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Preface to the Second Edition





The Leavetaking was written as a love story, its two parts deliberately different in style. It was an attempt to reflect the purity of feeling with which all the remembered “I” comes to us, the banal and the precious alike; and yet how that more than “I”— the beloved, the “otherest”, the most trusted moments of that life — stumbles continually away from us as poor reportage, and to see if these disparates could in any way be made true to one another.


Short stories are often rewritten many times after their first publication, novels hardly ever. This obviously has to do with length, economics, the hospitality of magazines and anthologies to stories, perhaps even convention: and I believe it to be, as well, part of the excitement of the novel. The novel has to stand or fall alone. Any single story in a collection of stories can lean on the variety and difference of the others, receiving as well as casting light.


That the second part of this edition of The Leavetaking came to be reformed is in part an accident. Several years after its first publication, I found myself working through it again with its French translator, the poet Alain Delahaye. The more I saw of it the more sure I was that it had to be changed. The crudity I was attempting to portray, the irredeemable imprisonment of the beloved in reportage, had itself become blatant. I had been too close to the “Idea”, and the work lacked that distance, that inner formality or calm, that all writing, no matter what it is attempting, must possess.


What is certain is that this luck of a second chance is undeserved. It should have been written right the first time. What is still uncertain is if it is right even now. That will rest with whatever readers it may find.


J.McG. 


August 1983
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Part One











I watch a gull’s shadow float among feet on the concrete as I walk in a day of my life with a bell, its brass tongue in my hand, and think after all that the first constant was water.


Two boys drag a smaller boy towards me through the milling bodies. He is sobbing. I have to lean forward to hear in the din.


“He says Billy Rudge has been throwing pebbles at his glasses, sir.”


“Tell Billy Rudge from me if it happens again he’ll go to the office.”


They run, gripping the small boy between them, who is smiling now behind the cheap misted spectacles. I hadn’t to think to answer. After all the years on the concrete everything had become mechanical now, comforting hand on hair or warning tap on shoulder, the Red Cross kit in the office, telephone for the ambulance when limbs were broken.


I turn to watch the shadows float, calmly crossing and recrossing the milling shoes and hanging for moments still, how calm and graceful they float or hang still: the air above full of squawking gulls, clumsily turning, the hanging stilts of the claws and the bootbutton eyes tacked to the side of the skull as they wait for the abandoned scraps of bread.


“Bhuil cead agan dul go dti an leithreas, a mhaistir?” a boy asks my permission to go to the lavatory.


“Why didn’t you go with your class when I rang the bell?”


“I forgot, sir.”


“Do you really need to go?”


“Not really, sir,” he grins and gallops away before I mechanically say, “Well why did you ask then?” and I do not call him back but follow a floating shadow again, the brass tongue of the bell warm in my hand; and I shiver, once it had seemed it would go on lunchtime after lunchtime as this until I withered into a pension at sixty-five, and yet today is the last day I’ll walk with the bell. This evening he’ll dismiss me when I meet him at eight. A smell of urine seeps from the lavatories, their small windows half open under the concrete eave.


The shadows sweep over the concrete, violent and very fast; and I search for one slow shadow to follow before turning to the air, where the violent sweep of the shadows is reflected in a white frenzy above as it nears to when they can fall on the scraps of bread.


I look on the shape of the buildings that on three sides enclose the concrete I walk on. The lavatories and schoolrooms are flatroofed and concrete, the single arm of the assembly hall alone v-roofed. Ragged rose bushes hang limp under its windows, a strip of black earth in concrete, the concrete beginning to crack after ten years, half-arsed modern as the rest of the country; the two halves of the yard slope in opposite directions. When it was first put down the plans had been read wrong and the slope had flooded the rains into the school, one half having to be torn up and sloped back towards the centre.


Across the low flat roofs of the schoolrooms I look towards the girls’ school, a nineteenth-century mansion framed in beeches. The iron stairs of the fire escape climb to the door and window where the women lunch, low in the window black hair I kissed once, woman that I loved once: that love has gone and both of us live on though it seemed death then. Now that her power has gone she blushes when we meet, she who was indifferent to me or bored when she had power, as if she feels the part of her life that is gone has been enclosed by my love and could be recalled if the love could. She blushes now that part of her life is gone with the love, and still we live on.


Glass of the swing door glitters as it is pushed against the sunlight. It is Maloney, the headmaster, one hand outstretched as if in the dark to protect himself from the blind rushing of the play as he comes towards me across the concrete. The other hand mechanically draws itself from the forehead over his baldness: was it a habit he acquired in the horror of his early balding, drawing his palm over his hair in the hope that the hairs might miraculously cease coming away stuck to the sweat of the palm?


“Go mba leithsceal, a mhaistir,” he excuses as he reaches for the bell.


I let go the chain of the tongue when I feel the wood firmly in his hand; it tinkles before exploding into wild alarm and the yard freezes, the shadows floating very fast on the concrete as the gull cries enter the new silence when he holds the bell again by the tongue. A boy, unable to stand the tension of the awkward position he froze into at the bell, stumbles over laughing.


“You,” he points the handle of the bell at the boy. “Go dti an oifig. No one moves after the bell stops.”


As the boy makes his guilty way to the office the headmaster strides purposefully between the still figures, the shadows floating calmly on the concrete beneath the shrieking above. A gull drops low over one of the bins in an ungainly flap of wings but not close enough to pick the bread.


“When I give one ring to the bell each boy goes and picks up the lunchpaper nearest to him. Any boy I catch talking or not picking up papers goes to the office.”


He changes his hand from the tongue to the handle and gives a single ring. The boys stoop to the concrete for the lunchpapers. “I said anybody I catch talking goes to the office,” he adds as he hounds vigorously between the still figures in search of any papers left on the concrete.


“Bhfuil gach duine ag eisteacht? When I ring the bell again, walk with the papers to the bins and then quietly back to your places. Anybody running or talking goes to the office.”


One sharp bell stroke. They walk to the bins. A medley of strikes tells them they can play again. They burst into relieved uproar, their feet threshing over the shadows that had floated in stillness. The point of the cane makes a ragged lump in the shoulder of his brown suit as he comes towards me with the bell, its yellow crook inside the silver watchstrap between his cuff and sleeve. As I take the bell by the tongue, shock of the erection I got when first I beat a boy with a cane, taking pleasure in my supposed duty. There is as much contained satisfaction on his face as he hands me the bell as Napoleon’s must have worn after a perfectly executed cavalry manoeuvre.


“In about six minutes you can ring them up, a mhaistir,” he says looking at his watch below the crook of the cane.


“Gura maith agat, a mhaistir” I prefer to thank him in the patriotic and official idiom since in it I am unable to betray shades of feeling.


“Gura mile maith agat, a mhaistir,” he is elaborately polite today as he strokes his hand over his bald head and turns away. Normally he’d hang about with me on the concrete, “Who do you fancy for the next All Ireland?” or “Have you been down home lately?” or “What do you think of this new maths?” and I, having no strong opinion, would trot out, “I suppose they’re all right, but I don’t see how you can escape the hard slog — though they may be all right for the very clever,” since I’d know it would please him.


“That’s what I say. There’s no escaping the basics. Those theories are all very fine to have behind a desk in Marlborough Street when you don’t have to put them into practice. They sound good. You’ll find no matter what theories you have there’s no substitute for the hard slog. If they left teaching to teachers it’d be a saner world.”


That would be the normal but normally the teacher on playground duty is not normally due to be dismissed at eight of the same day.


“Old fanatical peasant I’ll miss you,” I think as I watch him go towards the teachers’ room, ready to rout them out of any argument into the playground at the first stroke of the bell, a little stooping as he goes, the bulge of the cane in the shoulder, obsessively stroking the bald head. He gives the same narrow care to this school as his father must have given to the crops and cattle of their small southern farm, “This school is me. I’ll go through stone walls for this school.”


Through the modern glass of the swing door I see him withdraw the cane from his sleeve, the tensed body of the boy as he holds out his hand for the cane, the single blow; and the boy crushing his folded arms in pain as he is propelled out through the swing door by the shoulder.


He’s changed little from the first time we met, more than nine years before, a wet Saturday night a week before Christmas, the bus queues long with children and shoppers in Abbey Street, tired and irritable in the rain, the wind from the sea rocking the wall of the bus as it dropped me past the Bull. I was an hour early for the interview but the night was too wet to hang about the suburban avenues, their stripped almond and cherry waving under the lamps.


“I am sorry I am too early. I misjudged the time with the buses and it is wet.”


He stood in the door no different than he stood today on the concrete, in one of the identical brown or blue suits, brown or black pairs of shoes.


“It makes no difference at all. You’re welcome. I am sorry you’ve had such a bad night to come.”


He took my coat and showed me into a front room, bustling as he turned on an electric fire, moving the heavy armchairs. The room was obviously little used by the family. A heavy clock, with the day of his wedding and the names of its donors on a silver scroll, beat on the fleshcoloured tiles of the low mantel.


“You’ll have to excuse me. Mrs. Maloney is at Confessions, it’s the Women’s Sodality, and I have to try to get these troops you hear upstairs to bed before she comes.”


“It’s fine,” I answered awkwardly as running feet and shouts sounded from the upstairs rooms.


I sat in the empty sittingroom, its white sliding doors closed, and listened to him try to get his children to bed with a mixture of not very effective bribes and vague threats. Later I was to come to know he had as little authority in his home as he had complete authority at school.


When he came I noticed for the first time his habit of drawing his hand across his head in the memory of hair as ruefully he smiled, “Always it’s a struggle. That’s what you’ll have ahead of you on Sodality nights when you’re married.”


Solicitously he moved the electric fire closer before taking my letter of application from the top of a piano in the bay of the window.


“I liked your application and especially how both inspectors stress your modh-briomhar in both your probationary reports. If a young teacher hasn’t energy and enthusiasm he might as well throw his hat at it.”


“I am happy where I teach now,” I lied with measured falseness. I hated the small town where I then taught and wanted to get to the anonymity of the city at any cost, “But the journey and the fares to the university in the evenings I am finding a struggle.”


I had started night lectures as excuse to escape the dreariness of the evenings of the small town, dreariness of the digs I shared with four artificial inseminators.


“I’m the oldest. If I could move to the city it’d be to help more with the younger children’s education,” I lied on, the lies like all successful lying compounded of an element of truth.


“Actually, my wife remarked on that in your application. It’s an old country tradition. The first out of the nest helps the others out. City people are all right in their way but they don’t have those good solid traditions behind them that we who come from the country have.”


The white sliding doors parted slowly to show a small boy in pink nightwear who shouted, “Cuckoo, Daddy,” and stood there smiling.


“Gerald, such manners,” he rose. “You know you shouldn’t have got out of bed. You’ll have to excuse me again,” but the child scampered back into the darkness behind the sliding doors and it took some time before he was able to catch him and carry him kicking happily upstairs again to his bed.


“When you have children of your own you’ll realize how simple and uncomplicated your life is now,” he stroked his hand ruefully over his head when he came down but before he had time to return to the application a key turned in the door.


“Thank God, it’s Mrs. Maloney back from the Sodality,” he went and called her into the room as she was putting away raincoat and umbrella in the hall.


“She was a teacher too before we were married. Not far from your part of the country.”


“My mother taught in Leitrim too before she died.”


“My father must have known her then. He was principal in Lecarrow,” she said smiling, a large woman, with warm brown eyes, her black hair threaded with grey, the irregular features welded into one impression of solidity and warmth, more handsome now than probably ever she was when young. I named my mother’s maiden name.


“Of course,” she answered. “I often heard my father speak of her. Nobody had anything but praise for your mother.”


The interview was over. I had got the job. The headmaster beamed, it was all he needed to be certain, he was now appointing someone from within the family, not taking a chance on a mere stranger.


“When you’ve had a look at those heartscalds upstairs why don’t we all have tea in here,” he said to his wife.


“Have they been playacting again on you?” she laughed lightly.


“They never stopped. Nothing I say in this house is paid any attention to,” he grimaced wryly. “Their behaviour must have made a terrible first impression.”


“They are only children after all,” I answered awkwardly.


“Still, we’d not have behaved like that with our parents. We walked around in fear,” and he began to tell me about his father, a small southern farmer, a quiet man but hard, who slaved from light to dark to give them an education and a chance in life that he himself had never had. People come by things too easily nowadays, he thought.


Tea and biscuits and fruitcake she brought in on a tray. Talk went as the slow dropping of rounded stones from jar into separate jar. I did not ask till it was time to leave, “Do you think have I chance of the appointment?”


“I can’t appoint you. Father Curry is the Manager. He does the appointing, but in all the years he’s never once gone against my recommendation, though of course the final say is his,” he more smiled than grinned, an old servant smiling with loving indulgence on the gods of authority since in spite of all their power they were as small children in his hands once he had learned how to humour their little ways. “He says twelve Mass in St. Anthony’s on the seafront tomorrow. Meet me at the gates at half-twelve tomorrow and we’ll see what we can do.”


We met at the chapel gate, the rain had stopped, sun coming and going behind white cloud out on the bay.


“It’ll be longer than I thought because of benediction. We might as well wait inside,” he said and I was glad to avoid the unease of waiting alone together.


In the porch two men were counting coins into blue paper-bags on the table and they nodded friendly recognition to the headmaster. “They’re parents of some of our pupils,” he leaned to whisper as we went in. “Great parishioners. I’ll tell you about them later.”


We stood together at the back of the congregation; above us the choir was singing, the air warm and heavy with incense and bodies. A bell tinkled. In silence the little fat old priest climbed toward the tabernacle. The monstrance glittered a metallic sun as he moved it in the shape of the cross before downcast eyes. The bell tinkled for a last time into the shrouded coughing, into some child’s crying, and it was soon over, the altar boys in scarlet and white leaving the altar in twos in front of the priest bearing the empty monstrance, light from candles dancing on the gold of his cloak, small human bundle in magnificent clothes. In the sacristy they would be free of the mystery when the boys bowed with the priest to the cross and then to one another, as I did too when I was young.


We were pushed by the surge towards the doors out again to the gates to wait, the congregation scattering to cars and bus queues or just walking away as a huge handful of feathers scattered on a stream.


“You stand a little way off. I’ll see what mood he’s in first. If he’s in the right mood I’ll beckon you over. If not I won’t. We’ll leave it as it is if he’s grumpy until a better time.”


Pausing steps came at last from the sacristy, the small rosy corpulence in black, the headmaster moving nervously along on the railing, searching for the best position to effect the meeting.


“My friend,” the priest raised a short arm to the headmaster’s stooping shoulder. “It was just yourself I was wanting to see,” and they sauntered out of earshot, stopping some yards off with the priest deep in earnest speech.


It was some time before I was beckoned over.


“I’m glad to meet you,” he held out a warm pudge of a hand. “And what part of the country are you from?”


“Leitrim, Father.”


“There was a Flanagan from Leitrim in my class in Rome.”


“He might be from another part of the county, Father.”


“Anyhow, it’d be before your time and I somehow remember hearing the family had moved. He was an excellent handballer.”


Maloney leaned above the conversation, beaming approval, waiting for the right pause to interject, “I am hoping, with your approval, Father, that Mr. Moran will prove a fine addition to St. Christopher’s.”


“You’re not long out of the College?” he felt it necessary to go through a semblance of an interrogation.


“Two years, Father.”


“And I suppose his reports are good?” he turned to the headmaster.


“Excellent, Father. They stress enthusiasm and energy.”


“What about an interest in games?”


“I’d be glad to help at games.”


“That’s better than a hundred reports. Mens sana in corpore sano, I always say. Better than a hundred highfaluting theories. Some of those highfaluting theologians who used to lecture us in Rome I’d give my right arm to see them try and run an honest parish.”


“Perhaps you’d like some time to think over the appointment, Father?” Maloney decided to intervene.


“No, if you think he’s all right that’s that. You’re welcome among us,” he shook my hand. “You’re coming to the best school in Dublin and the best headmaster.”


He let go my hand, changing his to the headmaster’s arm, “It’s an infernal nuisance having to go to court with that bowsie of a contractor Ryan. After him putting down the concrete so that the water flooded the school he has the impertinence to get his solicitor to write that I was to blame.”


I watched them drift slowly as in the beginning along the railing, the priest talking, the headmaster’s body bent low and nodding obsequiously until they reached the presbytery gate where the priest took his leave by a squeeze of the arm.


“That’s a good morning’s work,” the headmaster rubbed his hands in satisfaction when he came back. “He’s as good a Manager as a school could have as long as you never press him when he’s in the wrong mood.”


“He has agreed to the appointment then?”


“There was no trouble. What he wanted to talk about was a court action that’s coming up over the playground. It was sloped the wrong way so that the water flooded the school. Between myself and yourself and the wall he’ll have to cough up but you couldn’t tell him that. He left it all to a lazy clerk-of-works that someone pawned off on him.”


“Should we have a drink to celebrate?” I asked and his face fell: fear that he’d just hired a drunkard. His finger searched to his lapel, “I must have left my pin in the other suit,” he explained in confusion.


“I didn’t mean in a pub,” I quickly corrected. “An orange or lemonade in a sweet shop.”


“That’s an idea,” he relaxed in relief.


We passed The Yacht as if it was a house of shame.


“Young teachers should stay clear of the pub. There can be too much free time in the profession. I’ve seen too many in my day come to grief on the high stool,” he advised as we reached a sweet shop and stood for a few minutes beside a pile of Sunday papers drinking from lemonade bottles through pale straws, but my appointment was now secure. It was all of nine years ago.


At one minute to one today as on every other schoolday, leaving the door of the staffroom open on the teachers, he’ll come through the swing door on to the concrete.


I watch the shadows race over the milling boots, their bread is near, as I walk for the last time with the bell, its brass tongue in my hand.


I look at my watch as I see the headmaster hurry from the staff room to his office, leaving the door open behind him: it is two minutes to one. I take the bell by the handle, the chain and ball tinkling as it falls free, and the yard freezes as I ring.


“Anybody moving after the bell goes straight to the office,” the headmaster is outside the swing door, shouting into the voracious shrieking of the gulls. The second bell drowns his voice. They run to their lines. “No talking after the bell,” I hear him shout as some murmur rises into the gull shriek.


“Lamha suas,” I say and the lines stretch out as they put hands on each other’s shoulders. “Lamha sios,” their hands slap their sides.


“Lamha sios.”


“Lamha suas.”


“Iompaigi,” for the last time and they turn, the headmaster moving among the lines as some brownsuited cormorant scanning water.


“Anybody who has something to give up can now leave his line.”


“Black glove, rosary beads, medal,” he names them as he holds them high. “Penknife. I’m giving it back but it’s the last time. Knives should not be taken to school,” he looks impatiently towards the open staffroom door. “Black glove, white handkerchief, rosary beads.”


Boland is first in the doorway, but hangs back against the wall to take a few last guilty drags of the cigarette he holds behind his back, fifty-five-year-old schoolboy with heart condition, and so the shy and conscientious James is first on the concrete.


“Mr. James’s class. March. Cle, deas, cle,” the headmaster at once sends the line moving towards the classroom, apologizing as James hurries past him to catch up with his class. “It’s only just to get them moving, Nil aon deifir, a mhaistir.” “Gura maith agat, a mhaistir,” the quiet James thanks him as he goes past to catch his class. “Cle, deas, cle, deas,” James takes up to try to concentrate the life he feels haemorrhaging under the headmaster’s eye until he can get to the quiet of his classroom, where he’ll try to restore his loss of self with a silent curse before making the class stand for prayer before work, the work he’ll do scrupulously and well.


Raggedly they are on the concrete now, my colleagues until eight this evening, Boland hanging farther back for the last guilty drags; and is there need to name them, soon they’ll be only an impression they made on my mind, yellowing papers tied with weakening twine, no blue or pink loveknots to charm away the harshness. They have mortgages to pay off. They are worn out at the end of every June and come back vaguely reconditioned each September after breathing the sea of Dollymount if they cannot afford a change of sea. They let healing clay trickle through their fingers in small gardens that end with some young apple trees and a wall of concrete blocks topped with glass. They lean on spades across privet in the evenings and talk with their neighbours of the gardens and the road and in spite of the bills and the children’s quarrels that can drag them into neighbouring quarrels, by September they will be partially healed.


The gulls’ shadows race and whirl in a frenzy over the bread exposed on the concrete, only the bolder swooping low enough to lift the crust that they have then desperately to defend again in the air.


“Rang a tri! Cle, deas, cle, deas,” O’Connor claps his hands before the headmaster has time to set his class moving in advance. The class smile cockily toward him as they march. “Rang a tri. Brisk. March,” he claps and they smile again, the clay of the young flesh reflecting their master’s character. “Cle, deas, cle, deas,” he claps and as he passes the headmaster a jaunty, “Nice bit of sun for a change, a mhaistir”, and Maloney jostled for the moment out of his authority reacts in distracted confusion,” Go haluinn buiochas le dia, a mhaistir,” before returning to the concentration of a gundog pointed towards sleeping game as he watches the lines.


The shadows race and wheel and clash on the empty spaces, shrieking as they come down for the bread.


“Rang a ceathar. March,” Jones, a little cock, says quietly and firmly to his line. Ramrod straight, razor of a crease from shining shoes, gold pin in the tie, white cuff. The grey hair shines from brushing.


“Dia dhuit, a mhaistir,” he says formally as a general saluting another general. “Dia is murie dhuit, a mhaistir,” the headmaster returns without looking up, intent on keeping the lines flowing towards the rooms so that no classroom time is wasted. He does not follow Jones’s precise walk from the yard.


It is the last day and it is same as all the other days on the concrete, and it will go same as this after I am gone with only change of cast or of weather.


All the teachers are on the concrete except Boland who still hangs back for the last drags. The classes stream in a continuous line towards the open doors of the room. “Cle, deas, cle … cle … cle,” thumped out to the march of boots on the concrete. It is the last time? What do I take away? Not much, and it tells as much about me as them.


An engagement ring Doherty worked eighteen hours a day the whole summer in a pea canning factory near Newcastle to buy. “She will never know how much sleeplessness and sweat and lifesickness of green she wears on her pretty finger.”


Such small confidences I’ll take away.


“Did you feel like running?” O’Connor had asked him after he’d come from seeing his firstborn.


The blackhaired Tonroy who passes me now in rigid disapproval took me to his house once, “When we first met I’d to borrow sixpence from the sister to take her to the pictures and then I said get on your bike, girl, from now on for you’re going out now with one of the impoverished brotherhood.” Impoverishment of their house of children, not poverty but the ugly coldness that nothing — neither chair nor plate nor child  — had ever been touched with care, the runny nose of a child. Ο the opposite of my love in the room in Howth, the love of the Other that with constant difficulty extends its care to all the things about her so that they shine in their own loveliness back to her as the circle closes in the calmness of the completed self, the love that I’ll be fired from this school for at eight.


“Cle, deas, cle …”


O’Toole smiles at me as he goes past, at least he does not judge. They blame him for not being married, for taking the transistor to school in summer to listen to the cricket; they’d blame him anyhow, they need to blame.


Munroe is the one teacher to go up to the headmaster, who folds his arms and smiles as he listens to some tale of what happened at the church choir. Munroe’s laughter peals out through buck teeth when he finishes; the headmaster smiles, but his eyes follow the marching feet, stirring uncomfortably if he sees any child out of line, “The time to nip it is in the bud, before it gets out of hand.” Munroe waves as he finishes and hurries after his already marching class, he is the headmaster’s right hand, they both live for the school.


I tighten my hand on the tongue of the bell to hand to the headmaster a last time, three lines left on the concrete, one of them beginning to march, I turn to the feel of Boland’s hand on my shoulder.


“It’s the best thing that ever happened to you. There’s nothing I’m more sorry for than that they didn’t sack me before I got too old, since I kept putting off taking the plunge till it got too late. One of my class that got sacked — roaring drunk he was on the job — is now head traveller for a chemical company, rolling in money, driving round the country from hotel to first-class hotel. His nerves aren’t in tatters at the end of the day. The best thing ever happened to you. You’ll get out before the trap closes.”


“I hope you’re right and thanks,” I try to smile, I’ve always liked him and yet he makes me always awkward.


“Do you see these?” he takes his hand from my shoulder to show me photos. “I was showing them to the boys at lunch and it was too much of an eyeful for some of the sober joes. We took them on the Isle of Man in August.” The photos are of a beauty contest, girls in swim-suits and high heels on a wooden platform against a pavilion and the sea. Under the platform Boland is prominent in dark glasses and a flowered shirt.


“You managed to get near enough to the lovelies,” I say.


“Where would you expect me to be but near? We had a few bets on the result. I got the winner at four to one. A right boozeup we had afterwards in the Oak Lounge on the proceeds.”


The third class had passed through the glass doors at the lavatory. Only my line and Boland’s are left on the concrete. Μaloney casts us glances as he paces between the lines. Many of the gulls have come down on the concrete, the shadows of those above dulling their white brightness in the moment of passing.


“I think Maloney is getting restless,” I am anxious for him to leave. My class has to be last to leave after the handing over of the bell.


“That old bollocks. What do you care? You can’t be sacked twice the same day anyhow. I wonder what he’d do if one of those dames waltzed up to him and took him by the fly. Ο my God how he managed ten children I’ll never know. I’d give a week’s wages to see him perform. The first five steps of the modh-muinte.”


The headmaster soon lost patience.


“Mr. Boland’s class. Cle, deas, cle. Gluasaigi,” rings out in the gull chatter and shriek.


“The old bollocks,” Boland mutters as he leaves, “I’ll show him the photos just for the crack. Remember what I told you though — this day’ll be the best thing ever happened to you.”


I turn towards the swing door to hide amusement from my class, who are watching me for word to March, as he flourishes up to the headmaster with the photos. I watch out of a corner of my eye. A thin smile surfaces to Maloney’s features as he looks through the photos, the manner that of a policeman accosted by an amiable drunk, prepared to humour him a moment in order to hurry him the more quietly on his way. As he goes he waves a bragging arm to me behind the headmaster’s back, fifty-five-year-old schoolboy with heart condition still at school, “Cle, deas, cle,” he shouts, and I hand over the bell.


“Gura mile maith agat, a mhaistir,” he thanks me. Normally, he might mention some point of playground discipline but today is, after all, a last handing over of the bell, by chain and tongue.


“Gura maith agat, a mhaistir,” I return, and call to my line to march. He walks towards the swing door, head low, slowly passing his hand backwards over his head, the bell hanging silent by its chain in his other hand; sad he is or reflective I think as I watch him leave, as if he was going over my life at the school and its ending or over his own life or all of life.


Grey gullshit falls close to me on the concrete as I walk by the side of my class towards the door by the lavatory. Cle, deas, cle … cle. The shadows float and hang still on the concrete but they are thinning, drifting over the trees in the direction of Dollymount strand and the Bull, from where the autumnal smell of dying seaweed reaches me through the fresh urine. The concrete is clean of bread. The bootbutton eyes of the last gulls dispute a scrap of white loaf with claws and shrieking beaks, their shadows contracted to a small area of the concrete. When they leave for the sea the concrete will be empty of shadow, lying still and grey, reflecting its own light, as the first dog starts to scavenge among the bins. Over them the nineteenth-century house that is now the girls’ school where the one with black hair teaches, whom I loved once; and now that love is changed, embodied around fair hair in a room in Howth. If I could pray I would that she be the last embodiment of love in my passing.


I follow the last child through the door at the lavatory. Cle, deas cle … cle. Their shoes echo up the long empty corridor towards the one remaining open door of the classrooms near its end.




   





We chant the prayer before work. They take out their books. Mechanically I begin the lesson of the afternoon but I have no desire to bend to its arid discipline today of all days, if indeed I ever had. I’d never have been a teacher, I see clearly, but for my mother. Her dead world comes to life in my mind as I drift away from the classroom and out of this last day in it on a tide of memory.


“Who do you love most in the world?” my mother used often ask me in the evenings.


“You, mother,” I answered her in that dead June evening.


“That’s not right. You know who you love most.”


“You, my mother.”


The grey tassel of the blind swung to the idle touch of my hand in the window where I sat. A cinder path ran to the railway sleeper that made a footplank into the ripe June meadow outside, green and a leaden silver where it leaned in heavy ripeness, above it the black clouds of a gathering storm.


“No, this has gone far enough. You know who you must love most of all.”


“I am lucky to have such a lovely mother to love,” the tassel brushed the glass as I moved it faster.


“Enough fooling. You know Who your first love must be.”


Her face lay in its pile of chestnut hair on the pillow. I let the tassel hang free. To get her love I’d have to trot out the catechism answers that I hated.


“God,” I said.


“And after God?”


“Mary my Mother in Heaven.”


“And after Mary?”


“You, mother.”


“No. You know that’s wrong.”


“I love my earthly mother and father and brother and sisters equally,” I resented then having to affirm what I did not feel.


“And after this life if we serve God well?”


“We’ll live forever and forever with God in heaven.”


I had no love for forever and forever in heaven, solemn song and music forever under evergreens to figures on burnished thrones in the higher distance, their white robes flowing. At best it might be Lenehan’s orchard on a true summer’s day: gravelled avenue climbing between laurel, the Virginia creeper below the turrets of the Bawn a rude riot of sparrows, white benches on the lawn, the band thumping out a samba from the marquee down by the river during summer carnival, carts rocking from the meadows and she and I together under a red and yellow canopy of apples and talking of our life in the world.


“We’ll live happily forever and forever if we pray,” she said from the pillow.


I let the tassel hang limp in the window. A dark green stillness had settled on the meadow. The sky was full of thunder.


“I’m afraid it’s going to thunder, mother.”


“You can come to me if it does.”


An explosion of light on the windowpane and on the glass of the picture of the Sacred Heart above the wardrobe in the gloom. The first crash trembled the thin walls of the house. I ran to the bed.


“Hide me, Ο hide me, I don’t want to go to hell.”


She held me close to her on the bedclothes. With each survived crash I grew quieter.


“You wouldn’t go to hell anyhow. And you’re safe now. Listen. It’s moving away.”


“I don’t want to die. I want to stay with you.”


“You won’t die and its moving away. You can count between the flash and clap. It’s a mile away for every second you can count.”


She began to count slowly from the next flash. She’d reached seven when the thunder crashed, “You see it’s moved seven miles away.” The lightning came again. Gently she led me through the counting. We reached ten before the thunder sounded, “You see it’s now ten miles away. You must count yourself the next time. It has nothing to do with hell.”


I reached fourteen between the next flash and its far off rumble.


“You counted a little fast but you can see it has moved further off still.”


“We won’t die so and go to hell, mother?”


“Not if we pray and fear God.”


Heavy rain had started to drum on the slates, drumming anxiety and fear away in its fierce beat, it was suddenly happiness to be close to her on the bed under the roof and not outside in the pouring rain.


“What’ll you be when you grow up?” it was a dream she recurrently loved to linger on.


“A priest, mother,” my answer never changed.


“Do you think when you get older you may change your mind and want to be something different?”


“No. It’s too hard to get to heaven if you’re not a priest.” It was said with that grave solemnity of children that moves the grown to smile.


“I am not a priest or a nun and I have to hope to go to heaven,” she stroked my hair.


“That’s different. You’re a good person.”


“I’ll be present at your ordination, won’t I?”


“I’ll send a big car for you to come to Maynooth to see me ordained.”


The dream never changed. She would go in a black car to my ordination. It would have no white ribbons or virginal flowers but it would be fulfilment of her wedding day. She’d kneel for the first blessing from my priest’s hands when they’d taken the bandages off, hands fragrant with sweet oils.


She’d come with me to my first parish, to live in an old ivy-covered presbytery, a walk of white gravel through the cemetery between the church and the presbytery, an apple garden with some plum and ornamental fuchsia at the back. In moonlit nights the gravestones would shine white but they’d hold no terror for us. Grandfather clocks would strike the hours. Summers we’d read on the lawn and as the summer went watch the red fall of rose petals on its margins. She’d keep the altar, take the Dutch tulips from their thin cardboard boxes, arrange flowers and candles on the altar, be the constant worshipper and communicant at daily Mass.


“I’ll say Masses for you when you’re dead.”


“You’ll say Masses for me when I’m dead,” she repeated with a catch of the breath.


“Lots and lots of Masses for you. You’ll hardly have to spend any time at all in purgatory with all the Masses.”


“You promise to say Mass for me?”


“I promise. And afterwards we’ll live forever together in heaven.”


“Kiss me,” she raised her lips from the pillow. “It makes me so happy that one day you’ll say Mass for me. You don’t mind now if I try to sleep.”


As she closed her eyes her face was full of a calm sweetness.




   





In the schoolroom of this day I am disgusted at the memory. Though who am I to judge or to expect her frail person to break the link against the need of the chain to lengthen and grow strong in normal darkness.




   





“You sent for me, mother?” her sickroom is more vivid in my mind than this classroom where I teach out the last day.


“Come over and sit on the bed. There’s a draught between the door and window.”


I moved to the bed’s edge. The new eiderdown had black squares and red.


“Do you want me for something, mother?”


“I want you to promise to do what I am about to ask you.”


“Promise what?”


“Just to promise me without asking what.”


“I can’t promise without knowing.”


“Why do you have to be as Thomas who had to put his hand in the spear wound?”


“What do you want me to promise?”


“I want you to promise not to cry if I have to go away.”


The face on the pillow of hair was grey but it looked a girl’s face. The pale blue of the eyes held a paler pleading smile.


“For how long?” I barely was able to get the words out. She’d been away for months in hospital before. We’d to move to our father in the barracks. The hostile stone rooms of the barracks had been as nothing compared to the ache of waiting for her to come home. I flinched at the memory of the wild happiness of seeing her get out of the car at the end of the avenue the day the pheasant was shot for her, the world holding its breath a moment as the small figure in the grey tweed costume got out of the car at the end of the avenue. Silver fountain pencils with three pellets, red and green and yellow in its glass top were the thin wafers of communion she brought, a promise that she’d come home never to go away again.


“You must promise me not to cry?”


Even if I’d wanted to promise I could not.


“If I had to go away forever would you promise not to cry for me?”


“Why’d you have to go?” I gripped her arm.


“If God called me.”


“No, no,” I broke down, more against the horrible To Die trying to break into my mind out of her phrase, “If God called me.”


Healing rage grew, the unfairness of it all.


God had all the angels and saints in heaven and his own mother, and why should he call the one and the only one I loved, all that I had.


Cheap plywood wardrobe of that room. Sprayed gold handle, Sacred Heart lamp burning before the Sacred Heart, window on the empty meadow, more present than this schoolroom where I stand and watch.


“Promise me, promise me you can’t go,” I shook the frail blades of her shoulders.


“I’ll not go then. I promise. Not to go. Will that quiet you now?” Her face showed the despair of not being able to share her approaching death with me.


“It’s certain?”


“It’s certain. I promise not to go.”


“It’ll be summer soon, you’ll be better, we’ll go to town on the train, I’ll carry the parcels …”


“I’ll sleep a little now,” she turned on her side away from the window. I stared at the bedclothes, shaken by small regular convulsions. She was probably sobbing but I did not know that then. The tassel hung still in the centre of the window. The meadow was bare beyond the railway sleeper, water glittering from hoof tracks as stars in the worn grass. Raindrops spattered the pane, clung there a moment as if waiting to be told their purpose, but not having the strength to wait any longer for answer suddenly wasted down the glass.


I went past the window, looking back at the door but the face was hidden, the convulsions weaker in the bedclothes.


Bare boards of the corridor, loose brass knobs of the doors; shoes on the stairs, hand on its wooden railing, relief I had the cows to tie out in the darkening evening.


In the darkness of the byre they stood munching by their posts. I slipped their chains about their necks and hooked them shut. At the last cow, the old grey, as I hooked her chain I buried my face against her hair and warm flesh and started to cry.




   





Lightfoot, not my friend since he found friendship disgusting, quoting Proust that it is the halfway house between physical exhaustion and mental boredom. Only what one loves is, as we comically try to hang on to what must pass, and I respect Lightfoot too much to claim him for a friend against his will. The simple feeling that such as he is alive is enough to make my own life more bearable and he made that wet evening in the deathroom general for me when he spoke of his own mother. We sat at the long marble counter of The Stag’s Head, the silver clock on the slender stem crowned with antlers and the scroll of tempus fugit.


“She devoured her wretch of a husband my father and all my brothers except Tom who left the house at eighteen and would have nothing more to do with her. She still hates to mention his name. All the brothers that married are in turn dominated by their wives. Poor Kevin, who stayed in the house, she tramples all over; he takes her weekends in the country, he’s fifty, and she butters his bread. She halfdevoured me and would have wholly except for me developing some awareness of it.”


“She’s always been charming to me,” it was a question rather than a defence.


“That charm covers steel and I often think it comes from the mountains; all her people come from the mountains.”


“I couldn’t imagine her violent,” I questioned again.


“No. That’s why it is so deadly. She did it the way women do: a withdrawal of support at crucial moments. As they can enslave by the giving and refusal of sex.”


It was not my story. My mother had no choice in her withdrawal, and yet Lightfoot’s story that evening was a lamp, drawing the act out of its isolated darkness into recognition and odd comfort that life in different ways dealt the small deaths as pitilessly to everybody in preparation for the last. As I left him to go down the lane to the buses, the click of billiard balls coming as on this time every Saturday night from the Union Hall, I shivered in the face of a premonition of what I did not want to look on.




   





The day after she’d promised me not to die I remember going to visit my cousin Bridget. My feet stretch from sleeper to sleeper, sharp white stones between the sleepers, the two silver strips of the rail flashing as they narrow into the stone bridge. There is no cloud. I am purely happy going up the railway in the morning to visit my cousin Bridget. To add to my delight she is alone in the room, wrapping fresh bread in a damp towel for it to cool. The men would drive the ploughing horses, pitch high the sheaves, stick the pigs and sheep but at the centre of the farm the cave of this room would always be still, rich in bread and honey and steam, washed flagstones and bare wood of the table and chairs and the rounded ripeness of her young body.
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