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I mourn for 
sweet cake 
and sincerity
I 

had just dished out the 
evening meal when I 
scrunched up my face, 
contorted my body and 
waddled over to my 
eldest. Slamming his 

plate on the table, and in 
my best dublin accent, I 
huffed: ‘There’s your dinner!’ 
Like a shot, Mrs dooley fin-
ished my sentence: ‘I hope 
you choke on it!’

Our sons convulsed in laughter as 
their father limped back to the 
cooker, mumbling inanities under his 
laboured breath. I was, of course, 
 imitating the elderly ladies who 
featured so largely in my youth. 

Impersonating those great women 
allows me to keep alive their precious 
memory.

It all started in the early Nineties 
when I visited my aunt and uncle in 
the U.S. Originally from the heart of 
dublin, my uncle grew up surrounded 
by such women.

Like me, he never forgot all their 
hilarious eccentricities. 

One day, I happened to recall my 
aunt daisy and her adopted sister, 
Una. daisy was my grandfather’s 
 elderly sister, the family matriarch 
who rose each morning soon after five 
to clean out the fire. In those days, 
the fire was permanently lit irrespec-
tive of the weather.

My uncle and I discussed daisy, 
Una and all those women who passed 
through his house before he left 
Ireland. Soon, we had created two 
characters that embodied the essen-
tial characteristics of our dear old 
relations. ‘Rosie Lee’ and ‘Geraldine 
Byrne’ were typical dublin women 
who lived out their lives full of feigned 
resentment.

having cleaned out the fire in her 
standard blue smock, aunt daisy 
would settle down to say the rosary. 

Even though she ‘whispered’ the 
prayers, they still reverberated 
around the house with gale-force 
intensity. The primary purpose was 
to wake those still in bed, a luxury the 
war years had taught her to resent.

Then it was over to the ‘stove’, 
where a simple breakfast of white 
toast and tea was prepared. This gave 
the excuse to make more noise, just 
in case her husband, Jim, or aunt 
Una, should dare consider lying on. 

Una, who didn’t suffer fools gladly, 
grumbled her way down the stairs, 
collapsed into a chair before sipping 
tea from a saucer.

When breakfast was over, daisy 
would proceed to clean out the bird 
cage. For some reason, she always 
kept a small yellow canary.

Like all household chores, this 
thankless job was done with dili-
gence. Still, no task was undertaken 
without a succession of sighs.

It was as if she resented her exist-
ence yet it was obvious she could not 
live any other way. It was a life of 
order, routine and sacrifice, one 

dedicated to providing for others 
what she herself had been denied. I 
always knew her seeming resentment 
was a sham, a way of trying to 
earn some little appreciation for her 
endless service.

The canary back in its cage, it was 
off to morning Mass.

Whatever the season, they dressed 
in overcoats and scarves, never 
forgetting their shopping trolleys. 

‘Good mornin’, Mr Byrne,’ they 
would say to the neighbour, never 
dreaming of using his Christian 
name. 

after Mass, it was time for sweet 
cake and tea. at 1pm, it was ‘dinner 
time’. at four in the afternoon, the 
table was set for more sweet cake. at 
six, supper was served, usually 
 consisting of eggs, cheese and more 
bread. Finally, at eight in the evening, 
the last helping of bread and butter 
would signal daisy’s bedtime. 

Between meals, there was chit-chat 
across the garden fence with ‘Mrs 
Byrne’ and ‘Mrs Reilly’.

discussions usually focused on 
various ‘ailments’, such as Mrs 
Jordan’s lumbago or Mrs Scanlon’s 
corns. Inevitably, the conversation 
would drift towards death and who 
among them would be next.

This was a community bound by 
simple habits, a world where people’s 
pride was not diminished by their 
poverty. It was a world of charming 
characters, each with his or her own 
set of personal quirks. In an age of 
bland uniformity, where people cling 
to youth as if it were a virtue, I recall 
with great fondness daisy, Una and 
all women of that generation.

I do so because those people pos-
sessed a deep sense of sincerity, which 
we have lost. 

T
 
 
hEy were loyal, honest 
and fiercely protective of 
their families and commu-
nities and the values that 
shaped them. If  I  am 

happy to confess that I impersonate 
‘Geraldine Byrne’, it is because she 
gives my children a small glimpse into 
a colourful world in which their father 
was lucky enough to be raised.

aunt daisy buried my grandfather, 
Una and Uncle Jim. at their grave-
sides, she roared and wailed uncon-
trollably. Now, she would have no one 
to look after, no one to serve except a 
small yellow canary.

Needless to say, her neighbours 
watched over her as if she were their 
own. and whenever I visited, she 
immediately donned the blue smock 
and went straight to work preparing 
copious quantities of tea and cake. 

Still, despite all the chat about 
Mrs daly’s varicose veins, it was just 
not the same.

daisy died and all was quiet by her 
graveside. I think we all knew the 
meaning of that silence. 

Our aunt had gone forever and with 
her a beautiful way of life. 

NO MORE

ELECTRICITY BILLSHUGE

FREE INSTALLATION
No setup fees!*

NO MORE BILLS
Stay free from debt

SAVE ON THE 
ELECTRICITY YOU USE*

JOIN THE 80,000 CUSTOMERS THAT HAVE ALREADY SWITCHED!

*Subject to a 12 month contract. Prepayment service charge applies. Analysis of over 2,500 PrePayPower customers found 
an average saving of 6.6% in annual consumption over a two year period. For more, see prepaypower.ie/save. For our full list 
of T&C’s please visit www.prepaypower.ie

prepaypower.ie
Click Now

1800 989 241
Freephone Now

LINES OPEN Mon – Fri 8am to 9pm | Sat 9am to 7pm | Sun 9am to 6pm

FREE €5 CREDIT 
TO GET YOU STARTED!


