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Deansgrange



I HAD BEEN mistaken for him so many times that when he died it was as if part of myself had died too. And so I attended his funeral, to say goodbye to that part of myself that would abide now in the cold clay of Deansgrange, to be wept over by lovers I may or may not have known, by whatever public still remembered him, by an ex-wife, two children and a family dog. It was the dog that caused the trouble in the end.


Out of respect, out of a misplaced sense of drama, out of that perennial urge ‘not to cause any trouble’, for whatever reason anyway I wore a hat to the funeral, a college scarf and a pair of those sunglasses beloved of minor celebrities. I took my place among the mourners – and there were a lot of them, I was gratified to see, in that state of hushed numbness appropriate to one who had died, as the obit said, ‘in what should have been the prime of life’. I suppose obituary writers must use some kind of phrase book. Fools for instance were never to be suffered gladly, one’s appetite for life was nothing less than lust and one’s family had a bosom to return to and ultimately rest within.


Anyway, he had died in his mid-fifties so the atmosphere within that crowd was one of caught breath. There were real tears and none of the calm resignation that would have been appropriate to a body that had had ‘a good innings’. No, his innings had been turbulent, dramatic and cruelly cut short. The tears were raw and the shock was palpable, which was one of the reasons I attended the funeral and not the removal, where close contact with the family would have been unavoidable.


I arrived late at the funeral mass, stood among the crowd at the back of the church and drove well behind the cortège out to the windswept suburb of Deansgrange. I was among the last to walk among the old yew trees to the further end of the graveyard where the new-minted marble headstones rose from the wet grass like dragon’s teeth. But you ended up right ahead of me, pulling a sad old dog by the lead, and the dog sensed something, as dogs will, and turned and licked my left hand.


The dog smelt something it knew – sweat, the odour of the familiar. I had always looked like him and now I realized I had his musky essence as well. Your hand was pulled by the lead and your head turned and I saw a pair of brown eyes over a mauve scarf and I recognized, through the tears, the slow dawning of recognition in your eyes.


What to do now, I asked myself? Don’t get involved, don’t engage in conversation whatever you do, your purpose here is to bear witness, nothing more. But it was already too late. The dog was licking my hand, leaving a coat of saliva over my ringless fingers, and as anyone who has seen a romantic comedy knows, only the villainous smoke cigarettes and react harshly to a dog’s advances.


So I said, ‘There you go, good boy’, or whatever version of that one says to dogs, and you jerked on the leash and said in a halting voice, ‘I’m sorry, he can get over-friendly’, and a hesitant conversation began that was hard to stop. Even the intoned prayers of the priest as the coffin was lowered didn’t quite quench it because you cried when the leather straps that held the box touched the laths of wood in the wet earth of the grave. ‘I’m sorry,’ you said, ‘it’s so final, somehow’, and your head touched my shoulder and it would have been churlish of me not to extend my hand and apply a gentle, comforting pressure to your elbow.


‘I know,’ I said, ‘I know’ – the words were coming out of my lips because I did know, I knew too much in fact, and because of that dog I would come to know much more.


There are other beginnings, of course. I could go back to them – mine, his, northside, southside, the minuscule class difference that can mean everything or nothing. But I suppose the real beginning for me was the dawning awareness that somewhere in this city there was somebody like me. Somebody so like me as to cause confusion, recognition, chaos, heartbreak and ultimately death. And another death besides his.


I was his lost soul, his other, and ultimately, his ghost. The fact that we looked like each other was not entirely relevant since the shapes we present to the world at fourteen, say, and at forty are so different that any of us might be two different people. And at fourteen, when I travelled across to a dance in the southside suburb of Dun Laoghaire and a young girl asked me up during ladies’ choice (it was a quaint institution at the time, a small recognition of the fact that ladies did have choices, albeit only romantic ones) and moved her young body in towards me immediately and asked me how I’d been, I told her I’d been well, though I had never met her before. I accepted the closeness of her small breasts, the welcome thrust of her hips in answer to my fingers at the small of her back as my due, though I subsequently found out that the due was his.


‘Gerald,’ she whispered and, wisely or not, I refrained from setting her right and telling her my name was Kevin. If she wanted me to be Gerald, then Gerald I was, for the evening at least, which ended on the rocks behind the pier with me untangling her brassiere and her whispering into my ear, ‘Now why have you never done that before?’


And perhaps the darkness of that evening, the twinkling ball of light over the dance floor and the low sodium lamps over the pier might have explained why she confused me with him, but over the years I came to understand that even that explanation was inadequate. It wasn’t all about looks – our dark eyebrows and what you came to describe as my downy mouth. And I looked nothing like the corpse that was being lowered into the Deansgrange grave that late winter’s day. No. I think the key lay in what the dog noticed, as he sniffed and slobbered over my hand: that we were two halves of the same soul, or to be more prosaic about it, we smelt alike.


Odour, perfume, smell, stink, whatever name you give to the olfactory side of things, is far more powerful, carries more suggestiveness than sight alone, and those flashes of recognition that had blessed or bedevilled my existence were often registered by the nose and not the eyes. Because even when his breath was bad, it smelt like mine. A scent in a room or a street, the tang of sweat, whatever shampoo I used as a fourteen year old, the leathery whiff of that suede waistcoat I was so proud of as a kid, of the gabardine coat he wore as a student, the combined musk they gave rise to was always common to us both.


And that was what the dog responded to as I withdrew my hand from your elbow to allow you to weep at the finality of the sight of your father’s coffin touching the base of its muddy grave. Your mother was at the head of it, your brother beside her, and I remember wondering why you weren’t within their privileged circle of grief. There was a small mechanical digger to one side; no effort had been made to hide it from the ranks of mourners. There was a rolled-up carpet of artificial grass, its unnaturally bright green muddied in places with the brown stains of gravediggers’ boots. There were the long leather straps, held by the gravediggers to lower the coffin, and dumped then, unceremoniously, on the carpet of artificial green. There was the smoking silver orb that the priest swung in a decreasing arc, then the device like a baby’s silver rattle from which he shook and sprinkled drops on to the coffin below. There were the words of the rite that he intoned, about perpetual light shining, but I heard them just as a murmur, a kind of muzak acting as a bed to the muffled sound of weeping. Then the time came, as it does at these events, when the small drama is mysteriously over and one by one they all peeled off and walked back over the muddy tracks through the path of yew trees.


I stayed. I was uninvited after all, and I was curious to see what was considered a decent interval between a funeral’s end and the business of starting up the mechanical digger. One of the gravediggers lit a cigarette, the other tinkled with a set of keys. They both stood beneath a poplar tree, taking whatever shelter they could from the soft mist falling. Maybe they were waiting for the rain to end, I was thinking, when I felt the dog’s tongue on my left hand again, the soft furry fungus of it, and the saliva like a snail’s trail. I looked down and saw its leash dangling in the mud. Way behind him, close to the line of yew trees, were the massed umbrellas of the mourners, retreating, like so many mushrooms come alive in a fairy-tale forest.


‘Hey, Argus,’ I whispered, or I thought, as I took up the curled end of the leash from the wet ground. Odysseus had been betrayed by just such a dog, by the same animal affection. I heard the mechanical digger cough into life and saw one gravedigger bundle up the laths, the leather straps and the muddied green carpet as the other guided the machine in a semicircle, lowered the rust-toothed maw and began pushing the mound of wet earth down towards the coffin below.


The interval seemed almost indecent but the mourners were beyond hearing, a cluster of tiny umbrellas now, moving towards the car park beyond the yew trees. And maybe that’s what they were waiting for. So I walked back, following their muddy footsteps, wondering how I would get rid of this damned dog.


But a voice called out from between the yew trees and I looked up to see your brown eyes glistening above the mauve scarf.


‘You’ve found him.’


‘It was more a case of him finding me.’


‘He seems to know you.’


‘Dogs are funny that way.’


‘And you knew my father?’


‘Yes, you could say that. I knew him on and off.’


I was lying now, but only whitely.


‘I probably should remember your name then. I’m sorry, but there’s a lot going on, as you can imagine.’


‘Ned,’ I lied again. ‘Ned Gaskett.’


And I shook your hand. It was a small hand, but with a strong, practical core to it, a sense of strength and fragility there at the same time. I had seen him pushing you on a swing in Stephen’s Green. I had watched him watch you through the school railings during his worst days, afraid to approach. But I had never held your hand. And as I held it, I wondered where the pseudonym had come from. He had used a pseudonym once, saying it released something in him. I wondered what this one would release in me.


The Ned made sense, but the Gaskett was an absurd choice by any standards. A gasket was something to do with pipes and plumbing – a mechanical seal, I found out later, between two mating surfaces. It was nothing to do with anything. But as I placed the crook of the leash into your small hand I felt the need to conjure up a history for this Ned Gaskett, yet a third history that was neither Kevin’s nor Gerry’s. An upbringing in the small houses round Kilmainham, looking over the river towards Phoenix Park and the Wellington Monument. Maybe a job in the middle ranks of the civil service. But any questions as to my identity would come later; and anyway, you later forgot the stupid name entirely. You introduced yourself as Emily and turned and walked towards the car park with the dog now leading the way and the implicit assumption that I would follow.


‘You’re coming back,’ you said, and it wasn’t a question, it was a statement. ‘There’s sandwiches and tea and drinks and stuff. She wants everyone to be there. She thinks it’s important – so many people lost touch.’


And she was one of them, I thought, but what I said was, ‘I don’t think I can.’ But the dog intruded once again. He went back to licking my hand.


‘Toby’s quite insistent too,’ you said.


‘Toby?’


‘My dog.’


And so I kind of sighed and twisted the ball of my shoe in the wet ground and asked where it was.


‘She moved house.’


‘Did she?’


There was one in Rathmines, I remembered, before things got bad.


‘Yeah, you know. When everything went … pear shaped …’


‘Will I follow you?’


‘Yes, you’d better follow me.’


There were two cars left in the graveyard car park, a small red Mini Cooper and my German thing. I watched you walk towards the red one, saw the dog leap in through the opened door and settle himself familiarly in the back seat, and I had hardly opened my own door before you drove off. I followed then, turned right behind you down Deansgrange Road, turned another right at Bakers Corner and headed up Kill Avenue towards Foxrock Church. Why had she moved out here, I wondered. They had been creatures of a different Dublin, those comfortable streets that ended at the Grand Canal. But the opulence of the city was moving southwards, towards the foothills of the Dublin mountains, and maybe she had wanted to avoid him.


The car turned right then, on to the dual carriageway, left again on Leopardstown Road, past the racecourse and traced a route I could never have followed myself, through the industrial parks and the new hotels on to a road below the Three Rock mountain, past a wooden church painted blue, through a pair of gates where an avenue made its way among old beeches to an ivy-covered frontage and a turnaround of more parked cars.


The house from the outside had some grandeur to it. I guessed it would have been built in the twenties, but it had a late Victorian feel, subdued as it was by the old coating of ivy.


‘Your mother’s house?’ I asked, when you emerged from your parked car.


‘Yes,’ you said. ‘Don’t you hate it? She bought it when her mother died.’


I was remembering a magnificent house, a castle really, of rose-coloured sandstone.


‘I preferred home,’ you said. ‘Or Granny’s place. But we’re loaded now, aren’t we, and that’s all that matters.’


The tow-headed dog followed you and I followed him through the open door. You were greeted by an avalanche of well-wishers and were saved the necessity of dealing with me, for a while at least. I didn’t so much mingle as slide into the gathering, like a joker card into a game of Newmarket. There were trays of sandwiches, held by pretty young women with their hair pinned back; there was a bar with waistcoated barmen and the loud buzz of conversation – nothing hushed about it now, as if the dead hand of grief had been magically lifted.


There was a hushed centre, though, to all of this activity, a large auburn sofa near the French windows where I could see a beautifully cut head of grey hair silhouetted by the window light which I assumed belonged to Dominique, your mother, his ex-wife, and now, it seemed, his official widow. Would she recognize me, I wondered. If she had met him at all towards the end, she might not, and I don’t think she had. But I recognized some literary types, a tall, sandy-haired talk show host and a small man with a pencil-thin moustache whom I knew to be his first editor.


I made my way to the bar and had asked the barman for a sparkling water when a woman to my left turned, and a familiar refrain sounded.


‘Excuse me, don’t I know you?’


‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘I’ve been around a while.’


She had blonde hair, and a thin dark pencil line threaded the shape of her lipstick.


‘No, I know you. Were you a friend of Gerald’s?’


You couldn’t go far wrong here with that supposition, I wanted to say, but I managed to be more polite.


‘On and off,’ I said, ‘over the years.’


‘And Dominique?’


‘Not for some time.’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it’s that kind of affair. His and hers.’


‘His and her what?’


‘Friends,’ she said. ‘After the … thing …’


‘His last years weren’t …’


‘They weren’t pleasant, I heard. I hadn’t met him for years. But when I heard, I wept.’


Her eyes, though, seemed fine – bright, the eyelids touched with the same dark pencil as the lips.


‘It hasn’t hit them yet. Do you feel that? Has it really hit them?’


‘Well, no. It takes some time, it has to. A year, I’ve been told, for grief finally to lift.’


‘You sound like a counsellor.’


‘No, just a friend.’


‘Of both?’


‘Once upon a time, of both.’


‘And we’ve never met?’


I began to regret my proletarian hauteur then, and had to come right out with it.


‘It’s a common thing,’ I told her. ‘A lot of people have felt that.’


‘That they know you?’


‘Yes. The way they feel they know television presenters, failed actors. I’ve always been mistaken, and most of all for the deceased.’


‘Gerald? My God, of course. Were you related?’


‘We looked alike, or so I’ve been told, in some way that I could never quite fathom.’


‘And were you close?’


‘As close as two people could be.’


‘That sounds alarming.’


‘Let me put it this way. If I was mistaken for him, then from time to time he obviously could be mistaken for me. So it became a long waltz of mutual confusion. There was a sick kind of fun to it, which we both shared.’


I had said too much, and her face showed it. As when one replies to the question ‘How are you?’ with a litany of digestive complaints, my replies were making her uneasy. Which may have been what I wanted, for I could feel her beginning to retreat and the dog was once again rubbing its head on the back of my hand.


‘Toby!’ I heard and I felt his head jerk. His tongue came clean off the back of my hand and his head turned towards you. Emily.


‘Sorry,’ you said, ‘I’ve left you all alone.’


‘No, you haven’t,’ I said, and the other was already gone. ‘I’ve been, what do you call it, mooching.’


‘Mooch away then,’ you said, and looked at me with eyes that were suddenly amused. ‘You know no one here, do you?’


‘No,’ I said. Though I was sure if I mingled among them, many of them would feel they knew me.


‘You’ve met my mother, surely.’


I had, years ago. I had shared a Mary cake with her in Bewley’s Oriental Café. I had felt her hand on my belt through the railings in St Stephen’s Green. But she wouldn’t have remembered it as me.


‘You don’t have to introduce us – ’


‘No. I don’t have to do anything, do I? You’re right. I suppose grief has given me a special status. I could get maggoty, fall into the arms of any man here. And while I think of it, I really need another drink.’


‘Johnno,’ you called, and caught the eye of a young man passing. I got a glimpse of the same features, the same dark eyebrows, the same dominating eyes, but blue ones, this time, like your mother’s.


‘Get me another one, brother,’ and he took your glass and looked at you with a serious questioning gaze, as if one more might be too much. I liked him immediately.


‘Take it easy,’ he said softly. He was immobilized, I could see, by his loss, by the absence of someone he had not known well enough, and he would be, I sensed, for some time. Fathers and sons, the unspoken depths and the love unconsummated.


‘My brother,’ you said. ‘The glue baby. It didn’t work, though, did it?’


‘The glue?’


‘They went their separate ways, anyways.’


‘It tore him up a lot.’


‘Okay, okay,’ you said. ‘I don’t want to, as they say in Friends, go there.’


‘What friends?’


‘Friends, the TV show. I was quoting. Go there. I don’t want to.’


Your blue-eyed brother pressed through the crowd of shoulders with a drink, tried to catch your eye with another soulful warning, but you dismissed him with a light clutch of your fingers round his wrist.


‘So I suppose you’d better tell me. How long did you know him?’


‘Most of his life.’


‘Ah, come on. It’s not possible. I’d have met you.’


‘We have met,’ I said. ‘You just don’t remember.’


‘When?’


‘You were around five. He was walking you round the park in Fitzwilliam Square. You had another dog then. Called, if I remember it right, Rebel.’


‘My God. That’s creepy.’


‘Not really. He was doing the single father thing. He needed someone to talk to. He was distressed, I suppose.’


‘What else?’


‘You really want to know?’


‘Yes. I really want to know.’


‘I talked to him through the railings. I could see you through them, through the trees, flashing past.’


‘And?’


‘I remember thinking, you looked like you had always been there. A kind of garden sprite.’


‘And that’s it?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘There was one more time. He had a place where he wrote, in the first-floor flat across the road. I could see you from it, chasing your dog around the tennis court.’


‘And where was he?’


‘He was upstairs, with me, looking through the window.’


‘Sounds like bad parenting.’


‘We didn’t know that word then. But he could see the whole square. There were two girls playing tennis. Dressed in white. Do you remember?’


‘Why should I?’


Because, I thought … Because I was dressing in his clothes, in the flat upstairs. Because I walked to the window, and he told me everything was fine except the hair. Because I saw you from upstairs, chasing the dog around the tennis court, round the park. I was dressing for a woman he knew and I didn’t, across the ocean in Manhattan. ‘The hair,’ he said. ‘She likes what she calls the Room with a View cut – that floppy, over-the-forehead English thing.’ Because, I thought, our similarities killed her.


‘Because’, I said, ‘he was afraid he’d lose you then, for ever.’


‘He did,’ you said. ‘But that was later.’


Later. When the years began to pull our flesh in different ways. By the time he died, all we had in common was our odour.


‘You’ve met my mother?’


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but she wouldn’t remember me.’


‘You met his mother?’


‘Once,’ I said, and I didn’t lie this time, but it was not the mother she referred to.


‘I wish I’d known her better,’ you said. ‘She died around the time – ’


‘Of your other dog. Rebel.’


‘Weird. I’d forgotten that. I always envied kids with grandmothers, growing up. Who’d feed you batch bread and chip sandwiches.’


You may have one, I thought. In a caravan, behind a fairground in Courtown. Indestructible. Smoking a cigarette as we speak, feeding her llamas. But I wanted to forget all that for the moment. Our mirrored history began to seem indecent here. Grief was more comforting.


‘So what do you do?’ I asked, changing the subject. The warmth I felt for you was almost overwhelming. Had I had a child of my own, I felt, it might have looked just so and the fact that you were a reflection of a possibility long dead in me made me want to cry. I could feel tears welling up then, real tears.


‘You’re changing the subject now,’ you said. ‘Is it because you’re upset?’


‘Yes,’ I said. I preferred this truth business.


‘Doesn’t matter what I do,’ you said. And you suddenly took my hand. That unasked, spontaneous warmth was all his.


‘Come here,’ you said. ‘You need a drink.’


Your hand wrapped itself round mine. It was freckled like my own, and it drew me towards the bar, towards a sea of drinking mourners, parting now before your mother who was rising from the couch, her black mantilla like a small umbrella over her reddened, faraway eyes. She was hesitant on her high heels and sedated in some way, I presumed, since her son, the glue baby, steadied her as she walked. She kissed you on her way, then turned towards me, and if she saw him still in me she didn’t give any sign of it, and if I’d asked her did she remember our Mary cake she would have presumed I was muttering some condolence and replied, as she did to all the well-wishers, ‘Yes, thank you.’ And all the time her daughter’s hand kept hold of mine.





Marino



I WOKE UP with a vampire whispering in my ear. ‘You’re alone now,’ he said, and when the dream dust cleared and the blades of winter sun streaming through the window came into focus, I realized just how alone.


I was in number 14, Marino Crescent and the window looked out on the forlorn flower beds and cherry trees of Fairview Park. I had grown up in this house. My mother managed the flats above, my father ran a bookie’s shop on Lower Abbey Street and on various stands at race meetings around the country when the bookie’s shop failed. The house next door bore a brass plaque announcing to whoever was interested that Bram Stoker, creator of Dracula, had once inhabited it. I had seen my first vampire film in a Scouts hall on the Howth Road, in the lane by the bridge that carried the trains overhead towards Drogheda. The images in black and white, on a sheet pinned to the tongue-and-groove wall, confused me, but I can still hear the sound: the humming of bats’ or vampires’ wings, like the humming of high-voltage electricity wires – though I don’t think vampires had wings, their opera capes just seemed like wings.


That sound stayed with me for years and seemed to resonate from the house I had to pass to get to ours, particularly at night. I would imagine the Count or Mr Stoker – and of course in my child’s mind I got them confused – looking from the first-floor window of the peeling cement frontage, out on to the bare spindles of the trees in the park. That was in winter. In spring, out on to the cherry blossoms drifting round the beds of tulips. I had to wait for the arrival of the Hammer versions, in full colour and with their heaving, theatrically blood-spattered bosoms, to dispel that sound. They came to the Fairview cinema, across the Malahide Road, past Forte’s chip shop. But until that time the park was a garden of horror for me. The sound was everywhere, in the mud-soaked basin of the Tolka river, the cement walkway above it, the small metal bridge that crossed it to the East Wall. It moaned round the gantries of the dock cranes beyond, round the swans weaving their circles in whatever water was left in the mud. The land was reclaimed land, my father had told me, Brian Boru had fought the Danes where the gantries now stood and the sound was theirs, too.


Father. The name evokes an absence, the rustle of the fringes of a gabardine coat, the tilt of a bookie’s hat, the smell of cigarette smoke, of turf and horse manure. These were his attributes, but of him, then at least, I can’t remember much. The imaginary Count in the house next door, his cloak wrapped round him like a shivering actor, was more real to me. I knew he had met my mother while swimming on Bull Wall. I knew that he didn’t swim any more while she still did. I knew he had worries beyond my understanding. I knew he would pore for hours over racing pages and crossword puzzles. I knew his job demanded long absences. I knew the comb of his hair, that the slick of the vaselined bit to cover the growing bald patch was important to him, but beyond that I knew almost nothing.


I would dream of a different father at times, a hand with a signet ring to hold mine, a dark dress coat, and a dark carriage outside drawn by horses; and in the dream the horse would somehow become the father – Father’s Friend, Faith of Our Fathers, running at the two-thirty hurdle – and I would wake up with a need for something I had never known, something I hardly knew how to name. I would walk down in the morning to my breakfast and to the absence that was mine.


My mother ran the rooms above us, rented them out to a succession of lodgers, all of whom came and went with a dreary regularity but for the old codger at the top who mended clocks. Tommy the Clock they called him, and he seemed a distant cousin to the Count next door. His was a long atticky room with sloping skylight windows through which the rain dripped when it fell, which was almost always. Grandfather clocks, cuckoo clocks, alarm clocks, watches, clocks on brooches, clocks on pens, clocks on bicycle lamps – whether they were a business or an odd obsession I could never tell, but they ticked and trundled and boomed and cuckooed, their innards spread on oiled newspapers around the dusty floor. He would leave the door half askew and allow me in to watch him at work or at play, whatever it was in that world of his, of time gone slightly mad. He would brown a marsh-mallow for me on the coal fire, skewered on the rod of some old pendulum.


I would ask him about the house next door.


‘Stoker,’ he would say to me, and the name terrified me even more than the name Dracula.


‘Is it Bram Stoker?’


‘Short for Abraham,’ he would tell me, ‘his father worked in the Castle all his life.’


There was a pot of hardened porridge always on the ring of the gas cooker. There was a radio which relayed the meteorological situation at Oh-two-hundred hours. Twenty-three millibars, rising slowly. ‘Your mother’, he would tell me, ‘is a generous woman’, and there was some relationship there that I could never quite fathom, a second cousin once removed, a reason he stayed so long, since she never seemed to ask for rent. ‘A daily communicant,’ he would say, referring not to her religious habits, but to her practice of swimming daily, winter and summer, in the sea at the Bull Wall where she and my father first met.


And Mother, what does that name evoke? Keys, first of all, the enormous bundle she kept in her overcoat pocket, keys for the various flats, for the boiler room, the electricity meters, the outhouses, the wooden gate leading to the back lanes of Marino. A kind of exhausted elegance, a tall, auburn-haired, statuesque frailty, long legs and a perfect seam of nylon at the back calf, patent leather shoes often with laces, always with high heels. So, as you will have observed, I obeyed most of the Oedipal norms as a child. I could never imagine killing my father, since how do you kill what is hardly there, but I would have locked him in a cupboard and kidnapped my mother. I would have taken her to another world where the seam on her calf would be forever straight and the heels on her boots would be always unbroken and she wouldn’t have been worrying a bundle of keys.


I suppose every child has the fancy or the hope that they were dropped by some accident of fate into the family that faces them at breakfast. If I had been thrown arbitrarily into that house, I imagined she had been too. We had both got lost in a tangled wood and she had forgotten her crown and we had fallen down a disused well and found ourselves here. The Crescent, Marino, where a vampire lived next door. And once here, we couldn’t find our way back. Maybe Tommy the Clock’s random timepieces were all set to some mysterious hour, when all of the bells and gongs would ring and we would be magically released. Maybe among her bundle of keys was one she had never noticed, that would open the basement door I could never find and allow us back to … where, I often wondered? I could imagine the thrill of discovery, the thrill of escape, but any thought or hope of arrival to anywhere else left a blank.


She would take me swimming with her until it became embarrassing. I would watch over her clothes, the neatly folded stockings, the cream white girdle with the strange clasp underneath, the dress she wore that day, the overcoat, one pocket bulging with the keys. I would watch her tread down the concrete steps to the water to swim towards the fractured outline of the city, the gantry fingers thrusting towards the sky. I would hold the towel for her when she came out, watch her wrap it round her wet swimsuit as she ascended the steps towards me, marvel at how deftly she slid the wet swimsuit off her body without letting that towel slip. Sometimes I’d rub her blue feet when the cold got too much. ‘Warm them, that’s the boy,’ she would shiver and I would rub the blue skin above her painted toenails until the blood came back.


Sometimes there were other women there and their nakedness disturbed me. Nakedness, full or partial, in my mother seemed my due, but this unfamiliar flesh aroused me in ways I tried to hide from her, in ways I didn’t fully understand. In ways I resented too, for the flesh on them was often grey and round, unlike her, who didn’t seem to have any flesh at all.


There was a sere, pure eroticism to our times there, under the curved concrete platform that provided no shelter at all from the south-westerly winds. I thought it was in every mother’s gift, was every boy’s due, and only later discovered how odd, how awry we both were. ‘It won’t be always like this,’ she’d whisper, ‘enjoy it while you can’, meaning the sea, the weather, the purple clouds over the mouth of the Liffey, but meaning perhaps also the wind-blown intimacy we somehow managed to share. ‘Come on now,’ she’d conclude, ‘your father will be home’, and happily or not, he rarely was.


‘Hello, stranger,’ she would say to me coming down in the morning, coming home from school, and I would discover much later what she really meant. Then the time came when I thought I knew, when my presence on those concrete steps became an embarrassment to me and to the other female bathers. My appropriate place would have been at the men’s shelter, beyond the rusted railings that traced the path of the cement steps down to the sea. So I stopped going and whenever I walked down the old wooden sleepers of the Bull Wall bridge with a friend my own age, a girl most often, I would watch the lazy, saline progress of the swimmers and wonder which one of them was her.





The Crescent



THERE WAS A doorbell ringing and I went downstairs to answer it and when I saw the silhouette behind the mottled glass in the doorway I remembered I had phoned an auctioneers. I knew I should sell the place – I had an apartment and a business in Berlin – but the thought seemed burdensome and there was something to say for being home, however odd it seemed. The Crescent had been refurbished now with the sole exception of the house I had inherited. Stoker’s brass plaque was golden and burnished and number 14 stood out like a rotten tooth against the white-painted stucco all around. I could see the neatly pressed suit even through the mottled glass and could already imagine the conversation about guide prices and period values as I opened the door.


He was there, against the panel of bells with the names of lodgers long since departed, printed in those small metal bands that nobody made now. His suit was blue and his hair cut short, and I invited him in to the smell of dust and old sickness inside. I walked him through the different floors and remembered the names of the transient lodgers as I passed each door. Quirk, McCarthy, O’Donnell, Coyle. They came and went; they seemed fixtures for as long as they were there, and their names would hang around my mother’s conversation for a time after they had left, the way a skunk leaves its spray.


There was a commercial traveller with a pipe who always wore tweeds, who had a rakish, melancholy style about him and who, I remembered thinking, would make a more passable father than the one I had been dealt. Dundon was his name, I remembered – Jimmy Dundon, from Rosses Point or Strandhill, one of those Sligo seaside towns where he gathered his accent. And I often wondered as I got older did he allow himself to hope? She had her own beauty, my mother; that loss of shape round the middle years never happened with her, and I wondered as I opened the door to his room for the auctioneer, had it ever been opened by her with more than rent on her mind? But the thought seemed unworthy, began to annoy me and his pinstriped suit began to annoy me even more. Even if it had, I thought, she deserved her own life – and we had reached the top floor and I fumbled with the keys to Tommy’s room and we entered the wilderness of clocks.


Maybe it was my feet on the bare floorboards, maybe the ghost of the dead clockman, but some of his timepieces began ticking soon after I entered. I could hear the silver clicking of long dead wristwatches, and a rhythmic scraping as if a cuckoo was straining to come back to life. The sounds increased as the auctioneer walked round the room.


‘Have they any value?’ he asked.


‘I have no idea,’ I said and wondered at what point the entire population became transfixed with questions of value. And I felt bad then, because he was an auctioneer after all, and only doing his job. But I already knew the word that was coming next.


‘Sentimental, I’m sure.’


Sentimental value. The only kind surely, I thought, as the ticking became a hushed symphony, an exercise in counterpoint; found a kind of rhythm, lost it again and found a different one, seeking I imagined a magical point at which they would make proper music.


The auctioneer coughed behind me and I knew commerce was about to raise its pretty head. It was always preceded by a hush or a cough, indecency shrouded in a cloak of politeness. He talked of guide prices, of one point four, one point five and I knew he meant millions of course, of how the northside gets a bad rap, if the same Crescent was in Howth or Malahide the sky would be the limit.


‘And the fact that Stoker lived next door,’ I asked him. ‘Would that be a help or a hindrance?’


‘Stoker?’


‘Bram Stoker? Who wrote Dracula?’


‘I hadn’t realized,’ he said. ‘Any literary associations are worth a feature in the property section.’


‘And that’s good?’


‘Worth its weight in gold. Might increase the guide price to – ’


And I turned, before he mentioned the next million. I put my hand on his pinstriped shoulder, ushered him gently towards the door.


‘I’m not sure I want to think of it just yet.’


‘Whenever you do,’ he said, and his hand began to fish in his suit pocket.


I told him I already had his card and watched him walk down the sagging staircase, listening to the ticking clocks.


I heard the front door slam and sat on the top step, allowing the transient nature of the house to envelop me once more. I could hear the cries of children from Fairview Park. I could hear the number 30 bus grinding towards the city centre. Everything changes and nothing changed at all.





Hawaii



AN OLD LADY had lived next door, Mrs Considine, who wore tweed suits and carried a walking stick, and of course to my child’s mind she was the vampire’s caretaker, looking after the house for him in the daytime when daylight things needed to be done. Cleaning, I supposed, and the business of making sure the curtains kept out the sunlight. I would see her returning home from the corner shop pulling her wheelie bag, and once I was in there buying smarties when she came in and gave the shopkeeper Colly her list. Tea, batch bread, black pudding and orange juice. What did a vampire need with such comestibles, I wondered. Blood was their sustenance and they foraged for that themselves, always at night. And at night he only manifested himself in the haze that clung to the tulips in the park, in the strange circles the raindrops made around the streetlamps, in the mist that hung around the mudflats of the Tolka river, the sleeping swans appearing and disappearing through it as the mist shifted in the slow breeze that came from the mouth of the Liffey beyond.


It was something like the idea of God, the thought of this vampire: a being who could penetrate your thoughts, who could be everywhere and nowhere, from whom there was no hiding. I managed to forget it for hours, even days sometimes, but then another sound would bring the thought back – the creaking of the old sash from the bedroom window, the ticking of the clocks, but most of all the humming. Sights rarely did the same thing. The morning mist that hung around the park could have been him all right, a manifestation of God or the vampire, but a sight didn’t intrude on you, shock you into the remembrance that he was still there. Walking home across the bridge over the Tolka river, a faint hum and there he was, he had suddenly returned or had been there, unknown to you, all the time.


God of course was good and the vampire was not. But sometimes even that thought lost its comfort because God’s goodness, his searing, blazing certainty that goodness in the end was all, became itself a source of terror. You yourself could never match the magnificence of the goodness of God, you failed daily in your efforts. At heart, you suspected, you were already one of the fallen and had more in common with the vampire himself, just never the courage to admit it. He at least had accepted his lot, was outside of the blaze of sunlight and goodness, beyond the judgement of nuns and priests. You would have liked to discuss these matters with him if you ever met him face to face and while the thought thrilled you, it terrified you even more.


So there were two circumstances in which you might befriend the vampire. One, in which the pressure to be good became intolerable and you wanted to admit – what he had centuries ago admitted – that you would never get there, and you wanted to learn the rules of living without the light. The other circumstance was the one in which you encountered him on his foraging, walking home from the Scout hall or the chip shop, taking a short cut across the park, and the satiated form rose from an already drained body lying among the tulips and turned and caught you in its gaze. The eyes would be dark, you knew, silver and black, dead and unknowable, and you would want to befriend him then because the alternative was too terrifying.


So you would make the admission of the first circumstance. That you, like him, could never be good. And what was it like, living without the light? Why did his housekeeper bring him orange juice and tea if he patently didn’t need them? And what was the significance of the walking stick? And he would take your hand and in one of those rare connections between the living and the undead walk you among the feathery trees and explain it all, finally.


His realm of course was for the most part the night; nothing but his sound ever penetrated the daylight. But once, coming out of the water by the Bull Wall, with my mother still swimming her lazy circles, I became aware of a figure sitting in the shadow of the cement shelter, entire body blotted from the sun, a dark coat hanging loosely over his shoulders, a black beret on his head. Did vampires wear berets? I had no idea, but remember thinking that even if they normally didn’t, it would make a good disguise.


What I felt most of all were his eyes on my body as I towelled myself dry. My clothes were in there on the cement bench beside him, also hidden in the shadow where the hot sun cut across the shelter. They look at you like that, vampires, directly and without shame. Their desire is for the blood that courses through your body, the blood that was reddening my cheeks now – and of course a young kid like me, just in from the cold ocean, wet togs clinging to his groin, exposed just how much blood was available, exposed all of the points which those sharpened teeth would pierce.


I wanted my clothes, wanted to cover myself but didn’t know how to get them. The thought of entering that shelter, letting that shadow course over my hot and cold skin was unthinkable. So I walked back down to the bottom step where the water lapped and my mother was swimming back in. I couldn’t ask her to go with me to the men’s shelter, I already knew that, neither could I dress with her in the women’s, but I knew her presence would provide some solution, a solution I could not as yet imagine, since mothers always do.


‘You’re shivering, lovey,’ she said, coming out of the cold sea. She wasn’t. She never felt that cold. And the water cleaved off her skin like a sheet of fine plastic that magically turned into diamond drops.


‘Why haven’t you changed?’


‘Waiting for you.’


‘Lazybones. Go on, before you catch your death.’


And she put her arm round my shoulder and turned me towards the shelter and to my inexpressible relief, he was gone.


He was afraid of her, I realized. She brought sunlight with her, sunlight all around her, the way a pipe smoker carries his air of tobacco smoke even if he’s not smoking: you can smell it from a few feet off.


We keep secrets from our parents. Mine, at that age, was him. He would return, I knew that instinctively, it was one of the rules of his species. He feared sunlight and mothers, he liked shadows and dark, and he always came back.


I next glimpsed him without his beret, but with the kind of homburg hat that detectives or gamekeepers wear, keeping pace with me behind the dark stripes of the poplar trees in Fairview Park. I was taking a short cut from East Wall and could see the silhouette in the shadows of the trees, outlined by the bright green of the sun on the grass field behind. The bark of the trees was perfectly dark, the line of his hat and the shadows themselves were dark and he was safe as long as he stayed there, as I was safe as long as I stayed out here, where the sun hit my face and the boys kicked a football behind me.


I saw him on a bicycle some weeks later and winter must have been coming in, because there was a wind tugging at his dark trenchcoat and a skein of dark clouds behind him. It was that time of evening when the streetlights show up against the gathering night, and I was kicking my heels down the green with three others when I noticed the bicycle keeping pace. I caught my breath and said nothing – what could you say to friends your own age? – and I noticed the black beret had come back. I kept the others between me and him as I walked, but I noticed that he kept pace too, moving the pedals as if in a slow bicycle race, head always turned towards me; and the cement generator was coming near us with the low electric hum, the vampire moan, and I didn’t want to hear that, so I said goodbye to them quickly, crossed the Clontarf Road and caught a passing number 30 bus which had slowed down by the traffic lights.


And there was one last encounter, in the Strand cinema in North Strand, across the road from the ruins of the houses hit by the stray German bombs. Elvis was playing in Blue Hawaii, and I was mitching school in the half-empty cinema on a Tuesday afternoon. The sea in Hawaii was blue, the sand was a greeny white and Elvis was wearing a Hawaiian shirt with a garland of flowers around his neck and girls were shaking coconuts that rattled when the vampire sat beside me. He was wearing the black beret again and black leather gloves, the purpose of which, I supposed, was to hide his long curling nails. It was dark in the cinema of course, a permanent night, and there were no mothers about so I supposed his time had come. I could feel his hot soft breath on my cheek, heard an odd word that he kind of sighed or whispered. ‘Well.’ And then he repeated it. ‘Well.’


And as Elvis was singing Rock-a-hula baby, oh how I love to kiss my little hula miss, the usherette threw the long beam of her flashlight towards him and he slipped away again, leaving my popcorn scattered on the sticky floor. He was afraid of the light all right, but I knew by then there were no such things as vampires. And when I walked home over the Tolka bridge and saw the mists that hung around the mudflats, the swans appearing and disappearing out of them, I knew the mist was nothing to do with vampires: it was what they had told me in school, something to do with the change in temperature between the water and the air.


When I got to the Crescent and saw Mrs Considine ascending the steps with the help of her stick towards the door with the brass plaque that said BRAM STOKER LIVED HERE I knew I didn’t have to worry about why her master needed tea and orange juice. When I got inside and my mother asked me how was school, and after my long silence asked me was everything all right, I told her I always thought Mrs Considine was a housekeeper for somebody inside, but she said no, she owned the house that the man who wrote Dracula once lived in, and she wondered what it was like, all alone in a house with so many stairs, when she needed a walking stick, poor woman, because of her varicose veins.





Dunne & Crescenza



THERE WAS A note scribbled on a beer mat in the pocket of my funeral coat. It said Half past one, Dunne & Crescenza. I had made an arrangement which I couldn’t remember now, at his wake, in the crush round the bar.
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