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Further praise for A Goat’s Song:


‘It is in its scope that A Goat’s Song is most impressive. Healy interweaves a not quite documentary verisimilitude of landscape with the taut strands of the novel’s strident, yet cloistered romance. His portrayal of the myths of Belfast and the West coast pierces through the stereotypes, while helping us to see clearly the justification for their existence … This wonderful celebration and lament creates its own hunger, its own momentum.’ TOM ADAIR, Independent


‘Psychological acuteness and social immediacy, fresh responsiveness to the natural world and seasoned revulsion from a nightmarish political one all make A Goat’s Song well worth attending to.’ PETER KEMP, Times Literary Supplement


‘Intensity, passion, vivid characterisation and a bold way with big themes.’ JAN DALLEY, Independent on Sunday
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I



CHRISTMAS DAY IN THE WORKHOUSE





















1


Waiting for Catherine





The bad times were over at last. He stood on the new bridge that opened onto the Mullet and waited for Catherine to appear. In the side pocket of his jacket, folded into a notebook, he had her letter. Just when he’d given up hope it had arrived. I love you and want to be with you, she had written. The last time he’d heard her speak, her voice was a crackle of disembodiment, a screech of static over the radio on the boat. Now her words were clear and purposeful. She was coming back to him.


If only he had known earlier he would never have been plunged into such despair, nor imagined such desperate revenges as those his wounded mind concocted in his dark cottage. But that was all finished with. When he’d lifted the letter off the floor of the wet hall in Corrloch he hadn’t known what to expect. The words were blurred and damp. His own name on the envelope had faded into a wash of blue ink. And even as he’d read the letter he had not taken it in.


The truth was that his first reaction was one of disbelief. He was ready for the worst as he tore open the envelope. He had steeled himself against hope. Over the time they’d been together hundreds of love letters, notes, scribbles, cards had come from Catherine and he had put them by after one reading. Only when her anger was raised to fever pitch by some argument he had started would he take note of what she had written. Only when he had forced her to admit to some disloyalty would her words leap off the page. His hunger for hurt was insatiable. But now he had to find new reserves within himself to deal with her declaration of love.


This letter was different. It was not what he had imagined. The brave words of tenderness and trust she’d written confounded him. He had expected the worst and couldn’t believe that it wasn’t going to happen. He even resented the fact that they could be starting over.


The letter he had been expecting would have told him the relationship was really over. Instead this brief, tender missal of love had arrived. I’m sorry I didn’t get to see you. It was wonderful to hear you over the radio on the trawler. You sounded strange. We have a break this weekend and I’ll be down to see you. There are other people and we could be with them. But we know we want to be with each other. Let’s grow old and sober together. Meet me at the bridge some time Saturday afternoon. It took a great effort to separate his perspective from hers. And yet he had to enter her mind completely to believe what she’d written. Which came first he wondered: the words into which she poured her heart unashamedly, or the emotion that in a panic selected the words? She was letting go the addiction to self. She had done what they say you shouldn’t, she had given herself to another person.


I just want to be with you.


Behind him sheep smudged with blue walked a low field. Out beyond was a cold stretch of sea, and boats tied up for the winter. The storm of the night before had left the beach like a bed tossed in a nightmare. He walked through the town. The lads in Belmullet were kicking a football over the ESB wires on the square. It was a Saturday afternoon. A few women were sitting in The Appetizer eating cream buns. He watched a tractor pull a trailer-load of Christmas trees up Seán America Street in the eerie December light.




*





Jack Ferris had been up and down Belmullet town since early Saturday morning waiting for Catherine. His black hair was pinned to his head with salt. His boots were comic and sandy. He was talking to himself.


The previous night they had docked just before the storm started and he had strolled from the pier to her summer home in Corrloch, pushed in the heavy door and on the wet mat in the hall found the letter waiting for him.


He tore it open – certain that it contained some final words of bitterness. He read it and felt blessed. He lit fires in every room, swept the floors and cooked a meal for her arrival. He was saved.


He sat in the Adams’ house, read from the Bible and studied a line her father had underlined in red – to give some form to that which cannot be uttered. He tidied the rooms. He washed the dishes she’d left behind. He swept away mouse droppings and poured disinfectant along the ledges. He sat on the small bed in Jonathan Adams’ old study and read a children’s Irish Grammar – tá me, tá tu. I am, you are. At three in the morning he walked back across the fields to his cold cottage in Aghadoon. He fed the animals in a wind that blew the milk out of the cat’s bowl. The roof groaned like the keel of a ship. The thump of waves went through the floor under his bed. He had not slept. He scribbled new lines onto the text of the play. He watched the sea, put on the tilley-lamp repeatedly, re-read the letter like you’d read a train timetable to find, yes, I still have time. Any bitterness that had accrued, he let it pass. Because the comfort of her commitment was there. Yes, she’d written, we were just denying love to ourselves. What we had wasn’t love, but nostalgia for love.


He could hear her say that word nostalgia. When she’d say it, his senses would rear back in alarm, then relax, for her inflexion carried all the meanings of the word – her woman’s past, her childhood, her jealousies, her other lovers, her private moments – everything that was herself. Nostalgia. Nostalgia. It was like breathing out after holding your breath for a long time.


Next morning, he turned at the new bridge that spanned a canal linking the two waters of Broad Haven and Blacksod Bay, then retraced his steps, his elderly dog, Daisy, awkwardly skelping elbow-high alongside him on the whitewashed wall. He looked at the scaffolding that had gone up round the water-tower at the hospital. He stopped, clasped his hands in front of his chest, then rubbed the heels of his palms vigorously together. He clapped his hands; his eyes closed, and his mouth veered into a grimace. He bent his head. He opened his eyes and stood with his arms straight down by his sides, shivering.


“Catherine,” he said.
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Well, whatever happens, I can never live through this day again. It was the light that accompanied November into December, sheer light; with the full moon of the night before the tide had gone far out; the white sands shimmered, then grew heavy. Further sands were torched. These were short days. The black was rolling in across the sky. He greeted Joe Love, the postman, who was standing in green tweeds on Main Street. He was holding a white shopping bag. Daisy immediately began barking.


“You’re looking well,” said Jack.


“Sacred Heart, what’s the use of it now,” Joe Love replied, “since my partner’s dead and gone?” The man’s face breathed health and security. The brown eyes spoke lively. His head was covered with a shoal of gleaming white hair. Yet, he was saying he was alone. That encounter stayed in Jack’s mind throughout the day. It was the first time Joe Love had ever mentioned this bereavement. In the early morning he came to the Adams’ house, dropped the post through the letterbox in the porch door and slipped away into the mist. Spent few words. Now, in a few banal moments, dressed in his Sunday suit on a Saturday afternoon, he had told the story of his life.


“I’m waiting on Catherine,” explained Jack.


“That’s the thing,” Joe Love said. “It’s best not to be caught alone at Christmas.”


He lifted a massive brown hand and patted his forehead.


“Did you have some mail for me?” asked Jack.


“I had, but whenever I call you’ve not been at home. You should get yourself some kind of a postbox. You can’t put letters under a stone in that wild place.”


“I was off in the Blue.”


“So I dropped them into Bernie Burke’s,” he said.


“Now I know what’s wrong,” said Jack. “Bernie’s been in hospital.”


“Is he still away, the poor fellow?”


“Never mind, I’ll get them when he returns.”


“I hope it was nothing important,” said Joe Love.


“No,” said Jack, “no.”


They said goodbye. Daisy watched Joe’s dog rise off its arse and follow his master. Jack turned into the paper shop.


“How are you, Jack?” the woman asked.


“Oh, I’m waiting on Catherine,” he replied. “She’s due down today.”


“Give her my regards,” the woman said.


He immediately turned the Irish Times to the arts page. He entered the Erris Hotel and ordered a coffee and rang Eddie who was directing the play.


“Could I speak to Eddie?”


“Certainly. Who will I say is calling?”


“Jack Ferris,” he replied.


“Ha-ho,” said Eddie.


“You’ve started rehearsals?”


“We have.”


“And Catherine’s OK?”


“As I told you she would be.”


“That’s great. I’d love to have a look.”


“Ah, we’re just going to try and get a few days in before the Christmas.”


“I might go up for a day or two.”


“Well, that’s up to you.” Eddie’s hesitation unnerved Jack. “There’s really no need. We have your notes. It’s only a matter of running it through a few times.”


“I might have some changes.”


“Send them on then as soon as you can,” he said, reluctantly.


“I’ll give them to Catherine.”


“Catherine?”


“Yes, Catherine,” said Jack sharply. There was a long tantalizing silence. “She’s coming down today,”


“Is she?” Eddie replied with a disconcerting change of tone. “I didn’t know.”


“That’s the way. Good luck,” Jack said in an empty voice, and for fear of hearing anything that might destroy the illusion of happiness, he replaced the phone and stepped out quickly onto the street to greet a Lada which was not hers.




*





He hitched out to Corrloch for she might have got home without him seeing her on the road, but she was not there. He relit the fires in the Adams’ house and began sweeping out the rooms again. In the kitchen the hot water cylinder creaked wildly. He sat sober and correct at the kitchen table.


“It’s all right,” someone told him once, “when the loved one enters the subconscious. That’s fine. Let them stay there. It’s when they are alive and kicking in your every thought, that’s when it means trouble.”


He tried to put her by but she would not have it. She was as stubborn in his recreation of her as she was in real life. In her absence he felt her physical presence even more profoundly than the moment when she would actually be there in front of him. Everywhere he went he caught hints of her imminent return. He saw her expression in certain women as they approached him from a distance. Overheard her laugh on a street.


He rushed forward towards each disappointment with manic haste. His panic increased the more his expectations were confounded. This was always the way it was.


He lay on her bed and looked at the ceiling. There was a sour indoor smell of vegetables on the turn. He searched the house for the source of the smell but couldn’t find it. Presently he realized he was longing for a drink.




*





He walked the few miles through the falling dark to Belmullet and stood at the bridge. He ordered a coffee and sat in the sun lounge of the Erris Hotel. It looked out on the street where Catherine would arrive. A country couple and a brightly dressed, middle-aged American in check trousers entered. The countryman, who was wearing a baseball cap, disengaged himself from the others and sat down by Jack.


“You have any Yanks in your family?” he asked.


“No,” replied Jack.


“That’s a brother of mine gone in.” He nodded towards the bar.


“I see.”


“Are you staying here?”


“No.”


“You must have a girl,” he said after a while.


“I do,” Jack smiled.


“Well, then, she must be very beautiful,” the man nodded sagely. “I live up the pass with my sister. That’s her gone in with him. He’s just in for the Christmas holidays, God bless us. We’re going out for a bite tonight, but I’ll sit here with you.”


Jack turned to look at him, the schoolboy face, the simple hands, the brown eyes high in the sockets and the sockets high in the head, the marvelling forehead. Jack pointed at the baseball cap. “Have you been across the water?”


“Not at all.” He leaned closer and looked into Jack’s eyes.


“Where are you from?” he asked.


“Leitrim.”


“Holy God,” he said, “they have their problems there, too. Would you like a drink?”


“No thanks,” said Jack.


“You’re better off. They don’t tell you everything when you’re drunk,” and he tapped his skull.


Now, both men looked at the street through the lace curtains waiting for Catherine. Soon the man’s sister loomed in the lounge. She gestured over her shoulder sharply with her thumb in that condescending, familiar manner used with someone you consider touched. Her brother looked at her a long time. There was a mild rebellion in his failure to recognize her. Behind her, the American brother hovered uncertainly.


“I’ll have to go now,” he said, looking at his sister.


“Goodbye,” said Jack.


“Good luck, Leitrim,” he replied.




*





He saw her on the road to the west, foot to the ground in the Lada, African freedom songs playing on the car stereo. Or with her head firmly slanted as she held the car in first at some lights.


He did not want to think of the past; she had given herself to him – perhaps there was a note of hesitation, maybe it was not complete commitment, maybe some part of her was holding back – but there was hope.


What words he could conjure seemed trite and inconsequential. How extraordinary it was that he could describe what he saw – the contents of a sun lounge or what’s afoot on a village street – and yet not be able to articulate the chaotic events that had thrown their lives into turmoil. These, too, had a sequence. But where do you step into a life to say: Here it begins!?


Some part of him had stopped on the hour. A part of him was refusing to go forward till something terrible happened. He saw the gardener at the bar.


“I met your lady friend as she was leaving town last Sunday,” sneered the gardener.


“Oh yeah?”


“Yes. She was asking if you were drinking.”


“What did you say?”


“What could I say?” replied the gardener.


Everyone at the bar stopped talking. Just when everything seemed possible, the nightmare had started again.


“Well I’m sober now,” declared Jack.


“Is that so?” said the gardener, and he laughed.


“I think I’ll go a bit further,” said Jack. At that moment his sobriety seemed a small price to pay for happiness. He always thought that the price would be more ephemeral, exotic, metaphysical. He felt humiliated and debased that her love demanded something as mundane as sobriety. A few weeks had passed and he’d been sober. She, too, wherever she was, was sober. Let us grow old and sober together. Yes, why not. She was coming to see him. But what did it all mean? Why did it feel so trivial? How do you build from within as your identity falters? He left the hotel.


Something was wrong.


Someone had been living through all of this on his behalf – a stranger. Now he had to create something from nothing. A man. He didn’t know what expression he should wear. What politics he had. Or the architecture that surrounded him. Yet once, out of habit, he walked in his shoes.


For her he must remake himself. But she had all the materials which he needed to begin.




*





As he sat waiting in the darkened sun lounge in the early evening, a bus disgorged a gaggle of youths and six priests onto Main Street. It had begun raining and they were drenched in the downpour. “That’s a shocking evening,” a priest said to Jack. The youngsters were sent into the eating house beyond the lounge for chips and sausages. Immediately they created an uproar. The sorry-looking priests, with brandies and gins, came into the lounge. A buxom woman brought them salmon sandwiches.


“Where are you from?” Jack asked the priest nearest to him.


“Castlebar,” he replied. “We are giving the altar boys of the diocese a day out.”


“You didn’t, by any chance, pass a Lada on the road?”


“I’m sure we passed plenty,” the priest laughed.


Jack looked into his eyes. “A blue Lada. Maybe it was broken down. And a woman. She’d be wearing a black scarf.”


“Not that I can remember,” said the priest.


The priests hunched over their drinks in a single-minded way. Some wore old childish ganseys, others black, loosely knit vests. Here the back of a neck bulged, there it was graceful and white and reeked of a fleshly morbid sensuality. They chewed the white bread and lettuce with relish. One man, back from the missions, tanned and feral, talked of Chile, the Shining Path and Christopher Columbus while he sipped a Baileys Irish Cream. Then their conversation dropped to whispers. Jack gagged a little, and stabbed a finger into his thigh to control his stomach. His eyes watered.


“Don’t look so sad, me buck,” the missioner called across, “it might never happen.”


The nausea made Jack swoon. He gagged again and pressed his finger deep into his thigh till the nail punctured the skin. The smell of old drink seemed to erupt from the pores of his body.




*





He was standing in the rain down on the Shore Road looking out at the violent sea which made no sound. Turning, he saw two dogs watching him, also silently, through a blue galvanize gate. One stood, his snout resting on his forepaws in the hole behind which the bolt is shot home. The other was stretched flat out on the cobbles so he could see under the corner of the gate. They were brown-and-white sheepdogs. Daisy lay in the middle of the road with his snout cushioned on a handful of grass and watched them. The three dogs and the man regarded each other silently.


The hotel gardener, shaking his disconsolate head and fingers, as if he were feeding birds, foundered down the road.


“How are you?” shouted Jack.


The gardener did not answer, but stopped, looked and moved on with an ironic smile.


“Don’t worry about it,” mumbled Jack.


Dusk was falling. The surf rose silently. Outside a pub two tractors sat with their engines running. Local girls, high-cheeked, with jet-black Spanish hair, and dressed in virgin white, spilled out of a house speaking Irish. Dusk was falling quicker. The beach, when he reached it, was possessed of a low light. The sand was a quiet phosphorescent carpet. Suds lay the landward side of the wrack.




*





It was Saturday night, and all the Catholics were headed for evening Mass. The old sabbath was being rejuvenated. The roads on the peninsula were lit by a convoy of trundling cars. The town was deserted, except for the hotel where the priests sat drinking, and the eating house, where the altar boys were shooting pool. An old gambling machine blinked on and off. In the distance, on the mainland, limestone glittered as if the sun were shining.


He walked a street of ruined houses, then took a short cut across the lawns of the small industrial estate. The names were floodlit – Warners (Éire) Teo, Ionad Cloch Iorrais, Ruibéar Chomhlacht Atlantach Teo, Fás. He went along a road where old shopfronts stared back with blank faces. The light from Eagle Island lighthouse swept across the sky three times. Count eight. Three times again. He stood on the new bridge. A light came on in the golf club. Nurses stepped into cars at the hospital. Standing there he listened to the alarming silence. The black sky blinked again.


“Isn’t it getting late terribly early,” Mrs Moloney, the receptionist, said to him when he re-entered the hotel.


“Were there any calls for me?”


“No,” she said. “There was none since you last asked.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, Jack.”


“Fair enough.”


He stood by the desk wondering what to do.


He went into the bar.


“Hugh.”


“Jack.”


“Aye.”


“No sign yet?” asked Hugh.


“No,” answered Jack, “that’s about it.”


The wind thrashed against the glass windows in the roof.


“I think I’ll have a brandy.”


“Why wouldn’t you?”


“A brandy and crème de menthe I think.”


Hugh filled a double measure.


“Good luck,” Hugh said.


It was only as he entered the sun lounge that Jack became aware of the glass in his hand. He stopped on the threshold and looked at the glass and thought, how did that happen? It was as if he had been transformed into someone else, someone he had once been. Someone he disliked entirely. In his sleep on the boat he’d often dream of drinking and wake with immense relief to find that it had not happened. The glass of whiskey he’d been swallowing in some unlit room of his consciousness he’d find did not exist. Now it did. It sat whole in his hand. After his two weeks of sobriety he’d ordered a drink without thinking. If she comes now what will I do? I’ll not drink it! He found the carpet under his feet. I have not drunk it yet! Holding the drink away from him he made his way to a deserted corner of the room and put the glass down at a safe distance from himself.


“There’s the buck back,” said one of the priests. “Call me Peter,” he added. “We hear you do a bit of writing.”


“I’m afraid you have the wrong man,” said Jack.


If she’d been coming today, she’d have been down by now.


“Sit down with us,” said Father Peter, “and give us some of your crack.”


He sat down with the priests. They all sat round waiting for Catherine.

















2


Walking the Triangle





While he slept his body had ballooned out. A calf-hide receptacle of warm blood, he lay on his side. The panic that was his first reaction, could not be smoothed away. Everything was charged with static.


He got up and dressed. His clothes stank of damp heat. Fungus had bloomed overnight on the walls. As he entered the middle room Gay Byrne’s voice suddenly boomed forth speaking to a woman of some distant sexual problem. “Jesus Christ,” said Jack, and switched the radio off. He threw half a mackerel from a Donegal Catch packet to the wild cat who was screaming at the door. When Daisy ran under his feet, full of earnest early-morning enthusiasm, Jack roared at him. The dog, his tail curled up under his rump, backed away into a corner of the room. “And stay there!” shouted Jack. He saw the misshapen image of his own face in the dog’s black eye as the animal circled the table.


“Stop looking at me,” he said to the dog. Daisy immediately turned away.


Jack spat out a globule of sick. The white fluid turned dry as if he had spat on a hot pan.


Something had happened to his mind. His consciousness had always been protected by a sieve, but while he’d slept the holes had grown larger. Now the holes were as big as cherrystones. And they were growing bigger by the minute.




*





He put one hand on the mantelpiece and stayed that way a few minutes. Where did Sunday go? I must have slept through it all. Then, sitting by the radio, he saw a bottle of sherry standing, the cork still half in. And tenderly he thought with a smile: I saved that for myself.


The priests left that.


The bottle was half full. He watched the bottle. If I start on that I’ll never telephone. I must do it while I’m sober. It’s eleven-fifteen. The first train is into Ballina. The first train has left Castlebar. She has not come. That’s the position. Maybe she’s been and gone. Maybe she has driven straight to the Adams’ house in Corrloch and is still there. I should walk up and see. Three and a half mile to Corrloch. Six miles to Belmullet. Is she in Dublin still? What did the fucking gardener tell her? Maybe she never left. Did she have an accident? Maybe I should go there. I can’t make Dublin now unless I hitch. Sometimes if you get up and go and don’t think about it, you can do it. If I have to hitch, I mustn’t drink.


The room was cold. The wind fierce.


He lifted her letter out of his pocket and read it.


He stood reading it, then drank from the bottle.


He filled a glass and drank and thought: She was never coming, I’ve been fooling myself. Then, while the alcohol sang in his head, he remembered her love pledge. He read the letter again, then walked the few miles to Corrloch across the fields, saw that her car wasn’t there but knocked on the door all the same; he entered the empty house and sat in the kitchen and saw it coming, whatever it was. I should ring. And yet he didn’t want to ring because he didn’t want to know. He walked the five and a half miles to Belmullet town. The dog appeared from nowhere by his side. “I’m sorry about this morning, Daisy,” he explained to the animal.


In the Erris Hotel he asked Mrs Moloney to put a call through to the theatre in Dublin while he ordered a gin and tonic at the bar. Immediately he had put the call through he regretted it. He went out and cancelled it. He ordered another drink. The TV was on. He read the value of the punt in sterling. He watched the flickering digits of the day’s stock market prices. The TV grew abnormally large. He must have been standing there for more than an hour staring at the screen before Hugh switched it off. Then Jack sat down. His limbs stirred of themselves. His feet felt stone cold.


He put the call through again. Mrs Moloney handed him the phone.


“I’m sorry, Mr Ferris, Miss Adams is in rehearsal right now,” came the voice.


“Could I speak to Eddie?”


“Mr Brady?” she said correcting him.


“Mr Brady, yes,” he agreed.


“I’ll see.”


Jack, as he waited, smiled at Mrs Moloney.


“Jack?” said Eddie.


“Is Catherine there?”


Pause. “Yes, she is.”


“Can I speak to her?”


“Look, Jack, I don’t know what’s happening between you two, but she has refused to come to the phone.”


“I was expecting her down here at the weekend.”


“I know nothing about that. It’s best to leave her alone, I’d think, at present. It’ll sort itself out.”


“She wrote to say she was coming, but she never came.”


“I would know nothing about that.”


“Tell her I’m still waiting.”


“I will.”


“Tell her I’m sober.” Then he added, “Tell her I’m sorry.”


“I will.”


“Eddie,” he said, hating the whinge in his voice. “Will you please ask her to speak to me?”


“Look, Jack, you are putting me in a terrible position. I don’t want to interfere.”


“Will you ask her?”


“I’ll try. Will you hold?”


Jack pulled his stomach muscles taut to smother a wave of nausea. A long time passed.


“She’s refused to come to the phone.”


“Did she say why?”


“I shouldn’t expect her to tell me.”


“Tell her I need to talk to her.”


“Look, Jack, we are in rehearsal.”


There was silence for a few seconds.


“Jack, leave it for a few days. We’ve just begun. Wait till we’ve settled in a bit, OK?”


“I’m coming up.”


Pause. “I can’t stop you.”


“Ask her to speak to me,” came out of his mouth like a screech.


“I’m sorry, Jack.”


The line went dead.


He put the receiver down. Mrs Moloney, who was wiping down tables in the foyer, looked at him. Embarrassed he paid her for the call. “I have no luck with phones,” he explained cheerfully.


The minute he entered the bar a cold light came on in his head. Is this what it is like? Will it happen now?


The air was filled with dark threads of hair. He refocused his eyes.


Some local men, the gardener among them, came in and chatted jovially. They did not look in his direction. He wanted to speak to them but didn’t. He could feel the hostility. He ordered a double sherry.


“And put it in a lemonade glass.”


“Right,” said Hugh. “Do you want to speak to anyone at sea?” he asked in a conspiratorial voice. As he twisted the knob on the illegal two-wave radio a jumble of German and Russian voices came in from the Atlantic. “There’s none of us out there in this weather, anyway.”


After a while he drank a brandy. A gin. Which one is it will bring us over the whatever-it-is? The what-do-you-call-it. Keep moving! By then a red wedding carpet had been thrown along the garden path and in through the front door. It led to a table where sherry glasses stood brimful, awaiting the bride and groom. On his way to the toilet Jack asked the lad for one.


“I’m a guest,” Jack said.


“Is that so?”


“That’s right. Just pour it in there,” and Jack proffered the lemonade glass. But the lad gave him none through some misunderstanding that was beyond Jack. In the toilet he placed the lemonade glass on the pink-tiled window ledge and retched violently. I’m not getting any better, he thought.


The gardener came in and combed his hair.


“Vanity is lost on you, squire,” said Jack, recovering himself.


“You don’t look so good yourself, boss.” The gardener skimmed a grey lock across his weatherbeaten skull, shook his member generously and spat into the urinal.


“Why,” Jack asked, “are thoroughbreds put into horseboxes on their own?”


“I don’t know,” the man said, without looking at him.


“It’s for the same reason,” replied Jack, laughing hysterically, “that cardinals wear tall hats.”


The gardener considered Jack and said: “I’d have a long rest if I was you.”




*





A lot of people have sat like me, thought Jack, throughout the world, their hearts stopped on the half-hour, and soot falling.


He was overflying the place he was in. He filled a glass with vodka, and put it under his chair. He wrote into his notebook. Then he searched round for his glass. When he drank he was surprised to find it was vodka in the glass. He could’ve sworn it would be sherry. Then he was equally surprised to find he was back in the Adams’ house. I should not be here, he thought. This is not home.


I’m in the wrong fucking house, for the wrong fucking reason. How the fuck did I get here? Where did Sunday go? He looked round him in alarm and the recollection of other days spent in those rooms flooded through him. Sitting there, well removed from her, he again felt her mind entering his. He jumped to his feet. I have to get out of here! As he walked up the street in Corrloch he found he still had a mouthful of vodka kept in a ball on his tongue. He stopped outside the prefab primary school with its red chairs, painted flowers and multicoloured maps of the world. Watched by the children inside, he stood hitching, but when the first vehicle that came did not stop he started walking.


Again he was on the road to Belmullet in an east wind. He passed the turning for Aghadoon and thought of going home. He passed the Church of the Holy Family – a ball-alley of red girders – and stood a moment thinking. He continued on. The wind howled through the shuttering on the new mushroom-shaped water towers. A plane from Knock airport flew over the town towards America as he entered the hotel. Guiltily he stood in the foyer and watched the gardener ascend a ladder to change a light bulb. Very uncertain of himself he searched through his pockets for change. He had none. He rang the theatre, reversing the charges. The call was refused.


“Try again,” he told the operator. “My name is F-E-R-R-I-S, Jack,” he said angrily spelling his name out.


“I can try.”


Then he overheard the girl in the theatre say that she was not to allow any calls through to the rehearsal room.


“I’m sorry,” said the operator.


“Tell her,” said Jack, “that I’m the author of the bloody play.”


Another few seconds silence.


“I think,” said the operator, “that she is aware of that.”


“Jesus Christ,” he said.


“Excuse me,” said the operator, and she rang off. Jack smiled across at Mrs Moloney and carried on talking into the void. “Catherine,” he said, “it’s good to hear from you. How are things?” He listened with a false laugh to imagined replies. “Great! Great!” he said and chuckled cheerfully into the receiver. He spoke of spring, politics, and wished everyone well. And hoped – he was smiling up at the gardener – to see them all soon. “See you on opening night,” he said expansively. “There you are now,” he said to Mrs Moloney, as he replaced the phone. “It was as easy as that.”




*





Each day he walked over the fields or took the road from his isolated cottage in Aghadoon to the Adams’ house in the village of Corrloch and from there took the road back again to Belmullet town and the Erris Hotel. It was a bewildering triangle. Sometimes he was on the road for hours. And on the roads the people gave him that look that people give when they think they’re safe. He has it – he has the disease!


Hypocrites, he’d murmur. And yet he knew there can be no more pitiful sight than those who are defeated in love. He was an object of pity and therefore to be avoided. He had become the very thing he despised – a man obsessed with his own misfortune. And yet each afternoon he found himself on the bridge looking with a beating heart towards the mainland.
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He dreamed he was about some business in the yard with a torch, moving bags of bottles through a tentative dusk-light, when she beckoned him from the kitchen door. He found that he was standing in his pyjamas. Jack dropped the spanner, checked the sky and went in.


She sat and looked at him. “Have you come back to me?” he asked. She nodded. “It’s very sensible here,” she said. She looked with admiration round his small house. He knelt beside her and she began to look quite practical, the way women do when they know there’s pleasure ahead. Her eyes had a bright, knowing light. Jack needed to rest his head in her lap. “I’m so glad to see you,” he said, and he leaned forward to rest his head. Then the blur, increasing its soft outlines, troubled him again. “Catherine, Catherine,” he said, but she kept silent, afraid maybe of argument, of saying the wrong things, of committing herself.


Then some part of his consciousness began, against his will, to stand aside.


He woke to find himself crying in a shocking free manner. Her visit had been so unbelievably real that for a long time he fought against returning to the waking world. The sheds were lit by a violet dawn light. Eagle Island sent out its three flashes. He tuned the radio to popular songs, and lay in the bed, his head upright, listening intently.
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Someone shouted his name in the late afternoon, and hammered at the door. He heard the dog barking. Jack pulled on a pair of jeans. He opened the door. The dog raced into the room. The wind was screeching. He opened the door wider. There was no one there. He stepped round to the gable. There stood Hugh, the chef and barman from the Erris Hotel, and his wife Isobel.


“Yes?” said Jack.


“You asked me to call,” said Hugh.


“Oh that’s right,” he mumbled.


“You have the place looking well.”


“Inside is a mess.”


He shook Isobel’s hand. “I couldn’t invite you in with the house the way it is.”


“Let us give you a hand to clean it up,” said Isobel.


They walked by him into the kitchen. He stood there uncertain of what to do. They had come in the midst of one of his reveries of despair to which he wanted badly to return. Isobel washed cups. Hugh fed the dog while Jack sat by the empty grate.


“You don’t look well,” said Isobel.


“What’s wrong with me!”


She glanced at the red sore in the white of his eye that looked like a dash of Tabasco sauce, she took in the black matted hair, the dirty fingernails, the white cheeks. “Have you been eating?”


“I can’t bring myself to eat.” He indicated the bottles. “I was drinking with priests from Castlebar.”


“That will happen,” nodded Hugh. “I remember a few years ago I got off a boat in Killybegs and I ended up drinking with Russians.”


“Russians?”


“Russians are serious.”


“In the next few years we are going to have a lay church,” said Jack, unexpectedly. “Did the Russians tell you that?”


“No,” said Hugh.


“That’s what the priests told me.”


“That’s a good thing to know,” said Isobel uneasily.


They sat there in the cold watching the fire take.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


“I’d like to know,” he explained, “why she didn’t come. I’d like to know what kept her away.”


“I’m sure she had her reasons,” said Isobel.


“Then why did she write to me, hah?” he said angrily.


As they were getting into the car he said: “Don’t go yet. Give me a few minutes and I’ll take a lift with you.”


They carried bags of bottles to the front wall. Then they took a bag of rubbish and burned it in a steel rain barrel at the end of the field. The smoke went flying across Gleann Thomáis. The fire was still burning as they hurried in the car through the failing light to Belmullet. “The truth is,” said Jack, “that I’ve been fooling myself. She was never coming.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Hugh.


A Christmas tree had been erected in a corner of the hotel. Bells jingled on the toilet door. Hugh appeared behind the bar. Thady, full as a tick from drink, sauntered in. Jack ordered a drink and paid for it with money he had secreted in his top-right shirt pocket.


“Wild day,” he said to the gardener.
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A Derry couple, who had arrived to the Mullet Peninsula for Christmas, joined Jack. They sat down at his table after Thady left. Jack was glad they did because Northerners understood drunkenness. They seemed not to notice that Jack was very drunk. He found it hard to keep his eyes open. His throat was hot. The man began explaining to Jack how the Catholics of Derry had had enough of the Provisionals. If they ever get power, he was saying, he would be the first up the coast to kill him – the man at the top.


“Can we talk of something else?” asked Jack.


“There’s Catholics hate him,” he said. “We know who he is.”


“I don’t know that we should talk about it.”


“We know who he is,” the man continued. “We know the very house he stays in when he comes over to Donegal.”


“I took you to be a peaceful man,” said Jack.


“I never said I was against violence, did I, Sue?” he replied. “The Northerner is by nature a military man. We are reared to it. When you were playing with your dick I was learning how to use a –”


“That’s nice,” interrupted Sue. “That’s really nice”.


“I know him,” he continued. “I know where the car turns, what gear the driver will be in on the hill. I know my Donegal. I may not know Mayo, but I know Donegal. At the end of the day someone has to take him.” He drank. “The Donegals are soft. Fuck. And they make him welcome. They do not know the real man. I know him,” he said. “I know what he stands for.”


“So do I,” said Jack. “I taught him Irish for a while.”


The wife gave a scream of laughter.


“Oh, you’re a laugh,” she said.


“You think you know him,” the man continued undeterred, “but you don’t know us. When we drive over the border into the South something sacred happens. Something holy. We are safe for a while. But if he gets to power, we are not safe. If I have to go up to Belfast, I’ll kill him,” he said in a quiet obsessive voice, and both of them looked at his wife who had gone to the bar.


He lifted his gin and tonic. He was thirty, fresh-faced, and had lived a couple of lifetimes. His wife, small and dark and pertly over-dressed, came back from the bar smiling. She put a drink in front of Jack. He thanked her.


“The Provos have used our house twice to kill. So we’ve moved twice. Both houses were used, can you believe that? Now we’re in a new place on the border with Derry. We are starting a new life. But I know a gun. The insides of a gun. And if I have to, I will. I won’t walk around in fear. The Donegals think he’s a great fellow. I know different. They just want to help us Northerners and they think he stands for justice. They’re wrong. I’ll take him the day he comes to power. Believe me, Mister. And I don’t intend to wing him, no. The Catholics, never mind the Protestants, have had enough.”


For a while the three of them sat facing forward, saying nothing as the bar filled up.


“I love this place,” said Sue, turning to Jack.


“They say you grow used to it,” replied Jack.


“Never!” she exclaimed and she shook her head. He found her eyes on his. “What do you do?” she asked.


“Years ago I went on to be a doctor.”


She laughed in disbelief.


“Now I’m a fisherman,” he admitted.


“That’s more like it,” she said and then the three of them resumed their watch.


“Of course, the Republic is soft like that,” ruminated the husband. “They feel guilty. Who wouldn’t.”


“I have to go to the toilet,” said Jack.


And when he returned he explained: “I’m having trouble, myself, with a woman.”


“Is she a feminist?” asked Sue. “Because if she is I don’t want to hear about her. Don’t talk to me of women’s rights. They’d have you believe a woman can’t be violent. I’ve heard enough of that till I’m sick.” She drank. “There’s something greater wrong and no one will own up to it. Am I right?”


“You’re right,” said her husband.


“The Provos tied us up in the kitchen,” she continued. “We were there for hours. There was only one gun –”


“The first time it was a Lee Enfield .303 mark 1 with sights,” the husband interrupted. “The second time it was a Lee Enfield .303 mark 2 with sights and a light intensifier. Things had improved in the meantime. It had a calibrated barrel, I’d swear, and a stock made to measure.” He thought back, “About sixteen inches.”


“It was a Lee Enfield with sights and they’d settled for our bedroom. I could hear their every move above my head. The window must have given them a clear view. Hours went by. There wasn’t a sound. We just waited.”


“Same as them,” said her husband.


“Then, when it came, it didn’t sound like a shot.”


“They never do.”


“It was like someone had dropped an egg. I thought I’d only imagined it. Then the three lads went by us. They untied us. They even apologized. ‘You can give us two hours,’ they said. But within a half an hour came the policemen. A soldier had been killed in Rake’s Avenue.”


“Corporal Wilson,” said the husband. “He took it in the head.”


“Considering what had happened in our house,” she continued, “they were not bad to us, the police.”


“I saw his name in the papers. He was Manchester, wasn’t he, Sue?”


“He was Manchester all right. Derek Wilson I think it was.” She drank. She caught Jack’s eye, then looked away. “I couldn’t bear to sleep in our room after that,” she added.


The bar was filling up with men in brightly coloured clothes and local women in white skirts and trousers and white shirts, and belts slipped at the waist so that they hung towards the groin. The gardener was drinking alone though surrounded by people. Once the gardener had turned and said to Jack: “You don’t fool me!” Now he was pinned in by all the newcomers yet he took no notice of them. He was a constant man, round-shouldered, soft, and his legs were wrapped round the stool like a young boy’s.
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“Are you high?” she asked


“I am,” Jack replied.


“He’s high,” Sue told her husband.


He nodded, went to the bar and called a round. He returned without the drinks. Jack went up to get them, and ordered another round. He searched in his pockets but found he had no money left.


“You wouldn’t have the lend of a tenner?” he asked the gardener.


“You must be joking,” he said.


“I didn’t think so. Will you put it down to me, Hugh?”


“Your friend owes for one as well.”


“It’s getting confusing,” said Jack. Then he found the money in the pocket of his shirt. He paid Hugh and returned to the couple. “This is your round, I think,” he said, “and this is mine.”


“Aren’t they the same either way?” said the husband.


“Except that one is paid for and one is not.”


“Which one is not paid for?”


“Yours.”


“Right. I’ll look after that. Then tomorrow we’ll drive down round Blacksod Bay.”


“I like it here,” Sue told Jack. “I really do.”


Jack asked him what trade he was in.


“Fireplaces,” he replied.


“Fireplaces?” asked Jack.


“Have you heard of Grampian rock?”


“Jack would not understand you,” his wife said.


“It looks good,” explained the man.


“I can’t believe it when I wake in the mornings and see the sand dunes from my bed,” she continued. “Then I hear the sea. I can actually feel the waves. It’s beautiful. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


“Sure,” agreed her husband.


“You’d want for nothing,” she smiled as she imitated the Southern accent. “I know,” she continued, “what it is like to feel disorientated. Most of the time I feel out of this world.”


Jack passed the night being led cheerfully through all that had happened to her: who had died, what she’d seen; while her husband, on cue, filled in the facts, the concrete details. If Catherine was here, he thought, she’d despise him. A sense of how Catherine would hate him sitting here drinking and enjoying the random world swept through him. She’d have left long ago. Her negativity returned to him and it stirred in his consciousness like a malignant spirit. As the woman spoke, he thought of Catherine. His empathy for the couple felt sacrilegious, and his genial drunkenness profane.


“You can’t sit on the stile,” said Jack.


“What’s he talking about?”


“Never mind him,” she told her husband, “he’s high.”
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Next morning he went outside to shout for the dog. Through the breeze came the stink of piss. He stood against the gable of the small cottage and tried to remember anything that might save him. A low mist was swirling along Gleann Thomáis. On the other side the white sea was floundering on Seagull’s Rock. Salt fell in the garden. And his great wonder was – would Catherine, wherever she now was, think of him? Would she be able to look back without pointing the finger of blame?


He was standing at the gable, and someone brushed by him and entered the cottage. She was sitting there in judgment on his mind. As he might at this moment be sitting in hers. He walked directly to Belmullet and from the post office phoned the theatre.


“Could I speak to Catherine Adams?” he asked, businesslike.


There was silence a while, then a muffled conversation. He whistled tunelessly, then like a man making an obscene phone call he started whispering into the receiver.
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A Taxi Through New York at Midnight





Jack took the bus to Ballina, from where he intended to catch the train to Dublin. His intention was to go to the theatre, stand outside it for a while and hope to catch sight of her. There would be no argument. No. If she spoke to him, then he’d reply. If she didn’t, he’d return to Mayo. It would be as simple as that. It would be enough for her to see him standing there.


Yet the minute he stepped on the Ballina bus his scheme foundered. He could not envisage himself ever reaching Dublin. He thought he was living through a nightmare that would soon end, like all the others did. But it didn’t. With each day he was being pushed deeper under until he’d make a decision to change everything. What was the point? He was no longer able to control the darkness. But darkness was too broad a word for what was overwhelming him, as was overwhelming the wrong word, as all words were the wrong words when they had not been lived in. Everything, in fact, was happening in lurid technicolor. The wall that separated him from everyone was growing higher and more impenetrable. Reality had been a small window at the end of a dark corridor. Now a wall had gone up in front of the window. It was a skin-coloured wall.


He had lived in his body and now it was the wrong body. His body, errant and sickly, was what controlled his mind, and ultimately the language that mind expressed itself in.


For the first time, after all the sleepless nights, he considered the word illness, which led to the word disease, which led to the phrase failure of the imagination. For the first time in his life he had a slight insight into what the word imagination might mean. To live on in a different world, to transcend, to enter a new story. As they passed through Crossmolina he realized that it was not going to happen.


I am diseased, he thought.


And he felt – my God – how vulnerable people are, how short their stay in consciousness really is, and how the self they think they know they take for granted. He was maddened by the other passengers, how their identities remained comfortable and intact while his careered around him. Everything he did seemed a betrayal of the truth, while they surveyed the world, uninhibited, sure of themselves, without a hint of the fact that consciousness was something visited on people.


This was going to be a bad day. He could feel it. He could end up anywhere. He should have stopped at home.


Suddenly, Jack was swept into the panic of non-being. He looked round at the vigilant passengers. He clamped his feet on the floor and made his hands into fists. The interior of the bus was a chute along which he would be swept if he did not hold on.


Passing a church, a few passengers in front crossed themselves. And though Jack did not, still he did, secretly, in a psychic mime where a finger touched the forehead, the two shoulders, the heart. He might even have raised a rosary to his lips.


I exist, mumbled Jack. I can pray.


We can’t say we don’t exist, for we do. Each stronger in the other’s mind than in our own. But that was the mind on a good day. The distant cure, the harmony we seek as lost souls. But on the bad days? It was getting difficult for him to stay long in his body. To carry it around normally. To reach out for things. To know his body belonged to him. That when habit said sit, his body would sit. That if he looked to his left it would be for a reason. And when he’d look he must know the reason why. Yet there was always some perverse self-consciousness that made the simple command unreasonable. Every move he made he questioned. He was fighting against a lifetime’s habits. Every thought he had was suspect. He felt all his actions were false, masks behind which he imitated and observed normality. That meant he was false, playing to an audience. But the chief member of the audience was missing – Catherine.


He himself it was – before he met Catherine – judged what was right and what was wrong. He it was had accepted that these were his hands and these his knees. Now they looked like someone else’s. Then the panic began again, for the mind, outside the body, did not wish to deny the body.


He looked through the bus window. He wiped away his breath, but what lay beyond could not be identified. Even the surface of the oncoming road was a great mystery. It was hard to believe that a few days ago he had been filled with happiness at the prospect of Catherine’s return. His heart raced as they turned a corner. Fear made the mind settle into the body again, to protect its instrument; he held the seat in front of him; they swung out over the white line, they rose into the air over a bump on a small bridge, then the bus righted itself again.


The physical sickness was itself a reprieve. This will be soon over. It will soon end. And another voice said, Never. You will have to live with this. Forever! The doctrine of endless torments. The unseen world where his misgivings began. And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel. He felt his face to see whether all his features were still in place. But touch would not reassure him. He needed to see. His eyes needed to see themselves. And yet he longed to rest from this ceaseless activity of naming the parts of the mind. He wanted to close his eyes and let his body be free of this constant surveillance.


They entered the last stretch of road before Ballina.


I’ll never make Dublin if I feel like this! He looked out of the windows but found for a second that nothing he saw was familiar. They stopped for a flock of sheep, haphazardly dabbed with green, to pass. The sheep wandered one behind the other into a field of standing stones. Then, as if someone had reassembled the landscape, it ceased to be strange. I know this bit, he realized. I recognize here. He nodded at someone across the aisle.


“There’s not far to go,” Jack called in a strangely cheerful voice.


“And then, bless us,” complained the woman, “we’ll have to do the same journey all over again on the return.”


He looked at her aghast.


“Are you under pressure?” she asked with a small curtsy of her eyes and mouth.


“It’s severe, Ma’am,” he smiled.


She nodded in reply, then nodded again, and her face filled with sympathy and quiet satisfaction.
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In Ballina it was cold. At the entrance to the town a girl, half-dressed, was tied to a pole. A light drizzle, turning to sleet, was falling. Out of the pub opposite women came and began pelting the girl with plastic bags of soot.


“Christ!” said Jack.


“She’s to be married,” his neighbour explained. “She’s a Mullarkey girl from Muinguingane.”


“Oh.”


The girl bent her head and jerked sharply at the ropes that held her. Her blouse in the fracas had been torn so now she had a breast full of soot. Her skirt rode up round her thighs. She was drenched. Quick as it happened it was over. All the women, laughing, returned to the pub.


She did not go with them, but seemed to disappear into some hole in Jack’s memory. One minute she was being showered with soot, the next minute the ropes that held her swung in the wind, the wet soot lay round the pole, but she, who a second before had been distraught and hysterical with laughter, was gone.


The rain fell loudly.


As he walked the town, he was followed by the sound of coins tumbling, extraterrestrial sounds and muffled explosions. Unlit Christmas stars and coloured bulbs hung above the streets. A small, dark-skinned fat man, bowed over so that his chin was tucked into his chest, came towards him pulling a suitcase on wheels. The man stepped out of the rain into the doorway beside Jack. He had enormous old-fashioned glasses behind which his mischievous eyes were perked up in elaborate gaiety. He turned his head sideways and looked at Jack.


“The best film I see in a while was Crocodile Dundee,” he said.


“You go to the pictures?” asked Jack.


“Oh the young women love me,” he told Jack. “They like to gee-gee with me,” he smiled. “The Irish women like the Jew.”


He asked Jack to pull his suitcase for him. He was eighty years of age and had been selling parts for spectacles round Ireland since the Second World War. Jack walked ahead pulling the case while the old man, unabashed, followed behind describing his unbelievable sexual conquests. He held up a hand to stop the traffic. “The Irish,” he told Jack in the middle of the street, “lack self-esteem,” and the two of them trundled forward. They continued up another sidewalk through shoppers hurrying between showers. “Over there,” said the old man, and they crossed the road again. They had reached a bed-and-breakfast. The Jew handed him a brown paper bag containing two ham sandwiches.


“Take these, please,” he said.


Jack took the bag. The Jew entered the hallway. He stood on the battered lino talking to himself, then headed off down the corridor trailing his case. Jack stepped up onto a weighing scale that stood in the doorway of a chemist’s shop. He dropped a five-pence piece into the slot and watched the hand swing to nine and a half stone. First he thought, I’ve lost a stone, and then he thought, as he looked at the hand quivering round the figures, that’s me, that’s the weight of a human body. That’s who I am.


He was putting off the moment when he would go into the pub. It was the type of day when anything might happen. The warning signals were there. The distorted perspective, the disturbing thoughts, the loud voice of his consciousness. He went to a draper’s and bought a shirt and a pair of trousers. I need shoes, thought Jack. “I’ve been wearing the same pair of boots for the last two years,” he said. “Well, that’s no good,” replied the assistant. “Go across the street to Burke’s. Here,” he said, “you forgot your lunch.” He handed Jack the sandwiches. Jack stood in a doorway again. More people hurried by.


The sleet turned to snow. Then sleet again. Then hail. The hail blew down the street bouncing like popcorn. Slush, thrown up by cars, followed. He counted his money. If I buy shoes I’ll have nothing left for a drink. I can’t go up looking like this. He stood in a doorway looking across at Burke’s shoe shop. This morning I made a promise to myself. But what’s the point? I’m going to die anyway. But who would I like to meet on resurrection day? Who would I like to find by my side? The thought unnerved him. The wind changed direction and blew frantically to and fro. When he was wet and cold enough he went into the nearest pub. But he didn’t drink there. Nor in the pub after that. No, he was looking for someone. In the third pub he was looking for no one, but found instinctively that he was. This is what I’m doing here, he reminded himself – looking for someone. The men drinking there watched him for a second as if they, too, understood – that you keep searching till you find the right place to begin the day’s drinking.


He sat down, thinking he had reached the place. He put his hand in his pocket to search for money. When he looked up each face had grown pale and ignorant and hostile. Then indifferent. Each was cocooned, not a human soul stirred among them. It was as if there was nobody there.


“I was looking for someone,” he said to the barman and left, taking care as he did not to walk into anything.


He moved on with the drinker’s ploy for fending off the first drink. The first drink that must be taken when all the signs are right. But none of the pubs was right. Loud TVs, piped music, strange glances. Eventually, in the fourth pub, he found that someone he was searching for. That someone who was no one. The person who didn’t exist was an excuse to move on. But here, in the low light, that non-person was.


He stayed in the fourth pub because he recognized the girl who had been covered in soot and tied to the pole. Now she was sitting with three other women at the bar drinking hot whiskey.


Jack was glad to see her again.


“I’m in mourning,” he said.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


“I’ve been pissing balls,” he replied, “and I keep them back in my room. I keep them in little bags.”


“We had a brother went like you,” she said.


He ordered his first drink. “I like a Harvey’s Bristol Cream for breakfast.”


“Is that so?”


“I like the taste in the nose.”


“Do you want to join us?”


“Nah,” he said, “I’m getting the train to Dublin.”


They drank. The old feeling of being a camera returned. He panned the bar. He focused on the women with their hair piled and blow-dried who sat around him. Cuff links gleamed. Men lifted drinks to their lips. It’s a B-movie, that’s what my subconscious is, and he laughed.


“Tell us the joke,” said the bride-to-be. “You remind me of my da.”


“He’d be a Mullarkey,” said Jack, “from Muinguingane.”


The camera closed in on her face. Unabashed, she stared back.


“How do you know?” she asked.


“That would be telling,” he said.


“Go on,” she said.


Little pods of soot stood like flecks of rain on her lashes and brows and in the corners of her eyes. The corners were inordinately exposed. What holds the eye in tension so that it can see? Her eyes closed as she waited for his reply. The darkness seemed to last a long time.
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He sat into a taxi in New York. He was quite happy to find the warm upholstery against his back.


“How long have you been driving taxis?” he asked the figure behind the wheel.


“This is not a taxi,” the man replied.


“I’ve always wanted to go in a taxi through New York,” said Jack, looking at the city.


The man replied with words Jack could not understand. They passed beneath high buildings, and arcades lit up, and small ponds that were behind dark trees. A brilliant sign for GINGS, UNDERTAKERS, sped by. Jack continued to talk away about America. Kafka never went, you know, he said. Is that so? asked the chauffeur. No, said Jack. It just goes to show you, said the chauffeur. Yes, said Jack, but he got there still the same. For you see, explained Jack, time is not linear. It does not go in straight lines. Indeed it does not, agreed the driver as he flicked a light on his wide and shining instrument panel. That’s not to say it’s cyclical either, continued Jack. No, the man nodded. It goes, said Jack, leaning forward, in stops and starts. That’s right, said the chauffeur.


Eventually the taxi pulled in. The man came round, still wearing his light blue chauffeur’s outfit, and opened the door. Thank you, said Jack grandly. He got out awkwardly. He was very tired. And must have slept a little. Because now he saw that the chauffeur was not a chauffeur at all. The policeman led him into the barracks.


“I found him sleeping out on the side of the road,” said the guard to an orderly who was standing in a wide blue shirt.


“I wasn’t sleeping,” said Jack, “I was hitching home.”


“He was lying stretched out on the side of the road and could have been run over,” said the guard.


“I was hitching,” said Jack. Then he added. “I might have sat down.” He thought again. “No one was stopping.”


“Where were you going?” asked the orderly.


“I was going to Belfast.”


“Were you now?”


“Yes I was.”


“Well, son,” said the guard, “if you were going to Belfast, you were on the wrong road.”


Jack reconsidered, then he remembered. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I was actually going to Dublin.”


“That’s a horse of a different colour.”


“I must have missed the train.”


“I’d say you did. It’s three in the morning.”


“I’m charging him with being drunk in a public place,” said the guard.


“Right.” The orderly was taking out a clean sheet and about to write down the details of what happened when the sergeant appeared.


“That’s Jack Ferris,” declared the sergeant. “From Kilty.”


“That’s right,” said Jack, gratefullly.


“That’s the playwright,” he said.


“That’s right,” said Jack.


“You live only two doors up from me. We’re neighbours at home.”


“That’s right,” said Jack, “Can I make a phone call?”


“Fire away.”


“You see,” explained Jack, “the woman might be worried.”


So while the guard explained where Jack had been found, Jack dialled the theatre. In the far distance he heard a recorded voice repeating the times of various shows. “Catherine,” he said, “can you pick me up?” – he swung round to look at the group of policemen – “I’m in the Garda station in Ballina.” He listened a moment over the phone. “That’s a pity.”


“I’m afraid she can’t come,” he said, replacing the receiver.


“Never mind,” said the sergeant. “We’ll drive you home.”


The guard who had wanted to arrest him sheepishly led him out to the squad car and Jack sat into the back. The sergeant got in behind the wheel. The guard sat silently in the passenger seat. Then the orderly closed the barracks and sat in beside Jack.


“I’ll be glad of the spin,” he said. “We’re not expecting trouble tonight anyway.”


“It’s all for the sake of art,” said the Leitrim man. “Where do you live?”


“Mullet.”


“Fuck me,” said the sergeant.


Dawn was breaking on the Atlantic when the squad car pulled in at the gate that opened onto the path that led to his bare back wall.


“You live here?” asked the sergeant.


“I do.”


“Fuck me,” said the sergeant.


“Here,” said the guard, “you forgot these,” and he handed Jack the two sandwiches in the sodden brown paper bag.




*





He lay on his bed for an hour. A storm had started. He got up, still drunk, and left three feeds for the dog alongside the gable. He sipped a cup of tea and imagined the first drink he would have. It might be a gin. It might be a tequila. It was eight in the morning when he set off for Dublin again. This time he arrived in the city near two in a newspaper van. He went directly to the theatre through streets that were filled with reindeer and bells and Christmas music.


But he did not stand outside waiting for Catherine to make her appearance. Instead, he strode through the foyer past the girl at the desk, who followed behind calling him back. He fled up a deep-carpeted stairs, ran past walls of portraits of old actors and playwrights, and then on through the theatre itself. He found his way backstage by instinct to the rehearsal rooms. Through the door he could hear some actor intoning lines of dialogue that were his. He stood and listened and then flung open the door. Immediately everything stopped. The actors swung round to look at him and Eddie turned, irritated, script in hand, to banish whoever it was.


“I tried to stop him,” exclaimed the girl.


A doorman, breathing heavily, ran in.


“Ha-ho!” said Jack shrilly and he took a seat.


“Come with me, son.” said the doorman.


“It’s all right,” said Eddie. “This is Mr Ferris. This is our playwright.”


The cast, bewildered by his appearance, turned to look at Jack Ferris. His eyes were nervous and exhausted, the black hair turning grey was swept back so tight to his head that the bones of his forehead gleamed like horns. The laces on his mud-caked army boots were hanging askew. The zip on the fork of his jeans came to half-way. He was wearing a bright-red jumper under a green oilskin coat that had one ripped pocket.


“Ha-ho!” he said. The girl nervously withdrew while the doorman held the door ajar for her.


“OK, everyone take a break,” said Eddie.


He approached Jack warily.


“I brought you some more revised pages,” said Jack pulling a bundle of sheets from under his jumper.


Eddie took them without comment.


Jack looked at the actors who had gathered embarrassed round a kettle and some paper cups.


“Would you like to go some place where we can talk in private?” Eddie asked.


“Here will do nicely, thank you.” He watched the actors regain their composure. They started to chat as if he wasn’t there.


“Where’s Catherine?” he asked.


“She’s free today.”


“That’s a coincidence.”


Eddie held the revised pages uneasily. “Look, Jack, I don’t want an argument.”


“There will be no argument. I wanted to see her, that’s all – if she was here. If she’s not here, fine. I just came to deliver the new text.”


Relieved, Eddie skimmed through the handwritten notes.


“What do you think?” Jack asked.


“I’ll need time. There’s an awful lot of changes here.”


“Don’t you think it makes for a better script?”


“If you say so.”


He continued to read the pages. “Lots of this we have already rehearsed. We’ve moved it, it’s all nearly done.” Then he placed the pages into his script. “I’ll look at it later, OK?” They sat there a while in silence.


“I was thinking of sitting in on a few rehearsals.”


“In the circumstances, I’d rather you didn’t.”


“Is Catherine of that opinion?”


“It’s my choice. And I don’t want you talking to the actors.”


Again came the silence. “Would you like a cup of tea?”


“No,” said Jack. “I think I’ll go. I just wanted to make sure you got that stuff.” He stood. “I’ll send the others on.”


“Thank you, Jack.”


“Good luck,” he shouted to the cast.


Embarrassed they mumbled greetings in reply. The girl followed him with her eyes as he walked through the foyer. The doorman opened the door but kept his eyes aloft. “Thank you,” said Jack. He went into a bar down the street, and found a place where he had the theatre under view. He stayed there watching the front door and everyone that came and went, but Catherine did not appear.


At five Eddie and the rest of the cast came out. With a sick feeling he wondered what he should do. Then he saw that Eddie was heading straight for the pub he was in.


He heard the door swing open. Now what?


“Jack – you didn’t go back,” he said.


“Not yet.”


“Can I get you a drink?”


“I’ll have something small. A whiskey. I have a train to catch.”


“Look,” Eddie said, leaning towards him, “you’re going through a bad time. I understand that.”


“Did you read the new pages?”


“And you look dreadful.” He laid the script on the bar. “No, I didn’t read them.”


“Why not?”


“I didn’t have time.”


“Tell her I just want one word with her.”


“Sober up. Go home and rest a few days.”


“I can’t rest.”


“You only think that. One day you’ll look back on this and wonder why you acted so stupid.”


“You think so?”


“Yes, I do.” Eddie wearily handed back the handwritten notes to Jack. “You’d better take these with you.”


“Why?”


“They belong to another play. They don’t belong to this play.”


Jack drank the whiskey.


“I thought you didn’t read them?”


“I’d be grateful if you made no more phone calls to the theatre,” Eddie continued, “and interrupted no more rehearsals.”


“I’m out of my head with grief,” said Jack.


They sat in silence.


“I thought you were my friend.”


“I am. That’s why I’m trying to keep you out of the way. Do you need some more money?” Jack looked at him. “How much do you need?”


“I need a hundred.”


“Here’s a cheque for two.”


He wrote out the cheque and Jack put it in his shirt pocket and took a taxi to the railway station. From there he shared a table on the westbound train with a Westmeath nurse who worked in St John of God’s hospital for the insane.




*





Some days later, after making a light meal in the cottage, Jack lay down on the bed, brought Catherine to mind and settled his member in the palm of his hand. He was feeling sexually wild. Just then the gardener’s face appeared at the window. He was standing shading his forehead with his hand, the better to see into the unlit room. Then he moved on. Startled, Jack pulled his trousers up and swung his feet onto the floor. He went to the window.


By then the face had disappeared.


He went out through the kitchen and opened the front door to find an elderly Irish playwright of the absurd standing there with his wife. Jack looked askance at them.


“Good man, Jack,” the playwright said turning, “that’s a big lump of a sea out there.”


“It’s a big sea,” agreed Jack. “For a minute there I took you to be the gardener.”


“You have a gardener?” asked the playwright, astounded.


“No,” said Jack, “but I have a dog.”


“I don’t doubt it. This is Manie. We’ve been searching for you for hours.”


“This gardener is haunting me. I could not believe it when I saw him at the window.”


“Well, it wasn’t him, was it?”


“No. It wasn’t, but it could have been.”


“Do you take a drink in the middle of the day?”


They went to the Erris Hotel, where Jack was entertained lavishly. At one stage he asked the playwright for his jacket.


“You want my jacket?”


“I do. It looks fierce like one I used to have.”


“And you want it?”


“I’ll give you mine for it,” said Jack.


“Right,” said the playwright, and started to take off his sports jacket as Jack took off his blue shop-coat.


“Keep that on you,” said Manie to her husband. “Can’t you see, it won’t fit?”


“Are you sure?”


“Of course I’m sure.”


“That’s a pity,” said the playwright. They toasted each other. “You should be happy. I see they are saying nice things about you in the newspapers, Jack.”


“I have to go to the toilet.”


“He must have something against compliments,” the playwright laughed at his wife.


“I have the runs.”


“Oh dear,” said Manie, and she closed her eyes.


“Can I tell you something in confidence?” Jack said when he returned.


“Yes?”


“I’m thinking of calling it off!” he confided. He came closer. “Did you know they won’t allow me into rehearsals.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“That’s what’s going on now,” he whispered in a self-righteous voice.


“Why?” asked the woman.


“And they’ve refused to accept my changes to the script,” he continued.


“You should tell them to fuck off,” declared the playwright, “and get yourself a solicitor.”


“Do you think so?”


“I do.”


“But there must be some reason,” Manie persevered.


“Say nothing,” Jack suddenly whispered.


“What?”


“That’s him now,” Jack nodded secretively and winked.


“Who?” asked the playwright, looking round anxiously.


“That fucking gardener.”


“And he is actually a little like you,” said Manie in wonder.


“Could you excuse me a moment?” asked Jack.


“Are you off again?”


“I am.”


He went to the public phone in the village, taking with him the correct change. When the girl answered he whispered in a strong Northern accent: “There’s ah bomb in the theatre.”


“What!” screamed the girl.


“A’m telling you nagh, and awl tell yee na more, there’s a bomb set ta go off in five minutes.”


“You must be joking.”


“Fuck, lady, you’ll fucking find out whether I’m joking or not,” he said savagely. “Just say Shamey Coyle rang, OK?”


He replaced the phone. Then he returned and took his place beside the playwright and his wife in the restaurant. There was hilarity in the confidences exchanged. The night ended in confusion.


They drove him home. He found himself lying alone in bed and he thought of her and cursed her: May she not have the memory of the good times.




*





Jack answered a timid knock at the door of his cottage in his trousers. Daisy was leaping madly on the white road and barking.


“Hello, Jack,” said Bernie Burke. He was pale and blue-lipped.


“You got back,” said Jack.


“I did. Joe Love must have dropped these off for you while I was away,” and he handed Jack a bunch of letters bound by an elastic band. The top one, he saw, was addressed to him in Catherine’s handwriting.


“Someone is thinking of you,” Bernie said.


“And how are you now, Bernie?”


“I’m not well, thank you. I lost a lung.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“This is it,” said Bernie. “You’re doing a good job on the place. I came up a couple of times but you weren’t about.”


“I’m sorry. I was away.”


“Well, you have them now. I hope they bring you luck.”


“I’m sure they will.”


“I’ll go now, thank you.”


“Good luck, Bernie.”


The old fisherman steered his way up the path through the blinding wind. Stood a moment to look at the sea then turned into the valley towards his own house. Jack opened the first envelope and found a card inside. He put the card on the kitchen table. Then he opened the others. Each contained a letter and he laid them out one on top of the other.


He felt terrible shame. The full force of his curse was returning on himself. He looked at the envelopes, knowing that they would be dated weeks previous, before all this nightmare began. It would be better if he didn’t know, if he threw them away altogether. They contained possibilities that were no longer available to him. Then he searched through the cottage for something he couldn’t find. He was sick and shaking. With the usual distress of the drinker he fought to establish his physical terrain. He started to sweep out the kitchen. Today he was going to start again, right from the beginning. As he started each morning. He began at the back door. He cleaned every item in the kitchen, then he brushed out the bedroom. He settled his papers in the third room. He lit a fire and put on water to boil. He sat down before the fire and smoked a cigarette which brought on waves of nausea.


He lifted the envelopes and looked at them. He looked at the stamps. He looked at the Dublin postmarks. He looked at the handwriting on the letters without trying to understand what was written there. He lifted the postcard, and read the first line again – Jack, I love you. Then he replaced it on the table. Dizzy with anxiety, he made tea.


He boiled cloths in a saucepan, he fed Daisy, he fed the wild cat, he cleaned the gas stove again. Today, he said. It will happen today. He stood in a basin in the middle of the floor and washed himself.


He lifted the postcard up to the light of a window. Dear Jack, I love you. Whatever bad things we’ve done should be forgotten. I am always yours. We have only each other. I’ve written to you over and over explaining everything. I’m sending you this card because of the picture on the front. He turned it over. There was a picture of a corncrake. Do you remember? We’ll have good days again. Every day from now I will write to you. You are never out of my mind. I am sober, she wrote, you are sober and I love you. I love you dearly.


It was what he had prayed she’d write to him and now he could not take it in. His eyes clouded over. I still have a chance, one part of his mind was saying. A few weeks ago she wrote this. He read the eight letters, but with each declaration of her love, the worse his despair became. Each day I will write to you. And he had been walking the peninsula, oblivious.


He cursed himself.


For days he had been tormented by despair while the letters awaited him in the sick man’s house. While he was lying sleepless her love notes were sitting in Bernie’s house down the road. And by the time he had read them the affair was over. She had never intended coming down. Not from the moment the gardener told her I was back drinking. All that waiting was in vain. Words for which he had waited day after day now arrived when it was too late, and yet, like the first letter, they bore the news he craved. He lay on the bed, his heart beating. Is this it now? The same flesh-coloured light shone down. He jumped up and sat on the chair. But it was not hard enough. He lay on the cement floor in front of the smouldering fire. Again he was down to the one second. The minute that contained it. And the hour that contained the minute. The minutes that contained the seconds. The half-second.


Once more he made the journey to a phone.


He rang the theatre, but there came only a reply from the answering machine: Leave a message after the beep! The tape turned, but he said nothing, only whispered: “Catherine”. He did not know what to do. He went back to the cottage carrying a bottle of vodka. Terrible memories propelled him round the three rooms. But he could find no place where the reconciliation might begin.




*





“Jack!” Hugh cried from the kitchen. Hugh came into the bedroom. “Are you all right?”


“Of course I’m all right.”


“You’d better get up.”


“I am up!”


“No you’re not. You’re in bed.”


“I can see that.”


“Did you have anything to eat?”


“I’ve just had my breakfast, haven’t I,” he replied bad-temperedly. “Hugh?”


“Yeh.”


“Go away.”


“No.”


“Jesus Christ!”


“The kettle is on.”


“OK, OK. I’ll be with you in a minute.” He pulled on his yellow cape and green waterproof trousers.


“Jack,” said Hugh, “we’re not going out to sea.”


Jack sat on a kitchen chair.


“Where are we going?”


“That’s up to you.”


“I think we’ll go for a drink,” Jack said eventually.


“I’d like that,” said Hugh cheerfully.


Jack pulled off the oilskins.


“Will you drive me to Castlebar?”


“I will.”


“Will you look after the livestock? I’ll be a few days away.”


“The children will like that.”


“Take what it costs out of that.”


“I don’t need your money,” but Jack pressed a twenty-pound note into his pocket. He packed a bag. Put the wild kitten in a cardboard box. Called Daisy, and the dog leapt into the back of the car.


They drove down to O’Malley’s pub in Corrloch.


The bar was empty.


“Now I know what’s happening,” Jack declared.


“That’s good.”


“At last I have it all worked out.” He threw what money he had on the bar. “Two pints,” Jack said to the barman, “and one for yourself, and then do you know what I’m going to do?” – he looked at Hugh – “I’m going away for a while.” The barman refused to accept any money.


“It’s Christmas Eve,” he said, “put your money away.”


“Get something for the childer.” Jack pressed a tenner down between the keys of the till. “And give me the price of a phone call to Dublin. There’s one more job to be done before I have a drink.”


He went out and lifted the phone in the small alcove. He felt light-headed and sad as he heard it ringing away. Then came a voice which wished him a Happy Christmas and told him to leave a message – after the beep.


He waited on the beep. He heard it, but seconds passed and he could not speak. Dull sounds came across the earpiece. Shrieks. Warbles. Screeches from demons in space. “This is Jack Ferris here,” he said at last, looking up at the wall. “I want to wish everyone the best of luck.” He considered what he should say next. “I’m sorry about the telephone calls.” He searched for further words to say. Something for Catherine. A message for Catherine. “Goodbye,” he said.


“That’s it,” said Jack.


They walked back to the car. The cat was pawing frantically at the cardboard box. Daisy leapt into Jack’s lap. In Belmullet the animals got out and Isobel and the kids got in. “I haven’t shopped in Castlebar in ages,” she said. They drove through Bangor, Largan and Bellacorrick. Then Beltra. They walked round the town of Castlebar with Isobel as she stepped through the various shops. Laden down with bags they entered a pub for a farewell drink.


“Do you want me to drive you where you are going?”


“You could drive me as far as the hospital.”


“Are you going to visit someone there?” Isobel asked, as she shepherded the children into the car.


He did not answer. They pulled out into a line of cars that moved slowly along Main Street under Christmas bulbs that were strung like bunting overhead. A Santa, his beard blowing wildly in the wind, walked out of a bar and sneezed.


“Jack is crying,” said Sandra, their daughter.


They drove some way in silence.


“Why is Jack crying?” the girl asked.


“You could come and spend Christmas with us,” said Hugh.


“No, no,” said Jack.


The car pulled into the dark foreground of the hospital. He looked at the hospital windows with their familiar vertical blinds and horizontal fluorescent lights and felt inordinate relief, as if some tiring journey he had been on for years was at last coming to an end.
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