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For my mum, Geraldine,


for everything you have done and continue to do.


And for my grandparents, Joseph and Lena, the greatest


storytellers I ever knew whose light forever shines bright.




Day 0: Mahogany Overcoat


I’m lying in the box waiting for them to open the lid. I know full well they’ve positioned me next to the bay window of our cramped front room. My Annie will have given the orders, though she’ll say they come from a ‘higher place’. Never met a woman like her for her faith.


This isn’t a space I normally inhabit – nor is the box, of course. Annie always kept me away from the window; she said it was for the best, for prying eyes only gave rise to tittle tattle. I never understood whose eyes she was talking about: whether she was more concerned about me seeing, or being seen, but I knew better than to question her. God knows I knew better. I also knew better than to ask what she was doing hanging about in front of the window when it took her fancy, all those times over the years. From my chair by the hearth, I could always see out into the street painted black with marching mourners, or blazoned white with the day’s bride, or snuffed grey with bonfires or someone’s burnt out vehicle. It never mattered whether her slender frame was in the way or not. Sometimes it was better that my Annie didn’t know everything.


Today’s a special day, however. Today, in death, it’s imperative that I’m on display. I am so thankful that my eldest daughter Chrissie was the one who picked out my clothes and it wasn’t left to the other two. Mary and Catherine, not an ounce of sense between them. I know I will be in my best grey suit, the one Maginty knocked up for me a few years back.


Knocked up. Jesus, what a term. Almost enough to make this stiff, useless body recoil. Implies some desperate botched job, the kind I used to fall for, especially when it came to the house or business. Always when I was trying to give some young lad a turn. But Maginty knew people, proper tailors like.


‘I’ll keep you straight, Michael, don’t you worry yourself,’ he’d say.


I’ve always been fond of a good suit, certainly since my twenties. I’m sure it comes from my days in the war – nine months of being forced to wear a filthy, louse-ridden, ill-fitting uniform is more than enough to make you crave a well-cut jacket and decent pair of trousers. My daughters always said I had some sort of compulsive disorder, sitting about the house all dressed up with nowhere to go. Now that sounds strange, talking about the girls in the past tense.


I feel different. Pain-free, thank God, in the physical sense, though not so sure about responsibility-free. Does responsibility ever leave any of us? And this oul’ heart of mine, its beat might have ground to a halt, but there’s still plenty of love in it if I’m given half a chance to share it.


The trickling shush of my Chrissie’s voice coats the air like dripping butter. I know she’ll have matched my grey suit with a starched white shirt and one of my nice silk buttonhole hankies, even though I didn’t have time to instruct her. I didn’t expect to go so soon when it came down to, you know, actual dying. She knows me inside out, that girl.


I’m lying here feeling all regal-like in a top-quality mahogany overcoat, courtesy of O’Halloran and Sons. Their parlour is just a stone’s throw from the Estate. I called to check them out almost a year ago, several months before the awful poison took over my entire body. Poison, aye, that’s what I’ve always called it. No point in trying to give it some fancy medical term, dressing it up when it’s stripping the life clean out of people. Poison pumping through me that was too much for doctors, consultants, even prayers to control. But sure, I mustn’t complain. Poor kids eaten up by it when they’re only small. No life at all. And then there’s me: Michael Doherty, eighty-eight years of age – a decent oul’ number – and my three girls and Annie all healthy, thanks be to God, and the five grandchildren already up and the wee great grandchildren doing well.


It’s the youngest of the O’Halloran lads whose face I see as they lift the lid. Martin, I’m sure he’s called. God help him, he can’t be more than sixteen years of age, wearing a look you might call compassion that’s probably been forced into him. Unless he takes after his mother – not a kinder soul could you meet than Sissy O’Halloran. She was with Annie the first day I laid eyes on her. 10th June 1941, it was, the two of them bathed in a golden sunlight that couldn’t do a thing to salvage the eyesore of a factory behind them. That dungeon of a place was as dismal on the inside as the outside, though I didn’t know that then. Nor did I know that Sissy and Annie had been cooped up in it all day, shedding and picking yarn. I’d no idea that for every imperfect product, management docked their wages. All that would come later. All I knew in that moment was the sight of the slim copper-haired beauty sharing a cigarette like a Hollywood diva was doing something to my heart. Something I’d only experienced once before – in another place, another lifetime.


‘Nanny, sure c’mon and see our Granda. Look how handsome he is in his suit.’


Our Declan, my Cormac’s eldest, always the same, always looking out for his grandmother. Always looking out for his own mother and aunts too, despite being a soft touch of a lad. He’d only just become a man, hit the big eighteenth birthday, when his father was taken, God bless him.


I listen for the familiar lilt of my Annie’s voice, but I know it won’t be forthcoming. Even grief can’t unnerve her, not when the house is rammed. She’ll save her tears and talk for the middle of the night when – if – we’re alone. Sixty-five years, two Annies, one reserved just for me.


‘Lads, you lot go ahead, the family’ll follow,’ Declan says.


Charlie Chuck is first, his ashen features scarily close as he leans in and dangles a Miraculous Medal in my face. Jesus, what happened to respect for the dead? A wee bit of personal space, please. And then I’m confronted with the flecked greybrown crown of his head – I can only assume he’s fiddling with a pin to attach the medal to my lapel. Next up it is ‘Dirtbag’, heart of corn, feet like dung. Thank Christ I can no longer smell him.


‘For you, Sir. Always a gentleman. The team signed it for you,’ he says.


The green and white hoops of the Celtic scarf tilt and fall as Dirtbag tucks it in somewhere. God, what I wouldn’t give to be able to touch it.


‘Hello, Da. It’s almost time. Don’t be afraid to say your goodbyes. I’ll look after you.’


I instantly recognise the deep, soft tone of the voice of the son I cannot see. It belongs to my Cormac, unchanged since I last saw him. Can it really be nineteen years? He only got half the life I had; I’d have cut off my limbs to save him. What made me more entitled? Where’s the fairness in that? Just as well Annie can’t hear me or she’d be chastising me for questioning God’s plan for us all. Well, fuck the plan. No parent should have to bury their child.


‘What are you doing here, Son? Why can’t I see your face? It’s so good to hear your voice.’


‘I’ve come to take you home. And you’ll see me very soon.’


‘Listen to him, Michael. This loitering malarkey is doing you no favours.’


‘Waiting for you, Mickey. Knew you’d outrun the lot of us.’


‘Venga, compadre.’


I try to ignore the broken voices I don’t recognise, as well as those I’m afraid to admit I know – some belong to men long dead and drag up memories I’ve long tried to bury.


‘Sure, would you look at him? There’s one fine gentleman. Always the same.’


Tank McGinty stares down at me, jaw like concrete. ‘Muffler’ McInerney, eyes like slits, hovers next to him.


I hear a soft thwack thwack under the window – must be our Catherine’s wee grandchildren with their skipping ropes.


The ceiling begins to sway back and forth, dips to lap my chest, rises and retracts into darkness. This space seems so familiar and yet so alien, my place of residence, now rest, until they lower me into the ground.


I heard them talking the other night, Mary and Catherine. Chrissie was there too, though she didn’t say a word. Assuming I was asleep when I was merely resting my eyes, the cheek of them.


‘Do you think Da has any regrets?’ Catherine said.


‘He’ll be riddled with them,’ Mary scoffed between gulps of what she said was water. ‘Always was a bit of a mouthpiece.’


That’s my Mary alright, speaking ill of the dead before I was even pronounced. To be fair, I didn’t always do enough. Certainly said too much sometimes when Satan’s spit made me fierce-tongued. And yet, I was hardly about when they were growing up – Mary was barely a year old and my other two girls were in primary school when I went on the boats. As for Cormac, he was in the throes of puberty, a pencil-thin fourteenyear-old with a mouth that could do with a good scrubbing out. It was my Annie who did all the grafting and lifting and laying.


I like to think I was less stern with the grandchildren, though I’ve always been careful about being seen as sentimental. Too much emotion on show never did anyone any favours. Yes, I’m only human – was only human, Jesus wept – and so I’ve had my moments. Fatherhood softened me up a bit – you know, that warm ache of a love that kicks in when your first born arrives. But it wasn’t until my grandchildren came along that I let my guard down just a little, shook the lads’ hands and allowed the girls to give me a hug at Christmas.


There is so much I’ll miss about them. ‘Friday pay day’, when they were all only small, was always particularly special. I would put on my best serious face when they lined up before ‘Cracker Jack’, pushing and shoving each other while I got out my bags of twenty-pence coins. I always kept them in a red cash box in what the grandchildren called ‘Granda’s special cupboard’ next to the hearth. As soon as they had their 20ps in their hands, it was a mad rush to the shop at the top of our street. The five of them would bolt to get their forty half-penny sweets, then rush back for the comfiest cushion on the floor in front of the television. I say five because that is how I like to imagine those Fridays, but really there were only four. My Sarah, my youngest granddaughter, came much later when Cormac’s children had outgrown the tradition, but she’s always there in the pay day lineup when I think of them. If I could turn my head now, I might be able to picture them all, sprawled out down there on the rug.


‘For God’s sake, Chrissie, why can’t your Sarah just come down and pay her respects? Bloody ridiculous, she is, behaving like that at her age. Needs to wise up.’


Mary, at it again. I don’t need her interference to know my youngest granddaughter isn’t in the room. Her absence seeps through the familiar faces that touch, kiss, cross me, through the ethereal bodies that beckon me. My heart hurts.


‘C’mon, Da. You need to prepare yourself, or there’ll be consequences.’


The clock chimes three times, slower each time.


***


Sarah is curled up in a ball on the floor, wearing one of those oversized hoodies her mother, my Chrissie, can’t abide.


We’re in the box room, right above the living room – my bedroom of twenty plus years after Annie decided it was best to have separate rooms. I can hear the murmurings downstairs, the slam of the front door as someone else arrives and another person leaves and the wind catching it unapologetically. I’m sure Sarah can hear it all too, even with her hood up and her hands over her ears. I wish I could see her face.


I didn’t expect her to be downstairs. She told me straight one night at the hospital when it was just me and her left in the room. ‘I know you’re going to die, Granda,’ she said, in that matter-of-fact way she has of speaking when pretending she is alright with the world. ‘But there’s no way I’m going to your wake.’ I’d semi-squeezed her hand with the last bit of strength I could muster and whispered a thank you for her support.


‘You don’t get me, Granda,’ she said, ‘I’m doing this for you. I’m not going to sit there like I’m okay with you on display like some fucking ornament.’


I wanted to tell her off for her language, but the words didn’t come. Probably best to cut her some slack anyhow – there are worse things that grief and sadness do to us all. God, I know.


I’m not a fan of wakes myself – been to far too many over the years. There’s something awful unsettling about being left with a freakish puppet image of someone you shared a few weekly pints with. Worse than that, though, is the closed coffin wake. I know not everyone gets it, but it’s not the done thing around here. A closed casket means that your best friend, your neighbour, someone’s child is too damaged to be presented. Even the skills of a top mortician cannot rescue them. No, thank you. No to those horrific images that assault your thoughts in the dead of night, no to that thick mesh net that quivers and descends upon your semi-conscious body.


‘I’ll definitely be at your funeral, though,’ she said.


There’s nothing left in the box room except the bed that is expecting me for my afternoon nap, or my night’s sleep. It doesn’t look like it’s been touched since I last made it. No one else knows how to tuck in the duvet cover like that, to make its dogtooth checks expand way beyond their original size.


I bet it was Mary who put everything away, who emptied out every trace of me. I’m sure she couldn’t wait to get rid of me, even though I like to imagine she loved me in a strange sort of way. Don’t we all have to love family, even if we can’t stand the sight of them? I wish I could laugh. Mary hadn’t given me so much as a kind look in years.


Sarah pulls down her hood and looks straight at me. Straight through me. Christ, I need to catch myself on. Of course she doesn’t look at me or through me, it’s all just wishful thinking on my part. She looks at nothing, or perhaps at a push she gives the back wall a once over. Her hair is pulled tight into a strangled nest on top of her head, last washed God knows when, the copper tones she gets from Annie’s side dulled through neglect. Even her eyes aren’t right; they look stained, a muddy brown.


‘Sarah, love, would you come down for a wee minute? Say a prayer for your grandfather?’


Chrissie’s voice floats into the room, gentle, non-judgmental. I know she’s hurting and yet I know she’ll be putting on her best face, meeting and greeting, making endless cups of tea, listening to Charlie Chuck tell the same story on repeat, trying to get a few words out of Tank McGinty. She deserves a medal, that same girl.


‘Maybe later,’ Sarah says.


Her right hand reaches for the silver crucifix at her chest, the one I just gave her for her twenty-fifth birthday. She has a collection of crosses in matt and shiny silvers and golds, presents from family members to mark special birthdays and milestones. I should have given her this one – my one – some time ago.


‘Rest in peace, Granda. Love you always,’ she says.


I love you too, I say, or think I say. Everything will be okay. Sarah pulls her knees inside her hoodie and rocks gently, her right hand twisting, untwisting the necklace. The sobbing comes in anguished fits and starts, clawing the walls of the box room, threatening its emptiness.


I’m here and I see you and please don’t cry.




Day 1: The Boneyard


The gloom that arrives in the dead of night folds around me. It’s the same oul’ gloom that I used to dispel with the flick of a light switch. No such thing as control now. But at least she is here, my Annie, her face soft as a whisper in the pitch black. There’s no sign of anyone else.


‘Are you alright there, love? Bet you’re loving all this attention!’


Annie dabs the outer corners of her eyes and attempts to catch her fragile teardrops in the pleats of a tissue. Her tears are too light to dew her lashes, yet laden heavy with anger, with guilt at being angry. I want to reach out and pull her close, close enough for the blue sapphires of her eyes to illuminate mine.


I remember the first time I touched that face – it was just a few minutes after I’d seen her standing outside the factory with Sissy. I had followed them, her and Sissy, slipping along behind unnoticed. So engrossed were they in some gossip or other, so invisible was I, that I was tempted to quicken my step, not to eavesdrop but to inhale the scent of Annie. I thought if I could get close enough to do that, to fill my lungs with the sweet fragrance of her, she’d imprint herself on me, tattoo my soul.


The two women continued talking without drawing breath all the way down Kennedy Street before reaching the front door of The Claddagh at the bottom of the Estate. A heave and grunt of the panelled wooden door and Sissy disappeared inside, while Annie spun around suddenly, as if she had been expecting me.


I was the last thing on her mind, of course. She was desperately trying to light the cigarette hanging out of her mouth. With her free hand, she pressed a loose auburn curl behind her ear; a delicate floral perfume pinched the air.


‘Don’t suppose you’ve got a light?’ she mumbled, without looking up.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t smoke. Does awful things to your lungs, that oul’ stuff.’


Annie sighed deep into the back of her throat and raised her head. Then something happened, a proper one-off, which she still denies to this day – the stones of her eyes scoured the length of me with a mix of measured impatience and disdain before she stared at me hard and told me where to go in words I’ve never heard her use since. I asked her if she was sure, and before she could answer, before I even knew what I was doing, I leaned forward into the spell of my girl and brushed an eyelash from the rosed arc of her cheek.


***


My Annie’s eyes are lowered; I know she is tinkering with my tie. I know she is re-pinning Charlie Chuck’s medal so it doesn’t fall inside my jacket. I want to ask her: do you remember what you said the day I met you? I want to ask her: do you remember how I quickly got the measure of you, my sweet girl?


‘Ach, look at you, all handsome now. You’ll do me proud today,’ she says.


I want to feel her hand; she hasn’t let go of mine. I want to take both her hands and protect the smallness of them within mine; I want to caress the length and curve of them one last time. I want to twist her wedding ring the way I used to and tell her again that in death, we do not part.


‘Right then, best get myself ready, love. Don’t want to let you down.’


Her face fades away and I can’t stop it – please let it stop – and then there is nothing only black, deepest black.


***


The tapping is coming from the windowsill next to me, I’m certain of it. It doesn’t sound like the knocking of one of our Sunday visitors, or the lash of the children’s skipping rope; it’s more like an annoying drip, drip. Bloody rain. Could it not have kept itself at bay, today of all days? This is the last thing my family needs, getting soaked to the skin at the boneyard. Wasn’t it at Liam Donnelly’s funeral when we had that torrential downpour? Several of us nearly ended up in the grave alongside him, earth crumbling away at our feet. Jesus. Almost eight for the price of one.


‘How are you this morning, Mrs Doherty? Did you manage any sleep at all?’


Tank is back, ready to take charge. He knows his stuff, that lad, he’ll give me a decent send off. Big on respect, he is. He’ll make sure there are plenty to carry me from the gate to the chapel doors.


‘And how are you today, big man?’


Tank stares down at me; I want to tell him I’m not ready, it’s not time yet.


‘Father Murphy’ll be here soon, he’ll say a wee decade of the rosary before we leave.’


Thank God for Father Murphy. Annie knows how I feel about that other one, the McMullan fella. Sure you wouldn’t know if the rumours were true.


And somehow Father Murphy is present, making the sign of the cross on my forehead, blessing himself. I understand now what my Sarah was referring to – I’m lying here making an exhibition of myself, like some desperate museum piece.


‘It’s time,’ the youngest O’Halloran lad says.


I catch nothing more than a glimpse of my Annie leaning in to kiss me and now the lid comes down and I hear them locking it and there’s deepest black again.


***


My front garden is rammed with people clustered under golf umbrellas in a variety of colours. Who’d have thought the rain would bring my mourners closer together? Sarah is in the middle of the crowd, the rain lashing her bare legs. I bet Chrissie told her to put on a pair of dark trousers; they will have had words this morning. Too late now. Stubborn that one, like her oul’ grandfather.


There are plenty of strangers here. Must be friends of our ones, work colleagues, friends of friends. People who mean absolutely nothing to me, nor me to them. And then there are others out on the street, different kinds of strangers. Take the O’Connells, for example. There they are, a few doors down, huddled like a dark blanket around the front gate. They haven’t spoken a word to us in, must be five or six years now. Not since the row between our Mary and their Saoirse. Odd things, these funerals. Still, at least the crowd amounts to a great turnout – nothing worse than an empty chapel.


‘He was a gentleman,’ someone says.


‘Always a decent fella.’


‘The Estate won’t be the same without him.’


‘Never would’ve passed you on the street.’


‘Look, here he comes.’


My coffin leaves the house, nobly elevated in the arms of our Declan, the O’Halloran lad and a few others I can’t make out. The rain continues to hammer down, making the brass plaque and cross glisten; you’d think it was sacred water gifted by the Holy Spirit.


Tank puffs out his chest and leads the lads ceremoniously through the guard of honour that lines the length of the path. In the street, there’s a small group waiting for the changeover – I recognise ‘Muffler’ and Dirtbag. Looks like they’ve scrubbed up well for the occasion, kitted out in black double-breasted jackets with white lily buttonholes. Someone helps Tank unfold the tricolour and he lays it gently across the top of my coffin, as if he’s afraid of disturbing my slumber.


In the chapel, they place an old photo of me from about twenty years ago in a fancy new silver frame on top of my coffin. I can’t quite remember where it was taken, but it was definitely at one of those big family dos. Big smile plastered across my face, teeth showing, unusual for me. Never was one for smiles and teeth. They’ve cut away my Annie, leaving only a phantom strip of arm next to mine. The white roses next to the photo are a lovely touch; I’m sure my Annie must have organised those.


‘Now then, Da, enough’s enough. Come on.’


‘Cormac?’


‘You have to let go.’


‘But I’m not ready.’


‘Yes, you are. Get back in your box, let them bury you in the dirt.’


‘I can’t.’


‘I know it’s hard. But Ma’ll be grand.’


‘It’s not Ma I’m worried about.’


‘Who is it, then?’


‘Our Sarah. Just look at her.’


Sarah is kneeling at the end of the first pew, her head bowed. Chrissie taps her on the shoulder and indicates the aisle. She files out slowly, trailing her cousins, and takes one of the white roses from the top of the coffin. She grips it tightly with both hands and turns to the choir in the upper balcony. She doesn’t regard them; she’s nothing to give. Life’s been bled out of her, as if she is a ghost of herself, her body boxed away next to her grandfather’s.


‘She needs me, Son. There’s something not quite right, hasn’t been for some time now. You understand, don’t you?’


‘I left this world a long time ago. I know very little. But talk about leaving it until the last minute! I’m here for you, to take you home. If you refuse, there are risks.’


‘But I’m not ready.’


‘Don’t dally, Da. Do you know what that might mean?’


I know exactly what it means. Linger too long, get caught in some in-between place. Lose loved ones, living and dead. Become nothing, nowhere.


***


Tiny bullets of hail assail my coffin as I descend. I hear the straps slide around the outside of my box, hear them slap the earth as they lower me. I wish my heart would swell with pride – they did a great job, all of them. And fair play to Tank. I’m not justifying any of his shenanigans, of course not, but they happened a long time ago now and he can be a gentleman when he puts his mind to it.


I listen to the final blessing of Father Murphy, to the prayers of those gathered that rustle like faint sighs. I hear the thuds, one by one, as the white roses hit my mahogany box. I wait for my Sarah to speak.


I’m going nowhere.




Day 2: The Estate


Sarah is swathed in a blanket of sleep as slithers of sunlight filter through the gaping blind. She thinks of her poor grandfather lying buried under a heap of drenched dirt. It is not her first thought of him since the funeral – visions of him have plagued her all night: a fresh-faced Michael Doherty she never knew; the Michael Doherty she knew only too well sitting reading in the scullery; a fully alive man; a cancer-ridden flake of a man. With her eyes still closed, she feels sick to the pit of her stomach wondering if the graveyard sludge has leaked inside the coffin and stained his good suit. As if any of that matters now.


She has always been her grandfather’s blue eye – everyone said so and neither she nor he ever denied it. That is why his illness and death have hit her so hard, they all said, apart from Mary who told her to drop the ‘poor me’ act. Mary is the sort of woman who begrudges anyone having anything more than her, even grief.


But there is so much more to Sarah’s outpouring of grief. No one knows the silent suffering that has crippled her for the last six months; no one knows how she is haunted by the sight of a man her own age lying lifeless in a faraway hospital bed, hooked up to bleating machines. Bleat, bleat, bleat. No one knows how her grandfather’s death has suddenly given her licence to mourn two men – the Michael Doherty they all love, and another man Sarah alone loves. A man who may or may not be dead.


Sarah pushes back the dead weight of the duvet and places her hand over her grandfather’s crucifix. The metal, ice cold against her fingers, sends a shiver through her whole body. Her insides throb, as if she has been someone’s punch bag.


‘Sarah, love, are you up?’


‘Yes, Mam. Coming.’


The aroma of woody cinnamon and warm buttery sponge drifts onto the landing, reminding Sarah that she has not eaten a bite for days. Like a starving animal, she tilts her head this way and that to sniff the air and follows the scent trail down to the kitchen. Her mother is busy pressing a fork around the edges of a large apple pie while humming a song Sarah does not recognise. Baking is her mother’s answer to everything – exam pressure, boyfriend drama, wardrobe disasters, death. She feeds others to alleviate their pain, never her own.


‘What do you fancy, love? The traybakes are just coming out of the oven. You’ll have to wait for the apple pie.’


‘But it’s just gone 9am.’


‘Never too early for a sweet treat. Your nanny used to send to the bakery for her box of buns at first light. Do you remember? Here you go, love.’


Her mother sets down a steaming cup of coffee and kisses her on the cheek. Her russet bracken hair, infused with spice, brushes Sarah’s face.


‘It was a lovely send off, wasn’t it, Mam?’ Sarah puts the cup to her lips and then thinks better of it, pushes it away. It’s still Lent and she still has much to repent.


She buries her hands deep inside the pockets of her hoodie as her mother sits down opposite her. Despite the first chinks of spring sunlight and the warmth enveloping the kitchen, Sarah cannot get heat into her bones. Lack of sleep, or food, or a combination of both have left her stone cold.


Or perhaps it’s nothing to do with hunger or fatigue. Perhaps her body is responding to her conscious decision to shut herself down, to distance herself from reality. She might as well be dead inside. Trembling, she looks out through the patio doors.


A small brown bird hops across the sun-striped decking and stops momentarily to observe her. There is something about his gaze that taunts her, reminding her that the world is not done judging her yet. All she did yesterday was step back from her grandfather’s grave a few moments before the end. The usual lot could not help themselves, spouting their opinions as she walked back to the car. She heard them all, their vicious words mumbled under their breaths. God help her if they were ever to get wind of what happened in Spain.


Her mother does not notice the bird; she is too busy smoothing the tablecloth with the heel of her hand, her brow creased in concentration.


‘I said it was a lovely send off for Granda, don’t you think?’


‘Even a good iron couldn’t get the creases out of this bloody thing.’ Her mother pushes down hard, sending white halfmoons shooting up her freshly manicured nails. Catherine had insisted on doing them specially for the funeral after she had sorted her own and Mary’s. Michael Doherty’s daughters couldn’t turn up to say goodbye to their father in a state, she’d said.


‘What was that, love?’


‘Did you sleep alright?’


Mam lets go of the cloth, looks up and locks her hands on the edge of the table as if to steady herself. ‘A few hours, yes. Sure that’s all I need.’


Sarah can tell she has not been to bed. The shadows under her eyes hang heavy like stuffed coal sacks and lumps of mascara cling to her upper lashes. She has seen it before, when Uncle Cormac passed away, when her father died a couple of years later from a heart attack. It’s strange the things you remember from your childhood, the images that stick hard and fast in your mind. And now her mother is raging her personal war against sleep after losing her own father, as if self-inflicted deprivation can fix anything and everything.


Sarah slides her chair across the smooth glossed tiles to join her mother at the other side of the table. She puts her arms around her and shrinks into her, snug as a bug. Her mother begins to cry, softly at first, before the room lashes with the sorrow of days of funeral preparations, of weeks of hospital visits, of years of asking why her brother, why her husband. Sarah pulls her closer, desperate to withdraw the heartache, to pile it on top of her own dishevelled state of sadness. She wishes they both could remember the women they have forgotten to be.


***


Sarah was just five years old when Uncle Cormac passed away. No one had expected him to die, not really, not even his sisters. He was their anchor: the sensible, level-headed one once his teens were firmly behind him. He was the all-seeing, honest, trusted big brother.


They had taken turns to cover the overnight hospital shifts. There was plenty of talk of him improving, of things looking up, of holidays they would book once he was back on his feet. There were candles and prayers and special masses and offerings. And then, out of nowhere, he was dead, aged fortyfour, with a son and daughter on the brink of adulthood. It was as if he decided enough was enough and the man they always knew as a fighter had no fight left. Ursula, his wife, was distraught, blamed herself. She fretted that he did not have enough to live for. The things we tell ourselves in mourning.


Cormac’s death was Sarah’s first proper experience of grief; at five years old, she thought she had it all worked out. She remembers being sad that Uncle Cormac was gone, but wasn’t he a big man, an old man who had lived a long time? By the time she was seven and left fatherless, she was not so sure if she’d ever work out life and death. She still does not think she has it in her, to fully appreciate every waking moment, to let go of regret and to forgive, especially herself. If only she could forgive herself.


Her mother never fully recovered her spirit after Cormac’s death. She spent most of the time talking about the injustice of it all – how he was never meant to be in Castle Street that day; how cruel life was, him being the victim of some random attack. The rest of the time, she talked about them growing up, thick as thieves, climbing yard walls, falling off them and getting into all sorts of trouble. That was when a fleeting burst of her spark would resurface, the same spark that was very quickly quelled when Sarah’s father passed away.


‘Are you feeling any better now, Mam?’


‘Yes, love. Sorry about all that. I don’t know what came over me.’ Her mother unwraps herself from Sarah’s embrace and gets to her feet, wiping down the pristine skirt of her apron, dusting off her vulnerability.


The sudden vibration of Sarah’s phone startles them both.


‘Who’s that, love?’ Her mother assumes the voice of a carefree young woman while staring at the window, wiping away jagged streaks of ash from under her eyes.


‘No one … just Amy. I’ll phone her back later.’


‘Right you be.’ Her mother sighs. ‘I’m sure she misses you. You really should start thinking about getting back to your flat, your routine. Back to some sort of normality, away from this place.’


‘Anyone would think you’re looking rid of me!’


‘You know what I mean. I think we’ve all had enough of this Estate for the time being! Living in each other’s pockets, listening to the same drivel from the same ones, it’s no good for anybody. Now, what would you like to do today, love? Visit your grandfather’s grave, maybe?’


A vague sort of anxiety prickles the back of Sarah’s throat.


‘Actually, Mam, if it’s alright with you, I’d like to go and visit Nanny.’


Her mother’s face brightens as she smiles and nods in agreement. She then turns away and starts scrubbing her hands viciously with a small nailbrush. It’s a habit she picked up from her father when she was only little, she’d told Sarah many times before. There were never any flannels in their house because, according to Michael, what actual use were they?


Sarah imagines her mother as little more than a toddler, her reddish-blonde pigtail pinned to the lower leg of a tall, suited man as she pushes up on tiptoes to see what he is washing in the scullery sink. It is the same suited man Sarah remembers, ‘the gentleman’ as everyone called him, who took great pleasure in retiring to his ‘library’ at the back of the scullery to tell her stories. He only ever shared them with her, his youngest granddaughter, usually on a Sunday after Mass when the living room became too crowded, or if he had a minor disagreement with Nan and was keen to make himself scarce.


Sarah knew then that she was special, that her grandfather had been storing up years of tales of mermaids and ice queens and enchanted sailors for her ears only. She never asked why he had saved them all up for her. It was like magic; if she asked why, she might break the storyteller’s spell.


To call her grandfather’s range of books a ‘library’ really was pushing it. The scullery had nothing more than a few old shelves packed with a mishmash of battered books from local charity shops and the odd new hardback Michael received as a present. Her grandmother despised the look of it all and said so to anyone who would listen. For her, the second-hand books were filthy cast-offs, nothing more than dust collectors. She had never read a book – postcards, menus and greeting cards were the extent of her reading material – and she would often threaten, half-jokingly, to set the kitchen on fire.


‘An eye sore the lot of it,’ she would say, usually when she was cleaning something – anything from a crumb-strewn worktop to a frying pan that had seen better days. ‘And Michael Doherty should know better than to be filling his granddaughter’s head with nonsense.’ She always referred to him in the third person when her temper was frayed.


Sarah and her grandfather learned to exchange a look and say nothing until Annie retired to the living room. They would then pick up where they had left off, playing word games, reciting some Heaney from memory and flicking through the books her grandfather had bought or been given since they last sat down together.


‘What shall we have today, then?’ he would ask, skimming the shelves with the back of his hand, knowing there was only the slimmest chance there would be a children’s book amongst the offering. If he ever picked up a children’s classic, he always gave it to Sarah right away to take home for bedtime.


‘Please can we have one of yours?’ she would say.


Whenever she was with him, even as she grew older, Sarah’s preference was always for one of the stories deposited in his mind like hidden treasures. She imagined them as delicate parchment scrolls, slightly scuffed and rough at the edges.


The silver crucifix at Sarah’s neck suddenly begins to pulse a slow, steady heat. Confused but desperate for the first trace of warmth filtering under her skin, she pushes it hard into her flesh, ignoring the scalding sensation prickling her fingertips. It makes her crave the arms of a loved one, being locked into someone’s core, even if it is on borrowed time.


‘Of course that’s alright, love. I’m sure she’ll be glad of the company.’


‘Sorry, what?’


‘Your nanny, I said of course we can go see her.’


‘Right.’ Sarah tries to imagine the touch of Raúl’s hand against the small of her back, but all she can see is his bloodied face. She lets go of the crucifix and attempts to shake off the sight of him. ‘Let’s go, then,’ she says.


With the heat from the cross ejected from her body, Sarah attempts to distract herself by watching her mother, who massages a tiny amount of cream into her roughly dried hands and slips her wedding ring back on, her arm movements as graceful as a ballerina’s. It wouldn’t surprise Sarah if her mother was repeating her vows in a hush meant only for herself and her dead husband.


Sarah had never asked – it’s not the sort of thing you ask your mother – but she wonders if the flaunting of the ring is her mother’s way of making sure no one takes Sarah’s father’s place; if it’s her way of projecting herself as forever betrothed. Perhaps that’s why she is standing here now, arm outstretched, her hand gently moving from side to side, the ring’s small diamond catching parcels of light. Her mother admires it, not like a veteran widow, but more like someone newly engaged, loved up. Sarah wonders if she will ever feel the same durability of romantic love. She’s not sure if she even wants it.


‘Right you be, love,’ her mother says suddenly, her tone uncharacteristically abrupt. ‘You know, it’s awful hard when the house suddenly empties, even in a place like this with plenty of people about you. They say that’s when real grief comes knocking. We’ve got to hang onto the things that matter for as long as we can.’


***


The Estate is a bit of a strange place, takes a bit of getting used to. It’s the sort of place that always looks cast in shadow, even when the Belfast sun makes a rare appearance. Its rows of grey terrace houses with black painted railings form a neat, dark grid and the community moves around like counters on a gameboard. Same streets, same movements, same façades, same faces.


Sixty-five years, I had, of ‘sameness’ – I consider myself very fortunate. It was work that brought me to the Estate initially, and my Annie who kept me there. When I arrived back from Spain in 1937, I’d no idea what to do with myself. I wasn’t quite nineteen years old and I was broken, inside and out. They say war opens your eyes, makes you stronger. That’s what my superiors drilled into me: every time a comrade got injured or killed; all those times when I lay petrified, face in the dirt, listening to enemy boots trample and kick the dry or sodden earth. Even on the nights when I couldn’t control the tremors wracking my body because of fear or hunger or solitude, the mantra was always the same.


Home – it’s one of those words that we bandy about and take for granted. There was no home and no family for me when I got back. Not a sinner to welcome me with open arms – I’d have settled for a nod or a handshake. But enough of all that – Christ, the last thing I want is sympathy. It was the reality of having nothing that traced my path to Annie – some might call it fate, others coincidence. Whatever it was, it started with me drifting from one labouring job to another, working my way across the city. I didn’t stay long enough in any place to feel part of it. I had no interest – not in fitting in, nor in being with anyone.


Then I came here to this Estate. Spring 1941, it was, when the crisp days lengthened and the city was being devastated by German bombs. I should have been petrified, but I was strangely immune; it was like watching myself from above, looking down on a rake of a lad working twelve-hour shifts to rebuild the streets. The Estate was mayhem at the time – a big awful mess of smoke and rubble.


Eventually, I found some sort of inner peace, almost a reconciliation with myself. It happened as soon as I saw my Annie, a few months after I arrived on the Estate. I knew I’d found a soul to connect with, perhaps even a community to belong to.


I know my Sarah’s never felt the same about the place – she used to tell me often enough. From no age, really, she was adamant that she’d make a life somewhere else. I tried the being somewhere else; it didn’t work out for me. Wartime doesn’t permit new beginnings in new places, however much you might try to convince yourself otherwise. Not ones that endure anyhow. I know that now.


***


Sarah closes the gate and puts her hand into her mother’s pocket. She’s always done that with my Chrissie, ever since she was tall enough to reach.


They head up Strathearn Street, tackling the hill with brisk uniform steps. Theirs are the steps of youth, long snatched away from me. Tank is on the other side of the street, hosing the suds off his red Mondeo, soaking himself more than the car in the process. He’ll never learn, that same fella. He gives a sort of half wave with his free hand but my girls don’t see him. The street is fairly quiet otherwise – there are a couple of boys playing kickabout on the road in expensive-looking trainers which are probably new for Easter and shouldn’t be near their feet yet; Mrs McGivern is washing her front window, arms twirling like the sails of a windmill; and Frankie McAuley is sitting on his front step turning the pages of yesterday’s Irish News. Always one day behind everyone else, Frankie, anything to save a few pence.
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