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You, four angels by my bed,


Stand this soul in all good stead;


See me safe right through the night;


Guard our house until daylight.


Amen. Please, amen, amen.


Mammy, Daddy, will you stay;


Make the bawman go away.
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Button-eyed crows scan for scraps along early-morning pavements, balance in clusters on overhead wires, and spit their gruff jibes down on pedestrians’ heads.


Having been around him now in one cluster or other for these donkey’s years, I should know like the back of my hand the capers of one raven-haired J. V. Ryan – my old pal, Johnny Val. Our fellow scavenger here has a story to tell.


It’s over to you now, Johnny, boy: open your beak and take it away.




 





When the clouds lift, this town can be seen for the lopsided way it straddles the river: how a lady of old would sit side-saddle on a palfrey, facing nearside with her all cocked over the off as she’d pig-jump through the morning fog. Morning fog; evening fog. What matter? Who cares? Well, it does matter: every last blessed thing that happens here concerns others, like the single twig which shakes on a tree to disturb the whole forest. And believe you me, as my father, the Gunner Ryan, used to say, there’s a lot of shaking going on in this neck of the woods, all the time – yeah baby, all of the time. The early mist is a shapeless mass of cloud from the night before which clings to water like gum to the soles of your feet, as its grey arms swirl, ebb and slink from the lower ends of our narrow streets as much in dread of the sun as a thief in the night. Now, don’t talk to me about the breed of haptic, happy-hearted crook we have hereabouts. But more anon, as they say in all the best circles. More anon, dear boy.


Though smaller by far, this side of town was here nearly before time was invented, as my old man used to put it. In the beginning, fellows wore animal skins the length of miniskirts, which were more than likely just about long enough to keep their privates from freezing over in winter, and with whiskers and selvedge tails blending, they cocked their bare bony asses to the east wind and gouged out furrows for the very first foundations, using oars that had batted their dodgy coracles upriver, while some master builder-cum-developer grunted and hopped off them with an even bigger cudgel. (What has changed?) The rocks they threw over the wickerwork at wild boar for amusement and recrimination during lunch break had only just cooled enough to be handled, having spurted from the middle of the earth a short while earlier. After frightening off all hairy pigs but still in want of diversion, they formed into two gangs and used the oars to hurl stones at each other, an activity which, when moderated slightly with some rules added, became so popular as to turn into a national pastime. Indeed, up to quite recently this side of town produced mighty slingers and hurlers.


This area is so old that the insides of buildings reek from the must-damp saga of times past, and the whang off backyards makes a body hold his nose till he gets so used to it he can’t tell the difference between this and the musk bouquet from a ladies’ cloakroom in a dance hall. But when it comes to commerce and trade – as in all matters of importance where the aged don’t count for much, with the exception of dying – these old buildings are forgotten, abandoned here with other all-sorts getting on in years, each marked out by the same delicate beautiful whiff – and beautiful is the word, boy: pure fucken nirvana. And yet they betray a distinct feature of great age, a certain quality closely related to that which hoity-toity furniture restorers refer to in antiques as patina – well, how’s your patina coming along, dear boy?


Built up round its centre, the far side of town on the west of the river happens to be where the thrifty women, as my old fellow used to call them, go shopping for their pennysworth, with their hair tied back in hard-rock buns to match the grip they have on their purse strings and twice-folded brown envelopes, as well as on their spouses’ must-bags. It’s where the merchant princes live – horse traders who’d tan their mothers’ sagging hides to flog them at a knock-down price. Just look at their houses, each bigger and better than the next, monuments to their owners’ stash and status, rather than homes in keeping with the lines of evenly stepped gables which sloping streets need for a uniform appearance – and who says looks don’t count? That clique there beyond rules the roost like bantams in broiler coops with baggy wattles a-droop and luscious heads ripe for the pot, while the one thing they have mortal fear of, day and night, is a stray cock nearing the hen house. I know all about them. So, cockalorums over there on the hill, you pay heed now: for this little ol’ rooster here is on the loose. Cock-a-doodle-doo, boy: Johnny Valentine Ryan, let me tell you, has the lowdown on every one of youse over there.


What’s more, this town didn’t always hang the same way. A time was when both sides had their fair share of trade, as coal-cots sailed the fourteen-odd miles from the harbour. Stone wharfs and silent warehouses still there to the south are a testament to those days – maybe not that long ago, either. I remember the old galoots in my father’s bar who had worked on the cots and gabbards, their faces so ingrained with dust, or patina, they were as black as any gaggle of kohl-eyed girls out on the town for a good night’s tear. And they hawked up such an amount of phlegm that a barman’s worst nightmare was having to sawdust and clean a sputum-gummed floor after closing time. They swore that a cot-man’s chest can never be got rid of, and rum for relief was your only man.


‘Give us another black Jamaican there, Gunner Ryan, like a good fellow’, they barked at my father. ‘It’s the only thing to soften the cough. We’ll sink the gabbard yet again, eh? Down the hatch, boys, down the hatch.’


But those same fellows who haunted Ryan’s bar were no more than the remains of a kind, a dying breed, just like their womenfolk, who carried huckster baskets to the matches above in the park on Sundays – and the Widow Flynn has for a good while now been the huckster queen of this town.


‘Bananas, apples, oranges and chocolates. Only the last few left now, three for a bit – a half-crown. Is that the smallest you have, love? Anyone for oranges, apples or chocolates? Get yourself a nice ripe banana there, son, to put colour in your face.’


The Widow Flynn carries the best apples and oranges, with more of everything bigger, better and sweeter in her basket; besides, you wouldn’t want to buy from anyone else when she’s around. Up and down between rows of terraces, on Sundays, she harries spectators into making purchases, mainly chocolate – a safer bet by far for cautious country lads: heaven knows whose hands the apples were in.


As if driven by tiny battery-operated motors, her occasional red earrings dangle and whirl against her mother’s ancient black shawl, which partly covers her head but whose main purpose is to drape the basket. Completing the trader’s costume, a dirndl skirt, red of course, sits in tight against her waist to be swooshed before eyes, otherwise fixated, in order to gain attention and prise from their owners’ pockets as many harvest-bright pennies and shiny shillings as possible. You know from the whiff, though, as she comes close, that the widow has done more than her fair share of tromping in the sun for one afternoon. Still and all, while her pestering presence there sets thin-blooded old lads against her, most young whelps can’t help but allow her to deflect their interest, as they feel their billies bulge hot – red and black on a dame will catch a man’s eye as long as he has any kick at all left in him. And even the most keyed-up spectator will bite back impatience when she bellows him with an earful: ‘Only the last few left now.’


‘Missus, do you carry any Peggy’s leg?’ I once heard a fellow shout. ‘This match is flipping useless; I’m tired of watching it. Be a sport, missus, and send me home with a smile.’


‘There’s no better one to put a smile on a chap’s face going home to its mammy’, she says. ‘But you’d want to wash it first.’


‘Go on, Nance, give us an old kiss.’


‘Look at here, son–’


Though letting on to be too exasperated to get the rest of the words out, she couldn’t hold back a look of satisfaction at having found just the right kind of foil needed for the pantomime that best advertised her basketful of wares, for there was nothing like a good putdown to entertain spectators at a bad match. Nancy stood back, raised her hems like a Romany lady about to dance, and revealed a black-stockinged limb.


‘Do you see that?’ says she. ‘Would you know what to do with it?’ After staring him down, she hissed: ‘Son, you’d eat it first. Ask Mammy when you go home to loan you her instruction manual, and while you’re at it, get her to feed you more porridge in the mornings. Would you like some chocolate in the meantime – a banana even, to help put meat on your bones?’ Turning to face a growing audience, she nodded her Huh at the lad and whined: ‘Like any healthy fun-loving woman, I do prefer to play ball with men rather than boys.’


After the cheer she got from the crowd, the Widow Flynn walked away, but she was soon back with a full basket among that swath of spectators, where her pickings had taken such a surprising turn for the better.




*





Doesn’t the river look a treat, though, this Sunday morning? The nicest feeling in the entire world is to wake up here under the dry arch of the bridge, unchained, free as a bird, with not a care in the world, and to gaze out on a sheet of clear shop-window glass. One section is in shade, with the other shining as she moves in from the dark north, coyly at first, but she spreads wide and loose at the last moment, like the Widow Flynn after two glasses of Blue Nun. Bless that woman; may her generosity never falter.


Such a grand entrance as she makes for us, the recipients of her bounty, to fill burghers’ cisterns and flush out their pots – though in return she picks up a few odds and ends before reaching the rock factory and curving out of sight under the turret rocks; she then flows through the Beare meadows and past the asylum to maunder off towards wherever it is that all good rivers wind up. Keeps the place going, she does, like farmers’ wives to town of a Friday – that bespectacled specimen of tightness who used to exact nearly a week’s shopping from Ryan’s bar and grocery on the strength of a dozen eggs and a few pounds of half-washed salty butter: pure fucken axle grease, it was. Give us instead a woman straight off the twice-weekly Kilkenny bus, who’d never pass off her addled eggs on a soul or do you for a halfpennyworth, yet there was nobody better for picking out real quality: Murphy’s best-blend tea, the sweetest of our bacon factory’s teat-rashers, and the usual noggin of Powers malt to tide her over the celibate nights and mountain chill.


This river has a more exotic personality than what is needed to service the dour wants of routine shopkeepers, and like every chick of a certain age, she is a beauty to behold. It’s the same as waking up next to the most gorgeous dame with nothing on but her dark blue work-coat. Stop the lights at the thoughts of it – but more of that, too, anon.


Every once in a while on a balmy afternoon during the dog days, though avoiding the hour when there’s a spark off the water that would cut the eye from your head, a fellow would want for nothing better to do than walk out the mill road there to gape at the river meandering into the valley’s light-blue haze. With or without diamonds – what matter, who cares? – she swaggers a left buttock into the distance, a lot like the girl I once knew who swagged her curved tush – and such legs – from side to side through the cloisters. A time was when a falling star shot its arc across my dark firmament.




 





On quiet Sunday mornings like this, too, the river puts me in mind of the poem ‘My Dark Rosaleen’, which our English teacher, the Shed, drummed into us below in the college. (What a joint that was in which to be locked up for nearly four months at a time.) Going there was a pure waste of good youth; it was a place where a fellow would get only the odd glimpse of Rose Brien’s fair legs, which were so well curved that a mitred bishop with any stir left in his crotch would have to stop and stare. I had serious designs on those pins in penny loafers as they strutted past, their owner balancing a glass of milk and two biscuits on a tray headed for the distant room of some unwell ecclesiastical student, while the eyes of every gawk in window embrasures along the cloisters leaped out on sticks and became glued to the lump of her rump. With horns on them like whelks, they would, if they could, rip that tight navy work-coat off her body stitch by stitch a thousand times over – if his lordship hadn’t beaten them to it.


The further into our school term we went, the more enticing those curves of hers became, as week by week fellows grew demented to a tizzy, till, fortunately for all, the holidays arrived and a state of pure bedlam was just about avoided. For such was the effect of the joint that September’s boniest knock-kneed domestic gradually altered to become by Christmas the most delectable dancing diva – and by which time even the kitchen’s old Sister Spud had begun to look good, almost.


To this very day, I lament lost opportunities of having let that girl pass untouched beneath the bleeding-heart statue in the recess halfway down the main cloister. But whichever had the most hold over us – the terror of being expelled by the college president, or the horrors of eternal damnation that our spiritual director had injected through his sermons on the anguish of sinful flesh forever searing in sealed-off black pits – it helped us to keep our hands, if not our inclinations, off fair Rose Brien’s legs. Such self-denial was purgatory, though, to a youth for whom the feel of Brylcreem buttressing his slick jet-black coiffure was all the spiritual nourishment he ever needed, and for whom the pungent sniff of Old Spice that titillated his pipes when patted on the chin was elation close to a divine mystery. Just as well, then, that the old bishop – whose palace was across the road from our institution – really knew nothing of such unhallowed fetishes, or else his piousness might have succumbed to wild hankerings after the good life. Come to think of it, though, it was Elvis, with his blue suede shoes and Graceland palace, who was my kind of prelate. Uh-uh-uh, uh-uh-uh, uh-uh-huhuu.


But as purgatory eventually leads to heaven, a boy’s torment, too, led to bliss when he met fair Rose on one of the college’s dormitories – ‘Voulez-vous rendez-vous?’ says he. If the dean, Dr Quigley, had caught a student fraternising with a girl – or with any creature in Malaysian sarong or Hawaiian muu-muu that resembled a female – an emergency conference of the college authorities, in full-frock regalia, would have been called, and the lad expelled with enough high propriety to make a proper example of him. If the degenerate had, however, been found hopscotching in the arms of a domestic on the counterpane on top of some cubicle bed, he would scarcely have been given time to pack his suitcases – and likewise the girl.


Those things happened some fourteen years ago, when the slurped kisses and fumbled touching of a fifteen-year-old were even tastier than the capfuls of poteen I had snaffled from the Gunner’s secret stash, which I replaced with equal amounts of whiskey – which, in turn, were eventually replaced with water, a ploy that worked well till the time my mother found me comatose inside the rasher counter two hours after closing time and had to get the doctor out of bed to come and make sure her son wasn’t on the road out.




 





Right now though, here under the arch, I have to keep my wits about me. For there is one among us that I need to be wary of: Lousy Jim, whose vital fluid, due to the way he sidles up to you when he wants something, must come from the blue blood of the horseshoe crab, certainly not from that of nobility; or maybe it’s green, like a worm’s is green.


During the last half-hour, not as much as a snore, or a stir, has come from the farthest-over bundle on the ground – so he must be ready to intrude once more upon our little company. The creature will again impose on us the one must-dank tang of old buildings and backyard sewers, and we will be obliged to hold our noses till we get used to him. A strong breeze through the arch will help.


How in heaven’s name did we ever let that go-by-the-wall of a fecking Louse break into our little coterie of dreamers? And we had been a company of such fine gentry before: blue-blooded nobility, you might say. Ah, well!
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Crows need street savvy to forage and exist in a scaldy old town. This morning, I saw one fly a paper bag up to a rooftop, pin it against the ridge and peck out the left-over chips. Johnny is a sharp operator, too, when he needs to be.




 





There is far less of the usual rumble of traffic aloft this Sunday morning: we can savour the burbling rush of water across stones just beyond the arch and let it soothe our souls. But all of a sudden I feel my palpitations flutter as a flurried crunch of newspaper comes from that farthest-over bundle on the ground, with the flap-swish of cardboard off its sides. One piece, glossier than the others, flips against the butt of the bridge and stops short of the water.


No doubt, most of us wish that a face, any face, other than the one we expect, will appear and smile benevolently as much as to say: hello, what a lovely day, good to be alive and isn’t life beautiful? But no such luck: out pops the weasel-faced head of Lousy Jim from underneath a pile of rags and papers. As usual, his humour is in keeping with his looks: tell me something new. Lately, he has been sticking to us like sputum gummed to the floors in a fellow’s childhood, and every morning we wake to find him still here in the parlour, impossible to shake off. But we must be grateful for small mercies, and acknowledge that at least one more of our kind, the true torch-holders of freedom, has made it through another night.


‘Did you hear the racket last evening?’ he shouts. ‘Something should be done about that; never any cops on this side of town when they’re wanted, especially on a Saturday. Quick enough they were, though, the other day to stop me and grab the bottle from my hands and empty the cider onto the ground, every last fucken drop, a pure sacrilege. The music man Guard – what’s his name again? – held it at arm’s length lest he might have caught the plague, and whistled ‘Drink, drink, drink’ (from The Student Prince) as the precious stuff gurgled out. Anyway, those whores only pick on gormless mortals like me – easy targets – instead of chasing crooks. Has anyone the loan of a fag? Please, I’ll give it back to him this evening, I swear.’


No answer; it’s safer not to draw him on us; he’s not called the Louse for nothing.


‘Who knocked over my shaggen flagon?’ The Louse scowls, starting to turn wicked once more. ‘I tell you, if I catch who done it, I’ll swing for him.’


A second sheet of cardboard is flung against the masonry. He’ll swing for himself if needs be one of these days if he’s not careful about whom he’s accusing: I’ll get my friend Sputnik here to deal with him. Ever more obstreperous as the days pass, the Louse must be back on the meths. He snatches the brown bottle and jerks it against his lips to suck the dregs. The tyke probably forgot to put the cap back on and knocked it over himself during a nightmare when the buzzing ghouls arrived to take over what was left inside his skull, while the snores groaned worse than the traffic overhead. The sooner the white-coats come to bring him away for drying out, the better; anyway, a spell in the asylum would crown him – and I ought to know. It’s certainly not advisable to lie with your back to him.


Take the night I went into a fever and a certain lady came down here to look after me. The Louse kept groping at her till Sputnik caught him up and lobbed him wholesale, bags and rags, there in the drink. Seeing him splash, shriek and cool off must have been a circus; he was lucky, though, that the water was low at the time. The river can be a great solution sometimes, the way she cleans things up. We would all be lost without her.


That dark lady flows under five of the six arches – except when there’s a flood, which washes right through our parlour for spite – that female, vengeful type. And the mention of arches reminds me of the bridge in the story ‘The Vision of Mirzah’, which had to be learned for the public exam back when the Shed taught us English. Some bloody bridge that was. It had ‘three score and ten entire arches, with several broken arches’. Just like here on a bad morning, it had ‘a black cloud hanging on each end of it’ and ‘there were innumerable trapdoors that lay concealed in the bridge’, which several of the people ‘no sooner trod upon but they fell through them and into the great tide that flowed underneath’.


That story used to put the wind up me; it still does, when I brood too much after a bad dose of loony-juice – and heaven knows what the Louse has poured into a bottle behind our backs. It seems as if the Louse himself might have dropped through a trapdoor hidden in our bridge. Well, in that case it was the wrong one: he ought to have landed in a current and been carried past the asylum, the Beare meadows and away to the sea; the sea is the spot for a louse.


It is said that a couple of Welshmen did the stonework on the arches. I hope they didn’t starve; the merchants of this town wouldn’t toss you a farthing to save your life – and I ought to know, seeing as how I was once part of their clique, that inner circle of toffs that says what goes hereabouts. Except that when the forebears of these same panjandrums landed in this town without so much as an arse in a trousers between them and knocked on Gunner Ryan’s door, they weren’t turned away empty-handed. No, they were brought in to be seated round his table as equals, where they licked his plates dry – a fact of history that has long since slipped the minds of their spawn. I could tell you stories about them.


While the beasts of the field recognise a hand that has been kind to them, there’s not one of those sons of upstarts who wouldn’t break his neck crossing the street to avoid me now. It’s a long road though that has no turning; one of these days a fellow will get back on his feet and expose them for the jumped-up misbegotten sons of usurpers they really are. I swear.
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On weekday mornings – not like today – the rumble breaking overhead marks the arrival of yet one more day of trade. At first come the milkmen, their jingle-jangle rings a bell of boarding-school routine. Next up, Earl’s bread vans clatter across as if pneumatic tyres had never been invented; then the deliverymen; and lastly come the workers; while the noise steadily grows to an incessant drum roll as the snaking slave traffic has to crawl.


On weekends at least, it’s peaceful – especially since work in the slaughterhouse was cut back and there are no pigs squealing or gulls shrieking over guts and red spill from the pipe into the river: I couldn’t look at a sausage or rasher now if you paid me. Daytime you know for sure has arrived when Taw Lyons, in contempt, grates his shovel along the kerb and rattles his handcart down the quay as if the council was paying him to raise the dead rather than clean the streets. Shag off with yourself, Tawser boy.


Is that big Johnny Leary’s voice? What’s he doing out at this hour, and on a Sunday too? I thought he was a night-owl like me, instead of a lark. Well, at least I used to be one for the late nights, as anyone will vouch, but nowadays I prefer to retire earlier with a little something to send me to sleep. Has Johnny Leary, the carnival man, found a new woman or what, a clucking hen to shake him off the nest? But now I remember why: Duffy’s circus is due in town, and it’s his job to get out all the posters. It’s what the man does; he’s got talent for it. I’ll set the Louse on him for the crack.


‘Hey, Louse, Johnny Leary’s giving away free tickets for the circus.’


The mention of ‘giving away’, or ‘free’, is enough to push a button. The Louse drops the empty flagon, and heaves the remaining lower end of his carcass from under the pile to clamber up the bank on all fours.


The Madagascan lemur has nothing on Lousy Jim. If he’s not careful, he’ll get nabbed by animal trainers and put in a cage. Except they wouldn’t keep him for long: he’d cause a riot among the primates.


‘Don’t forget the rest of us,’ I shout after the Louse.


‘You’re expecting too much, Boy,’ Sputnik says. ‘He’s too mean to get us tickets, mean as ditch-water.’


But we also have to be wary of Sputnik, and watch his moods – even if he is my good mate. Until recently, when let down and disappointed, he was liable to throw a wobbly and become unaccountable for his actions – and he’s as strong as an ox. These days, Sputnik is steadily improving, getting back control: he’s nearly out again into the normal light of day. Not that normality was a condition we experienced much of over the last fifteen years. Be assured, though: there was a time before that episode in boarding school when my friend here was no moron among his peers.


‘If he doesn’t get us tickets,’ I reply, ‘I’ll not give him anything when later an old girlfriend of mine drops me down the food parcel, and we’ll see who will have the last laugh then. Be patient, Sputnik boy.’


There’s a wistful look on his face, which over the last year has got less dreamy and more forlorn. But life does that to a person in this pile of dead wood where an ace up the sleeve is ever needed to stay on top. Although our spoils generally get divided after the forager has had a head start in sating his own appetite, each person must stay sharp to compete for his share in case viciousness breaks out amongst the tribe. This constant need to have an edge, along with the scrounging for food and hooch, not to mind the cold, would weary a shagging saint. But a fellow has to pull himself together if he is to hold on to his vision of independence and continue to shake the flag of freedom with fervour rather than join the slave traffic overhead. He knows what is needed to keep going with the only way of life that points up the dream. So I have no choice but to chafe my hands and laugh till echoes bounce off the underside of the bridge: that’s real responsibility for you.


Sputnik picks up on the laughter, and the others fall in line with the chorus, till the arc of sound drops off. Right enough, the spirit is still there among us – a hopeful start to any new day.


‘But, Johnny, he mightn’t be able to get us tickets,’ Sputnik says. ‘Then what’ll we do? We won’t get to the circus and see the acrobat women with next to nothing on, showing us their all, and flying inside the top of the tent. I’d just love to see them in their little frillies, and gawp at them all day long. Don’t you like looking at frillies, Johnny Boy?’


‘You’ll get to see Frilly Lily,’ I say. ‘We’ll have tickets, don’t worry.’


‘The Frilly Lilies will come,’ he calls out. ‘Won’t they, Johnny? The Frilly Lilies will come.’


To distract my friend from his growing fixation on the circus, I’ll use an old ploy. The Widow Flynn story always gets him going; causes him to forget his obsessions.




*





Like her mother before her, Nance Flynn got supplies at a knock-down price off my father – mostly items past their sell-by date but still passable at the matches on Sundays, the parades and processions, and to peddle during the county show in the showgrounds. When I was old enough, and the delivery boy whom the Gunner had employed in the shop left for Camden Town, I got the job during the holidays of delivering Mrs Flynn’s messages to her house up the hill.


Once, while going there during the summer that marked the end of my period in primary school, I was forced by the weight of my messenger-bike load in the sticky heat to walk the entire way uphill to her front door. She was then the fine broth of a newly married woman. I had already acquired a taste for skirt, having dated a few flighty good-lookers of my own age as well as goofy older pullets – all cheekbones and crockery while rubbing their crotches against your thigh enough to scorch any few sprouting curly pubes. When they had said that they liked my black wavy hair and ready smile, their remarks roused a coy awkwardness about next moves which had to be subdued, and yet most girls were afraid to swap tongues lest they conceive babies and have to take the cattle boat to England. The Widow Flynn, though, was hardly too pushed about the colour of a fellow’s hair, and the fear of travel didn’t put her off either.


‘Leave them on the kitchen table, son,’ says she, when I called. Eying me up and down, she stepped aside in the hallway to let me pass with the cardboard box, and smiled. ‘Here, I’ll bring in your bike just in case anyone makes off with it on you. We wouldn’t want that now – steal the steam off your wee, they would, around here. You’re the Gunner Ryan’s son all right,’ says she. ‘Good-looking like him, and you have the same quick glint in your eye for devilment. Oh now, don’t tell me different: I can tell. You’re fond of the ladies, too, I’ll bet.’


‘The good-looking ones anyway,’ says I.


‘Of course, of course, the good-looking ones. And do you think I’m good-looking? Come here till I tell you,’ she goes in a whisper. ‘Do you know I’m just back off my honeymoon? I am that. Can’t you tell? I’m supposed to have a big glow on my cheeks. Do you see a glow there?’


‘There’s colour in them right enough, Mrs Flynn.’


‘“Mrs Flynn” he calls me. You’re a codger to be addressing me as “Missus”. My name is Nancy – or Nance if you prefer. Would you like me to call you “Mister”? Well good day, Mister Ryan – now how does that sound? Call me Nance, ah go on. I think you’re wrong about the colour though: there isn’t any there worth talking about, and personally speaking, I don’t feel any different.’


‘You don’t?’ says I. ‘Where did you go to? Was it warm there?’


‘Was it warm there?’ she mimicked. ‘Well aren’t you the right nosey one though? Rome, if you want to know; I was in Rome, no less. And it wasn’t that hot there – only when we went outside. But we had lovely siestas – aye, during the afternoons. Will you help me put this stuff away? It’s a lovely place; you should go there sometime. The Gunner himself might send you off on a wee holiday – it’s not as if he can’t afford it. You’d pick up a nice little Roman miss to sit on your lap on the steps of the Vatican. Were these yokes the best you could bring me? I’m going to have to put these few bits of fruit on the floor of the kitchen press to keep them cool; they look as if they won’t last a day. I got married in Rome; what I saved by not inviting guests covered the expenses. Now you hand them here to me. I was disappointed, though, I didn’t get to meet the Pope. Careful now, don’t bruise them, or you won’t get paid, mind. I’d have loved a holy shake of his old hand.’


There was nobody in the house save the two of us, and I ended up on my hunkers beside her, passing her each piece of fruit, which she twice wrapped in newspaper before placing it gently on the stone-cool floor of the press. The operation was taking forever, and we were little more than half-finished when she decided she wanted tea. She put a hand on my shoulder to get to her feet.


‘Oh I’m parched,’ says she. ‘You’ll take tea? Anyway, you’ve got to stay and help me finish the job, so you might as well have a cup with me, but first the kettle.’


Mrs Flynn reached for a kettle that showed more verdigris crust than copper, swiped it from the sideboard and, with her other hand, turned on the bib cock that clung for all it was worth to the pipe up the side of a deep enamel sink. Water gushed out as if from the hydrant on our street, and splatters bounced off hard gloss onto my cheeks. She had the gas switched on before a box of matches could be got, and surely a minute passed by the time a light was struck. I couldn’t be sure how close to the burner she had managed to bring the flame when a light blue cloud burst out – Boom! And the two of us got flung back against the wall.


Shocks seldom come alone. For didn’t she turn this way, fling her arms about my neck, and cling to me as if in mortal dread of another, even greater bang. ‘Oh, I’m scared,’ says she. And what was any strap of a lad supposed to do but be a man and comfort her. Swallowed up by triceps and biceps in a swelter round my jawbone, I let the moments pass for the sweaty boa to dislodge itself – and did it ever? She kept me in a clasp till I warmed up and began to relax, maybe too much. Not a stir from a mouse in the house; it felt as if there was no need for stirring, no need in the wide earthly world for movement ever again.


Yet something somewhere, a whelk of a thing that couldn’t be helped, was twitching, and Nance was so close she had to have been aware. But it didn’t bother her much, other than to cause a tightening of that grip. Although I didn’t for a second forget that here was a grown woman, and married too, my embarrassment didn’t amount to much: that this body was acting of its own accord hardly seemed to be my fault. I hoped she wouldn’t mind. Mind! Did she what? Her hands came up slowly, deliberately, along the nape of my neck, fingertips quivering enough at hair-ends to turn a lad into a right porcupine, and then rested on the back of my head – an action that made my twitching in the nether regions so rife and rampant that this area got as tight as a drumstick knob.


Despite the lack of guilt over such carnal delights, something inside my head still went on about how unfair it was that a podgy young messenger boy’s body was somehow being availed of here, and I felt mixed up. Nonetheless, I put my arms about a waist that was much greater in girth than that of any of the girls I had already met in quiet corners up the lane. Still her kisses were soft, with enough toned-down zest in them to suit my inexperience, and this sense of her reined-in lust only added to my disquiet that in this situation I was being confronted by a girl of bumper-sized voluptuousness with a powerhouse of dammed-up frenzied passion. But her hands soon left the back of my neck.


Her skirt hems tickled my legs as they got dragged up along my flannels. Next there was a downward tug of undergarments, before her hands unbuttoned my front, so slowly it ached. I felt an instant of cool relief before the moist heat of her deep soft folds made me quiver.


She stood back and led me inside the other room. I sensed how my body was exposed; a touch of unwanted uncovering; a mix of discomfort and mortification. We got down on the shaggy mat in there, rather than on that shabby chaise longue, and owing to the way the lace curtains trembled in a light breeze through the raised window sash, the light flickered down on us – about the only place in the entire town, probably, where a puff of air could be felt. Puff puff. The difference between our separate squirming was that her movements were controlled and powerful, while my body all too soon became a rigid torrent that in one final twist collapsed over the abyss of a roaring Niagara Falls – the one from the school atlas. Then all feeling was gone.


‘Crikey, Johnny,’ says she, ‘that ended horrid quick. You wouldn’t go far in a marathon. I must check to see if I can get you a book that explains things – you could do with a few tips.’ As ever the businesswoman, Mrs Flynn asked: ‘You have nothing else in that basket of yours? A packet of biscuits, or a bit of sweet cake, maybe? I’d love something sweet now. I hope I’m not in the club. You know what that means, don’t you?’


‘No,’ I said.


‘Well that’s all right then, isn’t it?’ says she.




*





‘Did you ever do her again?’ Sputnik calls out. ‘Nance Flynn was some frilly lily, wasn’t she, Johnny Boy? I can’t wait to get my hands on a ticket for the circus.’


‘If the Louse doesn’t bring us back tickets,’ I assure him, ‘I’ll go after Johnny Leary and get them. Upon my word, you’ll not miss that circus.’


‘Will you be a good man,’ says he, ‘and tell us another story, Johnny, while we’re waiting for the Louse? What was it like living in a public house, with the Gunner and the Doll for a mother and father? It must have been mighty. I wish I had grown up in a pub on the side of the street. It had to be as good as living in a circus, with all the frilly lilies stopping to look in at you. I’d never ever forget a perfect thing like that.’


To laugh would seem to be the only solution; so I start to guffaw and go on till the other friggen fossils join in and the whole darn racket resounds off the underside of the cavern – a cavern like where the Beatles started.


I have recognised from my early days that there is nothing like a full flash of the crockery to charm your way round and help get what you want from people. Mustn’t forget to wangle a new comb from the girl in the chemist’s; think she likes me. But first the story …
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Nestling crows cower and tilt their heads to watch the horned-beaked elders of their flock practise quirks of survival, hard-learned from time immemorial. For the moment comes when each winged thing under the sun must take flight, and any fledgling allowed to flout the old customs or defecate in its nest is already a dodo.




 





In his day, when the notion took him, my old fellow was a bit of a charmer. An awful lot of pipe-dreaming went on beneath those deathly black tufts of eyebrows, even if he wouldn’t have admitted it to save himself from the eight o’clock walk: he just had to be seen as businesslike. I can still picture the whites of those eyes against the brown of his delivery coat and the hair beginning to lighten at the temples, when he stopped outside Squire Maguire’s gate and strutted round to open the back of the van. But before he could reach the mahogany door with the box of groceries, Mrs Maguire surfaced to give him a smile she gave no one else – certainly not her own old fellow, who, as whispers in the bar had it, couldn’t be coaxed out of his ball-sack restrictor if even Marilyn Monroe, or the buxom Widow Flynn in full flight, was to appear with nothing on but a filigreed negligee of September gossamer. She relieved him of that cardboard box, boy, as though taking charge of their firstborn in a carrycot.


‘So there you are, my good woman,’ says he.


Of course, he had looked up and down the way before placing a hand fondly on her forearm to squeeze it firmly for a full sixty seconds – longer on sweltering days when her arms were bare – in a bare-faced exchange of some uh-huh-huh how’s-your-father. He winked at her and kept flashing the killer smile – the one that the Doll said he had been renowned for in his carefree youth. From the passenger seat during that minute, I saw, as much as any small boy could, an entire kilowatt whack of plug spark, at least an electric-chair-full, pass between them as if they were Clark and Vivien standing at the top of the stairs in Gone with the Wind. It was just as well that Mrs Maguire had presented herself outside for the box, or who knows what would have ensued. Maybe he should have been called the Killer Rhett instead of what he went by, the Gunner Ryan.


Despite my old fellow’s wiles with women, it’s hard to know from which parent I got my talent: my ma, the Doll, was no drip either in the fine art of coquettish teasing.


Any time a certain Clark Gable lookalike about town, whom she referred to as ‘the regular with the slight crumbling appearance’, came in for a drink, the Doll fluffed up her down to splay out the eye-like markings of her peafowl feathers. And boy, did she flap wings at the sight of Joe Mac, the solicitor, when he stacked his briefs halfways to heaven on the counter of our snug and talked grandiloquence into his balls of malt before going up to the courthouse. The Gunner used to shout, with a shot of disdain, from his bedroom before I left for school: ‘Today’s the court. Go downstairs, son, and pull over the bench in front of the snug door to keep the place inside free for Joe Mac, the solistor, in case I forget.’


It was the one time in the week, apart from Sunday morning and the two doggy nights, when the Doll got herself done up to the nines, came down early, busied herself behind the counter and smiled so gently, almost beguilingly, at your man’s low orations between sups of barely baptised Powers’ light gold – given to him in shots from the bottle with the burned-gold crest rather than the standard white one – that it knocked ten years off her looks. She would place three or four mints beside his glass and gaze askance at him as much as to say: I hope the old District Justice won’t get to smell your breath.


‘He will be too busy nodding off on the bench to notice,’ says Joe, reading into her expression – and not for the first time.


‘They say that the nose is one of the last organs to fail a man,’ says she.


‘Should that not be his sense of hearing?’ says he.


Smiling back at him, she of course had known this all along, but it seemed to comfort her just to hear him verify it; and she would get him to do so again in a month’s time, when, as she had already sussed about him, he would have forgotten about this exchange. No fear, though, that the Doll would forget. She had with the men she liked a way of boosting their egos, making them feel good in her presence. She preferred to serve customers who held down salaried professions, letting the Gunner take care of those who used their hands to make a wage – but you’d need to have been living there to notice this division of service, and taste.


There was, however, one customer, the AI man, who couldn’t be placed in either fold, but as she had clearly made it known, his was a profession, though he mainly used his hands – ‘And I’ll bet he’s gentle with them too,’ says she, having glanced sideways to make sure the Gunner was within earshot. Those sorts of remarks went over my head then.


It was obvious she had taken a liking to Dan, the artificial-insemination man, frowning on people who referred to him as ‘the bull man’, and certainly regarded him as a cut above those who called him ‘Dan the Bull’ or made vulgar jokes about wire nails being driven into the backs of cow-house doors for him to hang his trousers on before inseminating receptive cows. Coarseness was not her style; most of all, she abhorred a certain brand of uncouth, country crudeness. The Doll looked down her nose, too, on slobs who lumbered in to strew their elbows across the rasher counter as if the place was theirs, whose fag ends, she was sure, clogged the urinal grating in the backyard privies and whose stink rose from the gully – or, most disgustingly of all, when they gobbed on the floorboards beside their bar stools. But catch her Dan spitting? Never. Dan had too much inclination for the good life: the old Joey Viver, as he called it.


While pulling his pint, her eyelashes flickered and her head cocked sideways to admire from the corner of her eye his tash-and-crockery set. Somewhere within the folds of her heart, Dan was her AI man. And then came the lingering moment when she turned to place the pint on the beer mat before him, and, jeepers, their peepers met – as the glasses on the shelves all but tinkled. It was hard to guess what went on behind his slitty bits of stone blue: maybe thoughts of how he would, if given half a chance, presently apply his trade, whereas her eyes clearly held affection, even if she had the measure of it – a concern in itself. I had to turn away in case she spotted my stirring of unease, over a possession of mine being somehow snaffled – a feeling I had never experienced when the Gunner got up to his tricks with Mrs Maguire. It was uncanny, the intuition that the woman had in these matters. But fear of losing the Doll, however irrational, would meddle with the insides of a lad’s head.
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