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Tell all the truth but tell it slant—

Emily Dickinson



CORK NORTH CENTRAL 
ELECTORAL CONSTITUENCY

2015



 

 

It became addictive: the canvassing.

I seemed to need to have my nostrils fill with their discomfort, their distaste, their disgust. I didn’t go on those rounds of door-knocking for the moments when they said ‘Yes’, ‘Of course’, ‘Yes.’

Most of the moments at the beginning of my long, solo months of campaigning were quiet moments. Quiet knock on the door, slow and deep inhalations while waiting for it to be opened. The soft, deferential introduction, ‘I’m looking for a Yes vote in the Referendum on Marriage Equality.’ A shy proffering of a flyer. A gentle offer to answer questions. Waiting. Watching their caught-off-guard embarrassment. Waiting to answer their questions. They nodded. They had heard you ask for their vote. They took the flyer. They had no questions. They closed the door. They went back into their home.

I started canvassing months out from the referendum date. I was becoming demented with anxiety. I kept telling friends – dykes my own age – that we were all going to lose, big time, that the only hope was to go knocking on doors.

My friends didn’t want to listen.

‘We don’t have enough people,’ they said. 

‘Straight people will have to do it too. I said It’s their issue, homophobia. Wherever there’s straight people there’s homophobia. They’ve to work to get rid of it.’

‘That’s not a great argument to win them to our team,’ my friends said. ‘And you know right well they sue if we use the word homophobia. They are not homophobic, they just work against us.’ My old comrades told me the polls looked good. It looked like it would pass. 

‘Do you believe the polls?’ I asked. 

Nobody believed the polls.

My best friend, Chris, said, ‘Look, Ro, I just can’t face it. I’ve got in a couple of TV box sets to watch for the next few months, all the Agatha Christies, Miss Marple and Murder, She Wrote. Otherwise, I’m just not turning on the TV. I’m not turning on the radio. I’m not looking at Facebook. We’ve done enough, Ro. We really have. We stayed standing. We’re still here, we kept on going as well as we could and that’s really enough now. We’ve got to look after ourselves. And sure, you don’t believe in marriage anyway.’

I had an anti-marriage rant to hand, and once I started it I just could not stop: 

‘I don’t believe the State should give all of the goodies and incentives to married couples. I don’t think our culture should incessantly promote, romanticise, idealise, privilege and sell marriage from the day we are born. And I just see a lot of straight people lying through their teeth, miserable, lonely, fed-up, bored and feeling shite while pretending they live a happily married life. Nobody is even allowed to say they’re in a “good enough” marriage, that, on balance, all things considered, it’s probably OK, or that they are so institutionalised now they couldn’t face changing it. And the people they feel most relaxed and happiest with are their trusted same-gender buddies. And lesbians are better than all that, we’ve loved each other better than that. We have family models and real partnerships that the straights could learn from …’

I lost them, always, my pals, during that lesbian chauvinist rant – they had heard it too often from me and my raw emotion made them uncomfortable. And the young lesbians and gay boys mostly seemed to really want it – to get married. They wanted weddings like their siblings had. They wanted to be like their straight parents. They didn’t want the extended families of the older dykes, all those complex arrangements to raise children and share houses, loans, savings and pensions: no one should blame them, the younger lesbians and gays, for wanting clear and straight lines. ‘They want to belong,’ Chris said, ‘they want to belong to the whole world.’

 

The early weeks on the canvass were fascinating. People said things like, ‘Well, the gays will get such a land if they get married. It’s not all about showy weddings and a big party and loads of presents and a honeymoon in the Maldives. They’ll get a great, big land when they realise what marriage is all about.’

This was one of my favourite openings. I had a few counters. 

‘Vote Yes then to teach us!’ 

A few of them were surprised to find they were talking to a real-life lesbian. ‘You’re the first one I’ve ever actually met, except for seeing them on the telly.’ 

‘That you know of,’ I would reply. More smiles and laughter. 

‘Oh! You won’t be long not being called gays – you’ll be as miserable as the rest of us!’

As they were chuckling along I would say something like, ‘Lots of lesbians and gay men are in committed relationships for years, decades. They would like the same chance to organise their lives and to have their commitment respected.’

Some people would say they could easily see themselves living with their best friend happily for years, it would be wonderful, so much easier, but it wasn’t the same thing as marriage. 

‘Vote Yes, get a divorce and marry your best friend, then.’ That often got a laugh. 

‘Who knows what passes between couples?’ I would say. ‘Many gay men and women say they love each other and want to have the benefits and security of marriage. Why don’t you let us?’

‘Well, ye can’t have children.’

‘But many of us already have children. Some of them are fine big adults now.’

‘The poor children.’

That always hurt.

I loved when they arrived at the crux – the real nub, when they said, ‘But can’t the gays already get a kind of marriage? I thought they could, that they had something already, civil partnership?’ 

They generally were agreed that civil partnership was a good enough thing for the gays. 

And so I would say, in a casual, desultory fashion, ‘You think marriage should just be for a man and woman couple and that gays should have a lower-order civil partnership?’

They would invariably say: ‘Yeah, yes, I suppose so, well, it kind of makes sense.’

And, in a laidback manner, I would ask, ‘Why do you think that?’ 

And they would reply, ‘Well, because a man and woman is a natural thing/a better thing/it’s always been that way/we were told that was the better thing/we were told that is what is good/society needs men and women to have children.’

Or best of all, ‘I just think that we should be the ones who have marriage.’

I would stay quiet then and just gently look at them. Many of them seemed relieved to have sorted it out for themselves. It was the right order – the straights were better, everyone knew that, and the homos just had to accept it. They just hadn’t thought about it much or at all before I had come knocking. Some would look immediately stricken – they were not happy with the assumption of superiority, their guts were turning over. Others got more expansive, more puffed up – everything was right with the world, there was an order and a ranking, and they were on the top of this particular heap. I would wave a cheery goodbye, thank them for their time and leave them with a small leaflet I had written and got printed.

I would say, ‘Look, it’s a while to the referendum, but there’s a phone number and a website listed on the leaflet, I’m sure you’ll be in loads of conversations about this, so if you want to find out more or settle any arguments – that’s a good place to go for genuine information.’

 

I had been out so long that straight people around me talked freely about what they really thought about ‘the gays’. I was part of the furniture. My older brother and sister and their spouses casually told me that they would be voting against equal marriage. Of course my parents were voting No, and all of their friends and their neighbours were voting No. 

In the early weeks of my canvassing I had started to talk with them, my mam, my dad, my aunts and uncles, the neighbours around my folks’ place who had watched me grow up. There wasn’t a Yes vote among them, which wasn’t a surprise. I knew I would need to have a long lead-in to the day of the vote in order to change their minds, and so I started the conversations early in the year. But after three or four weeks of chatting with them and planting seeds as to why they might consider voting Yes, I just wasn’t able to do any more follow-up. I became incapable of engaging with them. I nodded mutely over the next number of months while they took me aside, individually, or in couples, threesomes, or gangs of four, to explain to me, in a concert of great detail, why they were voting No. They all started in the same way:

‘I mean, remember when you were a young one and we found out – you know – that you’re a gay, like?’

‘You didn’t find out. I told you.’

‘God, I know – you were fierce adamant.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Like, other people had problems then with you, but I never did.’ 

They did not notice my silence. They continued, ‘I always stuck up for you. I mean, people were terrible back then. But sure it’s all grand now. I mean, I never gave a toss, like, one way or another, it’s all the one to me. But, like, there has to be some kind of limit. Like, if this goes through – what next?! Like, ye all hate the Church and the clergy. God help us. And now ye want to be married there! Sure, it’s against Church teaching! They can’t be forced into that!’

‘It’s not about getting married in churches. It’s only about getting married in a registry office,’ I said.

‘But it won’t stop there, will it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean people will want to marry their dogs and cats and all kinds of things.’

On those occasions the only way for me to get them to stop talking at me was to say:

‘But do you really think you’re going to lose? I mean, I think you’re going to win.’

‘Really? The polls all say we’ll lose. And all the young ones, regardless of their species, are mad for the equal marriage.’

‘Do you think the young ones will actually get registered and actually vote?’

No one was too sure of that happening. 

‘There seems to be a lot of people keeping silent,’ I said.

They agreed. ‘They are probably afraid of being called homophobic just because they are doing the right thing. Because nobody hates the gays. It isn’t that at all.’

‘Yeah. Do you believe the polls?’ I asked.

Nobody, actually, believed the polls.

 

In early March I confessed to Chris that I was getting out canvassing at every opportunity, anxious with the clock ticking down the referendum date at the end of May.

‘I’m down to three night shifts every ten days and I can keep it like that until referendum day. I’ve piled in holidays all around the Easter break so I have extra time to go canvassing. You know I never take all my holidays and time off in lieu, so management at the home are being decent in leaving me have this time.’ 

‘Gosh, Ro, you’ll be missed by all the residents,’ Chris said. 

We were sitting out in her small back garden, waiting for our china mugs of tea to cool, happy with the springing primroses. 

‘I miss them, to be honest. And I miss the calm the work brings. I miss my time writing. I miss the regularity of a week of night shifts on and then a whole week off to myself. I miss all the time I have at work in the dead of night to spend over my jotter. But it’s easier to manage the anxiety by actually being out on the canvass.’ 

Chris indulged me by pretending to listen to the stories I gathered while knocking on doors.

‘I’m telling you,’ I told her, ‘they think we’re not the same, that we’re hardwired differently. They don’t think very deeply but just go with “the gays have different feelings”. They think we can’t understand what marriage is all about. They think we don’t know about the hard graft of commitment, they think we are only about sexual desire. They are freaked out to hear we’re raising children, they don’t think we fall in love, that we’re there for the everyday, the domestic, the mundane, for the detail and duty.’ 

‘Yeah,’ Chris said. 

 

I called into Chris most evenings before, after, or even during bouts of canvassing. She became an unwilling witness to how I was becoming preoccupied, even possessed, by times past. I had begun to relive events, episodes, days and some weeks from my twenties. I relived those times, but now I had the perspective of someone who was over fifty, and what I had experienced in my twenties with wonder and joy I was now reliving as horror. 

I told Chris that when I was out on the canvass, I could feel again what it felt like to be twenty-odd: the rush of that intoxicating cocktail of optimism, gratitude, joy for the love I had found, the dancing superpowers of being a lesbian. I remembered what it had been like to feel the tenderness, craving, passion, lust, risk, vulnerability, hormone highs and deep satiety, the swagger, the fusion of sex and love-making. Liquid heat. 

Walking around looking for votes, I felt again that clear grief for the boys my age lost to AIDS and the holy cleanliness of the rage that had fuelled the resistance. I experienced again the shocking awakening from a gormless naivety to the realisation of how much hate there was for us fags and dykes, how awful it was to have had to witness and endure the banal viciousness my kind were subjected to by those who had so much power over us. In remembering what had happened to me and my friends at the hands of employers, landlords, publicans, doctors, social workers, Gardaí, judges, B&B owners, shop-keepers, taxi drivers, teachers, classmates, bankers, funeral directors, priests, neighbours, relations, siblings, parents – I had this awful experience of receiving the insults, the dismissals, the mocking and degradation as if for the first time. 

I tried to tell Chris about the flashbacks: I was hit by that sharp green sensation of meeting the world with an expanded, curious heart like when I was a young one. I had felt then that I was part of a tribe moving as wind: sometimes salty, sometimes rain-drenched, sometimes howling, then playful, tickling, a gentle breeze, but always bringing more oxygen and possibility to the world, changing the atmosphere and dappling the light. And as I felt once again all of those times that were already an overlooked history, not remembered enough to be called forgotten, I felt the dissonance of that time with my life as I now lived it. I felt now, once again and as if for the first time, the shadows looming, the forces threatening my youth. Those forces still lived and still threatened and now I was getting older. My quiet life, marshalled by contented daily and seasonal rituals, was again up for grabs by those who wanted to press me down and away from sight.

I began to get taken over with memories, disassociated from the present, reliving my past with the hindsight of how very tough those times had been. In my twenties and thirties, a kind of magic shroud, a patina of grace, had sheltered and buffered me from feeling the full force of the blows but now as a woman in her fifties I had no such force-field. I realised that I had endured cuts and breaks and deep injuries after all. 

Jenny, Jenny. 

The ghost of Jenny walked beside me, although she had been gone for the war. There had been a war but Jenny had remained safe, and I was so relieved that Jenny had been safe. 

I had become a soldier, I really had no choice, and I had stayed standing. Yet on those awful canvasses I realised that I had been wounded, repeatedly, over decades. I just hadn’t taken the time to feel the hurts. I had thought a lot of the war might be over now or maybe it was just a ceasefire or maybe the battle boom had left me deaf? But I knew now I was one of the walking wounded.

Jenny, Jenny. 

She would often come to mind and I was glad she had missed the war, that she didn’t know what this pain was like. That she was protected in her safe life. Jenny had no need of superpowers. I was haunted by Jenny. I had forgotten how I had spun carefully threaded stories to hold the sadness leaking from the pit of my stomach. The fine weave of those threads was now unravelled and wrapped around me. The sticky web of grief confused me. 

 

Chris tried to get me to stop canvassing. I wouldn’t. Well, I couldn’t. Like I said, I was addicted. 

‘Why don’t you write your way through it like you always do?’ she implored. ‘Go write a story that will contain all the experiences, the feelings?’

‘I’m trying,’ I kept saying. ‘I can’t, though. I can’t write at all.’

‘Maybe that’s why you’re having this nervous breakdown.’

‘Is that what you’d call it?’

‘I would, yes.’

She looked at me softly but steadily, her blue eyes forcing me to hold her gaze. 

‘You’ve got to stop, Ro,’ she said gently. 

 

In the end I had to go back there. To the past. To Boston. I can say now that I did have a kind of a breakdown of sorts, though I would call it a burnout. It was nothing dramatic, that’s not my style. Just, I was too exhausted to operate most of the ways that I had of being in the world. I was both stuck and spinning. Stuck, and compulsively and exhaustedly spinning. 

I recovered again, and completely, after I had cycled out to Herring Cove, which forms the curving arc that is the tip of Cape Cod. I sat listening to the thump and sizzle of the waves and I watched that immense optical illusion of the sun setting below the ocean. I knew stars were already in the night skies on the further reaches of that same ocean as it flooded into Cork harbour. 

We seem to forget we are on a turning globe, and we bury our lives seeking stable forevers.

I sat on the beach and read and re-read an old postcard from Jenny and the note I had written to her in return but, as so often, had never sent. I had to start there, with Jenny’s words and my reply. I had to pick up and follow those lines to remember again, to literally re-member me, to put my limbs and body, my mind and memory, back together again. To begin again.


FOSTER STREET

1984


1

(There’s) Always Something There 
To Remind Me

‘Ro McCarthy?! What the hell are you doing here? It’s gone the hour – your team is already on the corridor!’ 

Helen Keogh, cleaning supervisor at the Copley Plaza Hotel, generally felt the need to put a rocket under my arse. And I suppose, in fairness, I regularly enough gave her sufficient cause for having that feeling.

‘Oh hi, Hel!’ I said, as I shut my jotter, stashed my biro in my coat pocket and slipped off the large laundry sack overstuffed with used sheets. 

‘I’m actually finished my shift,’ I said. ‘I’ve punched out, like. I just had to write something down in case I forgot it.’

‘Is that for your college course?’ said Helen.

‘Yeah, it is. Well, kind of.’ I said. ‘Well … it’s related to it.’

Back then I never told anyone I wrote fiction. Most people thought my only creative streak was that I liked to cut my own hair (invariably ending up very short as I sought to correct the mistakes I made). I secretly wrote stories to contain emotions I had nearly or really experienced or to record things I had seen. I wrote stories to get a kind of a handle on things that puzzled me, to wrap a cordon around the things I didn’t yet understand.

‘Go on off home now and get some kip,’ said Helen. ‘Everyone else from the early shift is long gone and you’ll only be after confusing me, I’ll be giving you more work if you stay around here.’

‘Grand so.’ I grinned at her. ‘Have a nice day!’ I said in a mock-American accent.

‘Oh have a nice day, honey!’ she sang back at me.

When I got down to the hotel lobby I found a chaos of people my own age happily anticipating having a party on someone else’s expense account. I had heard this crowd was going to be here for the weekend. These international students were already on full scholarships at universities across America. They were to have three days and two nights in Boston, all on the tab of the Fulbright Commission. I was fascinated by the fizzing variety of nationalities. Everyone was ‘psyched’ as the Americans liked to say, and the happiness was contagious. 

I mingled among the crowd and surveyed the groups milling around the reception desk, and that’s when I saw her. She stood alone between her suitcase and an aggressively large rubber plant, a little apart from the throng. She stood stiffly and at odd angles to herself, looking past the clutches of students introducing themselves to each other while waiting to check in. She was smoking a cigarette and the light coming in through the lobby’s high glass atrium caught the trail of smoke and made copper and gold glints in her astonishing halo of curls. 

My gaze kept snagging on this girl, who seemed to be waiting for the melee to soften before attempting to register. She wore a long black jacket with shoulder pads and the sleeves, with striped lining, were folded up to her mid-arm. Her flowing white shirt reached below a stretchy black mini-skirt, she wore black leggings and dark-green pixie boots. I said a swift prayer that this girl was able to speak good English and I half-skated and nearly tripped across the lobby tiles to talk with her. 

She made a polite reply to my ‘hello’. She had an English accent, which was disconcerting. Her afro head of curls was also much more blonde close-up. 

‘I actually thought you might be Danish,’ I said, and I have absolutely no idea why I said that.

‘No, I’m English,’ she replied, in a very English voice.

‘Do you have Danish ancestry?’ Apparently I couldn’t just shut up.

‘None.’

There was a tinge of silence for some moments.

‘So where did you get your amazing hair?’

‘My parents. Sorry, that’s obvious,’ the girl said, blushing. ‘As far as we know all the ancestors are English. Though in Boston, I am surprised some people think I am Irish.’ She smiled.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. They hear an accent.’

‘You’re definitely not Irish, though.’

‘No.’

‘I’m Irish,’ I said.

‘Yes, I thought so. I mean, sorry, I presumed.’

‘D’you think I have an Irish accent?’

‘Yes. I mean it’s a very nice accent. I like it.’

‘I’m Ro, by the way.’ I put out my hand to shake and immediately felt an even worse eejit, but thankfully the English girl shook my hand in a firm and formal manner.

‘Please call me Jenny. My friends call me Jenny.’ 

‘My friends, and everyone else, call me Ro.’

‘R-O-W? R-O-E?’

‘Even simpler – R-O.’ 

‘Would you like me to call you Ro?’

I shrugged. ‘Well, Jenny, we’d be friends if you did, but I answer to many names. In work situations I’m often called Rosie or Rose, but I’m also called Roz or Róisín. I was christened Rosemary. Take your pick.’

Jenny answered, ‘There’s Rosemary, that’s for remembrance.’

We finished the quote together, both careful with the careful comma.

‘Pray you, love, remember.’

We relaxed in a comfortable silence, letting the frisson of poetry percolate. We stood next to each other and contentedly watched the students piling around the registration desk. I was glad I had found someone who liked to quote poetry. It is always good to find your own kind.

After a brief pause I asked, ‘Did you have far to travel today?’

‘Just across the river. Harvard.’

‘That’s a big suitcase you have.’

‘I know. It was hellish to take on the T. I suppose I should have taken a taxi, but it seemed it would be a simple commute. I should have just brought my satchel as you have.’

I deflected from admitting I was not, in fact, checking in.

‘What are you studying in Harvard?’ 

‘I’m not studying anything there really. I mean, I’m not registered for any degree, nor taking any courses. I’m just using my time there to finish up my Doctorate in English Lit.’

I could tell Jenny was assiduous in being pleasant, she was doing her best to be that English thing of being ‘cheery’ in the way people on British TV quiz shows make the best of a bad lot and show they are good sports.

‘A doctorate, like a PhD? Fantastic! So you’re doing that for college back home? Where do you go to college?’

‘Newnham, Cambridge.’

‘Wow, Cambridge! That’s wonderful. I love those opening scenes in Brideshead Revisited, where Sebastian atones for vomiting in the window by covering Charles’s room in flowers. I have a friend who watches those scenes from the TV series over and over again – he has it on video. Anytime he’s feeling a bit under the weather he sticks it on and it’s on rewind until he feels better. He had to get a second copy of the video because it started jumping, he rewound it so much. He’s a gay, of course.’

Jenny nodded. ‘Yes indeed, the architecture of Oxford and Cambridge can be very similar.’ 

Jenny smiled and nodded. Nodded and smiled.

I was about to explain that I was not one of the students checking in, that in fact I had just punched out from my cleaning shift. 

‘You’re checked in?’ Jenny asked.

And with an electric prickle of all-over shame I copied Jenny’s nod. I nodded. Yes. I pushed out of my head, the fib, the untruth, the obfuscation, the misunderstanding, the joke (which would it be?) that I had just passed by Jenny. 

I tried to say that I was studying part-time at the University of Massachusetts, that I was registered on the master’s programme in English literature and I should have it done within two years, but that felt like a lie even though it was, in fact, factual. The actual truth was that I was one of the 40,000 ‘New Irish’ in Boston. (I might say ‘undocumented’ or ‘don’t actually have my own Green Card’. I wouldn’t say ‘illegal’.) Jenny must surely have noticed the Irish people her age who were working all over Boston: if she had bought a coffee or a beer in Harvard Square, she would most likely have been served by an Irish person in their twenties. I tried to tell her I was one of the New Irish, but I felt a weird disjunction, a kind of shame, and it wasn’t only that I had just pulled a fast one in trying to pass myself off as a Fulbright scholar, it was simply that it was embarrassing to be from a country that was so patently failing at sorting itself out. 

‘Where are you studying, Ro?’

‘Eh, same as yourself.’

‘You’re in Harvard too!’

‘Eh, no, like, I’m in Boston too. UMASS. And I’m also studying English. I’m nearly fluent.’

Jenny didn’t seem to get the joke, she nodded sagely.

‘What’s your dissertation topic?’

‘Well, eh, it’s a master’s I’m doing, so it’s all courses, like, no thesis as such.’

 

I tried to tell Jenny that I was a part-time student, but instead I ended up in a very long explanation about how I had tried my hand at waitressing.

‘I was crap at it. You know, I worked with brilliant girls – they could shimmy around and have banter with the customers and let them know the specials and sort out all the different options and combos and remember what to hold, what to put on the side, what to substitute, and they could get all the plates out and back without a bead of sweat breaking or a hair falling out of place. But me? I was a mess. I could only do a quarter of the tables everyone else could do. It just took me ages to get the orders down properly while remaining any way civil. If I speeded up it was just a disaster – I couldn’t say, “Hello, I’m Ro, your server for today,” without making it sound like a threat. And I would come back to them stressed as high as a harp string with entirely wrong orders all round. No tips then. I think I only ever got tips out of pity. So I wasn’t able to make any money. My only regret is that The Purple Shamrock fired me before I got organised enough to quit.’ 

I didn’t know why I had gone into such detail or why I had ever begun to talk about my waitressing failings. Jenny listened with an expression of polite concern. When she was certain I had finished she replied, ‘I’ve been rather boring in not taking up the opportunity to take a part-time job. I’ve just spent my time in the libraries.’ Her polite reply seemed to seal my lie that I was a Fulbright scholar studying at UMASS. 

I tried again, I tried to tell Jenny that I had a job caring for an elderly woman called Clara Goldfarb, but I just moved my hands around without getting any words out. Jenny was kind – she smiled and nodded again as I seemed about to say something but didn’t. I was acutely aware that I liked Jenny. I liked and admired her politeness. After an awkward period of silent nodding and smiling, I lowered my head and stepped away, and I could feel relief, both my own and Jenny’s. It really was a bit of bad luck that the person I spoke to was English, out of all of the two or three hundred-plus nationalities crowding around I had to land up talking to the polite and uptight English one. 

However, before I finally left Jenny, I had a pressing question to ask her. 

‘What are you writing on, Jenny, for your thesis?’

She announced in a voice used to performing in competitive tutorials that she was working on the poetry of Emily Dickinson. Apparently everyone was wrong about Emily D. Jenny said that ‘the editorial presentation and reception of her work has mispresented and misunderstood her radical innovations in poetic metre and subject matter’. 

I was impressed. ‘Jenny, I love her! I just love Emily Dickinson!’And I began to recite:

 

‘Wild nights – Wild nights!

Were I with thee

Wild nights should be

Our luxury!

 

Futile – the winds –

To a Heart in port –

Done with the Compass –

Done with the Chart!’

 

I stopped short, feeling a complete and utter eejit, but Jenny stared at me intently and answered:

 

‘Rowing in Eden –

Ah – the Sea!

Might I but moor – tonight –

In thee!’

 

We smiled. The poetry absolutely sealed it. We were friends now. 

 

I hung back while Jenny checked in. The entire front of house staff of the Copley Plaza Hotel was Irish. The hotel was owned by an Irish-American and he had some deal going with US Immigration which allowed him to employ Irish people who had trained in hospitality and catering. I didn’t work for the hotel, I worked for an agency that supplied cleaners, but I knew the two girls at the reception desk. When Jenny went off to her room I slipped in behind the desk.

‘How’s it goin’?’ I murmured to Sinead, one of the receptionists, as I picked up a Fulbright conference pack from a leftover pile. 

‘Ro, love, I think they all have names on them,’ said Sinead.

I dug through the pile until I found a few that didn’t have a registered Student name and Home country at the front of the pack.

‘This is spare,’ I said to Sinead. ‘And if there is any hassle, sure I can hand it back in.’

Sinead looked doubtful. ‘Why do you want it, Ro?’

‘I’m just interested,’ I replied.

I read through the schedule of events for the Fulbright students while I was walking across icy Copley Square to the Boston Public Library. I was thinking of what Fulbright student cultural events and talks I would be free to attend between my cleaning jobs and taking care of Clara Goldfarb. My idle daydreaming was beginning to shape itself into a plan as I climbed up the steps of the library and swung in through the heavy doors. 

I had got used to referring to the library as the BPL. Entering the BPL had become a ritual for me. I loved that moment of putting my body weight behind the cold wrought-iron trellis of the doors and pushing my way through to the marble hall. As I climbed the wide and worn stone steps of the staircase, I liked to put my hand on the shiny brass rail that ran down the centre of it, to touch the dreams of all the other readers who had gone before me. I always paused at the entrance to the Central Reading Room, I liked to take a moment to delight in the sight of the room which was a dreamy fusion of an Italian Renaissance palace with a French Baroque ballroom.

I had come to the library in the last week in August, the very first week I had arrived in Boston, nearly seven months ago. The library and reading room had been a culture shock. I thought there was no way I would ever be able to read in that room bigger than a football pitch, with its wide oak tables. The weather on that August day had also been shocking: the heat was so wet it was like breathing through an old facecloth. I could smell the tang of Boston harbour creeping through the artery of the Charles River, the pungency of rapidly rotting seaweed, the crawl of flies on dead molluscs, the diesel of giant cargo ships. I hadn’t realised the spinning Earth could generate such a mix of acid daylight, beating heat and waves of sweating moisture. The air conditioning of the library had hummed a welcome chill, but I needed to get out. I had stumbled out of the building but instead of finding the street I was in the open centre of the BPL, a prairie of a formal garden, all neat rows of calf-high box hedging, triangles of lawn and a playing fountain with the requisite hunted nymph. I had sat on the marble floor under the colonnade of arches, squinting up at the glinting edifice of the library towering around the cloistered garden. I missed home. I missed dampness that was cold. I missed soft, bending, dipping light, the slow colours. I missed nooks and crannies and clogged ditches, the dripping of rain from hedges and the steady thickness of quiet dying, the heavy air of the long gone.

I hadn’t returned to the library until February, until I was four weeks into my classes: ENG 527 The American Gothic and ENG 553 The Harlem Renaissance. I had made my peace with the BPL reading room. The acres of space above my head still felt wrong, but I had settled on my spot. My ritual now was to walk down the long length of the room to the last tables and camp on either one of the furthest corners facing back into the room. 

Today, both of my spots were already occupied. I took that as an encouraging sign to put my sketchy plan into action and I swivelled back towards the Copley Plaza Hotel. I entered by a side door and made a deft dash into the function room where the Fulbright scholars were having a buffet lunch. I couldn’t see any hotel workers in evidence and regarded that as another good sign. I picked up a plate and a bread roll and joined the queue for the buffet of cold meats and cheeses.

‘Hello.’ 

The good-looking blond boy in front of me had turned around. His name tag proclaimed ‘AUSTRIA’ in large capital letters but it was difficult to read his name, which was in much smaller lettering. 

‘Hans,’ he said, when he saw me trying to decipher the script. 

‘And I’m Ro.’

We shook hands. 

‘Where are you from, Ro?’

‘Oh Ireland, I took off the tag, I didn’t like people staring at my breasts.’

Hans laughed and introduced me to the boy standing next to him.

‘Here is my fellow Austrian, Feet.’

I turned to shake his hand. ‘Feet? Hans and Feet? Really?’

‘Not Feet. FRITZ.’ The boys laughed, a bit manically I thought.

They looked a pair: slim with blond floppy hair, smooth skin, blue eyes, wide smiles, crisp chinos and light blue shirts. The Austrian boys were both studying International Human Rights Law at Harvard. They declared it very funny that an Irish girl was studying English literature in America. I told them I was nearly fluent in English and thankfully they understood the joke, although their hilarity was a tad disconcerting. One of them said that even though they were Austrian they were both nearly fluent in German, and the two of them cracked up. 

I liked the lads, they were shiny with the ease of affluence and they instantly included me in their pairing, so I was now one of a trio, which was very handy as the boys took on the job of introducing me to other students. Hans and Fritz were wonderful at mingling. They told me they both planned to be diplomats and it seemed they had already started accomplishing the soft skills of that smooth profession. I was enjoying myself, except for those times when Hans and Fritz gave me credit for making a witty pun with their names and it was my sad fate they shared the joke with all the other students we met. ‘Hands and Feet! Hands and Feet!’ Only the two Japanese students seemed to genuinely think it funny.

I was anxious about bumping into the genuine Fulbright scholars from Ireland, if indeed there were such creatures. I also shimmied away from the Fulbright administrators who brandished clipboards, as they obviously had lists that no doubt had tick marks. I thought I might be able to blag my way out of any possible query by just pulling out my cleaning agency staff ID and saying I was … I didn’t know exactly what I would say, but something would come to me, it always did. 

After lunch the plan was that the students were going to board buses to take them to the Science Museum for a guided tour and a special screening in the IMAX cinema of the documentary film Race for the Moon. 

‘Hi.’ I fell in next to Jenny as the students were filing out of the hall.

‘Oh hello!’

‘Are you actually going to go to the Science Museum?’ I asked.

‘I expect so, that’s where the buses are going,’ replied Jenny.

‘Yeah, but I’m sure you’ve been there before?’ 

‘No, actually. It was never on my list.’

‘You see, I was thinking we could go down to Haymarket and visit the Friday market and get some oysters and go on the ferry that goes over to Logan, the ferry is free if you get a transfer at Haymarket T, we wouldn’t get off, of course, we would travel back. The view of the city from the harbour is so different, it’s beautiful and it’s so good to be on the water. It’ll be cold, of course. You’ll need a warmer jacket.’

‘Oh. I see. I don’t actually have a warmer coat. Not with me.’

I realised I was scaring Jenny. She did not seem to be the kind of girl who skipped out of a printed schedule and besides, she didn’t know me from a hole in the wall. I bit back questioning Jenny on what kind of warm coat she had and if she had actually managed to survive Boston’s winter with just an English winter coat. My friends, Eily and Mels, had taken pity on me when I had arrived at their apartment one morning in winter, crunching through the early snow wearing only a parka jacket. Mels had insisted on giving me a duck-down coat that reached below my knees.

‘Well, OK so,’ I said as I tried to push away the intensifying realisation that, best-case scenario, Jenny was thinking I was just a bit of an eejit and harmless.

‘That does sound a lot more fun than a Science Museum trip,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t been terribly adventurous in my time here.’

I drifted along with Jenny towards the three buses lined up outside the hotel. The Fulbright administrators seemed to be counting people. Hans and Fritz called me over, they were just about to embark on the second bus. I followed the boys, Jenny followed me, and before I quite knew what was happening I was on the bus in the company of the Fulbright scholars.

I spent the rest of the afternoon trying not to follow Jenny around the Science Museum but only occasionally succeeded. Jenny often laughed at one of my questions or in the middle of a serious story when I was explaining something. Seeing my perplexity, she would say, ‘Oh. You were serious? Were you serious? Oh, you were serious. I am so sorry.’

‘I wasn’t serious if you’re laughing. I love hearing you laugh.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Ro, I really thought you were being funny.’

I wasn’t often sure what Jenny found funny but I had become addicted to her laughter, it was deep and gentle. Jenny had beautiful brown eyes. Jenny’s laughter made up for all of the times when she failed to recognise I was joking.

‘Yes. Yes,’ Jenny would say, nodding earnestly in a concentrated fashion, and I knew she hadn’t a clue what I was on about. 

Even as we continually missed the beat of understanding each other, we continued to circle around each other. Or rather, I kept returning to Jenny’s side. 

 

I got the Fulbright bus back to the hotel and as it shuddered to a stop I snapped out of my fantasy date with Jenny. I realised with a jolt I would have to scarper fast to go to my next job. I muttered, ‘I’ve to go Jenny,’ and I was the first off the coach when its door sighed open. I was slipping across the dark cold of Copley Square, walking towards the T with a familiar chorus of self-recrimination resounding in my head (Why the fuck did I not think about how much of a tool I was until after the event?), when I heard my name being called in that strangely lovely English accent.

‘Ro? Are you going to Haymarket now?’

‘No, sure it’s dark, Jenny.’

‘The ferry? It might be nice to see the city at night?’

‘Eh. Well. I can’t go right now.’

‘Where are you going?’

OK, now it was time to come clean, to confess all. 

‘You know Jenny, I actually work.’

‘What?’

‘Like, part-time.’ I was backsliding, but I stuck to some factual truths. ‘I have a job looking after a Jewish lady out in Brookline, the three weekend nights. I usually stay over, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, 8.00 p.m. to 8.00 a.m. Though this weekend I’ve Sunday free. I’m off there now.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So you won’t be around for tonight’s trip to Fulbright Alumni homes?’

‘Eh …’ (just feckin’ tell her, said the voice in my head) … ‘no.’

‘You couldn’t get the weekend off?’

‘Well …’ This was it. I was going to come clean. I looked at Jenny’s face under the halogen glare and shadow of the lights of Copley Square. It was time to step up and be a grown-up and own up to being a total messer. 

‘… Well, as it’s Easter it was hard, you know, everyone else who looks after Clara is Irish and they all want to go to the pubs today, it being Good Friday.’ (Just tell her, you langer!) And I really like Clara. She’s amazing actually.’ I felt shit.

‘You’re very conscientious,’ said Jenny with an admiration so sincere it stabbed me.

‘I’m a langer,’ I announced, without explanation as to what that might mean. I dumped my bag on the ground and shrugged off my duck-down coat.

‘Here, girl, this was given to me out of the kindness of someone who took pity on me. It’s time I passed it on and got my own coat. They tell me we could have another month of this beyond baltic weather. Put this on. You can’t be wandering around freezing Boston in thin jackets and English wool coats.’

Jenny seemed somewhat stunned. I put the coat around her shoulders and pressed the top fastener closed around her throat. 

I laughed. ‘Nice cloak, Jenny!’

‘I can’t take this from you. What are you going to wear?’

‘Don’t thank me, thank the woman who gave it to me in the first place, her name is Mels Gallagher, that’s who you should thank. And I’m alright to get to Clara’s house. The T takes me nearly to her door. And I’ve my hat.’ I placed my hand on top of my Army surplus hat with ear-flaps tied under my chin.

‘That is quite a hat.’

‘My pals call me Amelia Airhead when they see me in it. But I don’t care. It does the job.’

‘I shall see you tomorrow, Ro. You are coming back in the morning, no?’

I heard myself saying, ‘I am, yes. Of course. See you then.’ (Why the fuck did I say that?)

I thought about Jenny for the entire journey as the swaying carriages of the T carried me out to Brookline.


2

Everyday I Write The Book

I was perished by the time I arrived at Clara Goldfarb’s. I was early by over an hour. It was going to be a treat for Jacinta, I would let her off early. Clara’s daughter paid the bills but Jacinta Fitzsimons was in charge of organising the roster of Irishwomen who cared for Clara. As I arrived at the apartment building a resident was coming out the front door so I was able to slip inside and get the lift straight to Clara’s apartment, where I cheerily rang the front doorbell. Jacinta was smiling a pretty smile as she opened the door but when she saw me she flashed a look of derision.

‘What are you doing here?’ she said.

‘Surprise! I thought I’d let you off early. You can start the weekend early.’

‘Daniel is collecting me here so I’m going to have to stay anyway. That’s typical of you, Ro, you suit yourself but let on like you’re doing a favour for other people.’

‘Sorry. I thought it would be a nice surprise.’

‘At the very least you should have phoned. Do you think you’ll get paid extra? It’s all money with you, isn’t it?’

‘No.’ I was getting pissed off but also fearful of Jacinta getting even more cross. ‘Look, I’ll head. I’ll come back at ten to eight.’

‘I’ll phone Daniel,’ said Jacinta. ‘He might be able to get here earlier. Wait downstairs at the front door. How did you get up here anyway?’

‘Somebody let me in.’

‘That’s illegal, Ro, as you well know!’

I didn’t know but I nodded anyway and turned and made my way towards the lift of the apartment complex.

It was a touchy subject with Jacinta, illegality. She and her boyfriend, Big Dan, both had legitimate visas and they were being sponsored by American relatives. They had been going out together since they’d met at University College Cork, where both of them had studied Economics. Jacinta and I had known each other slightly in UCC, we had friends in common, and Jacinta had seemed keen to help me when I’d first arrived in Boston. We had bumped into each other in the Tristram Shandy and Jacinta had said she could line me up with shifts looking after an old lady (‘very easy gig’), but only if I was legal. 

‘Oh yeah, I’m legal,’ I’d said. ‘I’ve a Green Card through my auntie.’

‘The illegals are giving the whole lot of us a bad name,’ said Jacinta. ‘Some of us are here legitimately but now all of us are tarnished with a bad brush because of the yokes who come in and overstay their welcome!’

I nodded. Jacinta was a bit of a dose, but I needed work. 

‘I remember you were a bit of a leftie, weren’t you? I remember you protesting about the US and El Salvador or Nicaragua with the student hippies. But I’m glad to see you got over that and came to work here. Good! Well, it’s rational for everyone to maximise their own interest,’ said Jacinta with a clipped nod of approval. 

I was uneasy being praised for hypocrisy. I had not tried to get a sponsored visa. I didn't know how, and anyway, there was no way in the wide earthly world I would want to live in America: that right-wing, global war-sponsoring, polluting, capitalist-racist state, founded on genocide with no social welfare system to speak of. America! A place full of wilfully deluded people who bought the bullshit that riches would invariably arrive if an individual worked hard enough. America!

Yet here I was. In America. 

Even if Jacinta had been half-decent about her fellow Irish who were working without papers, I couldn’t tell her that I was using my Auntie Kathleen’s Green Card, which Kathleen had got when she had worked in the States in the 1950s. Kathleen would get a better pension if I got a job that paid taxes. So my secret was implicated in my Auntie Kathleen’s scam. Green Cards were actually very basic affairs, they had no photograph, no date of birth, no information but a social security number. When I went for the interview with the cleaning agency, there were no questions asked once I could produce a Green Card. Kenny Flanagan, the owner, was Irish-American and he liked to give jobs to the New Irish who were coming in droves which hadn’t been seen in Boston since the influx that had brought Auntie Kathleen and her friends thirty years previously. 

Kenny Flanagan had shaken my hand and said, ‘Welcome to the greatest country on earth, Kathleen. I’m Irish, too. We both survived the Famine.’ 

It was hard to imagine Kenny Flanagan had ever been within a time zone of a famine. He looked the quintessential Irish-American, that is, he looked absolutely Irish except more spruce, 20 per cent taller and 40 per cent wider than the average Irish man, and he had also benefited from the kind of orthodontic care not normally on display in an Irish mouth. 

 

I swore curses at Jacinta Fitzsimons as I took the lift back down to the lobby. I sat down on the floor under the mail boxes and took out a collection of poetry by Langston Hughes and I was soon contentedly learning lines of his elegy for Billie Holiday. It wasn’t a requirement to learn the poetry by heart but it was a habit I had got into as a child, and I loved the ways in which the poetry I had memorised took on more and different resonances within me as I got older. It seemed with every passing year I was able to hear something extra in the lines hardwired into my memory. And so the words of the dead are modified in the guts of the living. 

I jumped when I heard Jacinta’s voice. She was standing in front of me and declared, ‘You can’t sit here. Get outside the building.’

‘It’s too cold. I’m not doing that,’ I said quietly, not looking up from my book.

Jacinta was not used to me being anything other than compliant with her wishes and appeasing her aggravation. She may have registered some shock as there was a brief pause before she began to berate me. However, I have excellent skills of zoning out when trouble comes visiting and I knew Jacinta would not leave Clara unattended for very long. I just had to wait this one out. I stared at her feet clad in white court shoes and nylon tights. I noticed that she’d actually ironed a crease into her denim jeans. 
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