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Introduction


Deirdre Madden





WHEN I WAS ASKED TO EDIT this book, the brief from Faber and Faber was straightforward. The anthology was to include a mix of established and new writers. The stories were to be unpublished, and were to remain so until they appeared in this volume. I could include writers who had already contributed to the anthology edited by Joseph O’Connor or to either of the two collections edited by the late David Marcus, but I was asked not to include writers who had had work in Town and Country, edited by Kevin Barry, the most recent book in the series.


The above gives a sense of what the book is; but also, significantly, of what it is not. It is not definitive, and does not seek to be. It does not attempt to establish a canon, nor to confirm any canon that might arguably be said to already exist. It does not claim to offer the best Irish new short stories, as that would imply a criticism of stories not included, and perhaps make hostages to fortune those that are.


Anthologising being what it is, there will be regrets and perhaps complaints about the writers who have been omitted. Why nothing from X, Y and Z? What about P, Q and R? No one regrets particular omissions more than I do, and some writers I greatly admire are not included. X no longer writes stories. Y was working on a new novel, and wanted to concentrate fully on that. The stories on which Z was working were already earmarked for publication elsewhere. As for P, Q and R, they are all excellent writers and might well have made the cut had I been able to include a greater volume of work.
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Turning now to the writers who have been included in the anthology, and looking at the work thematically, it is striking that emigration features in several of the stories – striking, but not surprising, given its constant presence in both Irish life and Irish writing down through the years. What is interesting here is how the stories, by each showing different aspects of emigration and unconsciously complementing each other, point up the extraordinary complexity and multilayered nature of the subject.


Michael Gilligan’s story, ‘Absent’, appears to be the most traditional in its approach, with its father–son tensions and rural setting, but it is also robustly contemporary, with mobile phones and Skype bringing family members closer together even as they confirm the unbridgeable distances between them. While also contemporary, the implied Ireland the central character is leaving behind in Andrew Fox’s ‘My New Life’ is not the same Ireland of Gilligan’s story, but one already more secular and urban. Belinda McKeon takes us deep into the mind of a woman no longer at ease or at home in either Ireland or the USA; and Natalie Ryan shows us a group of expats in Ghana, where a child observes how their lives intersect with those of the locals. In Selina Guinness’s ‘The Weather Project’, an elderly Irishwoman on a trip to London remembers her difficult life there in the 1950s; although emigration is only one of the central themes in this complex and original story.


Some of these stories take us to places where we would not wish to be: into the mind of a suicidal young girl in Lucy Caldwell’s ‘Killing Time’; into the life of a Dublin barber in Sean O’Reilly’s ‘Ceremony’, where the air of latent violence is palpable; or into Eoin McNamee’s heartbreaking tale of childhood, ‘The Comets’, with its bleak seaside setting. In each of these stories, the moral integrity the writers bring to bear upon the subject matter is striking; and this is also true of both Frank McGuinness’s ‘The Widow’s Ferret’, about the psychic aftermath of violence and loss suffered by a woman in the Northern Irish Troubles; and of Kathleen Murray’s ‘They’ll Best You with Fun’, concerning workmen called in to dismantle a protest against clerical child sexual abuse. The rigour these writers show, their unflinching engagement with sensitive and disturbing material, is courageous, and the stories accomplished.


Colm Tóibín takes as his point of departure a real event concerning real people which has already been the subject of the work of a major Irish writer in the distant past, to create in ‘The Journey to Galway’ a story which is moving, humane and highly literary, where a woman remembers a trauma ‘as a story that had been told and retold rather than a brutal single fact’. Thus, we have a story with a historical setting, which is intertextual but also a free-standing work, complete without external reference.


Mary Morrissy’s story, ‘Emergency’, is also historical, being set as it is in Ireland during the Second World War, as a mother and daughter both find fringe benefits to the arrival in their lives of a parachutist. There is wry humour in this, as there is in Ita Daly’s ‘Villefranche’, which is set at a funeral and points up the fact, seldom acknowledged, that friends for life often can’t stand each other.


Finally, Eileen Casey’s ‘Beneath Green Hills’ is perhaps the most redemptive story in the collection, where an elderly Dublin woman faces the end of a difficult life with wit, fortitude and an unexpected interest in Nelson Mandela.




*





I hope that the above gives some sense of the range and diversity of the work included in this anthology. The rude health of the Irish short story and the increasing number of outlets for it at the moment have been commented upon in many forums in recent times, including in the introductions by both of my immediate predecessors, Kevin Barry and Joseph O’Connor. I would commend their texts to you, and feel that there is little point in my returning here to ground that has already been well covered.


Whatever about writing, I would, however, like to comment upon the state of reading, which, I believe, gives cause for concern. I think that the increasing struggles of bookshops to survive is testament to the problem and cannot be simply put down to e-readers and to books being bought online. To value writing over reading is to miss the point, because writers need readers. I sometimes feel that there is more and more interest in the process of writing and less and less in the end result. At literary festivals now, panel discussions, interviews and question-and-answer sessions are favoured above readings, and I, for one, regret that loss of the primacy of the text. People seem to be less interested in the finished work than in the path one took to get to it; and any writer will tell you that that path is usually a messy one, littered with discarded ideas and forked with roads leading to dead ends. That direct engagement between a reader and a writer – private, contemplative, born out of silence – is to be valued more and more as the cultural cacophony around us increases.
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This anthology is dedicated to the memory of the late John McGahern, a true master of the short story, and I am grateful to Madeline McGahern for her kind permission to do so. In their anthologies, both Joseph O’Connor and Kevin Barry paid fitting homage to the late David Marcus, whose uniquely kind and encouraging support of a whole generation of Irish writers made him a legend. I wish to add my own tribute, to register my own gratitude and affection.


The title All Over Ireland is a homage to James Joyce and also a quiet theft from his story, ‘The Dead’. As someone who ruthlessly raided languages and literatures from all times and places for his own ends, I can’t imagine that he would have objected: in any case, I hope not.

















My New Life


Andrew Fox





IN MY NEW LIFE, I THOUGHT, I would need to be able to dive. My new classmates – Germanic or Anglo boys with deep tans and bulbous Adam’s apples and their own cars – would throw pool parties on Saturday afternoons at their glassy houses, where girls in string bikinis, soft and smelling of summer, would gather to hang their feet in the shallows and ache to be impressed. So, the afternoon before my father met with the lawyers, I asked my mother to teach me.


‘Ankles together,’ she called from across the milky water, hair sleek against her long and newly red-brown neck. ‘Now, stretch out your arms and lower your head between – no, don’t look at me, love. Lower your head, that’s it.’


Back in Dublin, she was a PE instructor, and, so far, on each of our three mornings here, she had got up at dawn to swim laps in the kidney-shaped pool. She had tried to persuade my father to book a hotel downtown with a fitness centre, but he had thought it best to economise on a motor lodge by the airport. This was the City Gardens Inn and Suites, a squat, ash-coloured L-shaped building, with one wing given over to the lobby and the bar and another comprised of two dozen or so self-service rooms. These extended in a flat-roofed line away from the roar of the highway towards a copse of shaggy palm trees, a stretch of waste ground and, eventually, the runway that every few minutes launched another aeroplane howling into the sky.


‘Now,’ my mother said, miming, ‘remember to spring up and – out!’


My toes curled at the poolside. The meat of my biceps shook. A paste of sweat and suncream squeezed through the channels of my stomach. I bent my knees and leapt and hit the water hard. My nose and throat flooded, but I stayed down, knifed along the slimy bottom to the other side and came up coughing.


‘You’re getting it,’ my mother said, applauding, and turned to speak with my father, who had appeared at last from the motel’s computer room and was staring at his phone. He wore brown slip-on shoes, grey slacks with a hard crease, a soft white shirt that caught the California light and glowed. He was strange to me. For months, he had been the hack of ignition in the driveway at dawn, the slam of kitchen cabinets long after I had gone to bed. But now that the company wanted him to move, everything, he’d said, would be different.


I climbed out of the pool and flip-flopped towards our room, a red welt of impact blazing on my chest. Overhead, palm fronds rattled with the rush of traffic, raining crisp seedpods and the desiccated shells of insects. The room smelled of old sleep, the bathroom of damp grout. I showered and dressed and combed my hair and made it back to the pool deck, where my father now was standing by the droop of the storm fence, a hand clenched in the wire. His arm reached towards my mother, who crossed her legs on a low sunbed, her eyes levelled at a book that I could tell she wasn’t reading.


‘Your turn,’ I said, presenting myself for her inspection.


‘You two go ahead and work,’ she said. ‘I’m staying right here.’


I could feel my father’s heat at my elbow, hear him suck his teeth as though they were my own. He turned on his heel and strode towards the car, the blades of his shoulders slashing. I lingered by my mother’s side. She didn’t speak, so neither did I. My father honked the horn, and even still she didn’t stir. I turned slowly and edged away and broke into a jog. The car was a blue, shoe-shaped Suzuki with a chrome grille and a matte black bumper and no hubcaps. I climbed inside its air-conditioned cool and shivered. My arms were burnt.
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Soon, we were on a long bend of highway squeezed between the tight blue skin of the bay and the brawn of the San Bruno hills. SOUTH SAN FRANCISCO THE INDUSTRIAL CITY, a sign set into the hillside read. On their windward faces, the hills were blasted brown; leeward, they were tufted with green scrub. At their feet, low-rise houses shambled away into haze, the gossamer of telephone lines linking each to the next.


‘Your mother …’ my father said, stamping the syllables with an open palm into the rubber of the steering wheel. ‘Sometimes … Christ, she’s just too sensitive, you know what I mean?’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


He cracked his neck, his shoulders rolling.


‘But she’d get used to things, I think,’ he said, nodding like his head had been loosened. ‘She’d learn to like it here, you know? I think she’d like it here.’


On a narrow wedge of shingled beach, kids were racing bikes. A dog showed the hunting points of its ears for an instant and then vanished. My father broke his gaze from the road and fixed it on me. The spoon-back lenses of his aviators warped the shapes of my face.


‘So, what do you think?’ he said. ‘You think she’d like it here?’


‘Probably,’ I said.


‘And you’d like it here too?’


I shrugged. ‘Of course I would.’


He flexed his fingers on the wheel, a pianist limbering up. ‘That’s really great, son,’ he said. ‘I’m really glad to hear … Although,’ his voice lowered, ‘I’m sure you’ll miss your school and things?’


‘Oh yeah,’ I said. ‘I’m heartbroken.’


He smiled, his teeth like smashed seashells. ‘Your friends, then?’


‘What friends?’ I said. ‘They call me fat boy. Or worse. And I never get invited anywhere’ – which wasn’t exactly true. I was by no means the most popular kid at school, but I did have one or two reliables with whom I lied about sex over videogames. But since my father had announced the company’s offer, I’d felt myself already begin to drift away from them. In my new life, I thought, I would do better, be better.


With his head bowed, my father eyed a tour bus changing lanes, its rear end woozy on a set of worn-out shocks.


‘You shouldn’t take that kind of treatment,’ he said.


‘Okay,’ I said.


‘You have to stand up for yourself.’


‘Okay,’ I said.


We left the highway and took to surface streets. Candy-coloured Victorian houses twisted from the roadside. As we passed, I stared up at their tall windows and imagined where we might live, my father and I painting a porch, my mother in a light-filled kitchen. At a stoplight, a double-wide avenue boomed across our path. My father banked the Suzuki and went shoulder-to-shoulder with a city bus. The itch of salt crept back into the air and the city fell away all around us. We turned again onto a cobbled alley of raw brick seafront depots, each of which had been gutted and refitted to accommodate a corporate office. Around the corner and a few blocks away, I knew, was the baseball stadium; and towards it, as we parked, I saw crowds of people moving, all dressed in orange and black.


‘There’s a game on, looks like,’ my father said as he checked his reflection in the rear-view mirror. ‘Here.’ He turned on the radio and found commentary. ‘You can listen along while I’m inside.’


I watched him shrink away towards the glassed-in lobby of his building, where he paused a moment to hold the elevator for a woman running in heels. His face was just a blur but I could tell that he was smiling, tell by the angle of her that she was smiling too. Then the doors snapped shut.
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The air in the car thickened with the sun’s heat, and kept thickening. The radio announcer droned something about stolen base percentage, but the murk of the stadium’s tannoy conspired to drown him out. In preparation for my new life, I’d been teaching myself the sport, had pored over stats and studied jargon on the Internet. When the Giants smacked one over the wall at the bottom of the second, I could see the batter toss his bat and skip towards first, see his languid jog around the diamond and the ovation at the bench awaiting him.


My father was back at the car before the game restarted. He was frowning, his folded glasses dangling from the open collar of his shirt.


‘What’s the matter?’ I said as he threw himself behind the wheel.


‘Ah,’ he said, ‘some nonsense about a work permit. They have concerns about … something or other. There are logistics to consider, apparently. You know the way lawyers are.’


‘Don’t get me started,’ I said.


He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, white lines persisting in the red scorch of his forehead. From his shirt pocket he pulled two tickets with ‘Giants’ printed on them in flowing orange cursive. ‘But they gave me these as some kind of apology,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’


‘What do you think I think?’ I said.


We swept through evacuated streets and parked in the stadium lot. My father led the way to the gate and ushered me through the turnstile. Inside, the walls and the pillars were of poured concrete, notched and seamed from the moulds. Huge vinyl banners hung from orange rafters, depicting sluggers at the moment of contact or just afterwards, eyes trained upward to track the progress of a ball. There were merchandise stands and hotdog stands, long snaking queues for bathrooms. It was dark, but through an archway on the second level I could see a perfect rectangle of clear blue sky.


‘You hungry?’ my father said.


‘I could eat, I suppose,’ I shrugged.


He laughed. ‘What else is new?’


I sucked in my gut: a reflex.


In the hotdog line, I watched the people around me, remembering a Millwall match we’d seen on a visit to London some years before. The crowd there all had been young men, skinny and taut with violence, barging and singing ‘No surrender to the IRA’– which had made my father quiet. But this crowd was gentler: boyfriends and girlfriends walking arm in arm, old fathers and grown sons joking over beers, parents with little girls in matching oversized jerseys. My father bought a beer for himself, a Coke for me, a hotdog each. We stood at a counter off to the side and ate together. The meat was warm and spicy, the ketchup tangy and sweet. My father finished his hotdog in four big bites and left still chewing.


‘Come on,’ he said over his shoulder as he led the way to our section.


I climbed the ramp, heard the crowd detonate and stepped from darkness into light. At the arch, I looked out over a tide of faces breaking against green grass and the white on black of the scoreboard. We squeezed past the bony knees of a little old lady in a short leather coat with a fox-fur collar, who scratched at a scorecard with a nub of a pencil. ‘A bookie,’ my father whispered.


On the far side of our seats, two men in orange-and-black windbreakers rocked back and forth and booed the Angel on deck. One wore a cap backwards atop a head the shape and hue of an underripe aubergine. The other was bald; his eyebrows were ginger and his eyes aimed ever so slightly in contrary directions.


‘Men,’ my father said.


Their names were Ryan and Steve. They were brothers, carpenters and ‘the biggest Giants fans you’re ever likely to meet’. It was Steve’s – the aubergine’s – birthday.


‘Many happy returns.’ My father raised his beer. ‘Sláinte.’


‘Sláinte!’ Ryan said and mentioned some distant Sligo connection. And soon he and Steve had become my father’s guides, explaining the positions and the scoring and the way that innings worked. In the middle of the fifth, with the Giants up four–nothing, my father bought a round of beers ‘to thank our new friends for their hospitality’, and poured half of his into my empty cup. He held a finger to his lips.


‘Don’t tell your mother,’ he said.
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Bottom of the seventh, with a runner on third, a Giant swung wildly at a dipping pitch. The ball popped up and sailed against the blue, froze for a moment at its apex and dropped towards us. I stretched out an arm and knew that I would catch it, but Steve barged in front of his brother and my father to stretch a gloved hand across my face. My father’s shoulder jammed into mine; I crumpled into my seat. The ball hit the centre of Steve’s glove with a fat plop.


‘Holy shit!’ Ryan said. ‘A foul ball!’


‘Damn!’ I said, rubbing my shoulder. ‘I almost had that. Nice one, Steve.’


‘Thanks, kid,’ Steve said as a white smile opened in his purple face.


‘You know,’ my father said, ‘my son almost had that.’


‘Almost.’ Ryan clapped the heavy flats of his hands on his knees. ‘But didn’t.’


‘Because your brother took it from him.’


Steve grinned as though there were some joke he wanted to be in on – but there was no joke.


‘Dad,’ I said. ‘It’s fine.’


‘Hey,’ Steve laughed, ‘I take nothing from no one, okay? I took it from the air, man.’


‘Relax,’ Ryan said, leaning over my father, the armpits of his jacket swishing. ‘That’s my brother’s ball. And my brother’s going to keep it. So don’t make me angry, huh? Just forget it.’


His breath smelled of onions. My father didn’t flinch.


‘Hey,’ Steve said, ‘let’s just watch the game, okay?’


I stared straight ahead at the mass of faces jumbled in the opposing stand, above them the glare of the sky, below them the glare of the field. Strike followed ball. Line drive followed ground-out. The little old bookie’s pencil scratched against her scorecard.


‘I’ll buy it from you,’ my father said.


‘Come on, man,’ Steve said, ‘don’t do this in front of the kid, okay? Just forget about it.’


‘Name your price.’


‘It’s not for sale,’ Ryan said.


It was then that I noticed the thickness of his neck, the heft and power of his thighs. His boots, I saw, were splotched with something brown; the leather at their toes peeled back to show dull metal caps.


‘Hundred bucks,’ Steve said.


‘Goddamnit, Steve, that’s yours,’ Ryan said. ‘It’s your birthday gift from the San Francisco motherfucking Giants, who, by the way, are the greatest team in all of professional sports – not that the Irishman gets that.’


‘I could do with a hundred bucks, bro,’ Steve said, half-whispering.


‘Fifty,’ my father said.


‘This motherfucker!’ Ryan threw up his hands. ‘Now he wants to negotiate?’


‘Dad,’ I said, but my father wasn’t listening. He reached into his back pocket for his wallet and pulled out a crisp, green hundred.


‘Here,’ he said, and held out the note, his fingers pale and thin.


Steve looked at the ball, and I did too: the white leather and the red stitching, the smeared blue lettering on its face where the bat had connected.


‘Deal,’ Steve said.


My father handed over the money, took the ball and passed it to me without a word. It felt cold and heavy and seemed to bulge in my hand.


‘Lucky kid,’ Ryan said and spat at the ground but hit his boot. ‘Come on, I need a drink.’


He and Steve rose and shoved past my father’s knees.


‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ Ryan said as he sidled past the bookie.


I turned to watch Steve lay an arm across his brother’s shoulders.
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Twilight fell as we drove back, street lights sucking all colours from all things. Roadside billboards advertised strip clubs, chop shops, divorce attorneys. The strippers had narrow eyes and parted lips, the attorneys piles of hair that seemed as hard as helmets. My father pulled in to the space in front of our room and killed the engine. No light showed between the curtains of the lone window. By the door, a skinny gecko nosed the ground and ambled away. I held the ball in my lap and imagined it to be a massive eye, stitched with red blood vessels, its pupil sightless.


‘What are you thinking?’ my father said.


‘Nothing.’


He cuffed the steering wheel with the butt of a hand. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘you need to learn something, yeah? Sometimes you just have to do what you have to do to get what you want. You wanted the ball, yeah?’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘So I got it for you, yeah? And now you have it, yeah? Aren’t you happy?’


‘Yeah,’ I said.


‘Well, good,’ he said and struck the wheel again, this time more softly. ‘Good.’


We climbed out of the car and went to our room. I sat on the edge of my bed and placed the ball beside me. The bedspread was patterned in green-and-purple paisley, a swarm of fat crescents that seemed to wriggle.


‘She’s probably at the bar,’ my father said as he unbuttoned his shirt. ‘Go find her and bring her back, will you? I’m going to change out of this, and then we’ll go eat dinner.’


‘Okay,’ I said and stepped to the door.


‘Wait.’ My father picked the ball from the bed and brought it to me. His chest was narrow but hard behind his undershirt. ‘Show this to your mother.’


I walked in the shadow of an awning abuzz with fluorescent lights, around which a universe of moths beat their papery wings. Through parted curtains I glimpsed the blue wash of televisions on blank walls. I turned the ball over in my hand and stopped feeling bad for Steve; instead, I felt good about my father, sure that he would take care of us in our new life.


The bar was quiet, just a stooped bartender polishing glasses to the plinky-plonky sound of piped-in jazz piano; his nose was stubby, as though redesigned by an uppercut. I turned down a pink-carpeted hallway whose walls were hung with faded watercolours of wine country. The lobby was cold and scented with the supermarket-freezer smell of old air conditioning. There was no one at the front desk. There was no sign of my mother. But when I stepped through an open sliding door onto the pool deck, I saw her sitting in a plastic chair. She was still in her swimsuit, her legs still bare. Her hair was dry and chlorine-burnt. The skin of her arms was raked all over with gooseflesh. She was shivering.


‘Mam?’ I said, shoving the ball into the pocket of my shorts.


Her eyes moved lizard-like in my direction. ‘Did you eat?’ she said.


A breath of steam rose from the pool, lit from below.


‘God, Mam,’ I said, ‘have you been here this whole time?’


‘This is where you left me,’ she said, her lips blueing at the corners. ‘Your father took the key.’


I knelt beside her, grains of sweat-salt scratching in the cleft of my knee. ‘Why didn’t you ask at reception for another one?’


‘And say what?’ she said. ‘That my husband and son have abandoned me? Do you know how embarrassed I was? Watching all the other families come and go? And they watching me?’


‘Come on.’ I reached for her elbow, but she pulled away and crossed her arms.


I got to my feet and ran back to our room, the ball jouncing at my hip. I knocked on our door. My father opened it.


‘What happened?’ he said, though in his face I saw that he understood. ‘Wait here. Just wait right here. I’ll be right back, I promise.’


For hours, I sat listening to lizards and moths and crickets move beyond the window, rubbing parts of themselves together or against each other. In the morning, I woke to find my mother asleep beside me, my father passed out on the couch with his mouth hanging open in a vague, unspoken vowel. I opened the curtains and sat by the window with the ball in my hand to watch the Suzuki’s bonnet flare in the rising sun.


Two months later, my father left Dublin for San Francisco. And a month after that, my mother moved us to an apartment near her sister’s on Clanbrassil Street. I don’t know if my father took it with him or if I left it behind, but when I unpacked my things to begin my new life I discovered that the ball was gone.

















The Comets


Eoin McNamee





JUNE AND KIRSTIE MOVED BACK TO the outskirts of Kilkeel in early autumn and rented one of the chalets. June was already sick with ovarian cancer. The chalets were wooden buildings with flat asphalt roofs. Sand blew against the hedges. The front gardens were unkempt. Troubled lives were to the fore.


June told her daughter that when she was growing up the chalets were the very height of fashion and the whole town stood with their mouths open when the chalet girls went up the town on a Saturday night. When Kirstie asked her why she had left, June said that the town had no inner life.


June told Kirstie stories every day. She said that shooting stars were the spirits of the dead being set free and that you could tell the number of people who died each night if you could count the shooting stars as they blazed through the heavens. When Kirstie asked where she came from June said that she was an angel who flew down from Heaven and that her wings were in a cardboard box on the top shelf of the hot press. There were stories that were just to get you through the next hour and there were stories that were meant for all time.


Eddie had started to come around just before June got sick and he followed them to the chalets. June said that bad taste in men ran in the family and there was nothing she could do about it. Eddie was one of a long line, she said. They were storemen, barmen, migrant workers given to pilferage and absenteeism. Weak-willed princelings of vice.


That autumn June and Kirstie would go for walks down on the esplanade. June wouldn’t wear a wig and she said hats were too scratchy.


‘You look like an alien,’ Kirstie said. June pressed her close to her bony side.


‘They’ll all be asking, who’s the pretty girl with the baldy woman?’


In old photographs June had deep brown eyes and high cheekbones. Now that she was ill her cheekbones seemed to have grown so that her face was all cheekbones with deep shadows instead of eyes above them. Kirstie had her mother’s cheekbones but her eyes were blue.


Sometimes they’d stay out until dark and the orange lights along the esplanade came on. At the very edge of the orange glow, before the night sky began, white shapes in flight moved in and out of the light.


‘I never saw birds at night before,’ Kirstie said.


‘That’s because they’re not birds, they’re new souls flying down from Heaven,’ June said. They held hands all the way home. Later, when June needed help to walk, Eddie came too.


‘I’m a bag of bones,’ June said.


Kirstie showed Eddie the white shapes flickering in and out of the light.


‘They’re the bloody gulls,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what it is about this place. Whoever heard of gulls that fly at night?’


Just before June died the doctors sent her home from hospital. She had a morphine shunt and said she could see birds running up the kitchen walls. June and Kirstie would laugh at the idea of birds in the house.


‘Where are the birds coming from?’ Kirstie asked.


‘I don’t know. From far, far away, I think.’


‘There’s no birds,’ Eddie said. ‘The morphine is giving you hallucinations. It’s bad enough having to cope with you being sick without having to listen to you laughing like fools.’


‘What’s going to happen to you?’ Kirstie said.


‘When I die? I’ll become a shooting star. Like all the other shooting stars.’


‘Where are all the shooting stars going to?’


‘To Heaven.’


They took June to hospital, and she died two days later. A lady came to see them and ask about Kirstie and her welfare. Eddie said that he was her father and he would look after her.


This was a lie, but Kirstie didn’t say anything. She knew the look in Eddie’s eye and she would get to know it a lot better.


Eddie said it would be better if Kirstie didn’t see her mother’s body or go to the funeral and the lady agreed.


‘I want to go to the funeral,’ Kirstie said.


‘The welfare lady said it would be better if you didn’t. It’s a cremation.’


‘The welfare lady’s a bitch,’ Kirstie said.


‘She is,’ Eddie said, ‘but I’m worse so fucking watch yourself.’


On the far side of the esplanade there was an arcade called Star Amusements, which was closed for the winter. Kirstie climbed over the sagging fence and walked across the rubber matting where the dodgems ran during the summer. There was a mesh grid overhead and the dodgem cars had comet shapes painted on them. She looked over at the kiosk where they took the money. There was a man standing in it. He was tall and old with a long face. He was wearing a fairground man’s coat. He bent down and touched a switch. His voice sounded faraway and hollow. It sounded as if he was speaking from one of the bright comets on the dodgem cars.


‘Who are you, and what the hell are you doing here?’ he said.


‘I’m Kirstie, and I come from down in the chalets.’


‘You’re the girl whose ma died.’


His booming voice made it sound like he was announcing it so the stars could hear. Kirstie was glad that he said she had died. Other people talked about her passing away.


‘She died of ovarian cancer. She saw birds running up the walls before she died.’


‘What sort of birds?’


‘Colourful ones.’


‘At least she never saw a black crow. That would have been bad.’ The man switched off the microphone with a buzzing sound and stepped down from the kiosk.


He came over to her. He was like a bent figure of retribution from an old tale. People would be warned about the error of their ways. They would be told about the sundering to come.


‘Is a comet the same thing as a shooting star?’ Kirstie asked.


‘More or less. I remember your mother from when she was younger.’


‘Was she one of the chalet girls?’


‘She was better than them. She had a French bob and an aura about her.’


‘Did she tell stories then?’


‘She’d sit on the rail of the ice rink, and they’d all gather round her. They’d either be bent two double with laughing or crying their eyes out. Who’s your father?’


‘Mum said I flew down from Heaven and my wings are kept on the top shelf of the hot press. What’s your name?’


‘Hagan.’


When Kirstie got home that night Eddie had emptied all the kitchen drawers out onto the floor.


‘What are you looking for?’


‘Insurance policy,’ Eddie said. ‘She had one somewhere. I heard her talking about it on the phone once.’


‘She had a French bob,’ Kirstie said.


‘I haven’t got a red cent after all the time I spent looking after her.’


‘And an aura.’


‘The hell with her and her aura,’ Eddie said.


After that Kirstie tried to stay out of the house. She walked to the hospital most nights. The route took her past the amusements, and if Hagan was there she waved at him. One clear, cold night Kirstie was standing at the hospital railings and realised there was somebody standing beside her. It was Hagan.


‘What are you looking at?’ he said. She pointed. There was a tall chimney rising from a long dark building in the middle of the hospital complex and every few minutes orange sparks would rise from it to be caught by the winds that blow on high and whirl away into the blackness of the night.


‘What’s that?’ he said.


‘Crematorium.’


‘Souls?’ he said. She nodded.


They watched the sparks blow down over the esplanade where the gulls rode the updraughts, dipping down out of the dark then wheeling back into it as the sparks flew out to sea. They stayed there for some time thinking about souls ablaze in the long black building.


When Eddie found out where she was going at night he told her to stay away from Hagan.


‘He turned funny after his daughter was lost.’


‘What do you mean lost?’


‘She disappeared off the beach. Swept out to sea is the word. He was never right after it.’


‘I wonder what it would be like to be a missing girl,’ Kirstie said. She would be good at it. She would treat it as a calling. Once she was gone there would be no being found.


Eddie emptied all the drawers in June’s tallboy. Her clothes lay everywhere in the bedroom.


‘It’s for you,’ he said. ‘The insurance money is for you, so I want you to think about where she hid the policy.’


‘I don’t know what a policy is,’ Kirstie said.


‘It’s a bit of paper with words on it,’ Eddie said.


One evening when Eddie was out she put the stepladder against the pine slats of the hot press and climbed up. At the top she found a cardboard shirt box hidden under blankets. The box was sealed with Sellotape. The corners of the cardboard were foxed and the tape had yellowed. She carried the box carefully down the ladder. She shook it and there was a rustling sound from the inside.


It had been dark all day, cold fronts approaching from the north. The storm struck about teatime. Kirstie wrapped the box carefully in cling film and put it in a plastic bag, then she carried it down to the amusements. It was all she could do to hold on to the plastic bag. It was all she could do not to be blown off her feet and up over the rooftops of the chalets and far, far away.


At Star Amusements, the wind tugged at the roof of the dodgems, and the cars rocked and shook as though they contained comets that were restless and wanted to be released into the wild night. The sea surged over the esplanade and there were hanks of weed caught in the railings. Kirstie didn’t see Hagan at first. She looked upwards, but it wasn’t a night for winged things. Then she saw Hagan standing in the kiosk. He was staring out to sea. He looked as if he had summoned the storm. The night was full of wrath, and he was its master.


Kirstie climbed up to the kiosk. Hagan turned to her, and she saw his eyes were full of tears.


‘What happened to your daughter?’ Kirstie said.


‘I never looked after her,’ Hagan said, ‘and she took her own life. Walked into the sea. Teenagers.’


He could see that Kirstie didn’t know what he meant about teenagers. That they didn’t run away when they saw death coming. They tried to reason. They made pacts with it.


‘Will you keep this for me?’ She took the box out of the plastic bag.


‘I will,’ he said.


‘Promise?’


‘With all my heart.’


Kirstie thought that for all its trouble, it was a great heart and although some parts were ruined others were intact. She handed the box to him.


Eddie was in the living room when she got home. She had left the ladder up against the shelves of the hot press, and he had found it.


‘What were you doing up there?’ he said.


‘Nothing.’


‘What did you find?’


‘I never found anything.’


‘You’ll tell me where the policy is or you’ll get the back of my hand.’


Eddie kept searching for the insurance policy and he gave Kirstie the back of his hand more than once that night and on other nights. He made sure to hit her where it wouldn’t show, but she walked like she was a bag of bones. He pulled up part of the kitchen floor and made her crawl under the boards among the cables and copper pipes.


At school Kirstie was classified as troubled. The teachers were wary. The other girls kept a respectful distance from her. Their mothers said that she was allowed to roam the town all hours of the day and night. Her schoolmates saw an emissary from the land of errant girls.


When Eddie had searched the rest of the house, he broke into the roof space and threw down everything that was there. A bag of babygros spilled on the floor. Kirstie picked up a pink one. It was tiny and faded.


‘I probably wore this when I arrived,’ she said.


‘Arrived from where?’ Eddie said.


‘From up there.’ She pointed upwards.


‘What are you talking about?’ Eddie said.


‘You know,’ Kirstie said.


‘All I know is that you were born in Newry General Hospital. That’s what your ma said.’


Kirstie shook her head and looked down at the floor.


‘She never told you?’ Eddie was covered in white plaster dust. He looked like a ghost so that Kirstie wasn’t sure if she should believe in him or not.


‘Your da was a sailor off one of the container boats. A Latvian or some such. He put her on her back then took off and she never seen him again. Did she not tell you?’


Kirstie was quiet for a long time. Eddie started to laugh. It didn’t sound the way ghostly laughter was supposed to sound.


‘I found a box,’ she said.


Eddie stopped laughing. ‘Where?’ he said.


‘In the hot press.’


‘What kind of a box?’


‘Cardboard.’


‘What was in it?’ he said. Kirstie shrugged.


‘What did you do with it?’


‘I took it,’ she said, ‘and I threw it into the sea. Far, far away.’


When he had finished Eddie knew he had gone too far. He had felt something break under his fist and now there was blood coming out of the girl’s mouth, and she was breathing in a strange way. He regretted having got mixed up with Kirstie and her mother and it was time to leave. He walked to the door without making much noise and went out into the moonlit night.


Kirstie looked around the room. Eddie had pulled out the back of the sofa and broken into the walls. The house looked as if it had been turned inside out. She got to her feet. She fully expected to see birds crawling up the walls at any minute and knew what she had to do.


Outside the moonlight shone across the sea, and the heavens were ablaze with stars.


Hagan saw her walking across the dodgems rink. She was walking very carefully as though she was balancing something delicate. When he got to her he saw blood on her cardigan and on her mouth. Her cheekbones were like razors.


‘I need my box,’ she said.


‘You need a doctor,’ he said.


‘My box.’


Hagan looked at her for a long time then went to fetch the box from where he had left it under the generator. It was always the same when death was around. There was no point arguing.


Hagan brought the box and set it down. He took the Sellotape off and lifted the lid. The tissue paper lining it was old and brittle. He folded it back. Something stirred in the bottom of the box.


‘Take them out,’ she said. He reached into the bottom of the box and lifted the wings out. He felt them flutter as he touched them, and then they were still again. They were dusty, and the fittings where they went around the shoulders were a little frayed but the tips of them caught the moonlight.


‘They’re a bit small,’ Kirstie said. Hagan turned them from side to side, trying to work out how they went on.


‘You’re holding them upside down,’ Kirstie said. She coughed and dark blood ran down her chin. ‘Give them to me,’ she said.


The wings were too small to fit over her shoulders but there wasn’t much in it. She took off her cardigan.


‘You should take off the vest as well,’ Hagan said. He helped her take it off. Her skin was translucent in the moonlight and he thought that he could see her heart beating very slowly. This time the wings went over her shoulders. Hagan fixed the straps.


The fastenings were stiff, and it was a little while before she was ready. Hagan looked at her then turned away. The darkness where her eyes had been was so deep that he thought it might devour him if he looked too closely.


They found Kirstie’s blood-stained cardigan and vest on the beach the next morning. People gathered on the esplanade to watch the search for the body. They talked about the missing girl as though they knew her. She was proof that the town had an inner life after all. It was entitled to its own imaginings.


The police went back to the chalet and saw the blood-stains there. Eddie was arrested. He said he had nothing to do with Kirstie’s disappearance and they had no body but he was sent to prison.


When Eddie got out of prison he drifted north, moving from hostel to hostel and sometimes sleeping on the streets. He drank in parks with others. They took the faithlessness of the universe for granted and when Eddie told them that it was possible for people to just disappear they nodded in mournful agreement.


The grass grew long in the front garden of the chalet. More families moved out. The chalets were cold in the wintertime, and the flat roofs sagged more with each season. Not many people came to the Star Amusements, but when they did Hagan set the cars in motion and the poles struck blue fire from the roof grid and the comets blazed across the rink and when Hagan looked up he could see bright sparks blowing off the land and white shapes riding the night breezes at the edge of the sea.
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