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Postscript




PART ONE




I


The circles of hell are the circles we make for ourselves. The acquaintances. The routes daily walked. The routines. The rings left by coffee cups.


I’ll describe my room. It’s quite large, large enough for my requirements in any case. But it’s misshapen, a poorly thought-out rectangle. From the doorway one can imagine this imprecision is a simple trick of perspective. Not so. I’ve had no shortage of opportunity to pace it out. The foot of the room is almost a full pace wider than the head.


To the left-hand side there’s a single bed with a wrought-iron frame. Above it is a diminutive window, though I tend to keep the blind pulled, even during the day. The point is, the window looks directly at another window across the back lane. At some juncture the window opposite was whitewashed on the inside. This glaucoma induces an altogether unpleasant feeling; no more than three or four yards separate my room from its eternally blank scrutiny. Besides, my window won’t open. I don’t mean that it refuses to open, that its hinges have become stiff, over time. What I mean is, there’s no hinge. The pane was never intended to be opened.


The bed beneath it is quite the antique. Its joints groan and rattle at the slightest change in distribution. But it’s moderately serviceable. My landlady changes the sheets every month, and even provides extra blankets in winter. In this season, sporadic heat emanates from the bulk of an ancient radiator whose intestinal pipes tick throughout the night. But the bedside table is so small and low as to appear a child’s toy. There’s scarcely room for both notebook and bottle on its surface. Can it be trusted to take the typewriter I’ve long intended to buy so that all this can be finished? When my notes are in order. Sometimes, when the mocking humour is on me, I see a parody of my pretensions in this midget’s bedside table.


The only decoration on the walls is a black-framed mirror that hangs above the wash-hand basin. I’ve no use for pictures. If I were to decorate the walls, I’d undoubtedly cut some images from the newspaper. Perhaps some advertisements, or topical cartoons. But the landlady wouldn’t approve of such levity. It’s true there’s a single nail protruding from the wall above the bed. At night, a shadow that stretches beneath it makes its presence more apparent. Sometimes I imagine that a previous tenant was a priest; that this nail used to support a crucifix. But I’m probably mistaken. It’s more likely that somebody’s photograph, a loved one, as they say, once looked out from the empty space above the bed.


From the ceiling there hangs a single, naked light bulb. Like an inquisitor’s eye, this light bulb sees everything in the room. You might say it’s the room’s presiding deity. Once, I tried to cover it with coloured paper to give the place a more festive atmosphere. But the shadows it threw about the walls were clumsy, and what’s more, I was no longer able to depend upon its light to shave by.


There’s a tomb-sized wardrobe at the foot of the bed. This sombre piece is so large it’s difficult to imagine how it ever passed through the doorway. It dominates the room, so to speak. But there’s also an easy chair, and it’s on this, for preference, that I stack my clothes. In any case, half the interior is taken up with an old telly the landlady stuck up in the room after she got a newer model for downstairs. No use my telling her I never bothered with a telly. When I came back that evening, there it was, lording it over the only table in the room. I couldn’t get her to remove it. I couldn’t get her to credit that, all my life, I’ve hated the damn things.


I didn’t want to insist. Bad enough I was a jailbird; I didn’t want her thinking her lodger was somehow soft in the head. Bad enough that I persisted in paying my rent in ready cash rather than ‘electronically’, as she quaintly put it. Bad enough I hadn’t a mobile phone, in case she ever needed to ‘text’ me. I’d had such a phone, once. Was I expected to explain to her its treachery? So, after a few weeks, I bundled the contraption inside the wardrobe, and I rescued the table for my bedside. I told her there was something wrong with the tubes. Above its bulk, only an old greatcoat hangs inside the wardrobe. To the rear there’s an empty travelling case, a pair of patent leather shoes that I wore to Mother’s funeral and a shoebox with various items I’ve collected over the years. The second shoebox, in which I keep my notes, such as they are, I keep under the bed.


So much for where I live. I’d describe it as a modest dwelling. And yet, every month, this room consumes the greater part of my ready cash. More and more, this town appears to me a great termite-mound. If it is a capital city, that’s because the cells are mouths whose hunger must be fed, night and day, with capital.


I’ve lived all my life in this termites’ capital. I was born not a half-mile from the room in which I now reside. The school I attended was just to the far side of the lying-in hospital, although its classrooms have been bricked up for several years now. It was run by what at one time we called ‘the religious’, before their fall from grace.


Of course, this half-mile has not been the full compass of my career. For a while I lived on the south side, on a busy street close to the canal. I remained there for almost three years. At another time, along another canal, I rented an attic over a butcher’s shop that was so far from the city centre you could no longer walk the distance. But I despised having to depend on public transport, its whims, its inconsistencies. The arrangement did not work out. I’ve never again consented to live so far from the centre.


I had another, less pleasant, address. It too was hard by that squalid moat they call the Royal Canal. Royal! But I’ll have cause enough to talk of that dismal prison, when the time comes.





One event stands out in my childhood. When I was twelve, my mother went blind. There was a mutiny in her blood which a daily charge of pigs’ insulin, in dubious battle with Cork Dry Gin, singularly failed to quell. In any case, in the space of two months, cataracts of opaque wax filmed over both her pupils until she could see nothing beyond shadows. ‘You’re my eyes,’ she used to say then. ‘You won’t ever leave me, Willy. You’re my eyes now. You’re all I have in this world.’ I was all Mother had in the world for almost twenty years. And even that sightless world began to shrink in on her in the end as her mind deteriorated. By the time she died she no longer knew who I was.


Would I have moved away if I’d had the chance? If opportunity had knocked, as they say? Idle question. Once, in a bar on the quays, I overheard a sailor, a Norwegian I think he was, holding forth to a group of dockers. ‘You’ve the life,’ they said, ‘one day here, one day there, seeing the world.’ Our friend was having none of it. ‘What you learn, miles from land with nothing but sky and ocean about you, is that no matter how far you travel, you always drag with you a circle of ten miles’ radius. You never escape that circle,’ he said, and slapped the table three times to stress the point.


The figure made a deep impression on me. I’ve never been in a boat, let alone to sea, but it was as if I could have described that circle, bounded only by the slowly shifting horizon, the Norwegian sailor tied to its centre as though to a mast. A ten-mile radius. It’s not a bad approximation for the bounds of the city.


I’d been working for several years as a copying clerk at the legal firm of Doherty and Fitzgibbon. Then my only uncle died, quite unexpectedly, in a house fire. He’d been solitary, irascible, a bit of a drinker by all accounts. Mother told me that at one time he’d been a seminarian, and I imagine that in his youth he’d cherished certain ideals. In any event, he’d never forgiven her for becoming pregnant so young, and so carelessly. I don’t know if that was at the root of his drinking. What it did mean was that he’d scarcely spoken a solitary word to me. As far as he was concerned, I must have borne the same guilt as Mother. You might even say that, in his eyes, I was that guilt made flesh. I imagine he saw Mother’s blindness in much the same light.


But the point is, James Patrick Regan died intestate, and so his entire worldly estate, such as it was, devolved to my mother. This largely consisted of the insurance money for the burned-out house, once they were finally satisfied there’d been no criminal hand behind the conflagration. Still, it gave a boost to her disability pension. I left the legal company at Mother’s behest, and returned to looking after her on a full-time basis.


From the age of twelve I’d acted as her guide through the city. ‘What street are we on?’ she would ask. ‘How do the trees in the square look? Oh describe them for me, Willy.’ Or ‘What clothes do they have?’ in such-and-such a window. We must have made quite a sight, the pair of us, year after year passing so slowly in front of the windows of the department stores that you’d have imagined the displays were set out in Braille. Sometimes, looking back on those times, it seems to me that it was Mother who acted as guide, not I.


Would I have married early if I’d had the chance? If I’d met the right girl? Another idle question. The more Mother became dependent on me, the more suspicious she became of my infrequent absences, my occasional conversations on a street corner. Oh, I had several liaisons. Several brief affairs. But they all foundered on the same sandbank. It was impossible that the girl be introduced to Mother, to her invalid’s jealousy. I don’t resent her for this; I merely state it. To round out the picture, as they say.





Mother’s mind got so bad in the last few months that I’d little choice but to have her institutionalised. At length, I secured a bed in Swift’s hospital. By this time she’d begun to think she was a young girl again, and barely slept or rested. Her eating, too, had become a problem. I’m quite satisfied that the decision to commit her was for the best, and besides, she didn’t seem to be aware of the move. Up to a point, you might say we were simply swapping one dark interior for another. By the time of the confinement she no longer recognised voices. Whenever I visited her, in a public ward of the institution, she used to call me Jim. Jim was the name of the brother who’d died in the fire. Perhaps – who knows? – it was also the name of my father. Or perhaps his name was Willy after all.


Mother didn’t last long in St Patrick’s. Within four months she caught influenza. There was an epidemic of it doing the rounds that year, a particularly virulent Asian strain. Later it complicated into pleurisy. Or pneumonia, I’m unsure which. They never took the time to explain to me the precise mechanism of her drowning. In any event, even though she’d grown visibly feeble, at all hours she’d drag up great gouts of phlegm, tearing them out of her lungs in inconsolable coughs. Her only words were ‘Dear God’, repeated as an exhalation each time she lay back from the spittoon, her newborn baby’s hair stuck damply to her forehead. This torture lasted the best part of a fortnight. To tell the truth, it came as a relief when, as the too-youthful chaplain glossed it during the burial, ‘Moll Regan’s spirit has finally been released from the rack of her body.’





You might imagine that this would have been a period of great liberation for me. I was still moderately young, midway along life’s journey as the saying goes. And the small annuity deriving from the inheritance meant I didn’t have to look to return to Doherty and Fitzgibbon, validating their interminable counterparts. Also, I was finally free to have a proper liaison, always supposing I chanced upon the right girl.


It was at this time that I took the room on the south side, not far from the canal. A south-facing room, too, which squinted past a great green dome towards the mountains. True, it was noisy, being above a public house and on a main thoroughfare. Not infrequently I was kept awake into the small hours, and at great length would slip into uneasy dreams, only to be woken by the sound of the morning rush hour snarling across the ceiling of the room. Yet, imagining this was life, I tolerated such inconveniences.


I fancied, that if I put my mind to it, I could be a writer. Or perhaps an artist. The smoke-rings of late youth. In one way or another I felt drawn to be a ‘chronicler of the city’. Over the years that I’d accompanied Mother on her rounds of the streets, I’d kept a sort of daybook, a few words or thoughts, a sketch or two in pen and ink, passably executed. These I’d mainly done on our return home in the evenings, relying on my memory of the day while Mother dozed in front of the telly. On occasion I’d enliven these sketches with a quote from one of the books that Mother would have me read to her. Or, more likely, I’d transcribe a line from one of the library books I surreptitiously read, after she’d nodded off. For twenty years these guilty novels were all the subjects of my education. Now she is dead, smiled my soul, you’ll have the time to perfect your journals.


Looking back, I barely recognise that youth. On occasion, I take out the daybook from the box in the wardrobe, and I entertain myself at his expense. Even the handwriting seems filled with self-importance. But it’s the quotes accompanying the sketches which continually surprise. One reads: ‘Now the city draws near which is called Dis / With its great garrison and grave citizens.’ In the margins, a later hand had scribbled: ‘Disdain; Disgrace; Disillusionment.’ Another goes: ‘The red belly of evening gleams at Baal / The great cities kneel around him.’ Beside that quote I’d jotted the initials ‘G. M.’ G. M.! I should have been more attentive. I have an idea G. M. may have been a German poet, but I can’t be certain.


These days I can’t so much as look at a poem. Poets are charlatans. It took a woman to make me see that; a woman poet, to be precise. As for Mr William Butler Yeats, I would confine him to the blackest pit of hell! Poetry, it seems to me now, is nothing more than that branch of astrology which takes itself most seriously.





At the time I was living between the Grand Canal and the South Circular, I hadn’t yet come to such felicitous conclusions. At that juncture I still had the notion that I might amount to something. A curious expression! Who could tally, as the clay dribbled onto Mother’s coffin, to how much her shadow-life had amounted? Or the grave adjacent, with its three generations of stockbrokers? Had their lives amounted to more or less than that of the girl in the next plot but one, a twin who’d drowned at the age of thirteen? What sort of angelic or diabolic scales would be needed for such mensuration?


But I had the idea, at this time, that if only I applied myself correctly I could become someone in the city. A name. Someone who’s known by people he doesn’t himself know. I won’t say a celebrity. But a personality. An observer. Someone whose opinion counts for something, whose opinion is on occasion solicited. It’s not so much that I accounted myself more talented than the next man – which one of us isn’t guilty of that sin? But I believed that chance or destiny had singled out Will Regan to escape the casual tyrannies of salary and advancement. While others were trading daylight for such securities, I had been Mother’s eyes. That apprenticeship must count for something.


A chronicler, then, of the close of the old millennium, the birth of the new. Whether it would be in poetry, or in art, or in some as yet unclear combination of the two that I would make my mark I could not divine. But now, at last, my time was entirely my own, and since my material wants have always been modest, I couldn’t foresee a time when I’d be forced into a career. You will become the city’s chronicler, I said to my soul as it emerged from long pupation. What precisely I meant by ‘chronicler’ I’m not sure. But that I must first learn my craft ... of that I had little doubt.


I enrolled in the public library in Rathmines. Andrew Carnegie Esq., AD 1913. Every morning, before I set out for the city centre, I put in an hour in the reading room, poring over the national newspapers. But ambition as yet knew no restraints. I’d emerged from the dark chrysalis of Mother so recently that I’d not yet tried the wet membrane of wings. So in the afternoons I took to visiting museums and galleries. On Tuesday evenings I enrolled in a life-drawing course in a reputable college, half-price for the unwaged. I joined a poetry circle that met every second Thursday in a Fleet Street pub, I studied the rudiments of chess, and I began to be seen in the public galleries of the Four Courts during some of the more notorious trials. The press-hounds had not yet begun to bay and whimper about the heels of the interminable MacMurrough Tribunal, or I’d surely have haunted the Castle itself. But for the present the Four Courts were circus enough for me.


This is living, I told my soul.




II


Three relationships stand out from this period. ‘Relationships’. I use the word in its loosest sense. There were three, nevertheless, and all struck within the span of several months. I’ve never been so prodigal with my affections, before or since. All ended badly, for them, for me.


This coincidence gives the epoch a symmetry I could scarcely have expected to find. Perhaps, in spite of all, there is a rough logic that pushes our footsteps down the crooked byways. How Mother must be cackling from beyond the grave! This new intercourse I was so bent upon, this foison of intimacies, this pilgrim’s progress of the personality led inexorably to gaol. It was scarcely a descent anyone could have foreseen. Even now, sifting through notes and memories, it’s hard to see precisely when or where the die was cast, as the saying goes. Still less could I have guessed which particular entanglement would land me in prison.


At which step did it all become inevitable? That question obsesses me, as I imagine it obsesses the animal caught in a trap. It’s a question these pages must try to answer. And of what sin precisely was the defendant guilty? Not as charged, that much I can say. Oh, I can hardly deny that the dutiful son had locked up his lunatic mother. Then, on the very eve of a new millennium, he was in turn locked up, immured inside those Victorian walls that the inmates call, with lowbrow irony, ‘the Joy’. Is there a moral here? Damned if I can find one. Damned if I can’t.





My account begins with the slightest, the final one of my three relationships, though for all that, it was the one that you might say left the deepest mark. It’s the casual engagement that wreaks the greatest havoc in the end. When the accounts are settled.


I arrived into the atrium of the Four Courts one day after about a fortnight’s absence, just as a trial was drawing to an end. There was a considerable buzz about the place. I’d counted two television crews waiting outside on the quays as I made my way across the bridge from Christ Church.


The river was at low ebb. I don’t know why such details stick in my head. In this instance I remember looking at the green carcass of a pram sunk into the river’s dregs as I hurried towards the imperturbable chambers of the Law. I was working, no doubt, on the imagery of a poem, like some T. Malone Chandler of the late twentieth century. Thank God that’s all done with anyway.


From what a porter said, I knew it was too late to catch much beyond the verdict. The final word. So, as I waited for the doors to open, I tried to get into conversation with the press-hounds and paparazzi idling about the atrium like so many carrion crows. They were hoarse and aggressive with their words. No doubt they’d smelt a rival.


It became clear all the same that there were charges of breaking and entering and of aggravated assault levelled against the defendant, a repeat offender. But it seemed likely that the whole case would collapse because of procedural irregularities. Nothing extraordinary here. The media interest lay in the fact that, months on, the pensioner who’d been assaulted was still in a coma. If she were to die, the status of the case that was about to be dismissed would alter dramatically.


‘Then this is the trial of Joe Danaher?’


Croak.


‘I thought that wasn’t due up for another six weeks.’


Croak. Croak.


‘You’re sure it’s his hearing?’


‘It was brought forward.’


‘I see.’


I’d chanced upon the case in a back-issue of a newspaper some weeks previously. It had stuck in my mind because I’d been at school with a boy whose name was Joseph Mary Danaher. ‘I’ll wait and see if it’s him,’ says I to myself. ‘Just for a laugh.’ Having no further need of begrudging cameramen, I turned my back on the lot of them and stepped into the uncertain April sunlight.


Some twenty minutes later the doors were opened, and a figure with a jacket pulled up over his head was hurried down the steps by a trio of court officials. The paparazzi had been stung to activity, and they began to flock their apparatuses about him, so many gulls squabbling over the river’s refuse. I could see it was all the accused could do not to lash out at their impudent beaks.


I followed the frenzy at several yards’ remove as it pushed up the stinking quay at a semi-trot. I’d had no more than the briefest contact with two eyes that peered from the makeshift cowl, too little evidence to be certain. But in that same instant, Joseph Mary Danaher’s schoolyard nickname leaped into my mind. ‘Danger!’ I called out twice, once the media scrum had begun to tail off.





It transpired that Danger Danaher was in sore need of a floor to sleep on, a temporary address away from what he called ‘prying eyes’. He was no longer referring to the press, and as for the guards, what could they do but glower impotently after the free man? ‘But there’s them all the same,’ he winked, later, enjoying the confidence from beneath the peak of a baseball cap, ‘there’s them who’d take a rare pleasure in putting this Jackeen permanently on top of a pair of crutches.’ So he jumped at the offer to lie low for a few weeks, south of the river.


The offer? I’d made no offer. For reasons that will become abundantly clear, I couldn’t have made an offer. Not then. And yet, he accepted my offer.


There must be a precise point, when a lobster is in the mouth of a lobsterpot, up to which it could still reverse out. Once it passes that point, it’s done for. I couldn’t have known it at the time, but this ‘offer’ marked my point of no return.


Why didn’t I simply tell the man to piss off? Was I afraid of him? In awe of him? Just too plain useless, or inexperienced, or solitary? Idle questions. But looking back, it seems to me that my dismay as we set out for Portobello was tinged with a contrary emotion. Somewhere, there was a dark thrill that this schoolyard tyrant, this latter-day criminal, had selected Will Regan as confidant.





Danger remembered me only as the boy whose mother had gone blind. But that was scarcely a surprise. I wasn’t much given to mixing in school. I remembered him as a first-class bully. Someone who, despite his small stature, exerted a gravitational pull within his own circle; someone whom the peripheral ones among us dreaded. He laughed without mirth as I reminded him of his schoolyard exploits. One story had it that, the same year I was withdrawn, Tubby Roche, the classroom snitch, had received such a drubbing at the hands of Danger and his cronies that from that day to this he spoke with an insurmountable stammer. Father an auctioneer. But from the expression in Danaher’s lifeless eyes, I might have been remembering a stranger to him.


They say that schooldays are our happiest. Mine were neither happier nor more miserable than any other days. If anxieties were smaller then, it seems to me that they were largely in proportion. During break times, Danaher and a half-dozen of his heavies used enact a casual tyranny they dubbed ‘the ring’. ‘We’re giving you the ring!’ It was a whispered taunt that filled our bellies with dread as lunch hour approached. Once out in the yard, they would form an unbreakable circuit about one or another of us. From about its circumference, nonsense questions were fired into the interior. As the victim turned to answer, tearfully, imploringly, he was pushed and buffeted and kneed from behind so that he collided with the inquisitor, who responded with great viciousness. The fun might endure for a full quarter of an hour.


More than twenty years had passed since such merriment.


‘I want you to come with me, Regan,’ said Danaher one fine morning. He’d been staying about a week, and the flat reeked of tracksuits and deodorant. My guest had the peculiar habit of discharging the aerosol in great circles about his body, as if he were trying to douse a flame. Today, in baby-blue hoody, green tracksuit pants, white runners and red baseball cap, he was the last word in inner-city fashion.


‘Where to?’


‘I’ve people I need to talk to, never mind where. All you’re to do is to stand around outside looking hard, right? Don’t open your gab, d’you understand me?’ I nodded, but he wasn’t reassured. ‘Look, just keep your hands shoved into your pockets, Regan. Make out you might be holding something. D’you get me? Anyone says anything to you, you don’t hear them. You just look the other way.’


I shrugged. ‘Sure.’


The playground must cast a very long shadow indeed. Danger’s circle had been so aloof, so indifferent to my kind, I could never have dreamed of such a charge. Twenty years on, my heart was suddenly pounding at the thrill of inclusion in one of his capers.


For the best part of an hour I hung around outside an oriental food store on Moore Street, trying, as he put it, to look hard. I imagine I looked laughable. But I probably passed unnoticed. I hadn’t been in the vicinity for a number of years, not since the onset of Mother’s dementia, and the degree to which the old market had changed blew me away. In her blindness, Mother used to sniff every sort of produce set out on the prams in advance of haggling over its price. This insolence was one of her keenest pleasures. But she was well known, and the fishwives and fruit-sellers tolerated her fads. ‘Poor Willy,’ they’d say, tousling my hair, ‘sure he’d be lost without his mother.’ Momentarily, I saw her nose pass inches above the white-eyed bream and mackerel that glinted like foil in the sunlight.


Under Mother’s tutelage my own sense of smell must have grown very acute. It was now being assaulted by scents and spices many times more exotic than the Chinese and Cyrillic alphabets that had sprung up on all sides. My nostrils were all at sea! The events I’m describing took place in the last years of the last century. An entire millennium was drawing to a close. It was a time before we became acclimatised to change, as you might say, safe inside our Fortress Europe of fifteen flags and fifteen national currencies. And my nose was put out of joint by a cacophony of novel smells.


‘Come on, we’re going.’ Danger dug an elbow into my side and was already pushing through the crowd ahead of me, hands deep in pockets and head angled forwards. Things evidently hadn’t gone well.


Turning onto Parnell Street, his way was temporarily blocked by two monumental women in colourful costumes. Nigerian, I’d hazard. In any event, they were arguing in an indecipherable tongue. But it was as if Danger took the impasse as a personal affront. He parted them with such violence that he upset a pushchair cowering between their robes.


From the abuse that pursued him all the way past the Rotunda you’d have thought a child had been tipped out onto the street. In point of fact the pram had been heavy with nothing more than those fat bananas they call plantains, green and black and pungent. These were now splayed out like great dismembered hands over the pavement. All apologies, I made haste to reassemble them.


I finally caught up with Danger at the foot of the Parnell monument. ‘This city has gone to the dogs, d’you know that?’ He stared at me with eyes that were indignant splinters of ice. ‘And do you know what the cause of it is?’ I shook my head. But the lights changed before he had time to answer. We moved on, I about two paces behind. I was watching him, taking his measure, as they say.


Danaher was of slight build, even as a schoolboy, but ferocious as a bantam. I could sense in his clenched shoulders that he was working over the answer to his own question. When he was satisfied, he stopped, his head scarlet and jerking like a cock’s above a protruding Adam’s apple. ‘Bucking…foddeners!’ His hand swept out a great circle of the north inner city.


My gut was struck forcibly by the expletive. Give us your buckin’ lunch money! The change in first letter stapled the adult immediately to the schoolyard bully. Anxiety gripped me. We’re giving you the bucking ring! How was it I hadn’t noticed, all the time we were in the flat? Had he said ‘fucking’ while there? Or had Moore Steet’s associations with Mother’s nose somehow readied the soil of memory?


‘All about the city centre, the old neighbourhoods is destroyed with them. Bucking… he searched again for the elusive word, ‘… foddeners!’ We had come to a halt not ten yards from a call centre, and I looked warily at a trio of Africans who were loafing about the door. Their lozenge eyes scarcely registered us.


‘Destroyed, they have the place. They’re letting all kinds in. Anyone and everyone.’ His eyes darted about the shopfronts and hesitated on an ethnic hairdressers across the way. He gestured at it with a forearm that was tattooed like a comic strip: a flag, a dagger, a dark rose. ‘But do you know the worst of it? They’re doing it deliberately so they are.’


‘Who is?’ I was losing the thread of Danaher’s pronouns.


‘The politicians, man! The political classes!’ He leaned towards me as though he were about to impart a great secret. My nose was invaded by the bouquet of cheap deodorant. ‘And where are they from? Will I tell you, bro? They’re from Castleknock and Killiney and Howth so they are. They’re not from the centre. That’s why the political classes don’t give a damn. They want to see the centre destroyed, and that’s the truth of it.’ His jaw had a disconcerting habit of working the words before he spoke them while his Adam’s apple operated up and down like a plunger. It distracted attention from the argument. His eyes did too, for they hadn’t blinked once since Parnell’s non plus ultra. ‘Once the centre’s destroyed and they’ve pushed the likes of you and me to the outskirts, then they can sell it on in chunks to big business. That’s your bucking Celtic Tiger for you. When did you say your ma died?’


‘Two years ago next month.’


‘Mine too, this long time. But not the old man. The old man lives out in Finglas. Only the mind’s gone. He knows nothing this nine year. Alzheimer’s. But d’you know what it is? Maybe he’s lucky. D’you know what I’m trying to say? He never had to see the whole bucking city flushed down the toilet, man. It’d break his heart to see it so it would.’


Here he broke off, paled, stared past me at the trio. I smiled vaguely, having no wish to challenge anyone. I was trying to imagine a Danaher parent.


He touched my elbow and we were again moving. ‘Once the centre is broke, you see, that’s when the immigrants come flooding in. You saw it over in England after the war, bro. Indians. Jamaicans. You name it. That’s how England went to the dogs.’





Immigration must have been something of a hobbyhorse with Joseph Mary Danaher. An hour later, as we sat on the back seat of a lurching 15A, he picked up the thread as though it had been bare minutes since the previous. ‘D’you know what else? They come over here with their gangs already formed so they do. I’m not telling you a word of a lie, already formed. Drugs. Whores. You name it, bro. I’m not saying there was no crime beforehand. Of course there was crime beforehand. But it was our own crime.’ His cap’s visor surveyed the top deck of the bus as though he were the first mate on a yacht. ‘And d’you know who the worst of them is?’


I shook my head, bored, irritated. Whatever childish excitement had come when he’d first charged me with a confidence had long since gone flat.


‘The Russians.’


‘The Russians?’


‘The Russians.’


I looked out the graffiti-scratched window.


‘Did you never see them, Regan, on their mobile phones and everything? And of course they don’t bother their arse learning English. Why would they? Everything is laid on for them here. Russian shops. Russian supermarkets. And their own bars, too, that’ll be the next thing. You mark my words. I’ll say that for the blacks and the chinks. At least they make some effort to learn the lingo.’


I was now examining the hairs on my hand and ignoring his unblinking scrutiny of me. But my heart was clattering. The unexpected turn to the East his diatribe had just taken was making my skin burn, because by this time I was already very much involved with a lady named Yelena Zamorska. If ‘involved’ is the word. If ‘lady’ is the word. But patience, my soul. We shall speak Of that lady in due course.


‘D’you know what else?’ Here he leaned towards me and touched my forearm. The upper saloon of the bus was by now empty, but his eyes shifted as though to ensure we were not being overheard. ‘It’s on account of the Russians that I had to do the last job. Know what I’m saying? I was short a few bob to pay them the interest on what I owed, but there was no way they were going to wait a few days. Not them fellas. You mess around with the Rooskies, you can end up navigating the canal from the inside of a suitcase, know what I mean? That’s why I had to do a couple of flats about the place. No choice, bro.’


Deftly, I removed his finger from my arm. I wanted to put distance between us. All the same, my curiosity was disturbed. ‘But Danger, is it true what they say?’


‘Is what true?’


‘That you beat the old woman into a coma?’


His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as though he were priming an airgun. ‘Listen. You know nothing about it, man.’ He gazed furiously into the convex mirror to the front of the upper deck. In its pupil, the hat was distorted to a great beak replacing his head, while my body ballooned away from him. Silence. At first I thought he was finished. Then he shook his head at his own distorted reflection. ‘I’m there inside the place, it must be three in the morning, and I’ve lifted everything that’s worth taking, which doesn’t amount to bollocks anyway. The next thing, she’s bucking standing there behind me, with her white hair down around her shoulders and her white nightdress, looking just as bony as bucking death itself. It frightened the life out of me so it did. I don’t even remember hitting her, if you want to know the truth of it.’


‘And so now her grandkids want to see you on crutches?’


‘Her grandkids?’ He rounded on me, indignant. ‘What grandkids? The hell with her grandkids!’


I shook my head, baffled.


‘It’s the bucking Russians!’


‘I don’t follow you.’


‘Let me put it this way. I wasn’t going to be the only one that was going down, was I? So I gave them a few names down in Store Street. Plea bargain, you know how it is. Probably false bucking names anyway, so I don’t know what their problem is.’ His eyes narrowed. The thought that he himself had turned snitch made him suspicious. ‘Listen. Anyone asks after me, anyone at all, you know nothing. You got it? You never so much as heard of Joe Danaher.’


I was starting to wish I’d never so much as heard of Joe Danaher.





One evening soon after this, as I was heading home along the canal, I saw a group of figures under one of the bridges. There were perhaps three, in cheap leather coats, ranged about a fourth, whose back was pressed to the brick arch. Normally I’d have hurried past. It was getting on for dark. But something in the arrangement held me. I was too distant for their faces to be anything more than livid thumbprints, but close enough to make out the Slavic gutturals in their speech.


As I hunkered down to watch, I must have taken a step too close to the bank. My left foot slipped and sank up to the shin in the reeds, startling a moorhen. The nearest figure turned about to investigate, and the one who’d been pressed to the wall seized the opportunity to struggle from the grip of the others. A grappling match ensued, a free-for-all in which the jacket was torn over his head. The third figure, returning abruptly to the affray, succeeded in getting him in a headlock. Whether or not some taunt or expletive reached my ear, I realised that the victim of the attack was Danger.


I can’t say if I’m brave or a coward. I’ve had very little occasion to test my mettle, as the saying goes. Of course, from the age of twelve I’d to inject Mother’s insulin. But did those daily episodes bespeak courage, cruelty or curiosity? In any case, on this one occasion, whether from bravado or from a sense of the ludicrous, I stood up to full height and began to rant and whistle at the assailants! It was enough to sow a moment’s doubt. Danger, alert to the lapse, slipped fully out of his jacket, gave the nearest one a shove that set him teetering on the bank’s edge, and ran for it.


One or both of the others must have nudged against their companion. As I turned to flee them I saw his arms windmilling just before he crashed through the surface of the canal. From the howls that followed, you’d have thought it was boiling pitch he’d fallen into. The other pair soon called off their pursuit to recover their accomplice.


Twenty minutes later, in the sanctuary of a snug, Danger looked at me as though I were a dog that had performed an outlandish trick. ‘You done all right, bro,’ he said, then later, as we were leaving, ‘I owe you one, right?’


Several days after this incident he decided it was time to move on from the flat. As he packed away the overpowering bouquet of sweat and deodorant into his holdall, he reaffirmed the debt. ‘I owe you one, Regan. Listen, keep an eye out for them foreign bastards. If you see any of them hanging around, you let me know.’


I said I would. He closed one eye and wagged a finger. And I knew damn well, for all his thanks, he was letting me know it was I who stood in his debt.




III


I mentioned three relationships. Joseph Mary, ‘Danger’, was not the first among them. Chronologically, I mean. In fact he was the third, if we discount the tyrant of the schoolyard. And I soon would have forgotten him, if Fate or chance or Mother’s malevolent ghost hadn’t intended our paths to recross.


In chronological order, Yelena Zamorska was the first. Yelena, who taught me all the miseries of love.


Later, I tried to square up Danger’s views with everything I knew of her. She was not in fact Russian. She was from Eastern Europe though. I’d met her about a year before the canal incident through the poetry circle that used to meet in the Fleet Street bar on every other Thursday. By one of those coincidences that seem to have marked these times, it transpired her mother was an invalid who required constant minding. At quite a young age, a series of strokes had left Madam Zamorska partly paralysed, and entirely embittered. This gave me the pretext to arrange a drink with Yelena during a week in which there was no poetry session.


There was nothing particularly sexual in my eagerness to meet up with her. Not to begin with. She was a woman in her mid to late thirties, thick blonde hair touched with ash, and with glasses whose magnifying lenses seemed to place anguish in the corners of her eyes. When she removed these glasses, her pupils appeared to have difficulty in focusing, and two half-moons beneath marked her for an insomniac. I hadn’t yet decided if the fragile edge to her voice was a result of anxiety or the effort of having to speak outside of her mother tongue.


The poetry circle itself had been a farce. I’m not sure what I’d expected, but the lack of anything resembling talent astonished me. At least with the life drawing you had something at the end of each session that approximated the human form. These poets, by contrast, did little besides deride and declaim. In proportion to the successes that any had actually enjoyed, their jealousies, their vanities and their propensity for the denigration of established poets knew no bounds. As Yelena would later describe it, ‘Their circle has no gravity to it but schadenfreude.’ That was her gorgeous word, and it was far from the only term I learned from her. Thinking of Mother, I scribbled it onto my arm. ‘These little poets,’ smirked Yelena, ‘fondle one other’s failures’.


If I’d expected discussions about poetry and its many techniques, I was soon disabused. Such pieces of their own work as they circulated on occasional photocopies were met with superior silence. Raised eyebrows, that sort of lark. I wondered what drove them to tolerate each other.


Yelena continued to attend only in order to improve her English. This she confided to me almost at once when we were alone. I smiled. Her eagerness to share this secret told me that my own disdain for the group must be poorly disguised. She had no difficulty in understanding my smile, and she returned it.


In the course of the evening, I also found out that, so far as poetry went, she had little need of them. She was a published poet in her own country. She had even won prizes. I asked her if she’d show me a poem, but she shook her head. ‘Oh no, they are written in Polish of course.’ Then she asked me had I ever read any Polish poets. Suddenly, I had an idea. ‘You teach me about poetry,’ I said, ‘and I’ll help you with your English.’





On the first night she stayed over in my room, I had very little idea of what to do. Oh, I don’t mean the mechanics. Everyone has an idea of the mechanics. But the fact remains that I’d never been with a woman before, not for more than several hours, never in the intimacy of a bedsit. How the sequence of events might pan out, what whispered words and movements might help in the preparation, and at what precise moment to pull on the artefact that she’d slipped into my hand ... these were beyond my ken.


That afternoon we’d been to the zoo. This had been her suggestion. ‘You can teach me the names of the animals,’ she said. ‘Everyone writes poems about animals, because they are elemental. An animal has no doubts.’ I said fine. I hadn’t been to the zoo for years, and besides, I was beginning to enjoy her company. I’d even begun to fantasise about her, if that’s the word. In these fantasies, Yelena’s face and gestures became superimposed upon the naked bodies that were becoming familiar from life drawing.


We met in a little cake shop on Parkgate Street. She was wearing a tweed coat with a fur collar from which dangled a jet-coloured muff. The muff was presumably for her hands, which were cold when I touched them, but since it was so high up the arrangement made me think of a cat with a dead mouse. It must have already been October, because I can see the leaves rusting on the chestnuts that mark Chesterfield Avenue. October. Too late, in any case, for our passage between the animal enclosures to have to contend with child-hoards.


Mother had no love for children. A natural antipathy, as you might say. On one memorable day, when she had me escort her around the zoo, we’d had to weave through any number of shrill school outings. With each new cage I watched her glower darken behind the dark glasses. Her mouth was already working tight circles. It would only be so long, I knew of old, before the charge was fired. We were standing outside the chimpanzee enclosure, and I’d begun to describe their antics to her. A group of little girls, enchanted, were gaping over their ice pops at us. A teacher smiled on. Somehow, Mother became aware of the adulation. ‘They say in captivity,’ her voice was hoarse and deliberate, ‘they do kill their own young. They do kill them and eat them. That’s right! Did you never hear that?’
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