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Prologue


My father grew up on Blarney Street on the northside of Cork city in the 1940s and ’50s, a time of harsh economic conditions when children didn’t have much. And so, whenever I beseeched him to buy me anything, he always summarily dismissed my plea by declaring, ‘When I was your age, I had a hoop!’ That was the prelude to an inevitable spiel about how he and his resourceful peers never needed gadgets or toys to amuse themselves.


A hoop, it was eventually explained to me, was a bicycle wheel that had the spokes taken out. He and his friends entertained themselves by rolling these hoops up and down inclines and steps around Blair’s Hill and Sunday’s Well, steering them with sticks, marvelling at the speeds they could reach. When that was what passed for recreation back in his time, little wonder then that he gave me short shrift every time I wanted something new and shiny.


One day last summer, I stood in my house in suburban Long Island, three thousand miles from where I grew up in Cork, and I heard my three sons declare themselves bored.


‘We have nothing to do,’ they chorused.


At the time they were sitting in a room that contained every piece of sporting equipment known to man, and a range of electronica that included a PlayStation, a computer, a pair of Kindle Fires and an iPod Touch. To quell my growing anger, I picked up my hurley from the hallway and launched into a soliloquy.


‘You see this?’ I shouted, brandishing it above my head. ‘Where I grew up in Togher, this wasn’t just a hurley. This was a sword if we wanted to fence. It was a rifle if we wanted to wage war. It was a paddle if we wanted to go sailing. It was even a cricket bat if wanted to pretend to be English!’


They looked at me derisively. Children of their generation, as assuredly as I was a product of mine, they were unimpressed by my passionate trip down memory lane, unmoved by my attempt to explain how a little imagination can go a long way. My bygone days every bit as irrelevant to them as my father’s once were to me.


I walked from the room, defeated, deflated, and under my breath, for the first time in my adult life, I muttered the words, ‘When I was your age, I had a hoop.’


In the end, we all become our fathers.




ONE


Dive of My Life


Thirty feet above ground, I picked some flecks of peeling paint from my skin and looked clear across the dressing-room rooftops below me, each one coated in a sprinkling of nuclear green moss. There were cars whizzing by on the Straight Road down to my left. I glanced at them for a blurry second and exhaled. I was seriously out of breath. I had clambered at great speed up three different storeys of the concrete diving board structure, scraping my chest and belly off the sharp edge of each one in order to reach the very top.


The highest level of the diving platform had been placed off-limits that season and the springboard removed. The ladders leading from storey to storey had been taken out as well, to discourage anybody from getting up there to take a chance of going off without something to launch from. Of course, these precautions added a whiff of the illicit to the whole enterprise and made everybody that bit more determined to give it a whirl. I’d watched boys and girls made of sterner stuff make that arduous climb all summer long in search of a sliver of glory. Now it was my turn.


On the other side, I could see poachers in Polaroid sunglasses stalking fish by the gargling white-capped weir of the River Lee. It was too far away for me to make out if any of them were my uncles. In any case, I had other concerns on this particular day than wondering if we’d have ill-gotten salmon, wrapped hastily in a flattened cardboard box, being delivered to our backdoor just in time for tea.


I kept looking to the sides. It made much more sense than bearing straight down. Straight down was a precipitous drop into fifteen feet of uninviting water. A long, long way down.


A breeze blew up. Or it may just have been a shiver mounting my spine now that I realised just how high up the top level actually was. Thirty feet didn’t sound like that much until you climbed it. I was suddenly cold, nervous and starting to become the butt of jokes.


‘This fella thinks he’s a regular Greg Loouugaaaniiisss,’ shouted a teenage voice, rolling the name around his tongue, relishing every vowel and consonant.


I didn’t need to look down to imagine this wit leaning on the metal fence that ran around the diving pool. I’d often been there myself, throwing insults at wannabe heroes, mocking them as shapers, showing off for any girls within earshot. My own cheeks reddened knowing I was now the centre of attention for the peanut gallery and their chorus of barbs, especially because there was enough supplementary guffawing to suggest more and more people were gathering to see me attempt to make my dive. To stake my claim.


I did not think I was Greg Louganis. I may have desperately wanted to be Greg Louganis although I could do without the snug Speedos he wore. Obviously. I was a soccer-shorts-as-improvised swimsuit man myself. Indeed, on the afternoon in question, I was wearing an especially fetching white Adidas number with red, white and blue stripes down the side, as worn by my beloved Michel Platini at the European Championships earlier that summer.


But, like everybody else in that Olympic August of 1984, I’d also been enthralled by the wondrous American diver and his ability to somersault so majestically from such great heights.


There was also another crucial difference between us.


In every instance, Louganis was hurtling at great speed and with uncommon grace into beautiful, inviting blue water in warm, sunny Los Angeles, the dramatic contortions of his body always backgrounded by a perfect azure sky. I was standing above a body of black, sinister wet stuff that looked no more welcoming now that the chilly wind was whipping up small waves that crashed with a menacing hiss against the side walls. Not to mention that somewhere high above me lurked the traditional sepia-coloured blanket of clouds that promised and nearly always delivered rain.


I shifted my feet on the concrete platform, searching for better purchase. As if that was going to help. I inhaled deeply again.


From below I could now hear the strains of George Michael belting out ‘Careless Whisper’ from somebody’s boom box. The last thing I needed. The song had only come out a couple of weeks earlier but I was already sick to death of it. It never seemed to be off the radio. Fitting then that it was to be the cringe-worthy soundtrack to my embarrassment as I stood atop the diving platform at the Lee Baths and tried to summon up the courage to dive from the highest point. It wasn’t that my guilty feet especially lacked rhythm, it was courage they needed.


I’d rehearsed this moment a thousand times in my head over the previous years. Earlier that morning I lay in bed and decided this would, finally, be the day to dive from the highest perch, and finally fulfill my destiny at the place we referred to almost lovingly as ‘The Baths’. I knew exactly how I should look when launching myself into the air too (thank you, Mr Louganis). But, now, now that the moment was at hand, now that I was in the arena, the spotlight on me, I was scared. Make that petrified.


‘You better hurry, the lifeguards are coming,’ shouted my friend Steve Mehigan from the platform below. He’d given me a leg-up on the last part of the climb because he’d been there before me. He had already made his bones the previous week, something he quite enjoyed reminding me about. All the time. Every day. On the hour. Now I would stop his boasting. Or maybe I wouldn’t.


His warning brought renewed urgency to my situation. I glanced over at the lifeguards’ house that stood at the top of the deep end of the pool, a place where improbably leather-skinned men and women with pneumatic biceps and mahogany forearms kept watch on our hastily improvised and often barely passable attempts at swimming and diving. There was definitely movement up there all right. Were they really coming for me? Or were they just rearranging the deckchairs because they heard a rumour that the sun might peek out from underneath the clouds and put in its contractually-obliged twice-monthly appearance sometime later that afternoon?


I had no way of knowing. The only thing I knew for certain was that I couldn’t climb back down the way I came. That would be a shame too far for any thirteen-year-old boy, especially since I could now hear that a gaggle of giggling girls had joined the audience, hanging around, watching, waiting, anticipating some sort of show. They were also probably wondering, like everybody else, including myself, whether this floppy-haired character really had the guts to fling himself from on high.


I took another deep breath. I think that I secretly hoped each one represented a fresh infusion of bravery or determination. It didn’t.


I peeked downward again. The water looked a tad calmer but that didn’t help either. It still resembled a sheet of darkness upon which a boy might crack open his skull if the dive went even slightly awry. And that was the other problem here. Just by placing myself in this precarious position, I had contradicted all the warnings given to me by mother since we first were brought to the Lee Baths as toddlers.


Even for a woman with a seemingly endless supply of apocalyptic horror stories designed to dissuade her children from ever taking any risks, her cautionary tale about diving from the top level at ‘The Baths’ was particularly memorable. It was a graphic account of the day a young boy (his age was never given) plummeted thirty feet and cracked his head open on the side wall of the pool. How did he end up colliding with the concrete? Well, apparently, he dove sideways and a mighty wind blew up at just that precise moment and sent his slight body billowing off course with tragic consequences.


‘They had to drain the pool to get the last of his brains out of the water,’ she said with the usual flourish she reserved for stories of death, illness and disfigurement.


They had to drain the pool to get the last of his brains out of the water. The kind of line that sticks with you long after you start to figure out the story wasn’t actually true. Or at least that no record exists of it happening. And you know this because while researching a school project on Ancient Egypt at the city library one afternoon you had the wit to ask a man behind a desk who looked like he’d know stuff.


‘I want to find a story in an old Evening Echo about the day a boy smashed his head off the diving board at the Lee Baths and died,’ I declared.


‘Do you know what year that was?’ he asked, deadpan, like this was the sort of inquiry he dealt with all the time.


‘No, my mother says it was a while back and they had to drain the pool to get the last of his brains out of the water.’


He took a moment to consider that image. Obviously impressed.


‘Listen, boy,’ he said, leaning over the desk as if to make sure I heard him, ‘there are thousands and thousands of copies of old Echos in here and I can tell you now that story isn’t in any of them.’


This perplexed me. Surely a ‘Boy plunges to bloody, brain-spilling death in public pool’ story made the local newspaper.


‘Why not?’ I asked, seeking more clarification.


‘Eh, I think you should ask your mother that,’ he replied, easing back into his seat and, for some reason, turning away from me.


At thirteen, I was, thanks to sceptics like the helpful librarian, starting to question the doctrine of maternal infallibility to which I’d subscribed since birth. I still hadn’t reached the point where I fully doubted the veracity of my mother’s word on everything. Or, at the very least, in certain dangerous situations, I still worried there might, just might, be a kernel of truth to some of her more outlandish tales. That degree of uncertainty was enough to weaken my knees now that I was far above the ground, seeking to follow in the footsteps of the mythical boy who met such a grisly end.


One more breath. Still no intake of courage.


One more glance at the lifeguards. No, they weren’t coming to admonish and potentially save me either. Even if a part of me now desperately wished they would arrive in a flurry of authority and order me to abort my plan, allowing me to climb down while blaming those over-officious killjoys for interrupting my daredevil act.


‘Are you going or what?’


A voice came from behind and startled me. Another kid had climbed up. A smaller kid. Maybe a foot smaller. A younger kid. Maybe three years younger. Was he ten? No. Could he be nine? Surely not. He was probably just small for his age. I gulped and hoped he didn’t see how shocked and impressed I was that somebody so small, so slight, so young had the guts to climb up this high. I hoped he wasn’t mature enough to know that his presence had fazed me and, now, unquestionably, without further ado, forced my hand.


‘Yeah, yeah, I’m about to go now,’ I said, feigning nonchalance, pretending I hadn’t been up here for way too long trying to steel myself for the task.


My stomach lurched as I finished the sentence.


‘There’s no comfort in the truth,’ crooned George Michael far below. ‘Pain is all you’ll find.’


I stepped forward. Rested my feet on the very edge. Half on, half off, just like Louganis. I took another deep breath, filled my chest and…
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The Lee Baths was opened by Hugo V. Flinn, TD for Cork Borough and parliamentary secretary to the Minister for Finance, on 20 June 1934. It had cost £23,000 to build, most of which apparently went on wages because, in their wisdom, the city fathers wanted a construction project large enough to provide gainful employment to as many men struggling in the Depression as possible. A facility, then, that was built by the city’s poor for the city’s poor.


‘I hope for many years this pool will be a pool of strength, a pool of healthfulness and open air life for the people of Cork,’ said Flinn. ‘I have pleasure in congratulating the people of its possession and those who are responsible for it, on the good job they have done; may it remain for a long time one of the proudest possessions of the City of Cork.’


These were optimistic sentiments about a pool without a roof in a city that rarely had a proper summer. Still, for five decades, it appears to have been something of a jewel in the municipal crown, a splendid if rather chilly (nobody had ever talked about heating the water I guess) spot that hosted all manner of swimming galas and diving competitions.


The problem was that by the time I first set foot in the place in the mid-1970s it hadn’t been updated from the original design in any significant way. It might have been painted. Occasionally. The diving board may have been replaced a few times. Once a decade? But the place that Flinn opened with such a rhetorical flourish was more or less as he left it when the Hannigans barrelled in through the turnstile gates four decades on.


In photographs of the time, it looks threadbare, paint-peeling, grey (even in the colour shots!) and impressively dreary. Of course, that’s what I think now. Back then, between the ages of five and fifteen, it was the epicentre of my summer universe, the most wonderful place in our (admittedly) small world.


On television shows like Hart to Hart and Magnum, P.I., swimming pools always looked aqua blue, the water inevitably glistening in the sunshine. Even on the sunniest of days – and those were few and far between – the water at the Lee Baths was the black side of grey. It had the murky darkness you encounter near the ocean floor by the Mariana Trench except this was in four feet of water and the floor beneath our bare feet was made of concrete. And of course we were in love with it. We hurtled into its Stygian depths like it was an infinity pool stretching off a cliff beside a scorching Malibu mansion.


No matter that the moment we plunged in, the bitter cold of the water zipped through us, shocking every nerve ending for a few seconds. On a really bad day (which was most of them), you quickly felt a sharp pain in both knees. But, then, somehow, after we stopped pretending we couldn’t breathe, our bodies acclimatised to the Arctic conditions. There must be a curious sort of mechanism in a child’s body that causes excitement to obviate physical discomfort. Within a minute we splashed about delightedly, suddenly oblivious to the fact this was as cold as the cold tap in a house without central heating on a frosty January morning.


Except it was mid-July and outside.


We loved it because we knew no better. It was only later we discovered indoor pools where the water was, gasp, heated. Such an exotic place existed out in Douglas, the other side of town, the other side of our planet. That was a strange, unfriendly facility where they charged too much and allowed you swim too little. They frowned upon you doing cannonballs, berated you for what martinet lifeguards called ‘horseplay’. But worst of all, they emptied the pool every 55 minutes and made you leave so a fresh batch of suckers could come in.


Swimming in the Gus Healy Pool in Douglas also involved strange, discomfiting rituals. These entailed washing your feet on the way into the water (who had ever heard of such a thing?) and rubbing the chlorine out of your eyes the whole way home. These modern affectations and sops to basic hygiene we might have tolerated except on most days getting in there usually involved queuing up for an hour to swim less than an hour. A ridiculous arrangement when compared to the bounty of the Lee Baths.


In our al fresco slice of heaven, you could hang around all day and if you did, your persistence was rewarded. You got to witness the lifeguards dragging out goalposts so men with v-shaped torsos and skull caps could play an especially violent brand of water polo, some strange amalgam of fisticuffs and exaggerated splashing. We sat poolside, mesmerised by the spectacle, Corkonian plebeians baying for the gladiators to spill blood.


A trail of crimson in the water was not an unusual sight in the Lee Baths at any time of day. Walking into the shallow end your toe might snag on a jagged edge of the stone that lay beneath your feet. An uneven patch of ground could open your sole and produce blood. Over time, like tribes that run barefoot on all terrain, the regulars got used to it, our skin toughened like leather and we became inured to these inconsistencies.


Picking microscopic pebbles from your feet after you left the water was just part of the experience. All good, not so clean fun. We didn’t know that the bottom surface of a pool was usually smooth and lined. How could we when this was the first pool we ever entered?


This peculiar feature was not to everybody’s liking. Arrivistes often resorted to swimming with their shoes on to stave off the inevitable pain of these injuries. Not swimming shoes. Not plastic sandals or flip flops. Actual runners, sometimes even with their socks still on. This was a fool’s errand though. Later, we’d spot these bluffers regretting their decision as they squelched and sloshed their way along Victoria Cross, water spraying out the sides of their shoes with every sad footfall. Their faces also betrayed their growing dread of what their mothers might do to them when they got home.


There were other distinctive touches to the place too. The doors on the changing cubicles didn’t lock. I’m not sure who decided this. I never figured out whether it was by accident or by dint of some bizarre engineering design. They were like one half of those saloon doors you see in westerns, forever swinging in the ubiquitous breeze. The absence of any way of keeping the door properly closed created unique challenges and certain playful opportunities.


For instance, some kids liked to amuse themselves by running the length of the walkways pushing every single door in for a lark. This was hilarious to watch unless you were inside one of those cubicles at the time, trying to put your Y-front underpants back on. Nothing is less funny than being knocked off balance by a hefty wooden door smacking you in the head when you have only one leg in your undies. Especially if you shriek rather than bellow and fall to the ground in a crumpled heap so people outside get a full glimpse of your mostly nude pre-pubescent body while simultaneously hearing the high-pitched wails of your discomfort. It’s difficult to come back from that.


Again, this was where regulars had an advantage over the day-trippers. From a young age, you knew to be lightning quick in the dressing-room. Or to risk being mortified. If getting into your togs in a confined space while under fear of imminent attack by a pack of feral boys had been an Olympic sport, several of us were surely gold medal contenders.


You also knew that each of your travelling party stashed your clothes together in the same dressing-room, a dressing-room that one of you could see at all times, because the Lee Baths was notorious for thievery. It was not unknown to see a boy walk in with new runners and leave two hours later in his bare feet, skipping gingerly along the footpath as his friends simultaneously sympathised and mocked his plight.
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‘Watch out for bowsies!’ cautioned my mother every time she waved us on our way.


That she was sending a little boy of five or six off into the wild with his older siblings, to trek two miles along some of Cork’s busiest roads, wasn’t even a consideration for her or any other parent. After all, when they looked out their windows on any half-decent summer day they saw legions of kids of all ages, strolling purposefully along, rolled-up towels beneath their arms. Occasionally, there’d be a multi-tasking mother from Togher Road pushing a pram, a she-wolf herding her playful cubs along at fierce pace, all part of the great urban migration towards water.


The journey itself was a minor epic. If we were feeling brave we’d cut through Schoolboy’s Lane, a secluded dirt path between fields and trees that abutted the Presentation Brothers’ School’s impeccably laid-out rugby fields. A secluded dirt path that we later discovered was perfectly appointed for illicit teenage drinking sessions. A secluded dirt path where a rival group of kids could take umbrage at your presence and attack.


Aside from the off-chance of violent reprisals by other boys menacingly wielding towels, there was also the risk of running into a new urban species, the glue-sniffers. For a time in the 1980s, Ireland suffered this very peculiar epidemic when gaggles of teens hung around the streets like zombies, holding plastic bags full of solvents up to their pimpled faces; too out of it to threaten anybody, doing irreparable damage to their own brains.


The other problem with opting for that particular route was it required an almost mandatory stop to visit the ruins of the old Glasheen Boys’ National School. Half an hour of valuable swimming time could be wasted just exploring the dilapidated shells of former classrooms, eyes on the floor, hoping to stumble across some sort of treasure. We never found anything except empty beer bottles and discarded flagons, but that never seemed to discourage us from trying anew.


That particular way shaved about a mile off the walk though and, once we hit Dennehy’s pub it was, literally, all downhill from there until we reached Victoria Cross. By that point anticipation was building. Upon taking the final left turn into the Carrigrohane Straight, we discovered just how chilly the breeze was going to be. And there was always a breeze. Even on the stillest of days, a wind whipped up that road like it had been mustering strength since it set off from the Angler’s Rest three miles earlier.


Just before reaching the gates, the bigger kids handed us their towels and togs and set off on reconnaissance missions to find ways to climb over the wall without being detected. In my earliest memory of this practice, the admission fee was two pence, but getting in free was a challenge to their ingenuity and courage, not to mention good for all our pockets. As a young child, it was a great (and perhaps slightly unfair) responsibility to be carrying four older boys’ towels and four pairs of togs about your person as you stumbled along, hoping the lifeguard manning the entrance didn’t ask why you were laden down like a Sherpa leaving base camp.


Once inside, the rendezvous point was behind the toilets. A discreet location, so discreet in fact that it was also where, when fights inevitably broke out, most of the hand-to-hand combat between boys (and on a few occasions girls too) took place.


It was there, out of sight of the authorities, that those who had vaulted over the walls for free had to share the money they saved with their junior accomplices. Then we all made a quick stop at the Lee Baths’ concession stand. Well, it was more of a table really, manned by a formidable mother and daughter team who brooked no messing as we pored over the cornucopia of chocolate and drinks on offer. Any brave fool who dared to ask ‘How much are the penny bars?’ received a withering stare and, depending on their mood, might even be refused service altogether.


At one point, the selection of beverages on offer included ‘Super’ cans of Coca-Cola, one and a half times the regular size. A tremendous idea; the one thing the working class kids of Cork needed was to imbibe a potent mix of caffeine and sugar to absolute excess. No wonder there were so many fights.


When (definitely not if) we ran out of money, everybody kept their eyes peeled for a relation. To meet an aunt or an uncle in ‘The Baths’ was always a boon. They foisted all manner of goodies upon us, for no other reason than that they were related to us. If they were feeling especially generous, they might even press a few coins into our hands and we’d sprint straight back to the ‘shop’ for the Macaroon bar or the can of Tanora (a tangerine-flavoured drink only sold in Cork) that we so desperately craved.


It’s not that our mother didn’t send us off suitably equipped with food. We never left home without jam sandwiches packed in tin-foil, with the crusts carefully clipped off. As requested.


The diet may explain why we spent so many hours having inane conversations and arguments about bizarre topics that nobody could really win. The Baths sat right next to the County Hall, the unimaginatively named, spectacularly ugly 17-storey office block that was the closest thing we had to a skyscraper. We laid our towels down to lie on (an act known as ‘balming out’), and stared up at this building’s great height and then the discussion inevitably started.


‘Could someone dive off the roof of the County Hall and land in the deep end and survive?’


Rare is the national parliament that had debates as robust or elongated as ours as we tried to figure out whether some daredevil might or might not splatter upon entry. It says much about our extensive knowledge of basic physics that some of us (myself included) were, for the longest time, convinced that any diver entering the water hands first in the perfect Louganis posture could survive the initial impact.


‘His fingers would break his fall!’ I argued, regularly, vehemently, confident in my ignorance.


In our minds, at least some of the magic surrounding ‘The Baths’ was the location, sandwiched between so many local landmarks. The County Hall, the tallest building in Cork, the second tallest building in Ireland, on one side of it. On the other, just across the River Lee, Our Lady’s Hospital insane asylum stretched along the green hills; dark, gothic and menacing. People who went in there didn’t come out, we were told. But never mind that, of much more import to us was the place’s unique claim to fame. According to my father and my uncles and my grandfather and just about every adult male in Cork that I knew, Our Lady’s boasted the longest corridor in Europe.


I’m not sure how this was ascertained. Was there a corridor commission that evaluated such things? Had a deputation from Brussels visited Cork and officially signed off on this outrageous assertion? Or, was it, as I suspect now with the passing of time, a local legend? In any case, it was all grist to the mill of our sense of Corkonian superiority. The longest corridor in all of Europe!


Gleefully, we dined out on such local legends and gorged on urban myths for dessert. Boys at school were adamant that the Lee Baths was a no-go area because they’d heard from a friend of a friend of a cousin’s brother that conger eels lived in the deep end. Conger eels. Not trout. Not salmon. Conger eels. One of the more vicious-looking sea creatures to inhabit Irish waters. We’d never actually seen one in person, but I had found a single disturbing photograph of one when I went sifting through a fishing book in Ballyphehane library.


So the story went, the conger eels swum into the baths through the piping that connected it to the river next door. That sounded plausible enough except we never saw any critter no matter how deep we dived, no matter the quality of the goggles we wore. The water was surely too filthy for any beast to survive and if there were fish in there we never saw them. And we looked. And looked. And looked. We whiled away hours throwing bottle tops into the six feet section and diving to retrieve them from the bottom like the Corkonian Jacques Cousteaus we fancied ourselves to be.


Still, I was perturbed enough about the possibility of a conger eel biting my face to raise the issue with my father.


‘Do you think there are conger eels in the deep end?’ I asked.


‘No, boy,’ he replied.


‘But how can you be sure?’


He paused and with a perfectly straight face, answered, ‘Because they’d be afraid some of the swimmers might bite them back.’
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I groped for the heavy metal ladder and then hoisted myself onto the bottom rung. Once my head emerged from the water, I did the exaggerated headshake I’d noticed all the Olympic divers were fond of doing upon leaving the pool. The mannerism of a showboater. A showboater who’d failed to deliver a show.


‘You funked it, boy!’ I didn’t know the voice. I didn’t look up to see the face. The person putting me in my place was right on the money.


I funked it. I completely and utterly funked it. At the last moment, I panicked, straightened my body up and jumped off feet first.


I had, indeed, funked it.


I climbed the ladder and started to rush away from the scene of the crime. But I couldn’t. A huge crowd had gathered and my path was blocked. I turned to see what they were looking at. I saw the little boy who had queued up behind me. He was flying through the air, holding perfect Louganis form, and all around the diving pool there was the sound of impressed gasping followed by an outbreak of appreciative clapping.




TWO


Ball Games


My Auntie Kathleen lived around the corner from us in Maple Place. She had just had her second baby, a boy named Robert. In lieu of frankincense or myrrh, some less than wise man had gifted the new child a soccer ball. Not a soft-toy-type thing that could be put in his crib. An actual soccer ball. I’d seen it up there in his room, on the floor between the rocking chair and the crib. I’d noticed how pristine and perfect it looked and I was envious from the moment I set eyes upon it.


How could it be anything less than spotless though? Small Rob, as he’d be known even after he grew to over six feet, was only a few months old. Yet one of his uncles had given him a white ball with the word ‘United’ printed on one of its rectangular panels. A cute acknowledgement of the fact his Liverpool-supporting father was sports-mad and, by his own hilariously exaggerated, impossible to believe but hugely entertaining account, a wonderful Gaelic footballer too.


I was insanely jealous, both of the new baby getting so much attention and him being the proud owner of a ball without a single blemish on it. Especially so because this coincided with a downturn in the fortunes of our street.


For a period of what must have been days, but felt like weeks, during the sweltering summer of 1977, nobody living in or near our square owned a functioning ball. We had lost or destroyed every single one we owned, a couple falling victim to merciless cars and trucks trundling too fast along Clashduv Road. In a time when parents didn’t and couldn’t shop on demand for sporting goods, this put a temporary stop to our soccer-playing. And left a gaping hole in our young lives.


Sure, we improvised a bit. Somebody found a tennis ball out in their shed and we tried that for a time one day but the problem with a ball that small is your touch has to be really, really good to make it fun. We were not at that level. Soccer tennis of that particular kind got old quick when basic control was beyond our ken.


On one particular afternoon, a gang of us were sitting on the curb lamenting our terrible misfortune, trying to dream up scenarios through which we might source even a deflated ball that we could knock around. That’s when I mentioned my baby cousin Robert’s beautiful white ball for which he had no actual use.


Immediately, I came under pressure. We were related. They were bound to give it to me.


‘What about you, Tom?’ I asked my brother, older by three years and also part of the group. ‘Why don’t you go ask?’


‘No, it’s better if you do it.’


‘Why?’


‘’Cause you’re six is why!’


I resisted at first but quickly gave in. Another long, hot afternoon stretching before us without a ball was much less appetising than an afternoon with one. Accompanied by everybody else, and feeling just a little bit more significant than usual, I trudged along Clashduv Road, and up the small hill of Whitebeam Road until we reached the entrance to Maple Place. There, the rest of them suddenly stopped.


One of the older boys gave me a quick tutorial on how to do proper puppy-dog eyes (the only part I remembered was bowing my head) and then they sent me on my way. I had to conduct the final leg of my mission alone.


With sweaty palms, I knocked on the door of the downstairs flat my relatives called home. Doorbells were a gentrification that had yet to make their way into our neighbourhood. My Auntie Kathleen answered. She wore the frazzled look of a young mother juggling children and too much to do.


‘Can I have a lend of baby Robert’s soccer ball?’ I blurted, giving it my best puppy-dog eyes though she scarcely seemed to notice the affectation.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘The baby’s ball. Can I borrow it?’


‘What ball?’


‘You know the one in his bedroom. By the wall.’


She had no idea what I was even talking about. What type of person doesn’t even notice a perfectly good, beautiful new ball?


Suddenly her daughter appeared from the hallway. Rachel. Also six. My cousin. My sometime friend. My often nemesis. With the very ball in her hands.


‘Is this what you want?’ she asked in a slightly peevish tone that made me think she was going to use it to tease me.


‘Yes, yes it is.’


Kathleen turned, took it from her and handed it over. ‘Mind it now and bring it back when you’re finished.’


‘Thanks. Thanks. Thanks. I will.’


I held it under my right oxter until I reached the corner where my friends and older brother were still standing sentry. Then, I lifted it above my head. In triumph. I had delivered the boys of Clashduv Road from the prison of boredom. I had ended our soccer-ball-less hell. I had procured a perfect, white ball for our entertainment. We tumbled down the hill for home, shrieking and hollering with unbridled joy, desperate to start a game.


Just minutes later, I realised that my main contribution to the festivities was already over. When the teams were picked, I was last to be chosen. The curse of the youngest kid on the block. As a six-year-old, I was afforded no special privileges in any street match. Ever. Even if my ingenuity and familial connections had just made the whole thing possible with my stealthy mission up to Auntie Kathleen’s. You got what you deserved in our games.
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