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Captive everywhere


the street that I walk


the vehicles I avoid


put away the things I have bought


all visionary excursions into your realms—


my foot trips—hurts


a detour into your dwellings—




 





Deborah was stabbed by stars


and yet sang triumphant hymns


when the mountains dissolved


and on white—gleaming donkeys like prophets


the troop of horsemen moved on




 





But silence is where the victims dwell—


                                        NELLY SACHS


                                        (trans. MICHAEL HAMBURGER) 
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Blow-Ball





What was it for, why was it they came? Perhaps because it was just there, the house. Perhaps because she might have been there, the lady, and she was in a way their object of pursuit.  


The house was Georgian and summer languished around it. The fields beyond had a greenish feel, laid with hay cut just as it was turning colour. Men, separate, unobtrusive, were working in the fields and here and there were sprays of poppies. On the pond in front of the house was an accumulative growth of water lilies; still, strange to the children.  


They were drawn to it in a group. Bubbles, whose hair was as bog cotton with the sun in it. A ragged ribbon fell on her forehead. Hanging over them, keeping her apart from the others at times was her class background. But she was vital because summers were blanks; something had to be made out of them. This required imagination, a special talent almost. Bubbles above all had it. Pee-Wee was gentle then; he drooped at the shoulders, an unawareness about him. There was a department in his mind where the word was fantasmagoria. He was undertaking a study of ghosts. Dony reached him through his oddities, because of them he was Pee-Wee’s best friend. Dony was thirteen, the oldest.  


There were others, their younger brothers and sisters whom they brought with them. Other children who trailed along but never really committed themselves. Also Bubble’s English cousin who had buck teeth and told Bubble’s mother sometimes that she had been with the boys. But none of them mattered. Bubbles, Pee-Wee and Dony were the instigators.


They had it to themselves, the house. It looked so contained. In a way it was just like going to the pictures. Pictures which showed sleek skies and coral swimming pools which made phosphorus trails of smoke when someone dived into them, the sort of pictures they went to see. At the pictures love was something important. The house made love important too. It had a mythology of sex, of violence, of the supernatural evolved from the generations of landowners who once lived in it. There was a book written about it, written by a young lady of the house, Lady Loughbown. That was the name of the house, Loughbown. The children knew how the lady looked. There was a photograph of her in the book, a photograph of a ghost-like figure in a tapering Edwardian dress. They liked to think that she was buried in the grave in the garden. But most people said it was her dachshunds that were buried there. Pee-Wee wished to see her ghost. Bubbles and Dony wanted to get through to her too.


The book itself had black covers and they usually brought it with them. They took a delight in the suggestiveness of some of the phrases, phrases like ‘We were very attached to one another.’


To one side of the house the framework of a greenhouse had broken down into a bed of nettles, among the trees nearby were sleeping crab apples. The visits to the house were always somehow ineffectual, there wasn’t much to do. They’d stand by the pond, they’d stroll about, looking at things. Sometimes they brought food and had picnics. Bubbles could never bring anything more than milk and brown bread and butter. She always frowned when she produced them, did nothing more. On one of these occasions it began raining. They sheltered under a rug in the garden, eating bananas, the rain beating down ceaselessly. It meant laughter and pulling. The smell of girls’ knickers. Total madness.


Often as the others searched about Bubbles and Dony would sit by the pond and talk. They’d talk about the future. Dony intended to be a priest, and go to Africa. Bubbles had an extravagant wish. She was going to be an actress. 


 Bubbles was a peculiar girl. Unconsciously she imitated adults in her way of talking, in her way of walking, in her smile. After seeing a film she managed a hint of the star in her demeanour.


Sitting by the pond like that she’d brush Dony’s hair in the way she liked to have it. She always carried a brush and a comb in a funny, worn bag. There was no explanation for it.


When Dony changed to long pants that summer it was Bubbles he wanted to see him in them. She seemed to understand. It was just she who mattered. Her family wasn’t important. It didn’t matter that her uncle had been in court for interfering with young children. It wasn’t even important when everybody knew that her older sister had shamefully had twins. Her sister went to England afterwards. Dony was at the station when she was leaving. There were two trains, one going to the sea and the other to Dublin. Dony was going to the sea with his mother, to a day of candyfloss, of grey ebbtide, of cold. The girl was going to Dublin. She was a bulky girl, in a pink cotton dress, lying against the wall. She looked mute, a little hurt. Bubbles was there to say goodbye to her and she eyed Dony. Dony sensed disdain and rejection on his mother’s brow when she glanced their way.


But she couldn’t have suspected his friendship with Bubbles. She couldn’t have suspected that he’d be with the girl the following morning, that he was with her almost every day of the summer. They were fugitive hearts, all of them.


But nothing happened to them and they were impatient. Their refrain became: ‘I wish something would happen.’


They were baffled when suddenly, unexpectedly, summer was almost over. Their sensibilities changed, the pang of schooldays so near again. More children joined their group, others followed them to the house, spying on what they were doing.


One morning at Loughbown Bubbles decided to do something climactic. She fell on the terrace with a little yelp. She let the others help her up. Her eyes were round and deceiving.


‘I’ve seen a lady,’ she said. ‘She was all white.’


‘It was her,’ Pee-Wee started.


They wanted to know more about the lady but Bubbles was vague. All she could remember for them was that the lady had seemed to have beckoned to her. 


They believed because they wanted to believe. It would have been a breach of trust if they hadn’t. But Dony said bluntly to her: ‘You’re lying.’ Bubbles looked at him, her eyes begging. It was as if he’d said something irrevocable. ‘I’m not,’ she cried.


She turned, letting out a little sob, and ran down the steps to the stone seat beside the pond. She was apparently transfixed there, her hands hiding her face. Pee-Wee went and put an arm around her, the others standing back ineffectually. One of the younger ones was crying now too; she said she’d seen the devil at a window.


The group was split. They drifted home separately, no need to hurry. It was already long past their lunchtimes. They’d be scolded at home, interrogated for the truth. But their parents wouldn’t understand the truth anyway.


It was warm as Dony ambled home, bits of fluff blowing across the lane as it they’d been released from somewhere. He turned as he heard a cry from behind. It was Bubbles who couldn’t get over the gate. He went back and helped her across. Her hand felt so tiny as he tugged it; it was white and complete. They walked home together, a little quiet with one another. Bubbles was wearing a pinafore, her head inclined from him, something on her mind.


‘I didn’t see a lady,’ she admitted. ‘I’m a liar.’ Her voice was just a suggestion, soft. ‘I wanted to make you notice me,’ she added. Dony wasn’t sure what she meant, what she was hinting at.


She spoke about the colour of his eyes, the colour of her eyes, other things, her words slurred. She lowered her eyes and smiled shyly when she said: ‘You’re the nicest boy in town.’


Coming near her house she pressed his hand suddenly and left him.


The next week they were back at school and they had few opportunities of seeing one another. They depended on a chance to meet. Often they encountered each other in the library, the two boys and Bubbles. They were usually bundled in mackintoshes and they’d speak behind a bookshelf. The librarian’s eyes would glance at them sporadically. These moments were memorable, mellifluous; the light strained from the rain outside, winter evenings mostly wet.


Once Dony found himself sitting in front of Bubbles at the pictures. It was a picture in which Ingrid Bergman was having a love affair with Humphrey Bogart in Paris. Ingrid Bergman’s pale, clear, Nordic face was touched by a Paris lightness. Bogart brought her for a drive to Normandy, a chiffon scarf about her neck, tied out in two wings, fluttering in ecstasy.


Sometimes Dony caught Bubbles’ eyes and it might have been that they were sitting together. They really enjoyed the film for that. But already things separated Dony from the previous summer. Awful nightmares, a new recourse in sex; carnal dreams. Pee-Wee was smoking. He’d merged with a group of boys and hadn’t much time for Dony.


Somehow he failed to meet with Bubbles for a long time after that and in the spring her family emigrated to England. She called him into a yard one evening beforehand to tell him. She’d changed, she wore earrings, very tiny, very minute ones; her hair was in a bun. It was during Holy Week. There was an array of old tractors in the yard, a broken-down threshing machine. The fields about were rimmed by flood water; something inexorable about it. It made Holy Week more real. One strange remark Dony remembered from that conversation: ‘Wasn’t Jesus very good to die for us?’ Bubbles had said.


She suggested they go to the house, to Loughbown, before she went. But this would have been ambiguous now and it was never achieved.


If it had been at any other time that Bubbles went they might have made it dramatic. But summer was almost forgotten and her departure was of little significance. She just slipped away. 



















Foils





The lane slanted from the Protestant church that stood amid trees above the town. The elderly Protestant lady who lived at the top of the lane could often be seen in the prayerful September evenings as she swept the dust outside her home, a view of a sedate interior distinguishable from the reflections on the window behind her. There was a frailty about her movements, plait encircling her head of frayed white, a precariousness about her figure in a long frock and woollen stockings, She looked unreal. Like a rag doll. She was a reminder of the Protestant stratum who once dominated the town, a remnant of it.


Geraniums peeped at her from the opposite window, the base window of Miss Duffy’s house. Miss Duffy had lived alone since her sister had died, the front of her house shabby, a sobriety about it, the paint black, the curtains drawn.


She’d sit on one of the benches under the Protestant church in the progression of September evenings. Dressed entirely in black she was as familiar to the scene as the old dogs that strayed about. A tiny figure stretched at the edge of a bench, hand on her chin, she always looked dishevelled. Strands of hair struggled from under a beret, her coat parted on an unwieldy bosom, her bosom almost voluptuous in the shining black material of her frock. She looked abandoned as she sat there, something plaintive about the way she’d greet every   passer-by, calling out to them.


The only other person who regularly sat on one of the benches was a boy who lived at the end of the lane. He came to read every evening, sitting near Miss Duffy, totally engrossed in what he was reading, his dark head bowed over the book. They spoke only briefly until one bright October Sunday. There was a funfair in operation on the fair green below them that day, dizzy shrieks rising above the blare of music and the noise of the machinery. An orange sweater made the boy conspicuous in the sun. They both seemed equally lonely, excluded from the enjoyment of people thronging among the amusements on the fair green. Miss Duffy called the boy over and asked him an unnecessary question, something about a relative of his who happened to be ill at the time. But it was only an excuse for conversation.


She made a series of useless remarks about his family, telling him how holy his mother seemed, how quiet his father was. She showed curiosity as she queried him about school, about his career. Her reaction was unexpected when he told her that he hoped to be a writer. She waved her hand sceptically, a hen-like noise escaping her, her face squeezing up in scorn. ‘Don’t be silly. Don’t be silly,’ she scoffed at him.


But as he tried to explain that it wasn’t so impossible the idea became more acceptable to her. She agreed that he might succeed if he persevered. Perseverance was the most important thing, she said sagely.


They continued speaking about writing. But the world of the young writer, a world of aspirations, was far removed from that of Miss Duffy. It turned out, however, that she had some knowledge of books and outdated authors. She had been fond of reading once, she told him, but she no longer had time for it with all the housework she had to tackle. There was a note of complaint and at the same time something self-assertive in the way she said this. It was as if she wanted to believe that she was a busy, overstrained housekeeper.


There was an inkling of truth as she added in a low voice, ‘It’s been hard to manage since poor Cissy passed away.’ Cissy had been her sister. At the mention of her name, Miss Duffy’s eyes automatically sought the distance where a row of old houses stood in sunshine and seasonal tranquillity, at the base of a wooded hill. There was a sense of pain on her brow as she lapsed into silence for a few moments.


Everybody had known how she’d missed her sister. Once they’d seemed inseparable, her sister a tall, melancholy figure in a long fawn coat, a beret sidewise on her head, a pronouncement of despondency on her face. She’d been a foil for her small fat sister.


They’d been so contented together that they hadn’t taken a precaution against death. Death had come treacherously. The little sister had been found in bed one morning clinging to the other’s corpse.


Recovery from the shock of death and loss had been difficult. In trying to come to terms with living in a vacuity Miss Duffy had become something of a curiosity among the townspeople. She did her best to muster a sort of independence, refusing all offers of help from her neighbours though her house had fallen into a state of utter disorder. Dirt was everywhere, her cats freely soiling the carpets and furniture.


Something about the October Sunday, something about the tingling clarity of the faraway countryside made her drift into recollection of her sister. She spoke of the life they’d shared, lingering on the irrevocable things. Things that had been part of their yearly routine. The holiday they used to take in a resort on the south coast each September. The apple jelly they used to make at this time every year.


The harrowing loneliness in her voice, in her eyes, was unmistakable. It was as if she realized the hopelessness of her position. Only religious belief sustained her, belief that she was living in an interim, to be reconciled with her sister after death.


The boy listened to everything she said, nodding his head responsively, probably the first person to have listened to her for a long time. When at last he got up to go she complimented him gratuitously: ‘Lucky is the girl that wins ye.’ As he made off she called after him. Her hand was at her neck as she tried to explain something. ‘I hope you wear the collar—you know—the Roman collar,’ she faltered.


On the following evenings they often sat on a bench together, a sort of relationship being established between the two segregated people. Miss Duffy would tease the boy about girls, not realizing that there were none in his life.


She’d had a boyfriend when she was young and it gave her immense pleasure to talk about it over and over again. Her parents had known nothing of it and she made it seem as though there’d been something fugitive about the liaison, something illicit, something perilous about every kiss.


But her mind seemed to wander as she described walks with him to the mansion where the local landlord had lived, a profusion of animal life on either side of the woodland lane leading to it, a profusion of flowers spreading in conflagration around it. The mansion and its surroundings had been another realm to her then. But the landowning classes were on a brink at the time, threatened by national events, their end imminent. Now, after the span of a lifetime, the mansion represented an idea of beauty and change to Miss Duffy, an idea embedded in her youth.


The boy listened with interest. It was as if he were picking up fragments of her life and mentally piecing them together.


Soon it was too cold to sit on the benches any longer. Miss Duffy was confined to her home. She caused some horror among her neighbours in mid-November when the pipes broke. It didn’t occur to her to call a plumber and she could be seen carrying her dirt out in buckets to empty it on the hilltop.


She rarely saw the boy now. But sometimes he passed as she languished outside her home. She never failed to compliment him, remarking on some aspect of his appearance or some item of his clothes. ‘Your hair is lovely today,’ she’d pipe, or, ‘You’ve got a beautiful jumper.’There was no way of acknowledging her compliments and the boy could only smile inanely.


One day he passed her wearing caramel trousers, a bright, modish shirt randomly open at the neck. Under his arm he bore a record, the spectral faces of a pop group peering from the red netherworld on the cover. The record drew an inevitable question from her. ‘Do you like music?’ she called. The boy said he did. Then for some reason she added, ‘I think you have great times,’ a look of endearment, a look of envy, in her eyes. She equated youth and good looks with happiness and activity. The boy didn’t say anything, just looked at her with his non-committal smile.


They didn’t meet in the following weeks, no sign of Miss Duffy in those weeks except at mass which she never missed. Kneeling at the very back of the church she always seemed rather bewildered, her expression similar to that of a child attending its first church service.


On Christmas Eve the boy passed her on the street. It was late, the street crowded. Her coat open, her body was thrown forward as she walked stolidly in front of the lighted windows. She seemed to be engulfed by the bustle and the crowd, a threatened look on her face. The boy greeted her brightly, trying to catch her eye. But she didn’t hear him. She was probably unaware of where she was, the time of year. It was the last time he was to see her. Some weeks afterwards Miss Duffy heard he’d cut his wrists and was undergoing treatment in a psychiatric hospital. It was totally unexpected. It caused shock, a wave of speculation. There was something remote about suicide cases and suicide attempts, they were among the few extraordinary things in the undercurrent of small town life and people relished them for that.


Miss Duffy felt left out of all the talk. However, one neighbour told her that the boy had been living under severe mental strain in the past months. He’d been suffering from acute loneliness. The neighbour also informed her that the boy’s doctors were discouraging people from visiting him as too much attention now would make his recovery impossible when he returned to normal life.


Though Miss Duffy had come to know him quite well she felt no immediate sympathy for him now. The incident was unreal, part of the growing unreality of life around her, an unreality which was hedging her in.


While he was away she herself disappeared. A nephew sent her to a hospital in some faraway town. She wasn’t really able to look after herself anymore.


In the course of the year some of her neighbours heard that she’d died. But she’d been away too long and her death was like an unnoticed exit. Most of those who knew her remained unaware of it.


Her house fell into a state of perpetual neglect, the paint wearing off. It looked reproachful among the cleanness, the order of the other houses.



















Teddyboys





With a curious sultry look they waited, diamonds in their eyes, and handkerchiefs, thick and scarlet, in their pockets. They stood around, lying against the bank corner, shouldering some extraordinary responsibility, keeping imagination, growth, hope alive in a small Irish town some time around the beginning of the sixties.


Then mysteriously they disappeared; all but one, Jamesy Clarke, gone to Birmingham, London, leaving one solitary Teddyboy to hoist his red carnation. It was a lovely spring when they left. I was sorry they’d gone. But there was Jamesy.


He bit his lip with a kind of sullen spite. His eyes glinted, topaz. His hair gleamed. His shirts were scarlet and his tie blue with white polka dots.


As spring came early young men dived into the weir.


I wanted, against this background of river teeming with salmon, to congratulate Jamesy Clarke for staying to keep the spirit of dashing dress and sultry eyes alive. Instead I followed him, ever curious, watching each step he took, knowing him to be unusually beautiful and somewhat beloved by the gods. Though nine years of age, going on ten, I knew about these gods. An old fisherman by the Suck had once said, ‘The gods always protect those who are doomed.’ I harboured this information. I told no one. 


Jamesy had stayed to look after his widowed mother. He lived in the ‘Terrace’ with her, behind a huge sign for Guinness, bottles abandoned, usually broken, children running about, a cry and a whine rising from them that aggravated the nerves and haunted like other signs of poverty haunted, dolls broken and destroyed, old men leaning against the men’s lavatory, drunken and abused. His mother was allegedly dying from an unspoken disease, sitting among statues of Mary that surrounded her like meringues, and cough-bottle-smelling irises.


I’d never actually seen his mother. But I knew she dominated the tone of Jamesy’s life, the prayers, the supplications, the calling on Our Lady of Fatima. Our Lady of Fatima was very popular in our town. She adorned most houses, in some more agonized than others, and a remarkable statement under her in my aunt’s house: ‘Eventually my pure heart will prevail.’


The fields about the river were radiant with buttercups, fluff amassed and fled over the Green and odd youngsters swam. I noticed Jamesy swimming a few times, always by himself, always when evening came, taking off his clothes, laying them in the stillness, jumping into the water in scarlet trunks. He never saw me. He wasn’t supposed to. Like a little emissary of the gods I wandered about, taking note, keeping check, always acute and waiting for any circumstance that could do him harm. He was much too precious to me. His shirts, scarlet and blue, impressed me more than Walt Disney movies. But it was his eyes that awed me more than anything, eyes faraway as the Connemara mountains and yet near, near in sympathy and in sensation, eyes that saw and kept their distance.


Scandal broke like mouldy Guinness when apparently Jamesy was caught in the launderette making love to a girl. The girl was whizzed off to England. Clouds of June gathered; the Elizabethan fortress by the river stood out, one of the last outposts of the Queen in Connaught. Jamesy kept his distance. He didn’t seem troubled or disturbed by scandal. He went his way. It was as though this girl was like washing on the line. She hadn’t altered his life, hadn’t changed him.


He smoked cigarettes by the bank corner, alone there now. Their scents accumulated in my nostrils. I took to naming cigarettes like one would flowers. A mantra rose in my mind that ordered and preoccupied a summer: Gypsy Annie, Sailor Tim. I called cigarette brands new names. I exploited all the knowledge I had of the perverse and applied it to Jamesy’s cigarettes.


Ancient women sold pike in the Square. Sometimes they looked to the sky. They’d never seen a summer like this, broken cloud, imminent heat.


Old men wiped their foreheads and engrossed people in conversation about the Black and Tans. Everything harkened back; to the Rising, to the War of Independence, to the Civil War. Forgotten heroes and cowards were discussed and debated. The mental hospital looked particularly threatening; as though at any moment it was going to lurch out and grab. Jamesy swam. He had no part in conversation about the Rising, in talk of new jobs or new factories. Where he was financed from I don’t know but he led a beautiful life and if it hadn’t been for him the summer would not have been exciting and I would not have eagerly waited for the holidays when I could follow him along the railway tracks, always at a distance, until he came to a different part of the river from the one he swam in, sitting there, thinking.


When he started going out with a tailor’s daughter I was horrified. I knew by the way she dressed she did not have his sense of colour. She walked with an absence of dignity. His arm always hung on her shoulder in a half-hearted way and she led him away from the familiar spots, the bank corner, the river.


I saw them go to a film. I observed him desert the summer twilights. I felt like writing to his friends in England, asking them to come back and send him out or feeding his mother with poison to make her complaint worse. Even the hold his mother’s disease had on him seemed negligible in comparison to this girl’s.


I noticed the actresses who starred in the films they went to see, Audrey Hepburn, Lana Turner, and privately held them responsible. I looked up at Lana Turner one night when they’d entered the cinema and told her I would put a curse on her.


I learnt about curses from a mad stocky aunt who lived in the country, was once regarded with affection by all our family until an uncle had a mongoloid child. Then attention diverted from her and she started cursing everyone, making dolls of them and putting them in fields of corn. I knew it worked. About the time she did one of my mother, my mother went to hospital. I knew it was an awful thing to do. But there was too much at stake.


The more I cursed her though, the more defiant Lana Turner looked, her breasts seemed almost barer. I stopped cursing her and started swearing at her, swearing at her out loud. The local curate passed. He looked at me. I said, ‘Hello Father.’


He wondered at a child staring at a poster of Lana Turner, calling her by all the foul names my father called my mother.


Come July young men basked by the river. The sun had broken through and an element of ecstasy had come to town, towels, bottles of orange thrown about. Ivy grew thick and dirty about the Elizabethan fortress, gnats made their home there and a royal humming commenced then, a humming and a distillation of the voices of gnats and flies.


The evenings were wild and crimson; clouds raged like different brands of lipstick. That’s one thing I’ll say for Jamesy Clarke, he still took the odd swim by himself. In the silence after twilight he took off his clothes and dived into the water. Threads were whispered over the grass by the spiders. Wet descended. The splash of water reverberated. There were moments of silence when he just urged through the water. I waited across the field, my head in my lap. If I could I would have built him a golden bridge out of here. I knew all that was piled against him, class, the time that was in it, his mother. It no longer mattered to me that this town should have him. What I wanted for him was a future in which he could puff on smart cigarettes in idyllic circumstances. But much as I racked my brain I could think of nowhere to place him. London and Birmingham sounded too dour, Fatima was already peopled by statues of the Blessed Virgin and other places I knew of I was uncertain of, Paris, Rome. There just might have been a place for him in Hollywood but I knew him to be too elegant for it, there were more than likely simpler and more beautiful places in the United States into which he could have fitted. I wanted him more than anything to be safe, though safe from what I didn’t know.


He held his girlfriend’s hand about town. He sat on the fair green with her. He hugged her to him. He’d discarded jackets and wore orange T-shirts. A bracelet banded his arm, narrowly scathing hairs on his skin, which was the colour of hot honey. I looked to the sky above them, clouds like rockets in it. Perhaps his girlfriend did have something after all, a hunch of his existence. Nobody could have seduced him for so much time away from bank corner or river without responding to something in him. I forgave her. I gave up ownership. I played with the notion of being present at their marriage. I had it already arranged in my mind. He’d be dressed in white. She in blue. There’d be marigolds as there were outside the courthouse and his mother, virtually dead, would be in a movable bed in the church.


Then one day things changed. The weather broke. Clouds that had been threatening, sending shadows coursing over wheat and water, now plunged into rain. The heat evaporated and a sudden cold absorbed all that was beautiful, warmth in old stone, the preening of daisies in sidewalk crevices. I shook inside. I had to stay in. I played with dinkies. I looked through books. I found no information relevant to life. I burnt a total of three books one evening, two about horses and one an adventure story set in Surrey. I became like a little censor, impatient and ravaging anything that didn’t immediately allow one in on the mystery of being. Dickens was merely sent back to the library. He was lucky.


I wrote a letter to Jamesy; he stood stranded by rain. 




Dear Jamesy,


I hate the rain. I wish I lived in a country where it didn’t rain. How are you? I’m not too well.


I’ve decided I don’t like books anymore. I prefer things like clothes. My mother keeps giving out. She was giving out when the sun was shining and she gives out when it’s raining. How’s your mother? I said a prayer to Our Lady of Fatima for her yesterday.


It’s raining outside now. I’m going to draw a picture of Mecca. I was just reading about Mecca where all the Moslems go. I’m going to draw a picture of it and colour it in. See you soon I hope.


Desmond 





I didn’t send the letter of course. I coloured it in too, drawing pictures of Teddyboys along the sides. I also drew a scarlet heart, pierced by an arrow, the number three, emphasizing it in blue, and a tree trunk.


I bore it with me for a while until one day it fell out of my pocket, the colours washing into the rain.


Jamesy had had a row with his girlfriend. That was obvious when the sun shone again. He looked disgruntled. An old woman, member of a myriad confraternities, reported that he spat on the pavement in front of her. ‘Disgusting,’ the lady said. ‘Disgusting,’ my mother agreed. ‘A cur,’ the lady said. ‘A cur,’ my mother said. And the lady added, ‘What do you expect from the likes of him. His eyes,’ she screeched with outrage, ‘his beady eyes.’


It was true. Jamesy’s eyes had changed, become pained, narrow, fallen from grace. He wore a white jacket, always clean though in his despair, and his features knotted in disgruntlement as cold winds blew and a flotsam of old ladies wandered the town, gossiping, discussing all shapes of misdemeanour with one another in highly pitched, off-centre voices.


Jamesy edged into the voice of autumn, his dislocation, his pain, and his eyes spitting, a venom in them now.


He began seeing his girlfriend again. This time he tugged her about town. She was a vehicle he pushed and swayed. Though a tailor’s daughter she had her good points, grace I had to admit, and an almond colour in her hair, always combed and arranged to a kind of exactitude.


Lana Turner never graced our cinema again. There were posters that showed motorcycles or men in leather jackets, their faces screwed up as they unleashed a punch on someone. I lost Jamesy on his trail more than often.


Women whispered about Our Lady of Fatima now as though she was threatening them. Voices spoke of death, a faint shell-shocked murmuring each time a member of the community passed away. Death was wed into our town like a sister, a nucleus about which to whisper, a kind of alleyway to the Divine.


Almost as suddenly as it went, the fine weather returned, revealing a curious harvest, tractors in the fields, farmers brown as river slime on bicycles. Then young men of town returned to the river. They were quieter now, something was pulling out of their lives, summer, imperceptibly, like a tide.


Northern Protestants had come and gone, daubing a poster on the mill overlooking the weir, ‘What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?’


I couldn’t find Jamesy. There was no sign of him in the evenings, swimming. I started an odyssey, seeking him through field and wood. Birds called. I thought I heard Indians once or twice. Horses lazed about, the last flowers of summer sung with bees, standing above the grass, lime and gold. The bold lettering of the poster above the weir was in my mind, its message was absent. I did not understand it.


My travels led me to wood and to a Georgian house lying outside the town. I hadn’t forgotten Jamesy but I kept looking, pretending to myself I’d see him in far-flung places.


I sat on a hill one day and looked at the river beyond. My T-shirt was red. My mind was tranquil. I used the moment to think of Jamesy, his eyes, his anguish. I had seen that anguish cutting into his face in the course of the summer, into his eyes, his cheekbones, his mouth. I had seen a sculpture gradually realizing itself and the sculpture, like beautiful stamps, like stained glass in the church, spoke of an element of human nature I did not understand but knew was there, grief. It was manifest in Jamesy. I wondered about his mother, her journey towards death, his attitude to it, his solitary trails about town, the manifold cigarettes, the grimaces.


I imagined his mother’s bedroom as I had visualized it many times, one statue standing out among the statues of Mary, that of Our Lady of Fatima, notable for her beauty and the snake writhing at her feet. That snake I identified now as a curse, the one that blighted Jamesy’s face, the one that blighted Ireland, trodden on by the benign feet of one whose purity might, as she claimed, ultimately prevail.


My searching for Jamesy was becoming more spurious, a kind of game now, an unspoken fantasy; gone was the grandeur of odyssey. I observed thicket, nettle and flower.


Then one evening late in August unexpectedly I came on Jamesy. It was virtually dark, by the river, letters standing out on the poster, and as I wandered by the Elizabethan fortress noise became apparent to me. I looked over a hedge. There in the grass by a tributary of the river Jamesy was making love to the tailor’s daughter.


The skirmish of a bird with a bush could not have been more noiseless than me, the running of an otter in the grass. I made my way home, shaken by what I had seen.


I hated him, yet I hated him with a hatred that transcended Jamesy. I hated him for what he was doing, for the image he had given me, for this new distortion on stained glass.


I wanted to share his simplicity, an empathy with his face. But there was more to him than a face and in the silence of my room, a wind rushing on the river outside as swans flew over, in the tradition of my rural aunt, in the tradition of Gypsies and the country Irish people rummaging with broken dolls, I cursed Jamesy.


He should not have told me what I didn’t want to know, that the human spirit is tarnished.


Jamesy’s girlfriend left town, a silent pageant by the station, she was going to a job in Dublin. He was there to say goodbye to her, a Teddyboy on a summer day, platform shorn of all but marigolds. I watched him now, assisting him towards his doom.


He swam again in summer evenings alone, silently racing across dew-moistened grass to dive into the water, and one evening when I wasn’t looking he was drowned.


I wanted to tell everyone it was me who did it, I wanted to announce my guilt and be penalized for it. But in my T-shirt red as a balloon in the late-summer radiance no one listened; I was denied any sense of retribution. I was ignored.


His funeral occurred two days before I returned to school. Young girls with the look of girls from the ‘Terrace’, faces pinched and yet knowledgeable, marched behind a hearse piled with masses of red carnations. He had many cousins, young females, and thereby many wreaths were donated.


The town came out in throngs, people loving funerals, and he being young, they accepted his death, excusing him all, his background, his spitting on the cement as he passed old ladies.


‘Sure he stayed to look after his mother,’ women slurred, and his mother, risen from her deathbed, looking fine and healthy, was there, a woman in black with a scarf of emerald and white on her head.


The prayers were read; a woman of the community, respectable, stood out from the crowd, a single tear in her eye.


Glass was reflected around the cemetery, domes bearing images of the sky and other wreaths, and when they were all gone I stayed.


I knew he had departed forever, his death seemed inevitable like so many things, autumn, and the poster on the weir.


I told him I was sorry. I apologized. I knew, however, the grief of his death would fill my life and whether I was responsible or not I’d always see him wherever I went, his eyes, his tie with the colonnade of polka dots.


His mother assumed perfect health in the next few months, whether assisted by Our Lady of Fatima or not I’ll never know, but one thing I understood, over school books, in the anguish of the classroom I knew by looking out the window that somehow she had triumphed as she said she would. The lady with iron eyes, blue drapes on her robe, her hands joined in prayer and her feet squelching a snake, had prevailed.


Our Lady of Fatima, touchstone of the miraculous, had claimed unto herself a soul before it knew the damp of winter or the drought that issued from the human heart.



















The Last Time





The last time I saw him was in Ballinasloe station, 1953, his long figure hugged into a coat too big for him. Autumn was imminent; the sky grey, baleful. A few trees had become grey too; God, my heart ached. The tennis court beyond, silent now, the river close, half-shrouded in fog. And there he was, Jamesy, tired, knotted, the doctor’s son who took me out to the pictures once, courted me in the narrow timber seats as horns played in a melodramatic forties film.


Jamesy had half the look of a mongol, half the look of an autistic child, blond hair parted like waves of water reeds, face salmon-colour, long, the shade and colour of autumnal drought. His father had a big white house on the perimeter of town—doors and windows painted as fresh as crocuses and lawns gloomy and yet blanched with perpetually new-mown grass.


In my girlhood I observed Jamesy as I walked with nuns and other orphans by his garden. I was an orphan in the local convent, our play-fields stretching by the river at the back of elegant houses where we watched the nice children of town, bankers’ children, doctors’ children, playing. Maria Mulcahy was my name. My mother, I was told in later years, was a Jean Harlow-type prostitute from the local terraces. I, however, had hair of red which I admired in the mirror in the empty, virginal-smelling bathroom of the convent hall where we sat with children of doctors and bankers who had to pay three pence into the convent film show to watch people like Joan Crawford marry in bliss.


Jamesy was my first love, a distant love.


In his garden he’d be cutting hedges or reading books, a face on him like an interested hedgehog. The books were big and solemn-looking—like himself. Books like War and Peace, I later discovered.


Jamesy was the bright boy though his father wanted him to do dentistry.


He was a problem child, it was well known. When I was seventeen I was sent to a draper’s house to be a maid, and there I gathered information about Jamesy. The day he began singing ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ in the church, saying afterwards he was singing it about his grandmother who’d taken a boat one day, sailed down the river until the boat crashed over a weir and the woman drowned. Another day he was found having run away, sleeping on a red bench by the river where later we wrote our names, sleeping with a pet fox, for foxes were abundant that year.


Jamesy and I met first in the fair green. I was wheeling a child and in a check shirt he was holding a rabbit. The green was spacious, like a desert. Duel in the Sun was showing in town and the feeling between us was one of summer and space, the grass rich and twisted like an old nun’s hair.


He smiled crookedly.


I addressed him.


‘I know you!’ I was blatant, tough. He laughed.


‘You’re from the convent.’


‘I’m working now!’


‘Have a sweet!’


‘I don’t eat them. I’m watching my figure!’


‘Hold the child!’


I lifted the baby out, rested her in his arms, took out a rug and sat down. Together we watched the day slip, the sun steadying. I talked about the convent and he spoke about War and Peace and an uncle who’d died in the Civil War, torn apart by horses, his arms tied to their hooves.


‘He was buried with the poppies,’ Jamesy said. And as though to remind us, there were sprays of poppies on the fair green, distant, distrustful.


‘What age are you?’


‘Seventeen! Do you see my rabbit?’


He gave it to me to hold. Dumb-bells, he called it. There was a fall of hair over his forehead and by bold impulse I took it and shook it fast.


There was a smile on his face like a pleased sheep. ‘I’ll meet you again,’ I said as I left, pushing off the pram as though it held billycans rather than a baby.


There he was that summer, standing on the bridge by the prom, sitting on a park bench or pawing a jaded copy of Turgenev’s Fathers and Sons.


He began lending me books and under the pillow I’d read Zola’s Nana or a novel by Marie Corelli, or maybe poetry by Tennyson. There was always a moon that summer—or a very red sunset. Yet I rarely met him, just saw him. Our relationship was blindly educational, little else. There at the bridge, a central point, beside which both of us paused, at different times, peripherally. There was me, the pram, and he in a shirt that hung like a king’s cloak, or on cold days—as such there often were—in a jumper which made him look like a polar bear.


‘I hear you’ve got a good voice,’ he told me one day.


‘Who told you?’


‘I heard.’


‘Well, I’ll sing you a song.’ I sang ‘Somewhere over the Rainbow’, which I’d learnt at the convent.


Again we were in the green. In the middle of singing the song I realized my brashness and also my years of loneliness, destitution, at the hands of nuns who barked and crowded about the statue of the Infant Jesus of Prague in the convent courtyard like seals on a rock. They hadn’t been bad, the nuns. Neither had the other children been so bad. But God, what loneliness there’d been. There’d been one particular tree there, open like a complaint, where I spent a lot of time surveying the river and the reeds, waiting for pirates or for some beautiful lady straight out of a Veronica Lake movie to come sailing up the river. I began weeping in the green that day, weeping loudly. There was his face which I’ll never forget. Jamesy’s face changed from blank idiocy, local precociousness, to a sort of wild understanding.


He took my hand.


I leaned against his jumper; it was a fawn colour.


I clumsily clung to the fawn and he took me and I was aware of strands of hair, bleached by sun.


The Protestant church chimed five and I reckoned I should move, pushing the child ahead of me. The face of Jamesy Murphy became more intense that summer, his pink colour changing to brown. He looked like a pirate in one of the convent film shows, tanned, ravaged.


Yet our meetings were just as few and as autumn denuded the last of the cherry-coloured leaves from a particular house-front on the other side of town, Jamesy and I would meet by the river, in the park—briefly, each day, touching a new part of one another. An ankle, a finger, an ear lobe, something as ridiculous as that. I always had a child with me so it made things difficult.


Always too I had to hurry, often racing past closing shops.


There were Christmas trees outside a shop one day I noticed, so I decided Christmas was coming. Christmas was so unreal now, an event remembered from convent school, huge Christmas pudding and nuns crying. Always on Christmas Day nuns broke down crying, recalling perhaps a lost love or some broken-hearted mother in an Irish kitchen.


Jamesy was spending a year between finishing at school and his father goading him to do dentistry, reading books by Joyce now and Chekhov, and quoting to me one day—overlooking a garden of withered dahlias—Nijinsky’s diaries. I took books from him about writers in exile from their countries, holding under my pillow novels by obscure Americans.


There were high clouds against a low sky that winter and the grotesque shapes of the Virgin in the alcove of the church, but against that monstrosity the romance was complete I reckon, an occasional mad moon, Lili Marlene on radio—memories of a war that had only grazed childhood—a peacock feather on an Ascendancy-type lady’s hat.


‘Do you see the way that woman’s looking at us?’ Jamesy said one day. Yes, she was looking at him as though he were a monster. His reputation was complete: a boy who was spoilt, daft, and an embarrassment to his parents. And there was I, a servant girl, talking to him. When she’d passed we embraced—lightly—and I went home, arranging to see him at the pictures the following night.


Always our meetings had occurred when I brushed past Jamesy with the pram. This was our first night out, seeing that Christmas was coming and that bells were tinkling on radio; we’d decided we’d be bold. I’d sneak out at eight o’clock, having pretended to go to bed. What really enticed me to ask Jamesy to bring me to the pictures was the fact that he was wearing a new Aran sweater and that I heard the film was partly set in Marrakesh, a place that had haunted me ever since I had read a book about where a heroine and two heroes met their fatal end in that city.


So things went as planned until the moment when Jamesy and I were in one another’s arms when the woman for whom I worked came in, hauled me off. Next day I was brought before Sister Ignatius. She sat like a robot in the Spanish Inquisition. I was removed from the house in town and told I had to stay in the convent.


In time a job washing floors was found for me in Athlone, a neighbouring town to which I got a train every morning. The town was a drab one, replete with spires.


I scrubbed floors, my head wedged under heavy tables: sometimes I wept. There were Sacred Heart pictures to throw light on my predicament but even they were of no avail to me; religion was gone in a convent hush. Jamesy now was lost, looking out of a window I’d think of him but like the music of Glenn Miller he was past. His hair, his face, his madness I’d hardly touched, merely fondled like a floating ballerina.


It had been a mute performance—like a circus clown. There’d been something I wanted of Jamesy which I’d never reached; I couldn’t put words or emotions to it but now from a desk in London, staring into a Battersea dawn, I see it was a womanly feeling. I wanted love.


‘Maria, you haven’t cleaned the lavatory.’ So with a martyred air I cleaned the lavatory and my mind dwelt on Jamesy’s pimples, ones he had for a week in September. 


 The mornings were drab and grey. I’d been working a year in Athlone, mind disconnected from body, when I learned Jamesy was studying dentistry in Dublin. There was a world of difference between us, a partition as deep as war and peace. Then one morning I saw him. I had a scarf on and a slight breeze was blowing and it was the aftermath of a sullen summer and he was returning to Dublin. He didn’t look behind. He stared—almost at the tracks—like a fisherman at the sea.


I wanted to say something but my clothes were too drab; not the nice dresses of two years before, dresses I’d resurrected from nowhere with patterns of sea lions or some such thing on them.


‘Jamesy Murphy, you’re dead,’ I said—my head reeled.


‘Jamesy Murphy, you’re dead.’


I travelled on the same train with him as far as Athlone. He went on to Dublin. We were in different carriages.


I suppose I decided that morning to take my things and move, so in a boat full of fat women bent on paradise I left Ireland.


I was nineteen and in love. In London through the auspices of the Sisters of Mercy in Camden Town I found work in a hotel where my red hair looked ravishing, sported over a blue uniform.


In time I met my mate, a handsome handy building contractor from Tipperary, whom I married—in the pleased absence of relatives—and with whom I lived in Clapham, raising children, he getting a hundred pounds a week, working seven days a week. My hair I carefully tended and wore heavy check shirts. We never went back to Ireland. In fact, we’ve never gone back to Ireland since I left, but occasionally, wheeling a child into the Battersea funfair, I was reminded of Jamesy, a particular strand of hair blowing across his face. Where was he? Where was the hurt and that face and the sensitivity? London was flooding with dark people and there at the beginning of the sixties I’d cross Chelsea bridge, walk my children up by Cheyne Walk, sometimes waiting to watch a candle lighting. Gradually it became more real to me that I loved him, that we were active within a certain sacrifice. Both of us had been bare and destitute when we met. The two of us had warded off total calamity, total loss. ‘Jamesy!’ His picture swooned; he was like a ravaged corpse in my head and the area between us opened; in Chelsea library I began reading books by Russian authors. I began loving him again. A snatch of Glenn Miller fell across the faded memory of colours in the rain, lights of the October fair week in Ballinasloe, Ireland.


The world was exploding with young people—protests against nuclear bombs were daily reported—but in me the nuclear area of the town where I’d worked returned to me.


Jamesy and I had been the marchers, Jamesy and I had been the protest! ‘I like your face,’ Jamesy once said to me. ‘It looks like you could blow it away with a puff.’


In Chelsea library I smoked cigarettes though I wasn’t supposed to. I read Chekhov’s biography and Turgenev’s biography—my husband minding the children—and tried to decipher an area of loss, a morning by the station, summer gone.


I never reached him; I just entertained him like as a child in an orphanage in the West of Ireland I had held a picture of Claudette Colbert under my pillow to remind me of glamour. The gulf between me and Jamesy narrows daily. I address him in a page of a novel, in a chip shop alone at night or here now, writing to you, I say something I never said before, something I’ve never written before.


I touch upon truth.



















Afternoon





She lay in the hospital which she hated with nuns running about and nurses slipping with trays of soup.


The soup was awful, simply awful. ‘Package soup,’ she complained to Mary. Not the strong emerald and potato soup of the bog-roads. ‘I’ll die if I stay here much longer.’ Mary looked at her. Her mother was ninety-one and the doctors had stated there was little hope for her. The tribe of the Wards was expecting death as their children would watch for the awakening of stars at night on beaches in Connemara.


Two Madges came and two more Marys came to see her later that night. They stood like bereaved angels gazing at the old woman who had mothered fifteen children, ten living, one a doctor in London, one a building contractor in California. The one who was a doctor had been taken by English tourists before the Civil War. He’d been a blond two-year-old, her youngest at the time. They’d driven up in a Ford coupé to the camp, admired the child, asked if he could spend the summer with them. They never gave him back. Jimmy Joe was a building contractor in California. He’d gone to the golden state in 1925, seeking gold. He now owned a big house in San Francisco and Tim, her great-grandson, had only that summer gone to him and installed himself in the house, ‘jumping into a swimming pool’ it was whispered. 


Eileen lay dying. As the news spread Wards and even McDonaghs came to see her. They came with cloaks and blankets and children. They came with caps and with fine hats from London. They smoked pipes. They looked on with glazed eyes telling themselves about history of which she had seen so much.


Mary recalled the wake for her husband twenty years before in the fair green in Ballinasloe, loud mourning and the smell of extinguished fires. In the fair green of Ballinasloe now bumpers bashed and lights flashed to the sound of music and the rising whine of voices and machines.


Tinkers from all over Ireland had come to Ballinasloe fair green as they had for hundreds of years, bringing horses, donkeys, mules. Romanies even came from England and Gypsies from the South of France.


Eileen in her hospital bed often thought she heard the voice of the carnival. She’d first gone to the fair at the age of ten in 1895 when Parnell was still being mourned as this area was the place of his infamous adultery, adultery among the wet roses and the big houses of Loughrea. You could smell his sin then and the wetness of his sex. Her parents made love in their small caravan. In Ballinasloe there’d been the smell of horse manure rising balefully and the rough scent of limestone. A young man had asked her age and said she’d make a fine widow some day.


She’d married at fifteen and her husband went to sea. He sailed to South America and to South Africa and the last that was heard of him was that he’d married a black woman on an island.


Eileen had had one child by him. The child died in the winter of 1902 on a bog-road outside Ballinasloe. It had been buried in a field under the mocking voices of jackdaws and she swore she’d become a nun like the Sisters of Mercy in their shaded gardens in Ballinasloe.


But Joe Ward took her fancy—he’d become a Tinker king in a fight in Aughrim—beating the previous king of the Tinkers, who was twenty-five years older than him, in a fist-fight. He’d been handsome and swarthy and had a moustache like British Army officers, well designed and falling like a fountain.


They’d wedded in St Michael’s Church on St Stephen’s Day, 1906. Her father had told the bishop in Loughrea her previous husband had been eaten by sharks and the marriage had taken place without bother. She’d worn a Victorian dress, long and white, which the lady of the local manor had given her, a woman who’d performed on the London stage once with bouquets of paper roses about her breasts.


The priest had proclaimed them man and wife as celebrations followed on the Aughrim road, whiskey and poteen downed where a month before two children had died from the winter chill.


There had been dancing through the night and more than one young girl lay down with an older heftier man, and Eileen slept with a warm-legged man, forgetting about the odd clinging piece of snow and the geese fretting in the fields.


She became pregnant that cold, cold winter, holding her tummy as March winds howled and their caravans went west, trundling along Connemara roads to the gaps where the sea waited like a table. They camped near Leenane Head. Fires blazed on June nights as wails rose, dancing ensuing and wood blazing and crackling with a fury of bacon. They were good days. They’d sold a troop of white horses to the Gypsies of France and many men went to bed with their women, stout in their mouths and on their whiskers.


They saw ships sail up the fjord at dawn and they bought crabs and lobster from local fishing men. When her belly had pushed out like a pram she found Joe on the lithe body of a young cousin.


Her child perished at birth. She had thirteen children by Joe. They grew up as guns sounded and Tinker caravans were caught in ambushes in East Galway. Joe was in Dublin for 1916. He saw the city blaze and he was bitterly disappointed as he’d come to Dublin to sell a mare and eat a peach melba in an illustrious ice-cream house in Sackville Street. He returned to Galway without having eaten his ice cream.


Michael Pat, her oldest, found a dead parish priest lying in the bushes like a crow in 1921; the Tans had smitten him on the head. The Tinkers had covered his body and fallen on their knees in prayer. The police came and a long stalwart ambulance.


The body was borne away and Eileen and her children attended his funeral, bringing bouquets of daffodils stolen from the garden of a solicitor and banners of furze which were breaking to gold. 


 He was the last victim Eileen knew of, for Britain gave the men with their long moustaches and grey lichen-like hair their demands and as they arrived in Ballinasloe for the fair there was more anger, more shots, and buildings in flame in Dublin.


Irishmen were fighting Irishmen. A young man was led blindfolded to a hill above the Suck and shot at dawn and the fair ceased for a day because of him and then went on with a girl who had a fruity Cork accent bellowing ‘I’m forever blowing bubbles’ across the fair green where lank and dark-haired Gypsies from France smoked long pipes like Indians.


Eileen opened her eyes.


Her daughter Mary, sixty-two, looked like Our Lady of the Sorrows.


‘O Mother dear you’re leaving me alone with a pack of ungrateful children and their unfortunate and ill-behaved children.’


Mary was referring to her drunken sons and daughters who hugged large bottles of Jameson in Dublin with money supplied by social security or American tourists.


‘Sure they have picnics of whiskey outside the Shelbourne,’ Mary had once told her mother.


As for their children they were Teddyboys and thieves and drunkards and swindlers or successful merchants of material stolen from bomb sites in Belfast. There was a group who went North in vans and waited like Apaches swooping upon bomb-sites after the IRA had blown a store or a factory.


It was whispered that the IRA and the Irish Tinkers were in league, blowing the Unionist kingdom to pieces for the betterment of the Travelling people and for the ultimate ruinous joy of a dishevelled and broken province. Middle-aged men sat in parlours in Belfast thanking God for each exquisite joy of destruction, a bomb, a bullet, while they drank to the day there’d be a picture of Patrick Pearse in Stormont and a shoal of shamrocks on the head of Queen Victoria’s statue. ‘It’s a bad picture of the Travelling people folk have,’ Mary had told her. And yet more and more were becoming peaceable and settling in council houses in Swinford or Castlerea. These were the ones you didn’t hear of. These children who attended school and were educated and those parents who worked and who tidied a new house of slate grey. ‘They say Tommy Joe is in the IRA,’ Mary had said. Tommy Joe was Eileen’s fifth great-grandson. Apparently he wore roses in his lapel and turned up in distant places, meeting agents or big-breasted young women, negotiating deals of arms. He ran off to Libya at the age of seventeen with an Irish melodion player who was a secret agent for a Belfast regiment.


That started him. ‘It’s been gin and tonic and sub-machine-guns since,’ Mary had complained to Eileen before illness had confined her to Portiuncula Hospital, Ballinasloe.


As Eileen lay in bed surrounded by bustling seagull-like sisters from South America news filtered through of violence in the fair green.


It was the first year there’d been trouble at the fair other than brawls and fights and lusts. Men had been beaten with bottles. A caravan had been set alight and an old man in the country had been tied in his bed and robbed by two seventeen-year-old Tinkers.


Eileen grabbed her beads.


It was the North, the North of Ireland was finally sending its seeds of ill-content among the Travelling people. Young men who’d been to Belfast had caught a disease. This disease had shaped greed, had shaped violence like a way of grabbing, a way of distrusting, a way of relinquishing all Eileen had borne with her through her life.


Talking to Mary now, she said, ‘England brought me great luck.’


She and Joe had travelled the length and breadth of Ireland as mares grew thin and men looked like mummers. They’d settled outside Belfast, dwelling on a site beside a graveyard while Joe, being a man of intelligence and strength, found work in the shipping yard. She’d had eleven grandchildren then and they hung their clothes like decorations on the bushes as her sons sauntered about Antrim on white horses repairing tin objects. One of her granddaughters fell in love with a minister’s son. Eileen like her grandmother. She followed him about and when he ignored her she tore off her blouse, laying her breasts naked and her nipples like wounds, and threatened to throw herself into the Lagan.


Peader her grandson led her away. The girl cracked up, became babbling and mad and ever after that went off with an old Tinker called Finnerty, telling fortunes from palms, staring into people’s eyes in Ballinasloe or Loughrea, foretelling people of death or scaldings or bankruptcy.


In the winter of 1935 Joe was beaten up and a young child seized by an Antrim lady who wouldn’t let him go for two days, saying he was a heathen.


The sky dropped snow like penance and the Wards moved off, wandering through Donegal, past the mass rocks and the hungry bays and the small cottages closed to them and the hills teeming with the shadow of snow. There was no work for them and Brigid her youngest died of tuberculosis and four grandchildren died and Peader and Liam took boats to America and were not heard of till they got to Boston and were not heard of again until 1955 when both were dead.


‘It’s like the Famine again,’ said Eileen, recalling days close to her birth when the banshee howled and young men and old men crawled to the poorhouse in Ballinasloe like cripples, seeking goat’s milk.


Wirelesses blared jazz music as doors closed on them and Eileen cursed the living and the dead as she passed bishops’ residences and crucified Christs hanging like bunting outside towns.


Her mother and father had survived the Famine but they lived to report the dead bodies lying over the length and breadth of Ireland like rotten turnips. They’d reported how men had hanged their children in order to save them and how at the Giant’s Causeway Furies had eaten a McDonagh as though he was a chicken. ‘We’ll leave this land,’ she said to Joe. They tried to sell their mangy mares, succeeded in Athenry in selling them to an Englishman as thin as the mares and they took off.


‘Our people have been Travelling people since the time of St Patrick,’ said Joe. ‘We should have been treated better than this.’


Sister woke her.


‘Wake up, Mrs McDonagh. It’s time for breakfast.’ She was not Mrs McDonagh but the nun presumed all Tinkers were McDonaghs.


Breakfast was porridge thin and chill as the statue of Mary standing somewhere near.


Eileen ate as a young nurse came and assisted her as though shovelling earth into a grave.


‘The tea is putrid,’ complained Eileen. 


 ‘Whist,’ said the nurse. ‘You’re only imagining it.’


Outside mists clung like a momentary hush. Winter was stealing in but first there was this October imminence, standing above sweetshops and council houses.


She took one more sup of the tea.


‘This is not good enough.’ She called the nurse. A country girl made off to get her stronger tea as Eileen bemoaned the passing of tea thick and black as bog-water.


They’d set up camp in Croydon in 1937, and from that spot moved across England, repairing tin, selling horses, rambling north along ill-chosen seaside paths, paths too narrow for jaunty caravans. They surmounted this island, rearing right to its northmost edge, the Kyle of Lochalsh, John o’ Groat’s.


They camped in winter in mild spots where men shook herring from their nets as Eileen’s daughters shook daughters and sons from their bodies, as the Wards germinated and begot and filled England with Tinkers.


During the War they craved their little spot in Croydon, venturing north but once, shoeing horses in Northumberland, taking coast roads, watched by ancient island monasteries. They settled in Edinburgh winter of’42 but Eileen got lonesome for talk of Hitler and the air-raid shelters squeezing with people and she left a city of black fronts and blue doors and went south with Joe and her daughter Mary, widowed by a man who jumped into the sea to save a bullock from drowning.


They camped in Croydon. Mary married a cockney tramp and they broke Guinness into an old bath and feasted on it. Mary had three children and more people of their clan joined them.


At Christmas they had the previous year’s trees fished from rubbish dumps and they sang of the roads of Ireland and ancient days, bombs falling as they caroused without milk or honey.


He didn’t come back one day and she searched London three days and three nights, passing rubble and mothers bemoaning their dead children until his body was found in a mortuary. She didn’t curse Hitler or his land. She fell on her knees and splayed prayers and lamentation over his dead body as further sirens warned of bombs, and, as her body shaking with grief became young and hallucinatory, imagining itself to be that of a girl in Connaught without problems.


They buried him in London. The McDonaghs and the Wards and the McLoughlins came and as it was winter there were only weeds to leave on his grave but the women shook with crying and the men pounded their breasts.


Above Eileen saw geese fly north.


She woke with tears in her eyes and she wiped them with hospital linen. Joe, Joe. My darling lover. Joe, Joe, where did you go, times when bombs were falling like bricks and little girls were lying in the rubble like china dolls.


She was leading woman of her tribe then. Her family gathering, hanging their washings like decorations.


At Christmas 1944 a duchess drove up with presents for the children. She had on a big hat of ermine grey and Eileen refused her gifts, knowing her kinsmen to have fought this aristocracy for nine hundred years and realizing she was being made a charity of. Once in Ballinasloe she’d known a lady who’d been a music hall artiste in London and who married the local lord. That lady had addressed her as her equal.


Eileen had had hair of purple and red then and she’d had no wish of charity. The lady of the house had found companionship in a girl living in a tent on the edge of her estate.


‘We’ll go back to Ireland,’ her son Seamus said at the end of the War.


Eileen hesitated. She was not sure. The last memories had been mangy. She and her family were English-dwelling now and they received sustenance for work done and they abided with the contrasts of this country.


She led her family north before deciding. Up by Northumberland and seeing a fleet of British planes flying over she decided on embarking.


The customs man glared at her as though she was an Indian.


‘Are you Irish, ma’am?’ he said.


‘Irish like yourself,’ she said.


He looked at her retinue.


‘Where were ye?’ he said. ‘In a concentration camp?’


They travelled straight to Galway. Its meadows still were sweet  but on the way men had looked crossly at them and women suspiciously. This was the land her parents had travelled. It had not even a hint of the country beset by famine. Cars were roaming like hefty bullocks and in Athenry as they moved off from Ballinasloe little Josephine Shields was killed.


A guard came to look at the crash.


‘I’m sorry,’ he told Eileen. ‘But you can’t be hogging these roads. Something like this has been bound to happen.’


They buried the little girl in Galway. There was a field of daisies nearby and Eileen’s eyes rose from the ceremony to the sea spray and a hill where small men with banana bellies were playing golf.


I’m leaving this land, she told herself.


They journeyed back to Liverpool, erupting again on the face of England, germinating children like gulls. They moved north, they moved south and in Croydon, standing still, Eileen met Joseph Finnerty, half-Irish Tinker, half-French Gypsy by his mother’s origin. They married within two months. He was thirty-nine. She was sixty-two. She was a good-looking woman still and welcomed his loins. Their marriage was celebrated by a priest from Swaziland and performed in Croydon. Tinkers came from Ireland, more to ‘gawp’, said Eileen, and Gypsies, wild and lovely from France.


‘My family has broken from me like a bough,’ said Eileen. ‘Now it’s my turn for the crack.’


Men of ninety found themselves drunk as hogs in hedges about Croydon. A black priest ran among the crowd like a hunted hare and a young girl from Galway sang songs in Irish about deaths and snakes and nuns who fell in love with sailors.


Eileen looked at the London suburb as though at the sea.


‘I can return to Ireland now,’ she said.


She brought him back and they travelled widely, just the two of them for a while.


She brought him back to old spots, Galway and the Georgian house where the gentry lived and the girl from the London music hall of the last century. They went to the sea and marvelled at the wayside contrasts of furze and rhododendrons in May.


Joseph played a tin whistle and there was dancing along the way and singing and nights by high flames when a girl stepped out of Eileen like a ballerina.


‘The years have slipped off your face,’ people told her. They went to a dance one night in Athenry where there was jazz music and they danced like the couples with the big bellies and the bouncing hair.


‘I’ll take you to my mother’s country now,’ said Joseph, so off they went in a van that wheezed like a dying octogenarian through France.


They passed houses where they heard music the like Eileen could not understand, thrilling music, music of youth, music of a cosmos that had changed.


They passed war ruins and posters showing brazen women. They weaved through towns where summer lingered in February and rode hills where spring came like an onlooker, gazing at them with eyes of cherry blossom. They lingered on a mound of earth as they caught sight of a blue, blue sea.


They got out.


‘This is my real home,’ Joseph said. ‘The Camargue. My mother’s people came from here. This is the heart of the Tinkers’ world. I was born here, of a father from Kerry and a mother from Saintes Maries de la Mer. I was gifted with second sight and feet that moved so I spent my first days in Ireland and saw the fighting and the flags and the falling houses and then I came back here and danced the wild dances and loved the strong women. From Marseilles I went south.’ He pointed. ‘Over there is Egypt. I arrived there when I was twenty-six and from there my life flows. I recall the palm trees and the camels as though it was yesterday. I went there and understood, understood our people the world over, the Travelling people, men who moved before gods were spoken of, men who—who understood.’


‘We are of an ancient stock, my father used to say,’ said Eileen. ‘We were here before St Patrick and will be when he’s forgotten.’


‘Our secrets are the secrets of the universe,’ said Joseph, ‘a child, a woman with child, a casual donkey. We are the sort that Joseph was when he fled with Mary.’


Sand blew into Eileen’s eyes as she drank wine for the first time. In March she watched young men with long legs from Hungary ride into the sea with red flags. It was the feast of St Sarah, patron saint of Gypsies.


They carried her statue like a bride betrothed to the sea and praised her with lecherous and lusty tongues.


The sea was already taking the shape of summer, a blue, blue sea.


‘In October they come again to celebrate,’ Joseph explained. ‘They are faithful to their saints.’


She sat on sands where she drank bottles of wine and bottles of Coca-Cola and walked by the sea, which asked of her, ‘Is this folly?’


She wanted to go home. She wished like a child fatigued of fun to see Ireland again.


‘I’d like to take off soon,’ she said to Joseph but she saw coming across his face a villainous look. He was drunk with red wine and wandering by the sea like an old man in Leenane. ‘I want to go,’ she told herself, ‘I want to go.’


Summer edged in. She plucked wild flowers and wondered about her children and her children’s children and asked herself if this her cup had not brimmed too high. ‘Was it all folly?’ she demanded of herself. Was it a madness that drove people littler than herself into Ballinasloe mental hospital to enquire daily if they were saints or sinners? She began to wonder at her own sanity and placed wine bottles full of wild roses on the sands of Carmargue before crying out, ‘Am I going mad? Am I going mad?’ They brought her first to a priest, then to a doctor in Marseilles. They left her alone in a white room for two days.


‘Joseph Finnerty I curse you,’ she said. Then he came and took her and placed her on a horse and rode towards their caravans in Camargue. ‘We’re going back to Ireland,’ he said.


They arrived on a June morning and they set tracks to Connaught. The day was fine and on the way they heard that O’Rourke, king of the Tinkers, was dead. ‘You’ll be the next king of the Tinkers,’ Eileen said.


She arranged he fight Crowley his opponent in Mountshannon. Women stood by with Guinness and cider and children paddled among the fresh roses and geraniums. She saw her lover strip to the waist and combat a man his senior and she recalled her father’s words, ‘Lucky is the man who wins ye.’ 


 This man over the others had won her.


She wrapped a shawl about her as they fought and fell to the ground. In the middle of combat her gaze veered from fight to lake where birds dropped like shadows. ‘I have travelled at last,’ she said. ‘There’s a hunger and a lightness returned to my body. A grandmother and mother I’m not no more but a woman.’


After Joseph fought and won they drove off to a pub pushing out from a clump of rhododendrons and celebrated.


‘Jesus, Mother,’ said Mary. ‘Have you no sense?’


‘Sense I haven’t but I have a true man and a true friend,’ she said.


She was held in high esteem now and where she went she was welcomed. Age was creeping up on her but there were ways of sidling away from it.


She’d jump on a horse and race with Joseph. He was a proud man and faithful to her.


Also he was a learned man and conversed with school teachers.


In Cairo he’d had tuition from French Jesuits. He spoke in French and English and Romany and could recite French poets or Latin poets.


When it came to his turn at a feast he’d not play the whistle but sing a song in the French language.


Finally he grew younger before her eyes as she grew older. In France she’d fled because it was a bad match. Here there was nowhere to go.


It was lovely, yes, but her eyes were becoming criss-crossed like potato patches.


‘I have reached an age that leads towards the grave,’ she wept to herself one evening, ‘I am an old banshee.’ Joseph comforted her, not hearing, but maybe knowing.


She watched him bathe in the Shannon and knew he should be with a woman younger than her but that yet she loved him and would cut her throat for him. She saw in his eyes as he looked from the water the stranger that he was and the stranger that he was going to be.


In 1957 he fell from a horse in the fair green in Ballinasloe and was killed.


She remembered the curse on him in the South of France and knew it to have come true. 


 She watched the flames burning and coaxing at the wake and recalled his words in France. ‘Our secrets are the secrets of the universe, a child, a woman with child, a casual donkey. We are the sort that Joseph was when he fled with Mary.’He was educated by French Jesuits and held comers in his tongue and twists in his utterances. He was a poet and a Tinker and a child of the earth.


She recalled the lady in the manor long ago who’d befriended her, to whom she’d go with bushels of heather on summer evenings.


Why was it that woman had been haunting and troubling her mind recently?


It had been so long since she’d known her yet she bothered her. Had it been warning of Joseph’s death? All her life despite the fact she was just a Tinker she’d met strange people.


From the woman in the manor who’d asked her to tea one day, to the French Gypsy who’d become her lover as old age dawned upon her. He’d been the strangest of all, brown face, eyes that twinkled like chestnuts in open pods. Yes, he’d been a poet as well as a lover. He’d been of the earth, he’d gone back to it now. He’d possessed the qualities of the unique like the cockney music-hall girl who’d attracted the attention of an Irish peer and came to live in a manor, finding a friend in a Tinker from a hovel of tents and caravans.


She watched the flames dance and saw again the white horses of Camargue, flurrying in uncertain unison, and would have walked into the fire ablaze had someone not held her and comforted her and satiated her as her moans grew to the sound and shape of seals in bays west of Ballinasloe.


‘Eileen wake up. Do you know what’s happened? They’ve killed an old man.’


Eileen looked at her daughter. ‘Who?’


‘Tinker lads.’


Eileen stared. So death had come at last. They’d killed an old man. ‘May they be cursed,’ she said, ‘for bringing bad tidings on our people. May they be forsaken for leaving an old way of life, for doing what no Travelling people have ever done before.’


As it happened the old man was not dead. Just badly beaten up.


Some Tinkers had gone to rob him, took all and hit him with a delft hot-water jar.


 ‘The Travellers have already gone from the green.’


‘Ballinasloe fair week without the Tinkers,’ Eileen said. ‘What a terrible sight the green must be.’


She saw more Tinkers than she’d ever seen before.


They came like apostles as a priest rummaged with broken words.


‘Is it dying you think I am? Well, it’s not dying I am,’ said Eileen.


She saw five children like the seven dwarfs. ‘These too will grow to drink cider outside the Gresham in Dublin,’ she thought, as candles lit and the priest talked about the devil.


Her great-grandson Owen was living with a rich American woman in an empty hotel in Oughterard. ‘What next?’


Her head sunk back.


She saw Joseph again and the flames and wanted again to enter but knew she couldn’t. She woke.


‘If it’s dying I am I want to die in peace. Bring me to the crossroad in Aughrim.’ A Pakistani doctor nearly had concussion but the solemn occasion speeded up as a nun intervened.


Young nurses watched Eileen being carted off.


They laid her on the ground and a Galway woman keened her. The voice was like sharp pincers in her ears.


Now that they were saying she was on the verge of death ancient memories were budging and a woman, the lady of the manor, was moving again, a woman in white, standing by French windows, gazing into summer.


She’d had fuzzy blonde hair and maybe that was why she’d looked at Joseph more closely the first time she saw him. She had the same eyes, twinkling brazen eyes.


She heard again the lady’s voice. ‘No, I won’t go in,’ answering her husband. ‘It’s not evening. It’s just the afternoon.’


Eileen woke.


The stars shone above like silver dishes. The bushes were tipped with first frost.


She stirred a bit. ‘Is it better I’m getting?’ she wondered. She moved again and laughed.


Her bones felt more free. She lifted her head. ‘They might be killing old men but they won’t kill me.’ 


 She stirred. A girl heard her.


Women shook free from tents and gazed as though at Count Dracula.


In the morning she was hobbling on a stick.


She hobbled down the lane and gazed on the Galway road. ‘I’ll have duck for dinner,’ she said. ‘Ye can well afford it with all the shillings you’re getting from the government.’


At Christmas she was able to hobble, albeit with the help of a stick, into the church, crossing herself first with holy water.
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