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Introduction Joseph O’Connor





DAVID MARCUS, TO WHOSE MEMORY this collection is dedicated, was a poet, a memoirist, a publisher, an anthologist. He promoted the work of so many Irish writers that it would be impossible to list them all here. Those who knew him well – as I did not, alas – remember a man of immense warmth and wit. He was courteous, wry and avuncular in his dealings. He wrote elegant, grammatically impeccable, rather lawyerly letters, on his old-fashioned portable typewriter. In company he was a person of mischief and charm. Nobody will ever do more for Irish literature.


When David Marcus liked your work you were happy, for his standards were high. He ran the New Irish Writing page at the now-defunct Irish Press newspaper for many years, encouraged by others including Anthony Glavin and the heroic Dermot Bolger and a sometimes-unacknowledged champion, Sean McCann. It is fitting that the present collection includes fiction from Glavin and Bolger and from Sean McCann’s son, Colum.


This book offers new short stories from internationally celebrated masters of the form and from writers at the start of promising careers. We have a winner of the American National Book Award, a winner of the Dublin Impac Literary Award, a multiple winner of the Whitbread and a winner of the Booker. We have nominees for other major awards, including the Orange Prize and the Costa, and a couple of Guggenheim Fellows. It was David’s quietly insistent way as an editor to publish the work of talented newer writers among the established. In that sense, and perhaps in others, I have borrowed from the wise inheritance he bequeathed. He might, or might not, have approved of my selections – he could be a tough critic as well as a kindly one, and he had his tastes, as all editors have. But I believe he would have liked the idea of the mix.


I have tried to reflect something of the variety of contemporary Irish writing. The collection offers stories set in Ireland written by authors born in that country and from writers born and raised elsewhere but living here now. I have not been overly focused on passport requirements. If you’re Irish enough to qualify for the Republic of Ireland football team under the one-grandparent rule, or to cheer for it, even ironically, when it’s playing against our friends in England, you’re eligible for a seat on the squad bus. That said, I had to persuade the great Richard Ford, a Mississippian with Cavan blood, that his professorship at Trinity College Dublin and the respect in which his work is held by so many Irish writers of my generation make him one of us and always will. Literature opens citizenships of affection, as every reader knows, and Ireland is in need of them these days. New York film-maker and best-selling novelist Rebecca Miller lives and writes in Wicklow. I thank her for allowing herself to be coaxed on board. Emma Donoghue sent a story from Canada, Philip O’Ceallaigh from Bucharest, Joseph O’Neill and Belinda McKeon from Manhattan and Brooklyn, and Peter Murphy from another country perhaps called The Future. (As Colm Tóibín says, ‘They do things differently there.’) Glenn Patterson, Kevin Power, Gerard Donovan, Eoin McNamee and Mary Morrissy show the punch and extraordinary capaciousness short fiction can have. Viv McDade, Elaine Walsh, Órfhlaith Foyle and Angela Power are impressive talents; it is a pleasure to introduce their work to a wider audience.


The shortest piece is very short; the longest is long. Some stories engage with life outside Ireland, in the traditional outposts of Irish emigration and in newer ones; others engage with the realities of an Ireland convulsed by change in recent years. Several are set in an older, more secretive place that still casts its shadows across our fantasies. A handful of the stories do not allude to Ireland in any way. Indeed, some of the authors whose work appears here would be reluctant to define their work as ‘Irish fiction’ at all and would question what each of those words means. I have tried, if not to destroy categories, to elasticise them a bit. Purists will see much to complain about. But as my Francis Street grandmother was fond of saying, some people are never happy unless they’re slightly miserable. I have tried to bear this in mind.


The short story seems to be experiencing something of a renaissance in post-Celtic Tiger Ireland. Journals such as The Stinging Fly, edited by Declan Meade, have provided a home for dozens of new writers whose exhilarating work, sceptically aware of the pantheon of the past in Irish fiction, has often pushed at boundaries. Brendan Barrington’s fine journal The Dublin Review has published beautiful short stories and essays. Cooperatives of writers have formed themselves up and down the country; the Internet has proved important as a means of getting work out. Self-publishing is no longer always seen as a poor relation. There are more writers’ groups and workshops than ever before. Great credit is due to Ciaran Carty at the Sunday Tribune in Dublin, where the New Irish Writing page now appears monthly, offering short stories and poetry. Indeed, Ciaran Carty has been to my own generation of Irish writers what David Marcus was to several earlier generations: an advocate, a friend and a hero. The Hennessy family, of Cognac fame, should be thanked for sponsoring the literary awards that bear their name, a set of prizes that offer recognition to Irish writers starting out on a road that can be challenging and lonesome. And the publishers of this book must be acknowledged and warmly thanked too. It is hard to think of any London publishing house that has done more to support the Irish short story. Irish publishers might take a leaf from Faber’s book.


Several of the authors whose work is included here have long been among my own touchstones, my Easter Island figures, as a writer, but first as a reader. Others, younger voices, have made it wonderfully evident that Ireland is still a country, for all its innumerable shames, where the empathies involved in the sharing of a story are valued for their possibilities of hope and healing. To make neighbours of William Trevor and Órfhlaith Foyle, of Colm Tóibín and Kevin Barry, of Roddy Doyle, Christine Dwyer Hickey, Julia Kelly and Aifric Campbell, is to raise at least the possibility that we can walk from the tomb of sordor that several of these stories rage against. Some of the testimonies are dark. Others are strange. And while some are bleakly funny, or funnily bleak, I hope there is a refreshing lack of the easily attained laughter that is only grief on a good Irish day. That so many of them manage to find such unearthly beauty in their refusal to flinch is a testament to the mercies of language. We are surrounded by advertisers, propagandists of the slick, chancers, salesmen, illusionists, liars. In Ireland we have banks with no money, apartment blocks nobody wanted, politicians we don’t trust, an economy in ruins, a church so disgraced by child abuse and cover-up corruption that it must alter itself profoundly or die. We are witnessing the return of the mass emigration that haunts the work of John McGahern, while our leaders encourage us to bleat about how upbeat we are feeling. The Republic is approaching the centenary of its foundation, yet there has never been a time when so many of us weren’t quite sure what Ireland is for. Old certainties are shattered. We got fooled, and we know it. But sometimes, in the Irish sentence, the greatest thing we have ever invented, we glimpse what we yet might be. The arts have brought the consolation of dignity to Ireland at a time when we sorely needed it.


In many of the stories presented here, absence is a presence. And the omissions from any anthology are as interesting as its selections. There are indeed several writers whose work I would have liked to include but on this occasion that wasn’t to be. Some hadn’t a story they felt was ready to face the reader; others were in the middle of a project, wrestling with its demands. Some, unfortunately, don’t write short stories any more, and that tells its own story too. It’s a particular regret that these pages don’t include a story by an immigrant to Ireland from the developing world; hopefully, future such collections will do so. And the work being done in what is sometimes dismissively called ‘genre fiction’ – in crime writing, for example, and in the popular novel and in children’s literature – is often as reflective of the contemporary realities of Ireland as is any Irish novel likely to be reviewed on the London literary pages. But I believe that the writing offered here has something of the clamorous music of Ireland now, the strangeness and yet the beauty of a country that is passing through adolescence, one glance on its painful childhood, another on the horizon, poised somewhere between denial and hope.


David Marcus told me once: ‘Choosing my writers isn’t hard for me. If they have something to say, I love them. The work chooses itself. Then, what it needs is luck. And readers. Always readers.’


Here is a collection of writers with something to say. This reader was convinced and enthralled.
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Beer Trip to Llandudno Kevin Barry


Kevin Barry





IT WAS A PIG OF A DAY, AS HOT as we’d had, and we were down to our T-shirts taking off from Lime Street. This was a sight to behold – we were all of us biggish lads. It was Real Ale Club’s July outing, a Saturday, and we’d had word of several good houses to be found in Llandudno. I was double-jobbing for Ale Club that year. I was in charge of publications and outings both. Which was controversial.


‘Rhyl … We’ll pass Rhyl, won’t we?’


This was Mo.


‘We’d have come over to Rhyl as kids,’ said Mo. ‘Ferry and coach. I remember the rollercoasters.’


‘Never past Prestatyn, me,’ said Tom Neresford.


Tom N. – so-called, there were three Toms in Ale Club – rubbed at his belly in a worried way. There was sympathy for that. We all knew stomach trouble for a bugger.


‘Down on its luck’d be my guess,’ said Everett Bell. ‘All these old North Wales resorts have suffered dreadfully, haven’t they? Whole mob’s gone off to bloody Laos on packages. Bloody Cambodia, bucket and spade.’ 


Everett wasn’t inclined to take the happy view of things. Billy Stroud, the ex-Marxist, had nothing to offer about Llandudno. Billy was involved with his timetables.


‘Two minutes and fifty seconds late taking off,’ he said, as the train skirted the Toxteth estates. ‘This thing hits Llandudno for 1.55 p.m., I’m an exotic dancer.’


Aigburth station offered a clutch of young girls in their summer skimpies. Oiled flesh, unscarred tummies, and it wasn’t yet noon. We groaned under our breaths. We’d taken on a crate of Marston’s Old Familiar for the journey, 3.9 per cent to volume. Outside, the estuary sulked away in terrific heat and Birkenhead shimmered across the water. Which wasn’t like Birkenhead. I opened my AA Illustrated Guide To Britain’s Coast and read from its entry on Llandudno:


‘A major resort of the North Wales coastline, it owes its well-planned streets and promenade to one Edward Mostyn, who, in the mid-19th century …’


‘Victorian effort,’ said John Mosely. ‘Thought as much.’


If there was a dad figure among us, it was Big John, with his know-it-all interruptions.


‘Who in the mid-19th century,’ I repeated, ‘laid out a new town on former marshland below …’


‘They’ve built it on a marsh, have they?’ said Everett Bell.


‘TB,’ said Billy Stroud. ‘Marshy environment was considered healthful.’


‘Says here there’s water skiing available from Llandudno jetty.’  


‘That’ll be me,’ said Mo, and we all laughed.


Hot as pigs, but companionable, and the train was in Cheshire quick enough. We had dark feelings about Cheshire that summer. At the North West Beer Festival, in the spring, the Cheshire crew had come over a shade cocky. Just because they were chocka with half-beam pubs in pretty villages. Warrington lads were fine. We could take the Salford lot even. But the Cheshire boys were arrogant, and we sniffed as we passed through their country.


‘A bloody suburb, essentially,’ said Everett.


‘Chester’s a regular shithole,’ said Mo.


‘But you’d have to allow Delamere Forest is a nice walk?’ said Tom N.


Eyebrows raised at this, Tom N. not being an obvious forest walker.


‘You been lately, Tom? Nice walk?’


Tom nodded, all sombre.


‘Was out for a Christmas tree actually,’ he said.


This brought gales of laughter. It is strange what comes over as hilarious when hangovers are general. We had the windows open to circulate what breeze there was. Billy Stroud had an earpiece in for the radio news. He winced:


‘They’re saying it’ll hit 36.5,’ he said. ‘Celsius.’


We sighed. We sipped. We made Wales quick enough, and we raised our Marston’s to it. Better this than to be stuck in a garden listening to a missus. We meet as many as five nights of the week, more often six. There are those who’d call us a bunch of sots but we don’t see ourselves  like that. We see ourselves as hobbyists. The train pulled into Flint, and Tom N. went on the platform to fetch in some beef ’n’ gravies from the Pie-O-Matic.


‘Just the thing,’ said Billy Stroud, as we sweated over our dripping punnets. ‘Cold stuff causes the body too much work, you feel worse. But a nice hot pie goes down a treat. Perverse, I know. But they’re on the curries in Bombay, aren’t they?’


‘Mumbai,’ said Everett.


The train scooted along the hot coast. We made solid headway into the Marston’s. Mo was down a testicle since the spring. We’d called in at the Royal the night of his operation. We’d stopped at the Ship and Mitre on the way – they’d a handsome bitter from Clitheroe on guest tap. We needed the fortification: when Real Ale Club boys parade down hospital wards, we tend to draw worried glances from the whitecoats. We are shaped like those chaps in the warning illustrations on cardiac charts. We gathered around Mo and breathed a nice fog of bitter over the lad, and we joshed him, but gently.


‘Sounding a little high-pitched, Mo?’


‘Other lad’s going to be worked overtime.’


‘Diseased bugger you’ll want in a glass jar, Mo. One for the mantelpiece.’


Love is a strong word, but. We were family to Mo when he was up the Royal having the bollock out. We passed Flint Castle, and Everett Bell piped up.


‘Richard the Second,’ he said.


We raised eyebrows. We were no philistines at Ale Club, Merseyside branch. Everett nodded, pleased.


‘This is where he was backed into a corner,’ he said. ‘By Bolingbroke.’


‘Bolingwho?’


‘Bolingbroke, the usurper. Old Dick surrendered for a finish. At Flint Castle. Or that’s how Shakespeare had it.’


‘There’s a contrary view, Ev?’


‘Some say it was more likely Conwy but I’d be happy with the Bard’s read,’ he said, narrowing his eyes, the matter closed.


‘We’ll pass Conwy Castle in a bit, won’t we?’


I consulted my AA Illustrated.


‘We’ll not,’ I said. ‘But we may well catch a glimpse across the estuary from Llandudno Junction.’


There was a holiday air at the stations. Families piled on, the dads with papers, the mams with lotion, the kids with phones. The beer ran out by Abergele and this was frowned upon: poor planning. We were reduced to buying train beer, Worthington’s. Sourly we sipped, and Everett came and had a go.


‘Maybe if one man wasn’t in charge of outings and publications,’ he said, ‘we wouldn’t be running dry half-ways to Llandudno.’


‘True, Everett,’ I said, calmly, though I could feel the colour rising in my cheeks. ‘So if anyone cares to step up, I’ll happily step aside. From either or.’


‘We need you on publications, kid,’ said John Mosely. ‘You’re the man for the computers.’


Publications lately was indeed largely web-based. I maintained our site on a regular basis, posting beerrelated news and links. I was also looking into online initiatives to attract the younger drinker.


‘I’m happy on publications, John,’ I said. ‘The debacle with the newsletter aside.’


Newsletter had been a disaster, I accepted that. The report on the Macclesfield outing had been printed upside down. Off-colour remarks had been made about a landlady in Everton, which should never have got past an editor’s eye, as the lady in question kept very fine pumps. It hadn’t been for want of editorial meetings. We’d had several, mostly down the Grapes of Wrath.


‘So how’s about outings then?’ I said, as the train swept by Colwyn Bay. ‘Where’s our volunteer there? Who’s for the step-up?’


Everett showed a palm.


‘Nothin’ personal in this, lad,’ he said.


‘I know that, Ev.’


Ale Club outings were civilised events. They never got aggressive. Maudlin, yes, but never aggressive. Rhoson-Sea, the Penrhyn sands. We knew Everett had been through a hard time. His old dad passed on, and there’d been sticky business with the will. Ev would turn a mournful eye on us, at the bar of the Lion, in the snug of the Ship, and he’d say:


‘My brother got the house, my sister got the money, I got the manic depression.’


Black as his moods could be, as sharp as his tongue, Everett was tender. Train came around Little Ormes Head, and Billy Stroud went off on one about Ceauşescu.


‘Longer it recedes in the mind’s eye,’ he said, ‘the more like Romania seems the critical moment.’


‘Apropos of, Bill?’


‘Apropos my arse. As for Liverpool? Myth was piled upon myth, wasn’t it? They said Labour sent out termination notices to council workers by taxi. Never bloody happened! It was an anti-red smear!’


‘Thatcher’s sick and old, Billy,’ said John Mosely.


‘Aye an’ her spawn’s all around us yet,’ said Billy, and he broke into a broad smile, his humours mysteriously righted, his fun returned.


Looming, then, the shadow of Great Ormes Head, and, beneath it, a crescent swathe of bay, a beach, a prom, and terraces: here lay Llandudno.


‘1.55 p.m.,’ said Everett. ‘On the nose.’


‘Where’s our exotic dancer?’ teased Mo.


Billy Stroud sadly raised his T-shirt above his man boobs. He put his arms above his head and gyrated slowly his vast belly and danced his way off the train. We lost weight in tears as we tumbled onto the platform.


‘How much for a private session, miss?’ called Tom N.


‘Tenner for twenty minutes,’ said Billy. ‘Fiver, I’ll stay the full half hour.’


We walked out of Llandudno station and plumb into a headbutt of heat.


‘Blood and tar!’ I cried. ‘We’ll be hittin’ the lagers!’


‘Wash your mouth out with soap and water,’ said John Mosely. 


Big John rubbed his hands together and led the way – Big John was first over the top. He reminded us there was business to hand.


‘We’re going to need a decision,’ he said, ‘about the National Beer Scoring System.’


Here was kerfuffle. The NBSS, by long tradition, ranked a beer from nought to five. Nought was take-backable, a crime against the name of ale. One was barely drinkable, two so-so, three an eyebrow raised in mild appreciation. A four was an ale on top form, a good beer in proud nick. A five was angel’s tears but a seasoned drinker would rarely dish out a five, would over the course of a lifetime’s quaffing call no more than a handful of fives. Such was the NBSS, as was. However, Real Ale Club, Merseyside branch, had for some time felt that the system lacked subtlety. And one famous night, down Rigby’s, we came up with our own system: we marked from nought to ten. Finer gradations of purity were thus allowed for. The nuances of a beer were more properly considered. A certain hoppy tang, redolent of summer hedgerows, might elevate a brew from a seven to an eight. The mellow back note born of a good oak casking might lift an ale again, and to the rare peaks of the nines. Billy Stroud had argued for decimal breakdown, for seven-point-fives and eight-point-fives – Billy would – but we had to draw a line somewhere. The national organisation responded badly. They sent stiff word down the email but we continued to forward our beer reports with markings on a nought-to-ten scale. There was talk now of us losing the charter. These were heady days.


‘Stuff them is my view,’ said Everett Bell.


‘We’d lose a lot if we lost the charter,’ said Mo. ‘Think about the festival invites. Think about the history of the branch.’


‘Think about the bloody future!’ cried Tom N. ‘We haven’t come up with a new system to be awkward. We’ve done it for the ale drinkers. We’ve done it for the ale makers!’


I felt a lump in my throat, and I daresay I wasn’t alone.


‘Ours is the better system,’ said Everett. ‘This much we know.’


‘You’re right,’ said John Mosely, and this was the clincher – Big John’s call. ‘I say we score nought to ten.’


‘If you lot are in, that’s good enough for me,’ I said.


Six stout men linked arms on a hot Llandudno pavement. We rounded the turn onto the prom and our first port of call: the Heron Inn.


Which turned out to be an anticlimax. A nice house, lately refurbished, but mostly keg rubbish on the taps. The Heron did, however, do a Phoenix Tram Driver on cask, 3.8 per cent, and we sat with six of same.


‘I’ve had better Tram Drivers,’ opened Mo.


‘I’ve had worse,’ countered Tom N.


‘She has a nice delivery but I’d worry about her legs,’ said Billy Stroud, shrewdly.


‘You wouldn’t be having more than a couple,’ said John Mosely.


‘Not a skinful beer,’ I concurred. 


All eyes turned to Everett Bell. He held a hand aloft, wavered it.


‘A five would be generous, a six insane,’ he said.


‘Give her the five,’ said Big John, dismissively.


I made the note. This was as smoothly as a beer was ever scored. There had been some world-historical ructions in our day. There was the time Billy Stroud and Mo hadn’t talked for a month over an eight handed out to a Belhaven Bombardier.


Alewards we followed our noses. We walked by the throng of the beach and made towards the Prom View Hotel. We’d had word of a new landlord there, an ale fancier. The shrieks of the sun-crazed kids made our stomachs loop. It was dogs-dying-in-parked-cars weather. The Prom View’s ample lounge was a blessed reprieve. We had the place to ourselves, the rest of Llandudno apparently being content with summer, sea and life. John Mosely nodded towards a smashing row of hand pumps for the casks. Low whistles sounded. The landlord, hot-faced and jovial, came through from the hotel’s reception.


‘Another tactic,’ he said, ‘would be stay home and have a nice sauna.’


‘Same difference,’ sighed John Mosely.


‘They’re saying 37.2 now,’ said the landlord, taking a flop of sweat from his brow.


Billy Stroud sensed a kindred spirit: ‘Gone up again, has it?’


‘And up,’ said the landlord. ‘My money’s on a 38 before we’re out.’ 


‘Record won’t go,’ said Billy.


‘Nobody’s said record,’ said the landlord. ‘We’re not going to see a 38.5, that’s for sure.’


‘Brogdale in Kent,’ said Billy. ‘August 10th, 2003.’


‘2.05 p.m.,’ said the landlord. ‘I wasn’t five miles distant that same day.’


Billy was beaten.


‘Loading a van for a divorced sister,’ said the landlord, ramming home his advantage. ‘Lugging sofas in the pig-gin’ heat. And wardrobes!’


We bowed our heads to the man.


‘What’ll I fetch you, gents?’


A round of Cornish Lightning was requested.


‘Taking the sun?’ enquired the landlord.


‘Taking the ale.’


‘After me own heart,’ he said. ‘Course round here, it’s lagers they’re after mostly. Bloody Welsh.’


‘Can’t beat sense into them,’ said John Mosely.


‘If I could, I would,’ said the landlord, and he danced as a young featherweight might, raising his clammy dukes. Then he skipped and turned.


‘I’ll pop along on my errands, boys,’ he said. ‘There are rows to hoe and socks for the wash. You’d go through pair after pair this weather.’


He pinched his nostrils closed: what-a-pong.


‘Soon as you’re ready for more, ring that bell, and my good wife will oblige. So adieu, adieu …’


He skipped away. We raised eyes. The shade of the lounge was pleasant, the Cornish Lightning in decent nick. 


‘Call it a six?’ said Tom N.


Nervelessly we agreed. Talk was limited. We swallowed hungrily, quickly, and peered again towards the pumps.


‘The Lancaster Bomber?’


‘The Whitstable Mule?’


‘How’s about that Mangan’s Organic?’


‘I’d say the Lancaster all told.’


‘Ring the bell, Everett.’


He did so, and a lively blonde, familiar with her forties but nicely preserved, bounced through from reception. Our eyes went shyly down. She took a glass to shine as she waited our call. Type of lass who needs her hands occupied.


‘Do you for, gents?’


Irish, her accent.


‘Round of the Lancaster, wasn’t it?’ said Everett.


She squinted towards our table, counted the heads.


‘Times six,’ confirmed Everett.


The landlady squinted harder. She dropped the glass. It smashed to pieces on the floor.


‘Maurice?’ she said.


It was Mo that froze, stared, softened.


‘B-B-Barbara?’ he said.


We watched as he rose and crossed to the bar. A man in a dream was Mo. We held our breaths as Mo and Barbara took each other’s hands over the counter. They were wordless for some moments, and then felt ten eyes on them, for they giggled, and Barbara set blushing to the Lancasters. She must have spilled half again down the slops gully as she poured. I joined Everett to carry the ales to our table. Mo and Barbara went into a huddle down the far end of the counter. They were rapt.


Real Ale Club would not have marked Mo for a romancer.


‘The quiet ones you watch,’ said Tom N. ‘Maurice?’


‘Mo? With a piece?’ whispered Everett Bell.


‘Could be they’re old family friends?’ tried innocent Billy. ‘Or relations?’


Barbara was now slowly stroking Mo’s wrist.


‘Four buggerin’ fishwives I’m sat with,’ said John Mosely. ‘What are we to make of these Lancasters?’


We talked ale but were distracted. Our glances cut down the length of the bar. Mo and Barbara talked lowly, quickly, excitedly there. She was moved by Mo, we could see that plain enough. Again and again she ran her fingers through her hair. Mo was gazing at her, all dreamy, and suddenly he’d got a thumb hooked in the belt loop of his denims – Mr Suave. He didn’t so much as touch his ale.


Next, of course, the jaunty landlord arrived back on the scene.


‘Oh Alvie!’ she cried. ‘You’ll never guess!’


‘Oh?’ said the landlord, all the jauntiness instantly gone from him.


‘This is Maurice!’


‘Maurice?’ he said. ‘You’re joking …’


It was polite handshakes then, and feigned interest in Mo on the landlord’s part, and a wee fat hand he slipped around the small of his wife’s back. 


‘We’ll be suppin’ up,’ said John Mosely, sternly.


Mo had a last, whispered word with Barbara but her smile was fixed now, and the landlord remained in close attendance. As we left, Mo looked back and raised his voice a note too loud. Desperate, he was.


‘Barbara?’


We dragged him along. We’d had word of notable pork scratchings up the Mangy Otter.


‘Do tell, Maurice,’ said Tom N.


‘Leave him be,’ said John Mosely.


‘An ex, that’s all,’ said Mo.


And Llandudno was infernal. Families raged in the heat. All of the kids wept. The Otter was busyish when we sludged in. We settled on a round of St Austell Tributes from a meagre selection. Word had not been wrong on the quality of the scratchings. And the St Austell turned out to be in top form.


‘I’d be thinking in terms of a seven,’ said Everett Bell.


‘Or a shade past that?’ said John Mosely.


‘You could be right on higher than sevens,’ said Billy Stroud. ‘But surely we’re not calling it an eight?’


‘Here we go,’ I said.


‘Now this,’ said Billy Stroud, ‘is where your seven-point-five would come in.’


‘We’ve heard this song, Billy,’ said John Mosely.


‘He may not be wrong, John,’ said Everett.


‘Give him a seven-point-five,’ said John Mosely, ‘and he’ll be wanting his six-point-threes, his eight-point-sixes. There’d be no bloody end to it!’ 


‘Tell you what,’ said Mo. ‘How about I catch up with you all a bit later? Where’s next on list?’


We stared at the carpet. It had diamonds on and crisps ground into it.


‘Next up is the Crippled Ox on Burton Square,’ I read from my print-out. ‘Then it’s Henderson’s on Old Parade.’


‘See you at one or the other,’ said Mo.


He threw back the dregs of his St Austell and was gone.


We decided on another at the Otter. There was a Whitstable Silver Star, 6.2 per cent to volume, a regular stingo to settle our nerves.


‘What’s the best you’ve ever had?’ asked Tom N.


It’s a conversation that comes up again and again but it was a lifesaver just then: it took our minds off Mo.


‘Put a gun to my head,’ said Big John, ‘and I don’t think I could look past the draught Bass I had with me dad in Peter Kavanagh’s. Sixteen years of age, Friday teatime, first wage slip in my arse pocket.’


‘But was it the beer or the occasion, John?’


‘How can you separate the two?’ he said, and we all sighed.


‘For depth? Legs? Back note?’ said Everett Bell. ‘I’d do well to ever best the Swain’s Anthem I downed a November Tuesday in Stockton-on-Tees, 19 and 87. 4.2 per cent to volume. I was still in haulage at that time.’


‘I’ve had an Anthem,’ said Billy Stroud of this famously hard-to-find brew, ‘and I’d have to say I found it an unexceptional ale.’ 


Everett made a face.


‘So what’d be your all-time, Billy?’


The ex-Marxist knit his fingers atop the happy mound of his belly.


‘Ridiculous question,’ he said. ‘There is so much wonderful ale on this island. How is a sane man to separate a Pelham High Anglican from a Warburton’s Saxon Fiend? And we haven’t even mentioned the great Belgian tradition. Your Duvel’s hardly a dishwater. Then there’s the Czechs, the Poles, the Germans …’


‘Gassy pop!’ cried Big John, no fan of a German brew, of a German anything.


‘Nonsense,’ said Billy. ‘A Paulaner Weissbier is a sensational sup on its day.’


‘Where’d you think Mo’s headed?’ Tom N. cut in.


Everett groaned, ‘He’ll be away down the Prom View, won’t he? Big ape.’


‘Mo a ladykiller?’ said Tom. ‘There’s one for breaking news.’


‘No harm if it meant he smartened himself up a bit,’ said John.


‘He has let himself go,’ said Billy. ‘Since the testicle.’


‘You’d plant spuds in those ears,’ I said.


The Whitstables had us in fighting form. We were away up the Crippled Ox. We found there a Miner’s Slattern on cask. TV news showed sardine beaches and motorway chaos. There was an internet machine on the wall, a pound for ten minutes, and Billy Stroud went to consult the meteorological satellites. The Slattern set me pensive. 


Strange, I thought, how I myself had wound up a Real Ale Club stalwart. October 1995, I’d found myself in motorway services outside Ormskirk having a screaming barny with the missus. We were moving back to her folks’ place in Northern Ireland. From dratted Leicester. We were heading for the ferry at Stranraer. At services, missus told me I was an idle lardarse who had made her life hell and she never wanted to see me again. We’d only stopped off to fill the tyres. She gets in, slams the door, puts her foot down. Give her ten minutes, I thought, she’ll calm down and turn back for me. Two hours later, I’m sat in an empty Chinese in services, weeping and eating Szechuan beef. I call a taxi. Taxi comes. I says, where are we, exactly? Bloke looks at me. He says, Ormskirk direction. I says, what’s nearest city of any size? Drop you in Liverpool for twenty quid, he says. He leaves me off downtown, and I look for a pub. Spot the Ship and Mitre, and in I go. I find a stunning row of pumps. I call a Beaver Mild out of Devon.


‘I wouldn’t,’ says a bloke with a beard down the bar.


‘Oh?’


‘Try a Marston’s Old Familiar,’ he says, and it turns out he’s Billy Stroud.


The same Billy turned from the internet machine at the Ox in Llandudno.


‘37.9,’ he said. ‘Bristol Airport, a shade after three. Flights delayed, tarmac melting.’


‘Pig heat,’ said Tom N. 


‘We won’t suffer much longer,’ said Billy. ‘There’s a change due.’


‘Might get a night’s sleep,’ said Everett.


The hot nights were certainly a torment. Lying there with a sheet stuck to your belly. Thoughts coming loose, beer fumes rising, a manky arse. The city beyond the flat throbbing with summer. Usually I’d get up and have a cup of tea, watch some telly. Astrophysics on Beeb Two at four in the morning, news from the galaxies, and light already in the eastern sky. I’d dial the number in Northern Ireland and then hang up before they could answer.


Mo arrived into the Ox like the ghost of Banquo. There were terrible scratch marks down his left cheek.


‘A Slattern will set you right, kid,’ said John Mosely, discreetly, and he manoeuvred his big bones barwards.


Poor Mo was wordless as he stared into the ale that was put before him. Billy Stroud sneaked a time-out signal to Big John.


‘We’d nearly give Henderson’s a miss,’ agreed John.


‘As well get back to known terrain,’ said Everett.


We climbed the hot streets towards the station. We stocked up with some Cumberland Pedigrees, 3.4 per cent to volume, always an easeful drop. The train was busy with daytrippers heading back. We sipped quietly. Mo looked half-dead as he slumped there but now and then he’d come up for a mouthful of his Pedigree.


‘How’s it tasting, kiddo?’ chanced Everett.


‘Like a ten,’ said Mo, and we all laughed.


The flicker of his old humour reassured us. The sun descended on Colwyn Bay, and there was young life every where. I’d only spoken to her once since Ormskirk. We had details to finalise, and she was happy to let it slip about her new bloke. Some twat called Stan.


‘He’s emotionally spectacular,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry to hear it, love,’ I said. ‘Given you’ve been through the wringer with me.’


‘I mean in a good way!’ she barked. ‘I mean in a calm way!’


We’d a bit of fun coming up the Dee Estuary with the Welsh place names.


‘Fy… feen … no. Fiiiif … non … fyff … non … growy?’


This was Tom N.


‘Foy. Nonn. Grewey?’


This was Everett’s approximation.


‘Ffynnongroyw,’ said Billy Stroud, lilting it perfectly. ‘Simple. And this one coming up? Llannerch-y-mor.’


Pedigree came down my nose I laughed that hard.


‘Young girl, beautiful,’ said Mo. ‘Turn around and she’s forty bloody three.’


‘Leave it, Mo,’ said Big John.


But he could not.


‘She comes over early in ’86. She’s living up top of the Central Line, Theydon Bois. She’s working in a pub there, live-in, and ringing me from a phone box. In Galway, I’m in a phone box too. We have to arrange the times, eight o’clock on Tuesday, ten o’clock on Friday. It’s physical fucking pain she’s not in town anymore. I’ll follow in the summer is the plan, and I get there, Victoria Coach Station, six in the morning, eighty quid in my pocket. And she’s waiting for me there. We have an absolute dream of a month. We’re lying in the park. There’s a song out, and we make it our song. “Oh to be in England, in the summertime, with my love, close to the edge.”’


‘Art of Noise,’ said Billy Stroud.


‘Shut up, Billy!’


‘Of course, the next thing the summer’s over, and I’ve a start with BT in Liverpool, and she’s to follow on – October is the plan. We’re ringing from phone boxes again, Tuesdays and Fridays but the second Friday the phone doesn’t ring. Next time I see her she’s forty bloody three.’


Flint station we passed through, and then Connah’s Quay.


‘Built up, this,’ said Tom N. ‘There’s an Aldi, look? And that’s a new school, is it?’


‘Which means you want to be keeping a good two hundred yards back,’ said Big John.


We were horrified. Through a miscarriage of justice, plain as, Tom N. had earlier in the year been placed on a sex register. Oh the world is mad! Tom N. is a placid, placid man. We were all six of us quiet as the grave on the evening train then. It grew and built, it was horrible, the silence. It was Everett at last that broke it; we were coming in for Helsby. Fair dues to Everett.


‘Not like you, John,’ he said.


Big John nodded. 


‘I don’t know where that came from, Tom,’ he said. ‘A bloody stupid thing to say.’


Tom N. raised a palm in peace but there was no disguising the hurt that had gone in. I pulled away into myself. The turns the world takes – Tom dragged through the courts, Everett half mad, Mo all scratched up and one-balled, Big John jobless for eighteen months. Billy Stroud was content, I suppose, in Billy’s own way. And there was me, shipwrecked in Liverpool. Funny, for a while, to see ‘Penny Lane’ flagged up on the buses, but it wears off.


And then it was before us in a haze. Terrace rows we passed, out Speke way, with cook-outs on the patios. Tiny pockets of glassy laughter we heard through the open windows of the carriage. Families and what-have-you. We had the black hole of the night before us – it wanted filling. My grimmest duty as publications officer was the obits page of the newsletter. Too many had passed on at forty-four, at forty-six.


‘I’m off outings,’ I announced. ‘And I’m off bloody publications as well.’


‘You did volunteer on both counts,’ reminded Big John.


‘It would leave us in an unfortunate position,’ said Tom N.


‘For my money, it’s been a very pleasant outing,’ said Billy Stroud.


‘We’ve supped some quality ale,’ concurred Big John.


‘We’ve had some cracking weather,’ said Tom N.


‘Llandudno is quite nice, really,’ said Mo. 


Around his scratch marks an angry bruising had seeped. We all looked at him with tremendous fondness.


‘’Tis nice,’ said Everett Bell. ‘If you don’t run into a she-wolf.’


‘If you haven’t gone ten rounds with Edward bloody Scissorhands,’ said John Mosely.


We came along the shabby grandeurs of the town. The look on Mo’s face then couldn’t be read as anything but happiness.


‘Maurice,’ teased Big John, ‘is thinking of the rather interesting day he’s had.’


Mo shook his head.


‘Thinking of days I had years back,’ he said.


It has this effect, Liverpool. You’re not back in the place five minutes and you go sentimental as a famine ship. We piled off at Lime Street. There we go: six big blokes in the evening sun.


‘There’s the Lion Tavern?’ suggested Tom N.


‘There’s always the Lion,’ I agreed.


‘They’ve a couple of Manx ales guesting at Rigby’s,’ said Everett Bell.


‘Let’s hope they’re an improvement on previous Manx efforts,’ said Billy Stroud.


‘There’s the Grapes?’ tried Big John.


‘There’s always the Grapes,’ I agreed.


And alewards we went about the familiar streets. The town was in carnival: Tropic of Lancashire in a July swelter. It would not last. There was rain due in off the Irish Sea, and not for the first time.
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THE DRIVER OF THE TOW TRUCK was unsure if he would make it up the overgrown woodland avenue to the old woman’s former home. Luckily the day was so cold that last night’s frost had never fully thawed. It was setting in hard again with the approach of dusk. So although the wheels were churning ugly tyre marks from the grassy avenue they had not yet become stuck. A branch broke off an overhanging tree, leaving yet another long scratch mark along the side of the mobile home the truck was towing. Walking behind it, in her seventy-second year, Eva threw the branch into the undergrowth. This secondhand mobile home and these few acres of Mayo woodland were the last two things she still owned. The wood had become neglected during the three decades since anyone last lived here. Fences were broken, with damage caused by cattle wandering through the trees and farmers freely helping themselves to fencing stakes. The trees – many of the new ones planted by her son, Francis, where he was an idealistic horticulture student – were silent in this November twilight. The quietude, unbroken even by the cry of a solitary bird, made the engine sound loud as the driver switched gear, preparing for a particularly steep bend ahead.


This was the third time in fifty years that Eva had come to make her home here in Glanmire Wood. On the first occasion in 1927 she had been a young bride from Donegal, unwisely marrying into the haughty Fitzgerald family who then still owned half the local village and had once owned half of Castlebar – a family who had still expected locals to lift their caps and step off the road whenever a Fitzgerald motor passed.


The woods had rarely been silent in 1927 because her husband was happiest when stalking through them with his Holland ejector twelve-bore gun and a dog at his heels. At dusk Freddie would bring his daily bag of slaughtered woodcock and pigeon for display on the front step before she was expected to pluck the carcasses and cook them for the few guests they managed to entice here. He had used whatever money she brought to the marriage to convert the house into a shooting lodge in the unshakeable but mistaken belief that Glanmire Wood would be thronged with like-minded hunters from what he termed ‘the mainland’. He had not factored in a depression, an economic war and how drink would take possession of him in almost equal proportion to how loneliness took possession of her, with no money, few guests and two small children; with the county bailiffs drinking in a local bar for Dutch courage before venturing cautiously up this avenue to serve writs on them. Their hesitancy was partly related to the four hundred years’ residency of the Fitzgeralds and partly to do with the twelve-bore gauge of his Holland ejector.


Poor Freddie, who had longed for a son who was a replica of himself. He hadn’t needed Francis to be a genius or a statesman once the boy was someone who understood the best cover for shooting woodcock, the merits of retrievers over red setters, the measure of good whiskey and how to deal firmly but fairly with an ever-decreasing number of servants. Eva remembered Freddie buying Francis his first gun when the boy was barely nine years old and helping him to wedge it into his shoulder. It was one of the rare occasions when Freddie had not seemed awkward in physical contact with his son. Francis’s first lucky shot had killed a rabbit on this avenue, causing Freddie to rush off to the guests, boasting about his son, while she held Francis in her arms, letting him cry for the dead rabbit as they hid in the woods like hunted creatures whose slightest movement might betray them.


Freddie’s exasperated expression for his young wife in those years was that she ‘lived in the ether’. Before her marriage Eva had tried to paint and write poetry. During her marriage she had tried to simply survive. Survival had meant emigration for Freddie and her to find work in England in 1936, with all the furniture in Glanmire House being sold to appease the bailiffs but its crumbling mildewed rooms being retained in her husband’s tight grasp.


Those high-ceilinged rooms had been freezing on the winter night in 1939 when Eve came home here for the second time. She had been bringing her two young children to safety three weeks after Freddie enlisted in the British Army. Despite her apprehension that Hitler’s war could spread to Ireland or that they might starve here in Mayo, she had shared her children’s sense of excitement on that night. Coming home had felt like an adventure. They were not just running away from blacked-out streets and the threat of bombing raids: Francis and Hazel had been escaping the rules and strictures of English boarding schools, and Eva had been fleeing from having to confront a floundering marriage. The war years had allowed her to hide away in this closeted wood, with just her children and Maureen, a young maid from the village who became a best friend to each of them in turn.


But tonight, as she returned here for the third time, Eva was running away from nothing. She was returning simply because this wood was the last place left from which nobody could evict her. Freddie had disinherited her in his will; just like he had disinherited Francis after discovering that his son was homosexual. He had left these few remaining acres to their daughter, who had married a rich coffee planter in Kenya, the sort of vigorous outdoor man whom Freddie had admired. Freddie could never have expected that his nomadic wife would eventually inherit this wood; the estranged wife in the ether who talked rot about people’s yearns to be fulfilled; the woman who – after years of separation – tracked him down to the hospital where he was dying and insisted on nursing him, even though his dying words were to remind Eva that he would leave her penniless.


Glanmire Wood finally now belonged to her, but at what a price. Eva doubted if she would ever feel warm again or know hunger or any other sensation except numbness. Since hearing the news from Kenya two months ago she had rarely bothered to light the small stove in her mobile home. Whenever she remembered to do so it was only for the sake of the three cats who had found their way to her as strays. This malaise perturbed the two younger cats who incessantly rubbed against her legs, wanting Eva to stroke them. But Eva had spent most of the past two months sitting motionless indoors in the small caravan park where she had been living in Wexford, only venturing forth to get cat food. When her news emerged, local people had started to bring her beef stews. They possessed no understanding of what a vegan ate and imagined that she only abstained from meat because of her poverty which was obvious to everyone since she moved back to Ireland two years ago.


Old married couples had kept shyly appearing in the muddy field when nobody else was around, pleading with her to take some nourishment. They had talked about how isolated she must feel with the makeshift caravan park empty where her berth was the only one still occupied in winter. These neighbours meant well, and, after they left, her cats had feasted on the hot food, while she broke up the proffered biscuits and cakes to scatter as crumbs for the small birds who flocked around her home. 


A caravan park was an odd place to call home, but she had lost track of the places she had called home since leaving this wood at the end of the Second World War, when there were no more uniforms and military postings to provide a buffer zone in her marriage, when Freddie arrived back with his MBE and diseased liver and hastily arranged discharge for drunkenness in the officers’ mess, when Maureen had emigrated to America and Eva had left Mayo and left Freddie.


Home briefly became a house in Dublin where she taught joyful art classes in her kitchen to children who seemed too cowed at first to understand that they did not need permission to express themselves. It was fulfilling, but, after giving up her happiness for so long to make other people happy, and with her children grown, she had needed to know if she could fulfil her dream of being a writer. Home had become a succession of cheap pensions in Tangier in Morocco and rented rooms in mountain villages in Spain where she had nurtured her dream until it was extinguished, taking encouragement from any faint words of praise in the neatly typed rejection letters that took weeks to reach her.


By the mid-1960s, home had become the small attic of a lodging house in London so that she could be near her son whom she loved with a protective passion. She had been intoxicated by his radiance when he was happy and felt a desperate foreboding when forced to witness his despair. Being written out of Freddie’s will hurt him, though many things hurt him because Francis had felt everything in life intensely, leaving himself so open to love in the clandestine underworld in which he was forced to live that the final rejection by his older lover had proven too much. It was eight years since Eva found him with blue blotches on his skin and his limbs arrayed as if he had tried to rise from the floor one last time to get more pills from the bathroom in case the first overdose was not enough. It was Eva who had cradled his body and said, ‘My precious darling, I’m just so glad they can’t hurt you any more.’


She thought that she had known the true depth of despair amid the grief that followed his death. She had survived only by finding herself a bolthole as the caretaker in a Quaker hostel in Portobello populated by anxious young Americans whose families disowned them as draft-dodgers. Her duties involved rising at 6 a.m. to wash down the long hostel tables and tiled floors. She had loved this back-breaking work, although her arthritic joints had ached in the cold, because it had allowed her no time to grieve. Her grieving had been done alone in the evenings and walking alone through London at night, unable to let go of the consuming anger she felt at this death.


Eva still felt guilty that her daughter’s death in Kenya four years later did not cause her the same anguish. Her love for Hazel was always different because Hazel never needed her in the same way. At times, Hazel’s exasperated affection for her carried an echo of Freddie’s impatience. Hazel had definitely been a Fitzgerald. She was the practical one in the family and such a headstrong fighter that Eva had never believed the police reports from Kenya that Hazel had also killed herself. Eva had only caught glimpses into Hazel’s life in Kenya: a world of servants and heavy drinking in the club. Eva knew that she would not have liked that life, and she had not liked what it did to Hazel. Hazel must have been drinking heavily the night that she decided to race the night train, determined to reach the level crossing first. Hazel the daredevil, the blonde beauty whose photograph always featured in the Irish Times when she rode at the Dublin Horse Show. What level of despair causes a woman to race along a red dirt road in Kenya, determined not to be beaten by a train or by anyone. She had never sent her mother a photograph of the map of scars that lined her face after the train tipped her back wheel and the car spun as out of control as her life. Yet a fighter like Hazel would never have left behind a daughter just ten years old, would never have fed a pipe from a car exhaust into the back seat of her car and – in such a hot climate – would never have wrapped herself up tightly in a blanket, like the police report detailed, in a way that replicated the way that she loved to lie in her bed as a girl in this wood during the freezing winters in the war years.


Eva would never know if anyone had placed Hazel’s body, already dead, in that car. All she had known was that she had a granddaughter on the far side of the world who needed her. She had put aside her grief and suspicions to make it clear that if Alex was sent to a good Protestant boarding school in Dublin, like Hazel had talked about, Eva would return to Ireland. It was for Alex’s sake that Eva bought this mobile home two years ago so that the child would have somewhere to go when her classmates went home at midterm, so that there could be somebody close by who made her feel loved.


The only person who had not called to her in Wexford in recent weeks was the farmer who owned the field where the caravans were parked, the man who wanted her gone so that he could rent her berth for more money to some rich Dublin family who would only disturb him on sunny weekends. Eva had resisted his subtle innuendos to leave because it was important to be somewhere within reach of Alex’s school, but that Wexford field held too many memories now. She had been surprised at the most unlikely neighbours who called in Wexford when news spread that she had hired this tow truck to transport her to Mayo: people with whom she had only exchanged a few words when proudly wandering with Alex along the beach at Curracloe or last year when she walked for days in search of her old tomcat, Martin Buber, after he ventured out on a night hunt and never returned.


The tow truck slowed to a halt now, blocking the avenue. Eva picked her way carefully around to the cab door, which opened.


‘There’s a chestnut tree overhanging the path,’ the driver explained. ‘I just might be able to swing around it.’


Eva walked past the truck and onto the daffodil lawn where she had scattered her Francis’s ashes eight years ago. The boarded-up house looked in the same condition as when she had come here last spring on a day trip with Alex to show the child where her mother had been born. However, the sun had been shining on that day, with the wild flowers into bloom. Eva sat on the front step to watch the man manoeuvre past the chestnut tree and park her mobile home in front of the ivy-covered main door. He switched off his engine, climbed down and looked around, concerned.


‘Is this really where you want it, Mrs Fitzgerald?’


‘Yes.’


‘I can swing it around to the side if that would make it easier for you to run a water pipe from the kitchen.’ He paused. ‘I mean, you have a water supply here, don’t you?’


‘There used to be one decades ago.’


‘How will you survive without water?’


This man thinks that I’m demented, Eva thought, a lost old bird who should be kept in a cage. ‘Survival is the one thing I am good at. The poor cats will be terrified. You might lift down their baskets.’


The driver went to say something and then changed his mind. He released the three cats who ran around the lawn in great circles after their confinement. The oldest of them, Queensly, glared reproachfully at Eva and refused to let the old woman come near. The driver put concrete blocks in place to stabilise the mobile home, and Eva climbed inside. Her books had been packed into boxes for the move, with the crockery carefully wrapped up. The cats would be starving, and she needed to feed them. The responsibility for their care was the only thing that kept her going. She called their names at the door, but they refused to respond, still having not forgiven her. The noise of the spoon against their bowl brought them scurrying in, however, ill-tempered after their long confinement. They pushed each other greedily aside as they ate. Dusk had settled in. She went out to the driver who was putting down additional concrete blocks to serve as steps up to her door. He would be anxious to get his truck back down the avenue before all daylight was gone.


‘You’ve a long journey ahead,’ she said.


‘Sure haven’t I the radio for company.’ He looked around him at the darkening trees. ‘This is a lonely spot. Is there anything more I can do for you, Ma’am?’


‘No. You’ve been really kind.’


‘Does anyone know you’re here? You’re very isolated in this wood. In Wexford they said that you were some class of artist, or was it a writer? Nobody seemed quite sure.’


‘I was never quite sure myself.’


The man opened the cab door and climbed up. ‘Whatever you are, Ma’am, I wish you happiness.’


‘Thank you.’


He switched on his headlights, slammed the door and drove off. The gathering dusk seemed more pronounced after he was gone. Eva re-entered the freezing mobile home, suddenly nervous on her own. It felt ridiculous to feel anxious in this place that had once been home. But she had always slept in the house, with candles and log fires lighting up familiar rooms. It was too dangerous to enter any part of the old house now except the basement. Eva had lost count of the number of fallen trees that had smashed onto the roof over the years. Last spring she had explored the basement with her granddaughter, climbing up the back stairs to peer towards the rooms where Hazel and Francis had run as children, unsure if the floor would still take their weight. On that trip she had discovered that intruders had torn out the last Georgian fireplace with its black marble surround. When dragging it across the front hall the floorboards had collapsed, plunging the heavy fireplace down into the wine cellar below, which was haunted by the ghost of a former butler. Traces of blood had suggested that at least one intruder had been injured, though since the Troubles broke out again in the North you were never sure what traces of blood in a remote location signified.


Staring now at the dark ruin, Eva questioned the wisdom of returning to a place with so many ghosts. An anonymous pension back in Morocco or Spain might have been better, somewhere warm for her arthritis and her soul. But she lacked the will to start travelling again. Finding some candles in a packing case she struck a match. It spluttered out, and she had to close the caravan door before a match would stay aflame long enough to light two candles. Placing them on the low table, she sat back on the window seat, which she still thought of as Alex’s bed. It was Alex who had looked around the mobile home in delight on her first visit and christened it ‘The Ark’. It didn’t feel like an ark now, but the walls would look better when Eva’s pictures were re-hung, the shelves less bare when the old books were unpacked. Eva understood the routine of moving better than anyone, because she had spent so much of her life doing so.


It would be time enough to start unpacking tomorrow. The clock had not been wound for days, but she knew it was only around half five. There seemed nothing else to do except get into her bed fully dressed and hope not to wake until morning. Eva ate some carob chocolate, because she felt that she ought to. Then she opened the skylight to allow the cats to come and go. They would be disorientated but would enjoy exploring the crumbling house to the consternation of mice who had found refuge there. The caravan felt even icier with the skylight open, but – apart from her concern about what might happen to the cats – Eva hardly cared whether she was found frozen to death here in the morning.


This thought sounded self-pitying and was therefore wrong. As a young woman she remembered reading a D. H. Lawrence poem about how a bird could fall dead from hunger without having ever felt one moment of self-pity. But such stoicism was easy in print. In the past two months Eva had found that the solace of books had failed her. Even Martin Buber’s great theological study, I and Thou, brought none of the comfort that one touch from his namesake, the missing tomcat, would have provided. But where philosophy failed, her body’s instinct for survival took over. Tomorrow she would try to uncover the pipes from the ancient water tank mounted on masonry piers behind the house and use the rainwater collected there for boiling.


The two kittens scrambled up the empty bookshelves and jumped expertly through the gap in the skylight. But Queensly stayed behind, watching Eva with wise, compassionate eyes. The old cat climbed slowly up onto Eva’s lap and settled down, seeking not to be patted but to offer whatever warmth she could.


‘Good mother puss,’ Eva said softly. ‘Wise old mother puss.’


Queensly lifted her head to listen, then sprang off Eva’s lap to approach the door. Somebody was out there. Eva heard solitary footsteps crunch the frozen grass. She remembered how Freddie had often returned alone to Glanmire during the last years of his life. Perhaps this was his ghost outside about to enter the dark ruin with a bottle of Skylark whiskey in his pocket. But these footsteps lacked the peculiar sound which Freddie’s crippled foot used to make. They stopped outside the caravan. The voice that called out belonged to another time. It had aged greatly but was still unmistakable.


‘Mrs Fitzgerald? Are you in there?’


‘Yes,’ Eva replied, unsure if the voice was real.


The door opened, and a figure stooped her head to enter, stamping her wellington boots to inject some warmth into her feet. ‘Mother of God, Mrs Fitzgerald, you can’t be sitting here getting your death of cold. Have you not even got a stove?’ 


‘I have,’ Eva said. ‘I just haven’t lit it.’


‘Well it’s high time you did.’ The young woman drew closer, only she wasn’t a young woman anymore. Maureen’s figure had become thickset, with glasses and permed hair tinted slightly blue. But her essence had not changed since the morning in 1939 when she stood before Eva as a girl in old clothes ready to scrub down the flagstones on her first day as a maid.


‘Is that really you, Maureen?’ Eva asked in wonder. ‘I thought you went away years ago to America. I often think of you enjoying every mod con over there.’


‘And amn’t I the dumbest woman in Christendom not to be over there still enjoying them. Instead I’m back living in my sister’s bungalow. My weekly highlight is bingo in Castlebar every Tuesday night. You remember my sister Cait, don’t you, Mrs Fitzgerald? She married Jack Dowling from out Carrowkeel way.’


Eva nodded, recalling a barefoot child standing up proudly on her father’s ass and cart when Maureen’s father would arrive with turf for them during the war. Freddie might have always referred to Maureen as ‘the maid’ in his letters, but during the war years she had been like a younger sister to Eva and an older sister to Hazel.


‘Now let’s get a fire going before we turn into icicles.’ Maureen opened the cast iron stove to peer inside. ‘Mother of God, but you’re an awful woman, Mrs Fitzgerald. The fire is set and all if you’d only toss a match in its direction.’


‘I wasn’t cold.’ 


‘Are you codding me? A polar bear would need an electric blanket tonight. Will you not come up to Cait and Jack’s bungalow and stay with us?’


‘No.’ Since she received the news from Kenya nothing had been able to touch Eva. If she had cut her own wrists she would not have been surprised to find her blood too frozen inside to seep out. But now in Maureen’s presence she felt an infinitesimal stir inside her, a foretaste of human warmth, like a hairline fissure in a sheet of ice.


‘Well, pass me the box of matches and we’ll make do here so. We knew colder nights together in that old house during the war.’


Maureen closed the skylight despite Eva’s protests, saying that if the cats wanted to come back in they could knock at the door like Christians. She rigged up a cylinder of gas and soon had a kettle boiling under a blue flame as she opened the stove again, and added in larger sticks and some turf. Finding a fork among the cardboard boxes, Maureen knelt before the stove to toast a thick slice of stale bread.


‘I had every mod con in the States true enough,’ she said. ‘A dish washer, air conditioning and more television stations than you could shake a stick at. But there were nights when I’d have swapped them all for the chance to make toast on a fork by an open fire.’


‘When did you come back?’


‘Six months after my Frankie died from cancer. They introduced protective masks in the chemical factory where he worked twenty years too late.’ 


‘I’m sorry,’ Eva replied.


‘You would have liked Frankie. He was a laugh. Even with a name like Bergsson he claimed to be half Irish. Bald as a coot by the age of forty and always smiling. He had a black man’s big teeth and a Cavan man’s laugh.’


‘You’re still hurting over him,’ Eva said softly.


‘To tell you the truth, Mrs Fitzgerald, every week the loneliness hurts more. When I was a girl here in Mayo the nuns made it sound as if I had only to hold a boy’s hand and I’d fall pregnant on the spot. Frankie and I were thirty years sharing a bed without one sign of a child stirring, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. Oh, I had the best of neighbours in Boston, but neighbours are no substitute for kin when you find yourself alone. This toast is ready now. Where did you pack your butter?’


‘I’m a vegan now. I don’t eat butter.’


Maureen raised her eyes. ‘Mother of God, all the cows will be thrilled. They can enjoy a lie-in on Sundays. What do you eat so?’


‘A soya spread, when I can get it.’


Maureen brought over the toast and two cups of black tea. The caravan was starting to feel warm. Queensly deserted Eva to settle on Maureen’s lap.


‘This is the high life,’ Maureen remarked. ‘Here I am, dining with the gentry.’


Eva smiled. ‘I’m hardly gentry anymore. I doubt if there’s a soul in the village poorer. Name anyone else living in a caravan.’


‘Where you live doesn’t change who you are. Folks around here still see you as a lady. The big truck pulling this yoke was spied coming through the village. The whole parish is wondering how you think you can survive up here. Now eat up your toast.’


Eva put down the cup she had been holding between her hands mainly for its warmth. ‘I’m not hungry.’


‘I know,’ Maureen said. ‘Food has lost any taste since my Frankie died. But I make myself eat. I can’t believe that poor Master Francis and Miss Hazel are dead. I can see them still as children roaming about through the woods here. After Frankie died I found myself talking about him to strangers on the subway in Boston, to anyone who would listen. I couldn’t seem to stop blathering away. But a real lady like you wouldn’t do that. She’d suffer in silence, bothering nobody, stuck away in the back end of a wood. Cait and I cried our eyes out for you when news reached Mayo about your granddaughter. You and I never had any secrets during the war, Mrs Fitzgerald. If you’d like you could talk to me.’


Maureen’s fingers stopped stroking the cat and slowly entwined themselves with Eva’s gnarled fingers. Both widows sat in a silence that was broken only by the cat’s peaceful breathing. Then Eva spoke.


‘She was two months away from her fifteenth birthday and so beautiful. You never saw a child like her, Maureen, interested in everything, longing to embrace life. All the girls in the boarding school in Dublin loved her. They envied her going back to spend the summer with her father in Kenya. It was such a simple thing to happen, to get an insect bite. But they had no antibiotics and she caught a virus out there in the bush, too far away from any hospital. Everyone did everything they could, nobody was to blame. Everyone was heartbroken. I keep trying to be positive, Maureen. Alex will never face the problems that you and I have, she’ll never grow old and lonely, she’ll never lose her radiance. She was perfect and died perfect. I tell myself her death was quick and she didn’t suffer much. But my heart is broken beyond repair. Ten years ago I had a son, a daughter and a grandchild. I would have endured any torment and given my life gladly to save any of them. It just makes no sense that I’m still here while all three are dead. Life is simply not fair.’


Eva’s voice was quiet but she was crying. A kitten began to scratch at the door and Queensly stirred and stretched. Eva kept a tight hold of Maureen’s fingers.


‘But life isn’t fair, is it?’ Maureen said. ‘It’s not fair on those it takes and not fair on those of us who get left behind. What can we do?’


Eva relinquished her grip and rose to open the door and let in the kitten. The faintest trace of blood stained his paws. Out in the darkness he had been on a killing mission. Eva gazed out at the darkness.


‘We can live our lives,’ Eva said. ‘What other choice do we have? These mornings when I wake up – no longer even caring if I wake up – I feel oddly free. It’s a terrible freedom, but it’s the freedom that comes from knowing there is nothing more that life can do to you, that fate can have no more tricks up its sleeve. I’m numb with grief, Maureen, I don’t know if I’ll ever feel warm again. But I’m afraid of nothing now. My sleepless nights are over because there is nothing left for life to snatch away from me.’


‘Close over that door and keep out the cold,’ Maureen replied. ‘Remember the long nights during the war when we used to sit up talking, leaving the house only to fetch firewood? This time we can do the other way around. We’ll sit out here on the lawn and only go into the house for firewood. There’s enough wood there to get the stove going for ever.’


Eva laughed: a sound she had forgotten. ‘Won’t Cait be worried?’


‘She’ll think I’m off in Castlebar chasing after some bingo announcer with sideburns.’ Maureen’s smile could not prevent a glimpse into her own loneliness. ‘Jack will have the telly blaring full blast at home. They can have a good bicker like married folk do and I’ll not be missed. You can tell me your story, Mrs Fitzgerald, and I’ll tell you mine. We’re two old ladies going nowhere fast. We’ve all the time in the world now.’
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