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For Sadhbh MacLochlainn, who showed me how to be a mother.










Dear Neil,


Dr Deery says I’m going through the anger phase. Apparently, bargaining is next. For example, I might find myself saying, if you come back, I’ll . . . I don’t know . . . give up cigarettes or something.


I said I won’t make any bargains. Certainly nothing about cigarettes.


She says it’s because I’m angry.


I preferred when she said I was in denial. Something soothing about denial. And compelling. It’s true, you should never underestimate the power of denial. You could make yourself believe anything. Anything! Like when the buzzer went that afternoon in the apartment. I was watching the telly. One of those tragic daytime shows where the male and female presenters wear outfits that match the set and one of them reads the autocue and the other smiles and nods, against a backdrop of pseudo-sexual tension. Someone should research depression and possible links to daytime television.


Anyway, the buzzer went and I ignored it because I’m not expecting Mum til later. It went again. On and on, like someone had their finger pressed against it and everyone always said you were persistent. You’d keep worrying at something til you got what you wanted. That’s how you got me to marry you, remember? I said no the first time.


And the second time.


I became convinced it was you at the door. You’d come back. You’d found out where I’d moved to even though I’ve told no one except Electric Ireland. That’s it. Electric Ireland. Any other post goes to the clinic. Colm doesn’t mind. He forwards it. Colm knows I’ve moved. And Mum. But that’s it. No one else. Colm still phones the odd time. Asks me to meet him at that café a couple of doors up from the clinic. The one you and me had a coffee at, the first day we looked at the premises. Seafood pie. That was the special that day, remember? We said we’d have lunch there, every Friday, after we bought the business. Another thing we never managed. Six times maybe. In five years. Didn’t even notice at the time. Too busy, I suppose. It’s only now, looking back.


Anyway, Colm still rings the odd time and asks me to meet him there. Says he wants to be able to ‘bounce ideas off me’. I tell him he doesn’t need me. He has lots of ideas for the clinic. He loves being in charge. Running the place. Reminds me of us at the beginning.


Third time lucky, you said. You had a ring that time. Booked a restaurant. Got down on one knee. You knew I’d be mortified. Everyone staring. You knew I’d say yes, just to get you back on the chair.


The buzzer rang another couple of times and then it stopped. That’s how I knew it wasn’t you.


It stopped.


Dr Deery says it’s ‘OK’ to be angry. I didn’t tell her I was writing to you. She might not think that’s ‘OK’.


If I’d done my residency at Crumlin instead of the Mater, I wouldn’t have met you. Or if I’d studied something else. Art, maybe. I loved art at school. Still life. My mother smiled when I talked about studying art, like I’d said something amusing. Three generations of doctors. It was always assumed.


Or if my locker hadn’t been beside yours at the hospital. All the things that might have happened. Might not have happened. All the ways that things might have been different.


Apparently, this is a form of bargaining. Dr Deery’s always got something to say for herself. She says someone’s got to do some talking. Still, the insurance company insisted on counselling. Or their doctor did. Said it was ‘pertinent in the circumstances’, which is another way of saying they won’t pay out unless I do as I’m told.


Nearly time for the news at one. Then lunch, even though I’m not hungry. Still, it’s important to maintain some kind of routine. That’s what Mum says. I haven’t seen this much of her since before I went to boarding school.


We’ve got a sort of a routine now. She brings food, I microwave it, we eat and watch telly and talk about random things, like the difference between raisins and currants and sultanas. It’s size, mostly. That’s the conclusion we reached. She brought scones that day. She had no raisins so she put sultanas in instead. Her first time making scones. That’s how that conversation started.


Sometimes we just talk about whatever programme happens to be on the telly. She watches Home and Away with me, then declares it a dreadful waste of time.


Meals on wheels. That’s what she calls herself. We laughed the first time she said it. We have the same laugh. I never noticed that before. We laugh exactly the same way.


Friday today. Pretty busy, by my revised standards. The taxi will arrive at three to take me to the weekly physio appointment with the torturously cheerful Duncan. Still, at least that’s one day I’ll miss that afternoon show. I’d watch it otherwise. Confirmation and reassurance, Dr Deery might say. I need to watch it to reassure myself that it’s as dreadful as I think it is.


A telly addict, I suppose. That’s what I’ve become. I never had time before. And it’s not like I’m all that interested. It’s more like punctuation. That sounds pathetic, doesn’t it? Maybe I want you to feel sorry for me? To see what you’ve reduced me to? Dr Deery says nobody has reduced me to anything. That I am responsible for myself. My own life. I swear, years and years in university and this is the shit she comes out with. I could have got that advice from a Good Housekeeping problem page.


Although I suppose she could be right about the anger stage. I never used to curse. Remember?


 


Ellen










One


I get the first pain at eleven o’clock in the morning. It’s nothing, really. A twinge is all. I don’t take much notice of it.


I’m in the taxi again. I’d say, if you added it up, I spend more time here than anywhere else. It’s not that bad. It’s quiet in here. Tidy. Not like the house. Like a bomb hit it most of the time. You could nearly call it a refuge, the taxi. Except when the punters get in. People tell taxi drivers things. The confessional, Kenny calls it. Could be the quiet. The worst are the ones who sit in the front. Men, mostly.


‘Busy tonight?’


‘Town’s packed.’


‘Big scrap on Westmoreland Street.’


‘What time d’ya start?’


‘Graveyard shift?’


‘Red eye shift?’


‘Fuckin’ recession.’


Drive you scatty, some of them.


I’d say it’s a bit of indigestion. Wolfed the breakfast down, standing at the kitchen counter, making Finn’s lunch. Kerry didn’t want lunch. She’s on a diet now. That’s the latest.


‘You’re not.’


‘I am.’


‘You’re too young to be on a diet.’


‘I’m nearly fifteen.’


‘Nearly fifteen is fourteen. That’s too young to be on a diet.’


‘Says who?’


‘Says me.’


‘What would you know?’


‘Put something on your head, it’s freezin’ out.’


When she slams the front door, every window in the house rattles.


The windows. Could do with being replaced. Should have done it before the winter set in. Draughty as hell. I found a bit of mould on the wall in Finn’s bedroom the other day.


I eat lunch on the rank. Sitting on the bonnet, stretching the legs.


‘Howeya, Vinnie.’ Kenny pulls up behind me, picks himself and his packed lunch out of his taxi. He takes a large handkerchief out of his pocket and arranges it on the bonnet before sitting on it.


‘What do you think of my new threads?’


‘What, the trousers?’


‘These duds? I’ve had these vintage Sta-Prests for several seasons. Although, you’re right, the dogtooth check keeps them fresh.’


I open the tinfoil I’ve wrapped my sandwich in.


‘It’s the jacket, obviously,’ says Kenny, doing a 360-degree turn.


‘It doesn’t look new,’ I tell him.


‘Reclaimed leather, comrade.’


‘Reclaimed from where? A ditch?’


‘Vinnie, Vinnie, Vinnie,’ he sighs, shaking his head. He picks black olives and celery out of his tuna salad. I hope I’m not still making lunches for the kids when they’re Kenny’s age. Still, his ma puts a good feed together, all the same.


‘What ails you, comrade?’ he says. ‘You’re lookin’ a bit peaky.’ I put the sandwich back in the tinfoil. The bread is soggy now. And pink, where the jam has seeped through. I’d used up the ham. Gave the last slice to Archibald. I thought there was another pack in the fridge. No wonder the dog’s so fat. A vast giant of a yoke, he is. Still, he’s a harmless auldfella. Had him since he was a pup. There’s something comforting about the dog. He hasn’t changed in all the years, apart from the size of him. Like a house, he is.


‘A bit tired is all. Did an airport run first thing.’ I don’t mind the early mornings. Gives me a chance to clock up a few quid before the kids wake up. Without having to do nights too often. You’d never let your kids out the door if you did nights on a regular basis.


‘Beverage later?’ Kenny takes a comb out of his back pocket, runs it through his black hair, then teases the ends of his thick moustache with it.


‘When are you going to shave that yoke off? You look like Freddie Mercury.’


‘You really think so?’ He bends to examine himself in the wing mirror.


‘I didn’t mean it as a compliment.’


‘What about that pint?’


‘I dunno. I think there’s a meeting tonight at the school for Finn’s Holy Communion.’


‘Another one?’


‘Or a mass or something. I have to check.’


‘You should have sent him to the Educate Together.’


‘Yeah.’


‘You can come for a bevvie after. Kerry can watch him.’


‘She’s in a strop.’


‘Again?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Or your mother. She could watch the pair of them, couldn’t she? We’ll just go for the one. Watch the match.’


‘We’re gettin’ relegated.’


‘Nothing new there, comrade.’


‘Ma’s got something on tonight.’


‘A social butterfly, your mother.’


‘The Nifty Fifties. They’re going kayaking.’


‘Kayaking?’


‘Yeah.’


‘A bit cold for that caper, no?’


‘She borrowed a wetsuit from Fr Murphy’s housekeeper, she says.’


‘Would Mrs Boland not be a tad . . . mature for the Nifty Fifties? No offence or anything.’


‘I’d say she might, alright.’


‘Fair dues to her.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Kayaking.’


‘It’s like canoeing.’


‘She’s got the legs for it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Sea legs, comrade. D’ya remember? When we went to Ireland’s Eye last summer with the kids. We all got sick except for your ma.’


‘Oh, yeah.’


Kenny stands up and brushes crumbs off his trousers. He picks his handkerchief off the bonnet and uses it to shine the buckle on his crocodile skin Chelsea boots.


The March day is raw, with the white glare of a persistent winter. Traffic is heavy. Traffic is always heavy around town on a Friday. People going places. Me taking them there. Heuston Station. Busáras. Dublin airport. People coming and going. Long lines of them, always moving. Like ants, they are.


I pick Ma up from the parish hall, when she finishes her meals on wheels shift, and drop her at the school with three minutes to spare before Finn gets out. Her motor’s in for a service.


‘Do you want T-bone steaks for dinner tonight, Vincent? They’re on special in Brady’s,’ says Ma, squeezing herself into the taxi. ‘They’re lovely big ones, so they are. I’ll fry them for you and the kids for a treat. Chips as well. Will you make sure there’s fresh oil in the deep-fat fryer?’


‘There’s no need for you to make dinner for us, Ma. We’re grand.’


‘It’s no trouble, son. I’ve just enough time, before I’ve to go home and change for the seminar.’


‘What seminar?’


‘At the old folks’ home. It’s about Healthy Living. I’m doing a talk on diet. Salads and that sort of nonsense.’


‘I thought you were going kayaking.’


‘That’s tomorrow.’


‘Right.’ Hard to keep up with her, being honest.


I shake my head. ‘It’s fine, Ma. I already have the dinner sorted for today. But thanks.’ I don’t want to get into Kerry’s latest dieting fad. An embargo on red meat. And sausages, apparently. No more sausages. Finn ate hers yesterday evening. She managed a few of the carrots and picked at the mash.


‘Are you alright, Vincent?’


‘Yeah. Not a bother.’


‘You look a bit pale.’


‘I’m grand.’


‘Did you take that tonic I got you in the chemist?’


‘Yeah.’ It’s still in the box on the hall table.


‘I wouldn’t say you’re gettin’ your five fruit and veg a day, with that pallor on your mush.’


‘Jaysus, Ma.’


‘Watch your language. You’re not too old for a clip around the ear.’


‘I’m forty-two.’


‘Exactly.’


It takes her a while to get out of the taxi. I have to put my hands on the small of her back in the end. Give her a bit of momentum.


I don’t know how she’s going to negotiate herself into a kayak. Or a wetsuit.


A headache now. And the pain is still there. In my chest. You couldn’t really call it a twinge any more.


A good night’s sleep is what I need. A proper eight hours, uninterrupted. Finn was into me again last night. Half asleep he was, standing beside my bed and his pyjama bottoms soaked.


Sheets. I need more sheets. I’ll go to Guineys on Saturday. If they haven’t closed down yet.


Bloody recession.


I get the call after lunch.


‘Calamity Jane rang. The usual run.’


‘Would you stop calling her that.’


‘It’s not like I say it to her face, Vinnie.’


‘Still . . .’


‘Fine, then. Ellen rang. Ellen Woods. The usual run. That do ya?’ There’s a pop and then the sound of Janine peeling the burst bubble of chewing gum off her face.


‘Can you not get someone else to do it? I’m on the quays. It’ll take me ages to get to Clontarf with the traffic.’


‘She asked for you so get your lanky arse over there pronto.’ Janine takes exception to thin people. She’s been on a diet since I started in the business. She hates when she sees me eating bread. Or buns. Cakes. Anything like that. Goes spare, she does.


I hang up. Indicate. Inch into the right-hand lane, stop at the red light. Ages it’ll take me, at this rate.


Ellen Woods. No idea why she asks for me every Friday afternoon. I pick her up in Clontarf, take her to some physiotherapy clinic in Portmarnock. Same run, every week. She doesn’t say much. Apart from the usual ‘hello’, ‘goodbye’, ‘how are you?’, ‘fine, thanks’, ‘desperate weather’, ‘keep the change’.


She’s standing where she always stands, on the path outside a block of flats. An apartment complex, you’d call it. Lovely looking place. Plush. She’s a back-seat passenger, thank God. She gets in, says hello, I say hello and then I say something about the weather, I think. Something about it being a bitter day. She nods and I start driving and that’s that. I pull up outside the clinic, she gets out. Takes her a while, with the crutches, but I know she doesn’t want my help. Eight years in the taxi game and you get to know a thing or two about people. Hard to believe it’s eight years since the business went under. I still miss it. Being my own boss. Being a carpenter. Try not to think about it, mostly.


I wait in the car, listen to Sean Moncrieff talking about films I haven’t seen and beers I’ve never heard of. She’s usually back in half an hour. Forty minutes tops.


It’s a grand fare, all the same. Gettin’ paid to sit in the car and do nothing.


‘If it weren’t for her face, she’d be very attractive,’ Kenny said, when he did the run a few weeks ago. I had that meeting with the principal of Kerry’s school. Another bloody meeting. This is her second warning, Miss Pratchett said.


‘That’s charming, that is,’ I say.


‘I’m only sayin’. She’s a bit Al Pacino, with the scar an’ tha’. It’s distracting.’


‘We can’t all be as gorgeous as you.’


‘That’s true, comrade,’ says Kenny, forlorn, like he wishes things could be fairer.


I’ve never really thought about her like that. Being attract­ive, I mean. Short, dark hair. Pale. Sunglasses usually, even on the dull days. Somewhere in her thirties. Hard to tell with some women. Skin and bone, though, not a pick on her. Janine wouldn’t be best pleased. And there’s . . . I don’t know . . . something derelict about her face. And it’s not because of her scar. I see her face sometimes, in the rear-view mirror, when the green silk scarf she wears around her head slips.


I take out my iPhone while I’m waiting and check Kerry’s Facebook page. That was the condition, when I found out she was on Facebook. She had to accept my ‘friend’ request. So we’re friends. On Facebook at least. Wake me up at the end of Irish. That’s her status update. Ten o’clock this morning, she put that up. She’s not even supposed to have her phone switched on at school. That’ll be another argument. I can’t even muster up annoyance. Weary. That’s how I feel. And uncomfortable, with that pain in my chest. It feels sharper now. Need to buy a box of Rennie.


She’s out in thirty-five minutes today. Looks tired now. She puts the crutches in the car first, lies them on the floor. Then she lowers herself onto the back seat, careful as a box of eggs, closes the door and I drive off. Same routine every week.


She’s cold. I see it in the way she folds her arms around her body. I turn the heat up and drive through Portmarnock and Malahide, head towards town. Janine radios in to say there’s been an accident on the Malahide road. The traffic is backed up from the Artane roundabout all the way to Clare Hall. I indicate left at Balgriffin, think about Da as I pass the cemetery there, and take the back road to Raheny, drive down the Howth Road.


That’s when it happens. At the bottom of Vernon Avenue, with the grey expanse of Dublin Bay laid out in front of me, like a corpse at a wake. The heat of the car wraps around me. I slip my fingers inside the collar of my shirt, pulling it away from my neck, encourage a bit of air down. I take a deep breath but it’s like I can’t get enough air inside me. I’m sweating too. On my forehead, down my back, my fingers slippery on the wheel. And the pain. Expanding through my chest. Reaching down my arm. I don’t think it’s indigestion after all. Haven’t eaten much. A tightening sensation now inside my chest. Pins and needles down my arm, right down to the fingers that are wrapped tight around the wheel.


The lights turn green. I don’t move. A car behind beeps. I need to take the handbrake off. Put the thing in Drive. Turn right, the sea on my left. I sit there. Look at the sea. At the dirty grey of the water. Dublin Bay. I concentrate on it. The water.


Think about the city. Where I grew up. The sounds and the smells and the dirt and the comfort of its familiarity. My backyard it was, growing up, this city, the ridges of my runners smooth with all the running I did, up and down the streets and lanes of North Strand.


I make myself think about these things. The city. The bay. Cardiff playing tonight. Possibility of relegation. Nothing new there.


I don’t think about Finn and Kerry. Don’t let myself. The scene in front of me blackens around the edges, like a singed photograph. I have a curious sensation now. Like I’m falling.


But I can’t be falling.


Can I?










Two


‘Are you alright?’ Her voice is low and hesitant, like she’s testing it out. Like she hasn’t used it in a while.


‘Are you alright?’ She says it again, louder this time. I open my mouth but no words come out. It’s like I’ve been winded by one of Kenny’s fouls at the Wednesday night five-a-side.


I hear the back door opening, and then a surge of air as my door opens. She props the crutches against the door, leans in, using the dashboard and the back of my seat to support herself. I’m gulping now. Gasping. Like a fish out of water. Those small yokes me and Joey used to catch in the canal. Wriggling and twitching at the end of the line. I would have thrown them back in. Joey showed me how to gut them. We never ate them. But he said I should know how to gut one, all the same. My brother is four years older than me and he always took those four years seriously.


Her eyes are a curious colour. A sort of yellowy-brown. Amber. I think that’s what you call it. Close up, the scar is more a curve than a line, deep enough, the skin around it puckered and pink.


I can’t remember her name. I’ve been picking her up every Friday for a few months now and I can’t remember her name. It’s gone. She leans across me, puts on the hazard lights, looks at me. ‘Try to relax,’ she says. ‘Concentrate on your breathing, in and out, that’s it.’ She lays a hand across my forehead. Freezing, her hand. She reaches for the top button of my shirt. Undoes it. Her hands move to the next button. And the next. ‘You’re hot,’ she says. I nod but I don’t feel hot. I feel cold. Clammy.


My breathing sounds like gasping. I can’t seem to get it under control.


‘Breathe into this,’ she says, reaching into her handbag, fishing out a paper bag and emptying it. A pharmacy bag, I think it is. ‘Close your eyes and concentrate on breathing in and out.’


I try to do what she says. She seems to know what she’s about. It’s hard, though. Feels like someone has their hands around my neck.


Freezing air against the skin of my chest. She reaches for my wrist, holds it between her fingers. I look at her face. She’s calm. It’s a comfort, her calmness. I breathe into the bag. She cocks her head to one side. Concentrating. A silver Claddagh ring wrapped around her little finger. Heart pointing out. I try to remember the significance of that. There’s something significant about the way you wear a Claddagh ring, isn’t there? Paula told me once. We were sharing a bag of chips sitting on the pier at Howth. Her mouth tasted hot and salty when I kissed her. She closed her eyes when she laughed. Threw her head back and closed her eyes.


The woman leans across me again. I smell soap. Sweet. Dove, maybe. What am I like? Thinking about soap. A navy and white box it comes in, as far as I remember. I swear to God. Dove. That’s what I’m thinking about. She undoes my seat belt. ‘Can you move?’ she says, nodding towards the passenger seat.


She has to prise the fingers of my other hand away from the wheel. It’s like I have locked-in syndrome. I saw a programme about it once. That’s what it feels like. Like I’m frozen. Not just frozen with the cold. But frozen through. Like a packet of fish fingers.


The woman – what is her name? – puts both hands on my shoulder, leans the weight of her body against me, tries to move me. In the end, I think she asks someone to help her. She must have. I don’t know how she would have got me into the passenger seat otherwise. I don’t remember that bit. I really don’t.


She gets into the driver’s seat, lifts her crutches in, drops them into the back.


She tells me to reach for the seat belt. I can’t. She reaches across. Grabs the belt. Fastens it around me, then fastens her own. She scans the dashboard, puts her hands on the wheel real slow, like she’s not sure what it’s for. I wonder if she’s ever driven an automatic. If she even knows how to drive. The pain in my chest tightens so I close my eyes and soon I feel the car moving and I concentrate on breathing in and out of the bag and try not to think about anything at all.


When I open my eyes, we’re parked outside the front entrance of Beaumont Hospital and the woman has the car door open, shouting at a porter to help her. I look at my hand, wrapped around the paper bag. It seems like somebody else’s hand. That’s strange. Everything is strange. I’m not myself.


My door opens. I’m hauled out. I’m on a trolley. The wheels bump against the ground, sending vibrations through me. An oxygen mask is put over my face. A blanket is thrown over me. I’m pinned under the weight of it. The heat of it. I could let myself go now. I could loosen my grip on the rails of the trolley and just let go. Part of me thinks that that would be the easiest thing in the world to do. Let go.


I tighten my grip.


Now I’m thinking about my father. Except he never made it to the hospital. He shouted out. Once. I heard the shout. I was in the kitchen making a sandwich for my school lunch. It was more like a scream than a shout. High-pitched. By the time I got out to the garden and ran to the vegetable patch where he’d been digging for worms, that was it. He was already gone. I knew it without touching him. That he wasn’t there any more. He’d never go fishing again. A massive coronary, they said. Massive. That seemed fitting for him. He was a mountain of a man. He could put me on one shoulder and Joey on the other and hold us like that for the whole St Patrick’s Day parade. We could see everything from up there.


The next thing I know, I’m in a cubicle with the curtains pulled and wires attaching me to a monitor that beeps every so often. My hands grip the rails of the trolley.


The doctor looks about nineteen with his fluffy little tache and the dark shadow of blackheads across the bridge of his nose.


‘There you are,’ he says. His scrubs are green. The colours are significant. Is green for the surgery fellas? Is he going to open me up?


‘Did I pass out?’


He looks at the monitor and writes something down on a clipboard, shaking his head. ‘You fell asleep.’


‘Are you going to operate on me?’


When he smiles, he looks not much older than Kerry. ‘Not today, Mr Boland.’


‘Did I have a heart attack?’


He picks up my arm, wraps a black band around it, starts squeezing a rubber tube and I feel the band swell and tighten around my skin. He releases the tube and the band loosens as the air seeps away. He concentrates on the dial and I study his face for bad news.


He scribbles something on the clipboard, then takes his stethoscope from around his neck, puts the ends in his ears and places the disc against my chest.


‘Does the machine not do all that stuff?’ I ask, nodding at the monitor.


‘I’m old-fashioned,’ he says.


‘You don’t look old enough to be old-fashioned.’


The cold of the disc is shocking. The buttons of my shirt are still undone. He looks out the window as he listens to my chest. His face is impassive. Doctors are probably trained to have faces like that.


More scribbling on the clipboard. Then he stops and looks at me.


‘Go ahead, Doc, tell me what it is. What’s wrong with me?’ I sound braver than I feel.


‘Your blood pressure is perfect.’


‘What about my ticker?’


‘Not a bother.’


‘And I wasn’t unconscious?’


‘Sleeping like a baby.’


‘So what happened to me, then?’


‘I’d say you had a panic attack.’


‘A panic attack?’


‘Yes.’


I’ve heard of panic attacks. Of course I have. Someone got one on Grey’s Anatomy once. A woman. Highly strung. She was on IVF. Trying to have a baby. I remember thinking, Jaysus, if she’s having panic attacks now, what’ll she be like when the kid comes along?


‘Mr Boland?’


I try to remember what I’d been thinking about in the cab before I . . . before the thing. Nothing panicky there. Just a few thoughts about the woman, how cold she looked. I might have been thinking about what to cook for the kids’ tea. Chicken burgers, I thought. They like them. Curly fries maybe. Pick up a pack of Bundys on the way home. A tin of peas. The rest is in the freezer.


Just stuff like that. Nothing major.


‘Mr Boland?’


I look at the doctor. He looks worried now. I want to tell him there’s nothing to worry about. Just the usual. I look at my wrist before I remember that the watch is still in the jeweller’s. I forgot to pick it up again. ‘What time is it, Doc?’


‘Just gone ten.’


‘Ten!’ I was supposed to pick Finn up from my ma’s house. Get the kids their tea. And I had a job at seven. In the limo. I struggle to sit up, without disturbing any of the wires. Don’t want the machine to start screeching.


‘You need to take it easy, Mr Boland.’


‘I have to go.’ I pull the sheet off me and try to work out how to collapse the rails along the sides of the trolley.


The doctor shakes his head as if I’ve just asked him a question and the answer is no.


I didn’t ask him a question. Did I?


‘You can’t go,’ he says. ‘Not on your own. You can’t drive.’


‘Of course I can drive. That’s what I do. I’m a taxi driver.’


‘Ms Woods rang your office. She said that someone will pick you up when you’re discharged.’


‘Ms Woods?’


‘The woman who brought you in, remember?’


Ellen Woods. That’s it. That’s her name. ‘She’s a fare,’ I say. Janine’s always on at me to call them clients.


‘Did she tell them what happened?’ I ask.


‘I don’t know. I suppose she did.’


‘Did she mention a panic attack?’


‘I really couldn’t say.’


‘Why does someone have to pick me up?’


‘Because you’ve had an episode and you need to rest.’ He takes a pad out of his pocket and scribbles something on it. Then he rips the page off and hands it to me. ‘Here’s a prescription for Valium.’


‘Valium?’ Fuck sake.


‘And the name of someone I’d like you to talk to.’


‘A shrink?’


‘He’s a therapist. A very good one.’


‘I’m not losing me marbles, Doctor. Just a bit short of breath is all.’


‘Nobody is suggesting you’re losing your marbles.’


‘What if I don’t go?’


He’s writing something else now. On another page. Hands it to me. ‘Here’s a medical certificate excusing you from work for two weeks.’


‘Two weeks? Jaysus, Doc, there’s no need for . . .’


‘I can’t make you see a therapist. But you’ve had a panic attack, which is not something you should take lightly, especially in your line of work. What if you’d been driving at the time? Instead of stopped at traffic lights?’


‘I would have pulled over.’ Would I? The thing happened so suddenly. Took me by surprise. It’s hard to know what I might have done.


‘Take some time off, Mr Boland. Get some rest. Take up yoga, perhaps. Meditation. Do you exercise at all?’


‘Five-a-side.’


Yoga! I’d never hear the end of it.


‘Do you drink?’


‘Couple of pints.’


‘Do you smoke?’


‘About three times a day.’ Morning, noon and night.


‘And what about your diet?’


‘What about it?’


‘Are you eating well? Getting your five-a-day and all that?’


‘You sound like me ma.’


‘These things are important.’ He nods at the gold band around my finger. ‘Tell your wife you need taking care of, alright? A bit of TLC.’ He smiles like he’s just told a joke.


I wait for Kenny in the reception area. There’s no sign of the woman. Ellen Woods. I wonder briefly how she got home. I’ll have to thank her, I suppose. Janine has her number in the office.


The first thing Kenny says to me is, ‘Don’t panic! I’m here.’ Then he laughs at his own little joke and everybody stares at us and I say, ‘Give over,’ and he says, ‘Did you have your sense of humour removed while you were here?’


I stand up and head towards the door. Can’t wait to get out of this place.










Three


Kenny opens the back door of his motor and gently places his hat on the seat. ‘Are you going to belt it in?’ I ask.


‘It’s not just a hat, Vinnie,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘It’s a fedora. Fur felt. Soft as cashmere. Here, feel it.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’


Kenny drives the way he always does: a combination of speeding and emergency stops, so that you’re always getting thrown against the window, straining against the seat belt.


Usually, I can handle it but today it’s making me feel a bit nauseous. I think it’s something to do with the smell of the hospital. I’ve always hated that smell.


He speeds towards a red light and I brace myself for the emergency stop by pressing my hands against the dashboard. ‘Take it easy, will you?’


‘You’re not going to have another panic attack, are you?’


‘Fuck off.’


‘I’m only slaggin’.’


‘It’s not funny.’


‘I knew you were a little under par this morning.’


‘I was just a bit tired.’


‘Just goes to show you, doesn’t it?’


‘What?’


He shrugs.


It’s weird being a passenger.


Kenny jerks to a stop outside the house. He turns the key in the ignition. The engine ticks as it quietens. From the outside, the house looks solid. Dependable. Me and Paula bought it before the boom. Before the bust. Before everything went arseways. Mrs O’Neill owned it before us. She said she’d be carried out of the place in a wooden box and she was right. The house was overrun with her cats. The smell off them. Months it took us, to get rid of the smell. Weekends spent painting. We didn’t have the money to do much else in those days. The fights we had about the colours. Spatters of paint in her hair. The pair of us in the bath with the shampoo and the soap. Water all over the floor afterwards.


Kenny nods towards the house. ‘The place could do with a lick of paint.’


‘You’re not wrong.’


‘I’ll give you a dig out with it. When it gets a bit warmer.’


‘Thanks, Kenny.’


When I open the car door, the cold wraps around me like a damp blanket. I rub my hands together. ‘I wish you hadn’t said anything to Ma.’


‘I had to. She rang me when she couldn’t reach you. She was worried.’


‘You coulda said I had to go somewhere.’


‘Like where?’ He’s right. I’m usually in the house or out in the cab.


I put both hands on the frame of the door and pull myself out of the car. I stand up, put a hand on the lamp-post, steady myself. I’m not one hundred per cent. Not yet. A good night’s sleep. That’s all I need.


‘And don’t worry about your motor. I’ll get Janine to drop me at the hospital in the morning to pick it up. I’ll drive it back to the depot, OK?’


I hand him my car keys. ‘Appreciate that, Kenny.’


‘I’ve a limo run tomorrow but I’ll call in after. See how you’re faring.’ He screeches away from the kerb, leaving scorch marks on the tarmac. He drives a hundred yards up the road, slams on the brakes and reverses the car into his driveway.


The garden gate creaks when I open it. Needs a bit of WD40.


I stop in the garden. Take a cigarette out of the packet. No way am I taking two weeks off. But a couple of days, all the same. A bit of time to get things sorted. The grass, for example. Could do with a mow. The pear tree I planted when Finn was born. A bit of pruning there. Borrow Kenny’s ladder and take the leaves out of the gutters. Do a job on the drains. A funny smell coming up from the kitchen sink lately. Maybe buy Finn a suit for his big day. He told me all the fellas are getting suits for their First Holy Communion.


The front door opens and the light from the hall spills into the garden, blinding me.


‘Jesus, Mary and Holy Saint Joseph and all the saints, preserve us, you frightened the life out of me, skulking around the garden like a thug. And that better not be a cigarette between your fingers, Vincent Patrick Boland, after the scare you gave us all today. And have you never heard of a mobile phone? You could have used it to ring your poor old mother and not have her worrying herself into an early grave, like your unfortunate father, God rest his soul.’ She blesses herself, as she always does when she mentions Da. She’s been a widow for as long as anyone can remember. Twenty-six years it’ll be this September. I tuck the unlit cigarette behind my ear and move towards her. ‘Sorry, Ma. I didn’t want to be worrying you. Are the kids in bed?’


‘Of course they are, isn’t it nearly eleven o’clock at night?’ Ma backs down the hall so I can get in the door. I’m tired. All of a sudden. The glare of the hall light presses against my eyes. I switch off the light, turn on the lamp instead, rub my eyes with the backs of my fingers.


‘Did Kerry study? She’s a maths exam tomorrow.’


‘That madam.’ She raises her eyes and turns towards the kitchen. I follow her. The kitchen is cramped and worn and full of the smell of frying. ‘Wouldn’t eat any of her dinner. Said that red meat was bad for your heart. How in the name of the Archangel Gabriel could red meat be bad for your heart, I ask you?’


I shake my head. I could fall asleep now, here, on a kitchen chair.


‘I offered to fry her an egg and she said I was to use this spray stuff on the pan instead of butter.’ She shakes her head, folds her arms across her chest. ‘Would you mind tellin’ me how a person can fry an egg without butter or a bit of suet? Well? Vincent? Are you listening to me at all?’


‘She’s on a diet.’


‘There’s more meat on a butcher’s apron.’


‘It’s just a phase.’


‘Anorexia. That’ll be the next thing.’


‘I’ll speak to her.’


‘Or what’s that other yoke? Bulimia.’


‘It’s just a teenage thing. I’ll have a word with her.’


‘You always say that and you never do.’


‘I will. In the morning. I’ll talk to her.’


‘For whatever good that’ll do you.’


‘You didn’t tell her, did you? Or Finn? Where I was?’


‘I said you were doing a limo run.’


‘Thanks, Ma.’


‘Kenny said it was a panic attack.’


‘Yeah. Just a small one. Nothing to worry about. The doctor gave me some tablets. Right as rain, I am now.’


‘It’ll be a heart attack next. With the hours you’re working. You’re spreading yourself much too thin, Vincent, in that taxi all hours and trying to take care of those children in between.’


‘I have you, don’t I? You’re a great help to me.’


She shakes her head. ‘A heart attack,’ she says again. ‘With your genes and those cigarettes. Mark my words.’


‘I’m grand now. Just need a good night’s sleep.’


‘Mrs O’Toole in number fifty-eight was on her nerves too. And look what happened to her. Dead in the chair and the curlers still in her hair from the night before. May the good Lord defend me from an end like that.’ There she goes, blessing herself again.


‘The doctor checked my ticker. Said it was fine.’


She looks at me, shakes her head. ‘I could stay. You look like leftovers. I could help with Finn in the morning. You could have a lie-in.’


‘No. But thanks. We’ll be fine.’


‘Overdoing it. I told ya. Takin’ on too much after that wan . . . with her midnight flit . . .’


‘Ah, Ma, don’t start that.’


‘You’re too soft, Vincent. You’ll kill yourself one of these days.’


‘I’ll ring you in the morning.’ I’ve got her as far as the front door. I have her handbag in my hand. I’m giving it to her. Her keys are in there. I’ve checked. They’re in the zip section. She’s about to step out into the night when she stops, puts the bag on the floor, grabs my head and pulls it towards her, squashing my face against the coarse wool of the winter coat she’s had for years. Decades.


‘I was up the walls, worrying about you, son.’


‘I’m fine.’ A hair from her coat is trapped between my teeth. I prise my face away from the terrible coat with its insistent smell of meals on wheels. She cups my face in her soft, fleshy hands. Shakes her head. ‘I had high hopes for you, Vincent.’


‘I know you did, Ma.’


‘High hopes.’ She’s still standing there, shaking her head. She wasn’t mad about me doing the carpentry apprenticeship. But then she saw how much I enjoyed it. The shape of the grain beneath my hands. The smell of the wood. That dense, sweet smell. And when people were pleased with the work. She liked that. They’d tell her about the cabinets and the wardrobes and the shelves and the tables. She loved that. Accepted the compliments like she’d gone into St Anne’s Park and cut the tree down herself. Gas. But yeah, I wasn’t bad. People said I wasn’t bad. In demand, back in the day.


‘I’ll walk you home.’


‘Do I look like someone who needs a chaperone, Vincent?’


OK, then, but I’ll stay here til you’re in the door.’ I have my hand on her back now, just short of pushing her into the garden.


‘Don’t worry, I’m going. And one of these days I’ll be gone for good and then you’ll be sorry.’


‘You’ll never be gone, Ma.’ Chance would be a fine thing.


‘I’m in my sixties, Vincent. Don’t forget it.’


She must be seventy-five. At least. I don’t mention it. More than my life is worth.










Dear Neil,


Got the letter from your solicitor the other day. They sent it to the clinic. Colm came by to drop it off. Rang the buzzer. Countdown was on so it must have been after three o’clock. I asked him to leave it in my postbox. Said I had gastroenteritis.


The apartment’s not exactly ready for visitors.


The solicitor described it as a ‘miracle’. Getting such a good offer for the house in the current market. It’s funny, thinking about the solicitor typing out the word. Or dictating it, I suppose. Miracle. It doesn’t seem an appropriate sort of word for a solicitor to use.


I’ve been in the apartment for six months now, but it still feels strange to think of our house being viewed by other people. I hope it goes to good owners. Not like us. A couple with a family, perhaps. And domestic animals. A gerbil, maybe. A hamster. Hutches in the garden. Dog hairs all over the Chesterfield in the study.


We were never there. Were we? In the house? We were always at the clinic. We looked after that clinic like it was a child. Our child. We would have brought it home if we could. At the end of the day. Wouldn’t we? Put it to bed, rocked it to sleep.


Dr Deery told me to think of two good things in my life:


 


1. There’s an offer on the house;


2. The clinic is sold;


3. It’s Saturday so that dreadful afternoon programme isn’t on.


 


See? I managed to come up with three!


Mum’s just left – chicken tikka masala and a tub of vanilla ice cream today. We watched a nature programme instead of the news. I’m being serious. I’ve no idea what’s happening in the world but I can tell you anything you need to know about giant otters. Only one out of every three of their cubs survives. For a moment, I thought I might cry. Over giant otter cubs. I know you don’t believe me.


We ate dinner on the couch, trays on our laps. Mum gave me the last piece of naan bread – like she knew I was sad about the cubs – and we finished our dinner and watched the telly and drank glasses of milk. In a way, I feel like a child again except that Mum would never have allowed me to eat my dinner on the couch in front of the telly when I was a kid.


I drove the other day. I drove a car. I didn’t think I’d remember how. It’s been eight months. Still, it was only an automatic. Like driving a bumper car, really. It was a taxi. A few people tried to hail me. The driver – the one who takes me to the physio clinic in Portmarnock every Friday – had a panic attack except of course he thought it was a heart attack. He always looks like he could do with a haircut and a square meal and a good night’s sleep. He was quiet. He’s always quiet, mind. But he was pale and sweaty too, when he picked me up. I found myself diagnosing him in my head. It’s hard to stop being a doctor sometimes. Flu, I was thinking. Paracetamol and hot drinks. Bedrest. I nearly said, ‘That’ll be fifty euros, please.’


All these months of him driving me, and we’ve never had a conversation. Not a proper one. I get in and he says, ‘Portmarnock?’ and I nod and off we go. It would have been nice if I’d been able to get a physio nearer the apartment. Like Dr Deery, two minutes’ walk away. But Duncan specialises in my type of injuries and he doesn’t do house calls. I asked him.


The taxi driver doesn’t gawk at my face like everyone else. Doesn’t ask about my leg. We’re two people, together but sep­­arate. Does that sound familiar? Sorry, Dr Deery says bitterness is a waste of time. But so is decaffeinated coffee and people still drink it.


I got him to breathe into a paper bag I found in my handbag. I had to go into the hospital with him. He had a death grip on my hand. I was terrified I’d see someone we used to know. They medicated him and he calmed down and I was able to get away. I had to hail a random cab at the hospital. The cabbie nearly fell over himself in his hurry to open the door for me. ‘I can manage,’ I say, but they never listen.


‘You’ve been in the wars, love,’ he said, getting into the car and nodding at my face in the rear-view mirror. I left my scarf at the hospital. He made it sound like a question, with that strained tone of sympathy.


I wanted to nod at his face and say, ‘What’s your excuse?’ Instead, I gave him my address. Perhaps Dr Deery is right. The next step is acceptance, she says. She seems to think it’s just a matter of time.


Driving, though. That was strange. I used to love driving. Duncan says there’s no physical reason why I can’t drive. Turns out, he’s right.


I felt tired afterwards. Spent, like I’d used myself up. I hope Vinnie – that’s the taxi driver’s name – will be back to work by next week. Get things back to normal.


I just said normal.


Isn’t that strange?


 


Ellen










Four


Monday morning. Business as usual.


‘I need a tenner, Da.’


‘I gave you a tenner yesterday.’


‘I need another one.’


‘What for?’


‘A hardback notebook. Science.’


‘They couldn’t be a tenner.’


‘I need two.’


Jaysus.


I open my wallet. Hand over the note. Kerry takes it, slips it into the pocket of her school skirt. She catches me looking, and scowls.


‘What?’


Her green eyes are ringed with thick black pencil, her face is paler than usual and her mouth is a garish red. I don’t have the stomach for an argument. The Valium has left me heavy-limbed and drowsy, although it’s good that I slept. I didn’t wake up at four the last few mornings. I slept through.


‘Clean that stuff off your face before you go to school.’


‘Everyone else wears make-up.’


‘I don’t care what everyone else does.’


‘I look like a freak with no make-up on.’


‘I bought those wipes you wanted. You can use those. They’re in the bathroom.’


The kitchen door shudders in its frame when she slams it. Then the pounding of her feet on the stairs. I haven’t talked to her about the diet thing yet. I’ll do it tonight. Or tomorrow maybe.


Coffee. I take the beans out of the press, put them in the grinder. I love the noise of it. Guttural. And the smell. That smell can bring me back to one of a hundred memories. The most powerful of all of the five senses. Smell. Finn told me that the other day. He’s learning about senses at school.


I put the coffee pot on the hob, add the ground beans and the water and turn the flame on underneath it. It brings me right back to our first day in the house after the honeymoon. Unwrapping the presents. Paula wasn’t impressed with the coffee pot, being more of a tea person. Her favourite present was the Budget Travel vouchers. ‘We can see the world, Vinnie. You and me and the open road.’ We spent the vouchers on a trip to Paris and when we got back, she was pregnant with Kerry. ‘You got me pregnant.’ That’s what she said, when I got home from work that day.


I go upstairs to see what’s keeping Finn. His bedroom door is ajar and there he is, kneeling at the edge of the bed, his hands joined across his chest and his eyes closed. He’s taking this First Holy Communion thing seriously.


‘Dear God, Please help me not to spit in the school pond any more cos one of the fish died yesterday and me and Callam think they might be allergic to the spits. Miss Cronin said she didn’t think there was a fish heaven so I suppose he must have gone to ordinary heaven where you live. I hope you like him but don’t try to pick him up or you might squeeze him to death by accident, like Maximillian in Mrs Lynch’s class did to one of them last week. Fr Murphy told us we’ve to be good as gold for our First Holy Communion so I’m not going to stare at the hairs growing out of Mrs Finnegan’s wart on her chin any more cos Granny says someday I’ll be old and I might have a hairy wart and I wouldn’t like it if a young fella was staring at me, would I? And I won’t eat sweets cos Dad says they’re bad for your teeth and it must be true because my teeth keep falling out.


‘God bless Dad and Kerry and Granny and Mam and Uncle Joey and all my friends, especially Callam, and my enemies, even Declan O’Toole, and all the dead people, especially Grandad Boland and Spanish Granny and Auntie Maureen and the two goldfish. And God bless Papa Spain and make sure he doesn’t get sunburned again like he did that time when it was a hundred degrees. In the name of the Father. And of the Son. And of the Holy. Spirit. Ahhhh-men.’


When he turns around and sees me, he smiles, revealing two lines of pink gum. ‘Can I have pancakes for breakfast?’


‘Thought you weren’t going to eat rubbish?’


‘I said I’m not going to eat sweets. Pancakes aren’t sweets.’


‘Fair enough.’ Everything about my son and his room is neat as a pin, except for his hair, which stands on his head in a shocking mass of brown curls. Like mine at that age.


Kerry is still in the bathroom. I knock on the door. ‘Hurry up. You’ll be late for school.’


No answer.


I toast two pancakes, spread them with strawberry jam and hand them to Finn. He makes a sandwich out of them and the thing is gone in three bites. He washes it down with milk.


‘Don’t forget you have basketball after school.’


‘I won’t.’ 


‘Did you put your lunch in your bag?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Is Callam’s mam walking you to school?’


‘Yeah.’


He kisses me before he leaves, leaving a sticky residue of jam on the side of my face. He kisses Kerry too, when she eventually appears downstairs. She lets him. In fact, she wraps her arms around him, hugs him. Then she straightens, grabs her bag and heads for the door without so much as a glance at me. Without her make-up, she looks smaller somehow. Younger. The spit of Paula. Everyone always said so. Cut out of her.


It’s quiet in the house with the kids gone. Only Archibald’s snores nudge at the silence, and even these are not the roar they once were. A gentle rumbling now.


I’m thinking about death. Swear to God. Not death, exactly. But a will. I’m thinking about the fact that I don’t have a will.


It must be the Valium has me so maudlin. A side-effect maybe. Although I’ve only been on them a couple of days. A week’s worth, I have. Don’t think I fancy feeling like this for much longer than that. Everything seems muffled. Distant. Good for night-time, though. The pills have me asleep in minutes, instead of lying there trying to remember what’s what for the next day.


My estate. Ha! Not much to leave behind, bein’ honest. The motor, I suppose. Neither of them can drive, of course, but they could sell it, couldn’t they? Get the few bob for it.


My watch. That’s what I can do later. Pick it up from the jeweller’s. It’s an ancient yoke, been in the family for gener­ations. Both wars, it’s been in. Ma’s father never came back from the second one but the watch did, a crack down the face but still ticking away. That’ll have to be left to Finn. Kerry can have Paula’s rings. She left the three of them on the kitchen table. The wedding ring, the engagement ring and the eternity ring I bought after she’d had Kerry. I meant to get her one after Finn but I never got around to it. She could wear them on a chain around her neck, Kerry could. If she wanted to. A keepsake, I suppose.


If we hadn’t remortgaged after Finn was born, we’d be home and dry by now. The banks were throwing money around and Paula had plans. She always had plans. A fitted kitchen, the wooden floorboards, a new fireplace, a power shower, the little extension at the back. The sunroom, she called it. Things would be better after this job. After that one. She’d feel better. Home improvements. A few home improvements and we’d live happily ever after. Part of me believed it. That’s what desperation does to you. I would have done just about anything to get things back to normal.


I’ll ask Ailbhe and Grainne across the road about a will. The bisexual barristers, Kenny calls them. ‘They’re not bisexual,’ I tell him. ‘They’re gay.’


‘They’d be bisexual after a stint with Kenneth Byrne, wha’?’


I’ll ask them about a will.


Janine rings again. ‘How are you feeling today?’


‘Grand.’


‘The boss wants to know if you’re going to sue.’


‘Sue?’


‘Yeah. For stress an’ tha’.’


‘No.’


‘I’ll let him know.’


Mr Cunningham. That’s the boss. He rarely shows his face in the place. No need, with Janine at the helm. He plays golf. Wears those tartan trousers and a little peaked cap. Skinny little man. His wife is the size of a double-decker. You’d wonder how they manage.


‘So . . .’ Janine says, and I can hear the smack of her chewing gum against her teeth. ‘When are you coming back to work?’


‘Couple of days, I’d say.’ I can’t afford to be off the road for any longer than that. Not with Finn’s big day coming up.


‘You can get a few quid off the social. Sick leave. Leave it with me. I’ll get the form for you. Give it to Kenny. He’ll drop it in to you.’


‘Thanks, Janine. You’re great.’


‘I have two ex-husbands who mightn’t agree with you.’


‘What would they know?’


‘Not as much as I’d hoped.’


My mobile rings. It’s Kerry’s year head. She wants me to come in to the school.


‘What’s she done this time?’


‘She’s vandalised school property.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Graffiti.’


‘Graffiti?’


‘And lewd graffiti at that. I don’t think she’ll be able to avoid a suspension this time. The principal wants to see you.’


‘I’m on my way.’


It’s only when I get outside the door, I remember the car’s at the depot. Meant to pick it up at the weekend. I was a bit knackered after Friday. A bit preoccupied after what happened. I glance down the road towards Kenny’s house and I see the limo’s there now, parked in his driveway, a good third of it sticking out the drive and across the footpath.


‘Morning, comrade. Glad to see you’re on your uppers.’ Kenny’s coming out his front door with a bucket and a cloth, and his mother’s apron over his chauffeur threads, which is a black tuxedo. ‘I look like a bouncer in this get-up,’ I said to Kenny when I started in the place.


He sets the bucket on the ground beside the limo, and uses a chamois to wipe a drop of water off his shoes. His Stretch Shoes, he calls them. Black patent with a toe so pointy, it could go through the eye of a needle.


Mrs Byrne pokes her head out of her bedroom window. ‘Don’t you get any suds in them flowerbeds like last time, Kenny Byrne. My rhododendrons haven’t been the same since.’


‘Your rhododendrons are in safe hands, Mother. Don’t be annoyin’ yourself.’ He turns to me, smiles indulgently. ‘How can I be of assistance to you on this fine morning, my good man?’


‘I need a lift.’


He nods at the bucket of water, shakes his head.


‘I’ve to wash her before I pick Mr Redmond up. He goes spare if there’s a speck on her when he’s picking his fancy piece up.’


‘It’s Kerry. She’s in trouble at school.’


‘Ah, no. Again?’


‘Graffiti. Her year head said it was lewd.’


‘Lewd?’


‘Dirty.’


‘I know what lewd means, thanks very much.’


‘So will you give me a lift?’


‘Go on,’ he says.


‘Thanks, Kenny. I owe you one.’


Kenny gets behind the wheel and I walk out the driveway, towards Ailbhe and Grainne’s house across the road. The road where we live – where we grew up – is narrow. Built before there were any such things as stretch limousines. Certain . . . adjustments . . . have to be made. Kenny reverses as far as the fence in front of the women’s house, then hops out of the car, leaving it idling in the road. I grab one end of the fence, he takes the other. We mouth, one, two, three, and lift the fence out of its foundations. Took us ages the first time, back when the boss decided we were going into the stretch limo business. We walk up the path a bit, carrying the fence between us, then set it down. Kenny gets back behind the wheel and reverses the limo across the road and up into Ailbhe and Grainne’s garden. He backs it all the way up to their front door. It’s the only way he can turn it.


I rarely park the stretch at the house. Mrs Finnegan across the road from my house has a concrete wall across the front of her garden. No budge in that.


When Kenny has the car out on the road and facing the right way, he hops out again and we return the fence. The whole operation takes less than two minutes and in all these years, Ailbhe and Grainne have never caught us. They’re usually in the Four Courts or their office, or at some dinner party or on the Vincent Browne show. I don’t think they’d mind though. If they knew. They’re high-flyers, alright. But neighbourly, all the same.


Kenny drives with his white gloves on. And the apron. He thinks he’s Morgan Freeman with those white gloves. I’d say he’s forgotten about the apron.










Five


The smell of the school hasn’t changed since I was a lad. That same smell of damp anoraks and cheap polish. It’s quiet. The sound of my shoes against the tiles echoes up and down the corridor, bounces off the walls. I pass the canteen where me and Paula ate our lunch a million times, holding hands underneath the table. It’s not easy, unwrapping corned-beef sandwiches with one hand. I worried about my hand gettin’ sweaty. I’d let go, let on I was looking at my grandad’s watch, then slip my hand back under the table, rub it on my trousers, reach across, push my fingers through hers again.


Gas. The things you do when you’re young.


‘Hello, Vinnie.’ The receptionist pulls the glass partition across the hatch and smiles. She knows me well at this stage. She has a skinny body and enormous breasts so she looks a little unstable. She folds her arms under them, pushes them up.


‘I’m back again.’ I know her name but I can’t remember it. It’s the Valium. It’s turned my head into a sieve. Things are slipping out.


‘Sign here.’ She slides a book towards me, tapping a blank line with a pointy red nail. Without her arms for support, her breasts spill onto the counter between us, like overturned drinks. I concentrate on the page. She hands me a pen, brushing her fingers against mine. She always does that. She never opens her mouth when she smiles. Buck teeth, maybe? I keep my head down and write my name.


‘They’re waiting for you in Miss Pratchett’s office.’


I move down the corridor. Fran. That’s the receptionist’s name. Short for Frances, she said. Too late now.


No problem remembering where the office is. Not that I was all that wild when I was here. The usual stuff. Scrappin’ and the odd bit of mitching. Shoplifting in H Williams with Kenny. Of course we got caught. Kenny stuffed the pack of Mikados up his bomber jacket and they fell out. Landed in front of the security guard. A week’s detention and a whack across the back of the knees with a damp tea towel. Ma was always a dab hand with a tea towel.


I knock on the door.


‘Come in.’ Thick Cork accent.


The principal is a hawk of a woman. Long, hooked nose. Beady eyes. Dark hair with streaks of grey through it. Long, thin hands topped with thick yellow nails like talons. ‘Take a seat, Mr Boland.’ She points to a chair beside the door.


Kerry is sitting beside her year head. Miss Watson. Or Wallis, is it? It’ll come to me. The kid’s got her head down, hiding behind her hair, which hangs like curtains around her face. She’s sitting on her hands, like she’s trying to keep them from doing something rash.
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