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                             You are neither here nor there,


A hurry through which known and strange things pass


As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways


And catch the heart off guard and blow it open.





– Seamus Heaney, ‘Postscript’


from The Spirit Level (1996)
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One





The temperature gauge in the car read 25 degrees. Traffic was at a standstill on the Drumcondra Road and wound like a long, shiny snake through the northern suburbs, to the Holy Child Church on the outskirts of town where the motorway started. It was Friday and the sun was shining at an awkward, afternoon angle that Robbie could not block with his sun visor. With one hand on the steering wheel, he used the other to shade his eyes so that he could negotiate the congestion. The pavement baked and students found shade under the cherry blossom trees while they waited for the bus. Robbie was suffocating from the warm, stagnant air in the car and the traffic’s lethargic pace. Forcing himself to sit back, he rested his elbow on the open window and tried to relax.


Once he was on the motorway and had passed the airport, the traffic thinned. He tried to imagine he was following signs for Drogheda and the tightness in his chest subsided. He played through the scenario in his mind: he was going to interview one of the finalists for Ireland’s Got Talent for the paper. She would be a gymnast, or an opera singer, or a young ventriloquist who spoke through a puppet ostrich. Her family would be gathered in the two up, two down council house and there would be plenty of plated custard creams to go round. It would be a one-hour job, including time to snap a few pictures of the girl and her puppet in front of the neighbour’s hanging basket.


The turn off for Drogheda branched to the left and he distracted himself by fiddling with the iPod Hannah had bought him for Christmas. Whether his fingers were too big, or the buttons too small, he never ended up listening to the song he wanted. He thought wistfully of the days when his CDs were stored in a pocket on his visor, and there was no messing around with cigarette lighters and radio transmitters. With the device on shuffle, a Spanish guitar twanged from a set of albums designed to provide European background music for social get-togethers. Robbie cringed at the thought of dinner parties with Hannah’s friends where she served Moules Marinière as a viola sounded from the hallway; or the time they had eaten gnocchi to the dulcet tones of an Italian opera. The guitar started to annoy him and he turned the whole thing off.


Friends had told him how much the road to the North had changed. It now bypassed Dundalk, where traffic had once crawled through the town centre, and skirted the feet of the Mourne Mountains in dual carriageway all the way to Belfast. He thought it would make it easier if it felt like an entirely different road, but the closer he got, the worse he felt. Even the weather seemed to conspire against him, with great, grey clouds gathering in the distance and the sun of the city fading in his rear view mirror.


The newspaper he worked for had recently hired a journalist from Northern Ireland, who had come into Robbie’s office one afternoon to work out if they knew any of the same people. Robbie immediately disliked him. He talked about Belfast as if it were New York, calling shopping centres ‘malls’ and flats ‘apartments’.


‘The best part is,’ he had said, oblivious to Robbie’s attempts to ignore him, ‘that all that religious, political stuff doesn’t faze people as much any more.’


When he laughed, his top lip caught on his two front teeth, which jutted out from his gums. Robbie later regretted how he had stared the youth down and refused to share the joke.


By the time he reached the roundabout in Newry, the sky looked ready to burst. People were running across car parks; women gathered their dresses at their sides to stop the wind from getting beneath them and men looked knowingly at the clouds. Within several minutes, the rain fell so fast that even with his windscreen wipers on the highest setting, Robbie still found it difficult to see where he was going. Glad of the distraction, he sat forward and concentrated on the road ahead. Cars were moving so slowly that he calculated his journey from door to door would be just shy of four hours, as long as it would have taken before the new road was constructed.


As he passed the blue towers of Fane Valley, he marvelled at how very little seemed to have changed. Aside from a few new developments, the houses were as squat and unsubstantial as he remembered, some with small gardens and many with none at all. A sign for Banbridge Portadown Tandragee was mounted at the roadside of a new junction and he squinted through the rain as he passed a car garage. A small man in overalls hunched under the corrugated iron roof of his shed talking to a young couple.


The rain was starting to ease when he turned off the dual carriageway. The old ruin stood in the corner of the field and he could picture his younger self poised with plastic sword in the archway. It looked as misplaced as it always did, with the Stevenson’s double-storey mansion on one side and the busy A1 on the other, but Robbie could remember well that once you were inside the crumbling walls, the noise of traffic and the view of houses disappeared. In that damp, secluded space he had become an explorer, a knight, a king or a hermit, and everything else became much less real or important.


With the car purring on the verge, he stepped out to get a closer look. The rain had stopped and for a brief second the clouds parted and watery sunlight escaped, exposing the gaps in the walls, as well as the graffiti that had not been there when Robbie was a boy. With his ankles wet from the grass, he leant on the gate that led into the field. He was taking deep breaths, enjoying the country air laced with the faint staleness of the nearby chicken farm, when half of a rainbow took form in front of him. It was difficult to make it out, and if he had not been staring at that exact spot he might never have noticed it, but it was unmistakably arched from the grass beside the ruin towards the road. The violet edge was faint and the colours ran into one another and smudged across the sky.


Back in the car, Robbie adjusted the rear view mirror to face him. Never quite satisfied that he was a good-looking man, he had allowed his hair to grow out so he might at least be mistaken for an interesting one. He pulled at his fringe until his cow’s lick had been tamed and it curled neatly behind his ear, then ruffled the back of his hair, which was soft and wavy from being washed that morning. One last scan of his face confirmed that he was clean-shaven and the puffiness had gone down from around his eyes. He turned his attention to the shirt he had deliberated over that morning, buttoning and unbuttoning it at the top before making sure it was tucked neatly into his jeans and not too strained around his stomach. His grandmother had often remarked that carrying a bit of weight was a sign of good health and he hoped that his mother would not take as negative a view of his expanding waistline as Hannah did.


He kept his eyes straight ahead as he passed the farmhouse, swerving to avoid a long branch of the cypress hedge that had broken free like an unruly lock of hair. At the crossroads he was forced to glance briefly towards the western edge of the farm where the front gates blew in the wind and the overgrown verge made it difficult to negotiate the junction safely. In his absence, a new bungalow had been built on the opposite corner to the farm. It was whitewashed and plain, with a tarmac driveway that bent steeply to the road and a young crab apple tree starting to blossom over the entrance. A tractor was approaching from the right and Robbie watched it go through the junction and continue past the farmhouse, the driver bouncing around, a flat cap tight on his head. With one last glance to his left, he caught sight of the sign, rusted around the edges and almost completely obscured by ivy: Larkscroft Farm.






















Two





Robbie had stumbled upon a career in journalism and found, surprisingly, that he was quite good at it. He was inquisitive and had a dogged determination, but words did not come easily to him. Every time he sat down to write an article, he suffered the kind of self-doubt that left him staring at the cursor on his screen for minutes on end. The story would come to him at first like a large ball of wool, the kind that his grandmother used to knit into jumpers that scratched the skin. He would spend several minutes examining it for a way in, a loose thread, an angle that would unravel the tale into something controversial to shock his readers. However, the ball was often impenetrable and nothing remained but for him to move on to something else.


Although Robbie’s column commanded an impressive following compared to some of the other feature writers, he approached it without any real belief, but intent on repaying some sort of debt that hung over his head. His debt was tangible, predictable: a mortgage, two cars and a luxury week in the Seychelles when Hannah fell pregnant and his hopes of travelling the world were dashed. He had not chosen the title of his column, ‘The Culture Vulture’. In fact, he strongly disliked it and on many occasions had petitioned his boss for a change. The image of himself as a large bird with pink jowls waiting hungrily to sort through the carnage of a theatrical disaster, a pop sensation gone bad or a second novel that fell far short of the first bothered him. It was not the cynicism that he was opposed to, nor the mocking tone that he was allowed to take which he never otherwise got away with; it was the idea of picking through the remains of something that was already dead. It was morbid and dark, but his boss viewed all the letters of complaint as evidence of success and so refused to change the name.


As he again checked the directions to his mother’s new house, the picture of a big, black scavenger flapped around in his mind. The house was tucked away behind the main street in Donaghcloney and the huge sycamore trees lining the entrance gave it a grand appearance. Robbie marvelled at the space afforded to each property on the road. He had become so accustomed to the apartment blocks springing up like weeds all over Dublin, that the roomy gardens and driveways were a novelty. His mother’s home had a large back garden sloping down to a river. It was situated in such a way that none of the windows in the house next door looked into it, and plants of all shapes and sizes created a hedge around the outskirts of the front garden. Robbie stretched when he stepped out of the car and smelt something damp and spicy coming from the flowerbed. Bright pink butterbur flowers sprouted from between their huge green leaves, nodding politely at him in the breeze. He recognised the fragrance from where they grew wild on the riverbank near the farmhouse.


‘Robbie?’


He had his head in the boot, digging out his laptop bag and suitcase. It was a male voice, deep and purposeful. Robbie stood back to observe a stocky man in his early fifties, with cropped, brown hair, smiling at him.


‘Welcome,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’


Robbie looked over the man’s shoulder to make sure he was at the right house, before dropping his shoulder bag and taking his hand.


‘My name is Adam,’ he said. ‘Please come in. Maggie will be home soon.’ Adam lifted the laptop bag and left Robbie standing in the driveway with a creased forehead. Maggie? He let out a deep breath, closed his car boot and followed the man into the house.


Adam moved around the kitchen with familiarity, lifting the plates of the Aga to set the kettle on to boil, laying out china cups and pouring milk from a carton into a jug. Robbie stood with his hands on his hips, not sure where to put himself in the room. If it hadn’t been for the Aga and the baskets of dried flowers in the cabinets, he could have been in anyone’s kitchen. Evidence of his mother was minimal; instead, the trinkets of a much more interesting and vibrant woman littered every surface: mismatched pieces of pottery on the dresser, huge black and white feathers displayed in a vase, jars of pickled vegetables standing beside a row of herbal teas and in the corner a monk’s chair looking rather pleased with itself, with cushions plumped up and ready to sit on. It was not at all what he had expected and unlike the farm in every way. It was grand where the farm was humble, colourful where the farm was sage and cream throughout, dusty where the farm was astringently clean and, strangest of all, welcoming where the farm seemed impatient for people to leave. With everything so unfamiliar, it almost made sense that a man in black jeans and a cardigan several sizes too large was pouring tea into china cups. It was all comfortably out of place and when Robbie heard his mother’s steps in the hallway, he had no idea what kind of woman he was about to encounter.


‘Here you are,’ Margaret said, pushing her fringe back with her sunglasses. ‘Ah, and I see Adam has sorted you out for tea. Wonderful. Just let me throw these bags down somewhere and I’ll come and join you.’


When she left the kitchen, Adam held a biscuit tin out to Robbie and arched his eyebrows. Robbie held his stare, his eyes narrowing on the tuft on Adam’s chin that seemed so at odds with his neat hair and cardigan. Their eyes remained locked as Robbie reached for a Rich Tea and returned Adam’s smile sarcastically. The man seemed not to notice as he pulled out a chair at the table for Robbie. His calloused hands on the biscuit tin suggested that his work was manual.


‘My son,’ Margaret said from the doorway. Adam pressed himself against the fridge to allow her to pass. Swallowing his biscuit, Robbie stood up to embrace her. There was nothing familiar in her scent, only the faint smell of talcum powder and the residue of a wet raincoat.


‘Would you look at the cut of you,’ she said, holding him at arm’s length.


‘I can’t say the same for you, Mum. You look incredible.’


Time had changed them both, and each needed a moment to take it in. Did she see the flecks of grey in his hair, the extra weight around his waist and the tiredness that had seeped into his skin from the strain of a new baby? Was his scent the same, or had he picked up other smells in their five years apart? She was studying him as though his face held the answer to a question only she knew. Her eyes were hungry and had committed to being blue after years of watery indecision. Although her hair had been grey since he could remember, she had cut and styled it, making her seem younger than ever. The elastic-waisted skirts that had once been her wardrobe staple had been replaced with jeans, and everything else about her was bright and colourful, from her eyeshadow to the pink scarf that she had tossed over one shoulder.


Satisfied that they had found one another beneath all the years of aging, they hugged again and Margaret moved off to find a more suitable plate for the biscuits.






















Three





Standing at the top of the bridle path, Robbie could see the Mourne Mountains in the distance, cloud settling around their middle to resemble the sherbet spaceships of his childhood. It was early morning and the curtains had been drawn on most of the windows he had run past. After years of sore knees from running on concrete through the busy Dublin streets, to run in the country again gave Robbie the energy to make it the full eight miles to the path without stopping. The air was easier to breathe, despite it being so cold that it caught in his throat and made his lips dry. At the edge of a new season, the countryside seemed glad to leave the winter behind. Although the roads were quiet, Robbie noticed houses where once there had been fields and huge signs erected by developers to warn of the residential buildings to come. There were more cars in driveways and, as he passed Sam Johnson’s house, he could just make out the blades of a helicopter through the trees. Despite words like economic downturn and credit crunch being in full circulation, not everyone seemed to be suffering.


The hedges along the bridleway were glossy from the rain, the beginning of spring regrowth giving them an untidy appearance. Bullocks charged the fence to see what he was doing and the sound of a rooster carried across the field from the farmhouse. As he walked around the corner, Robbie could see the front field of the farm with the two cherry blossom trees splayed against the pebble-dashed wall of the house. The grass was being kept at bay by two fat sheep who, at that moment, were rubbing their bodies against the steel legs of a property developer’s poster board. Brand New Development the sign read in large print.


Despite his mother saying that the farm had fallen to pieces, Robbie struggled from his vantage point to notice anything different. Perhaps the pink of the cherry blossom had distracted him from the bare earth in the flowerbeds and the empty pots at the front door. Or maybe on closer inspection there would be cracks in the walls, cobwebs in the doorframes and mould flourishing in the small, damp bathroom. Blackthorn bushes were flowering ahead of schedule along the boundary fence between the house and the field, and the white petals, from a distance, looked like snow. He could see that the hawthorn tree had not been trimmed for a long time and almost obscured the big, green gate into the front field where the sheep were.


Memories of trying to trim the thorny branches with hedge cutters came back to him. It was impossible not to emerge scratched and bloody from the deceptively beautiful tree that drooped with red berries in the autumn and boasted bright, white flowers as early as February. The tree had been planted by his great-great-grandmother to disguise what was then the outside toilet, before his grandfather tacked a proper lavatory on to the hallway. Over the years the trunk thickened and cracked, like a scab with a pink wound beneath it that had almost healed. The branches started to stray towards the gate where they interfered with its opening, and Robbie’s instructions had been to cut it to within a foot of the gate’s hinge. For a boy of nine, that was a difficult task.


He rubbed his hands, pulled his hat down to keep more of his forehead warm and started jogging down the hill.
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Showered and sitting on the bed to put his socks on, Robbie looked out the window of his mother’s spare room to the back garden where wind chimes hung from the trees and a pond was taking shape beside the decking. His mind wandered to the jars of pickled vegetables on the kitchen dresser. It seemed such a strange thing for his mother to eat, considering her cooking had been so plain when he was a boy. Images of thick slices of bright pink gammon came to mind with a pineapple ring on top that his father had picked up with the end of his fork as if it were a dead fish. Robbie had hated gammon but he and his sisters had cleaned their plates, making particular mention of the pineapple. Most nights it was chewy pieces of beef or lamb, the cheap cuts that refused to soften in spite of being ferociously boiled for hours. His mother always managed to cook the cabbage until it wilted pathetically on their plates, and the carrots until they were soggy and dissolved in their mouths.


Later, when his father did not join them for dinner, they were lucky to get a dry piece of toast and a slice of cheese with the mouldy edges cut off. Sometimes his sister Wendy would drag a stool into the pantry and hand Robbie a tin of tuna and a packet of crisps which he would make into mini sandwiches for their younger sister, Elizabeth. It was not until Robbie left home that he ate things like lasagne, chicken pie, curry and beef burgers. His first year away from the farmhouse was marked in his memory by the food he ate and the discovery that dinner need not be something to ‘get through’ as if it were a school exam or a dental appointment. With that in mind, the pieces of pickled cucumber, carrot, onion and pepper were not things he could easily imagine his mother enjoying. He stopped himself. His brain was still wired to find an angle and the pickled vegetables were a stray end he was trying to use. With his shoes laced and his hair combed, he looked long and hard at himself in the mirror and determined not to start unravelling the story.


The kitchen was warm from the Aga and smelt of maple bacon and coffee. Something about being in his mother’s house made him feel less sure of himself. He was glad Hannah and Amy had stayed at home. Hannah had not been happy that he was leaving, especially because he did not know how long he would be away. It was difficult to watch her wrestling with her desire to cling on to him and the knowledge that if ever he had a good excuse to leave, it was then. Coming from a family so tight that they almost strangled one another, Hannah had found it hard to accept that Robbie had no contact with his. At first she had prodded and pushed for information; her questions were delicate and unassuming. Soon, though, she grew frustrated, and her suspicion and his impatience met in an argument that left him feeling guilty and her with no option but to let it go.


After pouring the strong, black coffee into one of the mugs laid out on the table, Robbie sat down and rolled his shoulders in their sockets to get rid of the tension in his back. He was quite relieved not to play husband, father, brother and son all at the same time; concentrating on the last two would be hard enough work he was sure.


‘Sleep well?’ his mother’s voice sounded behind him. ‘You’re pulling at your neck like the bed did some damage last night.’


‘Not at all. I slept fine, thanks.’


‘Good. Bacon?’


She pulled a tray out of the top oven where thin strips of bacon had curled around charred tomatoes and mushrooms covered in herbs. While she served Robbie some food, the front door banged and Adam could be heard in the hallway on his mobile phone.


‘You’d think he smelt it,’ Margaret said, her lips turned down in mock disapproval. ‘Eggs?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘I hope you like those tomatoes; I tried a new recipe using balsamic vinegar.’


‘They look great.’


Robbie buttered the toast that she had set on his plate and tried to plan the day ahead. He had half-expected his sisters to arrive the night before, eager to see their estranged brother. They were conspicuous by their absence and it made Robbie uneasy.


‘I suppose I should see the girls,’ he said, shovelling his scrambled eggs into his mouth.


‘Yes, son, I suppose you should,’ she said.


At that moment Adam padded into the room in his socks. Robbie greeted him but quickly turned away when he placed a hand on the small of his mother’s back. The night before Adam had barbequed sausages out on the decking while Robbie sat with his mother in the kitchen. Her command of the stove had been impressive as she sprinkled a pinch of something over a tray of chunky vegetables set to roast in the oven and bent over pots to taste their contents with a teaspoon before smacking her lips with glee. Her face was flushed and Robbie could see a deep contentment in it that was unfamiliar.


Margaret’s way of evading questions and filling the silence with endless babble left him with the feeling that they had talked a lot but said very little. Around the dinner table she told endless tales about people from the town he did not know, stopping occasionally to allow Adam to chip in. Later she dragged out an old photograph album and set it squarely in Adam’s lap, patting the sofa beside her for Robbie to sit down. It was strangely comforting to see the photos but bizarre to hear his mother’s running commentary that was so at odds with his own memory.


‘This was the day wee Robbie found an injured pigeon in the garden and brought it to the back door like a cat. Poor creature had its wings broken and despite our best efforts, it died. Ah, the girls were heartbroken. Lizzie’s a sensitive thing and we had to have a funeral and everything,’ Margaret said, stroking the part of the picture where Elizabeth’s wet cheek was turned to the camera.


The photo was of Wendy aged twelve sitting on the dry stone wall that ran around the perimeter of the back garden. Her head was bent over her cupped hands where the pigeon lay with feathers slicked down by Elizabeth stroking its breast. Robbie was in the background, standing behind his sisters, elevated on his tiptoes to look at the bird.


He had been kicking about in the orchard, jumping on the apples that had fallen too soon from the trees. A strong smell of garlic came from the wild ramsons growing by the hedge and the day had been warm enough to be outside without a jumper. With little else to amuse him, he turned his attention to next door’s prize-winning racing pigeons, who favoured his family’s orchard as a resting place. After collecting a handful of stones, he took shots at them as they flew in from the field to feast on the seed balls his mother had made. He had not expected to hit one; when his father went shooting, he would often return empty-handed and go on about how smart the birds were. But, sure as hell, on his fourth attempt he heard a dull thud and watched the feathers lingering in the breeze after the bird had fallen to the ground. His mother smacked him so hard on the backs of his knees that it was difficult to bend them for a week. She marched him next door to admit to the murder and stood back as their neighbour shouted for what felt like hours.


Adam had moved on to the next page of photographs, examining one of the two girls kicking water at each other in the stream. Robbie tried to catch his mother’s eye but she had averted her gaze and muttered ‘He was a good lad’ so softly that he almost missed it.






















Four





The phone call had come two weeks earlier. Elizabeth’s voice had been watery, immediately conjuring memories of his childhood: the smell of the farmyard after the pigs had marched through it into the truck bound for the abattoir; digging in the undergrowth for conkers, their prickly exterior just how he imagined a landmine would look; and hanging over the farm gates sucking ice pops in the summer. With cheeks full of freckles and hair that refused to be tamed, Elizabeth was as close to a brother as Robbie could have hoped. Her knees were always grass-stained, at the age of eight she could stalk a fox, and her long skinny legs took her to the tops of trees in record time.


‘Wendy said you’d to make up your own mind whether to come back or not,’ she said. ‘But really, Robbie, I’m going to ask you anyway. Things seem to be falling apart and it hasn’t mattered until now that we don’t work so well as a family. It’s not right that you aren’t here.’


Hannah had been popping her head through the living room door intermittently and eventually wedged it open with a phone book so that she could eavesdrop better. He was cross about that. He had started to resent this lack of privacy, which had gradually seeped into their married life, along with urinating with the door open and wearing her mouth guard to bed. Did she like it when he scooped the dirt from beneath his toenails with the tip of a biro lid? What about his threadbare underpants or the days he skipped brushing his teeth? Two years in and he could not remember when those issues had been decided or how he and his wife had become so uncomfortably comfortable with one another.


Even as he told Elizabeth that he would think about it, his decision to go had been made. Whether his six-month-old daughter screaming in the background, or the raised eyebrows of his wife had anything to do with it he could not say, but the relief in his sister’s voice when he phoned her back the next day convinced him that he had done the right thing.
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It was not until midday, when the sun was directly overhead and wisps of cloud lolled about the sky that Robbie had summoned the courage to visit his father. When he paused again at the crossroads, Robbie watched the tall stems of cat’s-tail that stood like toothbrushes in the grass at the roadside. He imagined his mother arranging them in one of her stemmed glass vases, reminding the girls never to buy flowers when so many beautiful ones grew wild. Robbie indicated right and pulled up to the farmhouse. The paint had peeled on the gate to show the bright green that his mother had hated so much, and the gate scraped along the ground when Robbie opened it. Once sandy in the summer and muddy when it rained, the driveway had been tarmacked when he was eleven. He remembered how old he was because it was his first year at the Academy and he had to catch the bus into Banbridge from the bottom of the road. His father used to shout at his mother for turning the steering wheel of her car when it was stationary; he said it tore up his good tarmac. Now the driveway was pockmarked, and water had collected in the ruts from the rain that had fallen overnight. The petals from the cherry blossom hid the worst of it, carpeting one whole side of the driveway where Robbie parked.


As he waited at the front door, Robbie could hear the rooster crowing out the back and the sheep had come to the fence at the sound of his car. Several minutes passed and his father did not appear, so he made his way through the small shed that led to the yard. The boiler roared to life and the oil fumes caught in the back of his throat. It was a warm, little, in-between room with a cobbled floor and lots of pegs in the stone walls on which to hang things. Old fishing nets that reeked of the sea were piled in the corner and a collection of rusty garden tools leant against the wall like weary old men taking a break. The back door of the house was locked and the curtains drawn to prevent him looking in. After scuffing his feet on the green lichen-like growth that covered the yard, he made his way to the barn with four small hens and a proud rooster at his heels.


He was forced to a halt when he saw that the three large greenhouses were overrun with weeds, and the wind had blown panes of glass onto the concrete. The irrigation lines were barely visible and ivy had wound its way up the trunk and branches of the peach trees. On closer inspection he could see where the herb garden had germinated to take over an entire corner of the first and largest greenhouse. Mint was the most dominant of the herbs and its smell hung in the air when Robbie rubbed the leaves between his fingers. Parsley and coriander had gone to seed, the latter tall and flowering between the broken glass. As he dug deeper, he found several tomato plants that had bent under the weight of their fruit and were all but buried beneath bright yellow dandelions and grass. All the signs of defeat prepared Robbie for the version of the man whom he found stooped on a stool beneath the huge body of a cow. He was in one of the pig sheds with a small table lamp powered by an electric cable from the house. His back was turned and Robbie watched him for a moment, slow as he tugged at the teats to send short bursts of milk into the silver pail while the smoke rose from his pipe. The green tweed coat he wore was too big for him now and his body looked shrunken and small inside it.


‘Hello, Father.’


John paused without turning around. The cow exhaled. After wiping his hands on his trouser legs, John pushed the stool back and used the cow to steady himself.


‘I wondered if you’d come,’ he said, finally turning to face his son.


They observed one another.


‘I thought I should,’ Robbie said, looking away.


His father shrugged and moved towards the door. Robbie stepped aside and then followed him as he shuffled back to the house.


‘Staying a while?’ his father called over his shoulder.


‘A few days.’


‘I mean now. Will you have some tea?’


‘Yes, please.’


The kitchen was clean but a faint smell of sour milk lingered. It was cold inside and the linoleum on the floor was coming apart in places so that the old stone showed through.


‘You sit down,’ Robbie said, moving towards the kettle.


‘I will not indeed,’ his father said. ‘I can make a cup of tea just fine.’


He pulled a cord so that the blinds were lifted and more light could come in. Despite it being a good day outside, the kitchen did not get the sun until late afternoon when it shone orange and red through the side windows of the house.


‘You’ve kept the place well,’ Robbie said.


‘Yes, well, Wendy is always about, washing this, ironing that. If it weren’t for her …’


Robbie could see how Wendy had tried to keep the house as it was. In a chipped vase on the windowsill, switches of gorse blossomed yellow and, when the blind was lifted, he could see that there were no streaks on the glass. The furniture was the same, only stained more and glued together in places. Everything felt smaller and so separate from Robbie that he could hardly remember living there. He had not carried the details well in his mind and was glad of it.


The kettle shook in his father’s hand as he poured water into the teapot and Robbie fought not to feel sorry for him. With mugs of tea in front of them, they sat face to face at the kitchen table. Robbie had not noticed the yellow tinge to his father’s skin until then, spreading from the neck of his jumper upwards like a suntan. His eyebrows closed in on each other like two thick caterpillars and there was hardened sleep in the corners of his eyes. The psoriasis on his neck seemed to have worsened but Robbie could not be sure if that was owing to the absence of a shirt collar that had once hidden it better. He reminded Robbie of the old men in Dublin who walked to the post office once a week to get their living allowance. Layered with jumpers and dragging their feet in ill-fitting shoes, the men would make guttural noises to one another while rolling their own cigarettes or scratching their heads. Perhaps it was the few days’ old stubble on his cheeks or the torn edges of his clothing which made him appear similar, but Robbie found it difficult to believe that this was his father.


‘How are you feeling?’ Robbie asked. His father had not offered him any milk for his tea and he did not want to ask. Instead, he blew on the surface of it until he could take a sip.


‘Fine, considering.’


‘What’s the prognosis?’


‘It’s in my pancreas. You don’t last long if it’s in your pancreas.’


Robbie nodded.


‘Can they operate?’


‘Depends. I’ll have one of those scans on Wednesday – a CT I think you call it. They do that to see if it has spread. Doctor says it can get into your lungs. If it has, there’s nothing they can do.’


‘And if it hasn’t?’


‘They can operate, I suppose. There’s a name for the operation, funny-sounding. Can’t remember though – memory’s not what it used to be.’


He bent his head to his cup and sucked the tea through his teeth.


‘Are you in pain?’


‘Not from the cancer. Knees are stiff these days. Just old age taking hold of me. But nothing much to complain of besides that.’


The silence between them made Robbie uncomfortable and he started talking about Hannah and Amy, taking care to skirt around issues like the wedding his father had not been to or the baby pictures he had never got around to sending.


‘Amy?’ he said. ‘After my mother?’


‘Yes.’


His father’s eyes were wet and he started to speak but then stopped.


‘I’d better get on,’ Robbie said.


‘Aye, right you are.’


John did not stand up as Robbie poured the rest of his tea down the sink and backed out of the kitchen. With the front door closed behind him, Robbie breathed in the spring air and heard one of the sheep bleating.
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