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The Big River


The youth, in a tank top that features the alarmingly hirsuted wrestler Deadman, has ruby-orange hair, wears a rosary from Knock, brown as a bog, around his neck, a gold medal of the Blessed Virgin he got from an old woman in a summer dress patterned with yellow Cleopatra butterflies, outside the Bank of Ireland, Castle Street Lower, Tralee.


‘I’m from Castleisland on the River Maine but I live now in Saint Martin’s Park, Tralee.


I meet up with Travellers – Mincéir, Misleór – from London in Knock, County Mayo.


Knock is a beautiful Place.


Our Lady appeared there with a golden rose on her brow.


She was with Saint John and Saint John was reading a book.


I go to the striptease in Tralee.


There’s an escort agency with all Polish girls in Killarney and I went out with one of them.’


‘Shannon Crotty was my cousin.


He hung himself.


His wife Ethlinn Flavin from Knocknaheeny in Cork hung herself before him.


Her brother Besty hung himself in between them.


A lot of Travellers are hanging themselves now.


One man because he had cancer.


One girl because she was pregnant and didn’t want her father to know.


They’re all doing it in Finland too.


Shannon and Ethlinn were a bit like Diarmuid and Gráinne.


On the run.’


Diarmuid and Gráinne eloped. If they ate in a place, they didn’t sleep in it.


If they slept in a place they’d be up before dawn.


They slept in caves, rocks, under hedges. They hid in rowan trees.


The difference now is that each town Shannon and Ethlinn passed through has a Lidl supermarket and a tableau on the outskirts advertising prospective Neo-Georgian or Neo-Victorian suburban houses.


Because a Catholic priest wouldn’t marry them, they tried the Kingdom Hall of the Jehovah Witnesses, Lower Gerald Griffin Street, Limerick, where they briefly received Bible instruction.


After instruction they’d go to Time Out Casino.


It was a bishop of the Palmarian Catholic Church who married them in Belfast.


Click Goggin told Shannon about the Palmarian Catholic Church.


A foxy fellow. A learned fellow.


Used go to Mount Mellary Monastery, County Waterford, a lot.


Started going there when the Blessed Virgin appeared in a grotto at Mellary summer 1985.


Grotto statues of Mary were rocking to and fro all over the south of Ireland then but in Mellary it was an apparition.


The Blessed Virgin appeared to Pope Gregory XVII of the Palmarian Catholic Church, who canonized Christopher Columbus, General Franco, and excommunicated John Paul II, in an Andalusian shrine.


Click had a nostalgia for the Tridentine Mass and that’s why he joined the Palmarians who had the Latin rites.


He knew them all.


Johnny Logan. Finbar Furey. Mr Pussy.


Had their addresses.


The wedding party was carried in a British army tank with the crest still on it, sold to man who hired it for weddings.


Some of the members of Slab Murphy’s gang from Crossmaglen, County Armagh, attended the reception, one of whom had a tattoo of the comic book High King of Ireland, Slaine Mac Roth, which filled his forearm.


The wedding cake was Chocolate Heaven Cake.


Shannon wore a blue denim suit, black shirt, pale blue velvet tie.


One of his rings featured Saint George of England and another was a half sovereign ring with a naked winged man on a horse.


His hair was a summer saffron.


Ethlinn – chestnut and pineapple strands of hair – had a ring on both hands with word Mum.


She wore a black décoletté top with silver bungle-bead double hem, Naples yellow high heels.


On their way back South they stopped to listen to the Romanian accordionist in black baseball cap with tiny white stars on it, on the bridge of Athlone.


They honeymooned in Mitchelstown, County Cork.


Saint Fanchan of Mitchelstown used to lie, first night of burial in his church grounds, in the same grave as the corpse.


Shannon brought Ethlinn to Kingstown Square to look at the lime trees and the old oak trees.


The Dutch elms had been cut down a few years before because of the disease.


She marvelled at the doors of the signal red, white, Lincoln green, old rose, lemon yellow – Georgian-style and Domestic Renaissance.


When Shannon was a small child (gália, goya) and his father Hackey and his mother Midna used Ergas, the green bottle, soot used be poured on burning scrap in Mitchelstown.


Shortly after Childermas – Feast of the Holy Innocents – he’d walked into it and his legs were scarred for life.


The couple sat on Nailer’s Stone – used by a nail maker once – by Saint Bernard’s Well on the oak-shaded Barnane Walk, beside the Blackwater – Abhainn Mhór (Big River) – in Fermoy.


A woman tried to build a wall once to prevent people drinking this water but Sir Robert Abercromby took her to court and stopped her.


Travellers would make a pattern – pilgrimage – here as they would to Bartlemy Blessed Well near Fermoy, which sprang from the prayer of a blind man.


Pattern is also the name for the sods of earth put at a crossroads to indicate the direction taken.


The Blackwater Swim as far as the Rapids starts from Barnane Walk in June.


‘Three people are taken each year by the Blackwater, and a priest every five years.’


Click Goggin had walked the Blackwater from Fermoy to Youghal once, the cormorants flying up and down and the otter’s spraint on the bank, looking for a body that was found the far side of Fermoy Bridge, which has seven arches.


The Blackwater rushes at the ancient spa and casino town of Mallow because it is shallow.


It is deeper, slower at Fermoy, but has treacherous undercurrents.


As Shannon and Ethlinn passed through there were a few rakes of Mallow in baseball caps, throwing rocks at passersby on Ten Arches Bridge, Mallow, from the Bull Works, one three-quarters immersed in the Blackwater in a scarlet T-shirt that said Enjoy Cocaine.


Shannon had had a run in with a bouncer in a north Kerry resort where some of the Limerick boys carry shot guns, was handcuffed, escaped, the handcuffs lost and never recovered, this being one of the main contentions, but it was his brother Bradley – who drove a chipwagon to occasions like the Lammas Fair in Ballycastle, County Antrim, which commences with a procession of mourners for the golden-haired Lug – God of fertility – who carry hooped wreathes – who was blamed.


The same gingerbread-coloured hair – a shade from the old red sandstone of the Galtee Mountains.


Bradley was called back from as far afield as Achill Sound for court appearances.


Courtroom wardrobe in peach and beige court rooms – oiled wideleg trousers, filthy trackies, track suit bottoms with cheeks of buttocks prominently on view, predominant black and white in track suits, which was probably why there were so many panda in brothel jokes during the rounds.


Contraband mobile phone are clenched between buttocks now and thus snuggled into prison cells.


These prisoners are like hotels: you can choose your cell but you can’t wash your teeth in them.


When the Guards – séids, bluebottles – realized their mistake they didn’t apologize.


‘You have until six,’ they tell Travellers at halting sites now.


Weren’t the Gypsies sent to Auschwitz?


In their trailer the newly weds had a picture of two elephants kissing, horns wrapped around one another’s trunks: a photograph of Santa Claus presenting a cup for hurling to Shannon as a child, in a black bow tie; the dead Hunger Striker Martin Hurson with miner’s locks, white shirt, white tie, smile reserved for weddings; a statue of Saint Patrick with ashen hair and peach lips; a parrot with flaked red head; a pair of beige polka-dot wellingtons; a donkey and four Edwardian children, boy in young Edward VIII cap, clinging to a little girl’s waist on top of the donkey.


Although neither could read they had a copy of Black Beauty by Anna Sewell with Black Beauty on the cover with white star on his forehead, three-penny bit of white hair on his back, rook’s wing coat, one white foot: Click Goggin had not only given it to them as a wedding present but had read it to them in instalments so they knew of the blackberry-addicted ploughboys; the river-consumed toll-bridges; the shaggy midget Welsh ponies at horse fairs; the long black funeral coaches covered with black cloth and drawn by black horses.


A house near the town was converted into an FCA barracks during the Emergency (War years) and roughness was attributed to this.


In the Sorrento Café you could have gravy chips and a strawberry milkshake.


It was common to see a Traveller youth in a hoodie jacket being harassed outside, beside his Honda Cub 90 motorbike, by a garda.


The nightclub where a girl did a pole dance – entwined herself to a chrome pole – if you gave her money, was beside the graveyard.


Hiring fairs used be held here …


‘Buy marking stones.


I’ve marking stones of colour red.’


Rabbits brought in on the crossbars of bicycles.


Tame blackbirds sang the airs of ballads like Carrickfergus.


‘I would swim over … the


deepest ocean for


my love to find.’


There was a hotel known as the Murderer Doody’s Hotel.


Doody and his wife had been alcoholics and he’d murdered her and was put in the Criminal Asylum in Dublin.


The bells and whistles of a funfair were heard at the beginning of the summer, disturbing the flaming-sienna skewbald horses, but now war-helicopters were featured in the fairground iconostasis alongside the men in Batman masks and women with immense breasts with cross-thonged décolletage.


Shannon and Ethlinn always listened to Country Sound in Mallow on Sunday nights; Peter Burke, Johnny Barrett, Charlie Coughlin, Gillian Welch, Johnny Cash and his brother Tommy Cash, Dickie Rock’s son Richie Rock.


Ethlinn’s favourite singer was the keen-featured Lacy J. Dalton from Bloomsburg Pennsylvania who’d drifted around the United States as a girl, her husband victim of swimming tragedy.


Shannon’s favourite singers were Charlie and Ira Louvin from the Southern Appalachians – fifties toyboy grins, squared off ties, the first a Korean War veteran, the second doomed to die in a Missouri car crash with three bullets permanently lodged in his spine, a presentation from an outraged wife: who sang of trains, blind-drunkenness, of the River Jordan that, to the accompaniment of a mandolin and rockabilly guitar, called these things into its current.


Shannon’s parents, whose marriage had been arranged by the Traveller matchmaker Cowboy McDonagh up in Galway, used go to Maudie Mac’s hostelry in Newtwopothouse near Mallow to hear Gina Dale Hayes and the Champions, T.R. Dallas, Big Tom and the Mainliners.


In their brief married life Shannon and Ethlinn would attend the Buttevant Horse Fair on 12 July at Cahirmee Field, where Shannon had seen the Traveller singer Margaret Barry arrive on a bicycle with a banjo slung over her shoulder.


After the Fair they’d go to the Park, Doneraile to have a swim in the Awbeg River, bringing refreshments of Club Orange and Super Milk Shakes – very fluffy pink marshmallows.


In Doneraile there is a takeaway called Night Bites.


The young people who gathered around it at night started terrorizing a man who lived by himself opposite it, urinating through his letter box.


The man drowned himself in the Awbeg.


Sometimes Shannon would throw a rope with a net over it over the Awbeg at Castletownroche, which joins up with the Blackwater a few miles on, to catch trout and when the séids would come he’d say he was drying clothes.


You’d often see Shannon driving a sulky up and down, past the ball alley, on Island Field in Limerick, swans in the turloughs (winter lakes), the Island – the entrance to which is guarded by two phoenixes facing one another – pointillist with the amount of garbage stomped into the ground, the greensward so full of horses it looked like the Wild West.


His scarlet and yellow sulky, festooned with white ribbon, was drawn by an Italian skewbald with a face like Sylvester Stallone.


Shannon would wash that horse’s hooves with Superway Car Oil.


The boys from Donogh O’Malley Park in Limerick would break into funeral cars parked outside Mount Saint Oliver Cemetery and rob them.


It was common to find a funeral car torched against a lamppost at the beginning of Raheen Industrial Estate.


‘I don’t judge them,’ Shannon would say.


He had a barleywater and white greyhound (yelper), a magpie greyhound, two miniature Jack Russells and six Patterdales – dark terriers with markings like the Milky Way.


Patterdales take their name from a locale in the English Lake District and were used to combat the grey, greyhound-build, wolfish fox of the Lake District.


He also had three blue-grey and ten Yorkshire terriers that, to the wagers of miners, used kill rats in matches between pairs of them to see which would destroy the most rats in the shortest time.


The greyhounds and the terriers were kept in separate cages alongside the trailer because the greyhounds would destroy the terriers if they got a chance.


The terriers were used to turn foxes from their earths and badgers from their setts.


Shannon also had a gun to shoot foxes.


He used shoot pheasants by the Blackwater with it too.


On a pilgrimage to the monastery of Clonmacnoise on its founder’s, Saint Ciaran’s Day, 9 September, Shannon had got a bracelet of tiny ikons: Our Lady of Medjugorje holding Infant as on her first appearance June 1981, never again, in the many apparitions, seen with the Infant; cropped haired, edgy-featured Pier Georgio Frassati, the skiing saint, a sexy saint, who as he died of polio at twenty-four in Turin scribbled a message with paralyzed hand reminding a friend not to forget the injections for Converso, a poor man; the geranium-mouthed mulatto Saint Martin de Porres, first black saint of the Americas, who opened a shelter for stray cats and dogs in Lima and cared for poor farmhands, black people, mulattoes; Saint Catherine Laboure in her breath-taking wimple of the Daughters of Charity, with rings on her fingers like a Traveller girl, with whom Our Lady sat on a chair at 140 Rue du Bac, Paris, had a chat with her and gave her the oval Miraculous Medal.


‘A holy yoke,’ Shannon called the bracelet.


He’d put raffia in the soffit of eaves and put in PVC windows with a friend, Lippo Taaffe.


Lippo had a cobalt rosary from Medjugorje around his neck, tattoo of a carp amid a garden of oriental flowers on his right forearm, miscellaneous Celtic tattoos – the work of a tattooist in Belfast – on his right buttock.


He was put in Porlaoise Jail.


He put his wedding ring in his leopard-print shoe and it smashed to pieces.


His wife threw her wedding ring over a shed and that was the end of the marriage despite the fact she’d taken three marriage courses in Limerick.


She had Lippo’s child who tore at her hair.


Judas hung himself on the elder tree. Christ was crucified on the elder tree.


Ethlinn hung herself on an alder tree by the Blackwater.


The common alder had matted orange roots that form dense mats and these slow down the erosion of the Blackwater banks.


Irish mahogany the wood from the common alder is called, because of its bloody colour.


The trout, who carry newly born mussels upstream in their gills at this time of year – the mussel may live for one hundred and thirty years – consume earwigs, Mayflies, stoneflies that surround the early summer alders.


Liam Ó Maonlaí of Hothouse Flowers, who won the All Ireland final as bódhran – Irish tambourine – player when he was seventeen, was singing in town the night Ethlinn hung herself, beside the Murderer Doody’s Hotel.


‘The war being over, and he not returned …


Dear Irish Boy … An Buachaill Díleas.’


Her parents wanted Ethlinn to be buried in Cork.


Shannon wanted her buried by the Blackwater.


As appeasement she was buried in neither place but a town where once a Spanish nobleman of immense wealth came after murdering his Genoese son-in-law for marrying his daughter against his wishes, retiring into a Chapter Room of the Franciscan Friary out of remorse, surviving on a diet of bread and water, dying there, and buried by the Cloisters; where there used be a Lazaret – a treatment centre for Lepers – and to this day there’s a pond called The Leper’s Pond – Loch an Lobhar.


The raven pairs for life. The mute swan and its partner build an enormous reed nest for themselves. A starling couple make a nest in a rabbit hole with moss and song-thrush feathers. But Shannon and Ethlinn’s marriage kamikazed after three years.


‘You can’t get up from the grave and go to the shop for ten cigarettes. You never see a trailer on a hearse,’ a Traveller with a Grim Reaper tattoo on his arm was heard to say at the funeral.


The Crottys came in the night and erected a colossal cast-concrete headstone on which rockabilly guitars were carved.


A mistle-thrush sang on the headstone thereafter.


Ethlinn’s brother Besty committed suicide in Kilbarry in Cork later that summer, also by hanging, in his case in the house, an ephebe at Collins Barracks, Cork, in burgundy beret, the colour of St John’s Wort or bird’s foot trefoil in his face.


‘It’s because of depression,’ a man with a tattoo of a reclining lion cub, was heard to say at the funeral.


‘Because they all slept together in Knocknaheeny,’ a man with a tattoo of a cross composed of two hands in prayer at the bottom, an eye at each side, a rosary wound about the top, said to a youth in a black Samurai suit patterned with gold dollar signs, as they walked away,’ they used break in ten-year-old boys like Besty.


And then when the ten-year-old boys were fifteen they’d break in others.


And the dolls.’


They were followed by a Traveller girl with honey-colour pancake makeup, in a low-cut black dress with silver-work squares and discs.


It was a wet summer.


Noah made his Arc of gopher wood.


No man knows what gopher wood is but the assumption is that it was cypress, gopher and cypress similar in Hebrew.


American yellowwood, which has white blossoms, is known as gopher but it was not Noah’s tree.


Butterbur, the large soft leaves of which were once used to wrap butter, was growing by the Blackwater when Ethlinn committed suicide: glasswort, its viridian spikes once burned for glass-making, was growing by the Blackwater when Shannon committed suicide, hanging himself on the common alder.


Tásped – dead.


Barnane Walk was carpeted with beech nuts the squirrels feed on and pine nuts the pigeons partly chew.


Queen Victoria once came to the Blackwater in Fermoy to review her troops.


Black crepe had hung on every single door in Fermoy after the Munster Fusilier casualties at Sedd el Bahr on the Gallipoli Peninsula August 1915.


Lug of the golden hair dies at Lammas – 1 August – and is born again with Bealtaine – 1 May.


Kings of Ireland were given lordship of the earth for a year and a day and then sacrificed on it, their veins opened onto it.


They buried Shannon in a cemetery like ashes on a hill under a church with Gothic spire.


‘But the sea is wide


and I cannot swim


over …’


The Traveller Finbar Furey, who keened the Munster Fusiliers of Gallipoli, Liam Ó Maonlaí, and a blackbird at the fair had sung that song.


Shannon and Ethlinn’s son Ryan is a nestling-robin child with lapis lazuli eyes.


The young herons croak and clap their beaks in the tall trees by the Blackwater – the Abhainn Mhór – January to June.


Now they have companions because the snow white little ogrets have come and built their nests in the tall Blackwater-side trees among the herons, mostly in the tidal area, but some here too.


Ryan Crotty stands by a field of herons with two little egrets among them.


Garach na Glóire they call the loosestrife by the river – Obliging the Glory, or créachtach – wounded.


The young cuckoo knows how to make its own way back to Africa in July or August after its parents, which abandoned it, have gone ahead.


Ryan Crotty knows how to talk to a stranger.


‘You knew Shannon.


Shannon was my Daddy.


Shannon is dead.’









Café Remember


‘You’ll never fit in here,’ an Irish woman told me on a street in West London – still war-time colours: teal-blues, Santa-Claus reds, mushy-pea greens.


An advertisement for Summer County Margarine on the street that showed a Home County dingle.


A shaven-headed youth stood on the street under a lamppost like a liquorice twister, in a vertically striped polo shirt with blue collar that had a white- and scarlet-lined hem, who could have been one of those Spitalsfield youths tucked in a corner of a Gilbert and George photo montage.


About a year later I had tea from a mug with a monk’s face and a slice of double chocolate cake in that woman’s small flat.


A photograph on the cabinet of a girl in black stretch tights, with a strap under the instep, ski-fashion, and early sixties eye make-up outside a country cottage with flowering redcurrant alongside it, beside a picture of youths with alpenstocks with the words: ‘A Swiss Scene,’ under it, and a lustre jug.


A black woman, in a jacket with a deep flared peplum, walks, head in the air, with a bunch of salmon-coloured carnations, by Champion Park Station.


A youth with an understated sleeper and Battleship Potemkin beret darts among the young homeless close to Victoria Station.


‘Why are you wearing the beret? Are you in the Foreign Legion?’


‘Paddy’s Wagon they call the Cathedral,’ a youth in a jacket the drab-blue of summer days in Scarborough, tells me.


‘Liverpool was born when the Irish went there. Liverpool team was born in 1891 but it wasn’t really born until 1892 because it shared grounds with Everton.


In 1892 Liverpool got its own grounds and Everton got its grounds.


I want to go home. Tarbuck Road.


Hoyton.’


A youth in a roll neck grey-white jersey, central band with black line running through it, immediately follows on from him.


‘Bird’s gone off with me mate. She’s from Birmingham. I’m from Wales. I don’t speak Welsh. Rhonda Valley and all that. I’ve been here too long.


The Roman soldiers marched to the Isle of Anglesea, wiped out the oak groves.


I stay with me mates and lie on the floor with them.


I don’t want to go to a hostel.’


The graffiti says:


‘Don’t be afraid to be weak.


Look in your heart, my friend.


There you will find yourself.


The return to innocence.’


A youth in a wine jersey apologized for by a string of beads or two, who has recently got out of HMP Gartree, Wakefield, sings a gung-ho version of Shane MacGowan’s ‘A Rainy Night in Soho.’


On the boat to Ostend an old bearded Jewish man in a hat, prayer shawl – tallow and black striped – leans over a cafeteria table, quietly droning prayers.


In Antwerp Central Station there is a fanfare of yellow embossments on the cafeteria wall. The chandeliers are gold cylinders. Nuns in oyster grey slouch by and the men’s lavatory is filled with mimosa and gypsophilia, and is tended by a woman in a pinafore flowered with what looks like Virginian cowslips – blue cowslips.


At the cafeteria counter a youth in a beige jersey carded with London smells leans toward me as if to say something.


River Phoenix – blow-dried cockscomb and backwoods lumberjackets – dies; Caroline Kennedy Schlossberg, with Hippolyte, Amazon queen pompadour, kisses Jacqueline Lee Bouvier’s coffin in Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia, watched by restrained magnifico girls in black; Kurt Cobain of Nirvana, who had a tattoo from Amsterdam’s Hanky Panky – Henk Schiffmacher – shoots himself; Alexandr Solzhenitsyn returns to the Gulag with his blond and wondering son; Gerrit van Honthorst’s (Gherardo delle Notti) – whose portrait of herself Maria de’ Medici, Queen of France, presented to the City of Amsterdam which still has it – Nativity, is destroyed by a bomb at the Uffizi in Florence – a torn, ochre canvas all that’s left of it; a drawing by Carlo Maratta – who placed his Madonna among traffic jams of angels – of Madonna and Child in pen and brown ink and wash over black chalk turns up after three centuries pinned to the kitchen door in a Birmingham council house.


The coot – black head, red eye, white frontal shield – lives on Amsterdam harbour as it does on the slow rivers of Ireland.


You can hear the sharp and lonely cry of the coot, like branches breaking, here too.


The trimming of Amsterdam across from Stationsplein – lime trees, plane trees.


A man in a sea captain’s cap, blows a gold horn that had been hanging around his neck, by the Amstel River to announce the departure of a boat.


On the wall of a Jewish café is a black and white photograph of an old Jewish lady giving chrysanthemums to Princess Juliana on


9 September 1938 in the Jewish Invalid Hospital.


Prince Bernard always wore a white carnation an old Jewish lady in a sweater with two appliqué birds on it, a wheelchair beside her table, tells me, and this was adopted as a symbol by the Dutch Resistance.


George Hendrik Breitner who sketched the poorer area of The Hague with Vincent van Gogh, who found his pregnant prostitute Sien there, painted the white carnations – anjelieren – of Holland – nervous creatures.


The streets of Amsterdam are like the moss-hung plantation oaks of Louisiana.


Descartes, whose entire philosophical vision came to him in a dream during the Thirty Years War and who was to die of cold in the court of Queen Christina of Sweden, wrote to Guez de Babac that he went out walking in the confusion of the Amsterdam crowds with as much tranquillity as he would in his own garden paths.


Above doorways on houses with step gables, bell gables, Italian gables are a black ram: a small vessel on a sea of nervous waves; a rowan tree in berry; a Moor in dog-rose garb; a mermaid; a quarter moon.


Packed flotsam in bar and café windows: action men – regular soldiers and mercenaries from all over the globe; Droste’s cocoa tins – burnt orange; ‘Je ne fume que le Nils’ – a Scheherazade in lavender robes and raffia sandals smoking a cigar under a Nile-side palm tree; two ornamental swans hem in a miniature table with Turkish weaving on it, yellow, orange and olive flowers on purple.


Rembrandt spent his life collecting stage props, which he placed alongside the models in his paintings.


Years ago I knew a girl from Galway City who came to Amsterdam and had a flat on Oudezijdsacterburgwal, near Café Remember.


I met her in the café once, under a reproduction of Rembrandt’s Rape of Ganymede – a somachán (plump youngster), a bawling Dutch Ganymede, brick-coloured hair, bottom about to be raped shaped like a goldfish bowl.


She was wearing a black dress with a galaxy of all-white oriental trees in blossom on it, a brimless knitted beret, and she spoke of the Claddagh in Galway City: Cladach – site of an ancient shore-side fishing community.


I was with a girl who had lemon-yellow hair, a Grecian nose, and was wearing a green blouse with cup sleeves, which had a Mickey-Mouse pattern.


The girl from Galway City died in Amsterdam some months later of a heroin overdose.


A girl in a dress with a pattern of ladies with Hedy Lamarr in sombreros, with hoop earrings, holding bunches of calla lilies or single peach roses, motif of conquistadorial Mexican churches and cactuses, cycles by.


A Romanian youth plays an accordion with the blue, yellow and red of Romania on it: a coat of arms eagle; a pelican of the Danube delta; a sunshade congested Black Sea resort; the exterior of a church covered with religious paintings like a body with tattoos.


On Johnny Jordan Square an old Ashkenazi Jewish man smokes a pipe with a fist carved at the end of it, contre-jour against Prinsengracht Canal.


Above Prinsengracht Canal is Westerkerk, the largest Protestant


church in the Netherlands, which has the aquamarine crown of Maxmilian of Austria on top who gave the City of Amsterdam the right to use imperial arms in 1489 after a pilgrimage he made to the city.


‘Volumes that I prize above my dukedom.’


Books define leaving, define departure.


In a time of terror slim volumes are what survive, are what’s transportable. Your books crossing the Irish Sea.


Walking along a road in south-east London, Irinia Ratushinskaya’s cloudy face exposed from a cover.


The books, the grand number of them, are whittled down until there are only a few Russian faces, faces of people who have been in prison, or have queued outside prisons for news of those close to them.


‘Beg from a beggar and you’ll never be rich.


Beg from a beggar and you’ll end up in the ditch.’


The beauty of the town I came from: a row of town houses of kingfisher orange.


The trees that were at the end of the street: oak trees, the sweet chestnut, the horse chestnut.


The river.


In my father’s youth, during the Second World War, there was a woman who lived in a London brick orange house near the river who would sing Gounod’s ‘Oh That We Two Were Maying’ at rugby parties.


‘God bless De Valera and Seán MacEntee.


They gave us the black bread and an ounce of tea.’


Mrs Mulloy, who lived in one of those houses of kingfisher orange, bought a Christmas gift for you one year.


You were summoned across the street to receive it. She was waiting for you at the door in a cardigan under a framed poem by Rachel Arbuckle:


‘May the road rise to meet you …’


The gift was the Ladybird Book of Nature, which told you about the kitten caterpillar and the dahlia anemone.


You transcribed the information in a plum-covered Ormond exercise book.


Perhaps because it was coming near D-Day anniversary – they were nights of low tide, bright moonlight on the English Channel but on June fifth there was a storm so the chosen night was the sixth, Gold, Sword, June the British naming beaches, Omaha, Utah, the names Americans choosing for their beaches – in the William IV box-shape house where I’d had a flat for twelve years, my landlady, in forties-style frilled short-sleeved top and red linen skirt, on a chair with lion paws at the end of the legs, under a painting of Alexander the Great in India on a horse with a cheek-rosette and collar with hanging plaques, took out family photographs.


The older boys with crinkled hair – marcel waves.


‘Friday night is Amami night,’ went the slogan for the brand of shampoo.


The boys in white shirts with sleeves in fouclé rolls, by winkle stalls on seaside piers, eating crab sandwiches or biting seaside rock.


In bathing costumes of jersey wool from shoulders to upper thigh.


Bombing raid nights they used spend in the Lewisham Odeon – there were interludes on the organ, sing-songs, amateur talent shows.


They’d even dance the Slap-Bum polka as London was being bombed.


The Cider House, Lupus Street, Pimlico, kept going during the War: Gin and Cider – change from two shillings.


Half-pink draught cider – five pence.


A south-east London V-Day celebration photograph: long table in the open air, benches, plates of Viennese whirls on the table; paper chains with paper bells between houses; women in Juliet caps, little girls still in crocheted winter hats, a boy staring at the camera, displaying mannequin legs in long, dark stockings with lines of jonquil brightness in them.


A photograph of a brother in a Crombie, with gurning mouth and whimsical hair, like Kenneth Williams in Carry On Sergeant.


A trip with that brother from Victoria to Seattle, ship going under Golden Lion Bridge, the whimsical hair seduced in Eastman Colour to henna, the flat of Canada with its cherry maple leaf blowing.


‘And it came to pass in an eveningtide, that David arose from off his bed, and walked upon the roof of the King’s house: and from the roof he saw a woman washing herself; and the woman was very beautiful to look upon … and she came in with him and he lay with her …’


A Jugendstil lamp in Café Remember partly lights up Rembrandt’s lover Hendrickje Stoffels modelling as Bethsheba: nude, distended belly, drop earrings, parure in hair, right foot meekly submitted for washing by an elderly woman in Reformation black.


The face of the girl from Galway City comes back, wheaten strands of hair, bow lips.


Recently in London I’d met a boyfriend of hers, also from Galway City, who’d had lots of breakdowns – his curly hair grey but his face still young and rosy like the pinks in a countrywoman’s lapel.


He was wearing insect eyeglasses and a striped Grandad shirt.


Taking a course in the University of London he told me.


A barge goes by on Singel Canal with a band of about eighteen accordion players, women and boys, in white and black, all playing and some of them singing ‘Sing Nactigall, Sing.’


‘The answer is yes. Yes. Yes.


You were right to do it. You were right to live the life you have lived.


There are brain cells that are ill, that are irrevocably sick.


You can’t have a real child. You wouldn’t want to pass on this disease to another human being.


But you can in spite of everything, in spite of all, have a spiritual child.


You can choose some face, an expression, and follow that face.


In spite of them, you can still be a father to some son.’


The ultramarine and lemon train to Zandvoort aan Zee, passes Circus Kastello, young men with naked torsos, in tall mock-crocodile boots, outside it.


Through a window at Zandvoort aan Zee I look at a table ready for dining, a small Bible at each place.


On the beach a man drives an American harness racer against the sunset.


The Sisters of Mercy, founded in Dublin by Catherine Elizabeth McAuley, came to our town in the middle of the nineteenth century.


When I was a child they visited poor families at Christmas, brought packets of tea, sugar: boxes of Fox’s Speciality – a family of chocolates and caramel-covered biscuits on ambler-purple featured on the box.


Mrs Mulloy visited Australia once.


Near Brisbane, Queensland, was a vast field of graves of Mercy nuns, and near it a vast field of graves of priests. Many of the nuns and priests had died in their early twenties of malaria and other diseases.


‘I’m one of the forty-niners,’ a Mercy man said to Mrs Mulloy in the field of Mercy nun graves.


‘You came in 1949?’


‘I came on a ship with forty-eight other nuns.’


In Etruria the patera in the hands of sarcophagi – saucer – represented continuity.


In London Hampsted Heath had been my patera.


When I first arrived in London in 1970, after getting a bedsit with a divan in Kilburn where a family of pub-wreckers called Looby from Southill in Limerick had reigned through the sixties, I went to Hampstead Heath, saw the plum tree at Keats’ Grove under which Keats wrote ‘Ode to the Nightingale’.


It was an overcast late afternoon in July and many of the houses on the margin of the Heath were lighted up.


Houses with lozenge shapes in the transoms; Japanese red maple trees, Chinese lantern trees with their red flowers, antler sumachs in cobbled yards.


I stared in the windows of other people’s homes.


London remained other people’s homes.


Since March – a blackthorn winter this year – I’d been swimming out to the coots’ nest in a lifebuoy on the Men’s Pond where the young were hatching – a large bowl of wet vegetation.


Patera – continuity.


A Polish man with a bull earring, in a T-shirt patterned with sunglasses, speaks to me.


He came to Amsterdam in the sixties from Rzeszow, South Poland where the apples taste like strawberries, and he works in a hospital. Worked with the first Aids cases in Amsterdam. Cycled to visit them.


Saw the excrement all over the bedsheets in the apartments with such objects as a Chinese boy with a pear of hair on top of his bald head, sitting on an amber fish, or an old Chinese woman kissing the nude breast of a young Chinese woman.


His family in Lech Walensa’s Poland have completely rejected him and broken off contact with him because he’s gay.


He lives with a young man he met in Nieuwe Meer Park on the southern outskirts of Amsterdam. But it’s devastatingly lonely at Christmas when his friend goes to his family and he’s alone in an apartment that has images of the nude male body by Wilhelm von Gloedon and André Kertész and walnut fold-up chairs called Savonarola or Dante chairs that the Florentines used either carry on their campaigns or use for reading and writing.


Like Kurt Cobain he has a tattoo from Hanky Panky – the Igala Native American totem golden eagle. Symbol of flight.


I am in another place, Iowa, with its Native American mound sites.


An Amish couple in a buggy against the September corn, the man in a broad brimmed black hat, jacket fastened with hooks and eyes, the woman in Pilgrim Father’s bonnet, black dress and black shawl.


I met a woman with Grace Kelly blonde hair who ran away from her Amish home as a teenager and we went back together in her Hudson coupé to her gingerbread village where an English known as Pennsylvania Dutch is spoken and we walked together under the post oak trees and the tulip trees and the autumn maple trees.


‘He is the Rock, his work is perfect …’


An old American man, just back from Eastern Europe, on a boat on the Mississippi, head in hands, the waspish hair that covers his head albino-white, a Chinese man, who in the 1980s had to burn all his manuscripts, diaries, notes in China, singing Chinese opera, the American flag blowing, yellow leaves on the boat.


A group photograph by a picture window against the cornfields. Bottle of white Grenache on the table. A Chinese woman, the old man’s wife, in a melon stole with tassels, big loops of glasses, bent over laughing, a taciturn boy with gold of Ophir hair beside her.


The gargantuan apartment block in which I stayed looking towards a Native American mound.


South-east London where I moved after Iowa was always lonely for me.


There was six months in Berlin, a feast in May with a German boy with a lost koala bear face like Enzo Staiola – the child-actor who played the little boy in Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves, Armani-model cockscomb, who was to die of Aids a month later – the buildings of Kreuzberg amber in the sunset.


There’s been another German boy present, in a shirt with green and yellow sunburst pattern, a student who looked a cross between Achim von Arnim, the neo-classical faced poet who wrote a poem about a youth who brought the empress a magic horn and Daniel Cohn-Bendit (Red Dani) : later he killed himself by slashing his wrists in the Gironde on a summer trip.


The old man on the boat on the Mississippi was to come to see me during a trip to Berlin but he died before leaving for Europe at O’Hare airport in Chicago.


‘Then a boat trip up the Rhine to Bonn-Mainz, where my one remaining German relative will meet us and for five days we will drive around the Black Forest and visit the small town from which my ancestors emigrated to Iowa.’


European burial sites of the third and fourth centuries were found to contain glass medallions backed with gold leaf, engraved with bone. Pre-Prohibition America adopted this technique in its pub mirrors, enhancing it.


It was as if Iowa and Berlin were gilded into one another like parts of a mirror in a pre-Prohibition pub.


In the mirror I see the face of the boy who died of Aids. Just before he died he looked more composed than ever: pink ochre, circle-necked jersey, nylon-black hair.


‘It’s the inner freedom. Lose that and you’re dead anyway.’


When I first came to live in south-east London an English boy from New York – a goliard (wandering scholar), with so many slashes on his jeans and so much flesh showing it looked as if a lion had been eating his jeans, came to visit me.


It was just after Christmas and the William IV box-shaped house was covered in rime – hoar frost.


He sang a song for me about Robin Hood.


Robin Hood meets a Tinker with a crab-tree staff and a warrant for his arrest. Robin Hood takes him to a Nottingham pub where he gets the Tinker drunk on ale and wine and then absconds, leaving the Tinker with the ten-shilling bill. The Tinker finds Robin Hood in the woods, hunting deer, and instead of attacking him, joins him.


My friend from Germany had stayed with me over Christmas.


I was invited to a party in West London that Christmas day. I wore a cardigan for it that was the colour of the night sea off Palestine where I’d been the previous autumn, having taken up an invitation given to me in Iowa.


I was afraid to bring my friend, thinking it would be rude. But they were aware of him and there was a place set for him with his name on the table.
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