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            Further praise for The  Bend for  Home:

            ‘This is a marvellous book, satisfying on just about every one of its many diverting and artful levels.’ George O’Brien, Irish  Times

            ‘It would be hard to exaggerate the excellence of Healy’s writing. Understatement is part of it: the story is bursting with passion, but it is contained in looks and slight remarks, which become loaded with meaning.’ James Robertson, Scotland  on  Sunday

            ‘A wonderfully strong, witty and clever memoir.’ Margaret Forster, Literary  Review

            ‘Healy’s novel A  Goat’s Song is one of the great Irish novels of the nineties. This new narrative, mingling autobiography with deceptive imaginative flights, is just as powerful.’ Neil Sowerby, Manchester  Evening  News

            ‘The narrative soars. It is vivid, lively and often moving.’ Eileen Battersby

            ‘An impressive act of recreation.’ Patricia Craig, Times  Literary Supplement

            ‘His marvellously evocative, rich affect-laden prose illuminates a childhood and an adolescence with tender frankness.’ Anthony Clare, Sunday  Times

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Dermot Healy

            THE BEND FOR HOME
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         Corr baile (Irish). The bend for home,

which gives rise to many place names in Ireland,

as for example Corballa, Corbellagh, etc.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Just  turn  to  the  left  at  the  bridge  of Finea

            And  stop  when  halfway  to  Cootehill

             

            PERCY FRENCH
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            Chapter  1

         

         The doctor strolls into the bedroom and taps my mother’s stomach.

         You’re not ready yet, ma’am, he says to her.

         Be the holy, she trustingly replies.

         That woman of yours will be some hours yet, he tells my father on the porch. He studies the low Finea sky. You’ll find me in Fitz’s.

         The doctor throws his brown satchel into the back of the Ford that’s parked at an angle to our gate and ambles up to the pub. My father sits on a chair at the bottom of the bed. My mother has a slight crossing of the eye, and because she hasn’t her glasses on she looks the more vulnerable. He has had water boiling downstairs all day. He’s wearing the trousers of the Garda uniform and smoking John Players. The November night goes on. Some time later she goes into labour again. My father runs up the village and gets the doctor from the pub.

         He feels her stomach, counts the intervals between the heaves, then says, Move over.

         My mother does. He unlaces his shoes and gets in beside her.

         Call me, ma’am, when you’re ready, he says and falls into a drunken sleep.

         My father is waiting impatiently outside on the stairs. Time passes. The snores carry to him. Eventually he turns the handle and peers into the low-ceilinged room. He can’t believe his eyes.

         Jack, she whispers, get Mary Sheridan, do.

         He brings Mary Sheridan back on the bar of his bike. The tillylamps flare. At three in the morning the midwife delivers the child. Where the doctor was during these proceedings I don’t know. As for the child, it did not grow up to be me, although till recently I believed this was how I was born. Family stories were told so often that I always thought I was there. In fact, all this took place in a neighbour’s house up the road, and it was my mother, not Mary Sheridan, arrived on her bike to lend a hand.

         It’s in a neighbour’s house fiction begins.

         
            *

         

         We have a surprise for you at home, my father told my brother on the train from Multyfarnham College.

         Tell me what it is?

         Wait and see.

         Go on, Daddy.

         It wouldn’t be a surprise if I did.

         Just give me a clue.

         My father shook his head.

         Can you get up on it? Tony asked.

         My father laughed.

         Has it wheels?

         Whisht! said my father. Just wait and see.

         It was a long train journey for Tony. In his mind’s eye he saw a black Raleigh bike parked under the stairs. On the walk from the station he pestered my father with questions, but all to no avail. They arrived to the house. My mother welcomed him at the door. He was sent ahead into the kitchen.

         He approached the pram.

         In disbelief and disappointment, he looked in and saw me.

         
            *

         

         Finea sits on the river Inny which runs between Lough Sheelin and Lough Kinale under a mighty bridge that divides Cavan from Westmeath. Sheelin, troubled over recent years by pollution from pig farms, was then a powerful, whitewashed, lustrous lake. But Kinale is always magical and dark.

         The seven arches under the bridge are caves where rain is always seeping. Human and animal turds steam there. Tom Keogh drives cattle down the path to drink from the river. Eels slither by. A family keeps eel-boxes upriver and you can peer through the holes to see them, all moist and black and uncoiling. The fish-stench is overpowering. The eels are more dangerous than a can of worms. Their camouflage is weed and shadow. A sudden dart across the sandy bottom. A loop-flick as they kick up a cloud of gravel. Then darkness. Sonny Coyle cuts the heads off the eels on the step of his shop. Cats carry them off down the village with angry growls.

         Trout skate mid river in the shallows, watch our worms approach, then skip out of the way. They are aristocrats. All facing the same way, they feint from side to side in a pool of fast sunshine. They have two seasons – before the mayfly and after the mayfly. Meanwhile, we bake perch in a stone fire under the bushes in Fitzsimon’s field, and eat them, bones and all.

         Oil-skinned fishermen from abroad, with long dappling rods, steady each other as they climb collapsing walls. Flies hang from the brims of their caps like tassels. They carry sandwiches and bait. They push off in a boat. One flick of an oar and they’re gone.

         We swim in the river, boys and girls, tall cold water to our necks. Girls were never so white as then. Neither were we. You dive under someone’s legs and frighten a shoal of minnow. Stout perch eye you. One day the cows ate the girls’ clothes and they had to go up the village in their knickers.

         On the east side of Kinale the water is covered with unexplained layers of dry sifting yellow reeds. On the west, whispering acres of them grow, taut and green.

         
            *

         

         There was a cousin of mine who lived in Kildare. He was by the same first name as myself. Originally he’d been called Fergus, but for fear he’d be called Fergie they changed his name to Dermot after me. I was six months his senior. His father, Uncle Jim, same as Uncle Seamus, drove a sweet van.

         From he could talk Dermot in Celbridge heard of the doings of Dermot in Finea. Seemingly I could wash dishes, carry turf, knew my alphabet, had no bother going to school, did everything I was told and had mastered Irish. If he cried they told him Dermot Healy did not cry. Not only that but Dermot Healy said his prayers morning noon and night. If he didn’t eat his dinner he heard how I could finish all before me. When he couldn’t sleep they told him that I slept round the clock.

         By the time he was three Dermot had come to despise the sound of his own name because it called to mind his alter ego in Finea. He was tormented. It was Dermot Healy this and Dermot Healy that till he was sick of me. Time came, one summer, when Nancy and Jim Kinane and Dermot set off in the sweet van from Kildare to visit us in the County Westmeath. 

         I was told the night before that my cousin was coming so I was up at dawn standing by the pier of the gate looking towards Castlepollard for a sign of the blue van. They called me in for breakfast and then I was out again. Dinner, the same. I sat on the wall and counted the hours. When anyone passed I asked them the time.

         When the blue van appeared at the pump in the late afternoon I was distraught from waiting.

         They pulled in some distance away. My father appeared and Jim took his hand. Nancy stepped down to greet her sister. I stood watching. Dermot slipped off the running-board onto the road and stared straight at me.

         Who do you think that is? said Uncle Jim.

         I looked at the ground and put my hands in the pockets of my short trousers.

         Who do you think, well?

         Dermot came forward. He stopped and appraised me from a few feet away.

         Well, say something, said Uncle Jim.

         Say hallo to your cousin, Dermot! hollered Aunt Nancy.

         The adults turned to watch the two of us with benign interest.

         Shake hands, said Uncle Jim.

         I was toeing gravel and looking sideways. Dermot stepped up to me and hit me with all the strength of his fist across the face. I went on my arse astonished. With Nancy at his heels my cousin took off up the Green Hill.

         
            *

         

         In 1912 my mother was seven. She walked into the lower spirit-grocers to get mints. Behind the shop counter was the woman of the house. Behind the bar counter was the man, without a stitch on him. He had a black umbrella over his head.

         Why? I asked my mother.

         To get his own back on his wife, she told me, pressing her hands into her lap, then seconds later slapping her knees. The cursed drink, she added, shaking her head at what memory will do.

         
            *

         

         It’s a thunderstorm. Uncle Tom from England, who bets on horses, and his wife Bridgie, my mother’s sister, are in the small rowing boat. My father is at the oars. We’ve been fishing Kinale pike.

         A pike turns on its belly beyond the reeds.

         Uncle Tom cries: Bloody hell! Did you see that, Jack?

         Another pike, in an angry splash, devours some fry.

         The blighter, he says.

         The unseen sun sends out a column of light from behind a dark cloud. Bad weather races towards us. Then the storm breaks.

         The boat, with a rattle of boards, goes dangerously high. Vexed waves splash in. Rain pelts down. There is nothing underneath us. And in the uproar my father loses an oar.

         The curse of the crows on it, he says, and, shamefaced, he grimly tries paddling after it.

         What next? says Bridgie.

         A dark mist falls. We see nothing. Around us, the bated water goes calm. Then it grows clear as day. My father’s face lights up like a stranger’s. The rumble seems to start under water. Then the awesome crack. Aunty Bridgie is wearing a green sou’wester and Wellingtons. Uncle Tom is wearing a straw hat. I sit between my father’s legs, which are braced firmly against the struts. We go round in circles. Bridgie starts oaring with Tom’s hat.

         Blessed God, says my father.

         The lightning strikes above Finea. It cracks across the surface of the lake. Then the sun shines. The water grows vexed again.

         We are out there for hours. Then the keel softly parts the reeds near Brian McHugh’s. We grab the reeds gratefully. Hauling reeds Tom whistles a cockney air. My father stands at the prow pushing us forward with the remaining oar. Darkness falls. The air pulsates. Frightened ducks take flight. We are in the reeds for a long time. I will never forget their sound. And the sky cracking over. At last we touch land.

         All in the boat, except me, are dead.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter  2

         

         Guard Healy kept an acre of cabbages and potatoes behind the house in Finea. For fertilizer he used waste from the outdoor toilet, manure from Jack Fitz’s cattle and ass droppings. The crop he divided with the village.

         He’d hang the jacket of his uniform on the bough of an ash tree and dig. He was an expert, my mother maintained, on the heel of a spade. With a slap of the other side of the shovel he backed up the drills that ran straight along a length of string tied to two paling posts at either end of the field. In the evenings he’d stand in the garden smoking. Seagulls thrashed in the sky.

         We were out in the winter unearthing a few spuds from the pit, which was covered with old straw and turf, when suddenly a rat leaped out. He pinned him to the earth with the prong of a grape. I mind my father and me out at Derrycrave bog. When the cart was turning, one of its wheels slipped into a bog hole. The ass reared. I slid along the driver’s plank. The cart lurched. The ass’s eyes and my father’s eyes were wild. But they got it righted.

         The wet clunk of the shovels begins. I find wild bilberries. We start tossing the sods of turf. Then someone sights her coming. Mammy is coming. She’s coming the straight bog road that leads to Castlepollard. Whatever she’s carrying in one hand is wrapped in white linen, in the other hand she dangles a pail of buttermilk. When she reaches us at last we sit around on the dry sods.

         Westmeath is relaxing all round us.

         Westmeath men are lying back and looking at the sky. Sheelin is quiet and blue. Insects keep up a mischievous drone. Everyone is wonderfully sated and tired. Mother heads off. Each Monday evening she goes to Ballywillan station to get the train to Cavan for fair day of a Tuesday. The mother’s side has a business there – a bakery and restaurant called the Milseanacht Breifne. She serves at table and washes up after the Northern cattle dealers.

         So while she’s away he comes up early from the station to put us to bed.

         It’s still light. He goes back out for a drink. A wind stirs the trees. The ivy shies to and fro. It’s like lying in a bed of rustling leaves. I am amazed at the sounds of the village. Brian Sheridan coughing. Charlie Clavin closing his half-door. Charlie Clavin’s black Ford. The bicycle repairman still at work. A swan going over. Eventually I pick his step out from the others at closing time.

         He says goodbye to men on the street.

         He slips the catch. Coughs. Touches a chair in the dark. Leaves his shoes aside. Comes up the stairs in his grey woollen socks. I prepare. He enters the room quietly and undresses. Throws his big Garda coat over the eiderdown and gets in beside me. The bed rustles. There’s only the sound of the ivy. I pretend to be sleeping. First I breathe in the sweet gassy smell of the Guinness. Then I wait for it.

         Soon the match flares up. The cigarette glows. I watch him mesmerized. His satisfaction is entire.

         
            *

         

         At the green pump outside Kit Daley’s in the middle of the village there is a monument raised to Myles the Slasher. On the first of August they used to hold a parade in honour of him. He belonged to the Breifne O’Reillys, high chieftains of Cavan, and defended Westmeath against the enemy.

         In the struggle, after killing hundreds, both his arms were chopped off. But despite this terrible mutilation, which I used often imagine above in my bed, he continued to fight on to the last with a sword gripped between his teeth. It was an enemy sword that had been swung with a death-stroke to decapitate him but he clamped his teeth on it and fought valiantly on.

         I know the spot he fell on the bridge. It was on the Westmeath side, in a little alcove.

         There’s a song by Percy French called “Come Back Paddy Reilly to Ballyjamesduff”, seemingly written about a cabman who used to collect Mr French, the road-engineer, from the railway station there. Then the cab man went off to America and things were never the same. Hence the title. One of the verses goes:

         
            
               
                  Just turn to the left at the bridge of Finea

                  And stop when halfway to Cootehill.

               

            

         

         But it can’t be done. No matter how you try you can’t turn left at the bridge of Finea, unless you go up Bullasheer Lane which leads eventually to the banks of floating reeds on Kinale. Some make a case for the old Carrick road which passes the weeping walls of Carrick Church that stands in a quarry, but the Carrick road is to the right. It’s all cod.

         For the sake of a song Percy French got his geography amiss. Even road-engineers are capable of giving wrong directions in order to get a couplet true. And that’s how I found out writers not only make up things, but get things wrong as well. Language, to be memorable, dispenses with accuracy.

         And it was much later that I found Myles the Slasher never stood on the bridge of Finea at all. Revisionism has caught up with him. Historians now say he was off fighting with the King of Spain at the time.

         To top the coincidence my mother took the turn to the left that doesn’t exist and eventually found herself in Cootehill. These things happen. That’s how it is. She followed the words of the song. And despite Myles the Slasher having been elsewhere, the monument to fiction still stands outside Kit Daley’s door. That’s how it’s done.

         Call it by another name and people it with souls from another world.

         
            *

         

         Sergeant Moran was sergeant of the guards in Finea for a long period. His family and ours became very close. He had a large family. The older ones were friends of my sisters, but a number of the younger children were dreadfully handicapped.

         The story of their suffering made a huge impression on the Slacke ladies.

         The mother often spoke with grief of Mrs Moran. After each birth, she grew more and more reclusive. Each pregnancy brought on terrible fits of depression, my mother told me. And at the thought of another pregnancy ahead her spirits would wilt. She prayed, my mother said, to pass child-bearing age as others prayed to enter heaven.

         She braved the sympathy of the village with a heavy heart and eventually never went up the village to shop. Maurice, one of her older sons, grew fond of my father, and my father, in turn, began looking after the Morans. He’d arrive on duty in the morning carrying loaves and potatoes and boiling bacon and eggs and butter. Mrs Moran stayed in the married quarters.

         Bless you, Guard Healy, she’d say and retire.

         Maurice clung to my father while Sergeant Moran sat in full uniform by his desk going over and over lists, frantically scribbling events of note in Kilcogy, Togher, Castletown and Finea.

         For long periods of silence the two men sat hunched over the fire in the dayroom. They stood in the dark opposite dance halls, and walked the village through storms in their greatcoats till they were foundered. Then they’d return and sit by the fire again, water running from their caps and coats onto the hearth.

         From the private quarters the healthy children and the distraught younger ones made their way into the dayroom. And lo and behold you, said my mother, if he didn’t do there what he didn’t do at home! My father helped the older girls feed the infants, scalded nappies on the stove, changed underpants and warmed their milk bottles. Often the sad sergeant would stand in the doorway watching his underling rear his children. My mother would saunter up the village with my father’s dinner under a cloth on a hot plate. She’d come in, she often told us, to find her husband playing with the Moran children in one of the cells while Maurice, wearing my father’s Garda hat, was sitting up on duty on the Sergeant’s high stool.

         He spent more time with them then he did with us, she’d recall. It was a terrible cross.

         In the evenings the Sergeant and the Guard would stroll the village, part at the monument and meet again at the bridge, each with a bicycle lamp cupped in his hands. Swans careered overhead on a journey from Lough Kinale to Lough Sheelin. A shotgun went off. They’d return in time to put the children to bed, then look into the fire in the dayroom and toe the ash.

         There’d be a shout from the married quarters. An infant would stand on the threshold.

         None of the handicapped were long for this world, my mother told me years later. Not one of them reached the age of reason.

         They were carried off to the graveyard in homemade coffins on the shoulders of the policemen. Neighbours shied away. The names of the dead children were read out at Sunday Mass, and their names sounded strange to the ears of the villagers. They were people who had never been seen and yet they had lived among them for a few short years. They were phantoms when they lived, but when they died, they suddenly became real live human beings.

         As for the others, said my mother, the Moran children all did well and are scattered around the world.

         But Maurice, she said, never forgot your father’s kindness.

         He cycled to school in Granard, did his lessons by Guard Healy in the dayroom, went out with him on duty. He spent half his days in our house. I remember Maurice arriving first thing in the morning to our door. I thought of him as the older brother I never had, as Tony was then long gone abroad. He taught me how to ride a bike and walk on my hands. In the summers he forked hay, brought turf in to a shed at the back of the lonely barracks and walked his mother along the river. He dug the garden with my father.

         He was a scholar, my father would say.

         He told Guard Healy he wanted to be a priest, so great preparations were made. It was as if it were happening to his own son. It meant that we would not be seeing him for a long time. While he was still young he went off to a seminary down south to be a priest on the Missions. Summers, he’d appear home looking strangely adult in a worn suit. He’d prop books written in Latin and Greek on the desk in the dayroom. In the afternoon my father and he would head up the river discussing things. Sergeant Moran retired. Himself and his wife left Finea. And so we lost touch. He died. She died. The others of the family we rarely saw again. Maurice disappeared out of our lives. Your father missed him sorely, my mother said. When he fell ill in later life, it was Maurice’s name he would shout out in the middle of the night.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 3

         

         Joe and Eileen are having a row on the doorstep of their galvanized house. I used to love to sit in there and listen to the rain with the chaos all around me. Rain on a tin roof spirits you away.

         But when his parents argue Tadhg Keogh gets dizzy. Once Uncle Seamus gave him cigarettes and he got sick. He stood in the village like a clocking hen because he was afraid to go home. At last he went down to Sheridan’s house. Old Mrs Sheridan had taken to the bed. She used to sleep all day and read almanacs and American magazines sent home by her dead brother’s wife at night. So Tadhg slipped past the two elderly Sheridan sisters who were sitting by the kitchen range, and went on unnoticed into their mother’s room.

         He climbed into bed beside her and watched the ceiling going round. He fell asleep in her heat, and got up when he felt better. When he appeared in the kitchen Biddy asked: Where are you coming from?

         I got in behind your mother, answered Tadhg, because I was too sick to go home.

         Glory be, said Sissy.

         The old lady, in her nineties, had never found him in her bed, like our neighbour hardly cared when the doctor climbed into hers. The village was always sleeping around. You’d never know who you’d find beside when you’d waken.

         Tadhg Keogh was a great traveller, my father maintained, but not as great as his father Joe who completed one extraordinary journey. For the day he was arguing with his wife on the step of the house, Joe cracked twelve matches and when they were lit he shoved them into Eileen’s face.

         Matches? I asked my mother.

         Matches, she nodded.

         Eileen ran to get the guards. My father was on duty in the station. When he came up the village there was no sign of Joe. He’d disappeared entirely. They checked Ballywillan for fear he might be trying to get the train to Mullingar. But he was not to be found. He’d taken with him the only loaf of bread in the house and a pot of gooseberry jam.

         The fecking haverel, shouted Eileen.

         Aisy, said my father, but she was demented.

         Joe was gone the following day, and the day after that, and the day after that again. On the fourth morning, Eileen was sitting having her breakfast, and enjoying her husband’s absence, even beginning to feel glad he was gone, when a stone dropped into her bowl of porridge from a hole in the ceiling.

         It was Joe dropped that stone. His bread had run out and he was above in the rafters mad with the hunger. The sight of her eating below was the last straw. Then he came down, and Tadhg made for our house. And even though I was not born at the time, still I felt I was there to greet him.

         
            *

         

         I mind to see a man hanging from a tree. Maybe I didn’t see a man but heard it from my mother. Whatever she saw I saw it again through her eyes, as I do now, writing this down.

         But I know it happened during Mass and I saw the rope. I can see the noose swinging this side of the repair shop where all the bicycles stood – upside down, sideways, without pedals, without wheels, with damaged spokes, saddleless. A butcher’s table under the window. A foot-pump. Spiders’ webs. A tin advertisement for tobacco on the wall.

         A body hanging from a tree in his Sunday best.

         Then one day some of the young men in the village went off to Aden. My brother went with them. Aden did for Finea what Scotland did for Donegal. Each mantelpiece had a photograph resting against the wall of young men in shorts. There were bunches of primroses in vases from the Orient on windowsills. Tea sets of bone china decorated with dragons on ancient dressers. Postcards with photos of the pyramids sitting on the radio.

         My father sits down at the table to write to Tony. The lamp flares. His script is long and loose. He writes of happenings in the village. My mother, in a handwriting that slants to the right, adds her love.

         My sister Una falls off a hayshifter, down between the shafts and under the horses hooves. I am sitting holding tight to the hay rope on the top of the cock. She is very pale. It gave everyone a fright. A boy ran in front of a car and was knocked out. The petrified driver ran for the guards. When my father came up the village it was me he found lying there.

         
            *

         

         The man who rose the umbrella over his naked body died naked sitting on a smothered pig. And in the galvanized house Tadhg was sick again with the flu and couldn’t make it to the evening devotions that began Lent.

         So when his parents came home he called from his sickbed – What are the regulations? – for fear some new and finer penance might have been introduced.

         Joe stuck his head round the door and said to his son: There’s no fast for lunatics.

         
            *

         

         There were as many wonders in Finea as there were in Fore up the road where dead monks strolled round at night and water flowed uphill. Westmeath had its share of fame. It was to a small business in Mullingar, capital town of the county, that Joyce dispatched Bloom’s estranged daughter in a brief haunting aside in Ulysses. Joyce too succumbed to the scourge of the broken family, and it was to the same town that he had once come to sing second to John McCormack in a feis, that he sent the fictional Millie, as years later Ireland would send their unmarried mothers to Castlepollard.

         He must have thought that County Westmeath had about it that sense of separation, of inwardness, of dullness even, that was necessary to portray a guilt over unfinished things. For it is the halfway house between the magic realism of the West and the bustling consciousness of the East.

         
            *

         

         When I was three I ate a pound of homemade butter. I mind to see it in a dish come from Granard. It looked delicious. I took a long time eating it, thinking of things, sitting up at the edge of the table on my own.

         The window to the garden was behind me, the table in front of me and the turf-fireplace to my left. On the windowsill opposite which looked out on the street, the radio sat forever tuned to Athlone, the centre of Ireland. It was the radio prompted me to eat the butter. Its various voices gave you spells of faintness, unquiet dreams, and brought hunger on. You knew night had fallen by its sleepy sound. You knew dinner-time and breakfast-time by the timbre of the voice broadcasting.

         Walton’s brought men in from the fields.

         But who was talking the day I ate the butter I’d love to know. When mother came back from the pump with a bucket brimful of water I was puking furiously. Doctor Galligan told my mother that I’d live. Then he told her I was overactive.

         Give him things to do, he advised.

         She put me to bring in a few sods of turf from the shed to the back door. Then she forgot all about me. When eventually she opened the door a man-high pile of turf fell in. I had brought half the winter stack across the yard, followed by the hens. And was bringing more. And would have continued to this very day if she hadn’t stopped me.

         It was grand relaxed work. All Westmeath people are very relaxed if they are doing something that is both useless and extraordinary.

         
            *

         

         Jim Keogh, brother of Tom, oars by Church island with three English fishermen. A wedding party stands on the driveway at Crover House Hotel. Uncle Seamus comes in the door with three duck he took out of the back of the sweet van.

         Lovely, says my mother.

         He hands me a penny toffee bar. Mother begins plucking the duck. Uncle Seamus sits by the fire a while then heads up to Fitz’s to meet my father when he gets off duty. Jack Healy comes to the pub in his uniform, puts his Garda cap on the counter and calls a bottle of Guinness and a Power’s whiskey. They talk of snipe. It goes past closing time. The lights are dimmed. The outer door closed. Men sit with bottles at their feet before the flaming fire. When my father goes to the toilet Seamus tells Fitzgerald and the others what’s afoot, then Fitzgerald quietly lets him out the front. Seamus looks up and down the village. Then he bangs loudly on the door.

         Guards on duty! he shouts, imitating Sergeant Ruane, who had recently been appointed to the village.

         The men in the pub pretend to run for the back. My father coming out of the toilet darts upstairs. He meets Mrs Fitzgerald. 

         The bloody sergeant’s below, he whispers.

         Come in here, she says.

         They step into Fitzgerald’s upstairs toilet. Downstairs Seamus enters the small bar.

         Well, Mr Fitzgerald, he says loudly.

         Good night, Sergeant Ruane, Fitzgerald answers.

         Have you had men on the premises?

         No, Sergeant.

         The men snort with joy. Seamus puts a finger to his lips.

         Explain these glasses to me?

         I didn’t get cleaning up.

         And can you explain this cap, Mr Fitzgerald? Seamus shouted loudly.

         Upstairs, my father raised a hand to his head in dismay.

         No, Sergeant.

         This would be a guard’s cap, wouldn’t it, Mr Fitzgerald?

         It looks like one.

         I’d be obliged if you stopped where you are, Seamus ordered, while I conduct a search of the premises.

         Fitzgerald pointed overhead, and Seamus ascended the stairs. He went by the bathroom and knocked on a bedroom door.

         Are you in there, Guard Healy?

         He opened the door and closed it. Went on to the next room. Knocked on the door, opened it, banged it closed. Onto the next. The same. Then with loud footsteps he approached the toilet. He tried the handle. The door was locked. He banged twice.

         Come out now, Guard, he said.

         Inside my father was frozen with fear.

         Excuse me, said Mrs Fitzgerald, but I’m using the toilet.

         Have you a man in there?

         I have not.

         I know you’re in there, Guard, he said. Come on out now, Guard Healy, and do the decent thing.

         My father sat on the bowl and sweated.

         If you don’t come out I intend to stop here till you do.

         This is private property, said Mrs Fitzgerald.

         And I’m on duty, said Seamus. I’d be obliged if you let that man out. 

         My father indicated to Mrs Fitzgerald that all was lost. She turned the key and my father timidly undid the latch. He opened the door and saw Seamus there.

         God blast you, he said, you nearly gave me heart failure.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter  4

         

         Uncle Seamus tells of a wake that took place up the road. The man who died had for the previous month been digging up his American relations that were buried, one as recent as the previous spring, in various graves in the cemetery. Then he set to reburying them in the one plot.

         Over the years corpses had been sent home from the States to be buried near Finea, and the family abroad had wired over sizeable sums to their one remaining relation at home, Matt Reilly, so that proper tombstones could be raised. He had tipped Yankee cousins he never knew into unmarked plots, put a wooden cross into the ground and gone on drinking sprees in Granard.

         He wrote back describing the fine blue gravel from Harton’s quarry that he’d spread over the dead, how the best masons had worked on Connemara marble, he spoke of massive attendances at Church for the funeral masses. In truth the priest and himself, and a couple of neighbours called in to carry the coffin, were the only ones present at the graveside.

         The lies went on undetected till a certain uncle, lately retired from the fire service in New York, spoke of coming over to Ireland to view the family graves. This drove Matt Reilly into a fury of construction. He put on his overalls, and along with the idiot son of a neighbour, he walked to the graveyard with a spade over his shoulder and began digging up the dead.

         He bought a new plot and the old skeletons were dropped into it. Himself and the idiot sat supping tea surrounded by ghouls. The stench of decomposing flesh reached the roadside. The horrified priest watched what was happening from his presbytery window with a handkerchief to his nose. Matt Reilly did a deal with a mason in Kilnaleck for a mighty tombstone, he ordered the gravel from Harton’s, cleaned his shovel off a clump of grass when the last Yank had been buried and fell over dead himself.

         In his inside pocket was £200. With this the neighbours ordered a hearse from Granard, dug up the grave again to inter Reilly himself and held a wake in his three-roomed cottage. The dead man was dressed in a bobtail coat and put into a bed in the side room, a hard hat was placed on his head, and they said he looked himself. You were always a generous soul, said Bernie Sheridan. Up Idiot Street, said Mary Ellen Flynn. Whiskey and ham and Guinness arrived and a roaring fire was set. The house was thatched with straw and sparks caught the thatch. The house went up in flames, and the mourners ran from the building. Then they remembered Matt Reilly was still within.

         Two men rushed through the cottage and rescued the corpse. He was taken across and placed under a tree. Someone spread a coat over Matt to keep the morning dew off him. Then everyone went home. Next day the hearse from Granard trundled up the quiet village and pulled to a halt outside the black remains of the building. The undertaker was flummoxed. He stood on the road not knowing what to do till a neighbour woman came and led him to Matt Reilly. By the time he’d been placed in the coffin the villagers had arrived on their bicycles to accompany him to the graveyard. The funeral cortege set off.

         The grave he’d dug for the Yanks Matt now found himself in. Soon after this the mason added Matti’s name to the tombstone. It was erected on a quiet summer’s afternoon. And not long after that the fine blue gravel from Harton’s was spread.

         
            *

         

         It’s night-time and I can hear voices on the path. I look down from the window to see my father and two other men. They’re carrying lamps. A pike the length of the path is stretched out. I find later he was a record forty-four pounds. One man takes a saw and cuts the fish in three. What part we got, I don’t know. They had been out shooting in Kinale when this big pike, like a whale, began following them. He shifted out of the reeds in the wake of the boat.

         When they came in, he was still with them.

         So they shot him.

         Kinale is still one of the best pike lakes in Europe. The Germans know that.

         It has the strangest underwater you have ever seen. The bottom one minute is sandy and only a couple of feet away. Then it’s green and swirling and six feet away. And then with a race to the heart you row over nothing. That nothingness can scare people. I’ve known a man in the horrors oar for shore when it happened. That stretch of water was too much for him.

         I’ve found that nothingness in my dreams. And in my love affairs. When you feel trapped in someone else’s memory. When suddenly your keel glides over bottomless water. Out of its depths recently came a bible-stand, which now sits in the Dublin Museum.

         The forest of reeds, the snipe, Brian McHugh’s kitchen. The mouth of the river where the girls showed us their private parts if we would show ours and we did and everything was studied very closely. And it can still bring a tremor to the voice.

         There were pissing competitions. And other things.

         
            *

         

         My mother stands in the kitchen singing in a voice popular when she was young – a scatter of notes on thin ice – and in a tone contriving to sound world-weary, yet very educated:

         
            
               
                  On broken wings

                  No bird can fly

                  And broken promises

                  Means love must fade and die.

                  I trusted you

                  You can’t be true

                  My heart no longer sings

                  Its wings are broken too.

               

            

         

         All her life she harboured a terrible fear of insanity. At fourteen she was sent to work as a maid at an asylum outside Dublin for the wealthy female mad. Maisie, her sister, was working there as well. She too would fear insanity throughout her long life. The girls were put into a room together.

         On her first night there my mother heard screams, lurchings and wild disputes. The disturbances seemed to come from the inside of her head. She climbed into Maisie’s bed and cried. Next morning at seven the head nurse called her name. Maisie headed off to make beds. Winnie was placed in the strange kitchen. From there she heard wild screeches from the dining room. 

         The cook handed her a tray of dishes filled with porridge. She stood with the tray in her hand.

         Well, go on, said the cook.

         I can’t, said my mother.

         They won’t touch you.

         I want to go home.

         Go, commanded the cook, and she threw open the door.

         Mother entered with the tray. She expected a hush to fall, that all these crazy eyes would turn in her direction. Instead the ladies in their housecoats continued with their silences and unfocused conversation. She left down a plate before Mrs Small, which Mrs Small promptly returned to the tray.

         Whisper, said the lady beside Mrs Small.

         Yes, said mother.

         Mrs Small does not take porridge.

         Oh.

         She just takes tea. Isn’t that right, Mrs Small?

         Mrs Small did not reply. The other ladies ate with glee. Some wore heavy jewellery. Others outdoor clothes. All had handbags. Mrs Tige clutched my mother’s arm and asked about the world outside. Lady Cheevers gave her sixpence and requested a trap to the fete. The women, when they gathered in the dayroom, spoke of horses, christenings and the Royal family. My mother ran a mop down a corridor between private rooms that smelled of urine, sweet perfumes and strong female odours.

         She was not allowed to speak to Maisie.

         Then she had to go and wash the ladies. For the first time in her life she looked on another grown woman’s nakedness. Shamefaced she scrubbed their backs while they sat in the huge bath, cut their toenails and brushed out their grey hair. She was in Mrs Pherson’s room when a knock came to the door. Outside stood Mrs Flood decked out in a prim suit. She was carrying a po of piss swathed in Christmas wrapping paper.

         Please, will you give Mrs Pherson my esteemed regards, said Mrs Flood, and handed my mother the chamber pot.

         In innocence my mother did as she was told.

         Mrs Pherson undid the wrappings. 

         What is this? she asked.

         Appalled, my mother threw the contents out the window. She left the chamber pot back to Mrs Flood. A few days later Mrs Flood was back at Mrs Pherson’s door again.

         Please, will you give Mrs Pherson my esteemed regards, said Mrs Flood and she proferred the chamber pot.

         I can’t take it, said my mother.

         Why ever not?

         Oh, Mrs Pherson is not here today.

         She’s not in residence? asked Mrs Flood.

         Yes, that’s right, said my mother.

         Tell her we will return when she is next in town. And the old lady took off with the po held before her like some prized antique.

         The doctor came to Mrs Small. She was having difficulty in swallowing. He left pills but still her tongue was swollen. Each day it grew larger till the woman could not get anything down but liquids. It was my mother’s job to feed her though a straw. Relations came and went. Mrs Small grew thin as a rake.

         Is there anything you really want? my mother asked her.

         I’d like … the words refused to come.

         Yes.

         I’d like … to dye …

         No, you won’t die.

         I’d like to have …

         Yes?

         My hair … My hair …

         Go on.

         My hair dyed, she said.

         So that night my mother rinsed the dying woman’s hair and dyed it black. Mrs Small looked at her new self in the hand mirror. She smiled at my mother. Next morning she was dead.

         
            *

         

         My mother goes past in a cart to the dancing class in Togher. A man with the cure for worms stands in the hall, and when later he touches your head, and mumbles his prayer, and you open your eyes, you feel you have been swimming underwater in some exalted place. He gets up on his bicycle and rides off, a timid man, with a passion for owls.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 5

         

         My father was a Roscommon man from Elphin. He joined the guards, like many others who had been active in the IRA, in 1922, some months after the Free State was declared. He was stationed at first in Cavan town, then later in Finea.

         Up the village lived the Slacke girls. Their father was the old Victorian Thomas Slacke, a retired RIC sergeant. The RIC had been regarded not only as British but Protestant as well, and the girls had suffered taunts at school because of the uniform he wore. Despite his second name, Tom Slacke was a strict Catholic who had gone for the church as a young man but then chose policing. He was a voracious reader of history, gospel stories and mannered fiction.

         My mother saw him as a distant figure of a retiring nature who spoke down to his daughters, yet was possessed of small sensitive asides. He was much older then his wife. He never drank or smoked. He had what she called the Slacke hump, which came with scholarship, and suffered in his latter days from Parkinson’s. He got on well in the village. Prior to the burning of the barracks in 1919 Sergeant Slacke had received a warning to vacate the old station. He got his family out onto the riverbank. The barracks and the living quarters went up in flames.

         The Slacke family had to move into temporary lodgings while matters in the Free State were sorted out. In the new Ireland RIC members either went North to join the recently formed RUC or accepted a pension from England. Thomas Slacke retired on a meagre pension, built a house up the village for his wife and five daughters – Maisie, Bridgie, Nancy, Gerty and Winnie – his son – Seamus – and continued on with life in Finea.

         The old barracks was restored and the Civil Guards occupied it. The young unarmed guards took note of the Slacke girls. They took note of the old sergeant as well, secure in his study, reading his books, at last finished with all that, while they breezed past in their new uniforms through a countryside embroiled in Civil War. 

         
            *

         

         Through my mother the police forces of two different traditions met. She might have first seen my father maybe on the bridge as he set off on duty. Or maybe at the window in the dayroom of her old home. Or standing in Fitzsimon’s field looking upriver towards an eclipse of the sun the newspapers promised. Maybe even on a side street in Cavan.

         I do not know. What I do know is that she flirted wildly.

         While she was walking out with him in Finea she was seeing another guard in Cavan town. When my father was posted to Gowna for a year, she took up with Sonny Fitzgerald. She went out with a traveller. She was off to dances that went on till dawn. But my father persisted. He had her haunted. On the day my father came and asked for her hand she had behind his back got engaged to a Guard McLoughlin. And meanwhile she was back courting Sonny Fitzgerald who promised her a farm of land and contentment.

         Now, this day, her mother told her Guard Healy was at the door.

         Guard Healy! she exclaimed.

         Yes, said her mother.

         He can’t be.

         He is.

         But he’s in Gowna.

         He’s back to Finea from today.

         Tell him to go away.

         He won’t go away. He said he’s staying out there till you see him.

         What will I do?

         I can’t answer that.

         Well, she took off the engagement ring and threw it into the armchair opposite. Jack Healy – as these things will – came in and unknowingly sat on the ring and asked her to consider him. And often I wonder how things would have gone if Sonny Fitzgerald had been my father. I’d like to be trying that out, maybe as a buttress against nostalgia that steals material from the same source as fiction, and then leaves the reality wanting.

         
            *

         

         They went on their honeymoon to Bundoran. On their first morning there a woman joined them at the breakfast table. She was dowdy and distraught, and there were spots of blue in her brown eyes. Oh something had happened her, something dreadful. Would they mind if she joined them?

         I’m supposed to be Mrs Richards, she confided in a whisper, but I think I’m still really Milly Kane.

         Jack, said my father, standing.

         Winnie, nodded my mother.

         Delighted, she said.

         Join us do, said my father.

         You don’t mind?

         No, said my mother.

         She sat down.

         And we can all take a walk afterwards together, said Milly Kane.

         That would be lovely, agreed my mother.

         In sea-bright July sunshine Milly Kane walked along the promenade with them. When they stepped down onto the sands she inserted herself between the newly married couple and linked their arms. They walked the sands with the strange woman between them. They came up the main street. The noon angelus bell rang and visitors lifted off their straw hats. Milly looked into a draper’s window and broke into tears. My father gave her his handkerchief. She blew a loud clarion call into it.

         You must excuse me, she said, but if you had been through what I have, you’d understand.

         Then a barking dog drove her into hysterics. She grabbed my father’s arm.

         Summons that devil, guard Healy, she said pointing at the dog’s owner.

         Why?

         That animal might have bitten me.

         Sure he’s only a pet, said my father, and he leaned down and took the mongrel’s snout in his hand and wrung it to and fro. My poor fellow, he said.

         They had buns and tea in the foyer of an hotel.

         This is on me, said Milly Kane.

         You can’t do that, said my father.

         Oh but I will. Now, us two women will go to the ladies.

         My mother followed the woman into the toilet under the stairs. She dabbed at her cheeks and her lips. 

         Men, she said, and grabbed my mother’s wrist.

         Look into my eyes, she said.

         My mother looked.

         Can you see anything wrong with me?

         My mother shook her head.

         Milly Kane looked long and earnestly at herself in the mirror. She frowned. She smiled. She took my mother’s arm. They paraded out to where my father awaited them on a white seat overlooking the sea.

         You pair are my best friends, said Milly Kane.

         That we are, agreed my father.

         She joined them for high tea of ham and tomato in an eating house and described how her husband had walked out on her the first morning of her marriage.

         We’ll have a port across the road, said my father.

         He left me here alone, she said. I’m lucky I had a penny left. And how am I going to face the shame back home?

         She held my father’s hand in the bar and wept.

         Do I, she asked my father, have any recourse in law?

         I’m sure you do, he said.

         How lucky you are, Winnie, she said to my mother, to find a man like this.

         That evening my father danced both women at a waltz night in the pavilion. My mother sat among the old maids. She fingered her trousseau and looked anxiously at the floor. Rain beat down on the roof and the sound from the band was drowned out. The blue spots in Milly’s eyes swam. She came to their room and sat on the bed talking, talking, talking.

         If only you’d known Dicky Richards, Winnie, then you’d know how lucky you are. Dicky Richards is a proper so-and-so. It’s not right.

         It’s not, agreed my father.

         What would I have done if you people hadn’t arrived? I was thinking of doing away with myself.

         You shouldn’t talk like that.

         Oh, but Winnie. This man drove me to despair. Dick Richards. Dick Richards – I’d known him all life. All my life. And the worst thing was – he was intimate with me. And she broke down in tears.

         Next morning a tap came to their door. 

         Good morning all, she shouted through the door, I’ll see you below.

         God bless us, said my father.

         For a solid week they had Milly with them wherever they went. And over sixty years later she was still running round in my mother’s mind.

         She was a total scourge, said my mother. The only privacy we got was when we went to bed. And even that was restricted. If he’d let her she’d have got in with us. She dragged out of us from morning till night. The nerves were at her. It was Jack this and Jack that. And oh what a wonderful man. You’d be sorry you got out of bed at all. And your father was too soft to send her away.

         And that, lo and behold, said my mother, was our honeymoon. I thought we’d never get home.

         Then a few moments later my mother added: Poor Milly, I wonder what became of her.

         
            *

         

         My grandfather had walked to court in Mullingar: now my father, some years after him, went by bicycle.

         The extent of a policeman’s beat in the Republic was the same as that for a former policeman in the Empire. They went to the same courts, lived in the same restored barracks and trudged the same country lanes. But the rifles were put away. The police kept out of the Civil War as best they could. Guard Healy drilled men for the fascist Blueshirts in a field off Kilcogy. Then returned home to nurse my grand-aunt, Jane, a leading member of the Republican Fianna Fail party, when she came to spend her last days with them.

         He was wary of Dev when he took over. The Economic War with England made people bitter and patriotic. TB wasted the parish. Tony was warned not to play with children from a house affected by the disease. The people said the TB stayed overhead in the cobwebs and could never be got rid of. When she’d go to Cavan my mother would take the youngest with her, drop them into a bed and head below to work. Seemingly she threw a bunch of bananas and a handful of comics to Tony when he was a child and locked him into a room. He sat reading and eating bananas all day. And my mother forgot about him.

         He was constipated for over a week. 

         Tony fell sick with diphtheria and spent a long spell in the sanatorium. He longed to be back out with my father on the bog. He finished his Leaving and went to Aden. Then to England. He disappeared out of our lives for years and came back a stranger. Miriam was sent to Cavan to attend Loreto college and work in the Breifne. My Aunt Maisie kept the boyfriends from the door. Later Miriam married and went to live in the States.

         
            *

         

         I remember once being taken to the Milseanacht Breifne as a child. I remember the shape of the train. The white horse of the CIE cart pawing the ground outside Cavan station. The bustle below me. The long corridors in the Breifne. The board on the landing beyond the altar that went up under your foot. The huge mirror in the dining room that looked into another room.

         I was in my mother’s arms. Muddy, my grandmother, was seated in an armchair in the sitting room. The windows looked onto Main Street. She was dressed in black. She was the only one of my grandparents I ever saw. The rest were long dead before I was born. Outside, a procession of brass bands was going down the street. They were celebrating Myles the Slasher for something he’d never done.

         Someone lifted me up so that I could see.

         He’s like the other side of the house, Muddy said, but he has your eyes, Winnie. Like diamonds in a pisspot.
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