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Praise for Sudden Times:


‘I reached two conclusions when I got to the end of this disturbing, funny, mad and beautifully human novel: it’s a great book, and Dermot Healy is Ireland’s greatest writer.’ RODDY DOYLE


‘Dermot Healy’s excellent Sudden Times throws us headlong into the mind of Ollie Ewing, an Irishman trying desperately to escape a terrifying and violent past … There are shade of other Irish writers here, too: particularly Samuel Beckett. This is a book written within an ongoing national tradition, with all the rewards that one expects from that tradition: an unpretentious delight in words as words; wit (the book is often very funny), the sense of a real voice talking; the capacity to take on the world’s darkness.’ MICHAEL NEWTON, Guardian


‘This is a novel set in the world of the everyday, told in everyday shabby language which, through his talent, Dermot Healy turns into something original and astringent and touching and eerily pure. It’s a wonderful book which asks to be compared with Joyce and Beckett in more than just an idle way.’ GORDON BURN
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after London


After London it was serious.


I lay low.


I stayed with the mother a while, pottering in the garden, walking the beach with all these images in my wake. I dropped into Gerties pub the odd time, but people were wary of me at the beginning. Then I suppose they got used to me again. But in my mind’s eye I kept seeing Redmond serving behind the bar. And I found it hard to talk to anyone with that constant argument in my head. Argument with the father.


Then would start the lament: If I had done this, none of that would have happened. If I hadn’t. If I hadn’t. If I had. It went on till I was sick of my own consciousness.


This guilt was stalking me.


I could not get by the first dream.


the first dream


It always happens in the first dream. If you can get by that you’re away. But I was pinned to the bed by these voices. For hours on end I was interrogated by myself. If you had. If he had not. What if. What if. And nothing was ever resolved. Sometimes the voice was that of a barrister. Sometimes it was the voice of my father. Sometimes it was the voice of someone I didn’t know. Whoever they were they were relentless. I was a man listening to complaints and sermons, jibes and asides. This could not go on forever.


I went looking for a job. I scoured the ads in the Champion and walked into town. I presented myself at various places with no luck. All I got was hassle. What were you at before? Why did you leave your last job? That shite. More argument. Then I saw this new pub was opening. They took me on the night I called. I was set up. I moved into a room at the back. One evening – maybe two weeks later – I could tell something was wrong.


Your man, the head buck, called me aside.


I got this sickening feeling.


Ollie, he says.


Yes?


I’m afraid you are not the man we are looking for.


I went, What?


I’m sorry.


Have I done something wrong?


No.


Don’t I work well for you?


It’s not that, he said. I just have to be careful who I take on. You know what I mean?


He gave me an extra week’s wages. So I got my gear from overhead and rather than go home, I moved into the hostel. I could not face the mother. I was shamed. Days I walked the town. It was unreal. Then I got myself a labouring job on this site near the river. Urban renewal. It was not so bad. And I liked the hostel till I met this fucker from Atlanta who claimed later he was not from Atlanta. Still and all I met Sara there and we were together for a couple of months. Then one evening I went:


What’s up?


I’m breaking it off, she said.


Why?


I put a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. Then I knew she knew. I was bad news. I had no luck with the ladies. She left me. I was not well. I took to the bed. I walked off the site a few days later and got a job in Doyle’s. Fair deuce to the man for taking me on. I told him I’d give it everything. Doyle’s for bargains! Then I took this room with these bloomin’ artists on High Street.


the attic


That was home. I had to stoop to dress because the ceiling of the room was so low. The walls of faded boards sloped in on all sides. Most of what I had hung off the back of the door. On a hanger I had what I wore to work suspended from the ceiling in see-through plastic. The clean vests and shirts sat in a biscuit box in a nook in the corner. The dirty clothes went into a bag under the bed. A pile of paintings left behind by the last tenant were stacked facing the wall at the foot of the bed.


I could have thrown them out. He was in India. He might come back. I hadn’t the heart.


I’m tidy.


I had all of Marty’s things round me. His atlases, dawk-cue-ments, travel books, his bearded heads of fishermen. I had my brother Redmond’s box of cassettes. Sometimes I might play Queen or Pavarotti with the window thrown open on to the street below. The attic stood on the top of a three-storey house. You could say I was on the fourth storey but it was not really a storey, more a bird-cage under the roof. After a storm the slates, one by one, would click back into place. The beams expand with a grunt. The floorboards give. I’m not one to complain, but most mornings I woke with a start wondering what had happened. Then went to bed the next night wondering what would.


You had to watch your head. Every time. No matter where you are you have to watch the head. The only place you could stand up straight was in the centre. And then there was the window. You had to duck to reach it. By day it was like any other window in the world. You crouched and looked out and saw what you saw – every jackdaw in town croaking, monks in white ascending to Harmony Hill, the roofs over High Street, shoppers, newspaper vans.


It was a light everyday melody, cheerful even. It would not do your head in.


But by night it was something else.


It’s like this.


If you left the fucking window open it turned into a loud-speaker through which a town in turmoil screeched its wares.


Every sound travelled straight up from the street – drunks, women screaming, church bells, taxis, skinheads. Some frantic demon seemed to grip the folk once darkness fell. At night the whole town bedded down with me. It was a ward of the insane.


In this room I was to start my new life.


the water tank


Yes. It sat in a hardboard box in a corner of my room. Some plumber had thrown the box together out of shuttering.


I often thought of pulling the whole thing apart and doing a proper job, but I’d lost the head for carpentry. Being a chippie was a thing of the past, though in case I ever changed my mind I still kept my spirit level, saw, the two hammers, a fine chisel and one Stanley tape measure in a duffel bag under the sill.


All pipes in the house led to that confounded tank. And why wouldn’t they?


What do you expect?


When I lay down in the bed I’d wait for it. Just a turn of the tap somewhere below and the beast groaned. And if one of the artists went to the toilet in the middle of the night, the tank began clanging and spilling, next it would change gear and explode, the water run downhill, the filling begin and then this drip would start.


It wasn’t nice. It was cat. Every time someone went to the toilet I went with them. I heard their door open, the footsteps descend to the second floor. As they squatted I held the chain. At the first plop my heart trembled. When they rose I pulled the chain.


I wasn’t sleeping.


I was losing it.


So I hung a sign in the toilet.


PLEASE DO NOT FLUSH AFTER MIDNIGHT!


That was all right. Next day I found someone had hung a sign alongside mine.


PLEASE DO NOT PUT ON LIGHTS AFTER MIDNIGHT!


That was to do with the lights on the stairs.


the bride


It was the night I moved in I saw her make her appearance. A cruel evening in November. Businesses were just closing shop, lights going off and street lights coming on. I sorted out my gear and lit up.


Then I ducked down in my new home and looked out the window – that finished it – for there on the opposite side of the street I copped the bride.


I couldn’t believe it.


She was like one of the Luton ladies I used follow. She wore an illuminated wedding dress with a slight hint of pregnancy. She was faceless and still, just a white veil, nothing else. It took a while before I could make out that she was in the window of a shop. The window of a launderette and dry cleaners. I had never seen her before though I must have passed that shop many days. But there she was. I looked away and lay on the bed. Went back, there she was again. All night she stayed lit beside a green tank of orange fish. She was an apparition, and the cleaners was her grotto.


Next day after thinking about it I went across with my wash. I sort of dived in before I could stop myself. There was a strong smell of male socks and motherly underwear. The washing machines were going like billy-o. I found myself perspiring. The place looked wrong and the flashback came. The woman said, Yes? Yes? she said again. What can I do for you? I don’t know what I said. I could have said anything. She took my bag without a word and slung it overhead. As she wrote out my docket I turned by the way to look at the bride. She didn’t exist. She wasn’t there. The dress was there all right but that was all she was – a wedding dress. She had no head, no hands. The wedding veil was tawdry and under the tresses no one. Just musty warm air.


I must have made her up, I thought.


Then I saw that the windows were steaming up.


I just grabbed the docket and left.


It took me a couple of days before I worked up the courage to go back. I never enter a cleaners. Not since London. Ever. I know what the story is. And I wouldn’t have gone into one that day only for to see the bride.


A ghost of happy marriages


I studied her from my room till all hours.


By day she disappeared. The light of day did not suit her. But by night the bride came into her own. As the fucking clamour increased throughout the town and squad cars piled to a stop with a screech outside the Lamp and these fuckers began cheering over nothing at the monument, the light in the launderette began to intensify. The more the tumult the more the light. The more the light the more the magic. The steam cleared from the windows and she came in from the back. She stood up in the dark to the left of the counter, drew her pleats and bridal veil up in one missing hand and with the other made some strange gesture towards the passers-by. Each side of her were racks of dry-cleaned suits, dresses, raincoats, all hung in cellophane. She was radiant, laundered and shimmering. A ghost of happy marriages smiling in a blue beam of light till the early hours.


I didn’t mention her to anyone except Liz and that was in a moment of weakness.


It’s something best kept to yourself.


You know what the story is.


the kitchen


It was the pits, as Liz would say.


Liz is a pal of mine. The first pal I’ve had since Marty and La Loo. I met her in the Rap where she was doing this mime thing on stage. Yes, Liz, looking beautiful in a slouchy way, hair boyish and fair, would disdainfully pick a single vessel out of the dirty sink, and with a sigh run it under a spout of boiling water from the kettle, scoop dried colourless beans out of a small saucepan and make a meal from there.


What she excelled at was desserts, fruit cakes and humming.


But not washing up.


The men artists were bad enough but the women worse. Why that is I don’t know. Like the stairs and the rooms the kitchen reeked of various oils and plaster. If I was away for a few days I came back to find the linoleum by the gas cooker coated in grease, the hob stained with curry and Bolognese. If you turned on a ring there was a sharp smell of burning. An onion peel glowed and spat. The oven stank. And the sink was full of unwashed delph.


Being the oldest there, and always tidy because of something far back in my nature, way back, it fell to me to wash up. And I always did last thing at night, for there is nothing worse in this world than to wake up to a sink full of unwashed delph. I can’t face into that.


I don’t mind. Students are all right. But the kitchen itself was very depressing. The one window in the back door looked out on a wall a few feet away. There was just enough room in the yard for briquettes, one single flowerpot made out of a chimney flue and an overflowing dustbin. Beside it a cat’s home. I made a box for the cat but not for the tank. I often looked at that wall and marvelled. It was about eighty-five foot high. Just a plain block wall at the back of a barn owned by a carpet-seller who sold Dutch furniture.


Dutch furniture mind. Fuck him.


Not a lick of paint or a taste of piaster, just a high wall shutting out the sky so that you breakfasted in darkness.


It’s true.


I used to curse a lot when I was younger.


the stairs


It was like this.


I might be working late in Doyle’s or be cleaning up after hours in the Rap and then I had to climb those stairs to my room. Rickety is the wrong word. The steps were very uncertain. I could not get up them in the dark no matter how I tried, so I’d put on the light and then the commotion would start on each floor. The problem was that each bedroom door had a glass partition overhead and the bulbs shone straight on to the sleepers within. The artists would start shouting. Hi, put out the fucking light! The light for fuck sake, the light! Even Liz would yell out, although she said she didn’t. But I heard her.


By the time I raced the last few steps to my room I was in a lather of sweat.


At last, flipped the switch and the house below me went quiet.


But not me. I wasn’t the better of it. It got so bad I was afraid to go back to the house once I went out. But if I went out I had to come in again. I bought two torches and they were nicked. Best thing was to be up there in bed before them. Then I had only the tank and the rascally town bellowing through the window to contend with. But I had to work late and those days I had no place else. And I was only being charged £25 quid a week, which wasn’t bad no matter how you looked at it.


And I had Liz as a friend.


I don’t complain.


The stairs were a cross I had to bear.
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Doyle’s for Bargains!


Doyle’s Supermarket. Doyle’s for Bargains! It was a great shop to think in.


I was an all-round man – giving out trolleys at £1 a head when the lad was off, sweeping up round the cashiers, stacking shelves by night. I wanted nothing too complex. I was just waiting for half-past six. Sometimes I’d say it out loud to myself – Half-past six! Half-past-six! Half-past six! And if I was on early nights I’d hear myself saying Half-past two! Half-past two! Half-past two! People often said to me that I should return to the carpentry, but after those things happened in London I was not the same. There was no looking back. You have to break out before you can learn the laws of the tribe. And you have to break inside before you can learn your true nature. There’s no need being too serious.


I was serious once.


The head would not take it.


As the chippie says – I was offering it up.


Doyle’s was all right. I picked up around £115 after tax at the end of a five-and-a-half-day week. There was plenty of overtime. And supermarket people are very down to earth. The cashier girls might get a bit high, but generally everything is very sensible and busy. In fact the place is a scream. I get high there myself. And then when you think that I live in High Street – well. One day people in authority turned on the butcher boy and demanded he take the ring out of his nose and put it in his ear because punters complained at the meat counter. Well I don’t know. I say a ring in your nose makes you look hygienic. I didn’t take them serious. I didn’t want any bother. I needed a routine. Working there gave me a new lease of well-being.


The only bad thing – doing the trolleys in winter was hardship. The heat began inside the sliding doors. Where I’d camped out lay open to the elements. It had a roof against the rain, but nothing against the cold. I did myself up each day to be on the safe side, why, woollen cap scarf long Johns padded shirts you name it I was wearing it.


For a time I wore gloves, long woollen gloves, but I didn’t feel right in gloves somehow. No chippie does. You might saw a finger off without knowing it. In truth I think gloves are weird. Especially in evening dress. I wouldn’t dream of attending the Oscars in gloves. You’d be surprised at the hang-ups you have that you don’t know of.


Say nothing.


Stall the breeze.


groin bags


The day they gave me the groin bag to keep loose change in I was shamed. It was worse than the gloves but then you can’t stash so many coins in your pockets.


I was stuck with the groin bag.


What the hang-up was there I don’t know. It reminded me of a Sumo wrestler’s belt. Or worse still those ball protectors the medievals wore. A type of jockstrap let’s say. More a class of overgrown genitalia that dodos wear on their travels. For the first few days I walked round with my hands across the bag out of humiliation. You’d look down and see these things hanging off you. I don’t mind work. I like clean work. I always liked working. Even when I was at my worst I got a lift when someone called round and woke me out of my sleep and said will you fix the chair the table the wardrobe. Seconds was my trade – second fittings. I might not want to go, but I did.


I owe people a lot for making me do things when I didn’t want to. Like the Gilmartins who gave me the part-time job behind the bar in the Rap. Like Geoffrey who took me on in Doyle’s.


I may not remember the people, but I owe them. Coming to the door when I wanted to see no one. They saved my life.


Christians


You’ll get that. There’s a fair few knocking about.


Anyway, Doyle’s was my employer. I had to put up with the groin bag. And I liked my life there. I liked the buzz first thing in the morning. Customers brought out the Christian in me. They were all cheerful sinners like myself.


Once they kept it that way.


This morning a man stops as if he knows me which he does not.


Hi Sham, he says, I come from Aitnioige. The place of the Little People. Do you know it?


No.


Well, it’s out your way.


Oh.


Do you take a drink? he asks.


The odd time.


I do not.


No?


If I take a drink, I take a blackout.


Oh.


But I smoke, I do.


Fair enough.


Yes.


He ties his shoelace and goes on.


my own space


I don’t like hearing talk of governments. Politics makes me dizzy. They’re cat. If you’re paranoid about government then the psyche is unsettled. You’re not well. Next thing is you’re standing in Saint Columba’s in your pyjamas talking to some bollacks about the phallus and chewing something to bring you down. No sir. No way.


What I’ve discovered is – once you’re moving you’re thinking, it’s when you’re not moving that things go awry. This numbness starts in the brain and what you see would sicken you. If you’re moving you can leg it through the whole alphabet. You can plan you’re life. You’re someone. So flying down the tiles with a mop is to me like a spell on the couch. I work out ley lines when I’m putting tins of Bachelor’s peas away. I get great satisfaction from placing the last can of sardines into place. Stand back. A job well done. I’m off to the jellies. I’m among the curry jars. The trick is to to be eternally on the go.


They often say Hi! take it easy, Ollie, but I say Don’t be decadent! You don’t have to keep up with me.


Keep moving.


That’s the one.


I get these very pleasant thoughts once I’m active.


Once there’s something to do the job is Oxo. 


opulence


It’s just that I like the word.


The same as I like the Rory Borry Yellows. Them’s the lightning before the storms.


courthouses and trials


I don’t like them.


They smell like out-door toilets or maybe confession boxes, not that I’ve been in either for a long time. There was a toilet out the back when I was young that used fill with frogspawn.


But I once ended up in a courthouse for days.


I was looking for work when I ran into a bit of bother. Then this cunt put me through it. It was Mr Ewing this, and Mr Ewing that, and Mr Ewing are you telling the court there are no other places in London where day-labouring can be obtained?


There are.


Why did you not go to them?


It just happened like that.


eating


That has to be done too. At six-thirty I’d cut across the car park to the chipper. The Lamp. Maybe sometimes I’d go to the Italians, maybe the Chinese but mostly it was the chipper for me and straight to the same seat by the road. This is where myself and Marty would come for a bite before heading out on the town. I like an old-fashioned dinner. The whiting if it’s on, and if it’s not, the fresh cod. Beans too. A spring of scallion. Hold the sauce. The tea after not before. A read of the Champion. And I’ll have the apple crumble, thanks Dorothy. Not at all. Never. There now. Lovely. Light a fag and look out the window of the chipper on to the Garavogue river and the swans and the crowd from the Point waiting on the bus.


Even when I was at my worst I could put away a bit of food.


The truth is I like eating, full stop.
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the London Fire Brigade


They suddenly appeared out of nowhere one evening in May when I was having the tea.


They made the Irish in the caff look not well. They all looked like not-wells. These men were bronze and brown-eyed, very European in fact. Not all cockneys appear healthy, but on this particular evening the Irish looked a tinge grey in comparison. And the divers looked like something fresh out of the sea. When they saw me they called out my name.


Ollie, said Al.


Al, I said.


We thought you might be here.


So they sat down around me.


What’s this – fresh cod? asked Al. Is that what you’re having?


The cod is good, I said.


Each year they used come to me for the key of the cottage that stood on the alt. It was owned by my uncle the mountie in Canada and was empty most of the year. So they ordered fish and sat around the table talking of what had taken place between last year and this. Who got married died drowned disinherited. How things were working out for me now. And then the talk turned to London and all that had happened me there.


But why did you not ring me that time? said Al.


I meant to, I said.


You should have contacted me.


I know. I just didn’t get around to it.


He shook his head.


Will you come out with us? asked Fred.


I might, I said.


Don’t think about it, said Al.


It was Saturday night and I wasn’t into climbing those bloomin’ stairs, so I said, Right I’m with you just give me a chance to get my bearings you can drop me off at the mother’s right. They had the same blue minivan with London Fire Brigade Diving Team stamped on the side and she was stacked full of gear – diving suits oxygen canisters webs tins of Heineken grub whiskey from the duty free. The lot. We drove up to High Street so I could change out of my gear and get the key.


Liz in a pair of men’s dungarees came into my room.


Who are the sleazebags? she asked.


Friends, I said.


She opened a window to look down at the fire brigade men. She turned and studied me.


Are you going with them?


I am.


Then wear the blue shirt, she said.


OK.


It suits you better.


She tucked down my collar and I thanked her.


lust


The lads studied the lady that waved goodbye to me. They had this lust that creeps up on the tired.


They were just off the ferry from Holyhead to Dublin, sailing part of the night and driving all day, now this, the last few miles.


On into the ocean. 


walking


The wind was coming off the land. We lit a fire and threw open the doors of the cottage. I gathered the mousetraps and set the electric blankets then they drove me to my house and I was about to get out when Al said, Hey, how about a drink? I said I wasn’t into the drink these days.


You say that every year, said Fred.


OK, I said. Why not?


Well, we went up to Gerties. Just like that. In this life, one minute you’re sitting in the Lamp thinking what to do and next thing you’ve landed on your feet in another dimension.


It’s happening throughout the world.


You’re in the Lamp sipping tea, wondering what’s round the corner, looking at the river, you’re planning the pictures, no, not the pictures, I don’t believe in the pictures any more, the TV maybe, but possibly a lap round the town or a walk to the Point and back. If there’s one thing I am that’s a walker. I did a lot of walking in London. Clapham to Hammersmith. Finsbury to the Angel. Liverpool Street to anywhere. Anywhere to nowhere. I don’t care if it’s a schizophrenic thing to do. Fuck it. I can air my head breathe see about me. That’s what I would have done if the London Fire Brigade Diving Team had not come.


I would have legged it to the Point.


Yes.


Gerties


The sun was setting beyond Ardbollan, a fellow from Denmark was sitting on a wall outside the pub, and in the dark shop a neighbour of mine was looking at the floor.


Ollie, he says.


Johnny, I say.


Are they back?


They are.


They are, he said, as he stirred his toes. Ahem.


And how are you? I asked him.


He looked at me.


I’m past it, he says.


He cleared his lungs and reached for the drink that was set on a ledge over his head. With wide eyes he drank to the third. It was as if he was looking into a harsh beam of light. Then his eyes settled and he left down the glass on the counter, shook himself and took my hand.


Stay in touch with your father, he says.


I will, I said.


He’s a good man, he said and nodded.


A starling shot under the thatch. The air tightened. A girl came out the back door of the house across the way and kicked a ball out of sight. Then she went back in.


Everything began to happen in slow motion. The divers took Johnny’s hand. One time he had two of their hands in his because of the divers’ panic at wanting to greet him.


You’re welcome back, he said, to this part of the world.


What are you having? asked Al.


Johnny raised a hand, palm out, in front of his face.


Nothing, he said, I’ll stay on my own, thank you.


Just the one?


No.


Whatever you say.


Yes, thank you.


Next door in the lounge Schumacher was pulling out of a chicane and Gertie’s son could not be roused. I glanced in.


Joey, I called.


He pulled a face at being brought away from the TV. Siberry was sitting alone in the dark watching the race with his cap on his knee. In another corner Pa Waters sat before a Campari and stout with his back to the proceedings. The noise was something awful. We had whiskey pints Ballygowan in the shop. All like that. That sort of thing. Straight in. And they wouldn’t let me go. Another. Then another. And the dark settling outside till the lights appear on the Waterside and on the Rocks regular as clockwork. One two three, Caraways, Conways, Gurns. Out to sea the lighthouse beam spun.


Then a flash of lightning broke the water. It was the Rory Borry Yellows. A wash of light ran through Gerties.


will you bury me?


Johnny threw his arm round my shoulders.


Will you bury me? he whispered.


I will.


Good man. Good man.


He tapped the wood of the counter and whistled.


I knew you would, he said.


I will.


Say nothing.


No.


The thunder struck. The TV ran out. The lights went twice, then altogether. Joey lit candles. The talk dropped to whispers. It was like a stranger had entered. The divers settled in the middle room with the surfers and the locals gathered with them. There the talk was of the best diving places in the world – lagoons off Africa, cold waters in Dorset, the Black Sea, sea caves beyond Connemara – and then it turned to dredging up bodies out of the Thames after a dance boat went down.


They were some men.


And getting sentimental and lurid too in the shadows, nothing but bodies coming up out of their consciousness from old wrecks lying in the deep: men in tight pants who had just finished the tango with women in fine rig-outs were springing, springing from the sea. Eleven days in salt water. Seven days in fresh. The eyes gone. The fingers gone. As they talked of drownings the bar went silent. Then the locals talked of drownings. Soon we were all thrashing about a hundred feet down.


Then a silence. I began to feel disturbed. In the dark a woman’s face lit up as she drew on a cigarette. Johnny appeared at the doorway of the middle room, his face huge in the light of the candles.


He came and sat by me. He put his mouth to my ear.


You swear you’ll bury me? he whispered.


I will, I said.


Good.


He gripped my arm and shook it. Then he put a Doyle’s plastic bag of mussels collected from the shore at Lisadell into my hand. I headed off into the night. Perfect.


the Ma


The Ma was sitting by the fire with her eyes closed. She had been listening to the transistor and fallen asleep in the blackout. I sat down opposite her in my father’s chair. She mumbled something and her tongue appeared in the light of the flames for an instant. She must have been dusting because she had a scarf still on her head. She was pulling faces in her sleep, while the North-West Radio in another room talked in a resounding otherworld echo of lighthouses and eel-fishing.


I sat for a quarter of an hour there in the half-light, wandering through her thoughts, without moving.


Then I heeled some turf onto the embers. She woke with a start, put a hand to her heart and drew in her breath.


Ma, I said.


What?


She grabbed the armrests. She was on the verge of a scream.


What? she said again as her eyes focused.


It’s Ollie.


Her face lit up when she saw it was only me.


Ollie?


Yes.


Dear God, I didn’t know who it was. I was dreaming. I was dreaming of your brother.


I’m sorry.


How long have you been sitting there?


A while, I said.


In the dark?


That’s right.


Watching me? Yes.


God blast you, she said. You’re always doing that. Juking around.


old times


She offered her lips. We kissed. She took the scarf off her head and tried the light switch, but we were still in darkness.


We’re back in old times, she said.


We are, I said.


What’s in that?


Mussels Johnny Waters gave me.


I simmered the shellfish in an inch of water on the gas till they opened and she filled them with bread crumbs. A squeeze of lemon and wild garlic and butter, then we sat them a minute in the pan on the flames. We ate by the fire. We felt our way through the house like sleepwalkers for a look outside at the sky. There was not a light to be seen on the earth. Then a comet flared behind a cloud. There was a smell of burning. A halo of sparks flew round a transformer on an ESB pole in a further field. Lightning knifed the sea towards Donegal. The Rory Borry Yellows lit up the horizon. The summer storm was moving on. The mother led me to my room with a candle.


And the bed is stone cold, she said.


She stood by the door of the room off the kitchen, reluctant to go.


I heard from your father, she said cautiously.


Did you?


Yes, he wrote, she said, and he said to say hallo to you.


Did he?


He did, and she unearthed a letter from her housecoat pocket. Read it out, she said. I steadied the candle by the bedside table. It was a short note in pencil, dated exactly, and timed, 3.45 p.m., 6 June, with 9 DURE STREET, COVENTRY, in large capitals.




Dear Margaret,


I hope you are well. Do you see Oliver? He’s in my thoughts alot. Say hallo to him for me and say we must meet soon. Things are not so good here. It’s nothing but unemployment and arthritis. My knee is at me. Imagine after all this time from a kick of a cow 30 years ago. I walk with a limp now. The day of the car in Coventry is gone. The Irish are walking the streets with nothing to do. The Japs have taken over. And if you work for them you have to stop a few times a day to say your prayers.


Maybe I’ll get over this summer.


Keep well, and buy yourself something nice with the enclosed.


Eamon





I handed her the letter back and again she stood at the door peering at me.


Well? she said.


Well what?


Will you write to him?


I might, I said.


It’s time, she said, you made up.


Leave it a while.


Still she stood there on the threshold.


Are you all right?


Yes, I said.


The Bradys see you, she said, sometimes.


I see them, I said.


Are you minding yourself?


I am.


Are you sure?


Yes.


Go on to bed, I said. The door closed. The radio sang from somewhere near midnight and I had my first good sleep in weeks. In my head, myself and the father were talking like old friends again.


fights with knives


When I woke up next morning she’d been and come back again from early Mass on the bicycle.


We had tea in the back garden in gleaming white sunshine.


That town is a dread at night, she said. I see it in the Champion.


It’s noisy.


It’s brash.


It is.


Fights, she snorted, with knives.


That’s right.


And Lord knows what drugs.


Everything under the sun.


Such a carry on. You watch yourself now.


I will.


You know what happened before.


I do.


With a sigh she got up to inspect a pink rose. A lone bee hovered and the cat caught him in her mouth. Twooo! spat the mother. We walked to the well under the firs and cleared it of leaves and needles. I caught the reflection of our two heads in the water. We were ethereal. We walked the Long Square at the back of the house. The cattle in the next field were buck-lepping. The sea rose in a plume beyond the alt.
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the body politic


I took the Ma’s bike and cycled to Day’s shop to buy whatever came to mind, oh porridge fig rolls bootlaces candles rashers. Things. Just things.


When I came in the shop was dark and my head struck a wreath that was hanging overhead. Do I need signs? That brought me back. There was a crowd of our neighbours there in after late Mass. Christian names were called. Whole families lay over the counter. Some sat outside in their cars reading the sports pages in the Sunday newspapers. Lads in baseball hats were propped up against the wall watching the next arrivals. They give impish waves to tractors steaming by.


An emergency lorry from the ESB rose a ladder to a pole looking to see where the fault lay. This was watched by the young Gallagher girls who sat like boxers on the window sill of the shop in the sun. They wore jeans, trainers and puffed-out waterproof jackets. A woman who had left her husband whispered into the phone in the telephone box.


A fine smell of dung wafted in from the lower meadows. In the football field a few cars were drawn in along the goals to watch a game of soccer.


How are things, Ollie? asked Mr Day as he struggled to make up bills with a pen because the till was still off the air.


Things are grand, I said.


He was wearing a red flashy tie and a bright sports jacket. Through the partially open door behind him I saw a newly timbered coffin on struts.


I’m glad to hear it.


And how are things with you?


Spot on. Except I’ve forgotten how to count. Unconcerned, he laboured on with his pen as a queue formed. Mrs Young stared a long time at her watch, sighed and spun the winder. Mr Day straightened up and looked me in the eye.


Whisper, he said.


Yes?


The one thing that gets me is those words the body politic.


The body politic, I repeated.


It’s on the radio till I’m sick of it.


Is that so?


Yes, he said going back to his notes, the body politic. Who they are when they’re at home I’d like to know.


The people, proffered Michael-Joseph.


That’s another thing I can’t grasp, said Mr Day scornfully, the people. Who are they?


Ah cripes, said Mickey-Joe.


dancing


The queue was chattering away as Mr Day totted. Then said Mrs Young to no one in particular:


Dancing! she spat.


Oh I know.


Till all hours.


Yes.


Of all things – dancing!


Then Day’s daughter arrived with a calculator. She had an urchin’s face and nearly too-intelligent eyes. Her father handed the calculations over to her and the queue moved on.


Mrs Young took her provisions and shook her head at whatever the dancing had done to her.


Cunla


I tipped my cap to the wee priest in his old Volkswagen. Then the travellers trotted up in a horse and cart, followed by a posse of mangy curs who immediately knocked over the dustbin and swallowed ice-cream wrappers whole. I called out a timid greeting to a girl in blue who used busk with a ukelele in town. The blind man rounded the corner in a Russian hat and oversized light-blue jeans. The mother’s bike flew.


I thought my own shadow ahead of me on the road was someone coming, but there was no one, not this time anyway. Only myself, said Cunla.








O Cunla, dear, don’t come any closer


O Cunla, dear, don’t come any closer











Only myself, same as usual.


I passed old damp sitting rooms where visiting babies slept in high prams. An elderly couple were on their hunkers planting flowers in the graveyard. I stopped the bike and walked through the graves to see that all was well with the lads. I peeled off a few tufts of grass and stood there a while studying the sea-stones.


Not so bad, says Marty, though I had not asked him how he was. Not so bad, Ollie, Marty said, as if I had asked him how he was, which I hadn’t.


Then on past the Long Squares. The Pound. The alt. A Mr Pheasant with a sharp red comb was nipping the bottom of Mrs Pheasant on the shore road. Every time she bent to eat he prodded her on. Go on out of that! A young hare shot across the beach, stopping with erect ears every few yards to contemplate what lay ahead, and then he sat on a rock alongside a questioning heron to view the sea.


Cormorants.


Spiders, righting the damage the storms had done, were spinning on every available tree. The hawk shivered in the sea breeze on a gate at Gypsy Green. Under the low bushes the plucked brighter grass. I got off to walk the hill. Into the house.


the quarter finals


There was a door into the back kitchen had come off its hinge and I fixed that. There was a window slipping in her room and I fixed that. The rain chased across the fields and the blackness lifted. A spot of weeding. At three all the lights in the house came back on and we watched the quarter finals match between Kildare and Dublin where the Kildare midfielder got clocked.


Look at that, said the mother, and he done nothing.


I started laughing.


For dinner I picked a pot of Maugherow Roosters in the garden and peeled the spuds into the sink, uprooted a cabbage head that sprouted out of a bed of seaweed, and the fire brigade called round at eight. The mother came to Gerties for the waltzing. The cockneys settled in the middle room, my neighbours gathered in the shop and the one-man-band from above Skreen played a keyboard in the back room all down through the piece. There was a mark on the ceiling that his head used hop off. For the ceiling in Gerties is low too. The divers had been down off the rocks at dawn, sixty foot or so, all eight of them since early morning among the lobsters and the crabs, the lights on their heads bouncing off the stones.


A different world, they said. Pure. Purest water in the world.


You can see better down there than you can here, said Al.


I can imagine it, I said.


Some elderly couples, who danced with each other every Sunday night, took very large strides across the timbered floor. My mother danced with Dom Feeney to a song of Kris Kristofferson with her head down watching her toes, then she took her seat again among the widows. The crowd stood with their backs to the bar to watch the floor. I joined the mother for a jive.


the meaning of sin


I copped a low-slung man swing out of the toilet whistling an introduction to some idea that was going through his head. He stopped up to consider what he wanted to say, his forehead creased, then he bit the nails of his right hand. I’m glad you asked me that, he said to himself, yes. Then he went back to the shop.


I followed him for no good reason.


And that’s how I found the German psychiatrist sitting by the stove. We often talked mental problems together when he’d come to his summer home on holidays. Ollay! he said. A pint beside him as he tapped tobacco into a cigarette paper, then he dabbed it with his lips, lit her, and kissed my cheek.


And before you start asking me, he said, I don’t feel guilty.


I wasn’t going to mention it.


You always do.


No I don’t.


Yah, you do.


It’s always you that starts it.


No, he said.


It’s my shout, I said. I bought us two gins. He wiped his face with a handkerchief soaked in perfume.


Well, I have no problem feeling guilty, I said.


Ah the Irish.


What do you mean – Ah the Irish?


Because you have little to feel to feel guilty about.


I have, I said, a certain sufficiency.


Please?


I have enough guilt to be getting by, I said.


Of course.


Of course is the wrong word.


Please?


You should have said – I understand.


Of course, he said nodding.


That’s right, I said. Keep her going.


Please?


Nothing.


What do you mean – nothing?


It was a joke.


A joke?


Yes.


I have something for you, he said, something special.


Yes?


Do you know, he asked, the meaning of the word sin?


I have an idea.


You are thinking of religion.


I suppose I am.


I mean the meaning of the word.


OK, I said, fire ahead.


It means, in most languages, he said, to be. To exist.


Go ’long.


It is true, and he nodded emphatically. Yah. I found it in a dictionary in Berlin and thought of you.


That threw me.


To be, I said.


Yah.


I’ll have to look it up.


One of my neighbours interrupted us and the psychiatrist disappeared. The mother went ahead home with the Feeneys and I joined the divers and the surfers.


bad versions


This often happens. The divers and the surfers had begun to sing bad versions of Irish songs and were telling stories in Irish accents. I had heard this shit before. It got too crazy for me after a while, too much going on for me to keep abreast of. I was losing my place. I grew distracted. Something like cowardice.


The want to be away.


As if I was losing at the horses and couldn’t recoup, no matter how hard I tried. Now the last race was over so I said good night, slipped the latch and stepped out into the dark. Lasses were chatting in the arched porch. Mammy, a child called to her mother, come back here. The storm from the northwest was hurrying in from the Atlantic, and as it came thundering across the sea, it drove before it a barrage of bright sparkling lights.
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