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Foreword



I had no intention of writing another book. My first memoir, Standing in Gaps, was about a time almost forgotten – about a me I hardly remember and an innocence that couldn’t be continued. It offended no one. A second instalment would have to deal with the older me – a me I can remember – a me that sends a rush of blood to my jowls every time I think about him. It’s one thing being a young naïve boy in ’70s Leitrim, but to recount the downright stupidity of my older self in the shoulder-padded ’80s is a different thing altogether. I could lie and paint a handsome picture of a lad who had just turned eighteen, follow him till he was on the threshold of twenty-five; put a nostalgic spin on that Ireland – on that me. But that wouldn’t work. I’d be found out. My readers are too astute – I think they’d spot a major fabrication.


And, of course, there’s another very good reason not to write about that part of my life. Not very much happened in that part of my life. At least, not much happened to me. So, why do I persist in writing another memoir? Well, it’s for you. Because you were there too. I might not mention your name, but you’ll see yourself in there. You had to be there. Surely, I wasn’t the only one fumbling? The only one being rejected? Surely, I wasn’t the only one falling in and out of love – in my head. We were all there, and from what I can recall, we were all just doing our best. Of course, it was embarrassing and stupid, and, let’s face it, at times, not much fun. But if we did everything right as youngsters, we’d have nothing to write about. Certainly, I’d have nothing to write about. Who wants to read about success – someone succeeding? Someone being careful and always doing the right thing and driving their mother to Mass? No! We want to read about driving our mothers mad. And our fathers. And mostly … ourselves.


My father is all over these pages. Every time I sat down to write, there he was – looking out at me, wondering had I nothing better to do. Maybe I’m writing to bring him back – to lock horns with him once more. Because, although he’s gone 21 years, I still miss him. I still think about him every day, and I’m sure he’d love to get a dig in about me putting him in a book. He wouldn’t want to be in a book – any book. ‘I’d rather be in Drumshangore Bog!’ he’d say. But he has no choice – he’s in it now. And a good job, because he’s the one who mostly filled those pages of my life – without him, there’d be no book.


And there’d be no book without my mother. She’ll kill me. ‘Molafuster me,’ as she’d say herself – because, in the book, she’s mostly giving out. Not that she was always giving out, but because she could give out in the most poetic way – a way that always stuck. And if my father was the bridge of our ship back then, my mother was the sails. She’s the one who caught the wind and moved us forward and sideways and every way – any way but still! They were an unlikely couple – an extraordinary combination. Our ship. Our sails. And sometimes our seas.


And then you have the bloody ’80s! What a gobshite of a decade that was. The decade when Ireland invited America over on holidays and it never quit raining – with the good white runners destroyed. It was cultural chaos – a musical traffic jam. Like we were being lapped by America in a donkey derby … and there’s nothing worse than looking up a Yank’s ass as it strides for home! God help us, we hadn’t got a chance!


Then factor in Leitrim and no love or contraception – only ones coming out from Confession. What kind of a book could ya pull from that? A funny one, I hope. One that might not make the Booker Prize, but might remind you of you. At my expense, of course … and Mammy’s and all the other characters who were interesting enough to get caught between these covers.


So, here it is. As honest and as lively as I can get it. It has been painful going back. Not in a sad or tragic way, but I had to open up old sores to find it. Sores, full of the pus of my youth. And it’s all true! I couldn’t make it up – I’m not that good.




















Wake up



There I was … being violently awoken by my mother.


‘Are ya awake? It’s nearly half eight!’


I wasn’t fully awake … I was a young fella and could sleep for Ireland at the time. My mother was my alarm clock. She could do gentle: ‘Are ya up?’ She could be slightly more hurried: ‘I say, are you up?’ And then she could be wholly unpleasant: ‘I’m not going to call you again! Will ya get up for work or you’ll be late! Lying in bed like Methuselah … or one of the McCafferys!’


Poor auld Methuselah used to get shoved into sentences in our house for dramatic purposes only. No one knew who, what or where he came out of – but his name had a nice ring to it and words of leverage were needed to get a young lad out of bed in the mornings. It was a Friday morning. Yesterday, I was seventeen – today I was not. But there was no time for birthday joviality and me late for work. I got up, put on my clothes, went downstairs, ate a feed of porridge, grabbed an armful of sandwiches that my mother had made and went out the door. I was not late for work – I was never late for work. No one in our house was ever late for work.


Our house (the house we were living in) was soon to be called the ‘old house’ because we had built a new house in front of it – a modern bungalow to replace the humble storey-and-a-half farmhouse that had stood for hundreds of years without ever being replaced before. The main reason for the new house was that there was no bathroom in the old one. We would be the first O’Rourkes to do our business inside. That was something to look forward to. And we had built the new house ourselves – a project spanning over two years. A kiss-me-arse sort of job that only my father would take on. My father was Jim Rourke – or Jim O’Rourke, depending on where you were coming from – and he was a man of great vision. He couldn’t see what would be wrong with us building our own house. There was no such word as stress back then, but ‘this bloody house with this bloody L’ had taken its toll on all of us. The ‘L’ meaning it was an L-shaped house and not just a straight bungalow. The Auld Lad was in line for an honorary degree in head scratching and giving out, and my mother had started working in the local textile factory in Newtowngore to help pay off the £12,000 county council loan. I was an apprentice carpenter but had only ever made fitted kitchens, and my brother, Kevin, was the farmer. Well, we were all farmers of sorts. When it came to hay time or the bog or moving cattle – we were all brought in to help, even my sisters. Margaret, who was in Dublin, and the youngest, Geraldine, who was still at school, were summoned, when available, to stand in gaps and make tea for the men and join in the kerfuffle that always went on around our place. We farmed bad land well – a Leitrim man’s downfall – and only a few acres in the whole lot. Growing up in Leitrim in the ’80s was like trying to hold your ground in quicksand. It was unstable. We were all unstable, but we thought we were the cow’s tit.


I went to work – driving my recently acquired love-mobile to Carrigallen – and opened the factory for Tommy Reilly. Tommy Reilly made these newfangled fitted kitchens in this newfangled factory, that had been built a few years before. I had been with him for almost three years now, and I was so trustworthy, he had given me the keys to open up every morning. I was never late. I didn’t drink or smoke or curse or keep lads waiting at the door. I was a rock of sense for my age … and today I turned eighteen and it hadn’t taken a whit out of me. Mad for work and challenging myself at every opportunity. I had money in the post office, a full driver’s licence, two Under-14 medals for football, three years under my belt as a county Minor and still one to go. I was six foot two and sure that my life was just about to soar. Turning eighteen should have been a time for taking stock, but I didn’t. I wasn’t one for taking stock.


There had been nothing about my birthday in the house that morning – no time, I suppose – but I was sure there’d be some sort of fuss made of me when I got home. Not that turning eighteen was a big deal in 1983; or that my family, of all families, were into in-house celebrations. But surely they should appreciate the magnitude of my achievements thus far and feel the need to lavish me with roundabout praise? There was never straightforward praise in our house. The best you could hope for was some sort of indirect cryptic remark that might mean something positive, and then again … might not. Maybe it was better if they said nothing? A positive remark might disturb my sullen existence … might destabilise my foreboding, and then I’d have no excuse to sulk or enjoy the trappings of misery which gave me such pleasure at the time. Let’s face it, being seventeen or eighteen is no walk in the park – more like a trudge through the cow tracks of a wet field. Whether it was the hormones or the ham sandwiches, I was as dull and as glum a young fella as you could find … with the potential to become downright subdued.


Happy pieces of jigsaw are no use unless you can fit them together. At seventeen/eighteen I was in no mood to start searching for which bit fitted into which. I’d have more like taken out a gun and shot the jigsaw – if I had a gun. Lucky I didn’t. I went home after work and Mammy said, ‘Happy birthday,’ and I said, ‘Thanks.’ And there was more. Mammy gave me a card with a tenner, and I got a card from my Aunt Peggy with another tenner and a present from Margaret and one from Geraldine. And that was it. I didn’t even have the manners to smile or show any emotion or appreciation … only played Sultry Sue all the way. I tried to eat my dinner before the Auld Lad came in as I thought his enthusiasm for my birthday might tip the scales. But he caught me as I was downing the last shovelful of spuds.


‘What height is them presses that you’re putting in in that kitchen beyond? I think that bloody windowsill is too low.’


And then we were into 34 inches plus the thickness of the top and allow for the tiles … And thank God for measurements and tiles and low windowsills and not having to have a proper conversation with your dad.


My father was not quite a farmer nor a fool but came close to proving me wrong on both counts at different times in his life. He’s gone over 20 years now, and there’s not a day goes by that I don’t talk to him or quote him or feed from his legacy. A true man and father of his time … properly embarrassing to no one but his own. Awkward and straight at the same time. A man with a sense of what was just and what was just nonsense. He had independent thought – a rarity at the time – and he taught us integrity and how to put on an edge. He hated to see someone cutting grass or a hedge or bread with a bad edge. ‘Sharpen the knife or the blade and it will do the work.’ I never hugged him – or him me – but I do remember sitting on his knee as a child and rubbing his stubbled chin. He rarely went unshaved, but this day he had growth on his face, and I was fascinated by its roughness to the touch. Yet it felt like I was taming him with every stroke. As close and as intimate as a father and son could be. I didn’t feel pride or love or joy … it was just being on my daddy’s knee and stopping him from having his tea. I only ever touched his face once after that.


I shook his hand once when I came back from the States in 1986, and he and me mother came down to Shannon airport to meet me. It was a cold day in March, and he had purple hands because of his bad circulation. Mammy hugged me and welcomed me home, and he held out his big purple hand and shook mine and said, ‘Was there many on the plane?’ The other time I touched his face was when he died. That strange thing people do when they see a corpse … they touch the hands or make a sign of the cross on someone’s forehead. It’s an awful act really, taking advantage of someone by touching them when they’re dead and they can’t respond. But I touched my father’s face after he died. It was cold and devoid of life – so I chose to remember when I was just a child, when he bounced me on his knee and said:


Up, up little horsey


Up, up again


How many miles to Dublin?


Four score and ten


And then I touched his stubbled chin and cheeks – when he was mad alive and so was I. When the world was full of wonder for the both of us, before he began to worry about me and my fate and where I should aim and when I should throw. Did he not know to leave me be? But how could he? He loved me too much; he loved us all so much that he had to always throw in his sixpence worth. He was a great father – no hugging or cuggerin’ like now; telling childer that they’re great and them not even able to put on an edge. The last thing you want is happy contented young people. Sure nothing would ever get done or changed or disturbed if we let them think that they’re great and intelligent and well adjusted. Me and my father would continue with and without each other for evermore.




















The bottom rung



At last, I was a grown-up. I had survived the child labour, the poverty and the embarrassment of being a farmer’s son in Leitrim. It had been claustrophobic, but at least now, I was a young adult – bulging with adulthood and big shoes and leftover ideas. I could have been anywhere else that night, but I wasn’t. I was in Carrigallen parish hall, standing against the wall, expecting adulthood to beam me up. That was never going to happen. It was the 11th of March 1983 – a Friday night – my eighteenth birthday! Thankfully, no one knew it was my birthday except me, my mother and my sisters. My father and brother were unaware, as birthdays back then were not really a ‘thing’. They caused little distraction or annoyance – or joy. And being in the hall that night only added to the severity of my new-found realisation. I was eighteen and smack bang on the bottom rung!


There was sometimes an air of excitement going into Carrigallen Hall. Like when we went there to see the local play. The Carrigallen Community Players, under the stewardship of Father Patsy Young, were magic. For a couple of weeks every spring the hall was a place of laughter and expression and escapism. The rest of the year it was well-kept, tidy … and uninspiring. An all-year-round exhibition of tongued and grooved wall panelling and echo. A wooden floor, underused for dancing, badminton, indoor soccer and basketball; a balcony at the back for cups of tea and Pioneer meetings. A side room for snooker and billiards, and just off the main hall, the mineral bar and the shop – empty shelves, price lists and sticky underfoot conditions.


Tonight we were there to support a local social. There was always need for a parish social – a fundraiser. It might be for a missionary priest who was heading back out on the missions after spending some time at home – back to converting the poor unfortunate, non-Christian heathens of the world. Or a dance for a family whose house got burned. Or a woman whose young husband got killed by a bull – or off his motorbike – or got his leg broke in a football match. Or if someone was going to Lourdes to get cured of an incurable disease. The parish would come together and throw money into the biscuit tin and satisfy themselves that they had done the right thing. These community events would always be held in the Hall and not in the Kilbrackan Arms Hotel, so that those who didn’t drink didn’t feel intimidated by alcohol-infused friendliness and enthusiasm. A parish social in the Hall was as careful and as timid as a mouse party underneath the floorboards of the county home.


Tom Farrell was the tall, stern officer of the Hall: the caretaker. A middle-aged man up to his furrowed brow in fold-up chairs, Dettol and Emerald sweets. His brown pinstriped suit in perfect parallel with the tongued and grooved surroundings. He was always there. His grumpiness, dutifulness and honesty were never in doubt. He manned the door, the floor, the shop … and he set the mood. He took no pleasure in being the only responsible adult with lock and key. He did not bend; he did not break, and smiled only for the priest. And he was on to young people! He knew the tomfoolery they could get up to; he had enough of the empty Tayto packets and the sweet papers; the smuggled-in bottles of fun … and the chewing gum! Young people were nibbling away at the Hall’s very foundations and his job was to call order … which he did. Luckily, tonight there were no young people – just old people with the youth sucked out of them. There would be no tomfoolery here; just order and control. Tonight, nobody was having fun.


Tonight’s charity was floating close to the bottom of the worthy causes barrel. It was for a McKenna man who lost his tractor when his hayshed went on fire. The hayshed got burned, the tractor got burned and he was fierce lucky that the turf shed wasn’t burned too. But there was no turf in the turf shed. And there was only hay in one bay of the hayshed. And it wasn’t good hay; it was real bad auld fusty hay. And the tractor could have been saved, if it had started. But it didn’t start. It couldn’t start – because there was no battery in it. McKenna was a lazy, through-other type. A man fond of reading and having opinions on issues that had nothing to do with him. It’s hard to have sympathy for a man who left hay lying out in cocks for months, while he was going around discussing the Falklands war! A man who went off to an agricultural show, instead of helping to look for Mrs Boyle that time. And although it turned out that Mrs Boyle wasn’t actually lost, he wasn’t to know that.


So, no wonder the hall was only quarter full. No wonder some people, like me, were questioning whether they should be there or not. People don’t like a smart alec – a fella going about reading and reciting and knowing things and not even a battery in his tractor. And worse than all that, Pat McKenna didn’t even bother to dress up for his own charity dance: a pair of soft shoes and wide bell-bottomed trousers and a flowery shirt, opened to well below where it should be opened to. No tie, no jacket – only big open pockets to bring home the money!


‘I’m afraid this Pat McKenna is a bit of a skulk,’ my mother said without moving her lips. She did that when she was talking to family in public – pretend that she wasn’t talking. Open the mouth halfway and produce words not fully formed, while gesturing with her eyebrows and nose. It’s a difficult task – trying to converse with your mother in public without moving a muscle. Your instinct is to match her non-mouthing technique with a similar style of your own – only making an even bigger effort to hide it. That’s where the cheek scratching comes in; and the turning away in broad body swerves to direct her line of vision to the Kellys – who are looking over – and could follow exactly what was being said … because they spoke the same eye language.


I didn’t want to be talking to my mother, or my father, who was also there – him and Tosh Rourke in deep discussion about ‘rush lickers’. I was surprised to see them there. My parents didn’t usually go to anything that I’d be at. But, of course, it was me that was in the wrong place. It was Pat McKenna’s social … and I didn’t even know who Pat McKenna was. I was there because my sister Margaret had given me a black leather tie for my birthday that day. A skinny tie, like one you’d see on Top of the Pops at the time, and I wanted to try it out … but there was nowhere to go. This was the only gathering I could find. It was 1983 – a Friday night – in South Leitrim. A world of auld ones and misfits and Pat Fitz … all painfully waiting for the band.


The band were called the Bandoleros – a quartet of farmers, mechanics and factory workers. One of them was running late – the drummer. He didn’t look late; he just looked like someone who didn’t want to be there. He got into position behind his drums – adjusted and tightened for effect – looked to the other three and went ‘Two, three, four …’ and that was it. That was the best of it – a band that was at its best before it started. The Bandoleros always played at Carrigallen socials, because the Bandoleros were always available; they threw out waltzes and foxtrots, like an unhappy waitress in a fair-day eatin’ house slappin’ watery mashed spuds onto everyone’s plate. This was music with no sign of hope or fun or even a key change – bringing musical mediocrity to new levels of despair. What was I doing there?


I tried to ignore my mother’s sudden animation as she saw Pat Fitzpatrick taking to the floor looking for a woman. Pat was heading to the uppity section for a dance partner, and because Pat was our neighbour, my mother seemed to take ownership of his current slightly comic adventure. She knew him too well. She also knew he only wanted a good one: a teacher or a woman married to a teacher, or one married to a department man or some other big job. But she’d have to be a good dancer too!


Pat Fitzpatrick was a bachelor who loved dancing. We called him ‘Pat Fitz’ or ‘Pat Fitch’, and he used to go to dances with my father, Michael Lee and Eugene O’Kelly thirty years before. Pat watched them slip into marriage and families and feeding hordes of childer and bringing childer to Mass and football matches and Irish dancing. Pat didn’t want that. He had his plate full with the farm and the cows and the mother. Only, the mother had got old and was not going as well as she had in years gone by. He had recently got in the phone, and for a while, he couldn’t leave the house, because the mother didn’t know how to answer it! She used to say, ‘Who’s that?’ when the phone would ring out in the hall … and her still in the kitchen. It took Pat a long time to get her on to answering the phone by going out to the hall and picking it up. Now he was free. And now he was looking for Mrs Ward – she was a good dancer, a teacher and married to a department man. Pat was a kind of a department man himself. He was mostly a farmer, but he had worked part-time for the Department of Agriculture, washing cattle for the warble fly – a cattle grub prevalent in the early ’70s. My father always said, ‘The warble fly was the making of Pat.’ When he finally got his hands on Mrs Ward, this part-time department man and the department man’s wife opened the dancing at Pat McKenna’s social and not a warble fly in sight.


The small crowd were slow to follow, partly because of the terrible music, partly because of the debatable cause; but mostly because there was a heavy cloud hanging over Carrigallen Hall, over Leitrim, over the whole Irish countryside – it was called the 1980s.




















Joe ‘Clamping’ Maguire



Only a handful of couples danced the opening few dances at Pat McKenna’s social. Only the brave and the desperate ventured out into our gaze – the categories of movement broad and unfulfilled. Phil Maguire and his wife skipped across the floor like they were looking for a lost heifer: long, sweeping steps and sharp turns – no sign of her anywhere – then, heads up and away again. Pat Fitch and Mrs Ward were more ‘giddy-up’, more ‘tiptoe through the tulips and mind the dandelions’. The McGoverns were bordering on the dangerous, with James showing no mercy to Peggy’s backwards stride. Where did they learn it? What hospital of dance had discharged such uncoordinated mayhem? The band didn’t help either. But mostly the music and the dancing were two separate reels. I had only ever seen these people at Mass or coming out from Confession. Now they looked like they were on the doorstep of a slaughter house and had to frantically buck-dance their way to safety. Hughie Bradley and Molly reluctantly joined the fray, trying to take the bad look off the small numbers on the floor. But also because they liked dancing, and they liked each other … something that wasn’t always apparent in married couples at the time. Most couples I knew were not accustomed to spending time with each other, mostly choosing hard work over intimacy and rosary beads over love.


Eventually, the band and the dancing slowly deflated to a halt. I heard the trailing off of ‘Thank you for dancing. Your next dance will be coming right up …’; the short ripple of leftover drumbeats; and then … there was nothing. There was now an unexpected silence … a muted stillness. Like we had all caught a glimpse of ourselves in the mirror and thought surely this is not us? It was no longer a social gathering, but a gathering of socially inept lookers-on, all longing for the comfort of the pigsty or a pitchfork or a cow’s backside. We were not suited to recreation or unexplained joy. No, that was for the English or the Americans. Rural Ireland only functioned on hard work and misery. Or provoked by alcohol or a fiery priest or schoolmaster. And there I was, the night my new adult world got handed over to me in the parish hall; a world including my mother, my father, my neighbours and a band called the Bandoleros. A world as naked and as awkward as I’d ever seen it before. I didn’t want this world. I had just turned eighteen. I was wearing a skinny black leather tie that was now tightening like a noose; and all around me were broken-down spirits and forgotten dreams!


Cue the saviour. Well, not exactly a saviour, but a survivor … someone I could take heart from.


The big double doors at the back of the hall swung open and the wind came in. It was supposed to be Joe ‘Clamping’ Maguire, but Joe didn’t enter on his first attempt. He was fairly full that night and the rhythmic spring of the swing doors had catapulted him back out onto the street and thwarted his eager approach. Joe, however, was a man of great resilience. No matter how drunk he was, he was still going to support Pat McKenna’s social … he was still going to pursue his longstanding longing for a woman … and most of all, Joe Clamping was going to dance!


In time, one of the doors reopened and Joe’s head appeared, the spring-loaded teak pushing hard against his neck, and the Major cigarette in his mouth puffing frantically as the message got sent to the rest of his body that he wasn’t fully through. Then, with a slight grimace, a smoke-stained hand appeared over his head and his fight to emerge continued.


‘How are yez all doing?’ Joe muffled, trying to fill the delay as he excavated himself from the front porch. ‘Horrid fuckin’ night … no let-up to this rain …’ Joe was always incoherent; his guttural unshaped words seldom landed a punch. He had almost muscled his way into the hall … but for his trailing leg. ‘The curse of fuck on this hoorin’ thing …’ And then, ‘I’m in, I’m in!’ At last, Joe Clamping had made it. He was in. A small victory for some … but an outright miracle given the state of him. There was no welcome, no applause; it was as if people had been coming in and out through doors for years. But, for me, that entrance somehow changed me from my pompous state.


Joe Clamping always looked between fifty and eighty, his dark, greased complexion borne out of a love for the mechanical and the mechanically impaired. He had the face of a harrowed field, with friendly eyes shining out through clouds of constant smoke. He was never without a fag, except when dancing or during long bouts of kissing. His suit climbed on board his sturdy frame every evening at three o’clock, and he headed for McGuckian’s or Peter’s Inn or the Kilbrackan Arms Hotel. He was, of course, a Drumreilly man, but found that he liked the Carrigallens … and they liked him back. The words ‘Up Drumreilly’ were never far from his lips. But only to rattle the football crowd, as he wasn’t bothered by borders or sporting rivalries.


Although Joe looked like a simple bachelor, he was as complicated as wire wool. Full of generosity and standing drinks out of turn – then he’d fleece ya in a deal when your head was turned. He’d pull out scrap from your haggard and sell it back to you as iron. He’d auction turf that had gone missing and say, ‘It won’t do ya a bit a harm.’ Joe was always plotting; drink or no, he seldom did a foolish thing … but always played the fool. He loved people and drink, and women and drink – and even drink on its own. But he was seldom alone.


He had good friends everywhere, according to himself. And he was good friends with his father; till his father died … then he was lost for a time. Went nowhere for a good while. Didn’t even go for fags – so they said. I often wondered what woke him from his grief. What brought him back to people and plastic ducks and singing fish? Joe was renowned for having raffles for good causes – although the good cause was usually himself. He’d buy a book of tickets out of Jack O’Neill’s … hold a duck race down the Mill Race, or head to Enniskillen and buy a singing fish in the joke shop and then challenge ones out for a drink in Carrigallen to buy a ticket … interrupt their conversations, cough a half ounce of tar into their face, and say, ‘Would ya like to buy a ticket for a singing fish?’


Joe dug graves too; a fierce man in a grave, so they said. He dug for those who hadn’t anyone to dig for them and cut sticks for those who didn’t like cutting sticks. He was never idle, and out from the time his father died, he was never low. Yes, he spluttered a bit, but he always marched on. It’s just that Joe ‘Clamping’ Maguire marched to a different tune.


Joe made a big deal of Pat McKenna when he first came in. ‘A horrid decent man,’ he announced. ‘Awful thing to happen a man in bed …’ To the untrained ear, this might sound as if Pat McKenna was sleeping with his tractor. But he wasn’t. He wasn’t even in a relationship with his tractor – the tractor had went on fire while Pat was allegedly in bed. But that was enough talking to Pat McKenna. ‘Where ta fuck is the band?’ Joe correctly called order to the proceedings. The band were mingling with the crowd, sipping tea out of tiny hall cups and hoping that no one would notice that there was no music. But Joe did. ‘Get up and start up them accordions,’ Joe blurted. And although, thankfully, there were no accordions or accordion players, the band knew it was time to get back to work.


My mother’s eyebrows and forehead were now working frantically to portray her shock at Joe Maguire coming in drunk and shouting and cursing and causing a stir. But I also knew by her contorted gaze that it was more than that. She was saying to me, ‘There are mad, dangerous people all around. Don’t ever become one of them!’ I was the furthest thing from Joe Clamping. A big innocent mug of a young lad, sipping Club Orange through a straw, sweating in the discomfort of my comfortable life. Up until now, my only heroes were Santy Claus, a few footballers and Jesus Christ. Maybe Joe was another?


The band started up again and Joe took off.


‘Will ya dance, miss?’


‘Maybe later, Joe,’ was the usual polite response.


‘It won’t do ya a bit of harm.’


‘Ah no, Joe, not tonight. I have Mass in the morning for me mother.’


Veronica Reilly was more forthright. ‘Would ya ever fuck off from about me, Joe.’


Clamping was not perturbed; he was never put off by the hostile backfire.


‘Mary Lee, come out and dance; your father is a great friend of mine. I cut sticks for him when he was away with his leg.’


Mary was my sister’s friend, a lovely girl with just enough gumption to dance and have the craic with the greatest knave to ever inhabit a suit. They danced; Joe three times her age. Mary squirmed as Joe grabbed her and whispered some Morse code gibberish until they both laughed out loud … neither one knowing why. Others smiled. My mother wasn’t sure.


Joe’s antics unsettled some. He grabbed and twisted and shaped the world to meet his own needs. He didn’t have many needs, but he served them well. And he had a steely determination to carry on, regardless of the obstacles or the opinions put in his way. He could make good fodder out of bad hay. That was his aim – as simple and as basic a human as you could find. For Joe knew from his quarter knowledge of machinery and machines that the simpler they are, the less chance of them breaking down.


I got a lesson that night in the parish hall, as I stood feeling sorry for my lot. Life is not about what we perceive to be great or worthy or worthwhile. Life is in the detail. It’s about pushing through the doors, about never surrendering … and maybe sometimes causing a stir.




















The tallest of the tall



Saturday mornings were always different in our house. No work to go to, but lots of work to do. The clocks time ignored while we used our own. But this was the morning after Pat McKenna’s social and my parents were still soft in the cheeks from being out the night before. Not fully re-coiled to their honest hard-working selves; their public personas not yet back in the drawer. Daddy was at the kitchen table and Mammy was making eggs: boiling them and carting them to the table with bread and tea. Tea which Daddy blew on to cool. He couldn’t stick hot tea, but he didn’t like much milk. That was Daddy. He sat there trying to digest the goings-on of the night before. Why did it feel so lame? They had done their duty and supported a worthy cause. Or maybe an unworthy one – what difference? But not even the priest turned up. Why was that?


My mother seemed more energised by the antics of Joe Clamping, Packy O’Hara and Robbie Lord. They had stood out at the Carrigallen do. Packy O’Hara was the high king of ‘acting the goat’ – wound up to the last on half ones and bottles of stout. He had stood tall and slim by the mineral bar, his arms folded up under his chin; swivelling like a lighthouse; smiling, waiting for his prey. And then, with the swiftness of a lizard’s tongue, he’d reach out and grab a passer-by … nip their arse or their arm or the fat under their arm. Then he’d quickly retreat and let out a ‘Whhhheeeee … sexy auld night!’ Some were aroused by this primitive excitement. A roaring match followed – a short exchange of yahoos and squeals from those who needed to let off steam. Everyone knew Packy, and most bought into what they considered his harmless antics. ‘Sure, what harm is he doing?’ Some didn’t. Some chose to ignore.


Robbie Lord was more nuisance than lewd and drunk as forty cats. ‘That fella is liable to walk out in front of a car.’ He seemed harmless enough to me. Yes, mad for drink, but what young fella wasn’t? (Apart from me … and my brother … and the Lees.)


‘He’s a slave to the drink,’ everyone said.


‘And a great worker.’


‘Fierce nice fella … if you could only know what he was saying.’


A walking contradiction is what he was so … with an unpredictable streak. People didn’t like that in anyone. At least with O’Hara, you knew what you were getting; knew he was always going to grab some intimate fist of flab. Always giving out a squawk in the wrong octave for a fully grown man. ‘Any auld buzzying lately?’ Sexual connotations to the fore.


We accepted that back then. Because we accepted that some people were kind of mad. That we were all some sort of mad, but that ours was a suppressed madness. Having Packy O’Hara, Joe Clamping and Robbie Lord gave us opportunity to join in … to let rip … to be momentarily out of control. And sometimes it felt good. My mother enjoyed seeing it; she always chose comedy over tragedy. It was all good fun. All fine, as long as it was other ones at it and not one of her own.


My mother’s Maguire side left her with a taste for fun and comical disorder. Not weighed down with any notions or ambition, she could watch a lad slipping on a banana skin all day. Indeed, all my tendencies for silliness come from her … and for that I am eternally grateful. I could always get around her with a joke or a smart answer. I could never pull the wool over her eyes completely, but I could make her laugh; and if that didn’t work, I could tug on her heartstrings with an earnest word and a mournful sigh. She couldn’t help but do everything she could for a poor tortured son. Yes, Mammy was handy enough to get round.


But I knew I never fooled my father. He could see right through me. He could see when I wasn’t right; when I was putting on a good face. He could see the fear in me … He noticed the hesitation, the lack of self-belief. But he was most disturbed when he saw fragments of hope. Hope is a gas. If it’s not conducted through a solid channel, it evaporates … and then hope is nothing. My father wasn’t into hope. He had seen enough hope evaporate in his time … he knew the foolishness of it, and had forgotten the importance of it, especially to poor Leitrim souls. My father liked elements that he could control. Hope wasn’t one of them.


He was a realist – between a rock and a hard place of common sense. And he turned his talent into a fine art. A spade would always be a spade, even if it looked like a garden hoe. He could predict the outcome of any adventure, especially one based on hope.


‘Sure, how could that work?’


‘Yes, it’d be lovely to beat Galway, but them kinda things don’t happen.’


And he was mostly right. I hated the predictability of his wisdom. So, there was no hope … was that it?


My father was between six foot three and six foot four; between handsome and a bit awkward. Long legs up to where his waist should be – but he had no waist, no arse. His two legs joined straight into his body, without even a curve. A body that you could roll up – from his feet up to his head. Of course, no one saw that. He was a fine, tall, handsome man. But I could see the flaws. I was forever scrutinising the physical template of me. The man had no waist, no arse. He had no tail swing. And he had no pivot – pivot is a very underestimated feature in a man. He wasn’t athletic – that was my biggest problem. I knew his passed-down genes were going to be the downfall of me. Not his fault or mine. Just two unlucky men. I didn’t look like him. Well, maybe a bit in the face; but after that, no. I had loads of arse – enough tall swing for the both of us – and I certainly wasn’t thin. In fact, I’d say I had most of his failings, plus a good few of my own.


And my father was my conscience which only turned up for the aftermath.


‘What took ya in the first place?’


‘Why didn’t ya do it this way?’


‘Did ya not know that was going to happen?’


A barrage of after-the-fact facts – hindsight to the fore, always. I didn’t want false praise, but if he would only, sometimes, shoot me in the knee or the leg, and not always in the head or the heart. I’ve heard over the years, and especially since his death, that he was proud of me. That’s good. I have no evidence to back that up … but I hope he was.


He had danced with Mammy the night before out of duty more than anything else. A surreal moment for me in my skinny black tie. I’m sure no one batted an eyelid, but I did. What were they thinking? The tallest of the tall in Carrigallen dancing with a woman always claiming, but never reaching, five foot two. It was like he was wheeling a miniature statue of Our Lady around the floor. Surely, they didn’t have to do that in public? Mammy smiling the one-two-threes, while he went off with his head up and from his bellybutton up, it looked like he was dancing on his own. Of course, it was only good manners to dance, seeing that it was a dance. But this wasn’t my parents. My parents should know better than to do such an intimate thing in public!


Their dance should have been limited to their everyday lives: from the jigs and reels of spring and summer to the slow waltzes of autumn and winter. In the kitchen, with their things in the yellow cabinet with the pull-down flap; the Rayburn range and the side tank; the high-up mirror where Daddy combed his hair and where Mammy couldn’t see. The calendar with the ‘cows’ times’ and the Sacred Heart lamp on the wall. They could dance in the scullery with the American washing machine and the cold press for the milk and the dinted buckets on the floor. They could dance by the green metal press over the sink with Daddy’s shaving things, the veterinary supplies and the bags of blue, the penicillin, the teat dip and the caustic sticks for dehorning calves. Or by the buckets of drinking water for the house cornered by the curling wellingtons and the cat’s meow.


My parents could dance their dance in the byre and the hayshed … in the ripples of the cow tracks across the fields. They could dance in the bog and in the meadow, saving the hay and digging the spuds – offending no one as they did. That was their way. They were not suited to stepping out in front of everyone at a parish social. But charity and duty had pulled this reluctant pair to the fore. And to me, a mixed-up brat of a boy at the time, they seemed to suffocate and dull in the smoking light.


My parents weren’t odd, they were specific; they did things their way. Inside out, and back to front.


Mammy didn’t go to the shop; she was always too busy. She didn’t like dressing up. She’d throw a good coat over a bad outfit to go to Mass; pull a brush through her hair as she was going out the door, and she would always be the same amount of late. Daddy was never late. Even after primping himself for ages, shaving, combing and putting on the shoes that Mammy had polished. But early waited on late and together they made the best of time!


My father loved the town and going to the shop, and because my mother couldn’t be bothered, he was full-time at it. Going to Hylands for the few bits or to Carrigallen of a Saturday night; to McGerty’s butcher’s for the Sunday meat; and then go into McCann’s supermarket … and by the way … he’d go to Peter’s Inn for a couple of bottles of beer and two half ones of Paddy. He’d have a sensible conversation with Peter, and Pat McGee and Thomas Doonan or Cathal Sheridan – they were younger than him and kept him young and out till near closing time – the meat and the groceries waiting in the car to drive him home. But he was never drunk; never stirred or giddy. The town, and what went on there, was always a light that shone, but never dazed his vision – and in that respect, he was a lucky man.
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