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‘O’Brien is, as ever, totally convincing in showing how the young girl’s naivety combines with her ambition for a better life … flashes of wry humour abound … O’Brien’s anguish over the bonds between mothers and daughters is heartfelt, but the power of her book comes from the comparison between the existence of the woman who returned to the limitations of her early years and the life of one who escaped. Neither found happiness, which is why the tale is moving’


Times Literary Supplement


‘Ireland’s greatest female writer … moving, dark and engrossing’


Tatler


‘O’Brien remains a stunning writer whose career has yet to be properly appreciated … For any other writer, such a novel might seem brave or even radical. For O’Brien … it is simply a matter of describing the world, the emotional, fluid, uncontainable world, as she sees it now and always has’


Sunday Herald


‘This disconcerting and skilfully made book… a novel that will sound echoes to anyone who has ever been unlucky in love … a courageous as well as an artful book. It is also a poignant one, whatever its genre, and its shifting, somewhat elusive stance’


Irish Times


‘O’Brien has not lost her ability to sparkle, and the images of the family home, Rusheen, and the young Dilly’s first awestruck impressions of New York and Brooklyn linger long in the memory … The Light of Evening is a sensitive and poetic tribute to the author’s mother’


Observer


‘O’Brien’s new novel finds the author back on sensuous, poetic form’


Sunday Times


‘Her fiction remains so vital and engaged, so contemptuous of piety and convention, so hostile to sentiment and so willing to risk real feeling … We have now a shelf full of novels and story collections that constitute one of the scant handful of careers in English-speaking letters that unquestionably deserves to be called great’


Los Angeles Times


‘The real power of the novel lies in its evocation of the starkly different generations to which mother and daughter belong … O’Brien has … done it again’


Sunday Telegraph


‘The book is a triumph of lyricism and honesty, of a brave and painful confrontation of loss and attachment, written with the unmatched textual sensibility of O’Brien at her finest’


Irish Independent


‘Her magnificent new novel … Written in elegant, lyrical sentences that are, at times, nearer to poetry than prose, this is … perhaps O’Brien’s finest work’


Mail of Sunday




For my mother and my motherland




Edna O’Brien


The Light of Evening
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There is a photograph of my mother as a young woman in a white dress, standing by her mother, who is seated out of doors on a kitchen chair, in front of a plantation of evergreen trees. Her mother is staring with a grave expression, her gnarled fingers clasped as in prayer. Despite the virgin marvel of the white dress and the obligingness of her stance, my mother has heard the mating calls of the world beyond and has seen a picture of a white ship far out at sea. Her eyes are shockingly soft and beautiful.


The photograph would have been taken of a Sunday and for a special reason, perhaps on account of the daughter’s looming departure. A stillness reigns. One can feel the sultriness, the sun beating down on the tops of the drowsing trees and over the nondescript fields, on and on to the bluish swathe of mountain. Later, as the day cools and they have gone in, the cry of the corncrake will carry across those same fields and over the lake to the blue-hazed mountain, such a lonely evening sound to it, like the lonely evening sound of the mothers, saying it is not our fault that we weep so, it is nature’s fault that makes us first full, then empty.


Such is the wrath of the mothers, such is the cry of the mothers, such is the lamentation of the mothers, on and on until the last day, the last bluish tinge, the pismires, the gloaming and the dying dust.





PART ONE
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Dilly
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‘Will you pipe down outta that,’ Dilly says. ‘I said will you pipe down outta that Dilly says, she said.’


Demon of a crow out there before daylight, cawing and croaking, rummaging in the palm tree that is not a palm tree but for some reason misnamed so. Queer bird, all by herself or himself, neither chick nor child, with her omening and her conundruming.


It gives Dilly the shivers it does, and she storing her precious bits and pieces for safety’s sake. Wrapping the cut glasses in case her husband Cornelius is mad enough to use them or lay them down before Crotty the workman, who’d fling them on a hedge or a headland as if they were billy-cans. Her little treasures. Each item reminding her of someone or of something. The china with the flowers that Eleanora loved; as a child she would sit in front of the china cabinet rhapsodising over the sprigs of roses and forget-me-nots painted with such lifelikeness on the bone china and two-tiered cake plate. The glass jug a souvenir of that walk in the vast cemetery in Brooklyn in the twelfth month with the tall bearded man, searching the tombstones and the flat slabs for the names of the Irish-born and coming upon the grave of a Matilda, the widow of Wolfe Tone, and pausing to pay tribute to her.


She is asking her possessions to keep watch over the house, to mind Rusheen, asking her plates with pictures of pears and pomegranates, asking the milk-white china cups with their beautiful rims of gold, dimmed here and there from the graze of lips, a few cracked, where thoughtless visitors had flung them down, that raver for one, who ate enough for four men, raving on about Maire Ruadh, whoever Maire Ruadh was, some lore that Eleanora was versed in. Books and mythologies her daughter’s whole life, putting her on the wrong track from the outset.


The suitcase is already down in the hall, secured with a leather strap because of one of the brass catches being that bit slack. Lucky it is that Con had to go miles away for the mare to be covered. She wants no tears, no snivelling. Amazing that he had got softer over the years, particularly in the last nine months, and she laid low with the shingles, often walking in her sleep, anything to quell the pain, found by him out at the water tank, splashing water on herself to ease the ire.


‘What did I do wrong?’ he kept asking, putting on and off his cap as he loitered.


‘Nothing, you did nothing wrong,’ she answered, cancelling the tribulation of years.


Insisted that he take Dixie the dog with him, knowing that, at the moment of leaving, Dixie would also lie down and whine with a human plaint.


She thumps the cushions in the armchairs of the breakfast room, talks to them, reckons that the swathe of soot at the back of the chimney will act as a kind of shield, stop it from catching fire. She knows Con’s habits, piling on turf and logs, mad for the big blaze, reckless with firewood like there was no tomorrow. The big note she has written is propped up on the mantelpiece: ‘Be sure to put the guard over the fire before you go to bed and pull back the sofa.’ For some reason she winds the clock that has been already wound and lays it face down in its usual place, ticking doggedly.


Out in the dairy she scalds basins, cans and milk buckets, because one thing she does not want to come home to is the after-smell of milk gone sour, a lingering smell that disgusts her and reminds her of sensations she cannot recall.


The squawker is still at it and she shouts back to it as she goes out to the clothes-line to hang a few things, his things, her things and a load of teacloths.


A cold morning, the grass springy with the remains of frost, and in the hollows of the hillock a few very early primroses, shivering away. Funny how they sprouted in one place and not in another. They were the flowers she thought of when she thought flowers, them and buttercups, but mostly she thought of other things: duties, debts, her family, her dog Dixie, the packets of soup that she blended, then warmed up for Con and herself for their morning elevenses, comrades at last, just like Dixie and Dixie’s pal Rover before it got run over. Poor Dixie pining and disconsolate, off her food for weeks, months, expecting her comrade back.


The March wind flapping everything, the clothes as she hangs them, the shreds of plastic bags and silage bags caught on the barbed wire making such a racket and tears running down her cheeks and her nose, tears from the cold and the prospect of being absent for weeks. Yearlings plastered in mud and muck where they have rolled, dung everywhere, on their tails and on the grass which they crop, the two young calves frisky, their kiss-curls covered in muck, playful, then all of a sudden mournful, the cries of them like a bleat as their mother has sauntered out of their view. No mound or blade of grass unknown to her, all of it she knew, the place where her sorrows had multiplied and yet so dear to her, and how many times had they almost lost it? The bailiff one day sympathising with her, saying it hurt him to see a lady like her brought so low, the bills, the unpaid bills, curling up at the edges, on a big skewer, their names that time in the Gazette, yes, the poor mouth and fields going for a song, and her daughter Eleanora, her head in the clouds, quoting from a book that all a person needed was a safe and splendid place. Still, her visits were heaven, a fire in the front room and chats about style, not jumping up to clear away the dishes at once, but lolling and talking, while knowing that there were things that could not be discussed, private things pertaining to Eleanora’s wanderlust life. How she prayed and prayed that her daughter would not die in mortal sin, her soul eternally damned, lost, the way Rusheen was almost lost.


There was the time, the once upon a time, when the grey limestone wall ran from the lower gate all the way past the cottages to the town, girding their acres, but no longer so. Fields given away for nothing or half-nothing to pay rates or pay bills, timber taken without so much as by your leave, and likewise turf from the bog, every Tom, Dick and Harry allowed to cut turf, to save turf, and to carry it home in broad daylight. How many times had they come within a hair’s breadth of losing it? Still, her pride was salvaged, Rusheen was theirs, the old faithful trees keeping watch and enough head of cattle to defray expenses at least for six months or so to come. Not starving like unfortunate people in countries where rain, drought and wars reduced them to gaping skeletons.


Madam Crow still in her roost with her caw caw caws, the morning still cold, but not the bitter cold of a week earlier when she had to wear mittens for her chilblains, had to drag the one storage heater from room to room to keep things from getting damp, to keep wallpaper from shedding, her ornaments stone-cold like they were frostbitten, and that stab of memory when she put her cheek to the cheek of a plaster lady called Gala and suddenly back in that cemetery in Brooklyn with the bearded man, Gabriel, and the kiss that tasted of melted snow, but God the fire in it. Gabriel, the man she might have tied the knot with except that it was not meant to be. Putting it to sleep, like putting an animal down.


In a way she was glad to be going, glad that Dr Fogarty had got a bed for her, after months of delaying and procrastination, he believing there was nothing wrong with her, only nerves and the toll of the shingles, telling her that the shingles made people depressed, that and other bull, how shingles took a long time to abate, and she telling him that they never abated, that they were always there, worse before rain, barometers of a sort. Patsy, who had done a bit of nursing, coming twice a week to her rescue, bathed the sores, remembered a few things from her nursing days, what ointment to apply, keeping watch to make sure that they had not looped around her back, to form a ring, because that circular loop was fatal. Patsy giving them their Latin name, Herpes zoster, describing how the pain attacked the line of the nerves, something Dilly knew beyond the Latin words when she had wept night after night as they oozed and bled, when nothing, no tablet, no prayer, no interceding, could do anything for her, a punishment so acute that she often felt one half of her body was in mutiny against the other half, a punishment for some terrible crime she had committed.


‘How long more?’ she would ask of Patsy.


‘They have to run their course, missus,’ Patsy would reply, and so they had and so they did and most mornings she would twist round to look in the wardrobe mirror to make sure they had not spread, that the fatal ring had not formed. She’d never forget the moment that Patsy let out a big hoorah and said, ‘We’re winning, missus, we’re sucking diesel,’ because the little scabs had changed colour, got more wishy-washy, which was a sign that they had decided to recede and in time their skins would fall off.


Then the next ordeal, a matter so private, so shaming it could not be discussed with Patsy and scarcely with Dr Fogarty himself. She asked him to take her word that she was spotting blood and to please not examine her but to give her something to stem it, baulking at the thought of having to undress and be seen half-naked and her insides probed.


‘You won’t feel pain … only discomfort,’ he had said.


‘Don’t ask me, Doctor, don’t ask me to do it,’ she had begged, and he could not understand the fears and eventually her blurting it out, ‘We were reared in the dark ages, Doctor,’ and he tut-tutting that, then opening a rickety folding screen for her to go behind and undress herself.


Before a week, him calling in person to speak alone with Cornelius in the sitting room and their coming out and telling her that she would have to go to Dublin for observation. Observation for what? As if she was a night sky.


Indoors she pulls on her fawn camel coat and brown angora beret, then drags the butt of a worn lipstick across her mouth without even consulting a mirror and listens for the beeps from Buss the hackney driver, who has promised to be there at eleven sharp. Dipping her fingers in the holy water font, she blesses herself repeatedly and says to the house, ‘I’m off now, but I’ll be home soon, I’ll be home soon,’ when, to her amazement, Buss has stolen a march on her and come into that kitchen. Taken unawares and flustered now, because her hour has come, she says with almost girlish effusiveness, ‘You’re the best man, Buss, and the best shepherd in the land.’





Jerome
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The talk is of dying, of death, as they drive along, not just old people but young people in the prime of life taken, as Buss keeps telling her; Donal, a father of four, at his petrol pump five days previously, suddenly complaining about a pain in his chest and dead before morning, poor wife and children shell-shocked.


‘Is it the climate?’ Dilly asks.


‘Is it what we’re eating? Is it that we’re eating the wrong foods?’ Buss replies.


Neither knows the answer. All they know is that there have been far too many deaths and far too many funerals, graveyards chock-a-block, standing room only, coffins piled up in cramped, over-filled graves.


‘It’s the young people that I feel sorriest for,’ Buss says, and she recoils, seeing this as some sort of castigation of her, and feeling nettled she grows silent.


Nothing but lorries, the Monday morning toll of them. One lorry in front and another behind, restless to pass. The one in front with a load of wettish sand that is blowing back onto the windscreen, scumming it up.


‘Hard to see,’ Buss says, taking the bit of rag that he keeps to hand on the dashboard, intending to wipe the windscreen, when the lorry behind them decides to pass and a contretemps ensues with the lorry in front. It pulls up outside a building site, lurches across the road, sand spattered in all directions, and the drivers of both lorries having a verbal to-do.


‘Another bungalow going up, nothing but bungalows,’ Buss says as they drive along, hoping to revive the conversation.


She is thinking that at seventy-seven she is of course not young, she should be ready to go but she is not, cravenly asking for a few more years. He coughs a few dry coughs and asks if she’s going just for a check-up, because he is quite happy to wait, doesn’t mind one bit, his voice so conciliatory that she melts and the little huff passes.


‘The shingles,’ she answers evasively. Devils, he calls them, his sister Lizzie laid up with them for the best part of a year, crazy from them until the good Lord guided her in the way of the healer. A healer! The beauty of the word a balm. In a mounting astonishment she hears how this man heals with his own blood, pricks his own finger, rubs the blood onto the scab, smears it all over the patient, repeats the procedure after eleven days and then, after the third visit, not even a scab, the miracle completed.


‘A nice sup of blood he uses up,’ Buss says and goes on to sing the praises of a man with a vocation as holy as any priest, a man who would go a hundred miles to help a person and not charge a tosser for it. All his sister was implored upon was not to scrape them, not to itch them, to let the rub, to let the blood do its work. A nicer man he tells her she could not meet, a lovely house and farm, a lovely wife, applying his gift, a gift that has come down the generations, five generations so far. ‘He never studied, not a paper, not a textbook… the books he reads are the people that come to him,’ he tells her, adding that he has a special affinity for the old people, knowing how down-and-out they get and with scant sympathy from the young. She is emboldened to ask and Buss says why not and that maybe providence had sent it their way.


The side roads are narrow, sheltered, the pebbledash houses with painted white stones as ornaments on either pier, the birds walking, scudding, singing, all the signs of spring and the saplings with that flow of purple in their veins. They have decided to chance it, the healer’s farm being only twenty miles off the main road and in her now gusts of hope, the morbid gloom of earlier brushed away. Something so sacred about this man using his own blood, as did the Saviour. She thinks, their car will be turning back from Dublin towards home, a dinner on, that bit of bacon she had put to soak for Cornelius, simmering away, the cabbage in the same pot for flavour, cooking slowly, not like the modern fad for rapid cooking. She listens with amusement at Buss’s tirade about the workman on the tractor, never off that tractor for the 365 days of the year.


‘He wouldn’t be the best of workers,’ Buss says sourly, resenting a man perched on his backside, the sharp blade thinning the hedges that do not need thinning, just to rook the government.


‘What hedges are they?’ she asks out of friendliness.


‘They’re white thorn and briar, and all he’s doing is to strew the road with thorns and splinters, pure spite, just to give a person a puncture.’


Dilly and Jerome the faith healer are in a small downstairs room off the kitchen. There is a single bed, a rocking chair and a black metal reading lamp, its hood resting on the pillowslip as if it too is a patient. For modesty’s sake Jerome draws the slatted blind, though there is nothing in the field outside, not even an animal. She lifts her jumper, then awkwardly unhooks her pink broderie anglaise brassiere that reaches way below her ribs and peels down the elasticated roll-on that she put on for appearances and that has been killing her since they set out. He clicks on the lamp and trains the beam along her body, front, back and sides, and with a seer’s knowledge is able to tell her when the shingles started and when they started to abate. Fortified by such accuracy she asks him for the rub, for his blood that will heal her.


‘It’s not only shingles ma’am,’ he says and swivels the lamp away from her, quenching it.


‘I know, I know that, but if you can cure one thing, you can cure another.’


‘Oh, God, if only I could,’ he says, recounting the droves of people who’ve come with the same hopes as her, the same dream, and it breaking his heart because all he lives for is to cure people and send them away happy.


‘Maybe you could try.’


‘A fella has a gift for one thing but not another,’ he says helplessly and makes to leave the room in order that she can dress.


‘Is there any other healer I could go to?’ she asks.


‘Not that I know of … you’re better off now with the men in Dublin, the specialists,’ he says.


‘But you see … you saw,’ she says.


‘I’m only guessing … I’m a simple sort of fella,’ he says, abashed.


Their eyes meet and part, each staring into the folorn space, a shaft of disappointment; he because he is unable to help her, and she because she is thrown back into her own quagmire of uncertainty.





Flaherty
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Dilly has been admitted, registered, X-rayed, tapped and thumped, hammer blows to her chest and between her shoulder blades, a stethoscope onto her heart and, upon being told to breathe deeply, made a fool of herself by coughing incessantly; different nurses leading her hither and thither, up and down the long corridors, the smells of wax polish, oranges and Dettol. She has glimpsed into the wards – people with visitors, sitting up; others half doped, back from their operations – and she has observed the various statues and holy pictures, particularly the vast painting of the Sacred Heart in the upper hall, the carmine red of his robes so rich and opulent, a lone figure in a desert landscape.


Bidding goodbye to Buss was a wrench, goodbye to the world as it were, poor Buss tipping his peaked cap over and over again as he stood by the outer glass doors, not allowed in any further, but reluctant to go.


She is in her bed now, in a corner of the ward that is quite secluded from the main section. Her little niche with a view of the garden outside, the dark, thin, tapering branches, still leafless, scribbling their morse onto the night sky. The sky, not pitch-dark like country sky but flushed from the reflection of cars, buses and street lamps. She is on edge – the strangeness of things, strange sounds, coughings, moans and the suspense of what is yet to be. The questions they flung at her on admittance, having to rake up so much of the past. What did her mother die of? What did her father die of? She couldn’t answer, which only proved how callous she had been. No, she had not given them enough love and that too a blemish on her soul. Another question that freaked her. Why had she gone in the first place to her local doctor at home? She had gone out of terror, pure and simple. Their matter-of-factness, so very heartless.


Nurse Flaherty is standing over her bed, arms akimbo, looming, as if to question why she is not yet asleep.


Nurse Flaherty is a big woman, her hair the colour of gun-metal, drawn severely over the crown of her head and frizzed at the back where it is held down with a wide brass slide. From the moment they met earlier, there was an innate antagonism between them, Nurse Flaherty that bit sarcastic, wondering aloud how Mrs Macready managed to get the best spot in the whole ward and who was it that pulled strings, then remarking on her shortness of breath, dismissed the suggestion that it was from climbing the fourteen entrance steps, both steep and unfamiliar.


‘Seventeen steps,’ Nurse Flaherty corrected her.


Are you sure, Nurse?’


‘Seventeen steps,’ Nurse Flaherty said, thereby establishing her sovereignty.


Nor had Dilly liked it one bit when, as a young nurse was folding her clothes to be put in safe keeping until she be discharged, Nurse Flaherty kept commenting on them; weren’t they gorgeous and some people must be rolling in it. One garment in particular had taken her fancy, so much so that if its owner ever got tired of it, she knew who to pass it on to. It was a tweedex cardigan with mother-of-pearl buttons which Dilly had knitted throughout an entire winter and rarely wore, kept in tissue paper with camphor balls, for that special occasion. Then the quizzing as to where she came from, which county, which the nearest town and, having discovered the exact locality, pouncing on her with: ‘Are you on the lake?’ It transpired that the nurse knew Dilly’s son Terence, the chemist, met him at the annual Christmas spree when nurses, doctors, chemists et al met in that hotel out in Dun Laoghaire for a dinner-dance. Such a nice young man, sat with a load of girls for the starter and later asked her up to dance, a gentleman.


But now she seems even bossier having, as she says, read the report in the doctor’s file, was au fait with Dilly’s medical status, the immune system weak from the shingles, the blood pressure sky-high, vessels blocked and furred up, lumps and bumps, the ticker erratic, hence that blackout in the bakery in Limerick, and with a triumph concludes that she has the full picture.


‘You should have had a PAP smear years ago … every sensible woman does … it’s the gold standard …’ the nurse says, shaking the thermometer vigorously, as though aggravated by it.


‘Well, gold standard or no gold standard, I didn’t,’ Dilly says, flatly, then foolishly enquires if there’s something she should know and know now.


‘They won’t know until you undergo the knife … they’ll know then if you’re riddled with it or not.’


‘Don’t, Nurse, don’t.’


‘You asked, didn’t you?’


‘Now I un-ask,’ she says and, changing the subject, remarks how nice it is to be by a window with a view of garden and shrubs and those trees.


A striped black and grey cat has positioned itself on the window sill outside, staring in at them, meowing and, with its paws, assaulting the steel window frame, determined to get in.


‘She’s talking to you,’ the nurse says.


‘Send her away,’ Dilly says.


‘Sibsibsib,’ the nurse says in a coaxing voice.


‘Send her away.’


‘She won’t go … she comes every night … she had kittens in a shoe box in that locker of yours a few weeks back … curled up inside it … this end was empty on account of the decorating so she made it her headquarters. One kitten died and she keeps coming back for it.’


‘I don’t like the look of her,’ Dilly says.


‘Oh, she could operate on you … she could get to your ovaries,’ the nurse tells her and with a strange elation sings as she goes, ‘Coosh the cat from under the mat, coosh the cat from under the table.’


Jangled now, Dilly is thinking who might rescue her from there. It cannot be Cornelius, nor Fogarty, nor her hard-boiled son Terence. It has to be Eleanora. She pictures her beyond in England with the shelves of books up to the ceiling and white flowers, usually lilies, in a big pewter jug, insouciant, mindless of this plea. She recalls the letters she wrote in the nights, on pink paper, on vellum, on ruled or jotting paper, pouring her troubles out in order for her daughter to know the deep things, the wounds she had to bear:


Dearest Eleanora,


I got shaky on a stepladder yesterday and nearly came a cropper. I was painting a ceiling for when you come. I know you like a nice ceiling. You mentioned one in the Vatican done by a master and many hands. You have travelled far and yet you do not forget you have a mother. Your letter and enclosures are a godsend. I needn’t tell you, as you know from your own experience, that men think five pounds should last a year. With your first pay packet from those misers you worked for you sent me the makings of a summer dress and bristle hairbrush. The way you thought of me. Nowadays I don’t like to spend on myself but on Rusheen. When you’ve lived in a place for over fifty years you don’t like to see it go to rack and ruin. As per your instructions, I bought another electric blanket with the money and switch it on a half an hour before bedtime and God it’s like being in the Canaries, not that I ever was or ever will be. I also paid the TV licence out of your enclosure and got the cooker fitted with two instant hot plates. The oven was not right either. If only life was plain sailing but it isn’t. Cakes used to never fail on me before but they do now. The last one I made was a flop, more like a pudding and suitable only with a rich custard poured over it. I will send you one anon, as a cake always comes in handy for unexpected callers. As you know, I keep the odd lodger. It’s company as well as a bit of pin money. I’ve had a German and his son for some time but the little boy is gone to Munich as the mother got custody for three months. She came to Dublin to collect him. Sad to see him go. Reminded me of the first time you left for the convent and I watched you going down the lawn and knew that it was for ever. The sped arrow cannot be recalled.


Dearest Eleanora,


When do you come? I saw in the paper where you were protesting along with others about nuclear weapons. I suppose you won’t be coming until the boys get their summer holidays. How they love roaming the fields. Did you get my last letter? I sometimes get addled and can’t remember if I posted it or if it might be behind a plate waiting for a stamp. Your postcard from Spain arrived. Was that business or pleasure? Mrs Reeves has left Ireland, gone back to England, had her fill of here. I had a nice letter from Bude. She left Ireland last Tuesday with all her goods and chattels, even the dog and the budgie, and mind you she was lonely. She stayed here for four days and four nights and as you know she is fussy, but she seemed to enjoy it and ate and drank everything I set before her. When she was going she handed me an envelope, said she would not be able to send any present as there might be duty on it from England and told me to buy myself a gift, but I did not take it from her as I would not like her to think I had charged her. I think she was pleased, not for the money’s sake but for the principle. I don’t know what was in the envelope but even if it was one hundred pounds I would not take it.


Hooligans rotted some of our lovely old trees in the back avenue, dumping heaps of manure against them. Pure spite. Your good friend poor Shane is gone. He wrote about six months ago from the north of England to say he had lost three stone and that he’d lost joints off his fingers working for the railway but he was expecting good compensation as the union was fighting his case. Yet he didn’t live to see it. He would have been better off in the country with an open-air life as most people are. The way you loved him as a child, doted on him, saying you’d marry at the consenting age and he and you would live in the chicken run. We used to laugh over it. I thought they may bring home the remains as is usually done but they didn’t. I’m sure he left a good bit of money but when you’re gone few care. Isn’t life full of twists and turns? I wish you’d come for six months. I seem to have got a big burst of energy writing this whereas sometimes I haven’t enough strength to hold pen or pencil. You will find that one day as you get older. I worry about you and your travelling to the different places. Nowhere is safe now. My undying love to you.


Dear Eleanora


Had you been here last week you would have pitied your father and I. We lost a cow, a fine Friesian, due to the neglect of a pup of a vet who had come to de-horn them but was in such a hurry to get off to a horse show in the city he had not bothered to anaesthetise their temples and as a result all the animals went mad around the fields, charging into each other more like bulls than cattle, roaring, bellowing, a scene out of medieval times, them setting upon one another, causing each other such wounds and lacerations the whole field was like a war zone. A spectacle over which your father or I had no control. All we could do was stand inside the gate and witness the carnage that was to cost us dearly, for when the young Friesian went down, others who had been venting their rage and their itch teamed up, began attacking her and did their dirtiest, and straight away dogs came from all over and fought each other for the legs and shins and limbs of the unfortunate one who perished.


Dear Eleanora


Yes, I named you after a Swedish girl I lodged with in the States, hoping that it would be lucky. Her first name was Solveig but her middle name was Eleanora. There are odds and ends you must take back when you come, eleven Doulton plates, one alas broken. Don’t blame me, my darling, for being upset that time five years ago when I got the wire at midnight from that queer-as-two-left-shoes husband of yours to say you had disappeared, abandoned your children, that you were very ill mentally as he put it and going to a psychologist so I thought it must be drastic. I fell for his lie and who wouldn’t? But I just ask that you do not drink alcohol as drink weakens the resolve.


The TV that you gave us packed up again and we got it fixed but it doesn’t stay right. Our sewerage also gave up and must have been stopped for years. Yesterday a chimney pot fell down and the breakfast room chimney blocked with crows’ nests so we’re upside-down and downside-up as the fella says. I saw your photograph in the paper but can I say the outfit you wore didn’t do you justice. It exaggerated your figure by twice your size, and the gathers and belt made you fatter. You have many ill-wishers here. Poor Dunny died alone in the gate lodge. The rats nearly got him before he was found. It’s only fit to be demolished. There have been twenty so far wanting to get possession of it, grabbers. Someone broke in there one night, slept there and left it in a disgusting condition. No visitors, only William on Sunday evenings, endless speeches on world affairs and after two hours of it telling me the imperial sands are shifting Mrs M. His brother Edward got a new overcoat, maybe second-hand, so as they can go now to the same mass on Sundays as previously one had to wait until the other came home from the first mass to hand over the coat. It seems they don’t talk at all only fight. The mother’s will was unclear. Edward got a field up the Commons that William wanted to build on for the remarkable view, and there followed dispute and foul play, a stream de-routed, a stream that animals drank from, Edward concluded it was his brother’s dirty work and the sergeant had to be called.


A stranger came up here the other evening, a marvellous sunny evening and asked me to excuse his cheek but said he had never seen a house that looked so beautiful, so we are not in the ha’penny places after all. The creeper makes for a splash of colour in contrast with the sandstone and of course the trees are a feature. You used to have a swing on the walnut tree and talk to yourself. Your brother says he will sever all ties with us unless we do as he asks and sign Rusheen over to him. I forgot to mention that there are two cakes in the post for you, one is a flop, the other a standby. You get so little time to bake, and remember you can steam bits of the reject one in emergency. You are never out of my mind. I feel the cold more than I used to and this house is big, ceilings high, one fire isn’t much. Moroney’s pub has got two new big electric heaters but Pa will make sure the drinking boys pay for them. The doctor is marrying his sister-in-law, a thing no Papal Bull would allow, but it is an old and a true saying a man’s wife is never dead. Little things keep coming back to me. I remember when you were young sitting on the back step one day and saying, ‘Mam, I’d love nice clothes.’ I suppose style does give an uplift when one is young and minus the spare tyre. Your father has the ulcer now for years, it’s getting no better, always taking the magnesia or some jollup and won’t go for a consultation, says there’s nobody to look after the horses, says he can’t leave them to die so he has to wait. How I wish he’d get rid of them as they swallow money.





Gabriel


[image: image]



Dim now the lights in the ward, one light from the passage, miscellaneous sounds, snores, coughs and groans, sleepers trapped in their dreams, in their nightmares, caught in them and Dilly wishing she had not come, wishing she had stayed home, sick or no sick. Thoughts, unbidden, come into her mind, like those bats that come in a window in the summer and roam and rampage the night long. Her mind a jumble. Things learnt by heart at school – ‘The Harp that once through Tara’s hall … Gearoid Og … The fall of the house of Kildare.’ Again, she recalls setting out lonesome for America, the ship ploughing the main, waves high as a house, crashing in, flying crockery, prayers and screams at the birth of that unwanted child.


A junior nurse doing the rounds sees that she is fidgety, muttering to herself, stops to ask if she needs something, and unwisely Dilly tells her how her mind is spinning, there’s bats, the big ship, inspectors on Ellis Island shouting at people to ‘keep moving, keep moving’, at which the nurse runs off alarmed.


It is only a matter of minutes before Nurse Flaherty has arrived with two sleeping pills in a little plastic cup, which she rattles gaily, like a child with its first fallen tooth, rattled for the fairies.


‘Oh no, oh no, I don’t need them things,’ she says, but the nurse will have none of it. Them things give such a lovely peaceful sleep and such lovely dreams, ‘moonlight in Mayo’ time. Dilly is adamant. She never takes tablets and does not intend to.


‘Well, you’re taking them now because you’re up to ninety,’ she is told.


‘Even a spoon of a cough bottle dopes me … it’s one of my rules,’ she says.


‘Except I make the rules here,’ Nurse Flaherty says, decisively.


‘You see, they don’t give a natural sleep,’ Dilly says, half placating.


‘How would you know? You never had a one in your life.’


‘I did when I was in hospital years ago and I was befuddled for a week.’


‘Modern medicine is different … streamlined. Six or seven good hours’ sleep and you wake refreshed.’


‘Don’t ask me, Nurse,’ Dilly says, close to tears.


‘Look, don’t you rise me because when I’m risen I’m a divil.’


‘The doctor didn’t say I was to have them.’


‘The doctor does his job and I do mine … that’s how things work in St Joseph’s Ward.’


Filling the tumbler of water from the bedside jug, she proffers the two turquoise capsules from the palm of her hand. Dilly swallows one. It tastes bitter and the aftermath bitterer still, as she retches in indignation.


Already the nurse has the second one to her lips, outlining them as with a crayon or a lipstick. One is not enough, one botches the whole procedure, it has to be two or nothing.


Dilly took the second one and scarcely had she lain back before the swoonings began. She clutched at the rungs of the bed, only to feel them soften and the bed itself beginning to sink, as before her eyes there galloped a riderless horse, and the consultant who had examined her is wringing the neck of a dead Rhode Island cockerel. I am Dilly and I am not Dilly, she says, clutching the strings of her nightgown, up-down, down-up, like milking a cow, and the last lucid bit of her mind going, going, gone as the tablets begin to wreak their worst. She pleads with herself to stay calm. She even believes that she is mastering these onslaughts, yet at that moment some ultimate door in her has been broken open and is swinging crazily on its hinges, then a burst as in childbirth and the flood gates flung open.


I am I amn’t I amn’t. Feel for the bell feel for it Dilly it’s somewhere, find it squeeze it Nurse Nurse. She can’t hear me. They’re not listening. Is this how I die is this how one dies no one to give me the Last Sacrament all alone didn’t I rock the cradle like many another mother. Oh good God I’m slipping I’m slipping. Well …If it isn’t himself that’s in it if it isn’t Gabriel, eyes the softest brown the brown of the bulrushes, the lake reeds never boast a bulrush but the bog reeds do, cottony at first before they don their stout brown truncheons. Men are queer fish hard and soft both all pie when they want you so sweet and whispery sweeter than a woman then not. Distant. Wild irises beyond in that field they’re kinda swaying. Hard to beat them. The upper part of your face is kinda familiar and so is your good navy suit. You scamp you. Nothing is forgotten. Up to the time he was seven St Columcille was a very unruly boy. Things miscarry. Letters. Gifts. The waistcoat I was making for you that black Christmas I posted it to Wisconsin to the wilds where you sawed trees all day long from dawn till dusk, you and a Finn lost two fingers there. The pressed jessamine and aster that you stole in the municipal park that Sunday in Brooklyn I have had framed. A simple dark green frame on a bed of white silk, ruching. You might have written. Every bit of your daily life interests me. I wrote this day fortnight but it was returned. Tampered with. Are you by any chance dead? A post office mistress has a speciality for opening other people’s letters. Not easy for me making time to write. I have a man very hard on socks and workmen need three meals a day with jugs of tea and bread in between. My darling you will always have a message from me if only a postcard when I cannot make time for a letter. I would know if you were dead. Perhaps you are on your way here. Be sure to bring a candle a Christmas candle we need a bit of light to shed on things. So many misunderstandings. I was going across to you, you were coming across to me, but I was motioned back, told to sit down and wait and that you would be with me seven years from this day. If you would get yourself photographed front face and silhouette and send it to me I will send postal order by return. Make sure the photographer catches the spill of your hair and your trim black beard. I have been told that you will be with me openly seven years from this day. Better call at night after the lights are out. Sometimes a well-dressed lady on horseback rides by here with leaflets to distribute, things on her mind, I reckon. Once there was a child with her riding double. Walk right round the house in case of spies and then tap on the window, a good smart rap, and I’ll sit up. We could go to the boathouse in Googy Park, boat half rotten but we’ll be safe enough off over there on the island, no one to split us asunder. Write to me. I am weary weary of the pen, weary of asking.


Dilly struggles for air, for breath, her eyes refusing to peel open, the very same as if they’ve been glued together, pandemonium, shouting, ‘Get Counihan get Counihan.’ She is fighting someone off, a nun, a nun’s face and a nun’s white habit, stiff as plaster of Paris, the voice telling her, ‘You’re all right, you’re all right now’ and she is being led back from the stairs, back to her own bed, hoisted almost, two of them, one on either side helping her, not able to feel the ground, not caring, their laying her back in the bed and such a look of consternation on the poor nun’s face. ‘I think I was in Yankee land’ Dilly says apologetically.


‘Only for Nurse Aoife finding you, you’d be in Kingdom Come … thank the good Lord and our Blessed Lady and His angels and saints. I’ll get Doctor Counihan to come and see you.’


‘It was those pills, they sent me sky-high. I’m back to myself now, I don’t need a doctor at all’ she says and wonders timidly if there is a chance of a cup of tea.


No longer agitated, just a little wanderish, she sees her life pass before her in rapid succession, like clouds, different shapes and different colours, merging, passing into one another, the story of her life being pulled out of her, like the pages pulled from a book.





PART TWO
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Mushrooms


[image: image]



We were beyond in the bog footing turf, three girls and Caimin and me. The small brown stooks like igloos in rows along the bank, gaps in them for the wind to circulate, to dry them out. When we’d finished someone said that the tinkers had been driven out of the Caoisearach, sent packing in their caravans, themselves and their children and their ponies, and that there was bound to be mushrooms because wherever there were horses or ponies the mushrooms always sprung up.


Creena was the smartest of us at finding them. She had eyes in the back of her head and the minute she came on a crop she commandeered them, folded her bib to make a pouch, to bring them home for her mother to cook in milk, as a broth. There were two kinds of mushrooms, the domes like egg cups, snug in the grass, and the taller ones with smudgy brown mantles that quivered. We devoured them raw, but Eileen said they were gorgeous roasted on hot coals, held at the end of the tongs and flavoured with a pinch of salt.


The Shannon lake way below and suddenly Caimin was shouting, calling, ‘There she goes, the ship bound for America,’ and we looked and we couldn’t see it because there was nothing whatsoever on that lake, only round towers and islets, but we pretended, we all pretended that we saw the ship and waved to her.


‘Westwards … in her beautiful white cloak,’ he said. He was going to cross the Atlantic Ocean in a boat all by himself like Brendan the Navigator and be a hero and go down in the annals.


Maybe I decided then or maybe not. There was always so much talk about America, every young person with the itch to go. Nothing for us in the rocky fields, only scrag and reeds and a few drills of potatoes.


Little did I dream that one day I would be lemon-oiling the banisters of the stairs of Mr and Mrs P.J. McCormack in their mansion in Brooklyn and dusting the treasures on Mrs McCormack’s dressing table, the tiny glass pots with their silver tops, the silver-backed brush and comb set, the silk pin cushion skewered with her hat pins, Matilda, corsages of violets and strawberries pinned to her bosom.


Creena was making us all laugh with a dance that her aunt had taught her. Her Aunt Josephine had been home from Boston, cut a dash every Sunday with a change of style for mass, telling people that America was out of this world and that no sooner did a craze for one dance catch on than another dance took over, all crazes, all fads.


My mother found the note I’d written and hidden under the mattress. It said, I want to go to America where I can have nice clothes and a better life than I have here,’ and signed Dilly. She beat me for it and ripped an old straw hat that I was decorating with gauze. She was furious. I would stick at my books and stay home and be useful. I was a good pupil, the way she was a good pupil before me. Again and again she would tell it, how when she was in the school she prayed for rain, downpours, so that the teacher would let her spend the night in the school because it was too far to walk the four miles home barefoot. She would tell how she used what was left of daylight to keep studying. Why should America claim Ireland’s sons and daughters, Ireland needing them, so many that had died on the scaffold and many more to die, including, though she did not know it then, her own son. Had I no nature to want to leave, to bolt? We were always at loggerheads, my mother and me, both being very stubborn and strong willed.
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