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For my family













Is this how we should fight,
exchanging bitter words
like two groaning corpses?





– Cú Chulainn (‘The Táin Bó Cúailnge’
translated by Ciaran Carson)




INTRODUCTION


There’s a saying in my part of the world that there’s more than one way to skin a cat. That’s cat, by the way, inflected with a y after the c, so that the cat you’re likely to be skinning actually answers to cyat. The y in this case is illustrative of how even a common aphorism can move into the territory of a shibboleth. The north of Ireland is well known for such peculiarities, and once, they were even enough to have you shot.


By such minutiae [are] the infiltrators detected, Michael Donaghy reminds us. Borders need not be so complicated as those areas of transition where papers and passports are required. Borders are simply the dividing lines we create for ourselves, and can be as simple as an elongated vowel or as stark as a checkpoint with barbed wire and concrete bollards.


Indeed, just as there are many ways to skin a cat, so too are there many ways to cross a border. One example is how, after the Wall went up between East and West in 1960s Berlin, tunnels were dug. People have been known to risk getting shot or drowned on one of the many dangerous crossings from Mexico into the United States, and in the Mediterranean boats are capsized or blown out of the water.


Thankfully, this island’s Border isn’t nearly so precarious, though that hasn’t always been the case. Up until 2003, entry into my hometown of Newry was conspicuously marked by a British Army watchtower on Cloughoge mountain. The nearby village of Bessbrook had the dubious distinction of hosting the busiest heliport in Western Europe, and in 1989 – the year my parents left for England – unemployment was similarly in poll position at 27.5%


For better or worse, I am a product of borders. Most of my family are from Newry, but circumstances were once so bad that my parents had to emigrate to Coventry where I was born. Not long after, we moved to Scotland, and in 1995 – a year after the first IRA ceasefire – we came home. My mother was interrogated for three hours by Special Branch when we arrived at port and there were occasions in the lead-up to our departure when my father discovered that his mail had been opened.


The contributors to this book are the products of borders as well. What form these dividing lines take depends on each person’s circumstances, and their interpretations are many and various. For some, borders are personal; redolent of struggles with family or language, landscape or the body. For others, they represent much larger vistas, like history and war, poverty and race. For everyone, I think, borders signify boundaries to freedom, and it is only by challenging them through art that we can ascertain whether such boundaries are useful.


Personally speaking, the land Border in Ireland – enacted by Partition a century ago and wending its way unevenly between the pieces in this book – is emblematic of the sort of dividing line which has caused more harm than good. Other writers and editors might disagree, and that’s OK, but it would be crass to feign neutrality on a subject which has shaped who we are, both as part of a collective, and as individuals.


The authors represented here are every bit as opinionated, and approach the concept of ‘borders’ with more fire, knowledge, compassion and variety than I could ever hope to muster in my own writing. And so I urge you: read them, enjoy them, learn from them. For theirs are the voices that school children in decades to come will refer back to for the impassioned, necessarily biased view of what Ireland was like at a crucial juncture in its history.





James Conor Patterson
Newry, May 2021



MOVEMENT



Darran Anderson grew up in Derry. He is the author of Imaginary Cities and Inventory. He lives in London.



Essay

TIME MOVES BOTH WAYS

They found gods everywhere, the first people to arrive here, after the ice had finally retreated. The world appeared new then, reborn. Each river had its own deity. Each mountain. Every natural feature. We would call them animists now, the people who named small gods. They invested every object with a living soul. My father, a hoarder, is the last of these pagan people. I am sifting through his possessions, mending broken items, sorting them into boxes while, several miles from here, he lies in intensive care. He has been at death’s door for nine weeks now. Each object has its own god. The strange bed he is in. The phone through which we speak. The machine that breathes for him and keeps him from crossing over.

The window of my father’s bedroom at home faces east. The river – where his mother and father both drowned – is visible as a silver sliver of light. This window is an object. It has a lifespan. It is not as old as the house. It was a replacement for one blown in by an errant IRA mortar. In another sense though, it is much older. It is made of sand. It was a beach once; every grain worn down by the sea, the wind, and the rain, across an unseen expanse of time. If, as the Celtic animists believed, every object has a soul or a little god, then windows do too. I think of them as cinema screens; possessing the memory of everything they have witnessed.

I rewind the footage. Most of it is uneventful. Cars going to and from the Border. People walking dogs. Once a year, a group of Orangemen march backwards along the Queen’s Highway. The streetlights blink off and on. The constellations wheel, in a backspin, across the heavens. The sun rises in the west and sets in the east repeatedly. Seasons retreat. Winter follows spring.

The one constant in the footage is a vast oak tree to the left-hand side. As we reach back to the turn of the millennium, we slow the reversal. The scene begins to change. A checkpoint grows out of the ground; its broken pieces mended by the arc and contact of a wrecking ball. The tree is suddenly decorated with listening devices. A boy stands at the window staring out for the first time, towards the newly risen tower where a sniper – in turn – watches him.

Almost every day, we passed through that checkpoint. The local shop and pub lay on the other side. As did the ‘Free State’ and the promise of temporary escape from the Troubles in the wild sanctuary of Donegal. Almost every day, we passed through the zone, on foot or in the car, silent because of the unsubstantiated belief that they could hear everything you said. Slowing to a halt, my father was always addressed with the same patronising sneer, either with an English accent if a soldier or a rural Ulster Scots twang if an RUC officer.

‘So where are we off to today, sir?’

‘Home.’

‘And where might that be then?’

Good question, and a wretched little seed to plant in someone’s head.

I left home round about the time they were dismantling the checkpoint. We were glad to see it go, though glad is too positive a word. It was more like the feeling when a boot lifts from off your chest. The demolition was relatively painless. Further into town, the army base at Fort George took many years to clear. They had to decontaminate the land of heavy oils and arsenic, whatever the military were doing there. The next checkpoint over to ours, at Coshquin, had been dismantled in a much more kinetic fashion, when late one night the IRA forced a Catholic army base cook by the name of Patsy Gillespie to drive a van filled with explosives into it. They held his family hostage at gunpoint while others trailed him to make sure of their mission’s success. The detonator was wired to the light that came on when he tried to open the door. Two other Border attacks were launched at the same time, with ‘collaborators’ of the security forces being used as human bombs. In South Armagh, a sentimental IRA member whispered to the victim not to open the van door but to climb out the window. To the dismay of their planners, these attacks failed to unite Ireland.

There was relief to see ‘our’ checkpoint vanish. The air felt lighter walking through the place where it once stood. For those of us with long enough memories, it still does. Yet we made a mistake in removing all trace of the checkpoint, understandable as that was. It is the classic paradoxical error of the iconoclast who topples the symbols of tyranny, only to erase evidence of them. Later, professional amnesiacs will come to say there never was tyranny, or resistance to it. And, sure enough, in the midst of Brexit brinkmanship, it was claimed there never had been a hard Border. What Border infrastructure was there, as Arlene Foster claimed, was merely for ‘reasons of security and, even then, terrorists were able to come and go at their pleasure.’

‘Well, who you gonna believe – me or your own eyes?’ asked Chico Marx in Duck Soup. ‘Well, who you gonna believe – me or your own memory?’ asked the DUP. The amnesiacs succeed because although the past is objective, memory is subjective and therefore pliable. As Orwell put it, ‘Who controls the past controls the future.’ So just like that, in some colossal magic trick, a heavily militarised Border not only vanished but ceased to have ever existed to begin with. We should have left traces behind, rusting in the landscape. We should have argued in defence of ruins, but we were fools blinded by optimism.

Now that checkpoint exists in the memories of the shrinking generations who knew it. My young son will, with any luck, know little of that world of enmity and division. Yet you perform your own particular form of amnesia with your child, knowing that the soft world you are tempted to construct for them might rob them of the necessary armour needed to face the harshness of reality. How to equip them with decency but also resilience because you know all too well, and from within as without, that man is wolf to man.

There is so little left of the Border that journalists from elsewhere are reliant on road signs and different shades of tarmac for visual cues of where a kingdom ends, and a republic begins. Those of us who grew up on the Borderlands have our own signs, located throughout the landscape, yet even these are changing and prone to erasure. The concrete posts we wound our BMXs around are long gone, though the old crow roads they blocked are still there. The field where Amelia Earhart landed after a perilous solo flight across the Atlantic is the fourteenth hole of a rain-swept golf course. It is sobering to realise that so many years have passed that the little gatehouse where you had your first ecstatic kiss is now a ruin with the roof fallen in. Somehow hilarious too.

There is another place where our checkpoint still exists – the two-dimensional time travel of photography. Snapshots of my nearest, earliest architecture. The all-seeing watchtowers in Donovan Wylie’s Vision as Power. Jonathan Olley’s deeply embedded Castles of Ulster. The gloaming world of Willie Doherty’s work, almost-secret places where fugitives slipped by and informers were taken for their last moments in this world. The old abnormals that were our normality, that were all we ever knew as kids, before we were turned out – prematurely aged it seems – into an unknowing world. It doesn’t matter how long you spend elsewhere. It doesn’t matter that you’ve lived away for longer now than you lived there. It’s still there; the tug of the feral. You feel it when the talk turns dark, and the drink turns bitter. You feel it passing through respectable cloistered worlds. You remember it the way bones remember fractures. I left home when they did, except neither of us really left.

All nations are fictions, but some are more believable than others. It is easy to believe in an island. It is just physically there, for one thing, and intact. To drive a schism through it takes work; physical work on the boundary but much deeper excavations too. There will always exist a yearning to be whole. How might one extract that from the desires and recollections of a population? One method is determinism. To convince people that it was always going to be that way, inescapable and irreversible. If successful, one might even persuade them that it was always that way. Structures help in this process. Institutions. It is a lot easier to believe in a border when it has all the vestiges of a state behind it – a civil service, a public broadcaster, security services. Coercion is always there, whether explicit or implied. It is amazing how easily consensus can come about when there is a gun barrel involved. Every display of military might is, however, also a statement of insecurity. So, appeals are made to higher powers. The divide must be recognised by other states; each engaged in their own border machinations. Every international acceptance makes the border less ephemeral. Yet the doubt remains, in rooms, in dreams. Are the unrecognised republics of Transnistria, Artsakh, Somaliland, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia any less real to their inhabitants?

The sky pays no notice to the Border. Birds pay no heed. Disbelief always threatens to break through, even in creatures as mighty and foolish as we are. Ideology is a useful ruse in making us believe in an invented border, but even true believers know that an ism cannot truly command the soul, short of breaking the mind or body of its possessor; and even then pockets of resistance will always exist, if only in the private decadence of thought. Identity is a much more compelling way to deliver it. Tie the Border to the way a person sees themselves and you will thread it intricately through how they see the entire world. Yet who they are is not enough. It must also be who they are not. Identity has to always be under threat for people to do terrible things to others and to themselves in the process.

Northern Ireland was an unwanted changeling. Even the father of Ulster Unionism, Edward Carson – a Dubliner fluent in Gaelic lest we forget – only begrudgingly accepted it as a last resort and not enough to accept the role of its first Prime Minister. Everyone had wanted a united Ireland, either an Irish republic or a British isle. The former had existed, as it happens, for a single day – 7 December 1922 – before Northern Ireland seceded by letter to the king.

Before Partition even took place, people were dying for this embryonic country. For one side, the forthcoming division was an affront, a wounding, and its agreement an act of treachery and abandonment that had already led to the slaughter of the Irish Civil War. On the other side, an ancestral last bastion perpetually under threat and men pledged their undying fealty to it. It did not matter that the pseudo-state was entirely invented. If anything, it fuelled this sense of fanatical loyalty, giving credence to the claim that fundamentalism so often has doubt as its malfunctioning engine. Both positions would exert a heavy death toll. I know of this violence – between the signing of the deal and the creation of the state – because my family were there. The stories were passed down. And with them came an object.

For a long time, I thought that the iron handcuffs had been dug up by my father; part of a whole host of items he had unearthed, from clay whiskey bottles to gas masks, working for the council. One day, waiting for a call from ICU about my dad, I sat inspecting them for markings, as a distraction, eventually narrowing them down online to one used by Victorian police.

‘You know these handcuffs my da found? It says here they were the type Houdini used in his escapes.’

‘Those weren’t your dad’s.’ My mum replied, ‘Those were ours. We used to play with them as kids. Never found the key. They belonged to… let’s see… he would have been your great great grandfather.’

Cornelius Doherty was his name. They called him Corny. I always thought my maternal grandmother’s lineage was the one peaceful path in my family; the other branches of the family tree being full of British army veterans and war casualties, and members of the IRA who fought against the very battalions their fathers had served in. I thought this one line was peaceful because my grandmother had been a gentle lady, who died tragically young, but the truth seemed to be that no one back then had the luxury of not being involved in some way in one conflict or another. Corny was her grandfather. He was a well-known republican. When the Easter Rising was breaking out in Dublin, volunteers gathered, against orders, at his farm, next door to the now-vanished Watt’s Distillery, intending to make their way south to fight in the revolution. The British authorities never forgot him.

There’d been trouble in Derry for years, but it exploded in 1920 with arson and pogroms, machine gun battles in the streets, snipers on monuments, accusations of government collusion and rumours of invasions of brigands from the hills. Catholics sailed across the river rather than risk the bridge, which had been seized by a unionist mob. As curfews and house raids were underway in the city, news arrived that Belfast too was burning. After two policemen were shot (Waters and Wiseman) in Derry near the quay, their colleagues in the Royal Irish Constabulary decided to take revenge on Catholic locals. Donning masks, ditching their uniforms but not their arms, they went on a spree of violence around the town. At times, it was indiscriminate, attacking whoever they met and at other times premeditated. They riddled Breslin’s shop with bullets and tossed a grenade into the family home of a young rebel. They left a tobacconist and butcher’s shop in ruins. My ancestor Cornelius was on their hit-list and finding he had vanished, they torched his farm, with the livestock trapped inside a barn. Those who heard the shrieking of the animals, as they burned in Corny Doherty’s farm, remembered the sounds for the rest of their lives. I do not know if the act went avenged but I do know that shortly after, the rampaging extracurricular policemen, who’d been shooting at firemen, ran into a British Army patrol who mistook them for members of the IRA and shot three of them. The following year Northern Ireland was founded, a hundred years ago at the time of writing. The Royal Irish Constabulary became the Royal Ulster Constabulary.

Cornelius lived through that encounter to become an unwanting and unwanted citizen of the Northern State. A number of times, his survival, and thus the existence of his descendants – including myself – was a close-run thing. On one occasion, his home was raided. What transpired there is not clear, but he emerged with his life and a set of handcuffs that had been relieved from an RIC officer. The restraints were old even then. They were forged no later than 1870. I wondered what happened to the people that had once worn them and those who had used them, before the handcuffs had later changed into a kid’s toy for nine Catholic children in a row.

If even an inanimate object is capable of transformation, it may be no surprise that a border could too. Yet it is surprising, given how much effort has been made – a century’s worth – to convince us that the schism between North and South was, and remains, natural and inevitable. The truth is that the Border was created and contingent, and any number of alternatives were possible. Other possibilities were considered. It could have encompassed all of the traditional province of Ulster, swallowing Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan. It could have run along the Bann and thus saved the new state a lifetime of sectarian apart-hood and gerrymandering towards those west of that river. It could have left out Derry, parts of Tyrone, Fermanagh and Armagh, counting on pogroms to expel or corral Catholics in West Belfast. No border at all was a compelling possibility but one quickly discounted by anyone who knew the depths of man’s oldest virtue and sin: pride.

Contingency gets wiped away. Everything in hindsight is made to bend to what came to pass, and other paths that were equally viable are ignored. History becomes an article of faith, predetermination. It happened thus so it was always going to happen that way; a view that runs entirely counter to the way we live our lives, with at least some semblance of free will.

Once the Border was made singular and laid down on the map, work got under way to make it appear real. Some efforts were inadvertent. Successive Irish governments ignored the warnings of W. B. Yeats that to make the state beholden to priests and bishops would drive a wedge in the country and they would never gain the North to which they still held claim. This reinforced the unionist fear of a papal island and fuelled an already burgeoning siege mentality. This, in turn, was costly for northern Catholics, given anything they obtained (the right to housing, the right to vote, the right not to be killed with impunity, etc.) would be seen as a zero-sum, fifth regiment threat to life and liberty in the last loyal bastion. Some efforts were more conspiratorial. It was not enough to have the North fear and hate the South. For the Border to truly exist, the South must reciprocate. So, it is alleged, MI5 colluded with loyalists on a series of devastating car bombs, killing thirty-four people, in Dublin and Monaghan. And sure enough, nordies travelling south of the Border soon found themselves receiving the ‘cold hand’ and hearing murmurings to keep their savagery ‘up there’.

Truth is more slippery than facts suggest. It is not simply that this bordered land of ours could have been different. It has been different. Who remembers now that the North was once split into three at Lough Neagh between Oriel, Ulidia, and the Northern Uí Néill? Or that the sites of unionist heartlands were once within the kingdoms of Ulaid and Airgíalla? Who remembers the strange sea-straddling nation Dál Riata, which encompassed western parts of what is now Scotland and eastern parts of Ulster? Who remembers that time is fluid and that we are as much its creatures as we are of space?

Nations, like life, are always contingent. It could yet be different. Every insurgent knows that it is only treason if you fail. Republicans have known this since the French Revolution inspired their United Irishmen. The king-toppling revolutionaries of William of Orange knew it too. Legitimacy is retroactive.

After a quiet, distressing videocall with the hospital, I leave my mother to nap and wander along the Border, invisible as it is in the landscape. My father dwells now, clinging to existence, in another borderland, that needs no artifice or propaganda. The border between this world and the next. Or between this life and oblivion. I think of politics and maps, as a way of not thinking, as I walk across fields, through woods and along the lough shore. Perhaps we are condemned to be together on this island. Perhaps there is a kind of quantum theory of identity for those of us in the North, where we are both/and, and simultaneously neither. Perhaps there are checkpoints everywhere and the one we grew up next to was just the most overt manifestation.

I give in and let the wind and the landscape carry my thoughts away. They will be here aeons after we are gone, and the stories we have told ourselves and each other long forgotten. The heart-breaking fact of life – that nothing lasts forever – might also in different circumstances be a liberation. I reach a dry-stone wall separating the road from a field of crops. It has outlived the checkpoint it once passed through, and the visitors who guarded it. As have we. I remember walking along its ledge as a boy, lost in thought. I’m still there.



Abby Oliveira is a writer, performer, lyricist and theatre maker based in Derry. She performs regularly at events and festivals throughout the UK and Ireland, and has toured work internationally in Australia and Singapore. She has had work commissioned by BBC Radio 4, BBC Radio Foyle, RTÉ Radio, and more. 



Poetry

A MAP OF THE WORLD IN PRIMARY COLOURS

Our teacher unravelled the world one day,

stuck a thumbtack in Scotland’s thick ear



declared us a pinprick on a pinprick

whizzing through space.



She showed us the nose of the Hebrides,

a chin in Kintyre, Arran, Islay,

the UK: cross-armed, hunchbacked,

a Victorian judge.



Iceland, an unshorn ram.

Italy, a couture boot.

Mexico, a witch’s locked jaw.

South America, panther’s tooth.

Greenland, the skull of an ancient seahorse,

The USA in its belly. Heart chambers,

the beat-up waves of Hudson Bay, Foxe Basin.

Mother Africa’s afro, wrapped

from South Sudan

to the Atlas Mountains.



I can still see the koala bear in Ireland.

These days her necklace is a throat

slit by a dirty, blunt blade.



WHOLE

I thought I’d have to saw myself in half

to stand in two countries at once, says the wean,



jumping state

ropes on

the Border back-

road.



But I’m still whole.



Arms outstretched as if tied to a rack, she says

We’re holding hands. Me, Donegal and Derry.



There’s no here or there for her

yet.



No euro, sterling,

foreigner, citizen,

trouble, peace,

president, queen,

ally, enemy.



She is the flock of Brent Geese

breaking for Inch.



Should I have pointed out the invisible line? Told her

            to imagine a fat, sleeping snake

            only old people can see,

            three-hundred-and-ten miles from forked tongue to rattling tail,

belly harrowing

            through water, concrete,

            grass, stone,

                        hearts, brains,

            danger-houses,

                        homes?

Should I pretend this snake no longer bites?



All borders draw blood.

The pen            is

the master

of            the sword.



One too-young day

she will be old

enough to see



that walls are only necessary

until imaginations harden.



By then,

she’ll have sawn herself

in halves, quarters, acres –

a thousand times over, yet

she will still be whole.



Peter Hollywood is the author of Jane Alley, Pretani Press (1987); Lead City and Other Stories (2002) and Luggage (2008), both Lagan Press; Hawks and Other Short Stories (2013) and Drowning the Gowns (2016), both New Island Books. He appears in three anthologies: State of the Art: Short Stories by New Irish Writers, Hodder and Stoughton (1992), Krino, 1986–1996: An Anthology of Modern Irish Writing, Gill & MacMillan (1996) and Belfast Stories, Doire Press (2019). Peter is currently Royal Literary Fund Writing Fellow at the Seamus Heaney Centre, Queen’s University Belfast.



Fiction

THE CATARACTS BUS

The Cataracts Bus from Cork City crossed into the North just as the sun was coming up over the Cooley Mountains. The elderly passengers on board were asleep and did not notice. Cassady was at the wheel.

At the motion of Cassady’s head, Shane reached forward and adjusted the roller-blind to keep the sun out of the driver’s eyes. Then he sat back, awake, alert, looking all round him. Shane had agreed the previous week to – as Cassady put it – ‘ride shotgun’ for him.

‘So where’s it at then?’ Shane asked.

Cassady sighed. The questions had started as soon as the bus drove over the Mary McAleese Bridge which spanned the River Boyne. A few weeks off twenty, Shane had never been this far north before.

‘You can’t see it. It’s not something you can fucken photograph.’

Shane had been sitting with his iPhone ready.

‘But sure, then, how do you know?’

‘How do you know what?’ Cassady looked round at him.

‘How do you know when you’re fucken across?’ Shane cursed in a stage whisper, on account of the old people within earshot, some of whom were beginning to stir.

It would have been easier back in the day, Cassady mulled. Back then there were police checkpoints, army-posts, observation towers and barriers of great blocks of concrete signifying the divide. He didn’t bother saying any of this to Shane though. Instead he said:

‘Sure haven’t the people horns on their heads. And don’t they eat their young?’

‘Seriously,’ Shane bridled.

‘Different speed limits,’ Cassady said, softening. Then, a little further along, ‘Look.’

A large signpost was fast approaching on the verge up ahead. Welcome to Northern Ireland, drivers were informed. Speed limits in miles per hour. The signage was scarred, pierced, punctured.

‘You’re not going to tell me those were bullet holes,’ Shane said, snapping the sign as they whizzed past. He’d promised Dervla he’d send photos.

‘This here is South Armagh we’re driving through,’ Cassady said, ‘Bandido Country.’ Shane used the words to caption the photo he pinged off.

‘Welcome to Dodge,’ Cassady drawled. As the bus continued on, its sensor became confused before the computer managed to work out the speed conversion and a noise started to scream at Cassady from the dashboard. They weren’t long over the dividing line into Northern Ireland before they were met by roadworks. Adverse Camber Slow, a sign read.

As the bus’s occupants waited for the Go signal, they could see the green onion cupola of Cloghogue Chapel in the distance to the right.

Shane started up again. ‘Reckon there’ll be a poll? A vote? About doing away with the whole fucken thing?’

‘God,’ groaned Cassady, jerking his thumb backwards toward the passengers. ‘They’ll not fucken thank ye for one. Least not ’til they get their eyes done.’

Shane looked behind him. The passengers might as well have been pilgrims going to Knock or Lough Derg; to the airport, off to Lourdes or Fatima or Medjugorje. Instead, they were all taking advantage of the Cross-Border Healthcare Directive, a piece of EU legislation allowing them to avail of faster and cheaper cataract surgery in a private clinic in Belfast.

After moving through the traffic, the bus stopped briefly for a comfort break on the outskirts of Newry. Then further on, outside Hillsborough, Shane snapped his first flag; a Union Jack rippling in a stiff breeze.

*

The eye clinic was located on a commercial thoroughfare in south Belfast. With his hazard lights on, Cassady pulled up outside and told Shane it was time to earn his keep. Accordingly, Shane sprang into action, joking and cajoling and escorting the older passengers off the bus, offering this one a hand, lending that one an arm and guiding them all up the pathway and in through the polished, automatic doors. Cassady had a favourite parking spot in a nearby industrial estate. It was here he would relax and read the paper while his passengers all had their eyes seen to. There was a hauliers’ caff to have his lunch in, then he’d nap until it was time to pick up his busload in the afternoon.

Shane, on the other hand, was here to widen his horizons. Handing him a twenty sterling note, Cassady urged caution on the lad.

‘I don’t want Meábh on my fucken back if something happens you.’

Meábh was Shane’s mum, and he didn’t care for the familiarity with which Cassady bandied about her name.

‘I’m a big boy,’ Shane told him.

‘Well, even so. Keep your phone on,’ Cassady said.

It was a busy road – an arterial route which fed into the City Centre – and Shane watched as Cassady merged the bus into the heavy traffic, a blaze of yellow registration plates, nudging in that direction.

Not expecting a war zone exactly, nor the Aurora Borealis, neither was Shane expecting a Bang & Olufsen showroom located opposite a Starbucks, or a laser-eye surgery beside Orchid Lingerie, outside of which he didn’t tarry overlong. There were fine art and antiques shops and galleries. Health food stores and delicatessens. There were women in scarlet coats and pastel colours with blonde, blonde hair, laying down expensive contrails of perfume. They walked small dogs on retractable leads, and had poo-bags dangling from manicured fingers.

The road, Shane realised, was a wide and bustling divide. He saw how there were narrow, residential side streets on one side and wider, tree-lined avenues on the other. He turned down one of the side streets, and found himself in a grid of well-presented two-up-two-down terraced houses. Many had flags furled from their fronts. Coloured incisors of bunting were strung about the lampposts. On one gable end, his eyes lit up at the mural of a masked gunman. This he snapped and WhatsApped in one flowing motion before the twitch of a curtain in an upstairs window encouraged him to move along.

The door into the nearby Maude’s café didn’t close properly. A cardboard sign said Shut Happens.

A sprawling, gangly youth just inside the door looked at him and said, ‘How you gettin’ on, big lad?’

Shane heard his own, somehow disembodied West Cork accent answer, ‘Grand. Just grand.’

An awkward silence seemed to ensue and Shane hastened to the counter where Maude was waiting. He knew it was Maude from the large, framed photograph on the wall behind her. In it, she had the sort of flag Shane associated with English soccer fans draped around her shoulders, and the caption below read: For Maude and Ulster.

Shane mumbled something about ordering a cup of tea, then produced the note which Cassady had given him.

Maude looked at it and said, ‘Nothin’ smaller, luv?’

‘What?’ Shane leaned forward a little.

‘Have you not got nothin’ smaller?’

‘Oh. Right. Yeah.’

What loose change he had was in the palm of his hand before he could think, and gazing on the coins Maude enquired, ‘You been abroad, love? Your holidays?’

Dumbstruck, Shane could only offer the note again.

‘Y’awright there Maude?’ The youth checked in, aware there was some sort of exchange occurring at the counter.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Reflections
From the
Irish Border

Edited by
James
Conor

Patterson











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE NEW FRONTIER

Reflections from the Irish Border

Edited by

James Conor Patterson

NEW ISLAND







OEBPS/images/AC_Logo_fmt.jpg
arts

LOTTERY FUNDED





