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Introduction


My mother’s grandmother – her namesake, Bridget O’Connor – worked as a maid on an Irish estate. One day, a bull charged at her master and she jumped over the fence with a pitchfork and stabbed it to death. Every year afterwards, she was gifted a flower to commemorate her courage. In 1993 she was given a copy of her granddaughter’s book of short stories, entitled Here Comes John. It just so happens that the elder Bridget O’Connor received a visit from the parish priest on the first Friday of every month. On one of his trips she paid him to say mass over the book, as a form of exorcism. Until then, she sat on it, so that no one would see it. In an interview to celebrate her debut, my mother was asked about her parents’ reactions. ‘My mother said it was very poetical but she told my brother she thought it was very boring . . . she said there’s enough swearing on buses and on the television.’ The interviewer noted: ‘The author is disarmingly, if disconcertingly, frank.’


The exorcised stories are filled with dark, cruel, lonely people, wandering around, lost. ‘Selfish people attract me,’ my mother once said, ‘because they’re not soaking up any experience, not really seeing anything.’ There is often a gap between who the narrator thinks they are, and who we understand them to be. Funny, then, that all four of my mother’s siblings were convinced that there was one story written about each of them. Tina, in ‘I’m Running Late’, who is too transfixed by her yellowing teeth to realize that her friend is telling her that she’s HIV positive, ‘is based on my sister Peggy actually.’ She pops up again in the second collection – which takes its title from the time that Peggy’s boyfriend asked my mother out for dinner in exchange for relationship advice. Only interested in the free meal, she said distractedly, ‘Just tell her you love her.’ Her sister Rosie inspired the conniving gold-digger in ‘Here Comes John’, and her brother James features as a best man on a bender in ‘Love Jobs’. The stand out cameo, however, is her sister Kathleen, who was once given a goldfish by a boyfriend and, when they broke up, took to trying to stab the fish to death with a fork; which finds its way into ‘Heavy Petting’.


My mother appears as herself in a series of comedy stories written for The Irish Post in which she plays a failing writer, as delusional as any of her characters. ‘I looked in the mirror and told myself some lies whilst blinking. You have, I said, a new two-book deal. You have been shortlisted for the Orange Prize. All your rivals have died in a bloody skirmish at the Arts Council whilst receiving prizes meant for you.’ Real life and fiction continue to blur, even in her letters, which also exist in the world of story: there are enemies, friends, true loves. She’s thrilled by her new word processor. She attends CND protests (for the cake). Princess Diana walks down her street. During the day she works at a bookshop on Muswell Hill – and the boredom inspires ‘Shop Talk’. In her words, ‘Nothing happens and yet the day has been packed with feeling.’


In her neighbourhood there are ‘big trees and ten-year-old muggers.’ Moving into a house with no lock on the front door, she writes: ‘I foiled the burglar by putting up loads of bricks against the door and various sauce pans to trip over.’ And then at an Abbey National cash machine she’s robbed at knife point (a moment which is reanimated in ‘Tell Her You Love Her’). Martina Evans writes about the incident in The Irish Times. She continues: ‘I think of her every time I pass the Irish pub where Bridget once saw two nuns pulling pints behind the counter. She assured me they were not in fancy dress but family members helping out in an emergency. And they are as real in my imagination now as the Joycean barmaids in Ulysses, even though I never saw them and I’m still not sure Bridget wasn’t pulling my leg.’ When asked what the most overrated virtue is, my mother answered, ‘Truth-telling.’ Naturally, as she was following in the family footsteps of creative honesty (see: woman jumps over fence, kills bull). Once, during a maths exam, she filled in the paper with a tale about a monkey – she told me that she’d just felt that the story was more important.


There’s body-horror, disgust, dirt and grime in the stories. Decay. Teeth and hair fall out, insects nest, time passes by furiously, things fall apart. Women and men stand on two different sides, and seem doomed never to understand the other. My mother was fascinated by the language of the men around her, and she often spoke through the male voice – ‘My name’s Tony Wornel, to cut a long story short’ – and depicted men talking and drinking, hinting at things they can’t say out loud. Whilst the stories are populated with male villains – creeping uncles, paedophilic teachers, a serial killer, ‘the Wankers are everywhere’ – it is the monstrous women that get you in the end.


The woman in ‘Harp’ strokes her victim’s tear-streaked face, whilst the sugar baby in ‘Here Comes John’ describes gleefully entrapping men, who aren’t people to her, just an ‘it’. Meanwhile, Lucy, the celebrity cancer patient in ‘Remission’, has been dying publicly for six years, though our narrator begins to suspect that she is, in fact, immortal. The story pulls you one way, and then the other: ‘He put his key in the lock and the house turned.’ Even the stories she wrote for me as a child were subversive. (The moral: always be nice to the witch.) Her narrators often seem to be acting out revenge fantasies – dreaming about attacking predators, posh kids, people who don’t love them any more. But in reality, the characters are paralysed, in her words, ‘they long to escape, and they try to, but they eventually go nowhere.’


On first meeting my mother, her agent told her that there was one thing she couldn’t work out. Are you an optimist or a pessimist? ‘Happy pessimist,’ she replied straight away. (In another piece for The Irish Post she writes: ‘My positive attitude has been praised by the nuns at my old school . . . [they would say] “little Bridget makes the most of a bad job” and “fair play to the girl with the braces”.’) Martin Doyle, literary editor of The Irish Times, wrote that ‘It certainly seems that for O’Connor there can be no love stories in this selfish, consumerist, unfaithful age. Ego has supplanted Eros as a subject of fascination.’ This strikes me as ironic, as my mother was really very romantic. My parents had the kind of marriage that at the time I took for granted, but now realize is incredibly rare.


Whilst writing films together, they would disappear into their studies – my mother’s at the back of the house, my dad’s in the attic – and then come together to redraft. A mostly peaceful process (though once in a fight over a script, my mother reached over and spat into his glass of milk). She never considered screenwriting serious work. As my dad once wrote: ‘Short stories were her first and enduring love. She worked on the movies because we enjoyed doing them together. And because she got to go to parties.’ For their film Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy, she won posthumously two Baftas and was nominated for an Oscar.


I remember once, I was ushered out of the kitchen as my mother had just finished a story and she wanted to show it to my dad. Our kitchen door had a glass window, so I turned around and watched through it as he sat down with the laptop, and my mother hovered next to him, bouncing on the balls of her feet. She was so excited for him to read it.


Constance Straughan









Love Jobs


Here’s him, Steve, laughing, the afternoon after, tearing and screwing up wrapping paper, missing the bin by three yards of carpet. So far they’ve got: one fondue set, one glass fish, two toasters, five sets of towels, three double duvet covers, a crystallized punch bowl, four sets of darts, two sets of guitar strings, one plectrum and not a lot else. Here’s her, the bride, Gilly, diving at the papers, smoothing and folding them up, she’s the kind that keeps. She’s gone mad. They should have got a wedding list from a department store: they’ve got crap. She told him five, six, how many times? Her face is tight; her home-done highlights fly around the room like sparks. Here’s me, the Best Man, death warmed up. I’ve slept in my tux. She yanks the cushion out from under my neck. Here’s him, ‘Hey more like it, nice, from Eve.’ Eve.


He’s holding up silver, a photo frame, he holds it up in a sun beam, it cuts right inside my eyes. My shattered eyes. He drops it: ‘Oh, whoops.’ She goes for him. I go for a walk.


As I go down the hall I hear her go, ‘What’s he still here for?’


As I click the gate I hear a muted thump, a toaster. I hear her go, ‘You ruddy . . .’


I’m halfway down the road when it’s panting: it’s Steve with his dog. He’s in his vest, boxers and a grin. He’s pinned Gilly’s wedding veil on, it’s floating out. I hear her squeal, ‘Bring that back . . . or . . .’ Steve hands me Muttley like a bag. ‘Take her walkies, Joey, or she’ll kill it.’ And he’s backing up the road. And he’s in the house. I think – married: that’s my one mate gone; that’s the end of that.


Here’s me down on the tow-path, by the canal. It’s not pretty. I’m standing on ginger leaves, flattened doggy-do. The sky is one low-down cloud of bilge smoke. The water is not water. It’s black, still, Guinness, with oil on top of it, with dust on top of it, under it God knows, bicycle skeletons, skeletons. Nothing could live in that. If it wasn’t so stinking I’d jump straight in. Here’s me: hung over, hung right over. Somewhere, further down, a generator is pounding at my head. I’ve got to find a dead quiet place, do a think about her, Eve, my ex-wife. I hadn’t thought about her in . . . five years. We all used to gig together me, Steve, Eve: ‘The Three Leaves’. I still can’t believe . . . at the wedding, I still can’t believe she just walked past. I’ve got to get home, get flat. I’ve got Muttley on the wanderlead. She’s sniffing stuffed bin-liners, out on the slack. She crouches and strains and some dogs-do is so disgusting, it’s hanging out like another tail, I can’t look.


It’s in the second I look away, out of nowhere, two blokes in black. I’m going to get mugged. I think, who cares? Then it’s like I’m taking photos, rapid, action shots. There’s a fat one and a thin one. The thin one, he’s got Muttley – click, and the fat one . . . he’s got an iron bar – click, whacking it on his leg – click, charging up the tow-path – click click click. Here’s the fat one: ‘Oy, Tuxedo. Give,’ rubbing his forefinger and thumb. The thin one holds Muttley up above the black. The extra tail is still there. I go, ‘Yeah, or what?’ I really don’t care. ‘Or the bitch gets it.’ Here’s me, my best shrug, ‘So, she ain’t my dog.’ And Muttley’s in. She plops in like a rock and don’t come up. Not a ripple . . . The fat one goes, ‘Oh bloody hell Neville,’ . . . not for years. The thin one goes, ‘She wriggled I . . .’ And Muttley pops up, a flashy paddle to the other side. Halfway there she turns and doggy-grins. I doggy-grin back. Then her nails scratch bricks. She can’t get out. The fat one goes, ‘Look, she can’t get out!’ His voice squeaks up but I give a tug on the wanderlead and Muttley is back going yap yap. Here’s me, I go, ‘With your permission, gentlemen.’ I haul her up. Snap. As I haul, this bone in her neck goes Snap, the littlest sound like snapping a twig, it don’t seem enough, but Muttley is slack on the end of the line. Dead. Hanging there like a big furry fish. Dead. They look at me. It is quiet. Here’s me, I can’t believe this, I come undone, I start to bawl like a girl. I see red. I see Eve’s dress. The fat one coughs, but I just can’t stop. He lights three fags all together, goes, ‘Honest mate, I’m real, real sorry.’ The thin one goes, ‘Yeah me too, Gord, a man’s best friend . . . If I could turn the clock back . . .’


The first drink is elixir. Like drinking gold. Here’s us sitting on a pigeon-slashed bench smoking the fags. A dirty swan is turning on the water, on rubbish. Muttley is spreading out a puddle. I can’t believe this. They are patting. I am gulping. My eyes are leaking. Every other minute I get a hit on a flask. We’ve all punched hands. The fat one is Charles. The thin one’s his brother, Neville. Here’s me (repeating), ‘Boys, this is embarrassing . . .’ Here’s Charles. ‘Nough Joey. It was down to us, Joey, down to us. We feel right bastards ’lieve me.’ A big shudder in my chest. Here’s Neville, ‘Man’s best friend a dog is. Never lets you down, not never. Remember Redwing Charles? Bloody. Bloody lovely dog. When he got run over our dad he got upset, got a bit teary didn’t he . . .’ ‘Yeah,’ Charles goes, ‘and you, you bawled your eyes out. And there was that baby Jack Russell, and our Gary’s Alsatian and that boxer with the Boxer. He’d die for his dog, he said and his dog would die for him . . . Plenty men go for dogs, our dad, his dog, what and Elvis and Shep . . .’ Here’s me, I goes, ‘I’m not . . . it’s not about a dog. l told you, it wasn’t my dog.’ I goes, ‘I don’t want to talk about it. You wouldn’t understand.’ Here’s us smoking on the bench. Here’s Neville twitching like a vein. ‘It’ll be about a lady,’ he goes, ‘a love job!’


I don’t need no persuading. I need more drink. They say they’ll treat me to this club their mum runs where they’ve got an elasticated tab. I say yes. I need more drink. A motor coughs at the end of the path. Here’s us walking to it. Neville drips Muttley over his arm. He’s stroking her head, shaking his. Here’s Neville: ‘When our dad brought Redwing home she was horrible, all mashed, lovely dog, lovely. When I think about her you know I go, I go all really funny, inside.’ Then he goes, in a whisper, ‘Joey, I ain’t never told anyone this, but sometimes I go hard, you know, . . . outside.’ Here’s me, I go, ‘Oh.’


The motor coughs in a throat of purple trees. Cardboard L-plates. The windows and windscreen are creamed with flies. On the back window someone has written OH KILL ME in grime. Here’s me: This, I think, this is one A-class day. I have a piss on a tree. My piss is green and reeks of, what is it? avocados we had yesterday . . . starters, some kind of dip. Charles stands next to me and has his. Here’s him, in a whisper, over the streaming, he goes, ‘I ain’t never told anyone this, Joey, but if it helps I’ve been there. My first and only love was Mara. She played the sax in my mum’s club oh years . . .’ His voice goes faraway, ‘Her lips. Her bottom lip was like arm muscle. What a kisser that woman, I still . . .’ Here’s Neville, he goes, ‘What? what?’ We’re zipping up. Charles goes, ‘Oh shu’ up, Neville.’


We climb in. Charles drives, in fits. Inside we’re smoking and sipping. My insides have melted, my headache is lifting. Outside, it’s one long lemon-lit, blunted-building blur. Here’s me, I’m wiping my nose on the sleeve of my tux. Then I’m holding my nose as Muttley is strapped up stiff, already reeking in the wonky heating; dead hot dog. What am I going to say to Steve? I can’t tell Steve. Oh Christ, Steve loves that dog. What am I going . . . ? Here’s Charles. He goes, ‘We’re not really robbers. You was just a one off, in the tux an all, it was all too much.’ Here’s me, I goes, through my nose, ‘This is, boys, strictly one-off attire. Rat-arsed at a wedding last night, best mate’s. Really I’m a . . .’ I stop. Then I look at their necks. Here’s me, I was going to say, really I’m a musician, like I’ve gone for years ‘The Three Leaves’ me, Steve, Eve, then ‘The Two Leaves’ me and Steve, now one me. I goes, ‘I’m a postman.’ It comes out weak. I’m thinking about it for miles. Postman. Postman Pat. I think, that’s what I am. It’s not just me day job, it’s me. I feel whacked. Here’s Charles, he goes, ‘When I say we’re not really robbers it’s not really the honest God’s . . . cos we are really robbers but we’re not . . .’ Here’s Neville, passing the flask. ‘. . . very good at it yet. It was my fault, I brung him down. We had a house an all, nice little bizz, nice little bizz, double glazing, complete window outfitters, but I got a prob: dogs, debts . . .’ Here’s Charles, turning round to make sure I know that is one understatement. ‘Under-state-ment . . .’ He goes, ‘Dogs. He’s dog mad.’ He puts his thumb on the horn and underlines it, ‘Dog dog mad.’ Here’s Neville, ‘Look out!’ We crash.


Write-off. The motor is totalled; the bonnet is halfway crumpled up a brick wall. What a miracle escape. It’s sort of stunning. Here’s us sitting in there stunned. Here’s us tumbling out. Here’s them kicking the wheels. Here’s me, grinning, feeling oh . . . Being nearly dead has pulled me right back up. Through the creamy glass Muttley’s front paws are stuck straight up like she gives up. Here’s me pointing in, going yap yap.


And I’m up all the way to the club.


‘Our Club’, their mum’s place, lies below sea level, down stone stairs. Inside it’s chrome, pink, gold, a round bar. Behind the bar a frosted hairstyle shakes cocktails up and down. Neville nods the word ‘Mum’ at me. I nod back; don’t know why. There’s so many women encrusted round the bar, on stools, all sorts, sipping. Shaking, sipping and kind of sad. Here’s me, perked. I suddenly feel well handsome. ‘Hallo girls . . .’ Here’s Charles, Neville: ‘Sssh!’ Neville stabs at a sign in pink ink: DRINKING ONLY. ABSOLUTELY NO CHAT FOR FIVE HUNDRED YARDS.


Here’s us at a round wet table, drinking solidly, solemnly, at length. Lemon stuff, red stuff, green, purple stuff, sucking off the fruit. Here’s me, I’m thinking loquacious. I’m thinking about the whole of my stinking life. I’ve never had a think like it.


Here’s us, we’re adrift, passing the five-hundred-yard mark, prising apart pistachio nuts, whispering over a huge, slushy cocktail, three straws. Their faces are pinky and sloppy with drink. We’re just inches apart. Hundreds of miles away the bar is shimmering, glasses . . . women. I say, ‘Eve walked right past me . . . didn’t even recognize me . . . it was like a shock.’ Here’s Neville: ‘The love job?’ I nod. Then I can’t stop nodding. Charles puckers up his lips and blows a red rubber kiss towards the bar. He’s saying something but I can’t hear. ‘Here’s me,’ I goes, ‘outside the church yesterday, being the Best Man, when this black Merc draws up and this glass-nylon leg gets out . . .’ Charles, he goes, ‘Mara, her underwear . . . sweet, Jee . . .’ I goes, ‘It was my ex-wife Eve. I hadn’t thought about her in five years but I always thought she was always thinking about me.’ Neville goes, ‘Go on go on.’ I goes, ‘I just thought someone was watching for me and they weren’t. I just thought I had someone but I got no one, nothing.’ ‘Us,’ Neville sobs, ‘you got us Joey mate, ’now on. Drink.’


He puts a straw in my mouth. And, before I know it’s happened, it’s happened again. Here’s me sipping here crying. Here’s Charles: ‘Ma Ma Ma Ma-ra,’ his red rubber kiss pings across the bar. Here’s Neville: ‘Redwing . . .’ clicking his fingers low on the floor, ‘Redwing, here . . . here girl.’ Here’s us, we’re sipping here, crying.
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