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GIRL ANGEL/SATAN:


There is only one woman in the world.


The Last Temptation of Christ, dir. Martin Scorsese, 1988/Nikos Kazantzakis, 1955






 


 


In a bare room with a sacred heart, a tin tub full of water issues steam, gingerly, under hanging lamps. Cormac can see other people lined along the walls, pressing back against cement, and hear at intervals the shuffle of their feet.


There is a thin chair with a backrest like a fan. Cormac watches his friend and, latterly, colleague Alice sit in this: the gesture marks her as involved. A girl – an actress or an artist – enters from behind a partition. She wears a white gown. It seems more of an aesthetic choice than a concession to historical accuracy. The girl walks slowly and stiffly and her face is closed in pain.


On reaching the bath, the girl begins to undo the gown, to pluck at buttons, and in the time this takes, its excruciation, Cormac detaches to check out the set-up and the props. He notices an incongruously modern light switch by the door. Rain rushes over one of the long, deep windowpanes and leaks, arching, through apertures. Someone – a middle-aged woman – moves closer to the bath; she crouches down.


All wait.


Cormac is thirty-seven and has been moving in art circles for a long time. He sees himself watching and watching the watching and still feels awkward about it.


The actress, naked, steps into the bath. Her stomach is soft and she has no pubic hair. Tan lines mime a swimsuit, which seems decadent in November. Cormac feels aroused and panics slightly. Why did they have to choose an actress with a taut, sexy body? Is that really necessary? Are you supposed to ignore that?


Please, the girl says, can you pass me the soap?


A bar of soap, dry and sharp-cornered like a block of white cheese, sits in a dish. The middle-aged woman springs from her hunkers and hands the soap to the girl. Alice does not, however, stir; she watches intently as the girl begins to lather, shivering; as the girl begins to keen softly, wincing and gasping just. The pain is centred on her breasts. She moves as though her breasts are agonising. She has pop-up, youthful breasts, which are nice to look at. Cormac tries not to look.


Someone is singing somewhere – upstairs – voices – and it is, of course, Ave Maria, gratia plena.


Sitting forward in the water, the girl whispers to them, Do you know where my baby is? She asks, Do you know when my father is coming for me? It was two months ago I was left here. I think.


The women shake their heads, no.


Do you, the girl looks at Alice, do you know where my baby is?


I don’t, Alice replies. She clears her throat. Cormac cannot see her face now, only the carved black bob of her hair. The mention of a baby is painful and he doesn’t want to think about it. Some more people have entered this phase of the show, so he moves away from the wall and leaves: he takes the opportunity of folding himself into a group shuffling out.


In the next room, there stands a coffin on wheels and stems; two girls keeping watch in aprons and smocks; a hush, a peephole in the wall, a grille; the face of a woman glaring back at them.


This room is worse, he thinks.


All coffins take him back to the first coffin of life. That coffin on its stems, indenting a marshy rug before the fireplace, still tips into his dreams sometimes to roll idly down inclines like a child’s disaster pram.


Impishly, Cormac figures, I’ll say this to Alice. I was triggered.


Alice, unbelievably, is still in the previous section. The sequence, he guesses, has one or two more instalments. A door to the side of his eye discloses frantic movement in a small adjacent room. Cormac thinks: It’s so small, if I move in there someone will implicate me and I’ll have to go along with it.


Better stay put.


A young woman has approached the coffin and is reading the nameplate. Her red hair is caught at the back, half-knotted in a scarf, and by the low lights her complexion is peaches and cream. She does not have the face of a model, but the rosy distribution of her features could be made to look achingly noble, achingly delicate. As he thinks this, she becomes conscious of his attention and looks up, alarmed. Cormac turns away to face a blacked-out window with despair.


Alice has progressed: she is sliding into an alcove in a corner of the room. Cormac wonders if, at this point, Alice is tormenting him, if it has started to become comical to her. Watching her now he can see she is absorbed. She was not afraid of the naked actress.


What? asks the woman by the coffin suddenly.


Cormac starts. The room has been so quiet but for ‘Ave Maria’ upstairs, the muffled sounds of action in the small adjacent room. Now everyone, the audience against the walls, is looking at him.


What? repeats the girl.


She is glaring at Cormac. He cannot tell if she is an actress or a member of the audience. Has he been staring at her? No. She is an actress, or unhinged. He looks back and shakes his head. Don’t bring me into this.


What?


Oh god, is she an actress or not?


The women in smocks, sitting in chairs, do not look up. She has to be an actress then. And yet she wears a raincoat, a pashmina scarf. Facing him, her cheeks are high and flush with body heat.


I – don’t know what you mean, Cormac says weakly.


From her alcove, Alice leans forward. She is smiling ever so slightly at him. She is watching with everyone else.


Do you know the way out? the girl asks him now.


Cormac’s heart sinks. No, he says.


The audience, blissfully left out of this shit, continues to watch him with interest.


You must know, the girl insists.


Well, I mean, there’s a door downstairs, Cormac says. He hears a rustle of laughter and feels emboldened a little by this.


The girl does not respond.


Cormac jumps when a hand sneaks onto his shoulder. It’s another actress – demonstrably in a smock this time – and she whispers, Come with me.


This new actress leads him back the way they came, but instead of turning into the room, she pushes a fire escape and reveals a staircase to the street. Cormac feels the blast of the evening, sees the greasy glint of rain. The actress says, Run!


And then, as he advances towards the stairs: Come back through the front if you like.


The steps lead to a side street of sack-like cottages, where the rain has stopped and it’s peaceful, with windows of television tumult and lamplight. He turns and sees the wide gap of Dorset Street. A kebab shop flashes green and yellow neon palm trees: yellow, green.


Behind, the fire-door smashes shut.


Oh thank god, Cormac says out loud, laughing.


On the pavement, as people are exiting the building in pairs, Alice pulls on her gloves.


What did you think of that? she asks.


Intense, Cormac decides. Really intense.


But in the bar he asks her, Do you think that was a bit simplistic, overly simplistic, or anything like that?


Not sure what you mean, she says.


There is a crowd in. They sit in one of the battered booths with menus in English and Korean, confident they don’t need to look for anyone they know – it’s Friday, their colleagues will be ranting over rounds in the place opposite the depressing Tesco on Bolton Street.


The pub, on the Northside, was a dive bar all its life until a strip of Asian restaurants absorbed it. The new owners left the place intact but started serving bibimbap and fitted banquettes where the function room had been. It’s still popular with whiskered men from the flats but also with art kids and organised anarchists, Spanish mullets and keffiyehs, girls with jags of crimson lipstick crossing and crunching together in kaleidoscope.


Cormac remembers Worker Party meetings when he was at college, which were composed of whiskered men with border convictions muttering internecine oaths in an upper room of the Teachers’ Club. He would join the six or seven students pressing arselessly to a radiator at the back. They used to meet the Irish conversation class coming down the stairs.


Alice removes her coat now to reveal a panel of charcoal silk.


I like your gúna, Cormac says.


It’s a skirt and top. She holds her arms up in an antique attitude. Her own lipstick is vampy and her movements ever slow and ironic.


She came to him that afternoon as he was trying to turn off a projection screen. If you didn’t shut the system down correctly the next user might see your search history or otherwise trespass on prehensile impulses created by the internet. It’s in Devices, she explained. The lecture hall was hot, windowless, artificially lit. He sweated distressingly under the lights. More and more, the rooms he teaches in look and feel like interfaces – nexuses of raw, unshaded, stage effects – instead of real places.


Just fix it for me, will you?


As she did she said, If you’re free tonight I have tickets to a thing.


He was pleased. He likes it when she asks him to accompany her because this suggests she holds his opinion in some esteem. He looks at her now, and looks at her often, but retains a more vivid and representative image – a summer evening, years ago – of Alice at an anniversary Mass for Thomas in a tube of snagged sateen, a pork-pie hat. She was back from Berlin and staying with him, sleeping with him, and that night they hitched to Sutton beach for a rave.


You think – simple? she prompts now, in the booth, of the show.


Maybe that’s not the right word. I mean, he winces, there’s this idea of virtue behind it, right? Of righting wrongs.


Not righting wrongs but bearing witness.


Yeah but, he smiles at her, you know what I mean.


Culture doing what politics won’t, she supplies.


He is surprised and encouraged by how developed this opinion seems, implying the integrity of a system of ideas he could slot his own irritation into. He agrees.


He says, I suppose so – but I mean it gives this. He pauses now. It gives this eternal subject, always right-on and virtuous. Nobody can argue with it.


You want, Alice asks, to dispute the wrongness of locking up unwed mothers in workhouses?


Of course not.


The wrongness, then, of representing it?


No – no. No, I mean, there’s a whole historical complexity and the issue, say, of incarceration, of class.


Class?


A boy arrives to take their orders. When he asks if they want knives and forks, Cormac and Alice look aghast. In his wake Cormac fills their glasses and collects his thoughts, conscious of her attention and wishing to live up to it. She looks at her phone a moment, but her facial expression is quietly canalled: she has a son – he is fifteen – named, phosphorescently, Ambrose.


Theatre is a middle-class thing, Cormac begins at last.


Not always.


Ali. He shakes his head as if disappointed. Pretty much always, he says.


Not inherently then. Now she is trying not to smile.


No. I suppose the Yiddish workman’s theatre and Brecht and the supreme subaltern whatever. The Shannon Fisherman’s Guild. By now both of them are laughing. I am sure such forms are inherently pure. But in Dublin only the middle class will ever go to the theatre.


How dare they, she says.


How dare they, he agrees.


Eat the rich. What happened to eat the rich?


We ate them.


We became rich!


Speak for yourself, Cormac says. Let me think about this and get back to you.


I’m all ears.


I can’t say anything.


I wasn’t aware you were saying anything.


But, a beat later: I think what you’re trying to say, she concedes, is that it’s not automatically morally superior to use these things for art.


He is gratified to feel she must agree. I wonder, he ventures, about it being self-congratulatory.


It lets, she admits, pretty actresses play distress.


Cormac nods mildly, still more pleased. You think?


You think, she accuses.


No. I didn’t mean the actresses.


She laughs warmly then. Through the crush of the pub they see mullioned windows, a stained-glass crest, the calamitous flash of a passing ambulance. Here’s our food, she says. The boy places down two plates of sushi, green squirts of mustard, chopsticks in paper sleeves.


I mean, Cormac continues, I don’t think the acting was bad necessarily.


Well it’s confrontational – it’s supposed to make you feel uncomfortable.


They didn’t make you feel uncomfortable.


I’m a woman, Alice explains simply. I don’t need my dominance toppled.


And I do?


I don’t think it would ever happen to you.


The food is good, and brief. When Cormac glances around for distraction some moments later, having finished his meal in a series of swipes, he sees Nina – sees her at once, across the room. She is sitting on a bar stool and talking animatedly. Her hands are raised and her eyes are rounded, earnest and alight. She sits in profile so a lamp behind shines pinkly on her piled-up reddish hair.


She’s been there for a while, reports Alice.


And did she see us, do you think?


I don’t know.


Cormac suspects that she, Alice, does know, and he feels sunned by fortune suddenly. He waits until Nina turns, suspiciously casual, before saluting her – she sees him and breaks into a grin, her dimples even from here in steep relief.


She has an opening soon, he tells Alice.


She never turned in anything that time.


Did you want something from her? For the magazine?


Yes, a review, ages ago. Alice speaks in a cooler tone. It was nothing. You want to say hi?


I’ll ask for the bill while I’m up, Cormac says. He crosses the bar in the echo of this abruptness. It is petulance. What she said about dominance: I don’t think it would ever happen to you. He does not scrutinise or sift these feelings, however, but melts into the heat of Nina’s greeting, her novelty.


Where have you been lately? the girl shouts, with mischief, over the noise of the bar. You haven’t been seen. There’s a bounty on your head.


All lies. He holds up both his hands.


Dead or alive. The genius Cormac. Always lovely to see you. She is chanting and turning from him. She is with friends.


It’s after eleven when Cormac walks home. He takes the route from North to Southside: follows the tramline down Abbey Street, under the sad yellow sign for a mid-century employment agency, to turn at the Gin Palace and cross the Ha’penny Bridge. Some of these outlines or the script of vestigial shop signs make him remember colophons, bosses, met in earliest life.


He has thought before of a fantastic walking tour that would cause holograms of intimate inscription to pop up over corners and buildings, like a computer; so instead of the Google logo, you might have the state publisher An Gúm – detail from an illustration glimpsed in a textbook, nineteen-eighty-seven – or the emboss of a scout medal for bike repair, bi ullamh; do you see? A button click would cause the past to cascade as contextless images, flat: time itself revealed to be circular after all.


This would be clever, but you worry that other people don’t experience the environment in the same way. That it wouldn’t resonate.


It’s getting late now and the streets are loosening. On the bridge, a man in a blanket breaks into action and holds out a cup that is bitten at the edges like a lip.


Spare change for a hostel, he calls.


Do you want, Cormac asks, something in the shop? He nods towards the Centra blazing like a shrine on Merchant’s Quay.


The man considers it, then says, Not really to be honest now.


Cormac enters the dazzle of the shop and dials for a twenty from the ATM and, as he waits, thinks, I hope it has twenties left. There were years – years ago – when everything was fifty notes only, idiot agape of the city’s cash machines. He breaks the twenty up and crosses the bridge again, jiggering with chill by now, to poke a folded note into the cup.


Ah, says the man. Good man.


He does this periodically. Say every six weeks. It buys karma and some distance; it measures time. Two years in the city centre now. Did not expect to stay this long.


Cormac continues along the quay, the suicide strip of low wall and the light on the river ribbing and recomposing. The quaint boxy burgher building on the corner of Essex Street. Crowds.


At first, he thinks there’s another homeless person crouched in the doorway to his building, then wonders if it’s one of the loiterers who routinely pretend to be lost as they pace before the laneway to the gay sauna. Up close, though, he realises it is Patrick, sitting on the step.


Heya, Cormac hails.


His older brother slides to his feet with great reluctance, as if in pain. Even out of his work suits, Patrick always looks formal and handsome and funereal; he holds himself languidly, stooping from the spine.


What’s up? Cormac asks.


No less than three lads, Patrick drawls, in the last half-hour have asked if I want to go into that fucking sauna.


Did you consider it? Cormac puts his key into the lock.


I was starting to think that at least I’d be warm. I was wondering where you were. I’ve been ringing you.


My battery died. Cormac pushes the door to. The windowless hallway smells of trapped air and, on the floor, a layer of news-sheets and menus have become coloured mulch. Were you out in town? He asks this without looking at Patrick.


I went to Brogan’s for a while. Where were you?


Theatre. Alice.


I see. Theatre, Patrick says.


Cormac knows by his mood that Patrick has been put out by his wife again and decides to be gracious.


You should try it sometime, you might get civilised.


I’ll have you know, says Patrick, standing now by the barricade of bicycles, Deloitte have been sponsoring shit for years and given us tickets many times. I will have you know I am not unfamiliar with the theatre.


He asks, What floor are you again?


Three, Cormac reminds him. Very top.


The men begin to climb, and as they do, the building stretches and tightens around them audibly. The steps are hollow and the walls hollow. A child, perhaps, has dragged a pencil against the paint, consistently, a faint fault-line. Their bodies trip the sensors so the lights wake up, wetly, like eyes.


I’ll have you know, Patrick continues, that I saw Anna Karenina in the summer and it was like looking into a fucking mirror, let me tell you, of my life.


Cormac lets them into the flat, where a window slightly open in the kitchen-living room spreads the sound of the street. The air smells fresh from rain, and potent in its coolness, like a wild thing. It’s November, but the Weltgeist since September has been climate-catastrophe mild. The apartment looks onto a square of slippery paving slabs and benches, in the shadow of City Hall. In daylight, tourists and addicts sit on the benches; by night, revellers expelled by Dame Lane pause there to fraternise or hail taxis or buy pills from a well-dressed, banker-looking guy who always meets with a rougher man for the midnight rush. The banker is the face of the operation and the rough one takes a seat, on a news-sheet spread with care, in front of the Castle gates.


Patrick slaps the switch, but Cormac reverses this and turns on table lamps. The place feels welcoming now, even though the kitchen chairs are broken and the recycle bin overflowing. Patrick looks around for something to comment on and then, inspired, asks, How’s Alice?


Good I think, Cormac says. He raises the blind of the opposite window, closes the open window, and dims the more vigorous lamp.


Still getting divorced?


I presume. Cormac pauses to judge the atmosphere, the angle of coffee table and irascible shag, the ceiling with its bulb like a drop of ice.


What is the husband like again?


Garrett – oh, he’s just a prick really. Beat up his own hole.


Aren’t you all?


Well yes, but this one more so, Cormac says. The thing is, he explains, Garrett and Alice edit this journal together, they run it, you know about that? They’ve been doing it for years. They are still business partners.


Nightmare. Patrick has lost interest.


Last year, when an edition of the journal came out without any of the visuals Cormac supplied, Garrett sent him an email from the editorial account that read: Dear FILL, thank you for your interest. While we liked your work we have not found a place for it this time. Please feel free to submit again in future.


The sound of the street, now, is the sound of the ocean or a storm outside. Patrick sits on the sofa, on the morass of throws preserving the sofa, and sinks into it quickly; annoyed, he hauls himself to the harder edge. Can I smoke? he asks through a cigarette.


Cormac reaches for the plastic ashtray that he keeps on top of a press. Putting it before Patrick, he says, So, wine or something? Whiskey?


What do you have?


Just that.


Whiskey then. No beer?


Hang on. No, no beer.


The Jameson is Senan’s and the flat is Senan’s too, although Cormac has been renting it so long ownership has become, intuitively if not legally, muddled. Senan, a composer, is either on tour or on residency or in Berlin. Sometimes he stays with his parents outside Edenderry, recording samples and playing piano in a soundproofed cowshed. Cormac has not seen him since June, when he came by one weekend and stayed, picking guitar and leaving a half-read novel open everywhere – the couch, the table, the toilet – like a witless hint.


Senan bought the apartment with his brothers. There are five of them altogether. Senan is last and the shakings of the bag: he is slight and precise, tow-headed into adulthood, darting through a crowd in an auditorium or lobby or party or street always, hood up, head down, onto something or out to meet someone. Even now he comes and goes with little warning. He took Cormac out to Edenderry once: in the bedroom that had been Senan’s, there hung equestrian rosettes faded by sunlight and a framed picture of Snoopy the Dog. The place was a self-built bungalow and about the melancholiest thing Cormac had ever seen. His mother was small like Senan and placed her hands on her son’s shoulders as if blessing him, or compressing him, singing, My little pal he was, my little pal!


Whiskey can make a man mean, Patrick remarks, looking at the bottle.


There’s always tea.


I’ll put water in it. Patrick stands and sees to himself at the sink. The kitchen is a strip of linoleum in country dun. Each of the glasses has a county crest on it. They remind Cormac of holidays to the north-west in childhood, of turf-smell and ginger ale, a bath of well-water drawn for him in a house on sand and gravel overlooking the lough. This was their cousins’ house, the farm with its sunken and guttered pigpen, the bath of yellow well-water without bubbles or foam.


He, Cormac, at four or five years old, backed up crying out and refused: What is that, what is it, what? He remembers Thomas sitting in the bath, leaning out – Thomas’s face, at nine or ten, intact.


Cormac’s glass, in his hand, wears the crest of Tipperary. He thinks, I know absolutely nothing about Tipperary. I couldn’t even place it on a map.


The well-water looked dirty: he had not wanted to get into it. The well-water had been the colour of beer.


When Patrick returns to the sofa he smokes for a moment before saying, So, tell me all your news. Cormac laughs, as he knows he is expected to.


How’s Ursula? he parries back. Patrick reacts with a private twitch of the eyes.


I’m lying low, he says, tonight.


Well, I didn’t think you were here for the craic.


Patrick looks sharply at him. Yeah, no, he says, I can just go, Cormac, like, I’ll find somewhere else, OK?


Cormac swallows a mouthful of the Jameson and shakes his head. Not, he coughs, what I mean.


It’s not a problem, right? I can go to Kehoe’s.


Don’t be stupid, stay.


Cormac thinks: And anyway, seriously, Kehoe? But then he feels sorrow on Patrick’s behalf – a surge of loving dread – which becomes pity, and thrilling.


And how are – the kids?


They’re asleep, Patrick answers gruffly.


How much calmer he felt, Cormac thinks, with Alice, just a small time ago. How calm in her company. And how he had shone in the ten-minute attention of Nina, who was tipsy but also chaperoned by some guy and dipped in queenly conspiracy to Cormac, whispering fiercely, It’s been so long since we hung out! How happy, he thinks, I was. A mere hour ago.


It’s lively out there, Patrick says.


Friday night.


What play? Patrick asks suddenly, fixing his eyes in a resting gaze on the pane. What theatre?


Cormac frowns. He must feign a degree of simplicity to avoid making Patrick feel stupid. It was – you know, immersive?


Huh?


You go into the play, like; you are part of it.


Oh right.


It was about Magdalene laundries, he explains.


Patrick looks taken aback at this, but then smiles with faint wickedness. Oh, he says.


So it was dark.


What, did you, like, have to wash sheets or something?


Just watch mostly. But, Cormac sits up and twists towards Patrick in his chair. Get this, at one point I’m just standing or whatever, in this room, with a coffin.


What? Patrick barks. A coffin? With a body?


No. I mean, I presume not. It was shut. It was a prop. So anyway, I am just standing there and this girl comes in, dressed normally – like, the actors and actresses are all in either this, period costume, or nude. But she wasn’t. I thought she was a member of the audience.


She was a plant.


Cormac begins to nod vigorously. Yes! he says. A plant!


Did she talk to you?


She starts saying, What, what, what? Like, as if I’d been staring at her.


Were you?


I don’t think so.


Was she hot?


Cormac feels a flutter of shame but answers anyway, Little bit.


Sounds stressful, Patrick commiserates.


You know what? It was very fucking stressful.


Stay away from them theatres. Patrick shakes his empty glass. Stay away from them actresses.


Help yourself.


Patrick pours another whiskey and lights another cigarette. He does not dilute the drink this time.


So you went to a play with a naked woman in it? When Cormac nods, Patrick asks, And where can this play be witnessed?


It’s an old bank. Not a theatre. They had it set up inside – Cormac shapes this with his hands – like a bar and a parlour and then cells or something. It’s empty. It’s been boarded up. Probably the National Assets Agency, like, owns it now.


Patrick smokes thoughtfully for a moment and then says, We’re backing a data analysis intervention, with academics, on vacant properties in Dublin. He refers to Deloitte. Making a database, he continues, to categorise them as derelict, habitable, private, probate, protected, things like that. So it’s humanitarian. He speaks this technical language fluently. It is one of his registers: the others are bawdy, boyish and profound.


Humanitarian?


It’s towards solution-based approaches to the housing crisis. It’s, you know, co-funded by UCD.


As opposed to what, destruction-based approaches?


To what? Oh, right. Patrick says: As opposed to nothing at all. It gets results.


It gets profit, I’m sure.


Same thing, darling, Patrick says. But, you know, your shtick is always cute.


My shtick?


Noble. He drains his glass. Beautiful soul.


This makes Cormac laugh. Fuck you, he says. He stands up, feigning casualness, and continues, I’m going to have tea and I’ll make you one.


No tea for me, Patrick objects, but when Cormac places the mug before him he picks it up and sniffs.


What’s on in the window? he asks. He raises a hand and points to it. It’s like a TV, that window. Especially since you don’t actually have a TV. Every time Patrick comes into the apartment he makes this point as if he has only just thought of it.


I can stream on the laptop, Cormac drills.


Both rise, bored, and move to the window and watch the street. The crowd has diminished and everyone is wasted now; two men hanging onto each other try to hail a cab but are distracted by women with heels in their hands walking zombie-awkward down Dame Street. A road-sweeper grinds along the kerb, grazing the pavement with its brushes. These buff the shoes of the men and cause the men to leap back, shouting abuse.


You want to go to bed?


Yeah, but I’ll shower, Patrick says.


When Cormac lies down, Patrick lies next to him, smelling wet, and passes into sleep immediately.


Cormac watches headlamps calculate across the ceiling, preoccupied by the constipated awkwardness of sharing a bed with someone who is not a lover. He has known Patrick for longer, of course, than any lover – he has known Patrick all his life – but time and ascension into identities have made them strange. Patrick will not sleep on the couch. Cormac suggested it once and Patrick laughed. This is because he is tall: tall and an arsehole. Cormac knows that to sleep in the living room himself would be a sin of capitulation and so when this happens, and it happens lately with more frequency, they lie side-by-side like boys again.


The room is greyly basic, books crushed into corners and firmed like mud, and there have never been curtains or blinds. In here the ceiling is also high, the bulb he doesn’t use dropped low in compensation, and plastered in scalloped motions which comb it in total harmony, each wave building to be broken on the next.


He remembers the dead mobile phone and realises that not only will it chronicle calls from Patrick, but many missed calls from Ursula, as well as messages in her tautly melodious tone. He will be summoned. There may even be lunch in a café of women in pastels, the bubble and squeak of engagement diamonds table-to-table, scent of lemongrass cologne.


Can you pass me the soap?


Do you know the way out?


You have to know.


When he first moved back to the city, two years before, Alice phoned out of nowhere and asked, Is this your number, this is still your number, yes?


No, it’s someone else.


Would you like a gig?


Depends.


Rehearsal shots for An Triail.


It’s in Irish.


The photographs will not be in Irish, she said. But if you don’t want money, that’s fine. If you want to starve and stay in your mother’s box room, that’s fine.


I’m not in a box room. But he was laughing. I have a place in town.


He took the commission and cycled to one of the Georgian buildings on Parnell Square. It had been the council chambers for Fingal and Cormac said, on learning this, Oh wow, I’m from Fingal. No one responded to this or asked him anything: Alice only introduced the actors and left. The building was being restored – downstairs, corridors were diffused by pale terrazzo and smelled of Dettol, flower water, candle wax, smelled like primary school, and spindly stairs turned beneath a carriage clock. On the first floor, a huge room lined with mahogany was fitted with ancient benches and stalls, a table inlaid with leather at the centre, everything shining in ghoulish puce. It looked like a nightmare from the eighteenth century. It looked like a ghost story by Sheridan Le Fanu.


It’s incredible, isn’t it? the actors cooed.


Every chair in the place was mighty and spiked, every surface was polished but dark as wine, finished with shamrocks and sigils and unicorns. The ambience was red – of redwood, cabernet, oxblood – so that it pulsed or ached an auric, hellish red. Cormac had a sense that every lacquered dresser, every holy parlour, of his life had been aspiring to look like this nightmare room.


A pale girl sat in the dock for her photographs and gazed at a velvet curtain; the actor playing the cad posed in a judge’s throne with a halo of carvings above his head. He looked insouciantly up. He looked, when Cormac was reloading, between Cormac’s legs.


Cormac remembers it partly because the commission led to work and further work, it was the first move he made towards staying in Dublin, but mostly because of the crush of the room. The shock of its age enclosed him with intimacy, aching with an opulence he found freakish and stimulating. It comes down to atmospheres – trying to decant and describe atmospheres. This is life. As he took more pictures, just of the room this time, the actors chattered and dispersed. The air of sexual intrigue about them was more boring than they knew. Pretty soon he was by himself, looking down at the mundanity of Parnell Street from a window with panes that felt cold and friable, like slate.


Happy, or at least awake. It had been some time.


Alice arrived at five and there was hope in her eyes, a surprising openness. He thought of this as her mother-look, even though it predated her becoming a mother, which she had at twenty-five. He told her, It’s absolutely beautiful upstairs, come and see.


I’ve seen it before.


It’s for hanging judges, he said. The four horsemen. Landlords shot with muskets on the way back from a league meeting. All of history.


He said, It reminds me of my old school.


There’s a lot of history to it, yes. Alice was smiling at him. Weakly or lovingly now. His enthusiasm. He could have reached out and touched her cheek, she might have responded erotically.


If you stay, she promised, you will be working almost all the time. Your reputation is sound and I have a lot of contacts I can share.


Aw shucks.


Whatever you like, she said. Ungrateful runt.


He dreamt of it, the chamber of wine-coloured shadow, regularly. Somewhere between kidney stones and a poem. Wakes in the darkness with a white shoulder turned away, his brother’s shoulder, thinking of the Old English word uhtcaera, or dawn-sorrow, not only because of the blue hour in the two chastely separate panes but because he learned uhtcaera from a theatre director after the opening night of An Triail. It was at the Pavilion. Alice introduced them, gathered with others in a restaurant of deal tables scrubbed to the colour of buttermilk and three options only on the menu: clams, haddock, hake.


Do you smoke? the director asked, leaning back on the communal bench to shout around the narrow shoulders of the Times editor between them.


No, Cormac apologised. Well, if I’m drunk.


Well, drink up and come out, the director said.


They stood by a halogen lamp on the street. It was dark and growing turbulent at sea, with wind ripping over the pier and shaking rigging audibly – gory locks, he thought randomly, weirdly: shake your gory locks at me – and this wind also pulled at the awning of the restaurant. It made noises: noises everywhere. People still promenaded with umbrellas bent against it in the dark. The director was Cormac’s own age and dark-haired, broad but of average height, impatient with the play and with the insincere talk inside.


Nobody speaks the language, he complained.


Ah, but the libretto.


Fuck it. It just gets funded, the director laughed, to write in Irish, he said. The Times guy is over from London. No, not for this – just generally. I know him. Do you know him? The director dropped a name.


Oh sort of, vaguely, Cormac realised. I went out with one of his sisters.


You did?


Long time ago. Art school.


Funny, the director squinted. Alice said …


Oh both ways, Cormac assured him chipperly. His voice sounded over-earnest, but he had been back a mere matter of weeks and it was lonely.


The director had spoken at length, over haddock and/or clams, about a fascist countess you could stay with in Spain, the widow of a Francoist with a grand house that she rented for residencies. He’d spoken with so much ire Cormac knew he was nervous. Little leather florets on her shoes, the director insisted: little leathery florets. He half goose-stepped beneath the table angrily. His sneering was ugly but also touchingly adolescent. Now, standing outside, he stooped somewhat to smoke hungrily. When Cormac said both ways, the director burst into surprised laughter and said, Tonight I have to travel all the way back to Louth. I am staying in this place. He bowed and turned away and looked fretfully towards the harbour, the pier, the promenade. Clanging, ringing, carried everywhere. It was strange.


Cormac felt sadistically confident. Can I come? he asked.


No, the director snapped. More gently, then: Not tonight.


It had been some time.


Cormac set out the following evening. The director picked him up in a stale, unwieldy car, smoking once more, fresh smoke spicy in the gloom of older, layered smoke, at Dundalk train station.


This place is pretty strange, he warned. I’m minding it. I’m a kind, he continued, of ornamental hermit. He was stooping again, his hair extremely black and his clothes more casually aristocratic this time – a linen shirt loose, pale slacks. He was big-eared and heavy-lidded and sexy, and there was something rustic to his looks at odds with the bohemian dress, the obvious stress and impatience with which he floored it through back roads and narrow lanes, the fey gesture with which he held up an eternal cigarette.


I am on an adventure, Cormac thought.


Why haven’t we already met?


I’ve been away, Cormac said. And anyway, I’m hardly on the scene, these days.


You are pals with Alice though?


A long time. You know – art school.


A great woman. She told me to take you out. She said you’re sad.


Cormac absorbed the lie with new solicitude; the man was nervous again. She’s right, he said. I’m very sad. He asked, Where are you from?


Durham. Now, the man barked. Here we are.


They turned into a long drive, lined with darkening trees, that wound superciliously around a large landscaped green and opened before a turreted country house. It looked vacant and foreboding, or demented, as all ascendancy architecture ends up appearing. The turrets were kind of insane.


Wow, Cormac contributed.


I’m in the stables. Yes, for real. The owner is a tech guy from California. He likes opera. I’m going to write about it, the place, I mean.


The director parked the car before a stable-house with stalls taken out and smoothed over: it was smaller than the big house, but still elegantly unusual, yellow light trumpeting out of a large window over the double doors with certain luxury. After the engine it was quiet but, as they stepped out into the still evening, Cormac heard, all around, the menacing and collective kvetching of rooks.


Spooky, he offered this time, stupidly.


Oh you get used to it, the director said.


The director’s cock kinked upwards and tasted of soap scum. His body was formed solidly, not in a way that suggested labour but rather some inborn earthiness or genetic eloquence: this kind of body was rare and, to Cormac, fascinating. It was a big-brother, older-boy body, a father-body, thatched with black hair, nipples spaced apart crazily. There was a huge half-moon outside the window as they fucked. Afterwards the director lay smoking and gestured to the remote rafters overhead, gaping and accumulating shade, like the ceiling of a cathedral.


I dream I hear horses, he told Cormac, and smell horses. I think it’s haunted by horses. Do you want to sleep?


Yes, Cormac sighed. He pushed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets and yawned. It’s been some time.


Me too, the director said quietly.


In the blue hour, the first light, they were woken by cold and the pallet bed was fragrantly close to the floor, like a planter or something more notionally ghoulish – a grave – and, feeling him stir, the director spooned him from behind in a gesture of surprising affection or predation spoiled by the whisper of, Are you sad, are you feeling sad? It was so absurd, Cormac didn’t reply. He wondered why he was being mocked when they were both here, both awake, on the floor of a stable behind one of the many grand houses a person working in a provincial art scene tends to encounter, the ancestral homes and piles and fantastic albatrosses of directionless heiresses and tech guys from California. Of the patron class.


Cormac had watched people injure themselves by falling off garden statues after midnight in midsummer, seen handbag designers streak hysterically through a butty garden maze, cycled for champagne and DMT up the drive of a horn-rimmed country house outside which someone had graffitied ROBBER BARONS – really, literally that – so that the squire son had left it there out of mirth and complex, gilded Leftism.


If being mocked was a prelude to sex it felt depressingly like something a girl would go through.


But the director said, with sudden kindness in Cormac’s ear, At this time of day you wake up lonely because it’s instinctive. There is even an Old English word for it – Uhtcaera. It means dawn-sorrow. I remember it because of u-h-t uht. Like UHT milk. Like milk-sorrow. Because I think dawn and milk go together.


It sounded prepared but it was beautiful. Say again, Cormac said.


Uhtcaera.


Milk and dawn.


Don’t know where I get that from.


Cows and dawn and farms, I suppose, Cormac said. The director struck him as tenderly English in that minute, English like the foolish-seeming flatness of farmland when you leave St Pancras, in a northerly direction, by train; English like all shall be well and all shall be well; English like a chapel in Surrey he saw with wooden saints remaining but their eyes, which had been pearls, were jimmied out; English like a saint named Pancras.


Cormac experienced an expansive sense of political empathy and rolled over to take the kinked, solid quality of the cock in his hand, kiss lips roughened by a night of side-by-side dehydration. Felt a jaw pressing back too passionately out of advantage in the way people do when they know that they might not see you again. This made Cormac feel superior in the instant because he understood himself as genial company, as relatively effervescent, as capable – these days – of living in a city and tolerating people, not hacking out to the countryside for elegance and misery. The first months after Alva, the months spent panicking in his mother’s house, were fading now.


Oh yes – it was possible. All manner of things could be well. He wanted to leave shortly after, and though he did not say so, the director knew. Cormac felt the shaming vibrations of the other man’s awkwardness. Extending empathy once again, he asked, Can you show me the house, or will they not be awake?


They won’t be awake but I’ll show you, the director said.


Together they entered by a back door accessed through a kitchen garden, which was frozen and close to the earth – slight green florets frosted and wadded resiliently: Cormac thought, little leathery florets, of the fascist countess with her veal strips and boiling broth, her pendulous flesh, her spiteful conversation, so real to them all as it was sketched over clams and/or hake: flies buzzing brutally in the backdrop of her fucking galería – because the door was left unlocked. The little bloom of cruelty made him feel bad by association. He put a hand on the director’s arm and squeezed it as they came into a large, brassy kitchen, suggestive of the kitchen in a hotel, with copper pots hanging on the walls like a brass section.


The odour of freon and drainwater made Cormac think, always, of his adolescent stint as kitchen porter, restoring history to him in a single insubstantial strobe.
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