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Last Light Breaking




I am old. I am old. I sit in my pyjama trousers, cold. It is evening. My curtains are not drawn. Before the bedroom window, huddled and hugging myself, I stare out over a city that does not know me.


“Not in bed, Pop... Here... Stop muttering to yourself and drink this tea. Look. I’ve brought some nice digestives.” Noreen, my daughter-in-law, smiles in my direction without meeting my eyes. Places a cup beside me. Spilt tea has already softened the biscuits in the saucer. She goes downstairs again, to sit with my son. It was good of them to take me in.


My bedroom window is where I watch. Where I share in the street life outside. Where all I see clearly is the past. My image, reflected there, stares back, peers over my shoulder into the room behind me. I find it hard to accept that myopic, shrunken creature is me. I tilt weakly to the left, like a rootless Christmas tree, illuminated by the distant city lights. All festivities over. Discarded. Brittle pine needles would drop from my arms and legs, if someone were to brush past me.


I try to read the South Wales Echo but I am drawn back to examining my appearance. This is really me? Above frost-bitten ears my skin stretches taught, strains to contain my skull. Pale grey eyes reflect helplessness. Eyes which water in the cold air. Not just because the air is cold. Eyes which water when memories of Mammy return, Mammy who was not my mother but my wife. Eyes which fill with tears of hideous self-pity; to think that I am here, here alone, Mammy gone, and the world carries on as if nothing has happened.


I hear the floorboard creak just outside my room, “Pop, you’ve not touched your tea. It’s stone cold. Your biscuits have gone soggy in the saucer again.”


“So they have, Noreen, so they have.” It is best not to argue about things like that with Noreen. She has a powerful left hook. Broke the little finger in her left hand on the kitchen door one day, taking a swipe at Sean because he got home late and she had been worrying about him. “And you know something, Noreen? You won’t believe this... I’ve a thirst on me I wouldn’t sell for a quid.”


“Slainte, girl. Slainte... and may all yous troubles be little ones.”


Noreen stands over me silently, waiting for the cup.


I hand her the cup with a slightly trembling hand. Noreen delivers a swift valediction, “It’s well past your bedtime now, Pop. Don’t forget you’ve got a busy day ahead tomorrow. Do be sensible.”


“I will Noreen, dear. May God bless you and keep you safe.” I listen to Noreen’s footsteps retreat along the landing with what sounds to me an irritable haste. She is a fine woman. Cecil made an admirable choice. She has been the making of him.


Stiff from sitting, I edge crabwise to the bed. I pour water from the jug into the china bowl and freshen my face. The teeth go in to soak with some Steradent. Sans eyes, sans teeth, not quite sans everything. I do not think so.


My legs are milk white, almost transparent in the light, with purple patches where my veins have given up the ghost. I switch off the bedside lamp. Darkness. But I know where I am, who I am; not quite sans everything, no, no, not yet.


Tonight there will be no sweating, searching in a panic for Mammy, for a glimmer of light, for some memory or sign of which darkness I am in. I shall sleep soundly.


I am warm. No dreams to worry me. Cosy. I feel fifty years younger. I picture the old stone house in Bagenalstown. We are preparing to go out to Sunday Mass. A warm, summer’s morning. Seven of us, all boys, in our best, chafing suits. We take no breakfast. We will be receiving Holy Communion and have to have abstained from all food and drink from midnight. The Parish Priest, Father Michael, tells a cautionary tale about a boy who could not resist a few biscuits to ease the hunger pangs before receiving the pure white host, the Son of God himself, on his tongue. As the boy opened his mouth to take in the host, the priest saw that God had put a black stain over his tongue and realised the boy was not worthy to receive communion. Father Michael always took trouble to stress the shame of it. The priest sent the boy straight out of the church, declaring him to be in a state of Mortal sin. We all assumed the boy had burned for all eternity, somewhere along the road to Carlow.


In fear of sins, Mortal and Venial, sins of commission and sins of omission, sins of enjoyment and sins committed out of sheer boredom, in fact in fear of practically everything that is not downright unpleasant or actually painful, on the basis that if it is not unpleasant or painful it probably is a sin, we take our rumbling stomachs to church.


No-one complains. We live in a rigid and ordered world and know no other. My brother, Declan, and I, are altar servers. During the sermon my gaze strays over the congregation. Mary McDonagh is at the front of the side aisle. Her mother-of-pearl rosary beads glitter as they dangle from her plump, brown fingers. My one ambition in life is to tumble with her in her father’s hay loft. I would gladly risk hell’s fires for two hours getting to know her up there.


Father Michael glowers at his wayward flock. His neck bulges frighteningly as he restrains an almost overwhelming fury about something. We know not what. He exhorts us to avoid the occasions of sin. Impure thoughts are as bad as impure acts, thinking about adultery and other sins of the flesh is as bad as performing the acts themselves. He pauses long and heavy to allow everyone to think seriously about adultery.


The altar boy beside me is Declan. He swings the thurible slowly and rhythmically throughout the silence. Ghostly white clouds swirl across the sanctuary and down the aisles. Emaciated flies bang themselves senseless against stained glass Saint Patrick standing in bare feet on the writhing snakes. Mary McDonagh’s naked ankles, knees and lower thighs are enveloped by groping fingers of incense. Her curls give out a golden fire in the dustgleaming sunlight, but her eyes are hidden in prayerful shadow. She is untouchable under her gilded halo, wrapped in an aura of saintliness. Light and deep shade accentuate the proudness of her cheekbones and her perfectly proportioned body, my Greek goddess, Mary McDonagh, The Holy Virgin of Bagenalstown.


“If thine eye offends, pluck it out,” Father Michael bellows like a bull in pain, then changes to a threatening whisper, “Avoid even the smallest of wrongdoings lest they lead to greater ones and the inevitable loss of your immortal soul.”


I feast my eyes on my ethereal vision, the epitome of innocent spirituality, moved deeply by her sensuous unavailability. I have seen her striding lithely through the long wet grass at her father’s farm. I have watched her stroking the silken snouts of the horses there. I have marvelled as she controlled the huge beasts, riding bare-back and wild straight over thorny hedges and across the endless, swaying corn fields.


“The pleasures of the flesh are as nothing compared with the sublime delight achieved by self denial and self control. Be not blinded, dear brethren, by the shallow pleasures with which Lucifer tempts you; they are as nothing compared to the glories which await you if you are true to Him. He who watches us, and watches over us, every second of every minute of every day. He who gave His life for us in the ultimate sacrifice, at The Crucifixion. If ever you are tempted. And which one of us is not tempted?” Father Michael pauses meaningfully, “Can anyone here stand up before us now and say he or she has never been tempted to fornicate?” His eye moves systematically around the church for a response. No-one moves a muscle, apart from Ma O’Keefe who, we all know, suffers badly with her nerves. “Remember this. He is close at hand. He is watching you. He knows what is going on in your head. All you have to do is call on Him. He is the one Friend who will never, ever, let you down. Just call on Him whenever you begin to falter.” Father Michael is beginning to subside. His neck deflates, his passion spent. “Now, dearly beloved, let us remember those Holy Souls being cleansed of their sins in the scorching flames of purgatory, even now as I speak, who, without the help of our special prayers, will take even longer to reach their eternal reward in Heaven. Out of the depths I have cried to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice...”


Father Michael looks relaxed and solemn. I am still in ecstacy. The summer’s heat, the incense, my tweed suit overlaid with thick, black cassock and lacy white surplice, lack of food and drink; all combine. My knees turn to water. At Father Michael’s exhortation to pray, Mary lifts her head as if directing prayerful petitions heavenward, but her eyes stare directly at me. They pour their supernatural beauty into mine. Suddenly there is fire in my belly. My skin burns. I feel so weak and yet my body has developed a will of its own and is secretly preparing for the dance of love, despite the weight of my overgarments. I am convinced the whole congregation can see a tell-tale bulge at the front of my surplice. I curse Father Michael under my breath for insisting that the older altar boys stand up during the sermon because of the shortage of benches. I concentrate on reciting mathematical tables, but to no avail.


Mary alters her posture ever so slightly. She slides her hips forward slowly and deliberately, presumably to ease the pain from sitting still on the rock hard bench. Dancing black dots obscure my vision. Bombarded by a barrage of flashing lights, I feel only relief as I slide weightlessly to the highly polished, wood-block floor.




It’s a nice morning for it, Pop.” 
“Whaa... Whaaa... Ah, you’re a great woman, Noreen. I live for a cuppa char in the mornings. Put it here where I can reach it, would yous?”


“It’s over there on the table, by the window.”


“I’ll take it in a minute, then...”


“The cemetery today, remember? You wanted to go.”


“I did, so I did.”


“Cecil and Sean will take you up in the car.”


“Ah, it’s a great morning for it, Noreen. I’ll be up and dressed in two shakes of a lamb’s tail, tell Cecil, and thanks for the tea.”


I select my black, patent leather shoes, grey flannels, cream sports coat and straw hat. It all takes time. These blessed longjohns take an age to get on and I always nick myself shaving when I rush. I must look my best for Mammy though.


“Ready, Pop? Cecil is waiting.”


“I’ll not be long, Noreen, once I’ve the longjohns on.”


There is a discontented hubbub downstairs. Eventually, I descend the stairs very deliberately, not to be annoying but because my gait is very weak. The creaking stairs, fourth and third from the bottom, seem to mock me with the same, long drawn out groan every time I use them. The sound of my parchment dry hand inching along the handrail with the same bony swish even gets on my own nerves. It is so cautious. Yet I would probably get giddy and tumble if I rushed.


There are three flies circling the pink glass lampshade in the hallway. One lands on my shoulder as I pass beneath but I cannot brush it away. I have my walking stick in one hand and need to support myself on the hall table with the other. The fly now explores the pieces of tissue which staunch the blood flow at strategic points around my chin.


Outside I can see Cecil sitting at the roadside in the Ford Anglia. The engine is running. He is polishing the inside of the windscreen with a yellow duster. Now he is polishing his glasses with a large white handkerchief. A Saint Christopher medal adorns the dashboard. He begins to polish that with the white handkerchief. He is a smart fellow. Has a good education behind him and a steady job in the Civil Service. He sports a fine, closely-cropped but bristly, moustache.


“Can I help you, Grandad?” Suddenly a young voice pipes up behind me. I take hold of Sean’s arm. He is a big man of seven. Down the garden steps he guides me. First the white marble one, then two large uneven ones, a quick tussle with the garden gate, then the last tiny step which often catches me out as I raise my hat civilly to a passer-by. Today I have Sean with me. He may be young but he has sturdy little legs and strong arms.


The Ford Anglia’s paintwork is now gleaming in the sunlight. It is grey. I manage to get in without trapping my fingers in the door. It did happen once. Cecil thought I was in and slammed the door. It just caught the tips of three fingers on the left hand.


Driving along Cowbridge Road I try to help us forget we are going to the cemetery. I do not want to make life gloomy for little Sean.


“Had a good week at the office, Cecil?”


Cecil studies his rear view mirror intently. He is a very careful driver. You would trust him with your life. He polishes the rear view mirror with the yellow duster and frowns.


“Mmmm...”


You would have a terrible job to break Cecil’s concentration when he is driving.


Cecil has always been quiet. Even as a child.


“It’s a nice day for a drive out, Cecil, don’t you think?”


“Yee..s.”


Cecil is satisfied with the rear view mirror now and tosses the duster into the glove compartment.


We pass through Ely, by several pubs with thirst-provoking names like ‘The Dusty Forge’. A little nip of Jameson’s would not come amiss right now – just to soothe the throat. We leave the car outside the enormous cast iron gates and towering railings. I always wonder if they are designed to keep the buried people in or the live people out. Why do they have to separate us from each other? Cecil holds back respectfully. He always leaves me to find Mammy’s grave on my own.


I suddenly feel ashamed to be wearing a straw hat. It seems too frivolous, disrespectful even. I take it off and hold it in front of me, against my chest. They say men cannot cry properly, but I try to. The whole scene shimmers gloriously through my wet-prism eyes. Handkerchief. I drop my hat. Little Sean retrieves it for me. There is the stone. Florence Connolly. Mammy is there. I do wish I could really let go. I sob and make a snuffling noise like a young boy with a runny nose. What sort of man calls his wife ‘Mammy’? I do not care now. She is what matters. I picture her, before we moved to Cardiff to live with Cecil and Noreen. She pauses in the dining room of our house at Burnham-on-Sea. Felt like living back in ‘the old country’ when we lived in Somerset. She has just lifted the little muslin cloth off the jug. The jug which contains the cream slummed off from the surface of the scalded milk. The cloth has tiny, blue, glass beads around its edge, which Mammy painstakingly stitched there, despite the trembling of her hands from the Parkinson’s Disease which afflicted her for years. She wears a fawn, crocheted shawl around her shoulders. Her hair, slightly thinning and very fine, is pulled back in a bun.


“Come in, Pop,” she chides, “Come and eat your breakfast. You’d be out in that garden all day if I didn’t bully you.” How ridiculous, a woman calling her husband ‘Pop’. What were we like”


“Coming, Mammy. I’m coming.” She stands there, slightly stooping, a gentle smile in the corners of her mouth. She is beautiful.


On our way home we take Sean to the swings in Llandaff Fields. Cecil shields his eyes from the sun and stares towards the village, “Now that, son,” he announces to Sean, “That is the spire of Llandaff Cathedral. That used to be a Catholic Church before Henry the Eighth gave it to the Protestants.” Sean’s youthful exuberance causes him to fall off the witch’s hat and he grazes his knee.


“I want to go home,” he blubs, sitting beside me on the park bench.


“I think that other building, to the left of the Cathedral, may be the old Bishop’s Palace. Of course, it’s a ruin now...” Cecil has a great feeling for the history. Has shelves full of books in his room at home.


Sean’s face is upturned to mine, “Did you go on the witch’s hat, when you were a boy, grandad?”


“We’d no swings, Sean, just the countryside to play in, when I was growing up in Ireland.” I look deep into his innocent eyes, “Enjoy your childhood years, lad. They are the happiest of your life.” What I do not say is that they were my happiest years. I still had a land, a place to be, a people. I had not lost them then and I could simply enjoy the warm blood coursing through my veins, from heart to fingertip.


I feel my heart pumping again with life, not fear. I run like spindrift down to the river, instead of to the old school building in Bagenalstown. We always head for the deepest part of the river, my brothers and I. Once out of sight, we strip off, trudge down the dusty riverbank. From the sandy strand by the bridge, we swim like killer whales, monarchs of every shoal and current we swim through. We slice deep down through crystal waters to pick up stones from the river bed. It takes your breath away, bolts it tightly inside your lungs. It sets your teeth chattering. I can still feel the sun’s warmth wrapped like a blanket around my body after swimming. I remember the fresh meadow grass and the openness of the sky. Lying on my back, infinity begins to mean something. I do not yet understand that all things are finite.


Swimming in the river’s midstream race terrifies me because I know I am destined to live forever. It often causes me to strike out in panic for the river’s bank. What if I inhale a mouthful by mistake? What if I get stomach cramps? Yet my fear is pleasure. I know I am safe. It is idle fun to imagine what it must feel like to drown. The moment you change from threshing about to floating like a rag doll. How does that feel? What will they all say if I float downstream past the schoolyard at breaktime? “Aw, God, there goes poor old Connolly. He was a gas of a feller, wasn’t he, lads?”


“Sure he was, but he couldn’t swim to save his life...”


There would be the funeral. The biggest ever held in Bagenalstown. Such a tragedy – going so young. His whole life before him. Father Michael would remind them all what a pious lad I was, an example to them all, a credit to my parents, a good altar boy and my soul probably free from all stain of sin with any luck, when he took my age into consideration. Mary McDonagh would be at the front of the procession, inconsolable, crying, “Oh, if only he had lived. We were to be married, you see. Or at least we were going to give things a good go up in my father’s hay loft. May Eternal Light shine on him... such a sweet boy.”


I do not drown. I grasp copious reeds to haul myself onto the river’s bank. Mud oozes between my toes. My limbs are supple. My muscles feel fresh and strong as I wrestle on the bank with my brother, Declan.


I had a place then and my brothers did too. They were fine, handsome lads, John, Mick, Declan... and the rest of them. Their teeth were gleaming white. Like film stars’ teeth, you could say. No grand farm for us to inherit. A small, rented house. Fine when we were children. There was not room for us as adults, not room for us to grow in Ireland. To America some went. Dominic went to be a priest in Nigeria. Did very well for himself. Became the Cardinal’s assistant out there. Others did building work in England and drifted between there and home, not knowing where to settle. I joined the Army. The British Army. It was when everyone in Ireland was talking about ‘Home Rule’. A few years after I joined up there was the Easter Rebellion. Later on the nationalists managed to set up an independent Irish government. That was why I never went back. I was no longer the man from Bagenalstown who liked to swim in the River Barrow. I heard bits of news, but I never met any of the family again, after I left. In the eyes of the folks back home, I was a British Tommy.


The British Army gave me a training which set me in good stead. In the signal corps I served. I clipped my speech. Used to try to talk like an Englishman at that time.


You were all reduced to the same level in the Army, whether you spoke like an aristocrat or an Irishman. The old joke they told was about the new recruit called Montague.


“Stand to attention, Montaig,” says the Sergeant Major.


“The name is Mont-a-gue, Sir, if you don’t mind,” says the new recruit.


“Well, if that’s what you want, Mont-a-gue, you can get started on four hours fat-i-gues for your trouble,” says the Sergeant Major.


“We’re off to France,” one day the Company Sergeant Major announces. I see a lot of the insides of trenches and not a lot of France. The distance of a bus stop away we can see Fritz in his trenches. Shells whistle overhead. There is screaming. Incessant explosions. It gets on my nerves. My hand begins to shake so much, I am unable to send the messages. Aw, God, I send them alright. I would be shot otherwise for disobeying an order. It is just that the messages become indecipherable at the other end. At H.Q. they think I have been given the gift of tongues. In fact I am thinking I am in Hades and the world has come to an end. I am glad to get away from there alright. It takes me years to feel confident again. I do not want to go back to the old village in Ireland in case someone takes it into their head to shoot at me over there as well.


After the war I am stationed all over the country, Bulford Camp on Salisbury Plain, Carshalton in Surrey, and a dozen others I can picture but whose names I forget. Luckily I get a job in the Post Office on discharge.


The Post Office in Market Drayton is small but I remember it well because there I met Mammy.


Over the years we move from village to village. I find it hard to settle. When the baby arrives, we decide an English name would be nice. Cecil grew up a real little gentleman.


“Thank you, Cecil, for driving me to the cemetery.”


“Half past ten,” Cecil consults his watch.


“You’ve got a lot on. For the Church, is it?”


“Civil Service Catholic Guild. Typing.”


“Ah, that’s great work. Great work. I’ll be up in my room then. See yous at lunch.”


“How can I tell that these are the happiest days of my life, Grandad?” Sean is still rubbing his grazed knee.


Back in my room I switch on both bars of my electric fire. The sun is still shining outside. It is difficult to keep warm these days. I change into my slippers, zip them up as far as they will go, press my hands as close to the fire as I can stand. The soft wool of the hearthrug under my feet is comforting. The old clock with the brass plaque ticks as steadily as when it was presented to me on my retirement. The strolling minstrels in porcelain strum their mandolins in time with its beat. Mammy’s brother gave us those. All my things bring back memories. The older I get, the older my memories seem to be. For some reason it is Mary McDonagh’s face which drifts before me as often as not these days. I am getting warmer. I must admit I welcome her intrusion, whether it be into my dreams or into my thoughts, because everything I recall about that time seems so vivid to me now. I get to know her properly at Declan’s fifteenth birthday party. We talk a lot but it is the physical things which stay with me most. She has on a simple, red dress which exposes her arms. The material is a kind of hessian. Not unlike the material of the sofa I am sitting on. She pulls me by the hand into the kitchen, after we have discussed the weather for about half an hour, just as the others are getting going with some Irish reels. I remember how she feels through that dress. I remember how she pushes herself against me as we kiss. Heady stuff for a young lad prone to fainting fits on the altar. Eating strawberries and cream always reminds me of those first kisses. It gets me down now of course, picking the strawberry seeds out of my teeth.


“I’ve seen you looking at me.”


“You have?”


“Did you like what you saw?”


“Y’ I did that.”


“Put your hand there, Connolly. Is that all right for you?”


She is a young woman of great character. I develop the greatest respect for her directness. It is wonderful. Possibilities, fearful questions, career around my head. Mary likes me for sure. Would I dare, if she really wanted me, to show her how hotly I care for her? Would I dare? There is a clock in a mahogany case on the kitchen wall. Mary’s breath caresses my cheek as softly as a butterfly’s wings. Short, tense breaths, faster than the ticking of the clock. The others keep passing the kitchen door, They are snorting with laughter. I picture them winking at each other, puffing on their Sweet Afton cigarettes, trying not to inhale. Then sounds of panic. I hear Declan whisper, “Empty those ashtrays, quick!” The adults are back from the pub. It is time for Mary to return home with her father.


I move over to the window. There is a small private school across the road. A high wall runs around it, glass fragments cemented into the top. Marlborough House School. After the Duke of Marlborough, hero of victories at Blenheim and Malplaquet, I have always assumed. Our address is 206, Marlborough Hill. I live in a desirable area now alright. We celebrate the noble history of the British Army every time we mention where we live. I do believe Cecil chose the house because of its obvious associations. No children in the school today. Saturday. Only perfectly trimmed lawns in the school grounds. Parallel stripes, different shades of green, neatly formed ranks of troops, Irish Guards on parade.


During the week, I spend a lot of time watching the children. Screaming, shouting, laughing, in their emerald, serge uniforms. The bell tolls. Sudden, uncanny silence. Lessons. Then mayhem unleashed again at breaktime. I dislike the silence over there at weekends. The children’s liveliness takes my mind off painful thoughts. When there is nothing to watch I rub the shiny skin on my scalp with the flat of my palm, conjure up foolish thoughts. Sometimes I slip back into thinking of myself as lonely. Self-pity. Such nonsense.


Over and beyond the cedar trees in the school, I can just see the roof of the Rhymney Brewery. The red neon sign there blazes out its presence every night. Noreen has been discouraging me from taking any alcohol recently. She says she read an article which said alcohol aggravates the lining of the stomach. At about the same distance, Fairwater rises and, to its left, Ely, where Mammy lies at rest. I can say ‘hello’ to her whenever I want, in the sky see her eyes as blue as the ocean.


Stretching forward, I look down the hill, past the Turog bakery, to the small Post Office run by Angus from Aberdeen. In the far distance, Leckwith Hill and its bluebell woods run east to the coast at Penarth.


Angus knows I am an old Postmaster. He is kind to me. Each Thursday when I collect my pension, he looks me straight in the eye. He can tell how I am immediately. If he thinks I need cheering up he takes off his thick, tortoise-shell glasses and says, “Let’s have a little chat today, Mr Connolly.” He decided I needed sorting out a couple of days ago.


“The top of the morning to you, Angus...”


“There’s a quiver in your voice today, my lad. You need to get out and about more.”


“No, really. I’m fine. Musn’t complain...”


“The Oasis Club...”


“The whaa’...”


“Opens lunchtime on Thursdays.”


“Whe’...?”


“Just off Cowbridge Road. D’y ken Lion Road?”


“I think I do...”


“It’ll cheer you up no end.”


“No, really. I’m fine. Musn’t...”


“Hell of a show. You’ll love it.”


“Well. I could...”


“Beginning of Lion Road. On the left. Yellow door.”


“...just pop in.”


Outside in the sunshine I pat my wallet, undecided. Angus is right. I have not been on an outing for a long while. Mammy and I used to go to Burnham-on-Sea Bowling Club nearly every day. Noreen and Cecil are wonderful company but they lead such busy lives. I might make some new friends at a club. I am feeling stronger than I have done for some time. It is decided.


When I get back, Noreen is polishing the silver with Duraglit, ready for a forthcoming dinner party. I change into my bottle-green trilby and navy-blue suit. I select a polished ebony walking stick, having replaced the rubber tip with a fresh, unused one.


“I’ll be taking my lunch out today, Noreen.”


“Righto, Pop.”


“See yous later then.”


“You’ve the fresh handkerchief with you?”


“I have that.”


“The clean socks?”


“I do.”


“The ones I put out for you first thing this morning?”


“Yis, yis, I do. I do... and I have on the elasticated stockings for the veins.”


“I was going to ask about them.”


“Oh...”


“They’re not down around your ankles, I hope?”


“They are where they should be...”


“Good.”


“Thank you, Noreen.”


“Tea at six. Don’t be late.”


I stroll up Victoria Avenue, past Mrs O’Brien’s house. Paddy is stretched out on the front door step enjoying the sunshine. He gets up unsteadily. Probably exhausted from overmuch procreation. He sidles up to me and licks my hand. I only wish Mrs O’Brien would do the same. She was widowed many years ago. Grew up in Sligo. Still a very fine woman. Her bronze curls glitter yet, even more brightly than Paddy’s golden retriever coat.


I take a breather, hoping she might come out. She is nowhere to be seen. I wipe Paddy’s saliva off my hands with my fresh handkerchief. The one Noreen put out for me first thing this morning. I love to converse with Mrs O’Brien. It is an education. She knows a great deal about the breeding of dogs. Of late we have been discussing the complexities of their mating behaviour in some depth. We have a favourite bench in Clarence Park. Beside a beautiful lily pond filled with goldfish. In the centre is a plinth. On it a bronze statue of a naked youth. He is on tiptoe. Arms uplifted. He seems to be embracing creation with total naturalness, communing with a life force we can only glimpse. He reaches upward, his right arm a little higher than his left. He stretches, taut, graceful. Fountains spring high into the air around him. He is cascaded with water droplets which become rivulets coursing over and around every contour of his body. Mrs O’Brien tends to look in his direction during lulls in our conversation. Fondles the soft, furry skin around Paddy’s ears. Paddy’s eyes glaze over. She stroked my bottle-green trilby, where it lay on the bench between us, by mistake one day. I think she feels sympathy for me. Having lost Mammy. Brings back thoughts of her own loss.
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