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Parachutes





‘I want to ask you one very small last favour.’


‘What is it?’


‘Will you stay behind for just five minutes after I leave?’


It was the offer of the blindfold, to accept the darkness for a few moments before it finally fell.


‘If we leave together we’ll just start to argue again and it’s no use. You know it’s over. It’s been over for a long time now. Will you please stay five minutes?’ She put her gloved hand on my arm as she rose. ‘Just this last time.’


She turned and walked away. I was powerless to follow. She did not once look back. The door swung in the emptiness after she had gone. I saw the barman looking at me strangely but I did not care. The long hand of the clock stood at two minutes to eight. It did not seem to move at all. She was gone, slipping further out of reach with every leaden second, and I was powerless to follow.


‘A small Jameson. With water,’ I said to the barman. As I sipped the whiskey, the whole absurdity of my situation came with a rush of anger. It was over. She was gone. Nothing said or done would matter any more, and yet I was sitting like a fool because she’d simply asked me to. Without glancing at the clock, I rose and headed towards the door. Outside she was nowhere in sight.


I could see down on the city, its maze of roads already lighted in the still, white evening, each single road leading in hundreds of directions. I started to run, but then had to stop, realizing I didn’t know where to run. If there were an instrument like radar … but that might show her half-stripped in some car … her pale shoulders gleaming as she slipped out of her clothes in a room in Rathmines….


I stared at the street. Cars ran. Buses stopped. Lights changed. Shop windows stayed where they were. People answered to their names. All the days from now on would have to begin without her. The one thing I couldn’t bear was to face back to the room, the room that had seen such a tenuous happiness.


I went into the Stag’s Head and then O’Neills. Both bars were crowded. There was no one there that I knew. I passed slowly through without trying to order anything. The barmen were too busy to call out. I moved to the bars off Grafton Street, and at the third bar I saw the Mulveys before I heard my name called. It was Claire Mulvey who had called my name. Paddy Mulvey was reading a book, his eyes constantly flickering from the page to the door, but as soon as he heard my name called his eyes returned fixedly to the page. They were sitting between the pillars at the back. Eamonn Kelly appeared to be sitting with them.


‘We thought you were avoiding us,’ Claire Mulvey said as we shook hands. Her strained, nervous features still showed frayed remnants of beauty. ‘We haven’t seen you for months.’


‘For God’s sake, isn’t it a free country?’ Paddy Mulvey said brightly. ‘Hasn’t the man a right to do his own thing in his own way?’


‘Blackguard,’ Eamonn Kelly said gravely, his beautiful, pale face relaxing in a wintry smile.


‘Why are you not drinking?’ Empty half glasses stood in front of them on the table.


‘I’m afraid we’re suffering from that old perplexity,’ Mulvey said. ‘And we’ve been waiting for Halloran. He was supposed to be here more than an hour ago. He owes us a cheque. He even left us a hostage for reassurance.’ He pointed to a brown leather suitcase upright against the pillar.


‘I’ll get the drinks,’ I offered.


‘Halloran went off with a boy. I’ve been telling them he’ll not be back,’ Eamonn Kelly volunteered.


I got four pints and four whiskeys from the bar.


‘I should thank you for this,’ Eamonn Kelly said as he lifted his whiskey. ‘But after careful consideration have come down against it.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’ve decided you’re a blackguard.’


‘Why me?’


‘Because one must have some fixed principles. I’ve decided you are a blackguard. That’s an end of it. There is no appeal.’


‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Mulvey said. ‘You’re not drunk enough for that yet. Here’s health.’


‘Good luck,’ Claire Mulvey said.


‘What are you reading?’


‘Another slim volume. I’m writing it up for Halloran,’ and he started to speak of the book in a tone of spirited mockery.


I tried to listen but found the arid, mocking words unbearable. Nothing lived. Then I found myself turning towards a worse torture, to all I wanted not to think about.


She had asked me to a dinner in her sister’s house a few days before Christmas. We’d met inside a crowded GPO. She was wearing a pale raincoat with the detachable fur collar she wore with so many coats. Outside in O’Connell Street the wind was cold, spitting rain, and we’d stood in a doorway as we waited for a bus to take us to the house in the suburbs.


The house her sister lived in was a small semi-detached in a new estate: a double gate, a garage, a piece of lawn hemmed in with concrete, a light above the door. The rooms were small, carpeted. A coal fire burned in the tiled fireplace of the front room.


Her sister was as tall as she, blackhaired, and beautiful, pregnant with her first child. Her husband was small, energetic, and taught maths in a nearby school.


The bottles of wine we’d brought were handed over. Glasses of whiskey were poured. We touched the glasses in front of the coal fire. They’d gone to a great deal of trouble with the meal. There were small roast potatoes, peas, breadcrumb stuffing with the roast turkey. Brandy was poured over the plum pudding and lit. Some vague unease curdled the food and cheer in that small front room, was sharpened by the determined gaiety. It was as if one were looking down a long institutional corridor; the child in the feeding chair could be seen already, the next child, and the next, the postman, the milkman, the van with fresh eggs and vegetables from the country, the tired clasp over the back of the hand to show tenderness as real as the lump in the throat, the lawnmowers in summer, the thickening waists. It hardly seemed necessary to live it.


‘What did you think of them?’ she’d asked as she took my arm in the road outside.


‘I thought they were very nice. They went to a great deal of trouble.’


‘What did you think of the house?’


‘It’s not my kind of house. It’s the sort of house that would drive me crackers.’


‘What sort of house would you like?’


‘Something bigger than that. Something with a bit more space. An older house. Nearer the city.’


‘Excuse me,’ she said with pointed sarcasm as she withdrew her arm.


I should have said, ‘It’s a lovely house. Any house with you would be a lovely house,’ and caught and kissed her in the wind and rain. And it was true. Any house with her would have been a lovely house. I had been the fool to think that I could stand outside life. I would agree to anything now. I would not even ask for love. If she stayed, love might come in its own time, I reasoned blindly.
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‘Do you realize how rich the English language is, that it should have two words, for instance, such as “comprehension” and “apprehension”, so subtly different in shading and yet so subtly alike? Has anything of that ever occurred to you?’ This was Mulvey now.


‘No, I hadn’t realized.’


‘Of course you wouldn’t. And I’d rather comprehend another drink.’


‘Comprehension. Apprehension.’ Eamonn Kelly had started to say as I went to get the drinks. ‘I’ll apprehend you for a story. An extraordinarily obscene story.’


‘Jesus,’ Mulvey groaned.


‘I hope it’s not long,’ Claire Mulvey said. ‘Where have you been all this time?’ she asked as he began. ‘We don’t have to listen to that. Those stories are all the same.’


‘I got mixed up with a girl.’


‘Why didn’t you bring her here? You should at least have given us the chance to look her over.’


‘She wouldn’t like it here. Anyhow it’s over now.’


‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said.


‘Is he?’ Eamonn Kelly shouted, annoyed that we hadn’t listened to the story he’d been telling.


‘Is he what?’ Mulvey asked.


‘Is he here? Am I here?’


‘Unfortunately you’re here‚’ Mulvey replied.


‘Hypocrites. Liars.’


‘Lies are the oil of the social machinery.’


‘Don’t mind him,’ Mulvey said.


‘Lies‚’ he ignored. ‘She ate green plums. She was pregnant. That’s why she’s not here. Blackguard.’


‘This is terrible,’ Mulvey said.


The anxiety as to where she was at this moment struck without warning. ‘Did you ever wish for some device like radar that could track a person down at any given moment, light up where they were, like on a screen?’ I turned to Mulvey.


‘That would be a nightmare.’ Mulvey surprisingly rallied to the question, his interest caught. ‘I was never very worried about what other people were up to. My concern has always been that they might discover what I was up to.’


‘Then you’ve never loved,’ Eamonn Kelly said grandly. ‘I know what he’s talking about. There were times I too wished for radar.’


‘I wouldn’t mind putting radar on Halloran just now. To get him to give me that cheque. To give him back his damned suitcase. We’ve ferried the thing around for two whole days now,’ Mulvey turned aside to complain.


‘You must have wanted to know sometimes what I was doing,’ Claire Mulvey said.


‘Never.’


‘Even if that is true, I don’t think you should say it.’


‘That’s precisely why it should be said. Because it is true. Why else should anything be said?’


They started to quarrel. I bought a last round. It was getting close to closing time. Eamonn Kelly had begun an energetic conversation with himself, accompanied by equally vigorous gestures, a dumbshow of removing hat and gloves, handshakes, movements forward and back, a great muttering of some complicated sentence, replacing of hat and gloves. The Mulveys had retreated into stewing silences. I was bewildered as to what I was doing here but was even blinder still about possible alternatives. A whole world had been cut from under me.


‘Do you have enough for a sugar bag?’ Mulvey suddenly asked. ‘We could go back to my place.’


‘I have plenty.’


‘I’ll make it up to you as soon as I see Halloran.’
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The sugar bags were strong grey paper bags used to take bottles of stout out. They usually held a dozen. I bought three. Eamonn Kelly assumed he was going back to Mulvey’s with us, for he offered to carry one of the bags. Claire Mulvey carried Halloran’s suitcase. There were many drunks on the street. One made a playful pass at the sugar bag Mulvey carried, and got berated, the abuse too elevated and fluent to get us into trouble. We could not have looked too sober ourselves, for I noticed a pair of guards stand to watch our progress with the case and sugar bags. Mulvey’s house was in a terrace along the canal. A young moon lay in a little water between the weeds and cans and bottles.


‘The wan moon is setting on the still wave,’ Eamonn Kelly took up from the reflection as he swayed along with a sugar bag.


‘Burns,’ Mulvey said savagely. ‘And there’s not a wave in sight. What do you think of old Burns?’ he said as he put the key in the door.


A red-eyed child in a nightdress met us. She was hungry. Claire Mulvey soothed her, started to get her some food from the cold press, and we took the sugar bags upstairs. There was no furniture of any kind in the room other than empty orange crates. There were plenty of books on the floor along the walls. The room was chilly, and Mulvey stamped on some of the orange crates until they were broken enough to fit into the grate. He lit them with newspaper and they quickly caught.


Eamonn Kelly was busy opening the bottles with a silver penknife. When Claire Mulvey joined us he had opened all the bottles in one of the sugar bags. The orange boxes had all burned down, taking the chill from the room, leaving delicate traceries of blackened wire in the grate.


‘She’s gone to sleep again. There was some milk and cereal,’ Claire Mulvey said.


We drank steadily. Eamonn Kelly opened more bottles. Mulvey lectured Kelly. Then he lectured me. The toilet in the corridor didn’t work. I fought sleep.


The room was full of early light when I awoke. I’d been placed on a mattress and given a pillow and rug. There was nobody else in the room. The books were scattered all along the walls. Empty bottles were everywhere, the room filled with the sour-sweet odour of decaying stout. The shapes of blackened wire stood in the empty grate.


It was the first morning without her, and I could hardly believe I’d slept. I got up, picked my way between the bottles to the outside toilet that didn’t work, ran the water in the sink, picked my way back to the mattress. The palest of crescent moons still lay on the dirty water of the canal.


Church bells started to beat the air. It was Sunday – seven o’clock. I got up and let myself out of the house. Everywhere people were going to Mass. I drifted with them as far as the church door, turning back into the empty streets once Mass had started, walking fast until I came to a quiet side street where I sat on the steps of one of the houses. There were five steps up to each house. The stone was granite. Many of the iron railings were painted blue. Across the street was a dishevelled lilac bush. They’d taught us to notice such things when young. They said it was the world. A lilac bush, railings, three milk bottles with silver caps, granite steps…. I had to rise and walk to beat back a rush of anger. I’d have to learn the world all over again.
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The Mulveys were sitting round the table in the kitchen when I got back. The child was eating cereal, the parents drinking tea from mugs.


‘I’m sorry I passed out last night.’


‘It’s all right. You were tired‚’ Mulvey smiled – often he could be charming in the morning.


‘Did Kelly go home?’


‘He always goes home no matter how drunk he is.’


I handed round newspapers I’d bought on the way back and was given tea. The child inspected me gravely from behind her spoon.


‘Can you lend me a fiver?’ Mulvey asked me about midday. ‘I’ll give it back to you as soon as I find Halloran.’


‘You don’t have to worry about that.’ It was a sort of freedom to be rid of the money.


‘There’s no reason I should be spending all your money. I’ll give it back to you this evening. We’re bound to unearth Halloran this evening,’ and the rest of the day was more or less arranged. We had drinks at a tiny local along the canal, the child had lemonade and crisps.


Stew was heated when we got back to the house. Then Mulvey shut himself upstairs to write a review. Claire Mulvey watched an old movie with Cary Grant on the black-and-white television. I played draughts with the child. It was four when Mulvey came down.


‘How did it go?’ I asked without looking up from the pieces on the board.


‘It didn’t go at all. I couldn’t get started with thinking of that damned Halloran. He’s ruined the day as well.’ He was plainly in foul humour.


We left the child to play with neighbours and set out towards Grafton Street to look for Halloran, Mulvey carrying the suitcase. He had been at his most affable and bluff-charming while handing over the child to the neighbours, but as soon as we were alone he started to seethe with resentment.


‘It’s an affront to expect someone to lug this thing round for two whole days.’


‘What harm is it?’ his wife made the mistake of saying. ‘He’s not a very happy person.’


‘What do you know about his happiness or unhappiness?’


‘He sweats a kind of unhappiness. He’s bald and huge and not much more than thirty.’


‘I never heard such rubbish. He’s probably in some good hotel down in Wicklow at this very moment, relaxing with a gin and tonic, watching the sun set from a deckchair, regaling this boy with poetry or love or some other obscenity. I’m not carrying the fat ponce’s suitcase a yard farther‚’ and he flung it from him, the suitcase sliding to a violent stop against the ledge of the area railing without breaking open.


‘I’ll carry it.’ His wife went and picked up the case, but Mulvey was already striding ahead.


‘When we were first together I used to hate these rows. I used to be ill afterwards, but Paddy taught me that there was nothing bad about them. He taught me that fights shouldn’t be taken too seriously. They often clear the air. They’re just another form of expression‚’ she confided.


‘I hate rowing.’


‘I used to feel that way!’
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This, I thought, was a true waste. If she was with me now we could be by the sea.


But we’d gone to the sea four Sundays before, to Dollymount. She’d been silent and withdrawn all that day. I was afraid to challenge her mood, too anxious just to have her near, to follow her anywhere. She said we’d go over to the sandhills on the edge of the links, away from the wall and the crowded beach. She seemed to be searching for a particular place among the sandhills, and when she found it smiled that familiar roguish smile I hadn’t seen for months, and took a photo from her handbag.


‘Willie Moran took that on this very spot‚’ she said. ‘Do you recognize it at all?’


Willie Moran was a young solicitor she’d gone out with. She’d wanted to marry him. It had ended a few months before we met. After it ended she hadn’t been able to live alone and had gone back to an older sister’s house.


I used to be jealous of Willie Moran but by now even that had been burned away. I just thought him a fool for not marrying her, wished that I’d been he. I handed her back the photo. ‘You look beautiful in it.’


‘You see, it was afterwards it was taken. I’m well tousled.’ She laughed and drew me down. She wanted to make love there. There seemed to be no one passing. We covered ourselves with a white raincoat.


Her mood changed as quickly again as soon as we rose. She wanted to end the day, to separate.


‘We could go to one of the cinemas in O’Connell Street or to eat somewhere.’ I would offer anything to keep her near.


‘No. Not this evening. I just want to have an early night. I’ve a kind of headache.’


It was then she pointed out that she’d lost an earring in the sandhills, one of a pair of silver pendants I’d given her for her birthday.


As soon as she left me I retracked my way back into the sandhills. Our shapes were still where we had lain in the loose sand. With a pocket comb I came on the pendant where the sand and long white grass met. I was very happy, only too anxious to believe that it augured well, that it was a sign that the whole course of the affair had turned towards an impossible happiness. ‘We will be happy. We’ll be happy. It will turn out all right now.’ It was a pure dream of paradise.


But all the finding of the pendant had done was to hold off this hell for four whole weeks. It was strange to think that but for coming on the simple earring in the sand, this day, this unendurable day, would have fallen four weeks ago. She had said so.




*





The Harcourt Street lights had brought Mulvey’s enraged stride to a stop. He turned and came back towards us. ‘If I can’t carry it, it’s an even worse form of humiliation to have to watch my wife carry it. Throw it there,’ and when she protested he took it from her and threw it down.


‘I’ll carry it,’ I said. It was so light it could be empty, but when I swung it I felt things move within the leather.


‘What business of yours is it?’ he demanded.


‘None. But I don’t want to leave it behind on the street.’


‘You take it too seriously.’ He brightened. ‘It wouldn’t be left behind.’


‘I don’t mind carrying it at all,’ I said.


‘Do you know what colour of sky that is?’ He pointed above the roofs of Harcourt Street.


‘It’s blue,’ I said. ‘A blue sky.’


‘It’s not a blue sky, but it goes without saying that blue is what it would be called by everybody in this sloppy country. Agate is the exact word. There are many blues. That is an agate sky.’


‘How do you know it’s agate?’


‘A painter I used to knock around with taught me the different colours.’


‘It’s a beautiful word,’ I said.


‘It’s the right word,’ he replied.


‘I’ve just noticed what a lovely evening it is,’ Claire Mulvey said wistfully. ‘There’s just the faintest hint of autumn.’


‘The last time we met I seem to remember you saying that Halloran was all right,’ I said. ‘You said he was a sensitive person.’


‘Oh, I was just making him up,’ Mulvey laughed, breaking as quickly into jocular good humour as he had into anger. ‘You don’t have to take what I say about people so solemnly. I am always making people up. People need a great deal of making up. I don’t see how they’d be tolerable otherwise. Everybody does it. You’ll learn that soon enough.’


The light seemed to glow in a gentle fullness on the bullet-scarred stone of the College of Surgeons. Stephen’s Green looked full of peace within its green railings. There was a smoky blue in the air that warned of the autumn. Claire Mulvey had been silent for several minutes. Her face was beautiful in its tiredness, her thoughts were plainly elsewhere.


‘We have to be thankful for this good weather while it lasts,’ she said when we reached the bar. ‘It’s lovely to see the doors of the bars open so late in the summer.’


Halloran was not in the bar. We counted out the money and found we’d enough for one round but not for a second. Mulvey bought the drinks and took them to a table near the door. We could see the whole way across the street to the closed shoeshop.


‘Where’s that case?’ Mulvey said in an exasperation of waiting. ‘We’ve been lugging it around for so long we might as well see what we’ve been lugging around.’


‘What does it matter? He left it with us,’ Claire Mulvey pleaded. ‘And he may come at any minute.’


The opposition seemed to drive Mulvey on. When the lock held, he lifted the suitcase to his knees and, holding it just below the level of the table, took a nail file from his pocket.


‘Don’t open it,’ his wife pleaded. ‘He left it locked. It’s like opening someone’s letters.’


Suddenly the lock sprung beneath the probing of the small file, and he opened it slowly, keeping one eye on the door. An assortment of women’s underclothes lay in the bottom of the case, all black: a slip, a brassière, panties, long nylon stockings; a pair of red shoes; and beneath, a small Roman Missal, its ribbons of white and green and yellow and red hanging from the edges. In Latin and English for every day in the year.


I thought he’d make a joke of it, call to have a bucket of water in readiness when Halloran appeared with the boy. ‘This is just too much,’ he said, and closed the suitcase, probing again with the nail file till the catch locked.


‘It wasn’t right to open it,’ Claire Mulvey said.


‘Of course it was right. Now we know what we’re really dealing with. Plain, dull, unimaginative perversity. Imagine that ponce dressing himself up in the gear. It’s too much.’


‘It mightn’t be his,’ she protested.


‘Of course it’s his. Whose else could it be!’


Eamonn Kelly came in. He’d met Halloran and the boy in Baggott Street that morning after Mass. He said that he’d be here at six and had given him money to buy us drinks till he came. We all asked for pints. I went to help Eamonn Kelly bring the drinks from the counter.


‘Did you get home all right last night?’ I asked as we waited on the pulling of the pints.


‘Would I be here if I hadn’t?’ he retorted. I didn’t answer. I brought the drinks back to the table.


‘Well, at least this is a move in the right direction,’ Mulvey said as he raised his glass to his lips, I felt leaden with tiredness, the actual bar close to the enamelled memories of the morning. Everything around me looked like that dishevelled lilac bush, those milk bottles, granite steps….
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The state was so close to dreaming that I stared in disbelief when I saw the first thistledown, its thin, pale parachute drifting so slowly across the open doorway that it seemed to move more in water than in air. A second came soon after the first had crossed out of sight, moving in the same unhurried way. A third. A fourth. There were three of the delicate parachutes moving together at the same dreamlike pace across the doorway.


‘Do you see the thistles?’ I said. ‘It’s strange to see them in the middle of Grafton Street.’


‘There are backyards and dumps around Grafton Street too. You only see the fronts,’ Mulvey said. ‘Yes. There’s plenty of dumps.’


Several more arrived and passed on in the same slow dream. There was always one or several in the doorway. When at last there were none it seemed strange, but then one would appear when they seemed quite stopped, move slowly across, but the intervals between were lengthening.


‘They seem to be coming from the direction of Duke Street,’ Claire Mulvey said. ‘There are no gardens or dumps that I can think of there.’


‘You think that because you can’t see any. There are dumps and yards and gardens, and everything bloody people do, but they’re at the back.’


‘They may have come from even farther away,’ I said. ‘I wonder how far they can travel.’


‘It’d be easy to look it up,’ Mulvey said. ‘That’s what books are for.’


‘They can’t come on many easy seed-beds in the environs of Grafton Street.’


‘There’s a dump near Mercer’s. And there’s another in Castle Street.’ Mulvey started to laugh at some private joke. ‘And nature will have provided her usual hundredfold overkill. For the hundred that fall on stone or pavement one will find its dump and grow up into a proud thistle and produce thousands of fresh new thistledowns.’


‘Hazlitt,’ Eamonn Kelly ventured.


‘Hazlitt’s far too refined,’ Mulvey said. ‘Just old boring rural Ireland strikes again. Even its principal city has one foot in a manure heap.’ The discussion had put Mulvey in extraordinary good humour.


Halloran and the boy appeared. Halloran was larger than I remembered, bald, wearing a dishevelled pinstripe suit, sweating profusely. He started to explain something in a very agitated manner even before he got to our table. The boy followed behind like a small dog, his black hair cropped very close to his skull, quiet and looking around, seemingly unafraid. As he came towards the table, a single thistledown apeared, and seemed to hang for a still moment beyond his shoulder in the doorway. A hand reached out, the small fresh hand of a girl or boy, but before it had time to close, the last pale parachute moved on out of sight as if breathed on by the hand’s own movement.


Lightly as they, we must have drifted to the dancehall a summer ago. The late daylight had shone through the glass dome above the dancefloor, strong as the light of the ballroom, the red-and-blue lights that started to sweep the floor as soon as the waltz began.


She’d been standing with a large blonde girl on the edge of the dancefloor. I could not take my eyes from her black hair, the pale curve of her throat. A man crossed to the pair of girls: it was the blonde girl he asked to dance.


I followed him across the ballroom and, as soon as I touched her elbow, she turned and came with me on to the floor.


‘Do you like waltzes?’ were the first words she spoke as we began to dance.


She did not speak again. As we kept turning to the music, we moved through the circle where the glass dome was still letting in daylight, and kept on after we’d passed the last of the pillars hung with the wire baskets of flowers, out beyond the draped curtains, until we seemed to be turning in nothing but air beneath the sky, a sky that was neither agate nor blue, just the anonymous sky of any and every day above our lives as we set out.



















A Ballad





‘Do you think it will be late when Cronin tumbles in?’ Ryan asked sleepily.


‘It won’t be early. He went to a dance with O’Reilly and the two women.’


Pale light from the streetlamp just outside the window shone on the varnished ceiling boards of the room. Cronin would have to cross the room to get to his bed by the window.


‘I don’t mind if he comes in near morning. What I hate is just to have got to sleep and then get woke up,’ Ryan said.


‘You can be sure he’ll wake us up. He’s bound to have some story to get off his chest.’


Ryan was large and gentle and worked as an inseminator at the AI station in the town, as did Cronin. The three of us shared this small room in the roof of the Bridge Restaurant. O’Reilly was the only other lodger Mrs McKinney kept, but he had a room of his own downstairs. He was the site engineer on the construction of the new bridge.


‘What do you think will happen between O’Reilly and Rachael when the bridge is finished?’


I was startled when Ryan spoke. The intervals of silence before we fell asleep seemed always deeper than sleep. ‘I don’t know. They’ve been going out a good while together. Maybe they’ll be married…. What do you think?’


‘I don’t know. He’s had a good few other women here and there in the last few months. I doubt if he wants to get hitched.’


‘She’d have no trouble finding someone else.’


She had been the queen of one beauty competition the summer before and runner-up in another. She was fair-haired and tall.


‘She mightn’t want that,’ Ryan said. ‘The Bachelors’ Ball will be interesting on Friday night. Why don’t you change your mind and come? The dress suits are arriving on the bus Friday evening. All we’d have to do is ring in your measurements.’


‘No. I’ll not go. You know I’d go but I want to have the money when I go home at Christmas.’


An old bicycle went rattling down the hill and across the bridge, a voice shouting out, ‘Fàg à bealach.’


‘That’s Paddy Mick on his way home. He has no bell. It means the last of the after-hour houses are shut.’


‘It’s time to try to get to sleep – Cronin or no Cronin.’


It was very late when Cronin woke us, but daylight hadn’t yet started to thin the yellow light from the streetlamp. We would have pretended to have gone on sleeping but he repeated, ‘Are yous awake?’


‘We are now.’


‘That O’Reilly should be run out of town,’ he said.


‘What’s wrong now?’ I had suspected for a while that his lean, intense good looks concealed a deep stupidity.


‘What he made that girl do tonight no poor girl should have to do, and in front of people too.’


‘What was it?’ Ryan raised himself on an elbow in the bed while Cronin slipped out of his clothes.


‘It was horrible.’


‘You can’t just wake us up like this and not tell us.’


‘It was too foul to put in words.’


‘What’s so suddenly sacred about words! Why didn’t you stop it if you felt so badly about it?’


‘What could you say once it was done? Once he made her do it. My woman was so upset that she didn’t talk for the rest of the night.’


Cronin had been going out casually with a hairdresser some years older than he was, who owned her own business in the town. He was taking her to the ball on Friday.


‘Are you going to tell us what happened? Or are you going to let us get back to sleep?’


‘I wouldn’t disgrace myself by telling it.’ He turned his back to us in the bed.


‘I hope you have nightmares.’ Ryan swore before pulling the clothes and pillow violently over his head.


The four of us had breakfast together the next morning. There was no one else in the big dining-room except some night-shift workers from the mill across the road in their white caps and overalls and the pale dusting of flour still on their arms and faces. I’d always envied their high spirits in the morning. Breakfast was for them a celebration. Cronin was gloomily taciturn until near the end of the meal when he said, ‘You’re an awful effin’ so and so, O’Reilly, to do what you did last night.’


‘I haven’t even a notion what you’re talking about,’ O’Reilly bloomed. He was a small barrel of a man with a fine handsome head. He had played cornerback for Cavan in two All-Irelands.


‘No girl should have to do what you made that girl do last night.’


‘You know nothing about women, Cronin,’ O’Reilly said loudly, hoping to get the ear of the mill workers, but they were having too good a time of their own. ‘Women like to do that. Only they have to pretend that they don’t. Let me tell you that all women take a poor view of a man who accepts everything at its face value.’


‘It was a disgrace,’ Cronin said doggedly.


‘You’re a one to talk,’ O’Reilly rose from the table in high good humour. ‘Whatever yourself and the hairdresser were up to in the back of the car, I thought it was about to turn over.’


‘It was a pure disgrace,’ Cronin said to his plate.
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