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You stand on the threshold of the pit you will enter and out of which you will not emerge for four full years. It’s 1958. The Russians launched Sputnik into orbit last October and threw the Americans into a spin, so now they want uranium, badly. The Canadians can’t get it out of the ground fast enough. That’s why you’re here, far from home. You’re twenty-five years old. You know nothing about your future, about the woman you will marry, the children you will have: the flighty one, the solemn one, the one who will undo everything you are about to begin.


When you left school it wasn’t a moment too soon. You hated the master. You wanted to be master of your own destiny. You were fourteen when you went to work in Duffy’s. Fifteen miles on the bike there, another fifteen back, often with yesterday’s newspaper tucked down the front of your coat to keep off the wind. You did that journey for years. On to England then with the rest, packing wool until you had your fill of that. With a toss of a coin you chose between Canada or Australia. Canada, the coin said, so you travelled home on the Princess Maud with Mick Carey and Charlie Ryan, for the American wake. They insisted. They were headed for New York. You’d travel with them that far. You had a week before you’d set sail.


On one of the last afternoons, you walked along the hedges of the fields you knew so well. You loved the land and hated it, too, for breaking your back with the stones you picked and the beet you thinned, for the ache in your legs from the miles you walked behind the plough, for the cold that went through you many a winter out there in the field, you wishing you were inside at the fire warming your feet.


You walked on, out in the lanes and boreens once you’d passed the boundary of your father’s farm – Seán’s now – not to be trespassing on another man’s land. You followed a gentle incline, not enough to take the wind out of you, until you came to the copse, all that was left of the big house they burned down before you were born: a few chestnuts and oaks, mossy stones and long grasses between.


It was the beginning of May, the loveliest time. You sat down and looked all about you, at the bright green young corn, and the sceac bushes dressed in lace; at the smoke coming from the cottages in thin grey curls, the kettle on the hob/ Sing peace into his breast, you remembered, Yeats. Even though you hated school, nearly every long minute of it, you liked the poems. Memorise every detail of the scene in front of you as if it’s a poem, you told yourself, every line. You wanted to be able to take it out and look at it sometime when you might need it.


Lying back into the long grass, you looked up at the big chestnut leaves, lifting and fluttering like fingers in the breeze, bits of blue sky filtering between. I think that I shall never see / A poem lovely as a tree, and you thought, there is truth in that poem. You lay, completely still, until the hum and rustle of insects in the grass became loud as a city in your ears. You told yourself, remember the sounds, remember the touch of the breeze on your face, the gentle breath of your homeland.


On your way back, you shoved fistfuls of dirt into your pockets, furtively. Once you got inside you turned your pockets out into an old cigar tin you kept from Duffy’s, then you pushed it deep down into your bag.


Your going-away party was a blur of whiskey and stout. The craic was mighty, the singing and the recitations, reminders of how many and how long Irish men and women had been leaving their own land. Threads of tunes ran one into the other, refrains of Mother Ireland, ochón, ochón, Éire mo chroí, until the night ran into day and the old men had far-away looks in their eyes. You wondered which bit of Ireland’s tragic history they were thinking of. But there was a humming in your gut, too, pure excitement that the old men wouldn’t understand. You were bursting to go, to see the world. But to admit this would be to betray your country, your people, these old men.


Besides, you’d be coming back, wouldn’t you?


It was an old boat, and the passage rough and uncomfortable. You had more than a week of the Atlantic, and your fill of long-life food, what you could keep down. You were looking for it the whole way, New York, but when you set eyes on the Statue of Liberty with her arm in the air in greeting, you weren’t ready. New York. The masses of people coming, people going, all shouting and pushing, all in a great big hurry. You couldn’t stand still to take it all in because they’d knock you down. But you weren’t there to see the sights. You said your goodbyes to Charlie and Mick, wondering if you’d ever see them again, then you asked for directions and got the bus to Parsippany, as far as your money stretched. Then you stuck out your thumb. A big black car driven by a tall and silent man brought you as far as Syracuse. A truck picked you up next. This man was a farmer. You got a bit of chat out of him. Couldn’t believe it when you saw the signs to Liverpool. He laughed, told you London was further on, and Birmingham. There was even a Dublin, he thought, beyond in California or somewhere out west.


When you reached Buffalo he told you you were nearly there. It was just another few miles to Niagara. When you crossed the border from Niagara Falls, New York, into Niagara Falls, Ontario, you were completely thrown. You’d heard about the Falls, of course, but you weren’t prepared for the sheer size of them, the crashing weight of the water, the deafening roar. Your own country was beautiful, an emerald isle. Here, you were to be the pining exile, far from the green grass of home. You didn’t expect to have your breath taken away at the beauty of the foreign land. That wasn’t the way of the old people’s songs.


Canada. The space bewildered you. They called them lakes, but they were like oceans. Ontario, then Huron. Instinctively, you looked around for the highest hill, a Mount Leinster you could anchor yourself to, but here there were mountains, and you could sense the land stretching behind them, away out of your reach, as unimaginable as your future. You searched in vain for a horizon you could bring near you, fit around you like a jacket. The lack of boundaries unravelled you, you were drunk on it. You didn’t know what to do with the feeling. The buzz of excitement that had sent you west, the feeling that anything might be possible, exploded out in all directions at once.


You stand on the threshold, in your hard hat with the lamp, and your overalls, thrumming the pickaxe in nervous readiness against your thigh. You look behind you one last time, out over the strange, barren landscape of Sudbury, with its scraggy few trees and blackened rock, then you punch your time card and step into the cage and go down. Daylight accompanies you the first few yards, then you’re in the dark. The others switch on their lamps. You do the same.


You go down and down. When the cage opens you follow the ones who know where they’re going, Ronnie, Jean, Albert, further and further into the black hole in the earth. Your boot keeps careful contact with one of the narrow gauge rails. The smell grows damp and earthy. You think of your cigar tin. The banter between the men helps take your mind off the mass of earth above your head as you go deeper and deeper.


Your eyes adjust to the dark. You like the monotony of the work: drawing back, stabbing the rock face, drawing back, stabbing. Ronnie uses a crowbar to loosen it up for you. There’s a hose, for the dust, pulleys and ladders. There’s a rhythm: your muscles flexing and extending and your breath keeping time. Each man on the crew has his own job, keeping time with the others. You work until lunch, when you come blinking to the surface to eat the breakfast you stuffed between two slices of bread – bacon, eggs, even the marmalade – on your way out of the boarding house that morning. You work from lunch until evening. If there’s overtime, you take it: Christmas Day, Dominion Day, New Year’s Day. When you’re under the ground one day’s the same as the next.


Once a week you queue for your wages. It’s hard work but the pay is good. You go to the Algoden with the others – mining gives you a mighty thirst – but you put away the rest and stay in when the other lads go to the Snakepit. You’re not doing this forever, just until you have enough. For now, you’ve swapped the sky for the underground world of men and money; open spaces for tunnels where your muscles are tense; fresh air and grass and rain for beery farts and unwashed bodies. You get used to it. When you emerge out of the up-cage it’s not much better. There are nearly no trees, and nothing green. You come out of the black hole in the rock to look at a landscape of black rocks. It’s a view made by the mining, and from cutting the trees down for fuel. You don’t know about acid rain but you have a fair idea why the sparkle in the granite rocks has been eaten up all around the mines. They remind you of the decayed, pitted teeth of the old people at home. You make sure to take extra care with yours, brushing them twice a day with salt and bread soda to keep them strong and white. Girls you’ve met in the past at dances have admired your smile. Later, you’ll keep on doing it that way, even when you have your choice of fluoride this and minty that, along with showers instead of baths, the habits you’ll bring back.


There are days, looking out across the minescape, when you’d have given anything to be lying under a chestnut. Other days, you step out of the boarding house and look off across Elliot Lake, and you love the way there’s no end to it, the way it makes you feel you can really breathe. You pick the blueberries that grow wild on the sides of the road in the acidic soil and they seem like a luxury compared to the common blackberries of your childhood.


You get used to it.


One morning there’s Albert, the German, saying, Come, come. I teach you to skate. It’s a strange skill for an Irishman. You’d prefer a good game of football. At home, you made it as far as the Carlow Seniors subs bench, and you miss it out here. When the thaw comes you kick a soccer ball around with Ronnie and Albert, but your instinct to scoop up the ball and run with it is too strong and they shout at you to Put it down, Paddy. It feels like half a game to you. You doubt you could ever get used to it.


You and the other foreigners go along with the sled races, the skating tricks, the swimming and diving in the lake. On summer Sundays, a few of you take the wrapped sandwiches and apples your landlady makes for you and head out of Sudbury, into the country.


Once, you splash out and take a train, far into the wild. You pass lake after lake – there are three hundred of them in the area – then you get off, miles from anywhere. You stand and listen. You think about the wildlife the woods are harbouring. Badgers and hares and rabbits, like at home, but you know there are moose and deer too, even black bears, and wild cats. You listen. It gives you an edge of fear, a thrill of excitement. You ask yourself if you could live here, work the land in ways that are unfamiliar to you. In the papers you read about the acres you could buy for the price of a small farm at home. Could you get used to it?


You don’t like the long winter. Nothing could have prepared you for those minus temperatures which no amount of woollen socks or layers can compensate for. But there’s the snow and ice to compensate, the beauty that even Sudbury takes on when it’s under a thick white cover. And it’s not the winter that’s the worst, it’s the humid heat of the summer. There’s no comfort to be had in the damn heat. You can take off your shirt and roll your trousers but you’re still sweating. The English and Germans and Italians lie out in it on Sundays, getting brown, but you’re ahead of your time, convinced you should keep your pale skin covered. After your shift you swim in the lake to escape it, but there’s no peace even at night. You can’t sleep with the heat.


You break out in a homesick sweat one night, your skin remembering the light, cool breeze. You lift the lid off your tin, just a corner, and the cool musky smell near breaks your heart.


You had a letter from your oldest sister, the one who was like another mother to you, with the age gap, pretending all innocence. I happened to bump into Anne. You remember Mick’s niece, don’t you … But there was nothing innocent about it. You laughed at the idea, Margaret setting you up with a girl from Ballon, and you over here in Canada. All the same, you find yourself keeping an eye on the Land for Sale section in the Nationalist when Margaret sends it over.


There’s days off sometimes, when the mine is closed altogether. There’s always something planned. You join Ronnie and Albert and hitchhike all the way to Chicago. The Windy City. You have no problem getting lifts. The locals like the lads from the mine. They’re good for business. You’re in the back of the pick-up when you round Lake Ontario and cross into the United States, and there’s a bastard of a wind coming down across the lake. None of you dressed warm enough and you’re frozen stiff when you arrive.


You stand where you’re dropped off, rubbing your hands together and stomping your feet while you make plans. Albert wants to travel on the elevated trains; Ronnie wants to see the new Inland Steel skyscraper. You want to go to the famous Marshall Field’s. Margaret read about it in a women’s magazine and mentioned it in her letter, how she’d give anything to see it. You split up. You ask a fellow where State Street is and he points you in the right direction. It’s something all right. You’ve never seen a shop the size of it, or as fancy, not even in Dublin or Liverpool. The Yanks like to do things big. Even the doorman is fancy, in a uniform, like something out of a film. You ask him where you would go to find a wedding present. He suggests the homeware department. You think you recognise his accent. Are you from Chicago yourself? you ask him. He laughs. No one’s from Chicago, he says. It’s Louth I’m from. He calls a boy and tells him to take over, and he walks you through all the counters. You’re dazzled by the lotions and potions, but all he wants is to talk about the football, and you’re happy to do it, Louth and its two-point win over Cork. Not your counties, but you love the game. You don’t know, nor does this Louthman, that it will be the last time for above sixty years that they take the title. With obvious reluctance he leaves you at last in the hands of a swanky shop assistant and tells her to treat you right.


She asks what she can do for you, so you tell her about your younger sister, Theresa, getting married in the autumn, and that you’re looking for something nice for a present. She asks what kind of budget you had in mind. You tell her you just want something nice, a bit special. You like the feel of the wad of cash in your trousers. She has all the time in the world for you. In the end you settle on a canteen of silver cutlery. She tells you it’s a very popular present with brides this year. At the cash register you throw in a couple of boxes of Frango mints for Margaret’s kids.


You meet up with your gang and you go to a restaurant for dinner, a treat. You can’t believe the size of the steak they put in front of you. You have a drink after. Ronnie has heard about dance halls where you can pay a ticket-a-dance for a beautiful girl to dance with you, and he plans to get completely soaked and dance all night. You won’t join him, you tell him. You’re buying a farm. He laughs, Paddy’s buying a farm. He’s just having a bit of fun. You decide you’ll join him after all, just to keep him company.


When you get back to Sudbury and fall in the door of the boarding house barely in time to get out of your good clothes and into your overalls, your landlady hands you a telegram. Father passed away Stop Funeral tomorrow Stop Will write Stop.


Margaret’s letter comes a couple of weeks later. Old Seán, as your father was known, had died peacefully in his sleep. The funeral went off well. But she was wondering. Theresa was wondering. Would there be any chance at all you could come home for the wedding, to give her away? Mick’s niece would be there …


When you surface from your man-made midnight into day, and punch your card for the last time, you don’t know that in just a few years astronauts will travel to Sudbury’s lunar landscape to learn about meteorites, and the Americans will land a man on the moon. You don’t know that many years later a Canadian will tweet from space while he orbits the earth, sending back unimaginable views of your green land. You don’t know that one day this mine you’re walking away from for the last time will become Elliot Lake Nuclear Mining Museum, that tourists will find your name in the List of Miners on the wall.




Spring 2010




Joe


Sheets of rain on the windshield. Wipers can’t keep up. The faithful Dead for company. Twisted. Broken. Thick, furred, out of practice, can’t remember the last time he spoke. Some girl on Skype. Vietnam? No, China. Stutters and starts. Non-starter. No English. No connection. Next.


A dirty brown sludge at the side of the road, all that’s left of the snow. The drip-drip-drip from the roof is what brings each spring to him, his wake-up call, his thaw. Get up. Get out. Get stocked up. Hurry. Make a list. Lists. Where’s the list? He riffles through the open glove compartment. He put it right here. Where is it? Now what? What was on his list? Early start. He can’t remember. Late last night he was full of ideas. Murky half-memories now. Goddamn.


He hates the city. City boy, hates it now. Super early, so no one’s on the road. He’ll get in before the wholesaler’s open. Grab a coffee at the gas station on the way. A gnaw somewhere deep reminds him of hunger, led by the body, the real deal. He nods at the recognition, in rhythm with the music; he’s super hungry. It’s been a while. It’s that time of year again all right. He’ll get one of their awesome hotdogs. The right toppings, plenty of the green sauce, hit the spot. Couple of dollars. You can keep your fancy restaurants.


Should be an email waiting when he gets back. Six hours ahead. Calculates, it’s … eleven thirty there, she’s at work. I love the outdoors, nature, growing things, yada-yada. At least she speaks English.


Slap of tyres on the tarmac. Black rain, black sky. No line separating the one from the other. Tell her that. Couldn’t make out where the road ended and the sky began. She seems to like that poetic shit.


Each of her emails sounds like a résumé, with a shitload of flirting thrown in. I love picking fruit. I picked strawberries every summer when I was growing up. I really love that photo where you’re picking peppers. That’s the one where he has his shirt off. They all go for that one. Are your eyes really that brown? Reckon she fits somewhere between wwoofer and online dater. She’d clean up the house at least. It looks like shit. Always does, this time of year. Last year’s woman got it into some kind of order.


He’ll ease off on the weed. He’s out now anyway. Rolled the last joint last night. Won’t let the same thing happen next fall. No way. This time he’ll be ready. He’ll go to the mountains. Take a hike. Start juicing. Get healthy again. Make some changes around the farm. Lose the beard. Meet someone.


He’s pretty sure she’s not the one. But she’ll fill the gap. Someone to talk to. Divorced with a kid. They’re always the neediest, always the top of his list. He’ll ask her. Ask her today. Come on over, check out the farm. Bring your kid. Throw it in, casual.


For maybe a mile he’s optimistic. Hell, he’ll call her up. Surprise her. Get her all set up on Skype. Wonder what her voice sounds like?


He wonders what his own voice sounds like. Winters are hard. Send him down into himself. He can’t seem to help it. Soon as he smells the rot of fall, he’s gone. The woodiness, the mould, it fills him full of holes. When the fall air starts to blow right through him he knows it’s time to retreat. Hide away in his smoky den to hold himself together. He gives a short laugh. Her needy could never match his needy. Driving like this, on his own, sometimes he thinks he’s so full of holes he could just fall apart.


Sing it, Phil. Ah, good ol’ Gerry. That was the Soldier Field gig. ’Ninety-five – or was it six? That was one heck of a gig. ‘Box of Rain’. Which box to put this one in? Works in an office. Seen the photos. Skirts and nylons, that bullshit. Looks a bit lame. Not a worker. Wait. Will she even be home from work when he gets back? She has to be. He needs her to be. Needs someone, anyone. She’s the only one he’s written to this year, if he doesn’t count the Chinese. He only had energy for one. Pulling it out of himself, the lines, through his fingertips into his emails, lines she’ll want to read. It worked. She was hooked. He can tell by now, the ones who’re worth his while. He calculates. He sent his mail before he left. Sent another before he dozed off. And one before that. And … OK, so he sent a few. She must’ve been busy. Sleeping. The kid. Whatever. He checked, um, twenty times, more? No reply. No New Mail freaks him out. His breath gets shorter, fast. Even thinking about it. She should have replied by the time he gets back though. Surely?


His hands prickle with perspiration. He tries to ignore his racing pulse. Least thing sets it off when he quits the weed. One of his hands leaves the steering wheel of its own accord. It’s patting his pants leg, the pocket on the thigh, the hip. The other side. Where he keeps a small emergency stash. Just to get through it. There … There you are, you little beauty. He eases out the plastic coin-bag. Glances down. Sweet. A bit dusty, but enough for one last joint. Make it last. A few more hours, get him over the worst. Roll it at the gas station, he’s thinking, but he’s already feeding the wheel clockwise through his hands and the van is crossing over into the emergency lane and slowing.


His hands are shaking but they are well practised and in no time he has the paper between his lips, the car lighter at the other end, and he is pulling the pungent smoke into his lungs. Already the dirty graveyard-hour has lightened to predawn grey, and now the jagged edges of his mind begin to soften. He sings along with the Dead. Hell, there’s that darn list, over there on the dashboard the whole time. How’d he miss it before?


He chuckles quietly to himself as he pulls back into traffic.




Carlos


Silvia and his youngest are arguing inside. Tia does not speak with respect. Carlos does not know how to deal with her. His first girl, Rosa, comes every day, she kisses her Mama and her Papa, she helps in the kitchen, she serves lunch, she kisses them again when she goes back to her husband. She is a good girl. I missed you, Papa, she always said when he came back each year. I miss you, Papa, she says still. When she was little she followed him around everywhere, when he was home.


In the middle is his serious Isabel. She always has her head in a book, always studying.


—I want to go to high school, Papa. I want to go to college. I’m going to be a lawyer when I grow up. I’m going to go to the United States and be a lawyer.


—Then I will retire good, he told her. I will retire early and go live with my daughter, the big shot lawyer. But before you become a lawyer, how about you kiss your Papa?


He has to remind this one. She has too many books, too many words in her head. He didn’t believe she would be a lawyer. Children say these things. But here she is, his daughter, a student in U de G, studying law, when he himself did not even finish grade school. It makes him feel proud, like he made the right decision, always away from home, always working.


This time she tells him she will not emigrate. She will stay here, in Guadalajara. She tells him Mexico needs its educated young people. Besides, she wants to be here to take care of her Mama and her Papa when they get old.


—I am old already, he tells her.


—No you’re not, Papa, she says, kissing his forehead. But you work too hard.


Hard work he learned from his father. As a child he went to school for the morning session, then he would take his lunch to the river and sit under a tree in the shade, listen to the frogs and cicadas until their clicks and low rumbles sent him into a torpor, only to stretch himself awake when the main heat of the sun was gone. Then it was time to help his father. No rushing. No panic. Have lunch, then siesta. Then work. Work in the fields until the light was all gone. No matter if the muscles grew tired.


Not like the gringo. He is always rushing, always panicking. The five-year plans, the crop-rotation charts, the accounts. But then, he lies in his bed for two hours after the sun comes up, finishes the day at five o’clock. How does that make sense? He is no farmer, that is for sure. Carlos thinks he is a little bit crazy. Harmless crazy, but you never know. He has dumb ideas: Carlos, do this, Carlos, do that. Yes, sir, he says, even though it is crazy. Fence this, dig that, pipe this, it takes a week, three weeks, six weeks. Doesn’t matter. At the end of each week, he gets a wad of dollars from the crazy hippy gringo, takes it to Western Union in Rockford, and sends most of it to Silvia.


He doesn’t need much for himself. His room: bed, bedside table, a box where he keeps his clothes. He has his pictures of Silvia, the girls. It is always a shock when he goes back and the girls no longer look like their pictures. He feels as if they have cheated him. Do they feel the same? He thinks he is a stranger to them, he tells Silvia. To Tia especially. He doesn’t know how to talk to her. Silvia says it’s because sixteen is a difficult age. She is always at a difficult age, it seems to Carlos. But what does he know. He is never there.


At the start the gringo wanted Carlos to live at the farm, sleep in one of the bedrooms. Bad idea, the worst of ideas, but the gringo did not see this. Great idea, he says. It’d be great, my man. Save rent, save gas. Bring your family here. He talks fast. Drive anyone crazy, like him. My man. Bring your family. Carlos’ mouth tightens. Silvia would not like what she would see there. It is filthy, everywhere filthy. The idea of bringing his wife, who will not sit until everything is scrubbed white, swept clean. It is an insult, telling him to bring his family. The man lives worse than a dog. Alone. Never sees his own family, but wants some other family to live in his house with him. The gringo’s father, he comes out to the farm in his fancy car. Money there. An only child, too. He tries, he asks how things work. What’s new? he asks. It is hard, talking to your children when they grow up. They do not want to talk to you anymore. The gringo ignores his father, acts like he’s insulted, like his father is spying on him. What’s new? the father asks, and the gringo turns his back, walks away to the hoophouses, leaves his father standing there, helpless, a man trying to be a father to his son.
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