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  INTRODUCTION.




  Here is a small collection of short stories. They are about fictional, simple 'everyday' people. If they have a common denominator, it is the one all human beings share – life and death. From the birth of a child, to the sad and lonesome death of a homeless wino. Where these stories came from, ask not, for I am not sure. Some of them have been growing within me for decades, waiting until they were fully formed and ready to be told. One has it's genesis back in the late 1960s, when I was on a bus, heading for a summer college in the Donegal Gaeltacht. Passing through a small village, I saw, from the window of the bus, a badly disfigured woman walking on the street. Another came from seeing a newspaper photograph, around 1974, of the funeral of a British soldier, killed by a landmine in South Armagh. His pregnant girlfriend was inconsolable at his graveside. Others in the collection have been with me only a short time, before forming themselves quite quickly in my imagination, into tellable, and I hope, enjoyable stories.




  1.


  OUR AGGIE HAD THAT!





  




  Our Aggie was delicate. Apparently she was born delicate. It seems that a lot of delicate people carry their delicacy from birth. I can’t swear that’s the case with all delicate people, but our Aggie was definitely born delicate. My Ma told me that. My Ma told everyone that. I reckon that our Aggie being delicate was like a source of pride to my Ma.




  “Oh, our Aggie is very delicate,” she would tell the neighbours. “The doctor in the Royal said so himself - he was a professor, really.” When I heard this, I remember thinking how smart a woman my Ma was. Some fella above in the Royal, in Belfast, going about, passing himself off as a doctor, but my Ma saw through him. She knew, straight away, that he was only a professor.




  “They didn’t think our Aggie would live, she was so delicate,” was another of my Ma's testimonies to her daughters special status. It was as though being delicate was the equivalent to having an IQ of 537, or something.




  One day, when I was about five and a half, and off school with the measles, I was playing on the kitchen floor with a battleship. Well, it was really one of my father's Sunday shoes. Even though I had inherited my Ma's ability to see things as they really were, sometimes I choose not to. My Ma was washing clothes and humming happily to herself. My Da was at work. Packy, my older brother and Aggie, the oldest - and most delicate - of the three of us, were at school. I was busy bombarding the battleship from a great height with the last few remaining wooden blocks that Santa had brought me a couple of Christmases ago. As I made my final bomb-run over the hapless warship, stranded in mid-Atlantic, a neighbour woman, Josie McCabe, came into the house. She was on her way home from the town and weighed down with two shopping bags. She still had a mile of road to go to her own house and always called in on her way to and from the town. In fact, anytime she had occasion to pass our house, she came in.




  “Are you here, Molly?” she called to my Ma, kicking my ship out of her path, as she trudged through to the kitchen. Flea-arse!! That’s what Packy and Aggie always called her. Behind her back, mind you. 'Flea-arse McCabe'. The grown-ups sometimes called her that as well. Once I heard my Ma tell my Da that Flea-arse had been in and sat the whole day, blackguarding the neighbours.




  “Come in, come in, Josie and sit down. I was just putting on the kettle,” my Ma lied, abandoning her washing to shift the kettle over to the hottest plate on the stove. “You’ll take a sup of tae?”




  “God no, don’t be making tae for me, Molly. Don’t be going to any trouble.”




  “No trouble, Josie. I was just making myself a sup when you landed,” my Ma lied again. “Any stir in the town, Josie.”




  “Divil a bit. Except for John James McBrien isn’t well. They say he’ll hardly do.”




  ‘Aaah, God. Poor John James. Is he sick?” My Ma seemed genuinely concerned.




  “Sure, he’s in the ospidall, Molly - rushed off in an amlance at three this morning.”




  “God help him. I never heard. The heart, is it Josie?”




  “ Well could be. Sure he never looked after himself since the wife died, God be good to her. I met the daughter, Mary Ann on the street and axed her was there any word. She said that they think it might be double pneumonia. That’s all I can tell you.”




  “Pneumonia!! That’s a terra!' my Ma paused for just the briefest instant. “Our Aggie had that, you know, Josie.” I retrieved my upturned battleship from where Flea-arse had kicked it and returned it to its last known position in mid ocean - about two foot west of the armchair. As I resumed my aerial bombardment, my Ma regaled her visitor with a blow by blow account of how the pneumonia virus had survived our Aggie.




  Another day, a couple of years later, Packy and me were sitting at the table relishing a supper of my Ma's treacle bread and mugs of milky tea. Packy, being older than me, was of course in charge of 3




  allocating which pieces were for him and which were for me. This was a position he had appointed himself to, by virtue of the fact that he was older and could always beat me in a fight. Our Aggie, because of her delicate disposition, was not allowed to eat in the cold kitchen, but as always, had her supper served to her as she sat in the armchair by the fire. And then in came Nettie Higgins. She was some sort of a cousin of my Ma.




  Now, Nettie was a huge fat woman and she walked with lumbering, difficult steps. With the hurtful cruelty of children, we had often shouted vicious and unkind abuse at Nettie - brazenly going right up to her face to say it and then scampering away. We knew she hadn’t a chance of catching us, but to see her attempt to run was the most entertaining sight to our uncaring little black hearts. Her only redress was to report us to our more fleet of foot Ma. My Ma could run and my Ma could hit. That’s why, anytime Nettie came into our house, a fearful silence would befall Packy and me as we waited for the official complaint to be lodged against us. But, fortunately for us, we were not the reason for her visit this time.




  “Come in, come in and sit down, Nettie,” my Ma issued her usual greeting.




  “Ah, I’ll only sit for a minute,” Nettie blew, “My feet are killing me. It’s these new shoes. they have me crippled!” Now, I think I was about six then, but even at that young age I had the wit to know that her new shoes had very little to do with the state of Nettie's feet. No human feet were ever designed to carry a burden as heavy as she was. I didn’t bother saying anything, though.




  “You should see the doctor and get him to put you on some sort of a diet,” my Ma voiced my thoughts, more or less.




  “God knows I did,” Nettie wheezed. “He just sent me to a specialist and she told me a diet would do no good. It was a ‘glandular problem’ she said. Something wrong with my glands, you see.”




  “Oh, the glands can be a divil altogether,” my Ma's eyes seemed to light up, “Our Aggie had that, you know.....................?”




  Packy and I nodded knowingly at each other and returned to the treacle bread.




  Fr. Quinn was a snob. He would race round on his visits to the homes of the parish, spending as little time as possible in the homes of the poor ordinary folk. When he called to the home of a big-shot, he would spend hours there. Even have his dinner sometimes. A few minutes was all he ever spent in our house - just long enough to check if we still had a few holy pictures on the wall and holy water in the font inside the front door. Once, I came running into the house after being away up the fields and found Fr. Quinn sitting drinking tea out of one of the cups with the blue flowers painted on them, that my Ma kept in the china cabinet and never used.




  “Who’s this fine big man, Mrs” he asked, winking at me.




  “This is the baby, Father,” Ma pulled me over to stand beside her. She slipped her big arm round me and squeezed me gently to her. “Frankie is making his First Communion in May.”




  “Ah, so he knows his catechism, then?” My Ma squeezed me a little nervously.




  “Indeed he does,” she tried to sound confident.




  “Who made the world?” Fr. Quinn set his cup down.




  “God made the world.”




  “Who is God?” he came back almost before I had finished.




  “God is our Father in Heaven.” I liked these easy ones.




  “Good man, good man,” he said, “Well done.” My proud, relieved Ma slid her hand down to pat me lovingly on my bum.... “I hope you say your prayers every night, young man,” he smiled and I nodded, thinking it was maybe a lesser sin to nod a lie. Especially when lying to a priest.




  “Good. Now I want you to remember His Lordship, the bishop, in your prayers tonight. Our bishop is a very old man - a very learned and great man - but an old man who is not too well. Will you do that for me young man?”




  “Yes, Father.”




  “He will, of course. Indeed, we all will, Father. Ah, God help the poor bishop. The heart, is it, Father?” Ma asked. She always seemed to begin her diagnostic queries with the heart.




  “Senile dementia, I’m afraid,” Father Quinn joined his fingers on his lap and bowed his head in an overly dramatic show of solemnity. There followed a long silence, caused mainly by the fact that my Ma didn’t know how to respond to the news that a prince of the church was ga-ga. To this day I don’t know why, but I felt it incumbent on me to break that silence. Probably some selfish effort to impress Fr. Quinn even more and make Ma even prouder of her young son.




  “Our Aggie had that!! Hadn’t she, Ma?” Unfortunately, my Ma still had her hand on my bum and the bruise from her nip was still visible over a week later!




  And so it was that I learnt that there were actually ailments out there that our Aggie did not suffer from. Oh they were few and very far between. The years swept by. Packy and me grew up and left home to find work - he to England and me to Dublin. Aggie went happily from one terminal illness to another without a bit of bother, giving my Ma an inexhaustable supply of ammunition for whenever she could turn the conversation round to things medical. Finally, Aggie gave up being delicate, married a fella from the next parish and became pregnant.




  As it turned out, I had arranged to come home for the Christmas after Aggie's child was born. Packy was coming home too. Both of us had been away for almost three years at this stage, with only the bare minimum of contact with those at home. Well, neither of us was much of a hand at the letter writing. I arrived at the house early on Christmas Eve, unannounced and went in by the kitchen. There was a pram in the middle of the floor and Packy, who had arrived just ahead of me, was bent over it. He seemed a bit mesmerised by its contents. As soon as he heard my step, he turned with his finger to his lips and signalled me to go quietly. I tip-toed to join him. We looked in at Aggie's child, a wee boy, sound asleep in a nest of blue blankets, totally oblivious to his two uncles in awe of him. After a moment, I looked at Packy and he looked at me.
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