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             He handed the easel to the boatman

         

         He handed the easel to the boatman, reaching down the pier wall towards the sea.

         Have you got it?

         I do, Mr Lloyd.

         His brushes and paints were in a mahogany chest wrapped in layers of thick, white plastic. He carried the chest to the edge of the pier.

         This one is heavy, he said.

         It’ll be grand, Mr Lloyd. Pass it down.

         He knelt on the concrete and slid the chest down the wall towards the boatman, the white plastic slipping under his fingers.

         I can’t hold it, he said.

         Let it go, Mr Lloyd.

         He sat on his heels and watched the boatman tuck the chest and easel under the seat near the prow, binding each to the other with lurid blue string.

         Are they secure?

         They’re grand, Mr Lloyd.

         I hope they’re secure.

         As I said, they’re grand.

         He stood up and brushed the dust and dirt from his trousers. 2The boatman lifted his arm, offering his hand.

         Just yourself then, Mr Lloyd, sir.

         Lloyd nodded. He handed his canvas pack to the boatman and stepped cautiously onto the ladder set into the crumbling pier.

         Turn around, Mr Lloyd. Your back to me.

         He looked down, at the small boat, at the sea. He hesitated. Stalled.

         You’ll be grand, Mr Lloyd.

         He turned and dropped his right leg to search for the first step beneath him, his hands gripping the rusting metal as his leg dangled, his eyes shut tight, against the possibilities

         of catching skin

         cutting fingers

         blemishing hands

         of slipping

         on steps

         coated in seaweed and slime

         of falling

         falling into the sea

         The step is under you, Mr Lloyd.

         I can’t find it.

         Relax your knee, Mr Lloyd. Reach.

         I can’t.

         You’ll be grand.

         He dropped his knee and found the step. He paused, gripping still to the ladder.

         Only two steps left, Mr Lloyd.

         He moved his hands down the ladder, then his legs. He stopped 3on the third step. He looked down, at the gap between his feet and the low-lying boat.

         It’s too far.

         Just reach with your leg, Mr Lloyd.

         Lloyd shook his head, his body. He looked down again, at his backpack, his easel, his chest of paints bound already to the journey across the sea in a handmade boat. He dropped his right leg, then his left, but clung still to the ladder.

         self-portrait I: falling

         self-portrait II: drowning

         self-portrait III: disappearing

         self-portrait IV: under the water

         self-portrait V: the disappeared

         Let go, Mr Lloyd.

         I can’t.

         You’ll be grand.

         He crashed into the boat, tipping it to one side, soaking his trousers, his boots and socks, water seeping between his toes as the boatman pumped his right leg against the swirl of sea splashing over the top of the boat, his leg feverish until the currach was again balanced. The boatman bent forward, to rest on his knees. He was panting.

         My feet are wet.

         You’re lucky it’s only your feet, Mr Lloyd.

         The boatman pointed at the stern.

         Go and sit down, Mr Lloyd.

         But my feet are wet.

         The boatman stilled his breath.4

         That’s boats for you, Mr Lloyd.

         Lloyd shuffled towards the back of the boat, hanging from the boatman’s callused hands as he turned to sit on a narrow, splintered plank.

         I hate wet feet, he said.

         He reached his hands towards the boatman.

         I’ll take my backpack now. Thank you.

         The boatman handed him his pack and Lloyd placed it on his knees, away from the water sloshing still about the bottom of the boat.

         I won’t object if you change your mind, Mr Lloyd. And I’ll not charge you. Not all of it, anyway.

         I’ll carry on as planned, thank you.

         It’s not common any more. To cross like this.

         I’m aware of that.

         And it can be a hard crossing.

         I’ve read that.

         Harder than anywhere else.

         Thank you. I’ll be fine.

         He closed the buttons of his waxed coat and pulled on his new tweed cap, its green and brown tones blending with the rest of his clothing.

         self-portrait: preparing for the sea crossing

         He reached down his legs and flicked the beaded water from his trousers, from his socks, from the laces of his boots.

         Will you be staying long, Mr Lloyd?

         For the summer.

         That’ll do you.5

         Lloyd straightened the pack on his lap.

         I’m ready, he said.

         Grand.

         Shouldn’t we go?

         Soon enough.

         How long?

         Not long.

         But we’re missing all the daylight.

         The boatman laughed.

         It’s June, Mr Lloyd.

         And?

         Plenty of light left in that sky.

         What’s the forecast?

         The boatman looked at the sky.

         Calm day, thank God.

         But that could change.

         It could, Mr Lloyd.

         Will it?

         Oh, it will, Mr Lloyd.

         So we should go now. Before it changes.

         Not yet, Mr Lloyd.

         Lloyd sighed. He closed his eyes and lifted his face to the sun, surprised by its warmth when he had expected only northern cold, northern rain. He absorbed the heat for some minutes, and opened his eyes again. The boatman was standing as he had been, looking towards land, his body shifting with the rhythm of the water that lapped gently against the pier wall. Lloyd sighed again.6

         I really think we should go, he said.

         Not yet, Mr Lloyd.

         I am very keen to get there. To settle in.

         It’s early yet, Mr Lloyd.

         The boatman reached into the inside of his jacket and took out a cigarette. He detached the filter and flicked it into the sea.

         A fish might eat that, said Lloyd.

         It might.

         That’s not good for the fish.

         The boatman shrugged.

         It’ll be more careful next time.

         Lloyd closed his eyes, but opened them again.

         I want to leave, he said.

         Not yet, Mr Lloyd.

         I have paid you a lot of money, he said.

         Indeed you have, Mr Lloyd, and I appreciate it.

         And I’d like to go now.

         I understand that.

         So let’s go.

         As I said, not yet, Mr Lloyd.

         Why ever not? I’m ready.

         The boatman drew deeply on the cigarette. Lloyd sighed, blowing through his lips, and poked at the boat, sticking his heels and fingers into the wooden frame coated with canvas and tar.

         Did you build it? said Lloyd.

         I did.

         Did it take long?7

         It did.

         How long?

         Long enough.

         self-portrait: conversation with the boatman

         He pulled a small sketchpad and pencil from a side pocket on his pack. He turned to a blank sheet and began to draw the pier, stubby and inelegant but encrusted with barnacles and seaweed that glistened in the sunshine, the shells and fronds still wet from the morning tide. He drew the rope leading from the pier to the boat and was starting on the frame of the currach when the boatman spoke.

         Here he is. The man himself.

         Lloyd looked up.

         Who?

         Francis Gillan.

         Who’s he?

         The boatman tossed the last of his cigarette into the sea. He cupped his hands and blew into his palms, rubbing each into the other.

         It’s a long way, Mr Lloyd.

         And?

         I can’t row it on my own.

         You should have said.

         I just did, Mr Lloyd.

         Francis dropped from the ladder into the currach, landing lightly on the floor of the boat, his movements barely rippling the water.

         Lloyd sighed8

         balletic

         poised

         movements unlike mine

         He nodded at Francis.

         Hello, he said.

         Francis tugged the rope from the ring in the wall.

         Dia is Muire dhuit, he said.

         The first boatman laughed.

         No English from him, he said. Not this morning, anyway. The boatmen lifted long, skinny sticks, one in each hand.

         We’ll go now, said the boatman.

         Lloyd returned his sketchpad and pencil to their pocket.

         At last, he said.

         The boatmen dropped the sticks into the water.

         Are they oars?

         They are indeed, Mr Lloyd.

         They have no blades. No paddles.

         Some do. Some don’t.

         Don’t you need them?

         If we get there, we don’t.

         The men pushed against the wall and Lloyd gripped the sides of the boat, digging his fingers into the canvas and tar, into the coarse fragility of a homemade boat as it headed out into the Atlantic Ocean, into the strangeness, the unfamiliar

         the not

         willowed rivers

         coxswains’ callings

         muscled shoulders, tanned skin9

         sunglasses, caps and counting

         not that

         the familiar

         no

         They moved towards the harbour mouth, past small trawlers and rowing boats with outboard engines. The boatman pointed at a vessel that was smaller than the trawlers but larger than the currach.

         That’s the one that’ll bring your bags, he said.

         Lloyd nodded.

         It’s how the other visitors come across.

         Are there many visitors?

         No.

         That’s good.

         You’d be better off on that boat, Mr Lloyd.

         Lloyd closed his eyes, shutting out the boatman. He opened them again.

         I’m happy in this one.

         The big one is safer, Mr Lloyd. It has an engine and sails.

         I’ll be fine.

         Right so, Mr Lloyd, sir.

         They left the harbour, passing rocks blackened and washed smooth by waves, gulls resting on the stagnant surface, staring as they rowed past.

         self-portrait: with gulls and rocks

         self-portrait: with boatmen, gulls and rocks

         How long will it take?

         Three, four hours. It depends.10

         It’s ten miles, isn’t it?

         Nine. That other boat of mine takes a bit more than an hour.

         I like this boat. It’s closer to the sea.

         The boatman pulled on the oars.

         It’s that all right.

         Lloyd leaned to one side and dropped his hand into the sea, spreading his fingers to harrow the water.

         self-portrait: becoming an island man

         self-portrait: going native

         He wiped his chilled hand over his trousers. He lifted his pack and laid it behind him.

         That’s risky, said the boatman.

         It’ll be fine, said Lloyd.

         He leaned against the pack and moved his fingers as though drawing the boatmen while they rowed

         small men

         slight men

         hips, shoulders, backs

         flowing

         over anchored legs

         Your boat is a different shape to the pictures in my book.

         Different boats for different parts, Mr Lloyd.

         This one looks deeper.

         Deeper boats for deeper waters. The shallow boats are grand for islands that are close in.

         Not this one?

         No, too far.

         Is it safe?11

         This boat?

         Yes.

         The boatman shrugged.

         It’s a bit late to be asking.

         Lloyd laughed.

         I suppose it is.

         self-portrait: going native with the island men

         And do they leak?

         They do, Mr Lloyd.

         The tar on my garage roof always leaks, he said.

         That happens with tar.

         Does it happen with this boat?

         I patched it recently.

         And do they sink?

         Oh, they do.

         Has this one?

         The boatman shook his head, slowly.

         Well, we are in it, Mr Lloyd.

         Yes, he said. I suppose we are.

         He reached behind him and again retrieved his sketchbook and pencil from his pack. He looked at the sky and began to draw

         gulls

         swirling and twisting

         hovering, banking

         across

         cloudless blue

         island series: view from the boat I

         He looked then at the sea12

         rolling to shore

         to rocks, to land

         rolling from

         white-fringed blue

         to

         green-fringed grey

         island series: view from the boat II

         A bird rose from the water beside him

         black feathers

         splashed white

         red legs

         bright

         one still dangling

         island series: view from the boat III

         He closed the sketchpad.

         Was that a puffin?

         A guillemot, Mr Lloyd. A black one.

         It looks like a puffin.

         Do you think so?

         I really want to see a puffin.

         You might, Mr Lloyd. If you stay long enough.

         How long?

         A month anyway.

         He had packed a book about birds in his luggage, a guide with photographs, measurements, names, calls, winter and summer colourings, information about breeding and feeding, details about diving birds, skimming birds, plunging birds, details to differentiate terns from gulls, cormorants from shags, details 13that would allow him to draw and paint them, to blend them into a seascape, a landscape

         create them

         as they already are

         And do you have seals?

         The odd one over this side, but there’s a colony on the island.

         Wonderful creatures.

         Terrible snorers.

         Are they?

         Terrible racket out of them.

         The boat lurched forward, pitching him at the boatman’s knees, slamming his pack against his back. He straightened himself, brought his pack back onto his lap and shoved his sketchbook and pencil into their pocket. A surge of water rushed at his head and face. The boatman shouted at him.

         Hold on.

         Lloyd dug his feet into the boat’s ribs, his hands into its sides.

         He shouted back.

         I told you that we should have left earlier.

         The boatman yelled at him.

         It’s the Atlantic Ocean, Mr Lloyd. In a currach.

         Waves knocked the boat left, then right, shoving him from one side to the other, bouncing him, knocking him, rolling him, jerking his neck, his back.

         You’ll get used to it, Mr Lloyd.

         He dug his hands and feet deeper into the boat.

         I don’t want to get used to it.

         We can go back, Mr Lloyd.14

         No. No. We’ll go on.

         You’d be better in the bigger boat.

         I want to do it this way.

         Right so, Mr Lloyd. Your choice.

         Lloyd watched the two men as they rowed from one wave to the next.

         island series: the boatmen I

         sinewy

         agile strength

         in a flat-bottomed boat

         island series: the boatmen II

         sun-stained hands

         skinny sticks

         slapping the ocean

         island series: the boatmen III

         leaning towards land

         then away

         towards and away

         island series: the boatmen IV

         gaze

         on sea to come

         on endlessness

         He closed his eyes.

         It’s better with your eyes open, Mr Lloyd.

         He shook his head.

         No, it’s not.

         As you like, Mr Lloyd.

         He snatched his new hat from his head, leaned over the side 15and vomited. He wiped his mouth and chin with the sleeve of his new coat. The gulls arrived and devoured what had been his, battling intermittently with their beaks.

         Disgusting creatures, he said.

         They’re not fussy, anyway, said the boatman.

         Lloyd closed his eyes again.

         How much longer?

         We’ve just left, Mr Lloyd.

         Yes, of course.

         As I said before, Mr Lloyd, we can go back if you want.

         No. I’ll be all right.

         He slumped into the stern.

         I hate boats, he said. Always have.

         You might have considered that before now, Mr Lloyd. Lloyd vomited a second time. The gulls swooped again.

         I didn’t expect it to be this rough, he said.

         It’s a calm day today, Mr Lloyd. Bit of wind on the water, that’s all.

         It feels worse.

         That’s the currach for you.

         A surge of water splashed over the prow, over his chest of paints.

         Are my paints safe?

         As safe as we are, Mr Lloyd.

         That’s comforting.

         self-portrait: at sea

         I’d like you to sing, he said.

         We don’t sing, Mr Lloyd.

         But I need something to focus on. Counting or singing.16

         Not in this boat.

         I read in a book that you people always sing while rowing.

         Not a very good book then, is it, Mr Lloyd?

         I came here because of it.

         The boatman looked past Lloyd, at the land behind.

         You need a better book, Mr Lloyd.

         It seems that I do.

         Lloyd looked around him, at the expanse of sea.

         And how do you know which way to go?

         It can be hard all right in a fog.

         What if one descends quickly?

         That’s us then.

         And who will know?

         The boatman shrugged.

         They’ll see we’re not home for tea.

         And that’s it.

         That’s it.

         self-portrait: drowning I

         white-capped waves

         engulfing the boat

         self-portrait: drowning II

         cold salty water

         burrowing into paints

         into flesh

         self-portrait: drowning III

         diluting paint

         fragmenting flesh

         self-portrait: drowning IV 17

         drifts of

         grey brown

         red yellow

         blue green

         How much longer?

         A while yet, Mr Lloyd.
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        The policeman’s wife
      

         

         The policeman’s wife waits at the front door for her friend. It is Saturday afternoon, June 2nd. They are going shopping in Armagh, as they do every week. The sun is shining. Her five children are about the house and her husband, David, is on the street in front of her, in his uniform, leaning into his friend’s car, chatting.

         A dark car drives by. She hears a loud bang and assumes that the car has crashed, but David is buckled over and clinging to the door of his friend’s car, blood spilling across the front of his white shirt. He falls to the ground. David Alan Dunne, a thirty-six-year-old Protestant, is dead. His thirty-one-year-old friend, David Stinson, a Protestant man married with three children, is dead too.

         The Irish National Liberation Army claims responsibility.
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             Do you see it, Mr Lloyd?

         

         Do you see it, Mr Lloyd?

         What?

         Straight ahead.

         He saw a wave in front of him, larger than usual.

         Hold on. We’ll get over this.

         The men rowed to the crest and he saw a large rock surrounded by ocean.

         Is that it?

         That’s it.

         And then it was gone, behind a wall of water.

         I had expected more. Something bigger.

         That’s all there is.

         He peered through intermittent gaps in the waves, watching the island grow in size and colour, the grey of the rock fragmenting as he got closer, broken by patches of green grass, strips of yellow sand and flecks of whitewashed houses.

         They’re on their own out here, he said.

         They are, Mr Lloyd.

         On the edge of Europe.

         That’s it, Mr Lloyd.

         self-portrait I: de novo

         self-portrait II: ab initio 20

         Do they speak English?

         Bits. You’ll make yourself understood.

         But you do.

         I had more schooling than most.

         Gets you more work, I suppose. Having English.

         Rowing a boat is the same in every language, Mr Lloyd.

         He picked out a cove, a slipway and a beach. He could see the remains of houses by the cove and further up the hill, away from the sea, a cluster of newer houses with brightly coloured doors and grey slated roofs. He could see donkeys too, in a field on the edge of the island.

         island series: view from the currach

         A wave whacked the boat and knocked him sideways. The boatmen shouted at each other.

         Hang on, Mr Lloyd.

         A wave hit them from the other side. The boatmen rose out of their seats and dug their oars deeper into the water, straining their shoulders, necks and faces. Lloyd tightened his grip on the boat and tucked his head into the frame of his shoulders. He shouted at the boatman.

         I want to get off.

         The boatman shouted back.

         That’s the plan, Mr Lloyd. Sir.

         The two men battled against the water as it changed from blue to grey, from slate grey to black, the surface and the underbelly of the water churning and mixing to shove and pitch the boat, tossing and bouncing them from one wave to the next, the boatmen unable to row against the force of the water, only 21to use the oars as balancing poles against the turbulence, to prevent the boat from tipping over.

         Lloyd dropped into the belly of the boat, into the stale, dirty water, the pack still on his lap, his fingers clinging still to the sides of the boat. He could see men and women spilling from the houses onto the cliff. Onto the path that led to the cove. A bank of water rushed at the boat and landed on top of him, soaking his head and chest

         géricault’s raft

         lloyd’s bloody currach

         He vomited a third time, bile and bilious foam slipping down his chest and over his pack, but of no interest to the gulls. He rubbed his mouth across the shoulder of his jacket.

         I hate bloody boats.

         He shouted at the boatmen.

         I hate this fucking boat.

         They were focused instead on the rock cutting into the ocean, splitting, splintering, shredding the water, bouncing the boat from side to side, forwards and back, veins and arteries bulging in their necks as they fought to turn the boat towards the old men and women waving at them from the slipway in the cove. Lloyd wanted to wave back, to signal his arrival, but a wave kicked the prow of the boat and flicked it into a spin, a tumult of sea, sky and land swirling around him, faster and faster, round and around, the boatmen shouting, yelling

         that language

         guttural22

         until they rowed out of the spin and into the stillness of the cove, towards the slipway scattered with islanders in dark clothes, men, women and children, silent and staring. The boatmen dropped the oars and slumped forward, abandoning the currach to the old island men who waded into the water

         shoes

         no boots

         no wellington here

         The old island men lifted the easel, chest and oars from the boat. The boatmen stepped out of the boat, though Lloyd stayed as he was, on the floor of the boat in a puddle of water, his fingernails embedded in the tar. An old island man spoke to him.

         Amach leat anois.

         The old man beckoned Lloyd with his hand.

         Amach leat anois.

         Lloyd nodded, but did not move. The old man beckoned again.

         Out.

         He took the old man’s hand, then his arm, clinging to a coarse wool jacket as he stepped onto the slab of pock-marked concrete, his legs trembling, then buckling.

         self-portrait: as newborn foal

         He leaned against the cliff caked in desiccated barnacles and lichen, and watched as the old island men lifted the boat from the water and turned it upside down to carry it over their heads and shoulders, as it was photographed in his book about the island.23

         island series: the walking boat

         The boatmen and the islanders left the slipway, trailing the old men with the boat, the oars, his easel, his chest of paints and brushes, but he stayed behind to wash his face, his hair, relieved by the salty freshness against his skin. He dunked his sleeve into the water, rubbed at the stains on his coat and bag, and followed them out of the cove, water dripping from his coat and hair as the old island men set down the boat at the top of the slipway.

         They walked on then, up the hill towards the village, Lloyd at the end of a silent, straggling line that led to a house. He went inside. A woman nodded at him and directed him to the head of a table of blue painted wood, a melamine surface inserted into its frame, bits of old food trapped and rotting between the resin and the wood.

         She placed a cup, saucer and plate in front of him. She poured tea from a large metal pot. A second woman, younger with wavy, auburn hair drifting down her chest, offered him bread.

         An mbeidh greim aráin agat?

         He shook his head. She moved away

         hair

         drifting

         down

         washes and ink

         brown tones

         simple lines

         soft

         The boatmen took two slices each, talking as they covered the 24bread with butter, then jam, the same knife used for both until there was butter in the jam and jam in the butter.

         He poured from the jug, bigger and heavier than he had anticipated. Milky tea spilled onto the table. He looked for a napkin but found none. He waved his hand, but the older woman had her back to him. He clicked his fingers. She turned, paused, and walked back to the table with a fresh cup. And a saucer. She mopped his spillage, poured more tea and added the milk. He drank, glad of the astringent warmth.

         I have told them that you have come to paint.

         Francis Gillan was speaking to him.

         That’s right.

         And that you will stay until the end of the summer.

         That’s also correct.

         They want to know what you’re painting.

         I have come to paint the cliffs. That’s all.

         They don’t want you to paint them.

         Then I won’t.

         The woman poured more tea and milk. Lloyd drank. Still more men came into the kitchen, sliding caps from their heads to their pockets as they sat down. They looked at Lloyd, drank tea and ate bread.

         self-portrait: objectified

         He turned away from the men, all of them old, away too from Francis, and towards the first boatman.

         How many people live on the island?

         Ninety-two, Mr Lloyd. Twelve families.

         And who among them speaks English?25

         The children have a good grasp of it.

         Among the adults?

         Those with good English have left.

         He again declined the bread.

         And the size of the island?

         Three miles long and half a mile wide.

         Where will I stay?

         I’ll show you.

         When?

         We’ll have our tea first, Mr Lloyd.

         The boatmen talked to the old island men, toothless mouths in suit jackets crusted by dirt and sea salt, faces deeply furrowed, etched by wind and sea salt

         a fingernail through oils

         The sea surged again and coursed through him. He closed his eyes to still his stomach, but the waves continued rushing through him, mixing with the throaty sounds of the language that he did not understand and the cloying, suffocating smells of burning turf and boiling meat.

         self-portrait: nausea

         He stood up. Abruptly. He beckoned the first boatman.

         I need to lie down.

         In a minute, Mr Lloyd. I’m just finishing.

         No. Now.

         The boatman returned his cup to the table and stood up slowly. He pulled on his cap and nodded at the other men, at the women who stood by the fire, a ladle hanging limply from the fingers of the younger woman, Mairéad Ní Ghiolláin. They watched 26Lloyd leave, quelling their laughter until he and the boatman had walked outside and past the three windows running the length of the house. Mairéad’s laughter was raucous. The older woman, Bean Uí Néill, carried a fresh pot of tea to the table.

         Did you ever see the like? she said.

         I thought Micheál was going to hit him, said Mairéad.

         He’s lucky we didn’t drown him, said Francis.

         They all laughed.

         The pure arrogance of the man, said Bean Uí Néill.

         And vomit all down his chest, said Mairéad.

         They laughed again.

         Obnoxious is the only word for him, said Bean Uí Néill.

         Unbelievable, said Mairéad.

         And did you see the way he clicked his fingers at me? said Bean Uí Néill. Did you all see that?

         We did, Mam. As though you were some Indian tea-boy.

         In my own house, Mairéad. Who does he think he is?

         The old men laughed, mouths open, heads rolling backwards.

         You’re a tough house to please, said Francis.

         He’s lucky that I didn’t pour the tea over his head, said Bean Uí Néill.

         That I didn’t throw the bread at him, said Mairéad.

         Francis put his hands in the air.

         Ah, now stop, he said.

         What? said Mairéad. He thinks we’re all thick.

         The poor man, said Francis. A visitor to this place.

         That we’re illiterate, said Mairéad. That we have no English at all.27

         The poor man, said Francis.

         Mairéad stared at him.

         Is this Francis Gillan feeling sympathy for an Englishman?

         Ah, Mairéad, it’s his first time here.

         That doesn’t give him the right to be rude to us.

         His first time on a currach, Mairéad.

         His choice, Francis.

         Ah, you’re being awful hard on the poor man.

         The room quietened. Stilled.

         Francis clicked his fingers.

         The islanders collapsed in laughter.

         You should have seen him on the boat, he said.

         Francis held up his cup. Bean Uí Néill poured for him. She gave him more bread.

         He was sick the whole way across, said Francis. And talking to himself. Muttering like an old woman.

         Seeing him in the cove was enough for me, said Bean Uí Néill. He was in a desperate state.

         Why did he do it, Francis? said Mairéad.

         Francis shook his head.

         I don’t know.

         He could have taken the other boat like everybody else, said Mairéad.

         This fella doesn’t consider himself to be the same as everybody else.

         But a currach, said Mairéad. That’s very different.

         And he paid a lot of money for the pleasure, said Francis. Bean Uí Néill shivered.28

         You couldn’t pay me to get back into one of those boats, she said.

         I was slow to do it myself, said Francis. It had been a while.

         We could see that, said Bean Uí Néill. And you out there on the rocks.

         He leaned back into the chair.

         You get used to the motor very quickly.

         Lucky to have got away with it.

         Francis shrugged.

         We were grand, Bean Uí Néill.

         I hope that it was worth it, she said.

         It was.

         How much?

         Not a chance, Bean Uí Néill.

         Go on, Francis. How much?

         He shook his head. She gathered the plates, saucers and cups into a pile in front of her.

         What’s his name anyway?

         Mr Lloyd, said Francis. Of London.

         Anything to do with that bank? she said.

         Must be, said Francis, given the amount he paid to come across.

         They laughed, then stopped. Micheál was walking past the three windows, towards the door.

         Ah, he’s chewing a wasp, said Mairéad.

         He threw open the door.

         His lordship wants the furniture moved, he said.

         This fella is a handful, said Bean Uí Néill.29

         And he wants the bed dismantled, said Micheál.

         The bed?

         Yes, Mairéad. The bed. We’ll need a spanner.

         We’ve never had this before, said Bean Uí Néill.

         We have not, said Micheál.

         Every other visitor has been happy with the bed.

         Not this one, said Micheál. He’s in there giving out about everything.

         Francis and two of the old men followed Micheál into the cottage, into a roughly plastered room that smelt of mould, the whitewashed wall blistering and crumbling in patches close to the floor. Lloyd was beside a small window overlooking the sea, the mildewed net curtain brushing against his cheek.

         I told you that I needed a house with light.

         You have the lanterns, Mr Lloyd.

         For my work.

         I’ll get you more lanterns.

         Lloyd shook his head and led them into the next room furnished with a double bed covered in a faded green bedspread, a wardrobe and a dressing table that no longer had its mirror. The walls were drier though the window was as small as the first.

         We’re not carrying that wardrobe upstairs, Mr Lloyd.

         Get it out of this room.

         Do your painting upstairs, Mr Lloyd. There’s an empty room up there.

         There’s no light up there.30

         You said there’s no light down here, so what’s the difference? Lloyd dragged the mattress from the bed.

         Let’s get on. Please.

         The four men took apart the bed and carried it upstairs. They followed with the dressing table but dragged the wardrobe into the main room that had a large hearth for cooking, a table and six chairs.

         Will that do you now, Mr Lloyd?

         It’s a bit better.

         Right, that’ll do, so.

         The men left and Lloyd opened the doors and windows. He removed all the curtains and dropped them into a corner of the main room, behind the door. He erected his easel in the bedroom that no longer had a bed, and turned it almost perpendicular to the window, angling it to catch the light without casting shadow. He took the narrowest drawer from the dressing table and balanced it across two kitchen chairs to the left of the easel. He carried the mahogany chest, still wet with sea, from the front door to the studio and unwrapped the plastic, holding his breath as he unlocked the chest and raised the lid

         paints intact

         untainted by sea

         untouched

         He sighed and transferred the contents of the chest to the drawer: palettes, palette knives, eight bristle brushes, eight sable brushes, three bottles of turpentine, three of linseed oil, one of size, cloths, tape, jars, bottles, primers, pencils, pens, 31inks and charcoal, as well as a penknife, scissors, string, and an apron, black to absorb the sun. And then the paints, orange, yellow, red, ochre

         sunflowers

         red roofs

         market stalls

         heat rising

         of no use here

         cold, wet land of grey

         of green, brown, blue

         Are those paints?

         He startled. A boy was at his side

         more man

         than boy

         though still boy

         Are those paints?

         Don’t you knock?

         No.

         Well, you should. This is my studio now.

         Tea is ready.

         I’m not hungry.

         Are those paints?

         Yes. What’s your name?

         James Gillan.

         The artist reached out his hand.

         The son of Francis Gillan?

         James shook his head.

         No. That’s my uncle.32

         James pointed then at the drawer.

         Can I have a go?

         No. They’re for my work.

         Well, the tea is ready.

         Thank you, but I’ll get something later.

         There is no later.

         Lloyd sighed.

         In that case, I should come now, as you suggest.

         Lloyd followed him back to the house. James carried the white plastic discarded by Lloyd.

         Do you live here?

         I do. It’s my granny’s house.

         And who owns the one I am using?

         Micheál’s brother.

         Where does he live?

         In America.

         That’s not on the island.

         It’s not, said James. He owns two houses here. Rents them out. Gets loads of money from people like you.

         An absentee landlord, said Lloyd.

         An Irish one, said James.

         Does that make a difference?

         Nothing for me in it either way.

         He sat in the same place as before. Micheál and Francis were already at the table. Bean Uí Néill set down plates of fried fish, mashed potato and boiled cabbage. He poked at the food with his fork but did not eat.

         You should eat, Mr Lloyd, said Micheál.33

         I’m not hungry.

         It’s dinner at one o’clock every day, Mr Lloyd, and tea at half past six.

         So this is tea?

         It looks like dinner. What does dinner look like?

         Tea.

         Lloyd laughed.

         I’m not sure I’ll get the hang of this.

         It’s easy enough, Mr Lloyd. You eat the same food most times.

         Mairéad poured tea and Bean Uí Néill cut into an apple tart. He ate and drank.

         You’ll be better for that, said Micheál.

         I will, he said.

         The artist stood up and nodded at the two women by the fire.

         Thank you.

         They nodded back.

         Tá fáilte romhat.

         I’ll go for a walk now, he said. To get my bearings.

         It’s a good evening for it, said Micheál.

         What’s the best way to go?

         Whatever way you want.

         I want to see the cliffs.

         You’ll not get lost, Mr Lloyd.

         That’s good to know.

         Though you might fall off.

         Thank you. I’ll bear that in mind.

         He retrieved his coat, his hat, his sketchpad, his pencil and 34climbed the hill through the village, past the old men leaning against a low wall, cigarettes in hands, in mouths, dogs at their feet. They waved at him, smiled at him, and watched as he negotiated the path, uncertain of his route, knowing only that he should leave, get away from the eyes staring at him, the mouths talking of him, his breath and step faster than was comfortable, slowing only when he was away from the village, walking past piles of turf covered in blue, orange and white plastic, tied down with rope but flapping nonetheless in the evening wind. He walked by the vegetable patch, alongside rows of potatoes, cabbages and onions coated in layers of rotting seaweed, hens pecking at the soil beneath. He passed three cows, two pigs, several more stray hens, four donkeys and a flock of sheep grazing freely on grass that grew more thickly across his path, a path that became a trail as he travelled further from the village into the open wilderness of the island, the earth moist underfoot but the grass yellowed and dried, stripped and burnt by the wind. He spotted rabbits hopping, bouncing, and birds rising from the grass, calling as they flew upwards into the evening sun. He whistled then and walked on, pausing when the trail faded, disappeared into the grass. He looked around for a route but failed to find one and headed instead across untrodden grass towards the steepest part of the island, halting to sketch a tree beaten by wind into a tight ball of twisted branch and trunk, and again to draw a small lake, the sun sparkling on the water. He hummed, climbing the hill in search of the cliffs he had come to paint, noticing that the ground sloped more steeply, that it pressed 35into the backs of his legs as he headed to the western edge of the island, towards the evening sun, still high in the sky, higher than he was used to. His stomach fluttered

         anticipation

         excitement

         self-portrait: blind date

         He walked towards the edge of the cliff, pitched his body forward and closed his eyes

         book truth

         walking boat

         book untruth

         singing boatmen

         untruth

         truth

         one all

         cliffs as decider

         He opened his eyes and looked down on the cliffs. He kicked at the wind-burnt grass

         pastels

         blue

         green

         tinges of pink

         sunday painters

         and park railings

         unworthy

         of oils

         of mildew

         rain and cold36

         of cabbage

         potato

         and fish that’s fried

         He slumped onto the grass and buried his head into his arms.

         self-portrait: blind date, the aftermath

         He calculated his losses, the money spent on boats, trains and buses, the deposit on the house, and the fresh expense of travelling south

         to sunflowers

         red roofs

         parched earth

         glistening sea

         to painting already done

         He stood up and looked again at the cliffs, hoping to see them differently, as they were in the book. He shook his head and turned back towards the village, walking along the edge of the island, pushing against a strengthening wind. He tucked his hat into his pocket, disgruntled by the ferocity as he climbed upwards in search of a path, scanning for a route back to his cottage to pack his bags and leave with the boatmen, to return back again

         to the sated

         the smug

         the dealers

         their darlings

         auerbach

         bacon

         and freud37

         the dealers’ darlings

         the darling dealer

         The wind became too strong and he dropped to his knees, uncertain of the way back. He crawled to the top of a slope, to the edge of the island in the hope of seeing lights from the village. He looked down. On cliffs. As they were in the book, raw, rugged, violent beauty, the ocean thunderous as it crashed into the rock two hundred feet beneath his knees and hands. He flopped onto his stomach and reached further over the edge, the force of the ocean against the rock reverberating through his flesh, into his bones

         beauty

         unearthed

         unseen

         unpainted

         worthy

         of oils

         He laughed

         of mildew

         rain and cold

         of cabbage

         potato

         and fish that’s fried

         He stayed on his belly, watching as the setting sun lit the west-facing cliff, a light show to unearth the pinks, reds, oranges, yellows embedded in the rock, colours he had not expected to find so far to the north. He drew them in his sketchbook and scrambled on hands and knees along the 38cliff’s edge to peer at caves and archways cut by the ocean, to draw the herring gulls, cormorants and terns, squawking and caking the rock in a rich white fertiliser it could not absorb, to sketch how the light fell this far to the north, knowing that at dawn it would be different, as it would be at midday, at four in the afternoon, in rain, in fog, in winter, in autumn, in summer, in spring, the interactions between sun and rock boundless, infinite.

         He rolled onto his back and stared into the darkening sky, humming

         one truth

         two truths

         three truths

         the men do sing while rowing

         though

         not

         for

         me

         In the morning, after breakfast of porridge, tea and bread, he asked Bean Uí Néill a question. He spoke slowly, enunciating each syllable.

         Do you know what time the mailboat arrives?

         She turned off the radio and shouted. James came running.

         Bí ag caint leis, she said.

         What is it you want? he said.

         The mailboat. What time does it arrive?

         Tomorrow, Mr Lloyd.

         I thought that it would be today.39

         It’s Sunday today.

         But I want my luggage.

         No boat on a Sunday, Mr Lloyd.

         What am I supposed to do until tomorrow?

         James shrugged.

         Wait.

         Lloyd carried a chair outside, standing it on the slate slab set into the earth by the front door of his cottage. He opened his sketchpad and began to draw the village, the cottages, the houses, the men and women moving from one door to another, dogs, cats and hens roaming the single street. He drew the sea, the path leading down to the sea. He drew James, walking towards him with a cup and a plate, tea and bread, the milk already added, the jam and butter thinly spread.

         This will keep you going, Mr Lloyd.

         Thank you, James.

         He received the cup and plate.

         What are you up to this morning?

         Mass.

         I didn’t see a church.

         The schoolhouse.

         And a priest?

         James shrugged.

         Bean Uí Néill knows enough.

         James left and Lloyd drew the islanders again, better dressed this time, the men in suit jackets with hair combed back, the women in dresses, cardigans and lipstick.

         island scene: mass on sunday 40

         Micheál waved his arm and shouted at him.

         Are you coming in, Mr Lloyd?

         Lloyd shook his head.

         Not for me.

         He gathered his coat, his hat, tucked his sketchpad and pencil into his pocket and walked along the island’s edge, staying with the sun in the south and east, with slopes more gentle on his legs. He sat on grass and looked out on the expanse of sea around the island, the sunlight glittering across its surface, the birds diving and banking, soaking in his distance from London, from others, from them, their exhibitions, reviews, plaudits, their scene

         her

         there

         in their midst

         the darling dealer

         their midst

         her midst

         not mine

         He lay down. To wait. Though the wind chilled him. He sat up and looked again at the vastness of the sea, greyer than before.

         self-portrait: on the edge

         He returned to the village and sat again in the same place for his evening meal. The boatmen were still there. Francis leaned into him.

         You’ve been drawing the islanders.

         I have. Going to Mass.

         You said you wouldn’t.41

         Did I? I forgot.

         It didn’t take you long, Mr Lloyd.

         What didn’t?

         To forget.
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