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  For my cherub,


  Leo
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  PART ONE




  missive impossible




  
 





  CLASS ONE CONFIDENTIAL MISSIVE




  

    

      

        	

          To:


        



        	

          

            

              Archangel Gabriel, department of Renunciation and Hope


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          From:


        



        	

          

            

              God


            


          


        

      


    


  




  Ignatius Anum, a fallen angel made flesh in the Year Of Our Lord nineteen hundred and seventy-five, having been expelled from this Kingdom in contravention of the Poison Arrow

  Act 1547, is nearing the end of his mortal existence. I am instructing you to take charge of this matter in the strictest confidence – not even my left and right hand are to be informed. The

  agent deployed must be engaged on a need-to-know basis only and I am relying on you to select the best angel for the job. I am sure you appreciate the urgency of this mission. The Sacred Mystery of

  this realm is at stake and must be preserved at all costs.




  Keep me informed.




  God




  This missive will self-destruct in ten seconds.




  
 





  Prologue




  One of the very worst things about being God is that sometimes you get it wrong. Or rather, sometimes one of your employees fecks things up so badly and God, being, shall we

  say, the most supreme of the deities, gets to take the rap. I’m not going to even start with the whole famine/war/pestilence thing. I’m not far enough up the scale to be qualified to

  comment on that class of a problem. But as a senior cupid at OHF’s (Our Heavenly Father’s) Ministry of Love, I can tell you that on a day-to-day, affairs-of-the-heart basis, when it

  comes down to bad matchmaking, it is more often a case of sloppy marksmanship and poor attention to detail.




  Of course, there are cupids out there who will blame the system, who say they are poorly paid, that the perks aren’t nearly enough to compensate for the hassles of the job. Few of them

  would have the gall to blame the boss Himself, but then when you’re working for a guy who can conjure up hellfire and brimstone quicker than you’d flick a Zippo, well, put it like this,

  unionizing the workers is a definite no-no. In any case, I’ve been in this job for the best part of two hundred years and I would have to say that most of the gripes you hear these

  days are basically unfounded.




  OK, so cupids are born gay. Big deal. Now, in this day and age is that a hardship? Maybe once upon a time, when you might have been picked up for a bit of sex slavery by a corrupt pope or a pack

  of, God forbid, Romans, but what with the pink pound and gay pride, have we really anything to complain about? As angels, we don’t need to eat, so we are cheap to run and always stay slim.

  Each cupid has been blessed with astonishing good looks, so that there is always some needy old queen willing to provide us with a roof over our halos, and there are no restrictions on wardrobe in

  this job. You can go around dressed like a Spice Girl and no one is going to object as long as you get your allocated punters fixed up with somebody suitable.




  And perks? Don’t be talking! Just last year, a brave posse of middle managers called for an audience with OHF. Results have been seriously down decade on decade. Bugger all solid marriages

  to speak of, men out there spreading it around until their mid forties then turning out to be so emotionally incompetent and beer-bellied that no one will have them. Fussy women niggling right

  through their thirties about not getting their ‘needs met’. You fix them up with some perfectly compatible specimen – then six months later they ditch him because, oh I

  don’t know, he couldn’t cook, or he looked glad-eyed at one of her friends, or he wasn’t Leonardo di Caprio. You want to say to them, ‘Look – there’s only so

  many Leonardo’s to go around, honey. Can’t you make do with a standard issue male, for this life anyway?’ But then they are like, ‘Oh, Chris, you’re so good looking

  and you understand me, such a shame you’re gay,’ and you are like, ‘Stop whinging, woman . . .’ Heads full of mad romantic notions. It is making our job almost

  impossible.




  Anyway, matches are down and the field workers are getting antsy. We’ve looked into all sorts of ways to get motivation levels up: monogrammed leatherette arrow pouches, special issue

  servile seraphims – but it wasn’t enough. Eventually God, as ever, came up with a scorcher of a scheme. One-to-one advice for cupids in distress, from the Deity Himself. But (and this

  is why they call Him God Almighty) understanding that not everyone wants a visitation from some old guy with a navel-length white beard, He came up with this thing where you could call Him

  into your presence in the image of whoever you want. Yes. That’s right. Got a tricky case and searching for some extra inspiration? You can call Barry White right into your own living room

  and be assured that any words from the Walrus of Love’s mouth are coming straight from above. Of course the scheme is not without its problems, but overall we find it works very well. (See

  Heaven Knews.)




  And I’ll tell you one thing for nothing, was I glad of it when I got my promotion assignment through to that pot-holed corner of Hell I grew up in.




  Quick recap. Born in arse-end of nowhere – west coast of Ireland – town called Gorrib. He spat me out in 1847 just in time for The Great Famine. What with your rotting tubers and all

  that, it was death by starvation all round and a lean time for matchmaking. When poverty comes in the door, love flies out of the window, as the saying goes. So after learning the basics under the

  most difficult of circumstances (man, woman, meet, marry, breed – none of your mucking around with hearts and flowers, just bog-standard matching the bit of land with a pair of child-bearing

  hips) it was down to Cork, onto a boat at Cove and off to America with me to help build the brave new world. Had fab time for next century or so. Was in on the ground floor with the whole Hollywood

  hype thing which, as everyone knows, was the start of clueing the world up on the concept of true romance as we know it today. Oh, and the whole Scarlett/Rhett drama of she loves him/she loves him

  not was fabulous, as was the great amnesty when Himself decreed that mixed race/religion marriages were no longer to be considered exceptions but positively the ‘in thing’. Then, after

  the Second World War, I was sent to dreary old England to jiz up the quota over there. It was fine, but frankly the Brits are a stoic and reserved race and it seemed we were filling the suburbs

  with Doris Day wannabes and grey nine-to-five dullards for aeons before the Paddies and the West Indians started to arrive and shake things up. I got lucky with the whole free love, Beatles thing,

  which the powers that be decided I had a hand in, and was promoted and given charge of the whole of the UK and Ireland. Nice enough job but, you know, when you get to be my age, which you

  won’t, things like the weather start to get you down. London is all right but Paris is better – and that’s why I went after the CEO of Europe job, which is based in the

  world’s romance capital. But Mr Hilarious upstairs decided that in order to prove myself eligible for the job, I had to go back to that ghastly hole Gorrib and sort out an unholy mess.
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  ‘What did you say?’




  Brian Fitzgerald did not move his head from behind the paper. That was not a good sign.




  ‘I called you a racist.’




  At fourteen, Davy Fitzgerald was Gorrib’s only anarchist. Given the lack of a monarchy in Ireland, his railing against society largely took the shape of smart-talking his father. A normal

  symptom of teenage rebellion perhaps except that the self-important bigoted businessman was such an apt target. Brian Fitzgerald carefully folded the paper across the article, ‘Refugees

  Welcomed in the Town of Gorrib’, about which his comment had caused the outburst, and gave Davy a hard Gestapo glower.




  ‘Not that bit, the other bit.’




  Davy wriggled in his seat with discomfort before deciding that principle took precedence over politeness, and spat, ‘A fucking racist. I called you a fucking racist, all

  right?’




  ‘How dare you use language like that in my house?’




  ‘It’s not your house, it’s Mum’s house.’




  Brian’s temper was fit to take flight, but he knew from experience that losing the rag would take his attention off more important matters – like this business with the refugees.




  ‘All the more reason to not say that word.’




  ‘So it’s all right for me to call you a racist but it’s not all right for me to say “fuck”?’




  ‘I have explained to you a thousand times before, I am not a racialist, I have no objection to foreigners—’




  ‘As long as they stay in their own countries.’




  ‘Now the little shit has it!’ Brian declared to nobody in particular. Nobody being his daughter Mary who, along with his wife, Rose, he had long since considered invisible.




  Mary was sitting at the table reading Bridget Jones’s Diary and trying to fathom what a nine-stone publishing PA with access to Chardonnay-stocked Notting Hill wine bars could

  possibly have to complain about. She herself was pushing the ten, spent eight hours a day in filing and photocopying purgatory in the local Town Council offices and, lacking wine bars, all that was

  on offer in Gorrib was the Dubonnet Eddie Doran – proprietor of the ‘hippest pub in town’ – kept behind the counter on the off-chance that some female glamorous enough to

  appreciate it might sweep into town one of these days. To add insult to injury she was not even to be left alone in her self-pity; instead she had to endure father and son cawing and scratching at

  each other like a couple of hungry hens. As if anything that happened in this miserable rural hole mattered in the great scheme of things. She hated the pair of them.




  Her mother wasn’t much better. Silently shuffling through the chaos, her only mission in life to keep her family happy, and failing miserably at that. She was such a bad role model, Mary

  thought. All drab slacks and blouses, with her three days a week in Cooneys Superstore; fifteen white sliced loaves out the door on a good day, packets of chocolate digestives stacked carefully at

  the counter like they were gold dust, and ferrety-faced old farmers looking for something ‘different’ in a tin for their tea. Nothing very ‘super’ about that.




  ‘Why don’t you go after the manager’s job?’ Mary had suggested to her mother when they were running ads in the paper for staff at the new eight-aisle supermarket.




  ‘I like the bit of chat with the regulars,’ Rose had said, her voice full of apology. ‘Besides – what would they be wanting with me at my age?’




  ‘You’re only forty-five!’ Mary had screamed at her, too often to be bothered any more. Besides, Rose would always look at her daughter then as if she were still a child and

  didn’t understand what it was like to be ancient and unlovely and only fit for picking tins off shelves for farmers. Perhaps, thought Mary, if her mother had some get up and go in her, she

  might have been a potter or an artist like her friend Ella’s mum. Then she might have been given a name that meant ‘beautiful fairy princess’, instead of being fobbed off with the

  glum ‘Mary’ which, while it was the Mother of God’s handle, held the meaning ‘bitter’.




  ‘Are you surprised?’ Ella said when they looked up their names on the net one night. ‘I mean, pregnant without so much as the benefit of a bit of sex? I’d be bloody

  bitter! Just as well Mum put me on the pill at fifteen. In this town with my track record. I have to say, though, Mary – if you don’t get a move on, the aul Immaculate Conception will

  be your best hope.’




  Ella was the only person who could say stuff like that to Mary without making her feel like a wimp. But she was a wimp and she knew it. Saving herself. Holding out – at her age. And for a

  man who had seen so much action in his thirty-seven years he’d probably want to send a friend in first to make sure the coast was clear.




  Ahhhh Theo. Theo Malone. Theodore. Theo for ‘you’, and dore for ‘adore’. I adore you, Theodore. Mr Theo Malone. Mr and Mrs Theo Malone. Mrs Mary Theodore Malone. Morning,

  Mrs Malone, and how are you today? Just picking up a few groceries for the tea there and what will it be tonight? Pasta Bolognese and a nice bottle of Chardonnay to go with it or something

  ‘different’ out of a dusty tin, given that you are fifty years of age and Gorrib’s only existing spinster?




  That was what was ahead of her if she carried on like this. She knew that for sure. And yet, even though good sense decreed otherwise, it seemed impossible for her to let go of him.




  The irony was that Mary had gone after him in the first place because she thought nobody else would want him. Theo Malone had been one of those wiry weird-looking young men, always slingeing

  around the town in a long black coat with a notebook full of his own, fairly dreadful poetry. The girls in Gorrib didn’t go in much for ‘arty’ types, so as a plain and

  uninspiring-looking sixteen year old, Mary had set her sights on what she thought was going to be an easy option.




  Mary was friendly and open to the ostracized twenty-something son of Regina Malone (a snooty confection of a woman who considered herself a cut above and was easily the most unpopular snob in

  the town) and they became friends, which Company magazine had assured her was the best place to start a relationship. Mary waited and waited – then one night her moment came. It was a

  Saturday in Bosanova, Gorrib’s ‘premier’ (read only) nightclub. Being the Christmas holidays, the place was packed with returned emigrants and a smattering of English cousins.

  Eddie Doran had just put Dexys Midnight Runners to rest, and shoved the microphone halfway down his throat to announce he was ‘slowing things down here, folks’ for what was all too

  aptly named ‘the erec-shun sec-shun’ of the night – as he had done at the same time with the same conviction every Saturday for the past ten years. Mary looked across the room as

  the lads who had up to now been pogo-ing with great confidence shuffled about looking guiltily for their girlfriends or trying to decide whether they were drunk enough yet to risk asking one of the

  English girls up. Theo would never indulge in anything so obvious as a slow dance, he was far to discerning and complex a creature for that ‘country matchmaking crap’, and Mary trod a

  fine line between agreeing with him and living in hope. In any case she was relieved that she didn’t have to watch him sway, with his long arms dangling around another girl’s waist, to

  Crystal Gayle’s ‘Talking in Your Sleep’. Mary wouldn’t have been able to take it. So Eddie Doran’s throatal pronouncement was usually a cue for them both to meet at

  the bar and discuss the latest Smith’s album, which she had to pretend she liked. But this night, Theo didn’t come to the bar and as Mary scanned the room she noticed his shoulders

  sloping out of the fire exit on the other side of the dance floor. Something was wrong – or perhaps this was a cue for her to follow.




  She found him sitting on a stack of crates in the alley out back. He looked morose and pensive, but that was nothing new. Mary remembered that moment as the peak of her longing for him. Before

  she had felt only teenage infatuation and since her feelings for Theo had been no more than a kind of terrible habit. Saying nothing she stood and touched him with her eyes, letting them wander

  across the landscape of his face: three trenches dug into the smooth plain of his forehead, now bent with some secret worry; black curls furled down over his ears, his sideburns straining towards

  his chin. His mouth, too broad and gaping when he laughed, was set tonight in a soft-cushioned pout. After a few moments he raised his head and looked up at her. His eyes were watery with something

  that looked like sorrow, but could have been something else. The blue of them seemed to pierce her very skin.




  ‘Can I read you something, Mary?’




  She nodded, afraid her voice might break the spell she felt sure the silence had woven over them both.




  He took the notebook out of his pocket and began to read. It was a love poem. Mary shivered as she noted the long whiteness of his fingers against the black wool, the hilly knobs of his

  knuckles. Her whole body seemed to blush and yet she felt strangely calm, as if she had known that one day this would happen. Her reward for loving him had finally come and she was ready.




  It was a long poem, and Mary had tuned out in the third verse whilst she tried to concentrate on setting her face into an expression which was appreciative of its content, whilst at the same

  time pretty enough to still be deemed worthy of such accolade. When she tuned back into it (in preparation for being asked questions later) it became apparent that the poem was not about her at

  all. It was about some girl called Sandra (rhymes with Lycra and love-ya, aside from that he had struggled) an English whore of a name if ever there was one. A ‘bitter’ fact that Mary

  was only to feel subsequently, for in the immediate wake of this terrible realization she was too crushed by the obvious competition. Visiting English girls were of an exoticism way beyond the most

  attractive females on offer in Gorrib, a list numbering some hundred or so on which Mary had long since placed herself in the low twenties. They wore the kind of clothes Mary had only ever seen in

  magazines and strutted about the town with a city-girl confidence, thinking nothing of indulging in a holiday dalliance with some poor lad then heading off back to London or Birmingham leaving him

  behind to deal with his broken heart and, more than a few times to Mary’s knowledge, a broken engagement. And now one of them had muscled in on her Theo. Or hadn’t. For the poem was

  undoubtedly redolent, in spirit if not language, of Yeatsian unrequitedness.




  Mary was devastated. If she hadn’t had that third Cinzano and 7UP she might have held it together, but the shocking contrast between expectation and reality was too much and she burst into

  tears. Not pensive dribbly tears that pride might hide beneath a carefully positioned sleeve. No. Out came a dramatic involuntary howl, followed by racking snotty sobs over which she appeared to

  have no control. Had she been more subtle in her sorrow, Theo would almost certainly have been too absorbed to notice, but as it was he got stopped short in verse thirteen and found himself gripped

  by that terrible masculine compulsion to stop a woman crying. He put his arms around her and got a good grip of her, praying silently that she would soon get a grip on herself. He knew, of course

  he did, that Mary was in love with him. But he had never assumed it would affect their friendship, or stop him confiding in her about his passions and dreams. After all, she was a plain girl and

  unpretty girls were, he assumed, by virtue of their misfortune, pragmatic. But the harder he held her, the more racking her sobs became. Then he did what any man would do when nature decrees he

  must, at any expense, stop a woman from crying. He kissed her. On the lips. He didn’t mean it, and Mary knew that, but it did stop her crying.




  It also gave her something to hold on to. Something to remember when the dark years came after Theo announced he was off up to Dublin to try and make it in ‘the arts’. A nebulous

  term that more or less covered his need to wear long black coats and and indulge in writing poetry. Mary heard nothing from him until he turned up one terrible night on the weekly farming soap

  Down the Country, where he had reinvented himself as the brash and womanizing Jerome Nolan. Week after week Mary tortured herself watching him trudge around some fake field in Co Wicklow

  before engulfing some fake female into the expanse of his Aran-jumper clad arms. After a couple of years, Theo was killed tragically in an accident with a thresher (showbiz code for we’re not

  renewing your contract) and Mary’s heart turned sideways in her chest as she heard of his imminent return to Gorrib.




  ‘Got fed up with all that celebrity rubbish, Mary. Means nothing me. My heart’s in Gorrib. Always has been.’ That was just like Theo, Mary thought. Bursting with humility. Theo

  could have disappeared off and become a movie star like others before him. But he didn’t. He came home. With his big lump of TV money, he shunned Hollywood and fulfilled his modest dream of

  opening a record shop in town. Swoon.




  Mary had been about to leave for London where she had got a place at college to study beauty therapy, and Rose’s sister had the room ready for her in Kingsbury. But, if Gorrib’s good

  enough for Theo Malone, she had thought, then it’s good enough for me. So she stuck around, got herself a job for life with the town council and started to wait again. Only this time it was

  different.




  There was not a female in Gorrib under the age of forty who did not long to be taken into the jumpery arms of TV’s favourite rogue farmer – many of them more than happy to allow

  events to go further than the censors of early evening television allowed. To put it crudely (as many of his contemporaries were happy to inform him over a pint) Theo Malone was getting more ass

  than a toilet seat.




  As a woman who had been close to him before his current incarnation of returned celebrity, Mary was relegated to the back of the queue.




  She knew it. He knew it. But Mary was too far gone. All of the regular samples of Gorrib male who had shown an interest in her in the past (and there weren’t many) were long since hitched,

  and any that weren’t had long memories and weren’t going to stick their oar in again after she’d relegated them to the ‘less interesting than Theo Malone’ pile,

  especially given his new glam status.




  All hope was gone, and even though Mary knew some healthy anger might propel her into action, still she couldn’t hate him. For the time being, at least, she had to content herself with

  hating her family instead.




  
 





  FIELD REPORT ONE




  

    

      

        	

          To:


        



        	

          

            

              Christian Donnelly, Officer in Charge of Romance, Britain and Republic of Ireland


            


          


        

      




      

        	

          From:


        



        	

          

            

              Archangel Gabriel, Director of Conjugal Relations, department of Renunciation and Hope, Heaven


            


          


        

      


    


  




  Ref: Implementation of Service Operational Plan in town of Gorrib, west coast of Ireland – informed by Corporate Objectives as stated in (Year of Our Lord) 2002 Annual

  Report under Strategic Development Plan, sub-section six.




  

    

      It has come to our attention that many people who live in remote areas are currently being under-serviced by cupids, due to the modern angel’s reluctance to work in

      ‘unfashionable’ areas. This is a state of affairs that OHF is extremely unhappy about and He has therefore decreed that by end of (Year of Our Lord) 2002, this situation be

      universally rectified. Where the human soul has misguided an individual, or individuals, into an unhappy union and/or a situation of unrequitedness with regard to the heart, the officer in

      charge of that region must prioritize action by either servicing the area himself, or in cases of particular unrest applying to Officer Saint Joan of Arc for a special Field Unit of God’s

      Army of Angels. However, military action will only be sanctioned under the most extreme of circumstances – the so-called ‘human touch’ being the preferred solution.


    


  




  

    

      	

        To:


      



      	

        

          

            Archangel Gabriel, Director of Conjugal Relations, department of Renunciation and Hope, Heaven


          


        


      

    




    

      	

        From:


      



      	

        

          

            Christian Donnelly, Officer in Charge of Romance, Britain and Republic of Ireland


          


        


      

    


  




  Arrived in Ireland yesterday via aeroplane as decided best start as mean to go on (see attached expense sheet). Intend to stay overnight in Dublin as have located a place

  called Cupids and am curious to see what contained within. Am concerned about my position in Gorrib. Applied two days ago to Saint Joseph in Industry and Fortitude but have heard nothing back.

  Perhaps should have gone straight to Peter in Divine Recruitment? Please advise correct department. Either way, you might see what’s available. Still have the highlights so if possible

  I’d like to avoid anything too manual; e.g. turf cutting or herding cows. Job in bar or disco would be nice.




  Christian




  Expenses




  

  

    Heathrow Express: £10 (one way)


  




  Aer Lingus flight: £190 (Economy)




  Taxi from Airport: €20




  Please advance:




  Two nights Jury’s Hotel: (pending your reply) @ €90 per night.




  Subsistence: (drinks and entrance fee to Cupids’s night club) €150




  Bus fare to Gorrib: €45


  




  Please forward to Saint Peter in Finance and Penance. Ask to send courier-dove to pick up receipts.




  Note: unable to calculate total as Ireland now euros but UK not (!!!!Why????)




  Will be registering complaint with J. Escariot in dept. of Retribution, as he surely had hand in this.
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  ‘Ah-testing, one two, one two . . .’




  Moses McGreavy was not a tall man. Or a handsome one. Standing at just five foot four in his mail-order stacked heels, his naturally curly hair (with the aid of a volumizing root perm) helped

  add another half inch. A short upper body and the addition of hair gel, of which he was inordinately fond, helped complete the impression of a wet wig on legs. But Moses was popular. Since the

  death of old Johnny, Moses was heir and proprietor of McGreavy’s Bar on Church Street, and his family had been in the business of dishing out drink to the population of Gorrib for three

  generations. So by birth alone, Moses had it all going for him. Being an only child, he had inherited the family business and within a couple of years of taking it on was able to afford a modest

  refurb in the L-shaped bar, including a small stage and state-of-the-art karaoke equipment – an addition he had been fighting old Johnny over for years. With Karaoke Klassics jamming him

  solid every Wednesday, on quieter evenings, Moses could leave his mother Margaret attending to the smattering of regulars while he indulged in his true passion, song writing, in the comfortable

  parlour upstairs. As the man who had bought karaoke to the inhabitants of Gorrib, when hitherto their sole source of entertainment in the winter had been the annual performance of The

  Playboy by the local Am. Dram., he was something of a hero. The few bob from the bar, a comfortable home with a mammy still there to throw out the odd dinner, in Gorrib terms Moses McGreavy had

  it made.




  But some nights, as he looked out over his empire, side booths full with regulars who were smart enough to get there early, then small tables brought in from the back grouped across the floor,

  each groaning with drink and faces earnestly selecting their croon for the evening from the photocopied sheets, Moses wondered if there wasn’t more. Tonight was ‘country’ night

  – but there would be few surprises. Each Wednesday rotated a different theme: sixties, soft rock, ballads/old time and country. Moses had tried to up the ante by introducing eighties and

  indie nights, but his customers were having none of it – seeming to have an endless appetite for ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and ‘The Coward of the County’ – each

  old time night ending with Cozy Maloney’s operatic rendition of ‘My Way’. For all his efforts to jazz up the entertainment scene in Gorrib, it seemed the locals were, after all,

  creatures of habit. At one time Moses had hoped to use McGreavy’s as a vehicle in which to perform his own music. Modest by nature, he had never wanted more than a small appreciative audience

  with which to share his self-penned folksy ballads. He knew that the Late Late Show and Top of the Pops were never going to be on the agenda, but all the same, there was a yearning in

  him to perform which, for the time being at least, had to be satisfied by his customers’ regular cry of ‘Mo-ses! Mo-ses!’, his cue to get up and sing a Christy Moore cover.




  It was nine forty-five and the place was filling up. There was Regina Malone, sitting in her regular seat underneath the red scalloped lampshade, which she had long since discovered showed her

  fifty-something pancaked skin in a particularly flattering light. ‘All done up like a kipper!’ was his mother’s favourite insult, the meaning of which he had yet to decipher as

  kippers, certainly in his experience, had no particular facility for elaborately appliquéd low-cut jumpers, in the likes of which Regina was currently displaying her wares.




  The special guests (that is punters who could sing) were all up at the back bar looking for their complimentary drink of the night. ‘Cider’ Murphy had his teeth out to prepare clear

  passage for his pint. He was about to perform his weekly trick of swiftly wrapping them in a beer-logo bar towel and slipping them into his pocket when Mammy McGreavy caught him and administered a

  swift and unreserved smack to his knuckles.




  The young crowd were in too. Ferdia from the post office was wearing the Elvis wig. Moses picked ‘In the Ghetto’ out of his collection – they’d start with him tonight.

  Clancy’s daughter from Ballykenny was also in for the night, she did a magnificent Dolly Parton, and Theo Malone had also put in an appearance. He wouldn’t sing – although Moses

  knew he could. He was on the other side of the room from his mother, eyeing up any fresh farming talent that might be in with her proud daddy for a family night out. He’d leave the girls

  alone tonight, but at least he’d have a better idea of what might be on the menu when the country bus ferried them in to Bosanova that Saturday. Theo and Regina always made a point of not

  appearing publicly in close proximity; ‘Lest we might guess from his scraggy format what age the Duchess thinks she isn’t.’ Another home truth from the mouth of the irrepressible

  Mammy McGreavy. Near the door, which Moses could see from the stage, was that unspeakable bollix Brian Fitzgerald spouting forth to an audience of McGreavy regulars. These were the four or five

  ‘unfortunates’, as the landlady called them, who kept the daytime trade going. Each of the front bar stools was indented with their individual arse prints as they sat mute over their

  pints gazing at the television Johnny had installed above the pine counter. They indicated to Mrs McGreavy their requirement of a ‘fresh one’ with the merest alteration in expression,

  the exact change always left in a small pile in front of the empty glass for her to swipe, without comment, into the till.




  Rose wasn’t in yet. Moses only noticed her absence vaguely these days. That was the way it had to be. For years after their split he had waited for her to come through that door, so often

  that he knew every notch and scrape on it. He had loved her for so long, even after he knew there was no point, that eventually the pain had just crumbled into a sighing acceptance.




  Moses had considered himself so unworthy of her beauty in the first place that when she went off and married somebody else he had thought himself at least part protected by the inevitability of

  her rejection.




  It was the summer of 1973. Rose Davitt lived alone with her doting parents at number nine Church Street, five doors down from the pub. Being only a couple of years older than her, and also being

  an only child, Moses and Rose had played together as children until the buds and neurosis of adolescence had deemed it inappropriate. Then one day she had come into the bar with a rhubarb tart from

  her mother. He remembered even to this day what she had said.




  ‘My mother said the rhubarb has gone wild out back and she’s after cooking a rake of tarts. She thought Margaret might use one for the tea.’




  She was wearing a white cotton dress, and the sun coming in from the open door behind her set her body beneath it into a glowing silhouette. Her long dark hair was lying down along her shoulders

  in a glossy curve. Although Moses was an innocent twenty year old who didn’t normally register such things, he could not help but notice that she was wearing make-up. Her eyes were blackened

  with kohl and her lips dribbled with pink lipgloss. The young neighbour thought to himself, What is Rose Davitt doing coming down here all done up in a see-though white dress and made up all sexy

  like a Pan’s Person when she’s just come five doors down the road to deliver a tart? So he asked her, ‘Are you going up town?’




  ‘No,’ she said coquettishly, ‘Why?’




  ‘Only with you being all . . .’ He thought better of it then. He knew little enough about girls but was aware that they were sensitive to the way they looked.




  She put the tart down and slowly spun around. As she turned towards him, Moses could clearly see the outline of her breasts swaying. No bra.




  ‘Do you like the dress? I got it up in Galway last week.’




  Then she finished him off altogether by saying, ‘I might go up town if I’d someone to go with.’




  It seemed too much to bear thinking that Rose Davitt might have dressed up like this for his benefit. That a creature so lovely as she might be trying to inspire his affection. So he said,

  ‘Right so,’ took the tart off the table and turned his back on her. As he reached the door to go upstairs he turned around and she was still standing there. With the light he could not

  clearly see her face, but he fancied it might have fallen slightly.




  ‘Be sure to thank your mother,’ was the best he could manage as a parting.




  Margaret McGreavy went stone mad when he handed her the tart and told her about Rose’s calling by.




  ‘Well, where is she?’




  ‘Downstairs.’




  ‘Did you not bring her up?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Well go down and get her.’




  ‘She’ll be gone now.’




  ‘Did you not ask her up town for a coffee?’




  ‘Why would I do that?’




  Margaret McGreavy and Rose’s mother were great friends, and there were clearly plans afoot.




  ‘Well, you ignorant fool, sure I don’t know where you came out of at all. You’re to go down to that house tonight and apologize for leaving that poor girl standing in the bar

  of a farmers’ pub in the middle of the day.’




  Moses knew that argument was pointless. News that Rose had a liking for him was taken with a pinch of salt. Moses knew that his mother harboured the misguided belief that every woman in the town

  was falling over themselves to get at him. She was an Irish mammy. That was her job. All the same, she might have been privy to some exclusive post-Mass gossip that he had missed.




  So that evening he ironed out his flared denims and his flower-patterned shirt, flicked back the side panels of his mullet and went down to ask Rose out to the pictures. He could hardly believe

  it when she said yes, even though her mother was hovering threateningly at the parlour door.




  They were inseparable for two years, long enough for a comfortable fondness to develop, but not so long that Moses ever grew used to the willowy curve of her neck or the languid watery way she

  smiled at him after they’d kissed.




  Then that terrible night. She had been clearly preoccupied all through their evening walk. At the second bridge they stopped, as they always did, to watch the family of swans glide through the

  white reeds then potter up to the scruffy bank.




  ‘Look there, some bastard’s thrown a trolley over the bridge,’ he said, as an experiment in breaking the heavy silence.




  ‘I’m pregnant.’




  She said it out – just like that. Looking back, Moses supposed there was no other way of doing it, but the shock was something he would never, not to this day, forget. It went some way to

  explaining his response.




  ‘How?’




  Her dark eyes flicked up at him briefly, then looked away. Moses realized then that she hadn’t looked him straight in the eye for, how long now? Three weeks? How could he have been so

  stupid? How could he have not noticed there was something wrong? The only thing he knew for sure in that moment was that he was not the father. Not without divine intervention and Rose was a good

  girl – but she wasn’t that good.




  ‘Brian Fitzgerald.’




  Oh the rage then. Fuelled by every snide comment he had endured from smart-guttys about the town teasing him about his height; ‘Look there goes Leo Sayer – give us up a song there,

  ye mouldy wee midget!’ – that Fitzgerald being the worst of them. He remembered nights when, mossy with drink, he and Rose had fumbled wildly at each other, trying to find another way

  of loving without breaking the codes of modesty they had been reared to. Always him. Always Moses breaking off and saying, ‘We’ll wait.’ Protecting her. His precious Rose. Loving

  her the very best he could. Walking a tightrope across his passions so that she would stay true to the innocence that had needed the delivery of a rhubarb tart to initiate flirtation. Then

  this.




  For two weeks he avoided her, then one day marched up to her door. His face still bore the stoic hurt of his rage and he came straight out with it.




  ‘I’ll marry you. I don’t care. I’ll raise the child as my own. I’ll love it and I’ll love you. I’ll see the priest and get it fixed up tonight. No one

  will know.’




  But it was too late. Rose was starting to show and her father had been to see the Fitzgeralds. Brian had denied it at first, but the Davitts were respectable Mass-goers and Rose, for all that

  had happened, was known to be a sensible, straightforward girl.




  ‘You could do a lot worse, son,’ Brian’s father had consoled him. And that was that.




  But it was not the half of it for Moses.




  After the Fitzgeralds returned from their honeymoon in Cork, Moses was looking out of his parlour window and saw the two of them walking along the river. Rose stopped at where the swans were,

  and Brian tugged at her to hurry along. As she took her new husband’s arm, Moses had a long hard look at Rose’s face. He was searching for some retribution. Misery, regret, a slice of

  pain perhaps tinting those brown, almond eyes; evidence that she knew she had taken a wrong turn. What he saw there hurt him more than the pregnancy; more than her marrying the arrogant

  rugby-loving shit Brian Fitzgerald. It was a look of unashamed, tender admiration. Adoring – as if she was locked in a spell. The look that Rose Davitt gave her husband demoted the way she

  had looked at Moses to a brotherly fondness. He had kept on loving her after that. Holding on in that tragic, despite oneself way, which happens when love is given, then taken away without consent

  or apology.




  In a way Moses was glad knowing that Rose loved Brian because, over time, it had helped to kill off his own hope. He wanted her for years afterwards, but he never hoped for her – and

  without hope he knew that at least his pride was intact and he’d never be made such a fool of again.




  Twenty-odd years on he could tolerate Brian standing at his bar, knocking back pints and giving out about refugees. Rose would come in later and sing a Crystal Gayle song, and Moses would think

  that she was lovely in that way that he thought Crystal Gayle was lovely, but it wouldn’t hurt. Not any more.




  Rose was a fine woman, too good by far for Brian Fitzgerald, but then the world was filled with women like that. In his own way, Moses was grateful for the life he had – what with the bar

  and being generally liked in the town and his mother still alive. Things could be a lot worse, he thought to himself as he twiddled with the knobs on the karaoke system and worried vaguely about

  his mother belting around behind the bar like a youngster, than the habitual comfiness of everyday life in Gorrib.
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  Sandra tapped the black box to the side of the stage with the toe of her thigh-high boots and waited for the coloured lights to explode into action before sliding over to the

  pole. She needed all the help the disco lights could give her tonight to help disguise the botched Brazilian wax she’d had earlier that day. She was still getting used to the facilities in

  Dublin. There wasn’t a city in Britain where she didn’t know where to get the fastest most meticulous, relatively painless, head-to-toe wax job. Birmingham, Manchester, Glasgow, Wigan,

  for God’s sake; she’d done stints in all of them, but never had she had this trouble scoring the right clobber or getting a decent set of acrylic nails. First up – none of the

  other girls working here were local so she had no one to show her around. They were all from Eastern Europe and holed up en masse in houses way out of town. Ten girls to a four-bed semi in

  characterless estates in Lucan and other suburbs. They brought their ‘wardrobes’ with them (nasty gold bikinis and the like) and did their own waxing and nails. Never leaving the house

  until the drivers came to ferry them to the clubs in the evening. Saving every penny to send home to their families, poor sods.




  Sandra was having none of it. She believed in contributing to the local economy, and wanted to get out and about and see the sights. Turning down Randy Mulligan’s offer of a house share,

  she’d told him straight, ‘You can put me up in a B&B in town. Nothing fancy, but clean if you don’t mind. It’s only for three weeks and you can afford it. Besides,

  I’m worth it.’




  And she was.




  Sandra ‘Valentine’ Gallagher was quite simply the best lap dancer north of Watford. Born and bred in Neasden, north-west London, of good Irish stock, she had terrified her parents by

  simultaneously developing breasts and an unseemly level of self-confidence at the age of fourteen. She failed, in the conventional sense, at school, but excelled in extra-curricular activities such

  as disco attendance, smoking, Babycham consumption, kissing, ‘necking’ and worse. Frankly, by the time she turned nineteen and announced that she had answered an ad to become a

  professional dancer in a club up north, her parents were glad to see the back of her.




  Sandra hadn’t looked back since. She loved her family, and sent them regular postcards from wherever she was working. Stints in Russia and Japan last year had paid great dividends, and

  while she knew that her parents held their heads low over her career choice, she wasn’t going to lie about who she was just to make them feel better. The money sent to cover the cost of

  double glazing for their modest three-bedroomed semi had helped ease the Gallaghers’ shame. Sandra hoped to have their kitchen extension paid for by the spring, which should, after ten years

  in the business, finally convince them that their daughter’s voluntary, nay, enthusiastic public displays were not such a waste of time after all. Her mother, certainly, was coming around as

  last Christmas she had received a home-made fruitcake posted all the way to Alaska, where she had been working on what she called an ‘out-post mission’. Most girls balked at the idea of

  dancing in an area where the men had been starved of female company never mind a come-on vision in a latex-G, but Sandra considered such gigs as her Christian duty. ‘I’ve been so

  fortunate in my career,’ she would say to her nonplussed agent who was used to lying through his teeth to get dancers for middle-of-nowhere spots, ‘I want to give something

  back’.




  Being the place where she had spent her summer holidays as a child, the decision to take up Mulligan’s offer of work in Ireland was a sort of experiment in the same. But, the lack of

  proficient waxing facilities aside, Dublin was certainly not what she had been expecting. Cupids was jammed to the gills with just the sort of subdued be-suited sophisticates you might expect to

  find in New York. Not a sex-starved farmer in sight. Still, she thought, as she slipped out of her zipped leatherette corset and wrapped her left leg around the pole, might as well get on with

  it.




  As she slithered down the pole, Sandra’s eyes scanned the room for punters to target for a private dance. It was all very social here, she had discovered. None of your pointing out girls

  to the bouncers then the first thing you know you’ve got Attila the Hun leaning back on a sofa waiting for you to do your thing. The men here were easy enough to chat up, largely polite and

  often shy. Although it was early yet, and the loutish stag nights didn’t usually appear until after the pubs closed. Even so, security was tight, Sandra had been pleased to note, and very few

  drunk and disorderlies got past Randy’s dicky-bow boys at the door. The place was only three-quarters full, and the clients gathered around the stage looked harmless enough. Plump-faced

  accountant types; too many dinners and not enough of the other, thought Sandra, not for the first time. A couple of them were gripping onto their single twenty-five-euro voucher trying to decide

  which girl was worth spending it on like they were shopping for a wife. They were of no use whatsoever to any experienced lap dancer. ‘Chit-huggers’ Sandra called them. They were hoping

  that if they laughed loud enough, puffed their chests out and bought enough cocktails then one of the dancers might volunteer her services. Dreamers, God bless their sorry little socks. Some of the

  less-experienced foreign girls were chatting to them and Sandra made a mental note to put them straight in the small room at the back where they changed into their slinky socializing dresses.




  ‘You’ll waste an hour talking to some loser, and all you’ll get is a fruit cocktail and ten euros. Cop yourself on and spread yourself around. The best punters are the quiet

  ones who’ll take six or seven different girls a night.’
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