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         Praise for Paprika

         
             

         

         Frank McGuinness’ collection, Paprika, moves, roughly, hilariously and heartbreakingly, from Donegal, to Derry, to Manhattan’s posh hotels, to an apartment in Raqqa and a farm in Conglash. McGuinness knows, loves and sees this wide world and paints it with great compassion, sharp wit and always, the beautiful, beautiful sentences.

         —Amy Bloom

         
             

         

         Frank McGuinness has many voices, they come from the dark recesses of the heart; savage, beautiful, insistent and desiring. These stories fought their way out on to the page.

         —Anne Enright

         
             

         

         In this startling collection of stories, Frank McGuinness stalks through the pages like a feral cat with a scabrous wit, casually upending our notions of society in all of its manifestations, historical and modern, mystical and real, poring over the guts of humanity with a delicacy of words that will delight, enthral and terrify.

         —Liz Nugent
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            The Sunday Father

         

         My father died on the same Sunday as Princess Diana. His distraught wife rang to tell me the news. I was not distraught but I did offer her my condolences. She gave me details about the body and its burial. I listened carefully, noting it all down, for I hadn’t the heart or the desire to tell this stranger I wouldn’t be going.

         The tickets were booked and our clothes packed before I had changed out of my pyjamas and showered. I fed our twins, Beth and Simon, their favourite mashed banana. I’d beaten the fruit to a delicious pulp. They are smiling infants except when they eat; then they look solemn as scarecrows. I’ve seen babies devour food as if it will be grabbed from them. Both of mine eat with no sense of hurry, sure that they will be allowed to clean their plates. That is why it took me so long to get dressed. That morning my priority was to see my children did not go hungry.

         Honoria organised our usual minder. Absolutely understood she couldn’t expect notice, ghastly shock, everything would be fine for a few days, a week if we liked, this wonderful woman assured us. And she was sorry to hear about my father. Yes, terrible news, shattering, quite shattering, you’re so good to take both, Ria gushes on the phone. But she adores them, no trouble. When Ria comes back into the kitchen, I notice two little golden beads of sweat on her forehead. Her red hair is unruly. All done, she sighs, and leans back against the sink. Get a move on, get ready, she advises.

         I don’t want to get ready. It is Sunday. I want to make love. I want to throw my red golden beautiful wife to the cold ground of our tiled kitchen, I want to smear mashed banana over her hard flesh, I want to fuck our brains out all day till we have satisfied every terrifying desire and one of us is crying, sobbing our hearts out with pain. I want what I cannot have. Right, I’ll get a move on. Do, do, we don’t have that much time. I have a sudden idea. Maybe we should take them with us. Take the twins to Dublin.

         – Why?

         – He’s not seen them. He probably would want to.

         – You mean your father? He’s dead. How can he see them?

         – Must have forgotten.

         – Just get dressed.

         – All right.

         The mourning for the dead princess I expected in London, but the Irish surprised me. It was all I heard them talking about in the airport. If they were not camouflaging their sorrow behind the newspapers, they were openly lamenting in conversation with each other. What’s happened to the Irish, why have they stopped hating, Ria inquired. I could not help. I was busy wondering how strangers could be so genuinely tearful – and it was real tears I saw them shed – at the death of a woman who in life would not piss on them if their trousers were on fire. The man who bred me and left me, my father, had died that morning. I could not stir up from inside me an ounce of sorrow. How would the little princes, William and Harry, how would they manage without a mother? They have a father, I interrupted one conversation, and it must have been too sharp. For the women stopped talking and looked at me as if I had barked and bit them.

         I was tempted to throw my head back and howl just to see the effect such a manifestation of faked grief would have on the two, but I resisted. What is the point of entertaining with extravagant gestures when you’re never going to set eyes on the bastards again and cannot appreciate their fearfulness recollected in tranquillity? This pack of dungbags boarding our plane was driving me to demented distraction, churning my stomach into stinking sticky salted butter spread thickly on stale bread. Full of nothing but its own fat. My legs too were turning into that rancid mess, melting as we walked into the heart of the aircraft. 

         I would have loved to use my boot to clear off the shits lamenting Diana’s death. Even to tread on their toes. To give them genuine pain. A real reason to weep. To stop their smell so that I would not have to get on the plane and be surrounded by them in that place of their excrement. Today I cannot, I must fly. Ria looked at me early that morning. You are going to Dublin. Don’t try any excuses. We will be at your father’s funeral. I can book tickets and pack in five minutes. That is that.

         
             

         

         I calm myself on the flight. I imagine Beth and Simon lie in my arms. The two of them may weigh a ton together but I don’t mind. Bethy always cries when we try to get her to sleep. Beth-Bethy-Bathsheba, I’d whisper. Bathsheba is what I wish we’d called her, though Simon was Simon from the start. Ria said she might suffer at school from so oddly biblical a name. I argued that it was not as if we were going to send her to school in Nazareth, so we settled on the more acceptably Jewish Elizabeth. I now adore Elizabeth because it belongs to my beautiful daughter, and for her in the future I wish all the diversities and differences her name can transform itself into – Beth, Bessie, Eliza, Eilish, Ella, Lizzie, Lisa, Liza, Eileen and a million more if she so wishes. I wonder which of these my dead father would have settled on for his granddaughter. Probably he would have called her that crying child. That eternally crying child. Put a sock in it. Take the strap to her. Slam a shoe over her arse and that will shut her crying. The slap of a slipper across her face will quieten the bitch.

         Do not touch my baby. She is trying to sleep in my arms. Together with her twin brother. I will sing to them. I start to hum. Ria is curious. What are you singing? Nothing. I am embarrassed at the sound of my voice, so I sing silently to my son and daughter who are now beginning to enjoy their invisible sleep.

         
            
               On wings of the wind over the dark rolling deep

               Angels are coming to watch over thy sleep,

               Angels are coming to watch over thee

               So listen to the wind coming over the sea.

            

            
               Hear the wind blow, love, hear the wind blow.

               Lean your head over and hear the wind blow.

            

         

         My daughter wakes up crying. The little boy wakes up too. I try to comfort them by rocking to and fro, saying, please, little ones, please don’t cry, what’s making you cry? They answer in voices strangely, savagely adult for two-year-old children. Beth blames me for singing such a sad song. That was what made her cry. It also turns out that I had offended Simon’s sense of metrics. He points out that in the ‘Connemara Cradle Song’, my lullaby, I have misused the word ‘over’ three times. It is ‘o’er the dark rolling deep’, ‘o’er thy sleep’, ‘o’er the sea’. This is precisely what the anonymous lyricist composed. He uses the two syllable ‘over’ in the last line. Had he intended two syllables earlier, he would have done so. Also the archaic ‘list’ is preferable to ‘listen’, and ‘list to the wind’ is more beautiful than the barbarous carnage I have inflicted on their infant ears.

         I listen to this tedious nitpicking with good grace. They are still babies really. Such pedantry at that age is quite an endearing trait. Peering at me through horn-rimmed bottle-glass spectacles, their breath reeking of morning sherry, they burst into tears, having assembled about them a group of likeminded academic young ladies, sweet in blue stockings, one of whom is devoted to gathering what monies you can spare for a charity dedicated to the relief of suffering distressed gentlefolk now suffering in greater and greater numbers. Her name, she reveals, is Princess Diana, whose gentle face deserved a softer death than being squashed like a melodeon in a Paris tunnel. I can hear the crash, the car ballooning, the baying of mad dogs. Noise makes the glass of water in my hand fly from me. Luckily the spill drenches only my own person. Ria and the kind air hostess towel me down. He’s fine. I’m fine. No harm done. What were you thinking of? Leave me alone, for God’s sake, I want to say. Instead I thank Ria for organising all of this. She does not smile as I want her to smile. Instead, she is quite serious. She says, that’s fine but maybe you were right. Maybe we should have brought Simon and Bathsheba.

         
             

         

         Jesus, this city, how do I hate thee, let me count the ways. I hate the stench of Dublin filling my nostrils as I take the first step on this hard soil. I contain myself, I stop the smell. My brain is bigger than my body. I decide that I hate the exchange of money in this filthy temple of this filthy city in this filthy country. I suggest we pay for everything in sterling, pound on par for punt, and my wife puts me up against a wall. She declares enough is enough. These are our hard-earned wages. She will not allow herself to be ripped off, not by me, not by any chancer – get that out of my lazy, lousy head. I have put up with your shit too much already this day, she hisses. Absolutely no more. Do I understand that? Because if I don’t she will get on the next available flight to London. Go back to our children. She will leave me to die in Dublin and swear to Jesus will not come back for my funeral. Does she make herself clear?

         If you do not want to do that, wait for me in the bar. Douse yourself with drink. Pour the pints into you. Welcome the fountain of good old Guinness into your hungry exile’s stomach. Crash into a bottle of duty-free Black Bush. Let it rip down your throat. Catch cancer hoarding the smoke of ten thousand Sweet Afton cigarettes safely ensconced in your dirty lungs. Die roaring for morphine and cursing the first Player’s No. 6 you stuck into your mouth, acting the hard man to impress the harder men studying commerce. They could win over women because for some reason they had no fear of them. And you have always been frightened of women, I imagine my wife saying. That man you kept following, my boy, the man you were obsessed with, the man you wanted to fuck, what words did he use to shake you out of his spell? He spoke them in Irish. In Gaeilge. In Erse. An bhuil cinéal eagla ort? Is there some kind of fear in you? Fear of women. His fear, neatly diverted onto me.

         I let Ria queue at the bureau de change. We get a good deal on the exchange, thank Christ. It will be expensive standing drinks at the wake and funeral. I do not know how many friends my father had made but to be safe I am expecting many unfamiliar faces. I watch my wife walk away from the counter. If Princess Diana had ever come to Dublin, rather than gallivant through Paris, now lying cold in the morgue, she too might have stood in line to get Irish money. They could do nothing for her in the best French hospitals and they could do nothing for my father in whatever hospital Dublin deigned to offer one of its least significant citizens. Blood loss stopped her breathing, and my father’s heart could be cut out of his aging body and placed in her hands again, in her veins, her breasts, her child, her children. I think of her sons. The princes. Their savage grief to have lost their mother. I think of myself. My father’s son. My utter indifference. I wished him dead and I got my wish. My father that I hate in this city I hate.

         Ria joins me with our money. We catch a taxi into our city, our capital, the centre of our capital. I hate the roadworks disfiguring the endless detours. I hate the driver cracking jokes about politics. I don’t fucking remember who the Taoiseach is. I do not care. So I say nothing. Ria says your man sounds like a right chancer. Well, he’s rightly screwed us, the driver says, he’s screwed Ireland. I imagine the bastard mounting the statue of Cú Chulainn at the GPO. His prick blasts through the bronze arse of the ancient hero and in juicy jubilation that cock can grow so monumental it bursts through Cú Chulainn’s mouth, spouting poisonous sperm all through this hateful city, its disease of greed infecting the innocent, turning them into the guilty, the gutless, the bastard cowards that let Dublin become this hateful shrine to the shite that it smells of.

         But my nose is sick of shit. I want no more of it. I want to go home. Where is my home? With Simon, my son, my loyal son. With Bathsheba, my daughter, my beautiful daughter. We’re here, Ria says, we’re at the hotel, you have the Irish money, pay the man! The bill is eight million roubles. Fuck it, are we in Moscow, in Petersburg, in Odessa? Why are you speaking, my good man, in that oddly Slavonic fashion? Ria pulls the wallet from my hands. My husband’s father has died, he is behaving strangely. I am sorry for your troubles, the taxi man says. No, you’re not, you’re more sorry for the Princess of Wales, at least you know who she was. I couldn’t give a fuck for her, he assures me, the English can all go to hell. I’m glad the royal family got what was coming to them. She deserved to die young – how many of ours did they take too soon? She got what they were looking for. I vomit profusely in his car, after I laugh myself sick just to let him think I agree.

         He starts to scream. Bastard, bastard, get out.

         He throws open the door beside me. But I decline this invitation to step outside. Instead I lean over the driver’s seat and explode my guts onto where my bigoted chauffeur sat. It dances everywhere, the yellow, the green, the white, inside me, now outside. I vomit for Ireland.

         He has stopped screaming. He is now crying. Big salty tears from his eyes. This fucking grown man is bawling over a car. I ask him, what is wrong? Have you lost your father? Have you lost your young wife? Have you lost your virginity? Why are you weeping and screaming as if I have defiled your life? My father left my mother and so I was defiled as an abandoned child. I recovered from this loss sufficiently well to be capable of stepping out of a cab and entering a hotel with the express intention of checking in, but my wife got there before me and did the dirty of telling them I was in need of sound sleep, that I’d be fine. Absolutely fine. I talk to the weeping driver, I say I am sorry. You have made my father’s funeral much easier to bear. I wish to give you a present. I therefore take a pair of pink socks from my hand luggage and give them to him. I tell him, in Egypt this is the done thing to thank a boy for being fucked. Or indeed for fucking. He stops crying. I smile. I say, please, for you, the least I can do for destroying your beautiful car. These socks belonged to my Egyptian father. He has just died. From an excess of pink.

         Am I thanked for this act of enlightened generosity? Am I buffalo? He hurls the pink socks from the window of his car, and I catch them with the skill that surprises me. The ancient Gaelic game of hurling was never my strong point. Now, a grown man, back with his wife, having fathered two children, albeit twins, I seem to have acquired a skill, a stratagem, a structure to my physical behaviour that allows me to be so quick. So accomplished, so extraordinarily capable of playing with the professionalism abhorred by those who know the game, who rule it, who appreciate the finer points of its playing.

         Clearly my father dying has unleashed in me not so much a masculine grace but the leonine female strength of a good man with a sliotar in one hand and a stick in the other, arriving at that moment of triumph in a match when he becomes she and is unbeatable. I was my father’s son, but when the old boy, the old fella, the old man died, I could, had I so wished, become queen of England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland – the entire territory of the United Kingdom – should I have stayed with the treacherous, disloyal adulterer who was my husband.

         Instead I married early. A virgin. I married a woman who sleeps, exhausted, in the afternoon, having gotten up early, arranged flights, dumped two kids, done every fucking job demanded of her: she sleeps beside me. What are her dreams?

         She is with her husband. A drug dealer. He showers three, four times a day since he’s given up heroin. He concentrates instead on selling, while all the time seeking by showering to be rid of the stench that is himself. No, that will not do. Next dream.

         She mutilates herself as punishment for not having children. Her unhappy husband encourages this by sipping the blood from her wound, so purple, so lovely in the flow of juice. He dresses himself in her mutilation so he can be a man and a woman. He wraps himself in such fashion as he wishes for the cloths of heaven to swaddle round his wife’s cunt and then he may not fuck her. He is thinking of his dying father. The same day as Princess Diana died. When he tries to breathe he finds her blonde hair inside his mouth. He finds a broken, beautiful body in the bathroom as he takes a piss. She is white, gentle soap in the hands he washes, pink English Rose in the paste against his yellowing teeth and the smell of woman in her corpse as he turns to kiss his sleeping wife, at siesta, at peace, in Dublin, the city he hates. 

         How do I hate thee, let me count the ways. I walk down Grafton Street. My, how it is changed. It is wonderful the way Dublin has turned its magical streets into my father crying like a child not to be left alone. Diana nowhere to be seen. Absolutely nowhere. I think my wife is pregnant. This would explain my behaviour.

         
             

         

         We take the Dart to Booterstown to meet the woman who married my recently deceased father. In our pockets we carry wallets with a wad of Irish money, a little of my medication, pictures of our twins, pictures of ourselves, pictures of my father, pictures of Ria’s parents, pictures of our house in London, pictures of myself at the age my father left us, pictures that go to make up life if you live by pictures. We reach the coast and get out of the Dart. I’ve done this before. Three times I’ve stood at the rusting stairway looking into the grey sea and dirty sand, wondering if he might be taking a constitutional walk along the shore and by chance bump into me. The waves would sometimes threaten to mount the stone wall and soak me, but they never did. The sea at Booterstown is well mannered. I would stand there looking out at the hard water thinking of my mother abandoned by my father, and in the seabirds’ harsh voices I could hear her weeping at her cruelty in driving him away even though it was the right thing to do, for the brute beast could not keep his claws off women, any women, all women. I was once tempted to start beating my head against the wall for no good reason other than to drive my parents’ memory out of my brain, but that would not have worked. I remember everything. I stand today before crossing over, looking at the deserted strand – it is always deserted – when to my shock, two horses, one white, one brown, driven by young girls, race like lightning striking the land, scattered silver beneath their hoofs, then disappear forever out of sight on their way towards the city submerged beneath black traffic.

         
             

         

         – You could have knocked me down with a feather when I heard your name was the same as my own. Talk about like father and son. Two of them picking women called Ria. Of course I would say your full name is Maria. Am I right?

         – It’s Honoria, actually, my wife informs.

         – How lovely. You’ll never guess what mine is, so I’m not going to give you the trouble of guessing. I’ll tell you straight. It’s Rialto. I’m called after the cinema my mother had her first court in. Could you beat that? My poor sister, Lord have mercy on her, she passed herself off as Agnes but she was christened Angina. I know it’s a disease, but my mother swore she was some kind of Neapolitan saint devoted to the care of the Sacred Heart. She was a cruel woman at a baptism font. But didn’t we survive? And God love her, she left myself and himself lying in that coffin this lovely little house in Booterstown.

         That is where we are sitting, myself, two Rias, a scrawny priest called Father Gerard and the corpse of my dead father in whose name we are gathered under this roof, hearing the click of the two clocks, watching a blank TV screen, smelling the roses on the wallpaper, the daisies on the carpet and the marigolds on the cushions. The net curtains are clean, the whole house stinks of scrubbing soap and the priest is lisping his way through another decade of the rosary. Some men might believe they have a vocation to the priesthood because of a vision, a vow, a desire to make money, a desire for security, but Father Gerard took to the collar because he was a sissy, and this vocation was as good a means of protecting his goolies from marauding boots as any other devised by God or man. He looks like a sissy, talks like one, sits like one, breathes like one. No one, as I’ve said, could lay a finger on him or kick the shit out of him because the bastard is both a priest and an old man. Changed times, though, in Dublin. Neither age nor dignity might spare him in this country where they’ve begun to hate the old and have always hated the clergy but were too tongue-tied, too servile, too superstitious to admit it.

         The short silence between us is broken by the widow.

         – So you have a little boy and a little girl. I would have loved a child, a girl, but himself would not hear of it. Begging your pardon, young man, your father had enough with the one. Nothing to do with you. All to do with your mother. I’m not speaking out of turn. You know no love was lost between them. But she broke his heart, and I could not heal it.

         Father Gerard’s voice minces its way through some observations on how many hearts have been broken by love, but if we turn fully to God he mends them, mends them all, alana darling. He ends every sentence with that Gaelic term of endearment. Mercifully he announces he has to be on his way. He shakes my hand, his fingers like sponge in sherry trifle. This is what he would taste like as he kisses both women on the cheeks. Sweet mother of the divine and gentle fuck, he bends over the coffin and if this big bowl of yellow jelly dribbles on my dead father’s face, I will stab him and strangle him with his own pink entrails or tear the tongue from his mouth descending onto the dead flesh of my father’s lined, white, hairless face. His lips reach the forehead, they touch it, they seem to linger but instead they are whispering, God take you, God bless you, God love you. And God forgive you, I add but no one takes me up.

         The priest leaves. The three of us relax a little. It is clear my father’s widow is glad to see the back of the clergy. She is smiling. She eyeballs me.

         – Did you know your father had a great sense of fun? Especially with women. He wasn’t dirty but he could make the ladies scream. I remember once in a pub in Blackrock. It was called The Dolphin then, what it’s called now God knows. Every Saturday night we had a singsong. One evening’s end your father, he hurled back his head and he roared—

         
            
               Let your wind blow, girls, let your wind blow,

               Throw your leg over and let your wind blow.

            

         

         Then he would pretend to fart. The gang of us would die laughing.

         The face in the coffin does not laugh or cry or sing. He is my father of whom I know fuck all, care less. To this old woman he is the flower of her forest now plucked and withered. He smells of orchids rare as the love between them that lasted through their life together and our life apart.

         – Do you hate me? she questions.

         – Yes, I did, I answer.

         – Do you still?

         – I don’t think so, no.

         – Good.

         Again she eyeballs me, her blue watery pupils still capable of piercing.

         – Life’s too short. Jesus, look at Princess Diana, poor girl. Such a lovely young woman, her life smashed to pieces. But enough about her, we have our own grieving, haven’t we? You must be wondering something. Why are we not inundated with friends and family? I know in Donegal the wakes are black with people, folk coming out your ears. You must think Dubliners very bad neighbours. Not so, my man. Your mother’s funeral was like Grafton Street on Christmas Eve I’m told – mind you, she was buried on a Sunday, plenty there just going to mass. I’ve insisted on house private. It’s looking very stuck up but when it’s always been just the two of you, it’s nice to spend the last hours together with no one to bother you. It’s a surprise to me the two of yous came over from London, such bother and expense, but I had to tell you, for of course you had the right to see him. Should I make tea? Would you like some tea? I don’t think he hated you. Rest assured—

         – He broke my mother’s heart.

         – I’m sorry to interrupt you, she interrupts. That is just nonsense. I want to show you something. Look what I’ve hidden under the stairs.

         She opens a press door.

         – What do you think of that?

         We look in and see it. A crossbow.

         – Jesus Christ, Ria says, what is—?

         – A crossbow. He saved up and bought it on the quiet. He’d always wanted one and a few years ago he figured out why. He imagined it must be the cruellest death, to go by crossbow. That was how he was going to top your mother off. How much he hated her. Lucky enough I stumbled on it searching for our plastic Christmas tree. That’s where we stored it and I almost fainted when I came upon that contraption. I spelt it out to him. The only way he would not spend his last days in Mountjoy would be to plead insanity, and only a sane man could have managed to fire this boyo. Isn’t it terrifying? Would it not put the heart crosswise in you? I’m sure he wanted you to have it. The man was never practical when it came to presents. How would you get that past airport security in the times that are in it? You see, no sense when it came to giving – I was nearly landed one birthday with an anaconda just because I was foolish enough to admire the creature on David Attenborough’s programme. Again, pure luck – I found out in time and put the foot down. Me or the anaconda. Choose. Innocent he was, in that way. I know what I’ll do. You have a son. I’ll save it for him here, the crossbow. When he’s man-big he might be allowed then to travel on planes with such things. You have a bit of a cross face on you. Have I offended you?

         – How could he have hated my mother so much?

         – To want to murder her? Tit for tat in a way. She wanted rid of him. She had you as consolation for his loss. In fact if you want the truth, your father told me, after you were born, she had her son and he’d done his job as far as she was concerned. He could bugger off. She banished him from the bed, that’s for sure. He upped and went to Dublin. He got a job in the docks and was in digs near Monkstown. I met him through my brother. Jesus, your da was a broken piece of work then. She’d demolished him well. That bitch – don’t deny it, bitch she was – she had ridiculed him into believing everything he did was wrong. Everything he touched would smash. She left him barely a man at all. I’ll never forget the first time I touched him between the legs. He got such a shock I thought he’d crack in two. His nerves were shot, but I had a kind word for him and a gentle hand. It was all he needed. He was soon in my bed. We lived as husband and wife and nobody knew any different. I made a man out of the drink of water your whitred of a mother discarded.

         My father continues to lie peacefully in his resting place, not contradicting her, not standing up for himself or for his own, giving nothing away as she lights four candles at each compass point of the coffin and throws a torrent of holy water onto the corpse.

         – That will waken him if he’s only letting on he’s dead for a laugh, she says, starting to sing the ‘Connemara Cradle Song’ over his corpse.

         Ria my wife has been saying nothing. She just eyes me like a hawk. I would like to think my silence worries her. But that’s not the look on her face. Instead I’d swear she is enraged. Her mouth has the tight squeeze I loathe. It is the look of her mother watching her brothers down more than two beers. It is the look of a woman who wants alcohol but may deny it fiercely. Were I to see that expression permanently on her face it would eventually turn my heart to stone and kill me.

         – If you don’t want tea, how about a whiskey or a bottle of stout? It’s all I’ve got in the house. All your father would drink. Would you like a sherry, Ria?

         – I’ll have a whiskey, Ria answers. And if it’s all right I’ll pour it myself. She starts to open presses searching for drink and finds it pretty easily.

         – Help yourself, good woman, the widow suggests.

         – I will, my wife replies, if I may be so bold. I hope you don’t mind me being forward, seeing how you’ve called my husband’s mother all the names of the day. But I understand how a lady like herself must have been so sour. That woman was a warrior. She tried to drive a JCB through our marriage bed. Her main method of disruption was the scare of her catching cancer. When she did die, it did come as a shock that she eventually succumbed to a strange ringing in her ears, an incessant pounding of extraordinary noises largely emitting from her heart that the poor woman insisted was moving with absolute licence through her body. She could hear it beating in her ears, her throat, even on one occasion that I witnessed myself, in her feet, causing her to dance like a being possessed in the bloodstream by the rhythm of her heart.

         – She jived till she died, the widow rhymed.

         – I cannot say for sure, Ria politely ignored the joke. But it may have been that exertion which caused my poor husband’s mother to pass away. I believe she went cursing me for stealing her sad son from her arms, dividing mother from child as she divided father from child, but I cannot confirm or deny this ironic twist as the unfortunate matron expired minutes, yes, a matter of seconds, before we arrived in her rather impressive abode in Donegal. A self-made woman who made her pile running single-handedly the first supermarket in her home town – people used to come just to see the checkout machine. Innocent times indeed. She was well respected there, you know, not least because she dumped the useless fucker you devoted the past years of your life to serving. Weren’t you the fool? Do you know, I’ll have another whiskey.

         Then Ria did something remarkable as she poured her drink. I was stunned to hear her sing. The first time I discovered my wife had the loveliest, sweetest, barely audible soprano voice. There she was, cradling her glass, finishing the refrains of that Connemara lullaby.

         
            
               The currachs are sailing way out on the blue

               Laden with herring of silvery hue.

               Silver the herring and silver the sea

               And soon there’ll be silver for my baby and me.

            

         

         One Ria joined voices with the other Ria.

         
            
               Let your wind blow, girls, let your wind blow, 

               Throw your leg over and let your wind blow.

            

         

         Then they farted with their mouths and their faces were like bulldogs smelling each other’s arses. I was visibly shaken. In my quiet way I like women to be women and from what little I knew of Father, I genuinely believe he would have agreed with me. In the day that was in it I also feel duty bound to point out that such vulgarity was not Princess Diana’s way. An adulteress, yes, a foolish virgin before she married, yes, whose manners and breeding led to the bloody farce of her death, yes, but God was sufficiently enamoured of her not to leave her decapitated as it was said, wrongly, he did Jayne Mansfield in her car crash all those years ago. He must have approved of Diana, for I can remember a devout Christian of my slight, fleeting acquaintance laughing hysterically at that headless image of poor Miss Mansfield, laughing with such relish that it was clear only after the moment of her death could this sad bag of shit wank about her. Avoid such Christians and avoid all talk of Diana or decapitation of the female form when two such women are hitting the bottle the way Ria and Ria were doing. I close my eyes and pretend to sleep as they prattle.

         – Has himself fallen asleep? the widow inquires.

         – He might have, my wife equivocates.

         – His father had the same habit, her opponent taps fingers against a glass. 

         – It’s a bad one, my wife decrees.

         – There’s worse, Rialto contradicts.

         – What?

         – His father used to hide the drink, Rialto confesses.

         – Your late husband? (Who the fuck else, I feel like interjecting.)

         – Himself, she enlightens.

         – You let him?

         – I had to. He was a terrible man if you crossed him. (My mother could confirm that.)

         – You were a martyr, Honoria canonises my father’s wife.

         – A martyr to his moods, Rialto elaborates.

         – What would you do to get drunk? Honoria asks.

         – Go down to the off-licence and buy it, Rialto admits.

         – That’s what I do too, she whispers.

         – Uncanny, the widow returns the whisper.

         – We were meant to meet, Ria, my wife, ponders the role of fate.

         – Thank God I made the phone call, the widow prefers to believe in a benevolent divinity.

         – He wasn’t going to come, the treacherous bitch lets it out of the bag.

         – Why not? (It is a challenge.)

         – His dead mother, the hateful woman tells all.

         – Fuck her, says the widow who did not go to finishing school. 

         – Our son and little daughter, sad his father never saw them, my evil wife begins to sob.

         – Bless them. Does he love them?

         – He loves me, Honoria is now letting tears fall.

         – His father loved me, the widow joins in the weeping aria.

         – And he’s dead, the cruel wagon reminds her.

         – She took him from me, Rialto blames my unfortunate mother.

         – Who did?

         – His fucking whore of a first wife. When she died.

         – From the grave?

         My strange wife learns of things that trouble her.

         – Where she belonged. She waited. She wanted him, the widow clarifies.

         – How do you know that, Rialto?

         – She told him. He told me. His dying breath.

         She pours more whiskey.

         – What did he say? My wife downs her drink.

         – She’s looking, she’s laughing, she’s giving me her disease, the widow follows suit, swallowing the booze quickly.

         – The sounds she was hearing?

         My wife pours more whiskey.

         – In her heart, the very same. Calling him from mine into her arms.

         – She was jealous, my wife states the obvious. What did she say?

         – It wasn’t just what she said. It was the way she looked.

         Rialto grows mysterious.

         – How did she look?

         – She took the shape of Princess Diana. The widow’s face is grey as her hair.

         – That’s not possible. My wife is glad she wore black as the rooms dim.

         – She kept telling my dying husband her marriage killed her.

         – Diana asked him for help?

         – She told him she had two children. He loved children, the widow sobs.

         – Not his own. He didn’t love his own son.

         My wife is on my side.

         – True, but he took pity on this beautiful girl and died to keep her company.

         – As she travelled across the river Styx.

         – In a boat? Rialto inquires, ignoring the allusion.

         – It must have been.

         – At least it wasn’t the number 7 bus.

         – What is that?

         – It goes through Sallynoggin.

         – I don’t know it.

         – Tell me this and tell me no more, the widow is testing my wife.

         – Another whiskey? 

         – Pour, pour, pour, she urges generously.

         – What’s your question?

         – When I take the number 7 bus it’s full of Chinese—

         – What about them?

         – So many Chinese people on that one bus, the widow observes.

         – What’s the problem?

         – The bus can take eighty-one people—

         – What is the matter with you?

         – How can billions of Chinese fit in to the one double-decker?

         – Is that what it seems like to you? Do you see them in their billions?

         – I do.

         – Then God love your eyes, Honoria blesses the other woman.

         By this stage of their conversation I am still pretending to sleep as they sip whiskey, not noticing a strange noise disturbing the calm of the corpse. It looks as if only I can witness it. My father has left his coffin. He has heard enough of the women’s endless tattle. He has decided such stuff is not for him. As he did in life, finite life, he leaves, choosing not this discourse of fair ladies as his infinity, his destiny. Yes, he fucks off, leaving those behind to manage as well as they might. The women, so absorbed in their mourning, their drinking, need not notice the dead man slipping away, no more than my mother did when he scrammed from their bed, despite my calling, daddy, daddy, where are you going? Why are you leaving us? What did I do?

         If he hears us, he does not answer. If he does not hear, then he is not in this house. If he is not there, then he may not ever have been, and neither might I nor any of us. The women by this time are lighting more candles. They have started to pour Irish whiskey over the empty coffin. Ria and Ria kiss each other. They swear eternal friendship. They dance. I watch them. Then they study photographs of our children. My son is called after my father, I hear Ria telling his widow. Then they resume dancing and the tiny lad comes leaping into their dance. The ghost of my father reappears, seen by only me and my boy. Daddy lifts a candle and lets hot wax fall onto my poor little boy’s fat legs. They are scarred by the fire my father leaves behind him, on my soft son, crying like a girl, like a boy, and I walk away, because to do otherwise would be to pet and confuse him.

         I hear him scream too for his daddy. Father. It is the Sabbath, I cannot hold you. But I do explain to him that I have died and I have an appointment with a member of the British royal family. She too has expired this morning and by reason of courtesy, she must have priority over all common attachments. That is how things work in the country of shades. I hear my little boy say he will sing me a song if I come back. I let him sing: 

         
            
               The minstrel boy to the war is gone,

               In the ranks of death you’ll find him.

               His father’s sword he hath girded on

               And his wild harp slung behind him.

               ‘Land of song,’ cried the warrior bard,

               ‘Though all the world betray thee

               One sword, at least, thy ranks shall guard,

               One faithful harp shall praise thee.

            

         

         As I listen to this childhood voice, I realise I will remember his gentle face forever, but I turn my back and beg him to forgive me, since he can never forget me. On the other hand we all have our problems. Fuck him. Sing on, sonny boy, you’ll be a tougher man for it.

         
            
               The minstrel fell, but the foeman’s chain

               Could not bring that proud soul under,

               The harp he loved ne’er spoke again

               For he tore its chords asunder

               And said, no chains shall sully thee,

               Thou soul of love and bravery.

               Thy songs were made for the pure and free,

               They shall never sound in slavery!

            

         

         Lulled by this lament, the women now sit in a stupor. Hand in hand. They sit listening to sudden rain, glass clattering against glass. They say they’re glad to be inside this night. They still do not notice my dead father has gone missing outside in the torrent flooding the dry streets, the lanes, the tree-lined avenue of Booterstown, valley of willows and mistletoe, unkissed men and women, bending the yew and sycamore, tragic creatures of the forest giving refuge to the moving limbs of my father’s corpse, miraculously flexible now, stirred into his second life as animal, vegetable, mineral, drinking the earth’s sustenance through the damp black and blue of the clay they might have shovelled on the pale wood of his coffin, had he not decided to do a runner. Should I tell them a miracle has occurred? A man has risen from the dead? I decide to delay the Messiah moment. They’d only fly into a panic. They’d want to search for the body. Where on earth could they begin? Where could they find him? It is the dark of night. Let us wait till Sabbath, the Sunday father passes. Then we’ll see.
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