

[image: cover]




[image: images]




Everything I Own


Lyrics by David Gates


© Sony/ATV Tunes LLC


Administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing


All rights reserved. Used by permission








You Ain’t Seen Nothin Yet


Written by Randy Bachman


Copyright 1974 Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC.


All rights administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC,


All rights reserved. Used by permission.








Sorry Seems To Be The Hardest Word


Words & Music by Elton John & Bernie Taupin


© Copyright 1976 HST Management Limited and Rouge Booze Incorporated (administered by Universal Music Publishing Limited).


All rights in Germany administered by Universal Music Publ. GmbH.


All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.


Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.








Positively 4th Street


Lyrics by Bob Dylan


©1965 Special Rider Music (SESAC


Administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing.


All rights reserved. Used by permission.








Annie's Song


Words and Music by John Denver


Copyright © 1974 BMG Ruby Songs (ASCAP)/


State One Songs America (ASCAP)/ FSMGI (IMRO)


All rights for FSMGI (IMRO) Administered by Chrysalis One Music Publishing Limited


All Rights Reserved. Used By Permission. International Copyright Secured.





Bright Blue Rose


Words by Jimmy MacCarthy


Used by permission of Jimmy MacCarthy.





Romeo And Juliet


Words & Music by Mark Knopfler


© Copyright 1980 Straitjacket Songs Limited.


Universal Music Publishing Limited.


All rights in Germany administered by Universal Music Publ. GmbH.


All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.


Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.





Kiss You All Over


Words & Music by Nicky Chinn & Mike Chapman


© Copyright 1978 Chinnichap Publishing Limited.


BMG Music Publishing Limited.


All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.


Used by permission of Music Sales Limited.





In My Life


Lyrics by John Lennon/Paul McCartney


Copyright 1965 Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC.


All rights administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC


All rights reserved. Used by permission.




For Geraldine





‘.…My childhood days bring back sad reflections


Of happy times I spent so long ago


My boyhood friends and my own relations


Have all passed on now like melting snow.…’
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He awoke on a bed he’d last slept in 22 years ago. As the morning sun stabbed its way through the defenceless curtains, the strange familiarity of the room unnerved him. Many times he had told himself he would never return. For too long, he had been afraid to come back. As he cast his eyes around the cramped and dusty room, he felt as though he had stepped into another lifetime.


Every part of the bedroom was as he remembered it. Yet everything was different. It was as if the entire colour had been sucked out of it over the years. It was a room no longer of its time. He lay in the silence and ran his hand along the faded blue wall he once helped his father to paint. He thought of the last time he lay in this bed. She was by his side then. He hoped she would be there forever, until he destroyed himself and abandoned her. No, it wasn’t his old bedroom that had changed, it was him. This was the room of his innocence. Today, he was looking at it through a distorted lens. He’d changed so much since he last called this place his home.


He reviewed the events of the last two days. The dreaded phone call from Tom, when he knew by the tone of his brother’s voice, the rest of the conversation would not be a good one. There were the deliberations about whether to return at all, and then the argument with Maggie on his arrival. What was the argument about? What was it Maggie said that irritated him so much? Why did even being in the same room as her make him feel so uncomfortable? He intended staying at Maggie’s, but left in a rush, and instead he and Annie had made their way here late last night. They moved between the tiny kitchen and the bedrooms. While he slept in his old room, Annie slept in his mother’s bed. Downstairs in the living room, his mother Mary lay dead in an open casket.


Cormac was 40 years old yesterday. He was born and grew up in the village of Killane, on the edge of Belfast, at the height of Northern Ireland’s bloody divisive conflict. He was raised by Catholic parents and educated by a combination of vicious priests and violent nuns. He was the youngest of three brothers and one sister.


His memories of childhood, although fading fast, were that he was essentially happy and loved. His brothers, Daniel and Tom, who were both much older than Cormac, loved him in a protective Irish way, because he was their ‘baby’ brother. Tom, the eldest, who’d never married, now ran a successful music store in West Belfast. He was one of the few people Cormac had kept in touch with over the last two decades. Daniel, a year younger than Tom, was the black sheep of the family until he died, aged 26, when Cormac was 10. He moved out of the family home at 17 but remained a regular visitor until his death. At the height of the ‘troubles’, he wandered drunkenly into the wrong place at the wrong time and was beaten to death with baseball bats and golf clubs in an alley in the warren of terraced houses that merged to form Belfast’s ‘peace line.’ Maggie was different. She was born 13 years before him, on the same day, and he sometimes felt that their birthday was all they had in common. His earliest memories were of his fear of being left alone with her when his parents would go on their weekly visit to the local pub. No matter how hard he tried to ‘be good,’ Maggie always found some reason to punish him. After years of trying to impress her, to gain some respect from her, to connect with her, it no longer mattered to him what she thought, said or did.


‘Dad, Dad, get up, Aunty Maggie and Uncle Jack will be here in a minute and we left the kitchen in a mess last night!’


Cormac looked up from the bed, and there before him stood his reason for living. With her red hair tumbling down her shoulders, bright blue eyes and a complexion as pale as snow, stood his one and only Annie. She never knew her mother. His wife Jill had died from the complications of Annie’s birth. From that moment, he devoted his life equally to Annie and his career.


Cormac shook himself from the bed and stumbled to the bathroom. He splashed the icy water against his face.


‘Christ, you look your age!’


He glanced in the bathroom mirror to see a smiling Annie hovering at the door. He stared at his reflection in the dimly lit mirror. His blue eyes, once his most attractive feature, were now sunken shells permanently framed by the black circles that appeared overnight in his late thirties. He was never sure whether this was the result of too much time spent in dingy rooms poring over ancient texts, or even more time spent in dingier pubs slumped over freshly poured drinks. He slapped some life into his pale and sagging cheeks.


‘You can say that that again.’


He reached for his beautiful girl. He pulled her tightly to him and wished he could fast forward today’s events. It took him by surprise when he felt the water trickle down his cheek and fall gently onto her hair.


‘What time’s Nan’s funeral, dad?’


‘11:30, I think.’


‘Oh shit, that’s in half an hour!’


He shook his head.


‘Annie.’


‘What?’


‘You’ve got a filthy mouth!’


‘Sorry, dad.’


‘Annie.’


‘What?’


‘Guess what?’


‘I know. You love me!’


After she’d had gone downstairs, Cormac walked wearily back to the bedroom. He opened the faded curtains. As the mid-morning sun illuminated the dull little bedroom, Cormac felt a shudder that began at his shoulders and made it all the way to his toes. On the wall to his right was every proud memento of his academic and sporting achievements. On the thin shelf that divided the wall in two, stood eight or nine dusty trophies, untouched since the day he left; an homage to a lost child. He studied the tired little space. This room, once the centre of his universe, felt like it belonged to someone else. So much had changed since he’d last slept here. His beloved father had long since passed on, and now his mother lay downstairs as silent as stone.


Annie snapped him from his melancholy.


‘Dad, you’ve really got to come downstairs, the house is a mess and Aunty Maggie will be here any minute. Besides, I found some eggs in the fridge and made some scrambled eggs.’


‘I didn’t know you could make scrambled eggs.’


‘I can’t. It started out as an omelette and just sort of became scrambled eggs!’


Cormac smiled and started towards the stairs.


‘How long is it since we’ve been in Ireland, Annie?’


‘Dad, I’ve never been in Ireland.’


He felt a surge of guilt. He had not set foot in Ireland since the day he scurried away as a terrified boy on a cold March night in 1987. How his life had changed. Today he sat in his childhood home as Cormac O’Reilly MP, junior minister at the Home Office. A former high-flying barrister, earmarked as a future prime minister. He’d achieved so much. Had he lost too much?


He pulled his chair up to the familiar kitchen table. He remembered the day his father had proudly brought it home, oblivious to the fact its presence in the narrow kitchen meant the back door would never fully open again. At this table he learned the art of eating with his elbows strapped tightly to his body, the only way he could get the food from the plate to his mouth without starting a war with Tom or Daniel. A war that, as the youngest, he knew he was certain to lose. He picked up his fork and scooped the egg to his mouth, elbow free and fully functioning.


‘Annie, these eggs are fantastic. When you go off to university, promise me you’ll look after yourself. I mean eat properly and try to cook fresh food,’


Annie pulled her chair next to his, reducing the effectiveness of his elbow in the process. She rested her head against his shoulder.


‘You’re definitely turning into the old fart you told me you would never be. Anyway, it’s still three months until I go to Edinburgh, so can we just live in the moment a little?’


Her absentmindedness brought a smile to his face. This was certainly not a moment in his life he wanted to savour.


Annie leaned away from him.


‘What’s so funny, dad?’


‘Well, much as I really enjoy your little moments of new-age spirituality and all that, I’m not exactly sure that this is a great time for living in the moment!’


The doorbell rang.


Annie got up and moved towards the door. Cormac was grateful for the space she created. He was also glad for the extra moment of peace before Maggie’s arrival. He turned to his eggs. Annie turned back from the door.


‘Dad, will you get it?’


Cormac pushed his eggs away.


‘I’m not getting it. You get it!’


‘She’s your sister.’


He stood and moved toward the back of the kitchen, the furthest point in the house from where Maggie was now irritatingly holding her finger on the door bell.


‘Annie, I know she is, but unfortunately she doesn’t like me very much, and also scares the shit out of me!’


Annie sat herself down in front of his half-eaten breakfast.


‘Dad, please just get the door … oh and by the way, you’ve got a filthy mouth!’


He could tell by her tone he was defeated and made his way down the narrow hall. He opened the door. Maggie’s finger remained on the bell for longer than was necessary. She stepped into the cramped hallway and hugged him in the awkward way she had always done. Why was it no matter which way he tilted his head in preparation, she always managed to turn the same way? Did she do it deliberately? Cormac was angry with himself for the thought. Maggie marched past him.


‘Where is she?’


‘She’s in the kitchen.’


Maggie spun towards him.


‘Mammy’s body’s in the kitchen?’


Cormac, stifled an inappropriate laugh at the thought of his mother’s body competing with the kitchen table.


‘Sorry, Maggie, I thought you meant Annie. Mum is in the living room.’


Maggie turned on her heels and pushed open the living room door, just enough so that Cormac could glimpse the bottom of the casket. She fell to her knees. He turned his head away. Maggie wailed as he closed the door.
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Maggie eventually joined them in the cramped kitchen. Annie made coffee. Maggie didn’t drink it. Maggie made tea.


‘Doesn’t she look peaceful, Cormac?’


Cormac didn’t answer. He tried to count to ten.


‘Cormac, I was just saying, doesn’t Mammy look peaceful?’


Maggie was standing over him.


He told himself he didn’t need to answer. He couldn’t help himself.


‘I wouldn’t know, Maggie. Does she look peaceful?’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means I don’t wish to see my mum as a corpse. I don’t wish to have a lasting memory of that, thanks!’


‘But that was Mammy’s wish, to have an open coffin, to have a Catholic burial, to have family around her.’


‘Maggie, please let’s not argue – not now, of all times. Just respect the fact I don’t wish to take part in that part, OK?’


‘Frankly, Cormac, it’s not OK! It’s not OK that you haven’t been home to see her for 22 years. It’s not OK she broke her heart every day for you. It’s not OK you’ve forgotten who you are. It’s not OK you’ve lost your soul. And it’s not OK to call her Mum. She always has been and always will be Mammy, OK?’


He rose to face her.


‘Listen you stupid….’


‘Cormac! Maggie! For Christ’s sake, stop it!’


Cormac turned to see his older brother Tom standing in the hall. He felt his eyes sting. He felt like a little boy again. He took comfort in his brother’s arms.


‘Now then, hotshot, how does it feel to be the talk of the town?’


Tom and Cormac sat at the kitchen table while Annie and Maggie produced endless cups of tea and sandwiches for a multitude of strangers who now seemed to have taken control of the house.


‘Hopefully I’m not.’


‘You’re far too modest, brother. Your arrival has been the talk of this shit-hole since Mum died.’


‘Don’t you mean Mammy, Tom?’


‘Don’t tell me Maggie is already giving you a hard time for selling out to your English ways. Ignore her, she’s grieving.’


‘She just winds me up, Tom.’


‘Listen, Cormac, there are things you don’t know about, things that happened a long time ago and Maggie hasn’t had it easy, just trust me on that and cut her a bit of slack.’


‘What things?’


Tom sighed and patted his shoulder.


‘I’m afraid today, my brother, isn’t the time for such talk, and we must instead bury our mother.’


Maggie arrived in a flurry of plates.


‘Father Mackie is here to say the rosary. Are you two coming into the living room?’


Cormac, who even as a child never understood the Catholic faith, with all of its rules and chanting, was about to have his second fight of the day with Maggie, when his big brother came to the rescue again.


‘Maggie, love, you go on in and me and Cormac will kneel in the hall.’


He mumbled his way through the prayers he hadn’t said for two decades and was astonished that he remembered every word, every pause, and every part of the ritual. He thought back to his childhood, to the many times his father made them kneel in the living room after dinner while they recited the rosary. He contemplated the endless nights he lay in bed and would be sprinkled with holy water when his father thought he was asleep. He cringed at the embarrassment of confession. Of turning from boy to man and telling the red-faced priest every detail. He thought of his mother, fiercely proud of her family and devoted to her Catholic God. The God he wished also to be devoted to. The God he prayed to every night in the small bedroom upstairs. The God that no matter how hard he tried, he’d never really believed in.


When the rosary had finished, he shook hands with familiar strangers and wondered how so many people could fit into such a small space as his mother’s living room. Why did they want to? Maggie came to find him hiding in the sanctuary of the kitchen, which the strangers thankfully seemed to think was out of bounds for them.


‘They’re putting the lid on now. Are you sure you don’t want to see her?’


He meant to tell her to go away. He intended to tell her to leave him alone, and to let him grieve in his own way. Instead he took her hand and walked into the living room. He wished he hadn’t.


The funeral service passed in a blur; all incense and ritual. There was nothing personal about her life; just empty promises of a better place. He took no comfort from it. He knew he should never have gone into the room with Maggie. He should never have given in to her. All through the service, he frantically searched for images of his mother as a walking, talking, living person. He tried to conjure the comforting images of his childhood: coming in from school on dark winter evenings, his mother at the kitchen window waiting just for him, always with a smile, always with a hug. He desperately needed to see her again as a vibrant living being: the feel of her warmth, her laughter, her smell. The more he struggled, the more he could only visualise the stony grey monstrosity in the living room that he then helped lower into the darkness of the earth. Now they were back in the house and the party was in grotesque, alcohol-fuelled swing. He needed to escape. He took to his mother’s bed.


The creaking of the floorboards punctured the silence as Tom entered the room.


‘Sorry about not coming to your rescue earlier, Cormac.’


The brothers had shared an eventful afternoon together before Cormac’s retreat to the sanctity of his mother’s bed. Old Mrs Hopkins, who always hated their mother, a feeling that was wholeheartedly reciprocated, began wailing uncontrollably on the settee in the living room, telling anyone who hadn’t escaped immediately how the village would never be the same without Mary O’Reilly. He helped Tom to escort her out of the house. The smell of whisky and pickled onions that set fire to his nostrils as she belched loudly in his face suggested to Cormac that normal service would be resumed after her night’s coma. They left Mrs Hopkins, still wailing, on her own identical settee, in her own identical living room, two doors down from his mother’s house.


They had barely entered their mother’s living room again before Cormac found himself pinned against the door trying to answer a question he’d been asked on at least five occasions that day. It involved ‘British Government,’ ‘Ireland,’ and ‘ever done.’


He pleaded in vain for help but Tom merely mouthed ‘fuck that, brother,’ and left him at the mercy of his latest interrogator. Cormac fully understood his brother’s reticence.


Tom had attempted to rescue Cormac on the previous occasions only to find himself accosted and accused of being ‘a turncoat’ like his brother. On the occasion before last, Tom was offered outside by a man he’d never seen before, who only backed down when he reminded him he couldn’t be fighting in the front garden on the day of his mother’s wake.


‘A wake?’


‘Yes, a wake!’


‘Your mother’s wake?’


‘Yes, my mother’s wake!’


He immediately took his hand off Tom’s shirt and transferred it Cormac’s.


‘And is she his mother, too?’


‘Yes, she’s his mother too!’


He dropped his hands and looked dejectedly at Tom.


‘So I shouldn’t be hitting either one of you today, of all days, should I? It wouldn’t be right now, would it?’


‘No, it wouldn’t be right.’


He trudged past Tom to the front door and turned to look at the bewildered brothers. He pointed to Cormac.


‘I don’t suppose you’ll be around on Saturday, by any chance?’


Cormac glanced at Tom, who was shrugging back at him.


‘Why’s that?’


‘Well, it’s not every day you get to beat up a British minister. I’m just a bit gutted about it all! So I was thinking I could come back on Saturday and, you know, stick one on you then, if you’re around?’


Cormac answered very politely.


‘I’m very sorry, but I’ll be back in England by then, I’m afraid.’


He turned dejectedly and opened the front door.


‘Ah well, not to worry, lads. Thanks for the beer and the spread was lovely. Sorry for your loss.’


And then he was gone.


‘Who the hell was that, Tom?’


‘Absolutely no idea, brother!’


After the dejected gatecrasher left the premises, his brother promised him he was not getting involved in his battles for the rest of the day. So when his pleading eyes landed on Tom, it was no surprise to him when he merely raised a glass and a smile and mouthed his obscenity. Cormac returned the compliment with his middle finger, before escaping to the safety of the little upstairs room.


He didn’t hear Tom walk across the room or feel him sit on the edge of the old bed.


‘Fancy a drink, Cormac? There’s some food and sandwiches and a wee singsong laid on in Lalor’s.’


Cormac didn’t respond. He was momentarily lost in his thoughts. He was holding onto his mother’s book of prayers. Had she gone through this ritual every night? How many times must she have prayed for him? Had she prayed in vain one day he would once again walk up the path, and wave at her through the window?


‘Cormac, we should go to Lalor’s. Everyone will be expecting us to.’


Cormac sat up in the bed.


‘You know I can’t go there, Tom.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m a British Government minister, and it has been, and always will be, a Republican pub.’


‘It’s also your mother’s wake. Anyway, hasn’t anyone told you across the water the war is over? Gerry and Martin are proper politicians now, just like your good self!’


Cormac threw his legs over the side of the bed so he could sit next to his brother.


‘Tom, you and I both know as soon as a few drinks have been had, the rebel songs will be belted out and I’m quite sure that won’t go down so well with my party or the prime minister.’


‘I have a wee idea. I’ll put a block on any rebel songs. I’ll just tell them it was Mammy’s dying wish. What do you say?’


Cormac knew the right thing to do was to spend this time with his family and old friends. He must pay his respects to his mother in the traditional way. That was more important than any delicate political sensibilities. He slapped his brother on the back as they got up to leave the bedroom.


‘If I go, Tom, will you promise me something?’


Tom stopped and was eager to ease his brother’s obvious concerns.


‘Anything brother, what is it?’


Cormac smiled at him.


‘Please don’t sing “Dirty Old Town”, or I’ll be forced to call the police and tell them you have been murdering it for years!’


Cormac found himself in a brotherly headlock for the first time in twenty-five years.


As they walked the few doors down and approached the entrance to the old pub, he could feel his stomach tighten. His decision to visit Lalor’s was feeling more like a bad idea with every step he took.
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The village of Killane sits nestled in the hills overlooking Belfast. It has a population of approximately five hundred. It consists of one long strip of a main street, at the top of which rests St Peter’s Catholic Church and at the bottom, its main competition - Lalor’s public house. There are two long rows of terraced houses that stretch from the church until three-quarters of the way down the hill. Two crescents join the end of the terraces and sweep in arcs before meeting again at the end of the village where Lalor’s is the first port of call for those arriving from Belfast. Cormac was raised in a council-built terrace that is situated four doors down from the pub and has a clear view of the old church on the hill. There is no school in the village and the children travel by bus to Belfast for their education. The village was and remains 100% conservatively Catholic and 100% radically Republican. The same congregation occupies the educational establishments at both ends of the village. Employment historically was to be found in the farms surrounding the village or in Belfast’s heavy industries. Cormac’s father had been, until his death, employed at the staunchly Loyalist Harland and Wolf shipyards in East Belfast. He would often entertain the young Cormac with the stories and exploits of his great friends and work colleagues. Cormac never met any of them.


Lalor’s pub has been in the village for over 100 years, and has remained in the possession of the same family through all of that period. It is owned by descendants of the original proprietor, John McKee, and takes its name from the 19th century radical Republican writer James Fintan Lalor. In the early eighties, while there was no school in the village, Lalor’s was the unofficial political educator of its youngsters. In those days, its front bar consisted of four booths along the right-hand wall and a long bar on the left. Its lounge, at weekends, reverberated to the sounds of Irish music. During the week, it hosted anything from lectures on Irish history, to Gaelic classes, to readings from Irish literature. The room upstairs was where oaths were taken.


A young Cormac sang his first song and drank his first drink in the bar. He danced his first dance and kissed his first girl in the lounge. He spent his last night in Ireland in the room upstairs.


‘Come on, Cormac, it’ll be all right.’


Cormac and Tom were about to enter the lounge.


‘Tom, I’m really sorry, but I don’t think I can go in.’


‘Half the village is in there to pay respects to Mammy, the other half is on its way! Whatever it is you’re feeling, put it to one side for one night and let’s give the old girl the send off she deserves!’


Cormac was about to take a step back when he felt a hand slip into his.


‘I was looking for a handsome Irishman to escort me. I couldn’t find one, so I thought I’d settle for you instead.’


Before he’d time to think, Cormac, Tom and Annie slipped inside Lalor’s and found Maggie and Jack’s table. Maggie sat alone.


Tom smiled and kissed her on the cheek.


‘What would you like to drink, Maggie?’


‘Just a Coke, thanks.’


‘Sure you don’t want a wee Black Bush in that?’


‘Tom, you know I don’t drink alcohol and besides, I’m going to the retreat tomorrow night.’


Cormac remembered what the argument was about. Maggie had forced her mother’s funeral forward so she could go on some bloody retreat! She always seemed to get everything the wrong way round. She was more concerned with an afterlife that may never be than living the life she had. He stifled the urge to continue the argument.


‘Maggie, I haven’t seen Jack since this morning and even then, he seemed to disappear before we had a chance to speak.’


She didn’t look his way.


‘Sorry, but he’d some important work to take care of. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll see him tomorrow when you all come to my house for lunch.’


Annie pulled up a seat beside her aunt and he marvelled at how much alike they were physically and thankfully how different they would always remain.


Out of the corner of his eye, Cormac caught a glimpse of a huge man marching towards his table. He felt the first pangs of fear since his arrival in Ireland. Why had he listened to Tom? It was a mistake to come here. Why had he come here with no security? Somebody in this place would love to make a name for themselves by battering the life out of a British minister. He was standing above him now. Cormac could feel moisture on his brow. He frantically searched for Tom. The man mumbled something. Cormac couldn’t make out what he said.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.’


The big man leaned down over him.


‘I said … you got a lot of nerve to say you are my friend!’


Cormac looked up suddenly.


‘Dad, are you all right?’


Before Annie had finished, Cormac was on his feet and locked in a warm embrace with the stranger.


‘Harry, it’s so good to see you. I thought you lived in America?’


The giant let go of him.


‘You ain’t seen nothing yet. I moved back last year. Too many Americans telling me they’re more Irish than me!’


‘Harry, before I introduce you to my daughter, will you for goodness’ sake stop quoting song lyrics?’


‘Sorry … seems to be the hardest word! That’s it … I promise … no more … honest!’


Cormac turned to his confused daughter.


‘Annie, can I introduce you to Mr Harry Crossan.’


She smiled in recognition.


‘Harry Crossan, who you were caught stealing with when you were 11, who got thrown out of your mum’s house for bringing a girl back when he was 16, your best friend Harry?’


Harry grabbed her hand.


‘Annie, you look spectacular. I’ve one question for you, though. Did that father of yours not tell you anything nice about me? Or about him and Liam’s exploits too, nothing about the three musketeers?’


‘He told me you spent half your childhood quoting song lyrics to him and would get annoyed when he always knew the answers.’


Cormac seized the opportunity.


‘By the way Harry, in order: Bob Dylan - Positively 4th Street, Bachmann Turner Overdrive -You Ain’t Seen Nothing Yet and Elton John - Sorry Seems to be the Hardest Word!’


‘You were always a clever bastard, Cormac. Christ, how I’ve missed you. And now you have Annie, who … fills up my senses like a night in a forest.’


Cormac loosened Harry’s grip on Annie’s hand.


‘John Denver - Annie’s Song, and stop flirting with my daughter!’


He spent the rest of the evening with Harry, laughing, arguing and teasing, just as they’d always done. He felt guilty that he might be enjoying his mother’s funeral too much. The night ended all too soon with an announcement.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, Maggie O’Reilly will now sing for us a tribute to her mammy Mary. Silence, please.’


‘When first I saw the love-light in your eyes


I thought the world held naught but joy for me.…’


It was his mother’s favourite song. She sang it beautifully. It all ended in tears.
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Cormac awoke, still fully clothed, to the sound of a distant tapping. He opened his eyes and raised his head from the bed. The pounding headache reminded him why he stopped drinking Guinness ten years ago. Annie pushed open the bedroom door and brought him tea and a large glass of water.


‘You’re an angel.’


She moved to the window, opened the curtains, and unleashed violent sunshine into the room. Cormac pulled the covers over his head. Annie opened the window and he felt the cool morning breeze wash over him.


‘Thanks, love, I needed that fresh air.’


‘Not as much as I did. The bloody stink in here is appalling!’


Another reason, Cormac remembered, that he’d given up drinking Guinness.


‘Oh, by the way, dad, there’s a fat man downstairs in an appalling tracksuit, quoting song lyrics, and saying something about you two going jogging this morning. I said I’d get your tracksuit ready for you.’


Cormac peeped over the covers.


‘Please tell me you’re teasing me, Annie. Harry’s not downstairs, is he?’


‘No, I’m not! I’m right here, you lazy wee bastard! Now get up and let’s go for this jog you promised me.’


Cormac pointed to Harry’s yellow and pink attire.


‘You were right, Annie. It’s a fat man in a ridiculous tracksuit!’


Annie talked through clenched teeth.


‘Dad, I didn’t say that!’


‘Don’t be shy, darling. Tell the nice fat man what you said.’


‘It’s all right, Annie. Your old man is only stalling. Now are you getting up, or what?’


Cormac lifted himself from the bed. He felt his head pounding, his arms aching, and his legs like lead.


‘Listen, Harry I’m really sorry, but I don’t think I’m capable.’


The relief on the big man’s face was obvious.


‘OK, then, change of offer. What do you say to a nice bacon and egg soda, cup of strong tea and a gentle walk?’


Cormac’s mood lifted.


‘I’d say that’s a marvellous piece of negotiation on your part. I’ll be down in a minute.’


‘Appalling!’


‘What?’


‘Appalling!’


Harry and Cormac looked quizzically towards Annie.


‘That is the word I used to describe the smell in your room and that thing that Harry’s wearing. Now are you two going for your walk? Because I was thinking of going back to bed for an hour or two before we go to Maggie’s for lunch.’


‘Where are we going, Harry?’


‘Oh, I thought we would just stroll out towards the dam. Just like old times.’


‘One minor point, Harry. We’re not going to rob the Johnsons’ orchard, are we?’


‘Not this time, my friend. I’ve still got the welts on my arse from my Da’s belt. I wouldn’t care, but it was Liam who did it. I just carried the apples.’


‘You were an accessory to the crime and guilty, I’m afraid.’


‘Jesus, Cormac! Remind me not to call you if I ever need a good defence barrister!’


As they walked, Cormac was staggered by how close the bond remained between them. He felt an instant connection again with Harry. So much had happened since they had last spent any time together. Of ‘the three musketeers’, Harry was always the sensible one, the calming influence; the voice of reason. Cormac was the thinker, the idealist; the dreamer. Liam was the wild one, always in trouble, always thinking with his fists. The big man spoke with an unusual urgency.


‘When are you planning on going back, Cormac?’


‘I’ve got an official function at Hillsborough Castle at the end of the week. Apart from that, I’ve got two weeks but I think perhaps I might go home sooner. I’ll speak to Annie; see what she wants to do. It’s a bit strange for me. I’ve always been really terrified at the thought of spending any time here because of the threats. Now I’m actually here, though, that’s not what is bothering me the most. My biggest problem is that I am acutely aware that I’ve let down so many people: Tom, Maggie, you, Bernadette….’


‘Steady on the Catholic guilt, partner! I can’t speak for the rest of them. But you never let me down. I was happy that you got out before it destroyed you. Christ, I missed you. But I was proud of you. I am proud of you – my best friend, the Prime minister of Great Britain!’


‘Not quite, Harry. Besides, it’s not Catholic guilt, it’s a fact. Everything and everyone in my life, I left them all behind, and ran away. Do you know how many times I saw my own mother in the last 22 years, Harry? Never! What sort of a man doesn’t even see his own mother in all that time?’


‘It’s not like you didn’t have your reasons. We all knew you went out with Liam that night. He ended up in the Maze for God knows how long, but you didn’t. He confessed, he said you weren’t there. We knew you would have had no part in something like that. You had to get away. You were a frightened little boy, out of your depth, brainwashed by the history of this sad little island. We knew they would never let you come back. What chance did you really have, Cormac? A great-grandfather who died in the GPO in 1916, a brother murdered for no good reason, and the regular brainwashing sessions in Lalor’s. You were fucked before you were even born! It was painful for me to watch someone like you get dragged further and further into that shit. I would have loved to have seen more of you over these years, and I thought a thousand times about contacting you, but I just guessed if you needed me, you would find me. Most of all, I was happy that you got out relatively unscathed.’


‘The problem is, Harry I didn’t get out in time. By the time I did, I was too far gone and they owned me. Now I am home as a stranger to my own family. I’ve missed so much that I can never get back. Now that the situation has changed, I want to spend more time here. Get to know who I am and more importantly, accept who I was. Now everything has moved on, I want to make it up to everyone I hurt. I thought I would never be able to come back here without looking over my shoulder every two minutes, but now I’m here, I can see it was an illusion. It was the machinations of a frightened little boy who was still running. I can see now everything has changed and it can never go back. I want my life back, Harry.’


His friend was shaking his head.


‘Cormac, I don’t know what they’ve been telling you lot at Westminster, but I don’t quite share your utopian vision of current events.’


‘I don’t understand, Harry. Are you suggesting that nothing has changed?’


‘No, of course it has changed. I’m just saying the underlying mistrust and hatred will take another generation or two to truly wither and die. Come and have a look at this.’


The old friends strolled to the edge of the hill and gazed down on the weary streets of Belfast, at the silent giants in the shipyard in the distance, and the Lough shimmering in the morning sun.


‘The problem with this place, Cormac, even today, is that two children can be born into families who live a hundred yards apart and it may as well be a million miles. The bit that really pisses me off is the constant lack of willingness to see the other person’s point of view. I never understood why the death of a Catholic was any worse than the death of a Protestant.’
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