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			For  my dear friend Frank Taaffe


		


			The  fog wraps


			the branches: ghost of field hangs 
over the field …


			Seán Hewitt, ‘Psalm’













			1950



		


 

			Monday, May 1


			Last night, on the corridor of The Mental, I met the book-keeper, a man who hadn’t spoken a word to me in the six weeks he’d been there. He stopped and said: ‘I believe you’re leaving us tomorrow.’


			‘I am,’ I said.


			‘I don’t know if you remember,’ he said, ‘but the first night I was here, I was sitting in the dining room. You wouldn’t have known it but the words and the sadness were flying around my head like bats on a twilit road and then you came and sat beside me and, more than anything, I wanted to put my hand on yours and to feel the warmth of your skin, the outline of the bones beneath that skin, the contours of your fingers and the possibility of their twining with mine.’


			‘I remember,’ I said. ‘Thank you,’ he said.


			And then he walked away.


			There are men who are wise. I have met some in my life. My father is one. And there was a man who lived close to Mullaghcreelan Woods, an old man who needed no one’s company beyond his own, who had a wisdom and a way with a few words and a memory that astounded me each time we spoke. The book-keeper had a wisdom about him, even in his silence. I knew that before ever he spoke and then I heard it in his voice and in the words he used. I will never forget the way he talked about those bats on the twilit road.


			I wish we had spoken more but it was almost time for me to leave The Mental.


			My husband is not a wise man; he’s a fool and worse.


			My husband sent a hackney car to collect me. He wouldn’t come himself, of course. He didn’t bring me to The Mental and he wouldn’t collect me, and, if you asked him, he’d slobber at you over his drink that he didn’t have the heart for it, couldn’t bear to see me put away in that place. Sometimes he gets his tongue around a word like incarcerated and it makes him feel like a great fellow.


			In the three months I was there, he never once darkened the door or travelled the twenty miles to see me.


			So there I was, standing in the hallway, my bag at my feet, watching the avenue for a sign of the hackney car. It was very early, but it was bright. Summer had arrived that first May morning.


			My husband had written and told me the car would come early, to give you a start on the day and the new life, but what that really meant was to get me home before most people were up and about.


			I sat in the passenger seat and heard the boot bang closed and then the driver sat in beside me. I didn’t know him and he didn’t know me. Another precaution by my husband. The story he put about was that I had gone back home to Moone to mind my father. As if anyone believed that; as if anyone knows or cares where I go or what I am.


			‘Well,’ the driver asked, smiling over at me, ‘are we right for the road?’


			His smile was sincere. 


			‘We are,’ I said.


			‘You’ll be glad to be getting out of here?’


			I nodded but I wondered if going back was the right thing to do.


			He started the engine and swung the car around on the gravelled drive. As he did, I saw two men cycling up the avenue. One was dressed in a guard’s uniform and the other had a suitcase tied on the carrier of his bike. They cycled past us, heads down.


			Every time I’d watched someone come or go from that place, I’d thought about my father and myself cycling the hill up to Bolton and then down the long run into Moone. Often, in those rememberings, we were cycling to a football match in Athy or to catch a train to a match in Dublin and he was encouraging me with every turn of the wheel and every stand on the pedal: ‘Good girl yourself, you’re a topper.’





 

			Friday, May 19


			Along the riverbank the whitethorn has cut loose from its buds and spouted into blossom. When I walk there in the morning and the evening, I notice a change in shade. The morning light on the dew that hangs in the flowers is full of gaudy things, like marbles in a tin basin. The flowers say look at me, as if they need to say anything to attract attention. By evening they have settled down. That childish burst of need is gone; they have had the sunlight of the day, they are calm before the sleep of night and, even when the dew or the rain have fallen on them, they shine with a different light.


			Sometimes I think of myself now and myself in girlhood and I see a parallel with the whitethorn. Back then, when first I went to work in Waterford, I needed people to see me, I needed to be heard. I craved people’s attention and wanted them to know that, even though I was only a shop girl, I was intelligent and could hold a conversation.


			I remember the shop manager, a harridan, saying once: ‘Miss McDermot, the more you talk, the less you sell.’


			‘I’m sorry, Mrs James,’ I said, by way of explanation. ‘I was just trying to be friendly with the customers.’


			‘Miss McDermot, the more you talk, the less you sell,’ she said again.


			‘I understand, Mrs James. I was just thinking that if I talked to people they might buy more.’


			‘Miss McDermot, the more you talk, the less you sell.’


			I might have gone on arguing my point but one of the other girls kicked me hard and I shut up.


			The fields that rise and fall on either side of the river and canal are full of the ticking clocks of dandelions. When the wind lifts, the seconds and minutes of their seeds rise in the air like there is no tomorrow and sail away across the fields and over the ditches into other fields and I think about next spring and next summer and hope I remember this day when I see the fields full of yellowness again.


			Sometimes I start to run along the bank, my hand brushing the branches of the trees and bushes that lean out to form a kind of lazy arch above the path. And sometimes I feel like a child, running for the sheer pleasure of it, and sometimes I feel like I’m a woman running for my life, my small, short life.


			I remember thinking, one evening last week, that there’s a time between the fall of the cherry blossom and the fall of the May bush when everything is poised, one set of flowers gone for another year, one waiting for their end. And I had this sense that, when my own time comes, it will be in the days between the tumbling of the cherry blossom and the dropping of the whitethorn.


			I had this vision of my last breath being expelled somewhere along this very path, my eyes closing finally on the world, my body and my soul fallen with the flowers of April and May. And I felt a sense of happiness. I had no fear of dying. I saw myself lying in the long grass beside the worn towpath. I wasn’t curled like a sleeping child. My arms were spread above my head, my dress was laid across my body like a mass of wildflowers, and I knew one of the bargemen would find me and think I was sleeping. He’d cough and clear his throat to wake me, then realise, as he drew nearer, that I was, indeed, asleep, and this time for ever.





 

			Sunday, May 21


			The swallows have come home again.


			When I was in The Mental, I used to think about them. On cold March afternoons, I’d walk around the garden and try to avoid the other patients, try to find a corner beneath the thirty-foot wall, a place where a sliver of sun and the shelter of a tree would allow me to pretend it was summer, that I was free, that everything would be all right.


			I thought, if the swallows can get back here from Africa, then I can make myself well enough to get out of The Mental. If they can fly thousands of miles to be here in summer, I can make my own little journey.


			And so I’d stand in the finger of light that came like the finger of a god from heaven and I’d close my eyes and suck every ounce of heat from the day and imagine myself on this riverbank, watching the swallows loop and dive and rise and fall in search of food, and I’d be happy in the belief that I could do that, too. Get back to a place where I had some small sense of belonging.


			The thought of getting truly home, back to Moone, to my father and the neighbours I knew and the fields and woods where I had grown up, was not something I ever allowed myself to imagine.


			Another time, I saw a patient having a fit in the corridor of the hospital and I went and wrote about it, about him, but really I was thinking about the swallows on the Barrow bank, the sky gone epileptic with the madness of their joy.





 

			Wednesday, May 24


			Hesitation and murmuration, those are today’s two words. 


			It’s as if the May bushes have frozen or hesitated. They’ve been on the brink of flowering for a week now, the buds ripe and ready, but everything seems to be petrified, as if they’re waiting for someone or something to give a signal. Each morning I walk the bank of the river and expect them to have emerged with the sun, but each morning I’m met with the same, arrested buds, still curled about themselves.


			On the road this afternoon, cycling back from town, I stopped to watch a small murmuration of starlings over the field beyond the pump. Each time they turned in the sun, they disappeared, and then they’d turn again and reappear. Appear and disappear. Appear and disappear. There and gone. There, then lost in the sun. There, then gone for good, lost behind the line of sycamores.





 

			Friday, May 26


			I met my husband at a railway station. On the platform of the station in Maganey. I was catching a train back to Waterford and he was catching the same train but travelling only as far as Bagenalstown. It was a Sunday afternoon. The sun was still high in the sky and the station was quiet. We were the only two people on the platform. Now and then the station foreman would appear and disappear in the doorway of the ticket office.


			There were four milk churns at the end of the platform and a basket with what sounded like ducks inside. Otherwise, the afternoon was still. Now and then a wagtail would land and peck his way between the rails, then take to the air again.


			My future husband spoke first. ‘You’re waitin’ for the train?’


			I should have known, from that one question, that almost everything about him would be predictable.


			‘I am,’ I said without turning. 


			‘Travellin’ far?’


			‘Waterford.’


			‘Do you live there?’ 


			‘I work there.’


			‘So where’s home?’ 


			So many questions.


			‘A Civic Guard wouldn’t ask me that,’ I said, turning to face him.


			It was then that his waistcoat caught my attention. It was multi-coloured, like no waistcoat I had ever seen before. It reminded me of the kingfishers I’d see skating over the waters of the river Griese on a summer day.


			‘I’m sorry. I was just wonderin’.’


			‘Near Moone. Beyond Castledermot.’


			‘It sounds like a quiet place. I like quiet places.’


			And then he introduced himself. Told me he was a lock-keeper on the canal. He had been to Castledermot to visit a friend of his who had been injured in a farming accident and had lost the use of his legs.


			‘I like your waistcoat,’ I said. 


			‘The brightest thing about me.’ 


			I should have listened.


			We shared a compartment on the train, just the two of us, the windows open, the leather window straps struggling in the summer wind as the train sped to Carlow and on to Bagenalstown. By then he had asked for my name and address and promised to write, if I didn’t mind.


			As he stepped down from the train, he said, ‘I’ll write this very evening.’


			It was probably the most compulsive thing he would ever say or do.


			And there it was, on the Tuesday morning: a letter beside my plate on the dining table in the boarding house.


			‘Looks interesting,’ one of the girls laughed. ‘Not your father’s handwriting.’


			The only letters that ever came were from my father. ‘Come on, who is he?’ someone else asked.


			I read the letter. It was short and to the point. I’ll be in Waterford on Sunday next. My train gets in at the Angelus time of the morning. I’ll meet you at the clock on the cay at half past twelve, if you want to. I’ll wait there until two of the clock. If you don’t turn up by then I’ll know.


			I turned up. Mostly, I think, because Sundays were tedious and I wanted to see the waistcoat again.


			The second or third time he came to visit me, I took him on the bus to Tramore and we walked together along the beach.


			‘There’s nothing like the sea for power and beauty,’ I said.


			‘Sure what’s the sea but a hape of rivers?’ he said. I should have listened.


			That was the summer of 1926. We were married in the summer of 1928. I was twenty-two and he was twenty-eight and, if I ask myself the question now, I have no idea why I married him.


			As we left the room where people were dancing on the evening of our wedding, my father said: ‘If you’re not happy, you can leave him. Don’t worry what people might say. You’ll always have a home in Moone.’


			And now there are kingfishers along this stretch of river, small parcels of water that lift from the river and hoist with them every colour in creation. They fly on, low and fast, and then they’re gone into the evening or the morning light. Low and fast between the bursting willows, melting back into whatever world it is they’ve come here from.





 

			Saturday, June 3


			I walked up this morning through the Little Wood at the top of the hill. The grass was still wet from the dew and everywhere I went my feet left impressions that followed me between the trees.


			I caught sight of a fox, late home, disappearing through a gap in a hedge. There, then gone, then rusty red again, then gone again. The natural world is full of magical creatures appearing and disappearing.


			The bluebells were like low, slow smoke on the floor of the wood, like something imagined, like the ghosts of children’s faces in the summer moon.





 

			Sunday, June 4


			There were forty-seven people at early Mass in the little church this morning. My husband goes to second Mass in the big church in the town and comes back home at four or five in the afternoon, his bicycle weaving its own way from the pub to the house, past people walking on the riverbank. I wish he’d fall in and drown, dragged down by the weight of the bike when there’s no one about to rescue him. I imagine bubbles rising like angels in his wake, glad to see the back of him, and then peace, perfect peace, like you see carved on the Protestant headstones.


			Forty-seven people in the church. I knelt at the front of the gallery and counted them. Three others on the gallery: the postmistress, the teacher in the country school and the man who mends the bicycles. That’s four of us.


			The priest and two altar servers on the altar. That’s seven.


			On one side there’s the retired Civic Guard, his wife, their son who never did a day’s work in his life and their daughter who leaves their house only for Mass. The cobbler who tried to get me to kiss him in exchange for not charging me for resoling my husband’s boots. ‘Why don’t you get my husband to kiss you?’ I told him.


			The woman with the red hair who lives out beyond the next island on the river and her seven children who all have different hair and different looks and clothes that are never right, clothes they never quite grow into or seem always to have just grown out of. That’s twenty.


			On the other side there’s the woman dressed in black and I’m always wondering why and I’ve never found out. There’s the man who owns the shop that no one goes into because of the boycott thirty years ago. The people won’t go in and he won’t shut the doors but they’ll all turn out for his funeral and say ‘He wasn’t the worst in the world’. There’s the two brothers and their two wives and their six children between them who all live in the one house at the end of the Mill Lane where there is no mill and hasn’t been for two hundred years. There’s the tailor with one hand, the railway man with the bent leg, the ploughman with half a head of hair and the woman with the odd eye and they all sit on the same bench Sunday after Sunday, as if they’re not allowed to sit anywhere else, as if they’re happier together in a freak show. There’s the two brothers from the farm up the hill. There’s The Cowboy, so called because he won a calf in a raffle twenty years ago and sold it for half a crown so that he could go to the pictures in Carlow. That’s thirty-nine.


			And then there’s the seven women who kneel on the stone floor at the back. The Vestal Virgins people call them. Seven widows from the wars. Three from the war just over: Mag Kane, Mary Langton and Annie Kernahan. And four from the War of Independence. Was there ever a war that gave us women less independence? Rosie Loughran, Babs Burke, Honoria Kelly and Sheila Sammon. They call Sheila The Sammon of Knowledge.


			And there, in the doorway to the side, is The Man in the Cap. He appears every Sunday after the first prayers and leaves the minute communion is over. No one seems to know who he is. He never receives communion and never removes his cap. There and gone.


			Forty-seven of us all in one small church and each one as daft, or dafter, than the next, but I’m the only one who’s been inside the gates and doors of The Mental.





 

			Friday, June 23


			St John’s Eve.


			When I was a young girl, the summer before I left home to work in the shop in Waterford, my father took me walking. It was as if he thought he’d never see me again, that he had things to say, wisdom to impart, and there might never be another time in which to do it.


			He told me about St John’s Eves when he was a boy and I said they sounded like times from a thousand years ago.


			‘And sure maybe it is a thousand years ago,’ he said, ‘or maybe two thousand years ago. The Lord alone knows. Will I tell you more?’


			‘Do.’


			‘Well, where I come from, a bonfire had to be lit at the very minute the sun slipped below the hills and it had to be kept lighting till the last minute of the day. And the old people would pray that the harvest would be good and the fields would produce strong crops and the weather would be clement.’


			‘Only the old people?’


			‘The rest of us would be busy. There’d be music playing and people would be dancing and there’d be fellows wrestling and running races by the light from the bonfire. My mother always prayed that the fields would give crops to keep my father in work and that the garden at the back of our house would give enough food to keep us fed. But the younger people cared nothing for wishes like that. Some boyos would jump into the river, believing a swim on St John’s Eve was a protection again drowning for the rest of the year.’


			‘And was it?’


			‘I seen too many young fellows and girls dragged out of the river over the years to believe that but, sure, who am I to know?’


			‘Go on,’ I said. I didn’t want my father to be haunted by the ghosts of the drowned in his dreams or in his waking memories.


			‘People used to throw weeds into the fire in the hope that their like wouldn’t grow in the fields. And fellows would challenge one another to lep the flames. That kind of thing. And then in the small hours, when the fire had died down, people would take some of the ashes and spread it in fields and gardens to encourage the growth of the crops. They were different times, leanbh, different times.’


			‘Did you  ever lep the fire?’ 


			‘Indeed and I did.’


			‘And did other things like that happen?’


			‘Oh, they did. There was a man near us and his house was built on a fairy path – never a good place to build, people said. So every St John’s Eve he’d bring home coals from the fire and keep them burning on the path till daylight and that warded off the fairies and other strange travellers.’ My father paused at that point. ‘Or so he said.’


			‘You didn’t believe it worked?’


			‘Well, the thing about people not drowning in the river didn’t work so why would the coals? And, to tell you the truth, I’ve never in my fifty years and more seen sight nor light of a fairy or even the leavings of one!’


			But today there are no fires burning, not even in the grate of this house. The day is too hot and the sky too blue and the wind too warm for fires. And today I’m only ten years younger than my father was when he told me that story of the other times, when he was a boy, a story of the world that has gone for ever.


			‘The other world disappeared with the coming of the radio,’ my father used to say. ‘There’s no heaven and no hell since the radio arrived. Everything is real now.’


			Perhaps the real world is where we find ourselves when we’re sheltering from the possibility of happiness or heartbreak. I think the real world is where we survive and the rest is simply the chance that there might be something more.





 

			Saturday, June 24


			The song thrushes in the apple trees were up to greet the dawn today. They woke me and, when I opened the window to hear them more clearly, they rose, like a cloud into the mist of morning, and then settled again to their singing in the branches.


			Something in the colour of the morning reminded me of the colour of my wedding frock, a whiteness but not a whiteness, and then I remembered the beer stain that is tattooed into it for ever, my husband whirling me round the floor of the hotel bar-room, a glass of stout in one hand, the other wrapped about my waist, the beer flying through the air and slopping on the back of the brand new dress one of the shop girls in Waterford had made for me, his blotched face leering and laughing, and in that moment I had an inkling that I had made a huge mistake in marrying him.


			But when he took me back here, the August damsons and apples were heavy on the trees in the garden. After he had carried my cases and my little box of books upstairs, he took my hand and led me outside and we walked in the well-tilled garden beside the house.


			‘Every lock-keeper’s house has two apple trees and two plum trees,’ he told me, pointing to the trees at the other end of the triangle of garden. ‘They come with the house and the house comes with the job and the job comes with me.’


			He seemed delighted with the tale he was telling, as if he had been waiting all his life for this moment, as if every day of work he had done, every lock key he had turned, every groaning lock-gate that had opened and closed for him, was a step towards this conversation, and in that moment the spilling beer and red-blotched face were forgotten and I loved him again and I was filled with hope and an eagerness for the life I imagined we might have together.


			We stood at the side of the lock basin and he explained how the gates opened and closed, how the rising or falling water took the barges up or down.


			‘It’s like raising the dead or burying the dead, depending on which way the barge is travelling,’ he said. ‘You’ll see for yourself when the next barge comes.’


			And I did and for the rest of that summer and into the autumn every time a barge arrived I went and helped, or stood and watched, and week by week I got to know the bargemen and they brought me little gifts as they got to know me – a pencil or a bottle of ink or a copybook.


			‘I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you come out of that house without a book in your hand or ink on your fingers or a pencil stuck into your hair like a comb,’ one of them told me once and his words were like a confirmation to me.


			‘That’ll be the habit from shop work,’ I said.


			‘Well, I doubt you’re running a shop beyond in the house,’ the bargeman said, laughing. ‘The boss-man tells me you’re a great one for the books and the writing.’


			There were times when my husband was away, when I’d open and shut the lock gates, sell them soda bread or scones I’d made, share a mug of tea with the bargemen as their craft rose or fell, listen to their stories of ghosts on the water and unexplained lights in the depths and voices grumbling in the night as the barges moved slowly through the darkness. Stories of the barge horses refusing to pass places where women had drowned, the bargemen having to coax them along, sacks thrown over the horses’ heads to blinker them from whatever it was they were seeing.


			On autumn days I loved to stand by the lock basin and listen to the roar of the wind in the trees, the breeze sweeping over the face of the water, the draught catching my hair and lifting it into the air. The world seemed fresh and new and something downstream offered the promise of the bright, the undiscovered, of another way of life.


			I knew that the river became the sea at Waterford. I had worked there, never dreaming I would one day live on the bank of this waterway that helped to feed the ocean. Never knowing that there were places – like the one in which I now lived – where it was necessary for boats and barges to leave the full flow of the river and enter the quieter, gentler waters of the canal. Places where the roar of the water became noiseless and the only sound was the growl of the wind in the trees on autumn days





 

			Monday, June 26


			Last night I had the strangest dream. When we were first married, my husband and I would share our dreams in the light of morning. And, sometimes, if there were no dreams to share, we’d tell stories of our childhoods. Later, when my husband had grown tired of storytelling and told me it was time to put all that ould rubbish behind us, I’d share dreams with the children, building stories into and around the visions of the night. And then, when they were grown and gone, I stopped remembering my dreams. But last night a dream found its way into my sleep and, for once, I’ve remembered it.


			In the dream, I was walking in the woods at Mullaghcreelan. It was a summer evening, that time of day when everything falls silent, the minutes just before darkness materialises. I was walking down the long avenue and the ground was hard and dusty from weeks without rain. And then I met myself, a girl of seventeen, and beside me, or her, was a long-dead dog I’d had as a girl.


			The first thing I noticed about myself was that my eyes were hazelnut brown, even in the late evening, in the falling dusk; they shone with the light of youth and hope and excitement and anticipation. And the air was full of the scent of bluebells, heavy and sweet but not cloying. A slight breeze lifted the perfume of the flowers, dropped it and lifted it again. It was there and gone and there again.


			I recognised myself immediately and I knew – even in the mad world that is dreams – that there was something strange about meeting myself and a dog who had been buried years before. The dog was a bearded collie, given to my father by a Scotsman on whose farm he’d worked for a couple of years. His name was Jock – a beautiful, gentle, shambling dog. My father always said that he’d been given the dog because it refused to herd sheep.


			‘Why would it?’ he’d said. ‘Sheep, like cows, are more than capable of herding themselves.’


			And here was Jock again, faithful as ever by my side, ambling through the last light of evening, stopping to smell the bluebells every so often. And then the younger me began to hurry along the rising path, coming swiftly towards the older me, and the dog fell in beside her, matching her stride for stride, eager not to lose or be lost by his mistress.
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