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      The Critics on Michael Collins

      
      ‘Everywhere you look in Collins’s prose, there is a dazzling image, almost tangible in its force’ Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘The book fizzes with ferocity … energetically brilliant’ Independent on Sunday

      
      ‘A style so arrestingly visual it hijacks the reader’s concentration, dazzling with the energy and originality of the language’
         Independent

      
      ‘Collins is operating at a level that’s beyond the reach of most of his practising colleagues’ Toronto Globe & Mail

      
      ‘Quintessentially Irish and wickedly subversive … Collins charts out new territory for the discussion of age-old problems’
         Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘Reading Collins’s stories is like being mugged in a savage land’ The Times

      
      ‘Collins does have an excellent eye for a telling image and a quirky metaphor’ Tribune Magazine

      
      ‘Beneath the anger there is an eloquence beyond his years’ New Yorker
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      The Feminists Go Swimming

      
      This is based partly on a true story where women protested at a gentlemen’s bathing area beside the James Joyce Tower in the
       early seventies.
      

      
      The men couldn’t say exactly when they had first noticed the parked cars near the entrance to the Gentlemen’s Bathing Place
         called the Forty Foot. There had been bad weather, cold rain and wind for a long spell. The men came after early Mass, down
         along the coast road and then descending the rocky passageway to the bathing area and the cold sea. Most of them were older
         men, retired from civil service jobs. The daily swim gave a certain order to their lives. They took pride in being able to
         swim in inclement weather, in feeling that they belonged to a harder breed of men. On these wet days, they came on bicycles
         or walked with duffel bags slung over their shoulders, heads bent to the ground. They did not speak, only grunted and shook
         their heads, counting off who had come and who had not.
      

      
      Clustering beside the stone walls that shielded them from the wind, they undressed, folding their shirts and trousers, tucking
         damp socks into their shoes, breathing deeply. Sometimes it was hard for the older ones among them to get their clothes off.
         They teetered in the wind, struggling silently, never accepting help, balancing amongst the jagged rocks.
      

      
      When they were ready, some went off behind another wall, checked the wind and pissed. Others did calisthenics of some kind,
         rotating their naked hips and torsos, hiding from the brunt of the wind and rain, slapping their withered skin, making it
         turn red and sting, feeling the invigoration of blood running through the veins. On rainy days they would already be soaked
         and shivering, covered with goose pimples. They watched each other to see who was looking the worse for wear, always posing and talking about the great weather, even when it was lashing rain. It was part of the game. Then one
         of them would trot off toward the grey waves, hunched over like a prehistoric creature, moving carefully over the stones and
         disappearing into the churning sea. The others followed, rubbing their arms and blowing out hard, and then they too vanished,
         the heads bobbing up seconds later between the swells and waves, sleek and bald like seals. They swam in winter for only a
         minute or so, and then came out.
      

      
      Afterwards, when they were standing around naked and wet, they felt the blood flowing to their extremities, a tingling sensation
         of warmth. Someone had always heard a good joke lately. They discussed politics and sports, depending on the occasion and
         the weather, stepping from foot to foot, slapping their hands together, the water beading on their bodies.
      

      
      They brought their own tea and bread and ate and drank among the shielding rocks, the sea crashing behind them, and they felt
         secure and glad that another day’s swim was over. None of them had been alive when the tradition of swimming naked first started,
         but it had become a great institution, making the place somehow atavistic. They were a fraternity of men, naked creatures
         inhabiting a place of men that had been handed down through generations. They didn’t know if it was the nakedness or the swimming
         or the tea, or if it was all of it that brought them close together, or because nothing ever changed down at the hidden Bathing
         Place For Men Only.
      

      
      It was on a clear day in March, still freezing but bright, when only the hardened swimmers were coming to the Forty Foot,
         that Morrissey, the auctioneer, said, ‘There’s some women sitting up in a car by the road. When they saw me coming, one of
         them got out and took a picture of me, and then jumped back into the car.’ Morrissey spoke with his usual frankness, sitting
         down on the stone bench and untying his laces with his big fingers. He had great handlebar whiskers, an eccentricity that
         he used to complement a polished English accent when he bargained over expensive houses and property listings.
      

      
      ‘And what did you say?’ Norris, half-undressed, said, scratching the thin grey hair on his chest. He was the oldest of the
         men who still came for the daily swim.
      

      
      ‘What the hell could I say? I thought it was reporters from the papers at first, but they didn’t ask me for my name or anything.
         Just snapped the shot and then popped back into the car. The bloody cheek of them. We’ve become a spectacle these past few
         years, if you ask me.’ He set his shoes beside his white feet and wiggled his toes, little worms of dirt between the cracks.
      

      
      ‘Another magazine doing a special on us, I’ll bet,’ Norris said. He felt slighted that the people in the car had not seen
         him coming down. After all, he was the oldest of the daily swimmers. He liked to see himself quoted in papers. He said things
         like, ‘I remember swimming on the morning that this or that happened.’ Swimming was his sole claim to fame. Norris bent over
         and touched his toes. Two deflated breasts hung from his chest, the small nipples like brown scabs. He straightened up as
         he heard a bicycle bell sounding. ‘That must be Giblin,’ Norris said. ‘A clear sky brings them out, doesn’t it? We haven’t
         seen him in weeks.’ They moved closer to the long narrow stair that led back up to the road.
      

      
      ‘Morning.’ Giblin saluted somebody up on the road. Neither Morrissey nor Norris nor any of the others heard the response,
         but they heard Giblin roar, ‘You whore!’ He came into sight again, furious and moving fast, his bicycle lurching as it descended
         the steep steps into the Forty Foot.
      

      
      ‘They called me a male chauvinist pig,’ Giblin shouted in an incredulous manner, almost spitting. The bicycle jumped out of
         his hands and rolled straight down the steps towards the water.
      

      
      Morrissey ran out and stopped it from toppling into the sea. ‘Is it them up in the car?’ he said, holding the bicycle steady;
         His breath fogged in the cold air.
      

      
      ‘You saw them?’ Giblin took his bicycle back and put it beside the wall. ‘What did they say to you?’

      
      Two younger men in Adidas track suits, who had been standing some way from the older men, came over and listened, grinning at one another.
      

      
      ‘This one comes out of a car and takes a photograph of me, and when I smile, she gives me a look that would sour milk. They’re
         not your girlfriends up there, are they?’ Morrissey said, eyeing the two younger men.
      

      
      ‘We don’t know any girls,’ the taller of the two men grinned. He had a chiselled body, his shoulders broad and tapering to
         his waist. ‘But maybe one of them fancies you, Morrissey.’
      

      
      Morrissey looked at the two and felt slightly inhibited. He tried to suck in the weight around his belly. They had only begun
         swimming around Christmas. He was surprised to see they were still coming. He gave them a cautious nod and straightened his
         moustache. Until they arrived, he had been one of the younger men there, even though he was in his forties.
      

      
      Giblin checked the bicycle. The wheel seemed a little out of shape. ‘Christ.’

      
      The two young men stood looking at Morrissey. He looked at them. ‘What are you looking at? Go on off, there’s nothing going
         on.’ Morrissey turned his thick buttocks on them and went to whisper something to Giblin.
      

      
      The two young men walked off toward a cluster of rocks which jutted out into the waves. They always dived in from that spot.

      
      ‘Maybe they just wanted to speak to someone,’ Norris said. Standing naked, now a small skeletal figure, the outline of his
         spine arched visibly, showing each vertebrae. ‘I think I’ll …’ Norris wished for a moment that he’d read the morning paper.
         Maybe something significant had occurred.
      

      
      ‘Stop awhile,’ Morrissey said, turning again to Norris. ‘Leave them alone.’ Morrissey had his shirt untucked from his trousers
         and his tie loosened at his neck.
      

      
      Giblin checked his bicycle.

      
      ‘I’m telling you, there’s been too much talk about this place. We’re liable to get all sorts coming down here to grind their
         axe,’ Morrissey went on.
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Norris said.
      

      
      ‘Forget it.’ Morrissey turned and went towards the wall.

      
      A hoary frost remained, despite the cold sun climbing into the sky. Another two men came down, a priest fresh from his eight
         o’clock Mass and a retired policeman. The priest and the policeman were inseparable. ‘The law of the land and the law of God
         together.’ The policeman walked very close to the priest, his head tilted, speaking seriously, the way he always did. His
         breath steamed and it was as if smoke were coming from the priest’s ear.
      

      
      Norris was about to ask them if they had seen the women when Morrissey and Giblin gave him a cold look. Morrissey twitched
         his long moustache. He could see that the two young men were amused by the idea of women putting Morrissey and Giblin under
         surveillance. He gave them a dismissive glance. The taller man had on red swimming togs.
      

      
      ‘How are you, men,’ the aging policeman said, as though he had come upon a group of criminals up to no good. He had his hands
         behind his back, as was his custom when he walked the town.
      

      
      ‘Grand,’ Morrissey smiled. ‘Great day.’

      
      ‘It’s not a bad day at all,’ the priest answered, loosening his collar and taking off his coat. ‘We had a good turnout at
         Mass. Thank God it’s getting brighter in the mornings.’
      

      
      ‘Not that it’ll hold up with the breeze. There’s a forecast of rain for later morning,’ Giblin said. He looked in a disgusted
         manner at his bicycle and then up at the road. His mind was distracted with the women.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right, Giblin?’ the priest said, looking at the bicycle. ‘Do you have a flat?’

      
      ‘Spokes are a bit bent, Father.’ Giblin rubbed his jaw. ‘Just spokes, Father.’

      
      The priest smiled and turned to the two young men standing off to the side. ‘Good morning. It’s good to see you down again.’

      
      The taller young man saluted the priest with a dip of his head. ‘Fine morning, Father.’
      

      
      The priest had his towel under his armpit like a Swiss roll. ‘Well, we’d better start then. It’s cold enough down here.’ The
         salty air had a peculiar cold sharpness which filled the lungs in early March. It was a dangerous month for swimming.
      

      
      The day was extremely crisp and blustery, so they had to go around to the east wall to undress out of view of the steps. Usually
         someone watched to make sure that no dogs strayed down.
      

      
      ‘Are you still looking at selling that church up the way, Father?’ Morrissey said as he undid his tie. It was the first word
         he had spoken to the priest.
      

      
      ‘And good morning to you, Morrissey,’ the priest said, annoyed.

      
      ‘Right,’ Morrissey said. ‘Nice morning to freeze your arse.’ He smiled at Giblin, who averted his eyes.

      
      ‘I had a call the other night, Father. I’d see you right in this. There’s parties willing to pay cash up front for the church.’
         He raised his thick eyebrows, and his moustache moved like a creature on his upper lip.
      

      
      ‘God forbid it should come to that,’ the priest answered, looking up to the sky. ‘What does it say for a people when they
         begin closing their churches?’
      

      
      ‘True enough. How right you are.’ The policeman made a sour face and repeated what the priest had said.

      
      Morrissey scratched his chest, letting his belly feel the cold air. ‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘This is the life.’ When he was finished
         with his antics, he turned and looked at the priest. ‘I’d get you a good price on that church, Father.’ He touched his moustache
         as if to affirm his seriousness. ‘I’d see the church right, Father.’
      

      
      ‘Who would buy it?’ The priest stopped, a rotund figure in stockinged feet.

      
      Morrissey’s shirt billowed in the wind.

      
      ‘It wouldn’t be those Mormons, would it?’ the priest said, pointing a finger at Morrissey. ‘Is that what you’re on with again?’

      
      Morrissey rolled his eyes. ‘Isn’t this an age of ecumenicalism? Father, there’s not a soul out by that church. There’s no
         point having this dog-in-the-manger attitude. You’d do well to get what you can. It’s all the same God.’
      

      
      The policeman sensed a row developing. He stood beside the priest, his big naked body creased in rolls of fat as he tipped
         his stomach forward. ‘If you weren’t such an eejit, Morrissey, you might be dangerous.’
      

      
      Morrissey took his shirt off and turned around, affronting the policeman with his hairy buttocks. ‘You know best then,’ he
         smiled, winking at Giblin.
      

      
      The two younger men had hard muscular bodies, the flesh still tight around the neck, armpits, and legs. Their stomachs were
         flat, hair coarse and black. They began doing push-ups on the flat stones.
      

      
      ‘They’re in great shape,’ the priest said, staring at the pair. He wanted to avoid a row with Morrissey. I remember when I
         was young like that.’
      

      
      The old man, Norris, was already undressed and still curious about the women up in the car. He was sure they were from a magazine.
         He went off with a towel in hand to have a look up the steps to see if they were taking pictures. He reached the bottom of
         the steps, put the towel around his waist and climbed up towards the road. A car engine was running. He could see the exhaust
         smoking behind the wall. He went up further, trying to broaden his shoulders and tighten his face for a good photograph. He
         was ready to quote famous events he remembered, and how they discussed them down at the Forty Foot. He’d been photographed
         numerous times through the years at the Christmas morning swim.
      

      
      Two women stood off to the side of the wall, peering through the cracks. One of them held a camera, and shouted ‘Pig!’ popping
         her head up over the wall. ‘Pig!’ she shouted again.
      

      
      Norris flinched and the corner of the towel fell out of his fingers. He fell backwards, trying to grab the towel, and hit
         his head on the steps. The two women ran down a few steps. ‘Pig!’ The one with the camera took shots of Norris, who looked
         dazed, trying to squirm away. ‘Get that shot!’ the other woman shouted. Norris’s small bony buttocks were exposed to the camera as his legs curled up. The woman crouched down, turned
         the lens in the camera, focusing on the small testicles packed between the legs.
      

      
      Two other women got out of the car and ran to the edge of the steps.

      
      ‘We have one!’ the women down below shouted.

      
      Norris grabbed at his towel and recovered enough to turn and stumble back down the steps. When he got to the bottom, he turned
         a corner and sat down on a stone which had been carved into a chair.
      

      
      The women stood halfway down the steps, but they didn’t dare come down into the Bathing Place. ‘Look,’ one of the women said.
         They looked at droplets of blood on the steps. ‘He’s cut.’
      

      
      Norris’s knees and the left side of his thigh were grazed. His elbow had a gash on it. He shook badly. He touched his head,
         feeling a lump, but there was no blood. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he muttered. His small knees hit together.
      

      
      The priest came out from behind the wall and saw the state of Norris.

      
      ‘What in the name of Jesus happened?’ he cried, rushing over. He squatted on his fat, hairless legs, the knee caps severely
         red from years of kneeling.
      

      
      ‘I fell. It’s nothing. I fell on a bit of seaweed over there.’ Norris pointed towards the water but there was no seaweed,
         only stone and the sea crashing off behind it. ‘It’s nothing,’ he said again. ‘Really, Father, I’m all right.’
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you’re all right? You’d better dip that in the water to clean those cuts.’ The priest stood up. His buttocks
         were very round and big. They had stretch marks on them. He looked bewildered. ‘You weren’t even over by the sea. Where did
         you fall?’
      

      
      The policeman came out from behind the wall with his hands hanging at his side before Norris had time to answer. ‘What’s all
         this?’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Give me a hand here,’ the priest said. The two of them stood over Norris.

      
      Blood had begun to dry on Norris’s legs and elbow. His torso was very thin and his hip bones showed as he sat with his hands
         over his crotch, ashamed, hiding his small gooseberry testicles. ‘I’m grand,’ Norris said softly.
      

      
      ‘Let’s get you cleaned up,’ the priest said. ‘You’ve been down here too long Norris. It’s not good to be down here for this
         long with nothing on you.’
      

      
      Norris had taken out his dentures earlier, so his face was sunken and he looked all that much older as he sat there looking
         up. His adam’s apple moved in his throat as though he were trying to suppress tears.
      

      
      ‘It happens to the best of us sometimes,’ the priest said, softening his tone, looking pityingly at Norris. The priest knew
         that when Norris went it wouldn’t be the same at the swim. He slapped the pads of his big hands together suddenly, winking.
         ‘Let’s get you sorted out then.’
      

      
      ‘I just slipped,’ Norris said meekly. He tried to turn his head to see what the women were doing, to see if they’d left. He
         was afraid to tell the priest.
      

      
      Morrissey and Giblin came out together from behind the rocks and saw Norris. They were in no humour for swimming. Morrissey
         had it in for the policeman.
      

      
      ‘What the …’ Morrissey shouted. He raised his eyes to the road and then looked at Norris. ‘It wasn’t … Jesus Christ.’

      
      Norris swallowed feebly, and nodded his head. He lowered his eyes.

      
      ‘It wasn’t what?’ the priest asked. ‘What are you talking about?’

      
      ‘He fell down,’ the policeman said frankly, raising his hand to point, and then not knowing where to point.

      
      Morrissey and Giblin were shocked. They felt the sudden vulnerability of their nakedness. The women were obviously mad and
         that camera might be anywhere. They couldn’t believe they would do something like that to Norris. He was like everybody’s
         grandfather. Morrissey moved nervously towards the long narrow stair ascending through the rocks to the road. His rotund body
         tensed, ready to attack. He wasn’t going to be made a fool of by women.
      

      
      ‘Give us a hand with Norris,’ the priest said.

      
      The two younger men stood on a rock, preparing to dive into the sea, oblivious to what had happened. They looked back and
         waved at Morrissey. Morrissey waved back despite himself. He knew they would tell the priest and the policeman about the women.
         Morrissey was hoping the two young men would just jump in and start swimming.
      

      
      The two young men whistled over. ‘Are you ready, Morrissey?’ the one in the red togs shouted.

      
      ‘Go on!’ Morrissey shouted savagely. ‘Go on, for the love of Christ!’

      
      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ the priest said.

      
      Morrissey shuddered.

      
      Norris waited in the stone chair silently. He was freezing cold.

      
      ‘Well, let’s get him down to the water and clean him up then,’ the policeman said. He and the priest assisted Norris to his
         feet. They felt strange touching another naked man, and they tried to make contact only with his outstretched arms. ‘There
         you go now.’ Norris was a light burden. They took him down to a concrete area where boats were launched and set him down at
         the edge of the water. He held the rusting iron bars and dipped his thin legs into the choppy sea. His face winced as the
         salt water stung the wounds.
      

      
      The two younger men were already swimming off towards an island of rocks.

      
      Morrissey and Giblin stayed back and looked at one another. They turned and looked up towards the stairs again. Giblin spoke
         first. ‘What the hell are we afraid of, anyway? Let’s go up there and kick the shite out of them ones. I’ll get my bicycle
         pump and we’ll sort them whores out. You know what they are, don’t you?’ Giblin said. He had a hard face that went well with
         clothes, but when he was stripped bare, the rolls of fat at his middle pulled at his shoulders and spine and made him look
         almost hunched. When he tensed, his body rippled. ‘Bra burners,’ Giblin said. ‘That’s what they are.’
      

      
      Morrissey squinted. ‘Feminists. That’s what they call them now. They want the same thing as the bra burners, though, but the
         difference is they hate men. I’m telling you they’re a right bunch of trollops,’ Morrissey went on. ‘I see them all the time
         at auctions. Pretentious bitches with an education and a grievance against mankind. And stingy fuckers, mind you.’
      

      
      ‘Lesbians,’ Giblin said. He stepped nervously from foot to foot. He had a very small penis, a nib of redness covered with
         coils of ginger hair. He turned his back on the steps.
      

      
      Morrissey rubbed his face. He felt stubble. He only shaved after his swim. ‘Let it go for a bit. They’re probably gone now.
         What we need is to discuss this someplace else, get ourselves organized and prepare for this sort of thing.’ If he had been
         dressed, Morrissey would have put his hands in his pockets at this stage, or touched his cap. Instead, he smoothed his moustache.
         He felt uncomfortable and irritable and wanted to just put his clothes back on and leave. ‘Let’s sort Norris out first,’ he
         said finally. ‘They’re gone.’
      

      
      Giblin cast one last look.

      
      Norris was only grazed, nothing serious. He was smiling and talking with the priest and the policeman. ‘Well, all the same,
         you come up by the house with us afterwards and have a cup of tea and a bit to eat,’ the priest insisted. His round face was
         flushed with the cold. When he smiled he had very good teeth, one of the advantages of having the best dentists through the
         church. ‘I always have to have brown bread and tea after I come down here,’ the priest went on. ‘You have to put back what
         you expend. That’s a law of nature.’
      

      
      Across the bay, the blue sky began to darken. The wind changed to a northerly direction. The men became conscious of the cold.
         ‘Let’s get this over with, shall we, gents,’ the policeman said, turning to Morrissey and Giblin. They resigned themselves
         to a cold, reluctant swim and plodded toward the sea.
      

      
      The priest rubbed grease onto his arms and legs and kneaded his buttocks. ‘God, it’s cold.’
      

      
      ‘We should forget it,’ Giblin said.

      
      ‘And break our record? Not on your life,’ the priest protested.

      
      The two young men were swimming through the dark water, out towards a small island of rocks, something that none of the others
         had done in years.
      

      
      ‘It’s good to have young blood like this here,’ the priest said, his hands on his hips.

      
      Morrissey crouched down and took a swab of grease and rubbed it into his arms.

      
      ‘I remember years ago, when we’d race out there and back,’ the priest smiled. ‘You remember that?’

      
      The policeman grinned. ‘It’s been a long time.’ His big red face broke in a smile.

      
      ‘I think that we should acknowledge those young men more than we do. We’re all friends here.’ The priest eyed Morrissey, his
         eyebrows arched on his forehead. ‘You’re too hard on them, Morrissey, We should be glad to have them.’
      

      
      Morrissey spat into the sea. Tiny hairs stood on his arms and legs, the grease glistening on his skin. ‘Let’s see if they’re
         here next year. We don’t want every Johnny-come-lately here with us. And look at that one fellow off in his red togs, what’s
         that all about? You’re supposed to wear nothing down here.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Morrissey, why don’t you tell him to drop his togs?’ The priest winked at the policeman, who only caught the hint of
         humour and opened his mouth in an enigmatic manner.
      

      
      Giblin broke into a smile.’ That’s a good one, Father.’

      
      Morrissey gritted his teeth.

      
      Norris still sat with his legs in the water looking abjectly out at the sea. He was perished and alone, a man who had been
         attacked in his own domain.
      

      
      The sea heaved, a wave crested, foamed over the lip of concrete running between the men’s feet. The five men shuddered. They
         had been standing around too long. The swim needed to be one continuous movement on days like this, an uncalculated journey from their house to the sea and back again. Their routine had been disturbed.
      

      
      ‘It’s too cold.’ Morrissey turned back.

      
      ‘I’d like to see you swim out to where they’ve gone,’ the priest said smugly. ‘You’re too resentful of others, do you know
         that?”
      

      
      Morrissey rolled his eyes and turned. ‘Johnny-come-latelies coming down here. They’re down here to laugh at us. Do you know
         that? Well, I won’t be made a fool! Do you hear me?’ His words swirled in the cold blustery air. The tide swelled and belched
         another wave onto the smooth slipway. ‘You live in a dream world, Father. You think you can ignore everything.’
      

      
      ‘Are we here to swim or get our death?’ the policeman interrupted, looking stoically out at the gnarled rocks seething with
         foam.
      

      
      Norris stood up and shivered.

      
      The priest dismissed everything with a smile. ‘That’s it, Norris.’ He put his hand on the balding head like he was baptizing
         a child.
      

      
      Norris crouched at the edge of the water and dabbed his elbow, cupping water with the other hand over his elbows. ‘They’re
         only scratches.’ He stood up. ‘I think I’ll get dressed.’
      

      
      ‘Grand,’ the policeman said. ‘I don’t like the look of this sky. There’s rain out there on the bay.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you go on up with him, Morrissey, and don’t catch a cold yourself,’ the priest said, and jumped into a breaking
         wave without waiting for Morrissey’s response.
      

      
      Morrissey grunted, ran on his flat feet and dived, submerging himself in the freezing water, whipping his legs in and out,
         holding his breath, going out into the sea, feeling the power of his body buoyed by the salty water. He surfaced into a crawl,
         not daring to stop and look around, moving his arms in steady strokes, trying to establish a rhythm.
      

      
      The other three trod water and then caught sight of Morrissey’s head appearing and disappearing amid the waves. ‘Now you’ve
         got him going,’ Giblin said, laughing, keeping his chin above the water. ‘He’s mad as hell.’
      

      
      The policeman went on his back and blew a thin spout of water.
      

      
      ‘He’s not a bad sort,’ the priest said, as he splashed salt water on his forehead in a sign of the cross and sank beneath
         the waves.
      

      
      They stayed a few minutes in the water until the shock of sudden exhilaration gave way to the beginnings of hypothermia. They
         swam over to the rusting iron bars by the slipway and climbed out.
      

      
      Norris had a towel around his waist and a dingy undershirt on. He pointed to the speck of Morrissey’s head. He was halfway
         to the island, bobbing up and down in the swell of the ocean.
      

      
      Out on the island of rocks, the two younger men stood watching Morrissey fight the waves. A dismal drizzle began. ‘Come on,’
         they shouted, but they did not dare go into the sea and interfere with Morrissey.
      

      
      The four men on the slick, worn concrete looked out to sea. ‘Jesus, he’s a desperate man,’ Giblin said. ‘You got him all worked
         up, Father.’
      

      
      The women had come down the steps and taken the men’s clothes. They all wore shiny black raincoats and bathing caps, giving
         them a strange, androgynous look. They spread out across the slipway, behind the men.
      

      
      The priest massaged his rubbery skin, reddened from the cold. He leaned over and touched his toes, shuddering, ‘God, it’s
         brisk enough.’
      

      
      The leader of the women grinned. ‘Now,’ she whispered and the others let the raincoats fall off their shoulders. They were
         completely naked, each revealing a single letter on their stomachs: L, I, B, E and R. Flanking the end of the line a monstrous
         woman’s grotesque breasts hung, half obscuring the double letters on her stomach: TY. She, too, wore a hideous bathing cap
         that stretched her face into a grimace.
      

      
      The leader shouted, ‘We’ve come to swim!’

      
      The four men turned and saw the women. ‘They’re back!’ Norris shouted.
      

      
      The wavering word LIBERTY moved on the women’s bellies.

      
      ‘Mother of Jesus!’ the priest shouted, and instinctively jumped into the sea again. The policeman and Norris followed him.

      
      Giblin covered his small penis and scrambled away to a buttress of rocks. ‘Jasus Christ!’

      
      Norris emerged from under the water and clung to the railing, a small curled-up creature, like something that had been extricated
         from its shell.
      

      
      ‘We’ve come to swim,’ the leader of the women shouted. The four younger women looked at one another, shivering. The heavy
         woman on the end moved on her elephantine legs, the marks from her bra and pants reddening in the cold air.
      

      
      A cauldron of heads bobbed in the great depths of the water. The policeman fought to keep above water. His massive arm came
         out of the water. He repeated the only thing which came to his head, ‘This is private property!’
      

      
      Giblin stayed behind the rocks.

      
      ‘We are entitled to swim here,’ the leader of the women shouted.

      
      A wave curled and broke on the outer rim of rocks, sending a scud of foam over the policeman’s head. His head emerged again.
         ‘You … You have to be a member to come here.’ He said it with the felicity of a man who believed in laws.
      

      
      ‘You have to be a man!’ the fat women scoffed.

      
      The woman with the letter R sized up Giblin with a camera and snapped a shot. The bulb flashed, Giblin scurried away. She
         took more shots of the men in the sea.
      

      
      ‘Have some Christian decency!’ the priest shouted from the water. ‘It is too cold for this sort of bravado.’ The sea heaved
         and he disappeared.
      

      
      The rain fell in ice cold droplets. The women hesitated. The cold had already begun to numb them. They weren’t used to it.
         The leader went over to the fat woman and they whispered together. The younger bony women remained, looking at the men.
      

      
      The leader turned and stepped back from the slipway.

      
      ‘We’ll take their clothes on them,’ the fat woman said, nodding her head.

      
      ‘We’re not going in?’ the girl with the letter B said.

      
      ‘We’re taking their clothes!’ the fat woman said defiantly. The leader nodded her head and repeated. ‘We’re going to take
         their clothes this time.’ The rain had made their bodies mottled and red, slightly incapacitating them.
      

      
      ‘We’re coming out,’ the policeman shouted, and swam toward the rusting iron bars beside the steps. Norris struggled out, then
         the priest and finally the policeman. He was the only one who didn’t cover himself. The other two leaned over cupping their
         hands over their genitals. ‘You are trespassing.’ The policeman pointed to the worn sign on the stone wall. His left ankle
         was festooned with dark seaweed as he moved toward the women.
      

      
      ‘Watch him,’ the fat woman said, instinctively looking to see that the narrow stairway was clear for an escape.

      
      The women moved back cautiously.

      
      Out on the sea, the rain fell in a slanting mist. The faint noise of the men out on the rock drifted inland.

      
      ‘Morrissey!’ the priest roared. There was no sign of him. The two young men on the rocky island looked towards the land. ‘Holy
         Mother of God,’ the priest shouted. ‘He must have gone down.’
      

      
      The two young men out on the island dived into the sea.

      
      Giblin came out glumly from behind his rock, walking sideways like an embarrassed crab.

      
      ‘Where is he?’ Norris whispered, hunched over.

      
      The sea surged and subsided. The priest saw a struggle out near the island. ‘Over there.’ He crossed himself. ‘I think they
         have him!’
      

      
      The women looked sceptical. The fat one turned to watch for men coming down the long steps. She didn’t want to get trapped.

      
      The policeman’s voice gained authority. There’s a man drowning out there.’ He pointed at the sea and plodded up towards the
         women and then stopped. He looked like some hideous Frankenstein’s monster with his big arms extended.
      

      
      ‘Stand back!’ The fat woman had a stone in her hand.

      
      ‘Forget them,’ the priest shouted.

      
      The policeman stopped and glared at the women. ‘There’s a man drowning.’ He turned from the women. ‘Out near the island!’

      
      The women saw nothing. ‘They’re lying!’

      
      The leader leaned down and got out a piece of paper from her raincoat. She stood up and began reading. ‘We are here today
         to protest against the exclusion of women …’ The rain was falling too heavily for her to read with any sort of ceremony. Her
         teeth chattered. She looked to the other women.
      

      
      The four men looked pathetically out to sea. ‘We should go in,’ Giblin said hesitantly. But they were too cold to go into
         the water again. Their limbs were blue. The salt air and the rain had stiffened their muscles.
      

      
      Even the women hesitated, moving close to one another, squeezing the word LIBERTY tight together.

      
      The priest had his back to them, shouting at the rolling waves, his body jiggling as he moved.

      
      Norris turned around. His wounds were fresh and swollen. ‘You stupid women! There’s a man drowning out there …’ He pointed
         frantically. ‘If you don’t believe us, count how many pairs of trousers you have there.’
      

      
      The women counted seven pairs.

      
      ‘What did I ever do to you?’ Norris cried and put his hands to his face when he saw that the women understood that the men
         were not lying. ‘What did we ever do to you?’
      

      
      The women set the clothes down on the rocks. They put on raincoats and disappeared up the narrow steps.

      
      There was no sign of the three men. The sea crashed against the rocks, a vicious dark green. They heard the screech of tyres
         up on the road. The women were gone.
      

      
      The priest was on his knees, his hands together, blessing the dead out in the sea.

      
      When the men gathered their clothes, they could not put them on because their fingers were so numb. They tried to pick things
         up between their wrists or pinch things, like inept lobsters. They had to help one another drape shirts over their backs and
         step into their underwear, pulling the pants up over the genitals. They could go nowhere until that was done. The priest managed
         to get a towel around his waist. They left their shoes and socks behind, walking in their bare feet.
      

      
      ‘What will we say?’ Giblin said, sniffling. Spit drooled from his numb lower lip.

      
      The priest fumbled with a towel, visibly shaking. He stopped and looked at Giblin. His lips could hardly form the words. ‘You
         … You saw them on the way in, didn’t you?’
      

      
      Giblin looked down at the grey stone.

      
      Norris, his dentures in his hand, did not look at the priest either. ‘We thought they were with the …’ Norris stopped talking.

      
      The policeman stood dumbly, unsure of what to do. He waited for the priest to say something.

      
      They moved out from behind the wall, the sea heaving its heavy mass against the land. They consciously didn’t look at it.

      
      The priest’s legs burned as he tried to mount the long steep steps.

      
      ‘What will we say?’ Giblin said.

      
      ‘We …’ The priest fumbled with his towel. It fell on the ground. He bent over and tried to pick it up.

      
      Giblin looked away.

      
      ‘We will say what happened,’ the priest said when he got the towel around his soft middle. ‘The men drowned swimming to the
         island.’ He continued up the steps penitently.
      

      
      ‘But, the women?’ Giblin said.

      
      The priest’s face had turned an icy blue. His jaw stiffened. ‘The men deserve a decent, quiet burial without scandal.’ He
         coughed and held the phlegm and swallowed it again. ‘Without scandal,’ he said again.
      

      
      Giblin kept staring at the priest. ‘But if the women say anything?’

      
      ‘They won’t,’ the policeman said flatly, putting his hand on Giblin’s shoulder. ‘They won’t.’

      
      Giblin wriggled out from under the policeman’s grip, still looking unsure. ‘But the women …’ Giblin looked dumbly at the priest.

      
      The priest stared at him. ‘Because two things happen simultaneously, does that mean they are related?’ It was the kind of
         line he might have used in a sermon. ‘Are we agreed?’ the priest said firmly to Giblin.
      

      
      Giblin nodded. ‘Agreed.’

      
      Norris looked up at the priest. ‘Agreed, Father.’

      
      The sun came out again and streamed down the narrow stair. They all had to squint their eyes and look away. They moved silently
         past the flaking black sign with the white words, ‘Forty Foot. Gentlemen Only.’
      

      
      Up on the road the policeman waved a car down. It began to pull over slowly.

      
      The priest looked at the policeman and then at the other two. ‘The men drowned swimming to the island.’

   
      
      The End of the World

      
      The end of the world was a school day. There was even homework due. It seemed strange. It was hard to think of homework due
         on the day the world was set to end. The priests stood before the classes and paged through the maths books and the Irish
         books and picked out problems, the odd ones from one to fifteen. A long passage of Irish was assigned.
      

      
      The day before the end of the world was like any other school day for Patsy. He was walloped twice, once in Geography and
         then again in History. He was pure thick, a dosser of the highest order. The priests said no boy alive could have that little
         aptitude for a written language.
      

      
      There was going to be no let up on educational pursuits on that day. The routine was well established. Catholicism guarded
         against idlers.
      

      
      Patsy travelled the cold corridors between classes, obligingly good-humoured. He gripped the ribs of the heaters with his
         calloused hands, squeezing the hot iron. Patsy’s ability to take abuse gave him a formal status among the other fellows. He
         let the strap lick its way up his palms and wrists. It didn’t hurt him the way it hurt the others. In English class he was
         caught with the word ‘Armageddon’ written in his notebook where he should have had his homework listed. Tierney demanded,
         ‘Where did you get that word?’
      

      
      Patsy shrugged his shoulders. He held his hands out for punishment, but Tierney punched him in the face. Patsy fell out of
         his desk. His nose bled. ‘Where did you get that word?’ Tierney roared again. He was a head taller than Patsy and had huge
         sloping shoulders and a strong rugby player’s neck. ‘Where did you get that word?’
      

      
      Patsy finally admitted he’d seen it in an American comic about Superman saving the planet. His nose was still bleeding. The
         bell rang for the next class. Tierney kept Patsy back and then the two of them went down to the toilet and filled up a basin of water.
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