, you know what I mean? I spend my life in dread that Joey is going to start shouting at me for something or other.

Despite his ‘narkiness’, Joey sees a lot of ‘lurve action’ (another dreadful phrase) with the ladies. Loads of them have slept with Joey. Helen did as part of her ‘Tag and Release’ Programme. Rachel’s friend Brigit did. Anna’s friend Jacqui … Joey snared Jacqui by stealing one of her Scrabble tiles and shoving it down the front of his jeans and making her rummage around and fish it out again – with him not wearing any jocks. Which she did, cool as a cucumber. Took her time about it too, if what I hear is to be believed. Then it all went to hell, but that’s another story.

Next there’s Gaz – and how do I put this without getting the head bitten off me …? Gaz has a small bit of a lack. Gaz, if you ask me, is not all there. A nice lad, no harm in him, a bit on the tubby side, but that’s no crime. What’s worrying me is that he’s training to be an acupuncturist and he goes round with a leather pouch full of needles, and if you stand still for more than two seconds, he’s sticking them into you and trying to cure you of ailments you didn’t even know you had, and my fear is that in his ‘cluelessness’ he might accidentally sever someone’s spinal cord with one of his needles …

Gaz doesn’t enjoy the same success with the ladies as Joey does, but funnily enough, in one of those six degrees of separation things, Gaz once ‘slept’ with Claire, a long time ago, before any of them were in New York. Hilaire, as Helen would say. Small world, as I would say.

Now I’ll tell you about Shake. Shake distinguishes himself by his skill at playing the air guitar. He did very well in a championship, got to the semi-finals of something or other – forgive me for not having the details to hand, but it’s not the sort of thing I’m interested in.

Shake has a ‘mahooosive’ head of hair, easily the biggest of them all and at Rachel’s wedding, he did a sort of floor show. The DJ put on ‘Smoke on the Water’ and Shake was swirling his hair round and about in a big circle and he was playing his air guitar, twiddling away at his ‘region’, you know … his ‘down below’ … and for all the world he looked to me like he was ‘at’ himself, if you know what I mean. I mean … you know … ‘at’ himself, like playing with himself. I was mortified, but I couldn’t stop looking …

Johnno now, I couldn’t tell you much about. Quiet sort of chap. Doesn’t do much. Just there to make up numbers.

But Luke … Luke is the one I want to talk to you about. Luke Costello is the stand-out Real Man, the ‘break out’ ‘star’. Anna says she can only talk to Luke’s crotch, that she tries, she tries really hard to address his face, but for whatever reason her eyes are always drawn back to his ‘region’.

Even on his wedding day his trousers were distractingly tight and we were all wondering how he does it; does he have the trousers specially tailored or is it just down to … him?

Jacqui says Luke makes her break into such a sweat, she has to take rehydration salts after ten minutes in his company.

As for myself, I dread being alone with Luke. He’s so … I don’t know the word, but he makes me feel … I don’t know the word. Like a wild animal. Often I’m afraid I’m going to lunge across the room and take a bite out of him. I have a suspicion he doesn’t always wear underpants and sometimes I wonder what it would be like to go to … What! Sorry, where were we?

S is for Sausage. As in ‘Throwing a sausage up O’Connell Street.’ A disgustingly vulgar phrase Claire employs to describe having sexual intercourse after having given birth.

S is also for Sisters. I myself have five sisters and I suppose you could say I have five best friends. We are great pals, all of us; we all get on great and there is no rivalry between any of us, none at all. We are all thrilled when a child of one of the others does well and we are not one bit happy when a child of one of the others gets caught embezzling from their workplace, or becomes a Jolly Girl or a deserted wife. We are all terrific pals. The best of friends.

S is also for Shovel List. The Shovel List is a simply marvellous invention of Helen’s. It’s a list of all the things and people she hates so much she wants to hit them in the face with a shovel. It can be an actual list, written on a piece of paper, or on your ‘smartphone’, or you could have the things written on little cue cards and you could shuffle them around, as the mood took you, or you could simply keep the list in your head. I will give you some examples of the things on my shovel list: the Aon Insurance ad; the sound of Francesca drinking a Slurpee; the smell of the elephant house at the zoo; hard pears, especially when the label said they were ‘perfectly ripe’; old people who stop for no reason in the supermarket so your trolley goes bashing into their heels and then they act like you were the one at fault; Michael, the man who used to ‘do’ our garden but did sweet damn all, and when Mr Walsh finally ‘fronted’ him ‘up’, he left and spread a rumour that he’d seen me use a dirty tea towel to dry Mr Walsh’s lettuce.

Do you see? Isn’t it lovely? And you can keep adding new things all the time!

T is for ‘Taking agin’. Honesty compels me to admit that this phrase originated with Margaret’s friend Emily, but it has been adopted by the entire Walsh clan. Even Imelda, my most competitive sister, says it, like she made it up. To ‘take agin’ something means you have a ‘set’ against something, that something has displeased you or disappointed you in some way. It is a tremendous phrase, extremely versatile, and I urge you to give it a go yourself, right now. For example, let’s say you’ve gone to the hairdresser and you’ve had a body wave and decided to take your colour down a shade. You’re looking the best you’ve looked for years and you know it. You arrive home and not only is your husband there, but so are two of your daughters and not one person mentions your beautiful new hair. Under old circumstances you would become vexed with them, perhaps even enraged, but not any more. Now, you ‘take agin’ them. ‘Taking agin’ someone can be expressed in many ways – banging is always considered suitable. You could say, ‘Cup of tea, everyone? I’ll make it, will I? Like I always fecking well do, will I?’ Then you can bang the kettle into the sink, fill it with water, bang it back onto its stand, bang some mugs onto the worktop, bang open the door of the biscuit cupboard, bang the biscuits onto the table, and so on. Like ‘holding a grudge’, ‘taking agin’ things is one of life’s great pleasures.

T is for also for Tree Over a Blessed Well. In a way, being like a tree over a blessed well is the opposite of taking agin something. A person who has had a bad blow and wants everyone to know about their misfortune by behaving sadly, mournfully and miserably could be said to be ‘like a tree over a blessed well’. Streeling around the house like a droopy drawers, if you get me. If someone’s husband has ‘done’ the ‘dirt’ on them, or if a person has lost their job or had their car stolen and their self-pity is starting to get on your nerves, simply say, with great jocularity, ‘Look at you, drooping away there, like a great big droopy drawers! You’re like a tree over a blessed well!’

You will be amazed at the effect it has on people. Usually it jizzes them up so much that they jump to their feet and run off, clearly to do something constructive. Sometimes they are so grateful that they punch you in the upper arm.

T is also for Television. The Walshes would not be the happy family that we are, if it wasn’t for the telly. It is a great way to ‘bond’.

U is for Useful. And that brings us to my husband, Jack Walsh. Unlike my daughters, I did not ‘play the field’ before I married. I was not a one for the boys. Of course, I’m sure I had many admirers, but they were so in awe of me, they kept their distance. It was my height, I think, that put them off. I’m not extremely tall. Only five foot ten or thereabouts. But people were generally smaller in those days and it takes a big man to be happy with a tall woman. (I’m saying ‘big’ metaphorically there, just for clarification.)

Mr Walsh and I met in circumstances that were mundane. He was originally from some rural hamlet in County Clare and he came to work in the ‘big smoke’ of Limerick, where I was reared. He was ‘in digs’ in a house across the road from my family, and myself and himself used to get the bus to work, around the same time every day.

Back then, people were friendlier. You just didn’t ‘ignore’ people at the bus stop and stick yokes in your ears and nod away to yourself. At the very least you’d say, ‘Fine day, thank God.’ And if the weather wasn’t fine, and it usually wasn’t, you’d say, ‘Mild day, thank God.’ Or, ‘At least it’s not raining.’ Or, if it was raining, and it usually was, you’d say, ‘Lovely growthy weather, good for the crops.’

Of a weekend, Mr Walsh used to go ‘home’ to his half-cracked mother and family of bogaloons and one Monday morning, at the bus stop, didn’t he give me a little parcel wrapped in butcher’s paper and tied with string. ‘What’s this?’ says I. ‘Ah,’ says he, ‘nothing at all.’ But it was something! It was a little pullet hen, roasted all lovely and Mammy was delighted with me and said maybe I wasn’t the big long streel of uselessness she’d taken me for (she was a ticket, was Mammy).

Every weekend after that, he’d bring me something, maybe some eggs or a lump of ham, and, before I knew it, we had an ‘understanding’. Now, the funny thing about ‘understandings’ is that they’re unspoken. For a nation so chatty, we Irish can be quite ‘clammed up’ about important things. But without anything being formalized, Jack Walsh and I were ‘walking out together’ and ‘coooourting’, which eventually solidified into ‘doing a strong line’.

Every Wednesday night we’d go to the pictures, and in those days it didn’t matter what was on, you just went. There was none of this reading reviews or saying, ‘I can’t stick that Bette Davis. That last thing she was in was a load of sh*t.’ Horse opera, musical, romance – you got what you were given and you were glad of it. Mr Walsh used to buy me a box of Cleeves toffee and we’d eat them together.

Then there would be dances, but it wasn’t like these days, when you can go to ‘clubs’ any night of the week, and sometimes even two or three different clubs. I have a faint memory – now, don’t quote me on this, because I might be wrong – that dances couldn’t be held on a Saturday night because they might infringe Sunday ‘non-enjoyment’ laws. As far as I remember, dances were usually held on Friday nights and they’d be wonderful affairs. You’d have a live band playing their heart out and you’d dance the legs off of yourself and the national anthem would be played at the end. (Now that I think of it, it was played at the end of the pictures too. The lights would go up and everyone would clamber to their feet and if you’d been at any ‘dirty business’ during the picture, you’d have to tidy yourself up fairly lively if you didn’t want the whole cinema looking at you. Not that I ever did anything like that, of course.)

It was taken for granted that, when Jack had saved enough money for a down-payment on a house, he’d ask me to marry him. As Mammy said, ‘If he asks you, you make sure you say yes, my girl; he’s the best chance you’ll ever get. The only chance.’ But of course I was going to say yes. I was – and still am – very fond of Jack Walsh. He’s a quiet, easy-going man and that’s probably for the best. Especially because I sort of ‘blossomed’ after I moved away from living with Mammy. I like a good chat and I’m a great raconteur – you should have seen the reception I got out in ‘LA’! I was invited to the next-door-neighbour’s Fable Telling evening and, even if I am polishing my own medal here, I stole the show! They loved me and my story of Famous Seamus and How He Won the Love of the Doctor’s Daughter!

Mr Walsh and I have been married for forty-seven years and, do you know something, even though I am taller than him, we’ve been very happy together. Apart from the children, of course. They have made us very unhappy. Only from time to time, that is – when they were up to whatever feck-acting they were up to. But it was like a relay race! The minute one of them stopped her tomfoolery, another started up. There was very little respite, and being honest with you, if it wasn’t for Margaret being so well-behaved I would have surely ended up in the mental hospital.

I can see you trying to do the sums there, thinking, ‘If she’s married for forty-seven years and she must have been in her late twenties at least by the time she got the ring on her finger, what age does that make her now?’ Well, I’ll tell you something. A lady (and I am one) doesn’t disclose her age but I’ll whisper you a secret: I’ve aged well.

I have been entirely faithful to Mr Walsh and he has been entirely faithful to me. I would ‘know’ if he hadn’t. My woman’s intuition would alert me. Also I keep a close eye on things – lipstick on a shirt collar, the smell of some other woman’s perfume – but he never let me down. Of course, there was that unpleasant incident a few years ago when his ‘ex’ turned up. Nan O’Shea. The woman he ‘dumped’ when he ‘fell’ for me. She came back into our lives and asked if they could be friends, but I nixed that good and lively. Friends! Does she take me for a gom?

U is also for Umbrellas. ‘They’ often say that Ireland would be a lovely country if we could only put a roof over it. The rain, do I need to explain? The rain that never stops. It could get you ‘down’ and I often say that if umbrellas hadn’t been invented I would never be able to leave the house. I also often say that the man who invented umbrellas should be canonized. (D’you see the way I said ‘man’ there? And not ‘woman’! If Claire heard me say that she’d be down on me like a ‘ton of bricks’! She claims to be a feminist. Although she looks nothing like one, with her short skirts and her fake tan and her hair extensions.)

I’m very partial to a nice umbrella. You know the way some women collect Dresden china? Or husbands? Well, umbrellas are my ‘thing’. I no longer buy dear ones because ‘sod’s law’ says I will leave it on the bus on its first outing. But I get given gifts of them. When people go on holidays to foreign parts they will often bring me back a novelty umbrella. I have quite a collection at this stage. When I die, I don’t mind if it’s donated to the ‘V’ and ‘A’. For free.

V is for … Funnily enough, the only word I can think of is ‘vagina’, and the less said about that the better. Will we move on to W? No, hold it, hold it, I have a word …

V is for Vajazzling. It was Helen who first mentioned it to me – oh take her to know about it. Apparently Claire gets it done all the time, the vajazzling. If you ask me – although no one ever does – Claire seems to spend her entire life doing ‘maintenance’ on her appearance.

There was one day that Helen called in to me and Claire was expected also – I can’t remember what we were meant to be doing, but we were meant to be doing something together. Maybe going to the garden centre? Although I don’t know why I said that because I’ve never been to a garden centre in my life. I see other families on the telly doing it and I wonder why we don’t, but we don’t …

Oh yes! Now I remember what we were meant to be doing. We were going up to Shanganagh – that’s the graveyard – to book a plot for myself and Mr Walsh, for when we ‘kick’ the ‘bucket’. It might sound ‘morbid’ but you’ve got to box clever these days – you can’t just up and die and expect a plot to be waiting for you, nice and handy. There’s high demand for good plots. You’ve got to think ahead.

For some reason, Claire and Helen had decided to accompany me – ‘for the laugh’ to quote Helen.

Helen had arrived and Claire hadn’t so I took my life in my hands and asked Helen, ‘Where’s Claire?’ Then I waited to get my head bitten off – ‘How would I know where Claire is? What am I? Her keeper?’ – the usual ‘blah’.

But Helen surprised me by addressing me civilly. ‘Claire will be a bit late,’ she said. ‘A couple of spangles fell out of her vajazzle, she’s getting them glued back in.’

‘Vajazzle?’ says I. ‘What’s a vajazzle?’

Once again I expected to be ate without salt, but Helen said, ‘Vajazzling? Have you been hiding under a rock? Yeah, look at the state of you, you have been hiding under a rock. Okay, I’ll tell you what vajazzling is.’

So Helen explained. Do you know about it? Well, you get all the hair on your ‘lady region’ waxed away and then you get little glittery things glued on instead to make a pattern, like a little red heart, or a flower, or a butterfly, or whatever you want.

At first I was suspicious. I thought it was another one of those things Helen tells me that aren’t real, just to make mock of me, but she produced her phone and showed me ‘articles’ and even a few photos.

At that stage I believed her but I was a bit baffled by the whole business – why would a person go to so much trouble? – and then I ‘got’ it.

‘Sort of like a tattoo?’ I said. ‘A form of body art?’

Helen scrunched up her forehead and said, ‘Body art? What do you know about body art, old woman?’ (That’s right, that’s what she calls me – ‘old woman’ – have you ever heard such disrespect?)

‘Don’t scrunch your forehead like that,’ I said. ‘You’ll get wrinkles. And fyi –’ (I really enjoy saying ‘fyi’) ‘I know about a lot of things.’

‘You didn’t know about vajazzling,’ Helen said, because she can never let a thing go.

But still, we were ‘getting on’ well and we had an ‘in depth’ chat about all the things you could get vajazzled onto your ‘area’. ‘You could get an arrow,’ I said. ‘Pointing to “down there”. So he’d know where to put it, like.’

We had a good old laugh – she can be a great laugh, Helen, if you get her on the right day – and I said, ‘Do you get vajazzled?’

And she said, ‘Sometimes.’

Then I said, ‘Does Margaret get vajazzled?’ And well! We ‘fell’ around the place laughing! It was mean, I know, but if you knew Margaret … She’s really not that sort. She’d shave her legs now and again, if you put a gun to her head, but that’d be the extent of it.

‘Does Anna get vajazzled?’ I asked.

‘’Course!’ Helen said, emphatically. ‘She works in the beauty industry and she lives in New York City! It’s the law!’ (That was a joke, the ‘law’ bit.)

‘Does Rachel get vajazzled?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know …’ Helen said, thoughtfully. Because you wouldn’t know with Rachel; she can be quite serious since she got those qualifications in being an addiction counsellor, and maybe it’s the wrong thing to say, but there are times when I think she was more fun when she was still on the drugs …

Then Helen and I both went very quiet because we were thinking of showing our vajazzle to Luke Costello. Well, I was anyway.

After a few seconds I wiped the sweat off my forehead and, to lighten to mood, I declared, ‘Do you know something? I think I’ll get a vajazzle myself!’

‘Why not?’ Helen said gaily – too gaily, and I knew for sure she’d been thinking of Luke Costello too. ‘What would you get done? Padre Pio?’

‘Maybe,’ I said, ignoring the fact that she was trying to ‘rile’ me by being disrespectful about Padre Pio. ‘Or maybe a Cornetto. Or –’ and I was laughing away to myself at this point – ‘to lure your father, maybe I’ll get a golf club.’

Suddenly Helen was frozen still and she stared at me like she’d seen a terrible car crash, and she said, ‘That image is going to stay with me for ever. I’m scarred for life.’

‘Yes,’ I said, making right sport at this stage. ‘I think I’ll definitely get a golf club. To get your father … In. Ter. Es. Ted.’ And I said it slowly, the way I’ve just described – In. Ter. Es. Ted. – to sound ‘saucy’.

‘I’m going to get sick.’ Helen clapped her hand over her mouth and raced out to the downstairs cloakroom, and the next thing I hear all these gawking noises.

I knew she wasn’t really getting sick; she was only dry-retching for ‘dramatic effect’.

‘Your generation think you invented sex,’ I called out to her.

‘Shut up,’ she said. ‘Shut up!’

‘You want me to have never had sex!’

‘Shut up,’ she said. ‘Shut up!’

‘How do you think you were conceived?’

‘Shut up,’ she shrieked. ‘Shut up!’

‘When you think about it,’ I said, happy as you please, ‘I must have done it at least five times!’

And that was the end of that; no more was said about the vajazzling.

But I still think about it from time to time.

V is also for Vonnie. Let me tell you about Vonnie! Helen has a boyfriend called Artie. A fine-looking man. Fine-looking. I accidentally saw some nudie photos of him and, believe you me, he is a fine-looking man. My feelings about Artie are, as they say on the Facebooks, ‘complicated’, and one of the reasons they’re so complicated is that Artie was once married to a woman and her name was – yes, you have it! – Vonnie. I don’t know – short for Yvonne or Veronica or something.

The reason that Artie and Vonnie are no longer married is because Vonnie ran off with a youngster in a pork-pie hat. So naturally you’d assume that, like normal people, they’d hate each other, and bad-mouth each other to the children (they’ve three). But, oh no, Vonnie is best friends with Artie. Artie who is my daughter’s boyfriend. Do you get me? Do you see what I’m driving at? Oh great pals, Vonnie and Artie. Vonnie is forever over at Artie’s house, throwing barbecues, doing jigsaws (yes, you heard right! Jigsaws!), acting for all the world like a married couple.

To make things worse, I can see that some men would find this Vonnie alluring. She’s small and skinny, skinnier than her fifteen-year-old daughter, and has no shame about displaying her upper arms. She goes round in flip-flops and faded jeans and cheesecloth tops falling off her shoulders. And although I don’t like admitting it, she’s a bit of a beauty. Not only that, she’s a ‘good laugh’, and great company and very accomplished.

I worry about Vonnie. More to the point, even though Helen is the toughest thing on the planet, I worry about Helen. When I say my prayers at night I always ask the Lord, ‘Please make Vonnie go away. Not die or anything bad like that, but maybe you could get her a job in Antwerp.’

W is for Work. As in ‘work’ being ‘done’ on ‘yourself’. And the funny thing is that there are two different types of work you can have done on yourself. You can have the work that Claire has done on herself – Botox round her eyes and at the sides of her mouth to make her smile (as she says, and I’m quoting, ‘With my shitty life, what have I to smile about?’), Restylane to fill in the lines on her forehead so that she doesn’t look like she’s frowning all the time (‘With my shitty life, I’ve plenty to frown about!’), and collagen injections into her cheeks to give her youthful plumpness (‘With my shitty life, is it any wonder that I’m old before my time?’).

(I would never say this to her face because she’d eat the head off of you as soon as look at you, but Claire’s life doesn’t seem at all ‘shitty’ to me. She’s got that Adam, who thinks the sun shines out of her rear end, and they’ve a fine house and she’s always getting her highlights done and having barbecues and parties and getting ‘scuttered’.)

But back to the Botox et al… . Although I enjoy extraordinarily youthful looks, especially considering the life of worry I’ve had with the five of them, I would ‘never say never’ to the idea of that kind of work. But not until I need it, of course. You hear of some girls of twenty-three having ‘work’ ‘done’ and you think, ‘Why would you be getting it done so young?’ Well, it’s the same for me.

Then there’s the ‘work’ that Rachel has ‘done’ on herself, and that’s another kind of work entirely. That’s all head-shrinky stuff, psychotherapy and ‘the talking cure’ and whatnot. You can’t scratch your chin without Rachel reading something into it.

It’s a load of bloody nonsense all that psychotherapy business – and there’s no way on God’s good earth that you can trust these ‘therapists’ to keep their clobs shut. A few glasses of wine at a dinner party and shur, they’d be regaling everyone with stories of all their clients’ secrets – affairs and abortions and cross-dressing and incest and shop-lifting and anything else you care to mention.

I don’t blame these people – I know in my heart of hearts that I’d do it myself. It’s human nature, isn’t it? If you hear a good juicy secret, how can you help but blurt it out? It’s like eating Pringles: you can’t stop yourself.

(Not priests, though. Priests are different. Whatever they hear within the confines of the confession box stays secret. They are blessed with divine clob-shutting abilities.)

And what if one of these therapists fell on hard times? Well, they’d be straight down to the nearest ‘red top’, looking for a fine big handful of money in exchange for secrets.

I would never go to one of those people. Even if I had any ‘issues’. Which I haven’t. Issues! It’s a load of codology and you could buy a new skirt every week with the money they charge you.

In this kind of ‘work’ they make a big thing about getting ‘closure’. Everyone has to get ‘closure’ on everything these days. If you drop a cup, you have to get closure on it. If you miss the bus, you have to get closure. If you open a drawer, you have to get closure (that was my little joke there).

In my day, there was no such thing as closure. If something ‘bad’ happened to you, say like a man ‘exposing himself’ to you on the bus, and you went a bit funny in the head and started running round the house in the middle of the night, screeching and yelling that you couldn’t take it any more, Father Cormac would be brought in to pray over you and that would be the end of that.

It wouldn’t make any difference, of course. The middle-of-the-night running and screeching and yelling would carry on, but no one would pay any heed. Closure, my eye!

X is for Xylophone. Although I don’t play it and neither does anyone in the family. In fact, I’m proud to say we’re an entirely unmusical bunch. Would there be anything more tiresome than being a musical family? Shur, you’d never get any visitors!

‘Oh no,’ people would think, ‘I’m not calling in to see that crowd. You’re barely in the door before they’ve their melodeons out and they’re banging the spoons agin their thighs and batting their feet off the wooden floor, and you’re expected to join in and do a recitation of your own or something. No, we’ll give them a steer. We’ll visit the Cullens instead; they’ve a bouncy castle.’

The Walshes are no good at anything, to be perfectly honest with you. We’re not sporty. (Margaret was good at camogie about a thousand years ago, but she let it slide.) We’re hopeless at charades. We’ve no talent for the am-dram (apart from the time Mr Walsh had a small part in the Blackrock Players’ production of Oklahoma! and he had us all driven mad with his ‘method’ acting. He ate nothing but beans for ten days and he spoke Oklahoma-ese – ‘y’all’ this and ‘y’all’ that and when he thought something looked nice he said it was ‘mad purt’. Up the wall, he had us driven, up the effing wall.)

But I can’t think of anything else for the letter X … No, hold on! I spoke too soon …

X is for X-rays. There was this time that Anna broke her finger. (How? I hear you ask. In a skiing accident? Falling off a bus in a state of ‘scutteredness’? And the answer is: No. She broke her finger while she was rooting round in her wardrobe looking for her blue shoes.)

I ask you! What sort of story is that? I told her to ‘embellish’ it, so now she says something about catching it in a revolving door.

Off she goes to the hospital and her broken finger is x-rayed from two different angles and it’s found that it is indeed broken, so they put it in a splint and send her home. But they also give her her x-rays – do not ask me why! And she was thrilled with them. She kept holding them up and admiring them and bringing them close to her face, then zooming them out as far as her arm would go.

The next thing you know, her fella gets them framed and mounted on the wall, with their own personal uplighters, like they’re the Mona Lisa. So when people come into her pretty little apartment you can see them looking around admiringly and nodding at the pot plants and cushions, and then they see the two x-rays hanging on the wall and you watch them do a double take and look again and you can see them thinking, ‘What in the name of all that’s sacred are those two things? Art, is it? Is it art I’m looking at? Because what else could it be?’

Y is for Yoghurt. Specifically Plain Yoghurt at Room Temperature. Margaret and her sisters were playing a game in which they were saying what each of them would be if they were food. Claire would be a green curry because she’s fiery; Rachel would be a jelly baby, not because she’s sweet but because Helen likes to bite her head off; Anna, if I remember right, was a selection of nuts; Helen was a durian fruit because she’s so offensive she’s banned in several countries. And poor Margaret was Plain Yoghurt at Room Temperature – the most boring food they could think of.

But they’re wrong about her. There’s a lot more to Margaret than meets the eye. Yes, she lives within her means! Why is that a crime? Yes, she might have a savings account! Again, why the scorn? She simply doesn’t have the ‘diva gene’ that Claire, Rachel and Helen have. When things go wrong for them, they stomp around and shout and sometimes throw something (usually one of my good ornaments) at the wall. Whereas when things went wrong for Margaret – and for a while there they went terribly wrong – she curled in on herself and, if you weren’t paying attention, you mightn’t have noticed at all that something was up.

In her defence, she can be neurotic. She has a disorder – she suffers from shopping bulimia. She buys clothes, then agonizes about them and wonders whether she should take them back, and then sometimes she does and she has to fill out a form giving her reason and has to say things like ‘Makes my knees look funny’, and that goes to Head Office.

I will admit that, for a good long while, we didn’t like Margaret’s husband, Garv, because the first time we met him we thought he didn’t stand his round, and as everyone in Ireland knows, not standing your round is the worst thing a man could do. You’d get a more sympathetic audience if you murdered someone. Margaret insists that Garv tried, but that everyone shouted at him and yelled right into his face that they were getting it, that he was insulting them by even suggesting it. Garv even went as far as the bar, where Mr Walsh was trying to get the barman’s attention, but Mr Walsh shoved him away.

Of course the correct protocol is that Garv should shove Mr Walsh back and perhaps tuck Mr Walsh’s head under his oxter while yelling at the barman that he was paying for this one. But Garv didn’t do that. Margaret said he wouldn’t have felt right laying his hands on his prospective father-in-law. He just didn’t know the rules, that was all.

But it played out badly for him. For a long time, rumours circulated that he was so mean he’d peel an orange in his pocket. Anyway, that’s all in the past and we’re fond of him now!

You know what food Margaret actually is? She’s plain yoghurt all right, but with a layer of sweet fruit purée in the bottom. Margaret will surprise you, is what I’m saying.

Y is also for Yaris. I drive a Yaris. Helen says that only old people drive Yarises. She says that the government issues them to everyone as soon as they turn sixty-five. She says a Yaris is a ‘piece of shit’. I say that a Yaris is a fine, handy little car. It’s nippy and small enough for easy parking. You couldn’t get a better car than a Yaris. But if I had one day left on earth, I’d like a ‘go’ in a Porsche. A Porsche 911, if I’m to be precise. I’d find a big empty road – maybe the M50 in the middle of the night – and drive at 200 kilometres an hour.

Z is for Zayn Malik. Out of One Direction. He’s a little pet. They’re all little pets, but he’s my favourite. I recently discovered something unexpected about them – apparently they’re also singers! Yes, they sing songs and have records out and whatnot. I thought they just existed to sport marvellous hair and to pose like lovely playful puppies in pictures in calendars!

Z is also for Zebra.

Z is not for anything else. And that’s my final word on the subject.
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        I wouldn’t mind – I mean, this is the
            sheer irony of the thing – but I’m the only person I know who
                doesn’t think it would be delicious to go into
            ‘someplace’ for ‘a rest’. You’d want to hear my sister
            Claire going on about it, as if waking up one morning and finding herself in a mental
            hospital would be the most delightful experience imaginable.

        ‘I’ve a great idea,’ she
            declared to her friend, Judy. ‘Let’s have our nervous breakdowns at the same
            time.’

        ‘Brilliant!’ Judy said.

        ‘We’ll get a double room.
            It’ll be gorgeous.’

        ‘Paint me a picture.’

        ‘Weeeeell. Kind
            people … soft, welcoming hands … whispering voices … white
            bed-linen, white sofas, white orchids, everything white …’

        ‘Like in heaven,’ Judy said.

        ‘Just like in heaven!’

        Not just like in heaven! I opened my mouth
            to protest, but there was no stopping them.

        ‘… the sound of tinkling
            water …’

        ‘… the smell of
            jasmine …’

        ‘… a clock ticking in the near
            distance …’

        ‘… the plangent chime of a
            bell …’

        ‘… and us lying in bed off our
            heads on Xanax …’

        ‘… dreamily gazing at dust
            motes …’

        ‘… or reading
            Grazia …’

        ‘… or buying Magnum Golds from
            the man who goes from ward to ward selling ice cream …’

        But there would be no man selling Magnum
            Golds. Or any of the other nice things either.

        ‘A wise voice will say –’ Judy
            paused for effect: ‘“Lay down your burdens, Judy.”’

        ‘And some lovely wafty nurse will
            cancel all our appointments,’ Claire said. ‘She’ll tell everyone to
            leave us alone. She’ll tell all the ungrateful bastards that we’re having a
            nervous breakdown and it was their fault and they’ll have to be a lot nicer to us
            if we ever come out again.’

        Both Claire and Judy had savagely busy lives
            – kids, dogs, husbands, jobs and an onerous, time-consuming dedication to looking ten
            years younger than their actual age. They were perpetually whizzing around in people
            carriers, dropping sons to rugby practice, picking daughters up from the dentist, racing
            across town to get to a meeting. Multitasking was an art form for them – they used the
            dead seconds stuck at traffic lights to rub their calves with fake-tan wipes, they
            answered emails from their seat at the cinema and they baked red velvet cupcakes at
            midnight while simultaneously being mocked by their teenage daughters as ‘a
            pitiful fat old cow’. Not a moment was wasted.

        ‘They’ll give us Xanax.’
            Claire was back in her reverie.

        ‘Oh lovvvvely.’

        ‘As much as we want. The second the
            bliss starts to wear off, we’ll ring a bell and a nurse will come and give us a
            top-up.’

        ‘We’ll never have to get
            dressed. Every morning they’ll bring us new cotton pyjamas, brand new, out of the
            packet. And we’ll sleep sixteen hours a day.’

        ‘Oh sleep …’

        ‘It’ll be like being wrapped up
            in a big marshmallow cocoon; we’ll feel all floaty and happy and
            dreamy …’

        It was time to point out the one big nasty
            flaw in their delicious vision. ‘But you’d be in a psychiatric
            hospital.’

        Both Claire and Judy looked wildly
            startled.

        Eventually Claire said, ‘I’m not
            talking about a psychiatric hospital. Just a place you’d go for … a
            rest.’

        ‘The place people go for “a
            rest” is a psychiatric hospital.’

        They fell silent. Judy chewed her bottom
            lip. They were obviously thinking about this.

        ‘What did you think it was?’ I
            asked.

        ‘Well … sort of like a
            spa,’ Claire said. ‘With, you know … prescription
            drugs.’

        ‘They have mad people in there,’
            I said. ‘Proper mad people. Ill people.’

        More silence followed, then Claire looked up
            at me, her face bright red. ‘God, Helen,’ she exclaimed.
            ‘You’re such a cow. Can’t you ever let anyone have anything
            nice?’

    


        THURSDAY

    


        1

        I was thinking about food. Stuck in
            traffic, it’s what I do. What any normal person does, of course, but now that I
            thought about it, I hadn’t had anything to eat since seven o’clock this
            morning, about ten hours ago. A Laddz song came on the radio for the second time that
            day – how about that for bad luck? – and as the maudlin syrupy harmonies filled the car
            I had a brief but powerful urge to drive into a pole.

        There was a petrol station coming up on the
            left, the red sign of refreshment hanging invitingly in the sky. I could extricate
            myself from this gridlock and go in and buy a doughnut. But the doughnuts they sold in
            those places were as tasteless as the sponges you find at the bottom of the ocean;
            I’d be better off just washing myself with one. Besides, a swarm of huge black
            vultures was circling over the petrol pumps and they were kind of putting me off. No, I
            decided, I’d hang on and –

        Wait a minute! Vultures?

        In a city?

        At a petrol station?

        I took a second look and they weren’t
            vultures. Just seagulls. Ordinary Irish seagulls.

        Then I thought: Ah no, not again.

        Fifteen minutes later I pulled up outside
            my parents’ house, took a moment to gather myself, then started rummaging for a
            key to let myself in. They’d tried to make me give it back when I moved out three
            years ago but – thinking strategically – I’d hung on to it. Mum had made noises
            about changing the locks but seeing as she and Dad took eight years to
            decide to buy a yellow bucket, what were the chances that they’d manage something
            as complicated as getting a new lock?

        I found them in the kitchen, sitting at the
            table drinking tea and eating cake. Old people. What a great life they had. Even those
            who don’t do t’ai chi. (Which I’ll get to.)

        They looked up and stared at me with barely
            concealed resentment.

        ‘I’ve news,’ I said.

        Mum found her voice. ‘What are you
            doing here?’

        ‘I live here.’

        ‘You don’t. We got rid of you.
            We painted your room. We’ve never been happier.’

        ‘I said I’ve news. That’s
            my news. I live here.’

        The fear was starting to creep into her face
            now. ‘You have your own place.’ She was blustering but she was losing
            conviction. After all, she must have been expecting this.

        ‘I don’t,’ I said.
            ‘Not as of this morning. I’ve nowhere to live.’

        ‘The mortgage people?’ She was
            ashen. (Beneath her regulation-issue Irish-Mammy orange foundation.)

        ‘What’s going on?’ Dad was
            deaf. Also frequently confused. It was hard to know which disability was in the driving
            seat at any particular time.

        ‘She didn’t pay her
            MORTGAGE,’ Mum said, into his good ear. ‘Her flat’s been
            RECLAIMED.’

        ‘I couldn’t afford to
            pay the mortgage. You’re making it sound like it’s my fault. Anyway,
            it’s more complicated than that.’

        ‘You have a boyfriend,’ Mum said
            hopefully. ‘Can’t you live with him?’

        ‘You’ve changed your tune, you
            rampant Catholic.’

        ‘We have to keep up with the
            times.’

        I shook my head. ‘I can’t move
            in with Artie. His kids won’t let me.’ Not exactly. Only Bruno. He
            absolutely hated me but Iona was pleasant enough and Bella positively
            adored me. ‘You’re my parents. Unconditional love, might I remind you. My
            stuff is in the car.’

        ‘What! All of it?’

        ‘No.’ I’d spent the day
            with two cash-in-hand blokes. The last few sticks of furniture I owned were now stashed
            in a massive self-storage place out past the airport, waiting for the good times to come
            again. ‘Just my clothes and work stuff.’ Quite a lot of work stuff,
            actually, seeing as I’d had to let my office go over a year ago. And quite a lot
            of clothes too, even though I’d thrown out tons and tons while I’d been
            packing.

        ‘But when will it end?’ Mum said
            querulously. ‘When do we get our golden years?’

        ‘Never.’ Dad spoke with sudden
            confidence. ‘She’s part of a syndrome. Generation Boomerang. Adult children
            coming back to live in the family home. I read about it in Grazia.’

        There was no disagreeing with
                Grazia.

        ‘You can stay for a few days,’
            Mum conceded. ‘But be warned. We might want to sell this house and go on a
            Caribbean cruise.’

        Property prices being as low as they were,
            the sale of this house probably wouldn’t fetch enough money to send them on a
            cruise of the Aran Islands. But, as I made my way out to the car to start lugging in my
            boxes of stuff, I decided not to rub it in. After all, they were giving me a roof over
            my head.

        ‘What time is dinner?’ I
            wasn’t hungry but I wanted to know the drill.

        ‘Dinner?’

        There was no dinner.

        ‘We don’t really bother any
            more,’ Mum confessed. ‘Not now it’s just the two of us.’

        This was distressing news. I was feeling bad
            enough, without my parents suddenly behaving like they were in
            death’s waiting room. ‘But what do you eat?’

        They looked at each other in surprise, then
            at the cake on the table. ‘Well … cake, I suppose.’

        Back in the day this arrangement
            couldn’t have suited me better – all through my childhood my four sisters and I
            considered it a high-risk activity to eat anything that Mum had cooked – but I
            wasn’t myself.

        ‘So what time is cake?’

        ‘Whatever time you like.’

        That wouldn’t do. ‘I need a
            time.’

        ‘Seven, then.’

        ‘Okay. Listen … I saw a
            swarm of vultures over the petrol station.’

        Mum tightened her lips.

        ‘There are no vultures in
            Ireland,’ Dad said. ‘Saint Patrick drove them out.’

        ‘He’s right,’ Mum said
            forcefully. ‘You didn’t see any vultures.’

        ‘But –’ I stopped. What was the
            point? I opened my mouth to suck in some air.

        ‘What are you doing?’ Mum
            sounded alarmed.

        ‘I’m …’ What was I
            doing? ‘I’m trying to breathe. My chest is stuck. There isn’t enough
            room to let the air in.’

        ‘Of course there’s room.
            Breathing is the most natural thing in the world.’

        ‘I think my ribs have shrunk. You know
            the way your bones shrink when you get old.’

        ‘You’re only thirty-three. Wait
            till you get to my age and then you’ll know all about shrunken bones.’

        Even though I didn’t know what age Mum
            was – she lied about it constantly and elaborately, sometimes making reference to the
            vital part she played in the 1916 Rising (‘I helped type up the Declaration of
            Independence for young Padraig to read on the steps of the GPO’), other times
            waxing lyrical on the teenage years she spent jiving to ‘The
            Hucklebuck’ the time Elvis came to Ireland (Elvis never came to Ireland and never
            sang ‘The Hucklebuck’, but if you try telling her that, she just gets worse,
            insisting that Elvis made a secret visit on his way to Germany and that he sang
            ‘The Hucklebuck’ specifically because she asked him to) – she seemed bigger
            and more robust than ever.

        ‘Catch your breath there, come on,
            come on, anyone can do it,’ she urged. ‘A small child can do it. So what are
            you doing this evening? After your … cake? Will we watch telly? We’ve
            got twenty-nine episodes of Come Dine With Me recorded.’

        ‘Ah …’ I didn’t want
            to watch Come Dine With Me. Normally I watched at least two shows a day, but
            suddenly I was sick of it.

        I had an open invitation to Artie’s.
            His kids would be there tonight and I wasn’t sure I had the strength for talking
            to them; also their presence interfered with my full and free sexual access to him. But
            he’d been working in Belfast all week and I’d … yes, spit it out,
            might as well admit it … I’d missed him.

        ‘I’ll probably go to
            Artie’s,’ I said.

        Mum lit up. ‘Can I come?’

        ‘Of course you can’t! I’ve
            warned you!’

        Mum had a thing for Artie’s house.
            You’ve probably seen the type, if you read interiors magazines. From the outside
            it looks like a salt-of-the-earth working-class cottage, crouched right on the pavement,
            doffing its cap and knowing its place. The slate roof is crooked and the front door is
            so low that the only person who could sail through with full confidence that they
            wouldn’t crack their skull would be a certified midget.

        But when you actually get into the house you
            find that someone has knocked off the entire back wall and replaced it with a glassy
            futuristic wonderland of floating staircases and suspended bird’s-nest bedrooms
            and faraway skylights.

        Mum had been there only once, by accident – I
            had warned her not to get out of the car but she had blatantly disobeyed me – and it had
            made such a big impression on her that she had caused me considerable embarrassment. I
            would not permit it to happen again.

        ‘All right, I won’t come,’
            she said. ‘But I’ve a favour to ask.’

        ‘What?’

        ‘Would you come to the Laddz reunion
            concert with me?’

        ‘Are you out of your mind?’

        ‘Out of my mind? You’re
            a fine one to talk, you and your vultures.’
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He just wanted a decent book to read …

Not too much to ask, is it? It was in 1935 when Allen Lane, Managing Director of Bodley Head Publishers, stood on a platform at Exeter railway station looking for something good to read on his journey back to London. His choice was limited to popular magazines and poor-quality paperbacks – the same choice faced every day by the vast majority of readers, few of whom could afford hardbacks. Lane’s disappointment and subsequent anger at the range of books generally available led him to found a company – and change the world.

We believed in the existence in this country of a vast reading public for intelligent books at a low price, and staked everything on it’

Sir Allen Lane, 1902–1970, founder of Penguin Books

The quality paperback had arrived – and not just in bookshops. Lane was adamant that his Penguins should appear in chain stores and tobacconists, and should cost no more than a packet of cigarettes.

Reading habits (and cigarette prices) have changed since 1935, but Penguin still believes in publishing the best books for everybody to enjoy.We still believe that good design costs no more than bad design, and we still believe that quality books published passionately and responsibly make the world a better place.

So wherever you see the little bird – whether it’s on a piece of prize-winning literary fiction or a celebrity autobiography, political tour de force or historical masterpiece, a serial-killer thriller, reference book, world classic or a piece of pure escapism – you can bet that it represents the very best that the genre has to offer.

Whatever you like to read – trust Penguin.

www.penguin.co.uk

Join the conversation:

Twitter                  Facebook
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