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  An Introduction




  THESE FEW WORDS are written so that we might understand why Pat McNab, the main character in this book, behaved in the way he did. What they definitely

  are not is an attempt to excuse him, for Pat is guilty and everybody knows it, but at least, with a bit of luck, they will go some way towards explaining why he grew up with the reputation of being

  a complete ‘loo-la’ and a ‘headbin of the highest order’ as Timmy Sullivan, the proprietor of Sullivan’s Select Bar, described him one night. You see,

  for as far back as he could remember, Pat had always wanted to be in a ‘pop’ or ‘show’ band but his mother wouldn’t countenance it. Almost losing her

  mind, in fact, if it was even so much as mentioned! ‘Band!’ she would snap, glowering at her son, ‘I’ll give you band! Think you’re going to end up like that other

  lug, do you, that father of yours, disporting himself in his great big Captain’s uniform for every trollop and painted hussy that went walking the road, and ne’er so much as a copper

  sent home to buy a crust of bread! Band! Pshaw! Get down on your knees this very instant and scrub them tiles before I put this brush across your back and don’t think for a second I

  wouldn’t!’




  Which Pat did not doubt in the slightest, for many’s the time he’d had to endure her doing just that, and for offences far less serious than bringing his father up in the

  conversation. He had left them not too long after Pat reached his ninth birthday and all that was heard tell of him subsequently was that he was seen in Dublin with two girls in flowery dresses,

  one dangling on each arm. After that, all that had to be said was D—, never mind his whole name, and she would ‘freak’, as Honky McCool might put it, throwing jugs, plates and

  anything else that might be to hand, calling him the most outlandish names. Names unrepeatable in any civilized company. One day, Pat, without thinking, had the misfortune to muse aloud: ‘I

  wonder will Daddy ever come back’ – without hardly realizing he had spoken at all – his mother, before he knew it, pounding him across the head with a plastic basin, crying:

  ‘I warned you! I told you not to say it!’, after which he was more than careful about what he pondered aloud, and ‘then some’, as the Americans say. But then, to make

  matters worse, other days you’d come across her sitting in the dark clutching his father’s photograph and wiping her eyes as she sobbed: ‘I wish he’d come home, our

  Daddy.’ An eventuality which, sad to say, was never to come to pass. There were rumours that he got hit in the chest by a stray shell and died right there on the spot. But then there were the

  other rumours that he’d deserted and ran away to hide in Belgium with a woman so it’s very difficult to say.




  In any case, it doesn’t matter, for what we are primarily concerned with here is Pat, his mother and this band business, as she called it. The band that never was, of course, for what with

  his mother’s persistently unhelpful attitude how could it ever have possibly been – when, literally, you weren’t permitted to open your mouth about it. Just as Pat daren’t

  open his mouth to his mother about most things, for somehow no matter what you said to Mammy (as he had always called her, for as far back as he could remember) she always seemed to take it up as

  you saying: ‘Well then! That’s the end of our relationship, I guess! I’ll be off to live my own life! Toodle-oo!’ Even if it was in reality about a million miles from what

  was truly in fact going on in your mind! And which became very exasperating for Pat, as I’m sure you can imagine, the simplest declaration such as: ‘Well – I think I’ll just

  pop down to Sullivan’s for a bottle of stout – I’ve a bit of a thirst on!’ being greeted with a foul glare and the words: ‘Oh, have you now! A bit of a thirst on, eh?

  Well – go on, then! Go on then with your thirst, Pat McNab! But don’t think I’ll care if you never darken the door again as long as you live!’




  Sometimes she might even start to cry until in the end it would get so bad that Pat would say: ‘I won’t go, then! I’ll stay here, Mammy! I’ll stay here with you, then, if

  that’s what you want!’ Particularly if he had been doing some reading or practising his acting skills.




  But not without being furious with himself for doing it, for at times his late-evening thirsts could be almost unbearable.




  A lot of people, if they could gain access to Pat (which, admittedly, can be difficult, for he rarely answers the door now), would probably be hard pressed not to look him in the eye and say:

  ‘Pat – what made you go and do the like of that – clobbering your poor mother – not to mention everything else you got up to, God knows how many unfortunates fertilizing the

  daisies in your garden. What on earth were you thinking of?’ As if to suggest that Pat is some big mysterious psychological puzzle, instead of the most ordinary fellow you could ever hope to

  meet. An ordinary fellow who just happened to want to have a few drinks at night-time and maybe join a band to sing a few songs. Without always having a shadow falling across him and a

  dumpling-shaped parent snarling: ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ every time Pat opened the front door. After all, as Pat often pointed out, he was forty-five years of

  age.




  Still and all, there were times he missed his old Mammy and there is no point in denying it. Times when he would think of her chopping up fingers of toast and coming out with a plateful of them

  and handing them to him proud as punch, all in a line with the butter running through them. Times when she’d dress him up in his pressed soldier’s uniform and say: ‘Be my little

  Captain for me, Pat!’ as off he’d march up and down the kitchen with his mother beaming, thinking of all the good old days she’d once had with his father.




  He would feel lonely whenever he thought of those times, seeing his life stretching out before him like some deserted highway, his bed at night now hopelessly bereft of her big warm rolls of fat

  and those comforting occasions when she would respond, in answer to his anxious night-time query: ‘Are you there, Mammy?’, ‘Yes, yes of course I’m here, son! As I always

  will be!’




  Which was no longer the case and never would be again, for as long as he lived, as Pat knew, the saddest part of it all being, of course, the fact that she had herself been responsible for the

  situation which had brought so much unhappiness to them both. As indeed had a lot of other people who couldn’t find it within themselves to mind their own business. People who found it

  difficult to go through life without saying: ‘Look! There goes McNab! Odd as two left feet, that fellow!’




  But there is something special about the relationship we all have with our mothers – and Pat, in moments of reflection, would feel a wave of melancholy sweep through him as he thought how

  if he had to live through it all again he wouldn’t have laid a finger on her. Often, he would wipe a tear from his eye and, seeing her before him large as life with her two eyes twinkling,

  whisper the words: ‘Mammy. This time let us do it right and when I ask you can I join the band or have a bottle of stout, you just say: “Yes, Pat, you can. Why, of course you can. You

  don’t even have to ask.” ’




  And when in his imagination Pat McNab hears his mother uttering those words, there is no happier man on this earth, and all he can think of is throwing his arms around her neck and giving her a

  great big ‘gooser’ (their private name for a kiss) on the cheek as he cries: ‘Do you know what I’ll do, Mammy? I’ll join no band! I’ll say to the band – go

  to hell, band, for what do I care about you! And then I’ll stay home all day with you! That’s what I’ll do! For you’re better than any band! Band bedamned! I care about no

  band!’




  Obviously, Pat was aware that many people might think it foolish and, to say the very least, inappropriate, for a forty-five-year-old man to seat himself on his mother’s knee, the pair of

  them singing away as though they were some ridiculous kind of two-headed human jukebox. The truth is, however, that Pat didn’t care, literally squealing with delight at times as he cried:

  ‘Come on, Mammy! It’s your turn now! Sing one we all know!’ as she would hit him a playful slap and cry: ‘No! You, Pat! It’s your go!’ and between the pair of

  them they would be as happy then as that very first day he popped out from between her legs so many years before that final day when her son swung a saucepan and pitched Maimie McNab into the black

  unending pitch of all eternity.




  *




  Which – and let us not mince words here – makes Pat McNab a perpetrator of that most heinous of crimes, the taking of another person’s life, and earns him the

  reprehensible, odious appellation of ‘murderer’. But not just any ordinary murderer, either, for quite how many people ended up covered in a carpet of leaves in the environs of Pat

  McNab’s garden even now it would be impossible to state with any degree of accuracy. Suffice to say that a conservative estimate might be around the fifty, fifty-five mark. That is not,

  however, to include the various fly-by-nights and assorted drifters who turned up unannounced at the McNab household (a grey, parsonage-type edifice two miles outside town), never afterwards to be

  seen again, the only evidence of their ever having been in the vicinity the faint strains of an Irish ballad or obscure ‘pop’ or ‘show’ tune with which Pat commemorated

  their untimely passing, a new vitality entering his life as he, by dint of sheer experience and a sense of ‘warming to his task’, gradually found himself becoming as efficient in this

  heretofore undiscovered arena as any ‘Cleaner’ or ‘Regulator’ one might encounter in the world of Hollywood action pictures.




  It was, perhaps, inevitable then that Pat might – simply through the sheer force of his new-found excitement and sense of achievement, something previously utterly unknown to him –

  gradually begin to perceive himself as one of these individuals – a sort of long-coated, mysterious loner whose dedication to his career (‘termination with extreme prejudice’) was

  fierce and shocking in its simplicity. Even to the extent, for a time, of finding himself convinced that he was bearing with him throughout the village of Gullytown a special, custom-made briefcase

  which contained the precision instruments essential to his trade, including a Walther PPK pistol and a sleek night-rifle which could be assembled in a mere matter of seconds. This was all sheer

  nonsense, of course. Pat was the possessor of no such instruments, or briefcase, for that matter. The only similarity between his persona and that of the cinematic regulators might be said to have

  been located in his coat, being as it conferred upon him, in its blackness and inordinate length, a mysterious, shadowy quality – although, in the case of the fictive regulator, the garment

  would almost certainly have been expertly tailored and unlikely to hang baggily about his frame, flapping disorientedly, almost apologetically around the knees. Indeed, to be honest, Pat’s

  garment appeared not so much as something that had been purchased in a leading Paris fashion house at absurd cost to the professional assassin, but something hens might have slept in, and in fact,

  if the truth be told, most likely had.




  This is all of little consequence, however, for these early fancies and delusions thankfully did not persist (Pat was intelligent enough to know that he was simply attracting unnecessary

  attention to himself ), and within a matter of weeks he was more or less what you might describe as ‘back to himself’ – the perfect disguise, of course, for any regulator! –

  smiling away to his neighbours and greeting them with salutations such as ‘Not a bad day now, Mrs O’Carroll!’ and ‘There you are now, Mrs O’Hare! And Barney! Turned

  out nice again, thank God!’




  Thus proceeded the first 365 days of what might be called Pat McNab’s ‘post-matricide’ year. Pat, who, it seemed, now spent many of his waking hours sitting by the window of

  his old dark house and nibbling abstractedly on fingers of toast. Every so often experiencing a slight twinge of remorse as he considered: ‘Why did I have to do that – go and murder my

  own mother, the woman who looked after me and attended to all my needs for almost forty-five years?’ But it would pass, almost as if it had never existed, and as he finished the last of his

  toast, a small smile would begin to play on his lips and he would find himself consumed by the strangest warmth, as if he had just been informed that he had won a much-coveted prize, the

  pearly-toothed presenter (for that was how he imagined him) grinning from ear to ear as he informed the blushing Pat that he, in the opinion of the judges, had shown himself to be the best, in his

  particular field (that of what might be termed ‘efficient despatch’), ‘by far’.




  *




  All of which a certain Mrs Tubridy knew nothing about – and it was tragic that she didn’t – as she went about her business one fine day making her way to Tom

  Donohoe’s shop where it was her intention to purchase some carrots for an Irish stew, and which she would have been much better advised to concentrate on, instead of making it her business to

  enquire of Pat as to the ‘purpose of his business’ on this particular day and as to ‘where he might be off to’. Quite apart from making impertinent suggestions as to the

  nature of Pat’s drinking habits and his ‘fondness for Sullivan’s Bar’ – asides, which, had she seen fit not to make them, might have seen her alive and healthy and

  well to this very day. But make them she did, and, in the process, sealed her fate.




  What is especially poignant, perhaps, is the fact that Pat – as he reposed in his armchair after what was now, of course, his ‘second performance’ – quite unexpectedly

  found himself recalling a night when Mrs Tubridy had come around visiting – it was around Christmastime, and his father was home! – and had spent the evening doling out punch and

  singing ballads (‘Who Put The Overalls In Mrs Murphy’s Chowder?’ was her party piece), lifting her skirts as his mother and she danced away around the flagstones like there was no

  tomorrow!




  And which, for her, sadly now had proven to be the case, as Pat stared at her stretched full out on the table, silent as the morgue now, all because she had to go asking questions about

  people’s mothers and drinking whisky and all these things that should have been no concern of hers at all, their only benefit to anyone being that what could have been the happiest

  ballad-story of all time had now ended up like this, with Mrs Tubridy’s furry boots rigid as sticks sticking out from under her coat and her hand hanging down like some sad and lonesome glove

  of wax. It was sad, there can be no doubt about it – and this, our first song, tale, ‘Whisky On A Sunday’, tells exactly how it happened.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Whisky On A Sunday




  
 




  Whiskey On A Sunday




  

    

      

        

          He sat on the corner of Bevington Bush




          ’Stride an old packing case




          And the dolls on the end of the plank went dancing




          As he crooned with a smile on his face.




          

            Chorus:


          




          Come day, go day.




          Wish in me heart for Sunday




          Drinking buttermilk all the week,




          Whiskey on a Sunday.


		 

		   

            His tired old hands drummed the wooden beam




            And the puppets they danced d’gear




            A better show than you ever will see




            At be Pivvy or New Brighton Pier.


          




          

            But on some stormy night, down Scotty Road way




            With the wind blowing up from the sea




            You can still hear the song of old Seth Davey




            As he croons to his dancing dolls three.


          


        


      


    


  




  
 




  PAT WAS COMING WALKING down the road whistling when he saw Mrs Tubridy up ahead in her headscarf. ‘Hello there, Mrs

  Tubridy!’ was the salutation with which he greeted her as a dandelion clock, quite insignificantly, went blowing past his nose. ‘Oh God love you, I didn’t see you there,

  Pat,’ she replied, ‘I think I was lost in a world of my own. How are you at all, Pat? It’s not that often we see you rambling about the byroads! Are you in good health then, if

  you don’t mind me asking?’




  ‘Oh, I’m not too bad, Mrs Tubridy, thank you,’ replied Pat.




  Mrs Tubridy nodded and gave the knot of her headscarf a little tug.




  ‘I’m just on my way this minute from Benediction,’ she continued, ‘Father Swift said it. God but he’s a great speaker. A lovely speaker. I hope you’re not on

  your way to it, Pat, are you, for if you are you’re late.’




  ‘No, I’m not, Mrs Tubridy,’ Pat responded, ‘I’m just on my way down the town. I thought I might drop into Sullivan’s for one.’




  There was a catch in Mrs Tubridy’s voice as she spoke.




  ‘You thought you might drop in where, Pat?’ she said, the tip of her tongue appearing out from between her two lips. It was – surprisingly, Pat reflected – curved rather

  than pointed. He was also surprised to find that there was a catch in his own voice as he spoke.




  ‘Sullivan’s. I might just drop in and have one and then go off about my business.’




  Pat winced – imperceptibly to Mrs Tubridy – as he felt her gloved hand touch the sleeve of his coat.




  ‘But sure Sullivan’s,’ she proceeded, ‘everybody knows . . . Pat, what would take you in there?’




  Pat shook his head and began to laugh as he said to Mrs Tubridy:




  ‘Do you hear me, Mrs Tubridy – Sullivan’s! Sure I’m not going there at all!’




  Mrs Tubridy nodded as if she had known this all along.




  ‘Don’t I know you’re not, Pat!’ she said, adding: ‘For your mother’d go mad if she thought you went anywhere near that place. Wouldn’t she,

  Pat?’




  Pat’s grin – for he was grinning now – broadened.




  ‘Oh she would!’ he cried. ‘Her and Timmy the barman! Sure they don’t get on at all!’




  Mrs Tubridy pulled at one of the fingers of her glove.




  ‘I know,’ she said, ‘didn’t she tell me all about it. How is she anyway, Pat? I don’t remark her at the bingo this past couple of months.’




  Pat looked away momentarily. There was a sheep eating a leaf not far from the five-barred gate which was directly behind Mrs Tubridy.




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘she says it’s a waste of money.’




  Mrs Tubridy frowned for a second. Then she looked at Pat and said: ‘What? And her after scooping all before her only last Christmas?’




  ‘Pshaw! Do you hear me!’ interjected Pat. ‘No, Mrs Tubridy! She’ll be there next week. It’s that bloody phlebitis. It’s started to play up again.’




  ‘Oh I declare to God!’ exclaimed Mrs Tubridy. ‘Why didn’t you say so, Pat! Sure I have the liniment in my handbag! I’ll go up this very second and give her a rub

  down! God love the poor craythur and her up there all on her own! I had it myself, you know! Look! Do you see these veins? Swollen up the size of that, Pat!’




  Mrs Tubridy balled her fist, then continued:




  ‘Only for Dr Horan’s liniment, I was finished! Wait till you see! You won’t know your mother tomorrow when you see her! Good luck now, Pat – I’m away off to

  administer my own private medicine to her!’




  Pat’s voice appeared to ring off a nearby milk churn, partly obscured in the ditch by some whitethorn bushes.




  ‘No!’ he cried, his hand curling about Mrs Tubridy’s arm.




  ‘Pat!’ she declared, endeavouring to move backwards a little.




  Pat, she noted, had turned quite pale.




  ‘You can’t do that!’ he cried aloud. ‘You can’t go up there, Mrs Tubridy! Wasn’t she asleep in the bed when I left and not so much as a peep out of her! You

  can’t go ringing bells and waking her out of her sound sleep! Not now, Mrs Tubridy!’




  Mrs Tubridy chucked her sleeve – quite firmly – extricating it from Pat’s grasp.




  ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ she curtly responded. ‘You didn’t have to take the face off me! Amn’t I only saying that I’ll go up and show her the medicine,

  medicine she’ll thank me for, you can be sure of—’




  At an angle, Pat’s voice recoiled off the polished metal of the obscured churn. There was a painted number on it. It was number 22.




  ‘Can’t you give it to her another time! Can’t you give it to her some other day! Why can’t you do that?’




  ‘Of course I can, Pat,’ went on Mrs Tubridy, lowering her head ever so slightly, ‘sure I can give it to her any time you like. You don’t have to act like the Antichrist

  to tell me that!’




  Pat’s response was as a dart thudding into the bark of a nearby sycamore tree.




  ‘I have to go to Sullivan’s!’ he snapped.




  The flesh above the bridge of Mrs Tubridy’s nose gathered itself into the shape of a small arrowhead.




  ‘I thought you said you weren’t going to Sullivan’s?’ she enquired quizzically.




  Pat coughed and said: ‘I’m not!’




  Mrs Tubridy’s expression darkened and a whiteness appeared upon the knuckles of the fingers which clasped themselves about the handle of her bag.




  ‘What goes on in the dim corners of that place you would be hard pressed to witness in the back alleys of hell!’ she said.




  Pat raised his voice and replied: ‘I said – I’m not going to it, Mrs Tubridy!’




  Mrs Tubridy shook her head.




  ‘I know you’re not, Pat,’ she went on, ‘for your mother has you better reared. She knows better than to let you go gallivanting about the streets of Gullytown. Myself and

  her know the likes of Timmy Sullivan and those people! Your mother told you all about him, didn’t she, Pat? Sullivan, I mean?’




  Now it was Pat’s turn to lower his head.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ he said.




  ‘Alcoholics!’ she cried suddenly. ‘Alcoholics, whoremasters and fornicators! That’s all you’ll find about that place! And Timmy Sullivan raking it in hand over

  fist! Isn’t that right, Pat?’




  Pat frowned and, abstractedly picking at a corner of his front tooth, replied: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  Mrs Tubridy nodded. A new sense of equanimity emanated from her.




  ‘A young fellow like yourself – you have far more sense. For your mother’s made sure of it. I’ll be on my way so, Pat. Tell your mother I’ll be up to see her in a

  few days now, won’t you?’




  Pat nodded and said: ‘I will, to be sure now, Mrs Tubridy! Good luck now!’




  It was this conversation, or selected parts of it, which was now providing Pat with a source of great amusement as he sat at the counter of Sullivan’s Select Bar some

  hours later with a bewildering array of coloured drinks floating before him like some delightful carnival jamboree of alcohol. As all the while he continued to repeat to himself: ‘I will

  shurely, Misshish Tubridy! Haw haw! Gluck now!’ with one eye closed, attracting the attention of Timmy the barman, as he added insistently: ‘The big mishtake they made wash – they

  hadn’t reckoned on Pat McNab, Timmy Shull!’




  Timmy smiled and wiped the counter in front of his enthusiastic customer as he placed another bottle of Bols Advocaat – for Pat was not in the slightest particular as to the type or brand

  of alcohol which was consumed by him – directly in front of his customer, and went off whistling the tune to The Dukes of Hazzard before his eyes met those of another patron and he

  gave himself once more to pint-pouring.




  *




  The gravel of the laneway crunched beneath Mrs Tubridy’s slippers. She was quite surprised to find the back door off the latch. But she wasn’t complaining, as she

  crept onward into the maw of the gloom of the scullery.




  *




  It was well past twelve when Pat arrived home, humming away repeatedly to himself as he searched for his keys deep in the pocket of his long black coat which occasionally

  served as a duvet or bedspread, the words: ‘Yeah! They shure hadn’t, buddy, my friend!’ gliding from his lips as he entered his house and prepared to help himself to ‘a

  little drinkie’, in this case a large measure of Cointreau in a pint glass.




  It is quite difficult to determine exactly how long Pat had been sipping and smiling to himself while drumming his fingers on the side of his glass before he realized Mrs Tubridy was sitting in

  the chair but without a doubt it was quite a considerable amount of time. What was probably most embarrassing for Pat was that when he did, he was actually continuing in a rotating movement about

  the floor, intermittently exclaiming ‘Ha ha!’ and utilizing the liqueur-filled receptacle as some form of impromptu microphone. It came as a severe shock when at last the barely audible

  sentence: ‘Dear God in heaven!’ reached his ears. Even as it was uttered by him, he realized just how inappropriate and unsatisfactory his response was. ‘Misshish Tubridy!’

  he ejaculated. Her rejoinder was tenebrous and uncompromising. ‘Put that drink down!’ she said. ‘And get up them stairs. I’ll talk to you in the morning.’




  Pat smiled ever so slightly, a moist film of perspiration appearing on the side of the glass beneath his fingers. ‘What?’ he laughed, adding: ‘Ha ha.’




  Mrs Tubridy’s eyes became hooded. ‘You’d be as well to do what I say,’ she hissed, ‘after all the lies you’ve told me, Mister!’




  Pat raised his right eyebrow and for no particular reason gazed into the aquamarine depths of his beverage. ‘After all the lies I told you!’ he replied curtly, a wave of courage

  sweeping through him from some unnamed place. ‘Mrs Tubridy – who do you think you are? My mother? You can’t tell me what to do! I can do what I like! Look!’




  With bewildering alacrity, a considerable amount of the green-tinted drink went swooshing down his mouth, an array of wet beads forming on his lower lip. With renewed vigour, he cleared his

  throat and continued: ‘Ha ha! Lies! Lies, is it, Mrs Tubridy? Sure I can tell you all the lies I like! No – I wasn’t in Sullivan’s! I was in Barney Nelly’s, actually!

  Why as a matter of fact I wasn’t – I was in Sullivan’s!’




  Pat shook his head and repaired to the sideboard to replenish his drink. For some reason he felt warm as toast.




  ‘Misshish Tubridy,’ he said, ‘would you like a drink? Have a drink! Go on there, you girl you! You must want one! Ah sure what harm! I’ll have one with you, won’t

  I? Give us a song there, Mrs Tubridy, you auld housebreaker you! Do you know one? Och, you do surely! Yourself and meself, Mrs Tubridy!’




  It might well have been the happiest day of Pat McNab’s life as his hand in a wide arc cleaved the air and in a rich brown voice he launched himself into song. ‘He sits on the

  corner of Beggar’s Bush!’ he intoned beautifully,




  ‘Astride of an old packing case.




  And the dolls on the end of the plank go dancing




  As he croons with a smile on his face




  Oo-oo-oo-oo come day go day




  Wishing my heart it was Sunday




  Drinking buttermilk all the week




  Whisky on a Sunday.’




  Quite how he became entangled in the large velvet drapes which adorned the high windows of the room was not quite clear but was perhaps attributable to a combination of his preoccupation with

  accuracy in the delivery of the song’s lyrics and his continued consumption of alcohol. There was something inevitable about his eventual collapse and the connection of his head with the side

  of the Victorian chaise longue which his father had purchased many years before in a London market in a bout of uncharacteristic largesse. The pain of the blow – albeit glancing –

  proved to be quite unbearable. His cries attained an almost shrill note as he remained prostrate upon the floor. ‘Oh Jesus!’ he groaned. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I’ve hurt

  my head! Oh God, Mrs Tubridy – help me! Please help me!’




  There was something quite unexpected about the figure of Mrs Tubridy as it made its way towards him through an undoubtedly bleary, fogged-up haze. For a moment Pat could not ascertain exactly

  what the nature of this ‘unexpectedness’ was but then – it came to him. His mother’s friend was smiling in a most unusual fashion and undulating the lower portions of her

  body. Pat was quite taken aback. ‘Oh!’ he groaned anew as he felt her soft fingers on his forehead and her gentle hands easing his head ever so slowly in the direction of her lap. It

  was some moments before the damp cloth began to soothe the pain about his temples. ‘Mrs Tubridy! It’s so sore!’ cried Pat, precariously close to all-out weeping. As she spoke, Mrs

  Tubridy’s voice seemed to have the very consistency of silk itself.




  ‘Is that better, Pat?’ she huskily soothed as Pat replied: ‘Oh, Mrs Tubridy! I’m a disgrace. I’ve gone and made a complete fool of myself!’




  Mrs Tubridy squeezed his temple gently between her thumb and forefinger.




  ‘I told you not to go in there, Pat,’ she said, ‘I told you not to go there, didn’t I?’




  An almost imperceptible moistness appeared in the corner of Pat’s left eye. ‘It’s that Timmy Sullivan, Mrs Tubridy!’ he cried aloud. ‘He never says no! He never

  says no Pat that’s enough now! He keeps on giving you drink!’




  Mrs Tubridy nodded and moved the cloth a little bit.




  ‘Lift your head a little bit, Pat,’ she said, adding: ‘That’s it. Is that better?’




  Pat nodded and said: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy. It is.’




  He was heartened to see a smile appearing on Mrs Tubridy’s face. Her eyes glittered as she said: ‘Is that how your Mammy does it?’




  For a fraction of a second, Pat was taken aback. There was a slight tautness to the rear of his throat as he said: ‘What, Mrs Tubridy?’




  Mrs Tubridy smiled again and said: ‘Your Mammy – is that how she does it?’




  Pat flushed ever so slightly – simply because he was a little confused.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy – what?’ he asked her.




  ‘If you fell,’ Mrs Tubridy explained. ‘Is that how she’d do it – to ease your pain, I mean?’




  There was something about Mrs Tubridy’s voice that made Pat feel uneasy.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy. Mrs Tubridy, I think you’d better go,’ he said.




  In the succeeding moments, the moon seemed exceptionally, unaccountably large. And there was a quality to the darkness he hadn’t noticed before. It seemed a long time before Mrs Tubridy

  made any reply. And when she did, it was as follows: ‘Go, Pat?’ in a faintly aggressive, non-compliant tone.




  The crimson shade of Pat’s cheeks was now quite pronounced.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy. In case the neighbours might be talking.’




  Pat expected the pressure exerted by Mrs Tubridy’s fingers to become somewhat relieved at this – but this did not happen. In fact, if anything, it could be said to have

  increased.




  ‘Talking, Pat?’ Mrs Tubridy replied. ‘But sure, Pat – I’m an old woman.’




  A flushed, discomfiting confusion began to gather within Pat’s mind. Words appeared to elude him and it was only with supreme effort he succeeded in making the reply: ‘I know that,

  Mrs Tubridy. But you know what they’re like. They imagine things. They make things up.’




  Pat felt the cloth being relocated to a spot directly above his eye.




  ‘Does it hurt here?’ Mrs Tubridy said softly. ‘Will I rub it just a little more?’




  What exactly happened in the intervening seconds is unclear. What is apparent is that somehow Pat broke free and found himself standing above the older woman, clearly in a state of tremulous

  anxiety now.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy!’ he cried, his voice quivering like a lost leaf in a countryside-denuding storm, ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to go!’




  There followed a silence and then Mrs Tubridy lowered her head and said softly, yieldingly: ‘Very well – I’ll just go get my umbrella.’




  A wave of remorse – infinitely larger than the one which had conveniently provided him with courage earlier on – crashed through Pat.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy!’ he groaned. ‘It’s just that—’




  ‘Yes, Pat – I know,’ came the reply.




  As she was going past the hatstand in the hallway, Pat picked at his fingernail and said: ‘Goodnight then, Mrs Tubridy.’ The older woman adjusted her coat and said:

  ‘Goodnight, Pat.’




  It was only as she was opening the front door to venture out into the quiet night of the sleeping town and its surrounding countryside that she turned and said tenderly: ‘You know, Pat

  – you know your mother’s a very lucky woman. Drunk or no, you could be one of the nicest young fellows in the town. You always were. You know that, don’t you, Pat?’




  A twinge of uncertainty nagged at Pat as she spoke. But nonetheless he managed a reply.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  ‘She loved you, Pat,’ continued Mrs Tubridy, ‘I know – because she told me. “I love Pat,” she said, “my son Pat.” ’




  Pat found himself choking a little.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy . . .’ he began.




  Mrs Tubridy’s voice was soft as downy feathers now.




  ‘ “He’s the nicest little fellow ever I carried in my stomach,” ’ she said, ‘“I don’t care who makes a laugh of him.” ’




  ‘Please, Mrs Tubridy . . .’ said Pat, a trifle dizzy now.




  It was some moments before he realized at all that Mrs Tubridy’s fingers were in his hair, running through it ever so gently. Her lips soft and warm close to his ear as she said:

  ‘Why did you do it, Pat? Did you have an argument with her?’




  An imaginary icy hand placed its hand flat on Pat’s back.




  ‘Do what, Mrs Tubridy?’ he replied, endeavouring to be noncommittal.




  Mrs Tubridy lowered her head as if disappointed.




  ‘Oh, Pat, Pat,’ she said, adding with disorienting swiftness, ‘Was she upsetting you?’




  A fully-formed tear shone in Pat’s right eye as he replied: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy. She was. She wouldn’t leave me alone.’




  The older woman moved exceptionally close to him and said: ‘I wouldn’t upset you, Pat. As long as you did what I said. As long as you were my nice little boy. Would you be that, Pat?

  Would you? And then I wouldn’t have to tell them all the little things I know about you. I wouldn’t have to tell them not to whisper a word about it. Not so much as a word about it all.

  Wouldn’t that be lovely, Pat?’




  Already some of the tear was drying on Pat’s cheek. His right one.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ he said.




  ‘And you’d never touch that horrible old stuff again?’




  ‘No, Mrs Tubridy.’




  ‘Never go near Sullivan’s as long as you live.’




  ‘No, Mrs Tubridy.’




  ‘Does your head hurt, Pat?’




  Mrs Tubridy pressed a soft spot which was located directly above his left eye.




  ‘Horrible ugly drink!’ she said, and squeezed it again.




  *




  It was some days later and Pat was busier than ever cleaning out cupboards and trying to get everything done before dinner. Mrs Tubridy’s voice came ringing clear and

  uncompromising from the scullery. ‘And don’t forget that other one! I see one hidden away in at the back there! Do you hear me, Pat McNab?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ replied Pat as his fingers closed around the last remaining whisky bottle located in the nether darkness at the rear of the cupboard. He added it to the contents

  of his wheelie bin and pushed the glittering container of redundant glass out into the backyard where it would be collected the following day by the council men. He remained resolutely silent as

  Mrs Tubridy stood over him ensuring that each receptacle was added to the mound of glass whose peak was now level with the top of the gate. When she was satisfied, she smiled contentedly and said:

  ‘Well, Pat! That’s the last we’ll see of them!’




  Pat nodded compliantly and rubbed his hands on his apron.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ he said.




  Mrs Tubridy smiled and placed her smooth, moistened hand on his cheek. She used Pond’s cold cream.




  ‘More than your mother was able to do, Pat, at the end of the day!’




  Two things happened in between Mrs Tubridy making this statement and Pat making a reply. A small bird landed on a twig above Mrs Tubridy’s head and a blue Fiat went by on the road. They

  had distracted Pat for a moment. Then he heard himself saying: ‘What?’ to be greeted with the short, not quite peremptory but certainly cursory response: ‘Oh – and would you

  clear out the coalhouse too when you’re finished, Pat – I meant to say that to you.’




  The taste at the back of Pat’s throat was sickly as he obsequiously slouched towards the flapping door of the coal-house.




  *




  It was the following day when he was doing the hoovering that he looked up to see Mrs Tubridy putting her head around the door. ‘Pat? Are you there?’ he heard her

  say.




  ‘Yes I am, Mrs Tubridy,’ he replied, scooping up some dust which had gathered in behind the armchair close to the leg of the sideboard.




  ‘I have a surprise for you-oo!’ he heard her trill.




  Pat jerked ever so slightly as the older woman entered the room bearing a tray upon which stood triumphantly a bottle of Taylor Keith lemonade and two glasses.




  ‘Now, Pat!’ she said. ‘Put that hoover down and come over here to me! Put it down now, Pat!’




  Pat could hear various acids coursing about deep within his stomach as Mrs Tubridy raised one of the glasses in a toast and declared: ‘For all your hard work!’ Her eyes seemed to

  dance as she gazed towards him, eagerly eliciting a reply. Which, eventually, he supplied, to wit: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  At which point the older woman frowned.




  ‘Pat – there something wrong?’ she said. ‘Aren’t you pleased?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy. I’m pleased,’ said Pat.




  ‘You don’t look pleased to me with that long face on you like a donkey. Is there something wrong with it? Is there something wrong with the lemonade I got specially below in

  Kinch’s for you?’




  Pat’s eyelashes drooped.




  ‘No, Mrs Tubridy. There’s nothing wrong with it.’




  ‘Well – drink it, then!’ she insisted. ‘Drink it like a Christian, can’t you!’




  Pat’s lips advanced and began to apply themselves to a tentative sip of the sparkling liquid. But this apparently did not satisfy the older woman and to his horror Pat found the glass

  flying out of his grasp as her small pudgy hand hit it and her words bit into him.




  ‘No!’ she barked. ‘It’s not good enough for you when I do it but if it was her you’d be gurgling away there like a halfwit till it choked you, wouldn’t

  you?’




  ‘If it was who, Mrs Tubridy?’ Pat replied, almost shamefully, although he had nothing to be ashamed about.




  Her response was astonishing as she faced him with an expression blank as the mirror on the bedroom wall.




  ‘If it was who! If it was who! I’ll put a stop to your gallop yet and make no mistake, if you don’t stop playing the fly boy with me! I suppose you think you’re going to

  sneak bottles in behind my back – I suppose that’s the little plan you have in mind!’




  ‘No!’ cried Pat. ‘No, Mrs Tubridy – it’s not true!’




  But she was having none of it.




  ‘Just like him and every one of them!’ she snapped inexplicably. ‘Pack of useless God’s cursed crowd of wasters, ne’er do wells and gangsters! Stay away from the

  Tubridys, they have the hand out for everything they can get! I should have listened to my poor mother, God rest her! Rue the day! Rue the day you will, she said! God but how she was right! Beat me

  black and blue he did! I’ll give it up, alanna, on my mother’s grave I’ll never touch another drop! Bruises the size of that on my back and on my legs! But you wait! You

  needn’t think you’ll get up to the same tricks, Mr Pat McNab, for you won’t! Do you hear me, you treacherous little pup, you?’




  Out of nowhere, her hands began to beat Pat about the head like small, out-of-control birds. He pleaded in vain. ‘No, Mrs Tubridy! Stop, stop!’ he cried.




  ‘You’ll not do what he did to me, nor any of your crowd!’ she continued. ‘For I won’t give you the chance – I’ll do what I should have done long ago! Do

  you hear me? Do you hear me, Pat McNab?’




  Fearfully, Pat replied:




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy!’




  ‘Now get up them stairs and do the bedrooms,’ she insisted, ‘do you hear me?’




  His reply – predictable by now – was in the affirmative. The older woman composed herself.




  ‘And when I come up – if I find so much as a speck of dirt! If I find so much as a speck of—’


  

  Pat interrupted her.


  

  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ he said.


  

  ‘Now! Go on!’ she icily instructed.




  *




  The moon shone on the window. Mrs Tubridy was asleep now. Or so Pat thought as he lay there in his striped pyjamas, consumed by a huge, ocean-sized sadness. Until he heard the

  whisper: ‘Pat?’




  His response was timid – fearful, even. But it need not have been.




  ‘Yes?’ he said.




  ‘I’m sorry for what I said earlier,’ said Mrs Tubridy, abstractedly adjusting a curler beneath her hairnet.




  ‘It’s all right, Mrs Tubridy,’ said Pat.




  She coughed – ever so politely. She could be so polite sometimes, Mrs Tubridy.




  ‘I know you’re not like him.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  ‘But, Pat – you know something? He wasn’t always like that either.’




  Pat’s eyes nervously followed the Ganges-like crack on the ceiling.




  ‘Was he not, Mrs Tubridy?’ he said.




  ‘He used to come marching down the aisle after Communion with a lovely quiff in his hair and a black tie and there wasn’t a woman in the town but didn’t have her eye on him.

  Including—’




  Mrs Tubridy broke off abruptly. The moon’s light fell on the little carved feet of the wardrobe. The silence fed upon itself until Pat said: ‘Hmm, Mrs Tubridy?’




  ‘Including your own mother,’ Mrs Tubridy said.




  Pat’s heart leaped.




  ‘My own mother, Mrs Tubridy?’




  Pat could feel Mrs Tubridy’s body tensing up as she prepared herself to speak.




  ‘She used to think she could get him. The way she thought she could get everybody. But she didn’t get him. He never let on he seen her.’




  Pat frowned and felt his mouth go dry.




  ‘Never let on . . . ?’




  ‘I used to go by with my arm in his – and the face of her!’




  ‘The face of her, Mrs Tubridy?’




  ‘Lepping, Pat! She used to be absolutely lepping! Couldn’t bear to think of anyone wiping her eye! Must have thought she was Rita Hayworth or someone, the eejit! Sure he never even

  so much as let on he seen her!’




  Pat construed his mouth being filled up with a substance not unlike glue or perhaps thick tasteless preserves.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ he said, crestfallen.




  ‘But you liked her, didn’t you, Pat?’ said Mrs Tubridy, adding more forcefully, ‘Didn’t you?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ Pat replied.




  ‘Even though she didn’t look after you right – you still liked her.’




  A piece of wire seemed to tighten itself around the top of Pat’s chest.




  ‘No, Mrs Tubridy – she did look after me right.’




  ‘No, Pat, she didn’t. She’d give you soup and a potato when she should have been cooking you a dinner. A dinner with mash and gravy and a nice wee bit of meat. Instead of doing

  that she’d be up and down the town trying to get other women’s men to look at her. Either that or tramping off to the bingo again.’




  Pat’s resolve appeared to momentarily stiffen.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy – you go to the bingo yourself.’




  Her tight fist placed itself behind his shoulder blades. A slight push dislodged him.




  ‘What did you say? That I go to the bingo? But I don’t have wains, do I, Pat McNab? I don’t have a little boy whose future is my responsibility! I don’t have a little boy

  to leave behind and see to it that he grows up quare on account of my neglect! I don’t have him, you know!’




  This was more than Pat could endure. He cried aloud in the moon-washed darkness: ‘I’m not quare!’




  Mrs Tubridy’s reply was instant.




  ‘No! You’re not now! And thanks to me you won’t be! You’ll be one of the best-looking handsomest men in the town! I’ll see to it you drive them all mad, you wait

  and see! By the time I’m finished with you, they’ll all want to be Pat McNab! Instead of being a poor wee gom with the whole place laughing at you, the way she had you growing

  up!’




  ‘It’s not true, Mrs Tubridy!’ cried Pat pitifully. ‘She had not!’




  ‘It’s not true! It’s not true!’ sneered Mrs Tubridy. ‘Sure didn’t I see you going to school with my own two eyes, and a shirt on you like a girl and a wee

  wine tie with elastic on it. And them all falling about the place like Duffy’s circus had come to town!’




  Pat was aware that he was beginning to choke now as he said: ‘It’s not true! They were not!’




  But Mrs Tubridy had not yet concluded.




  ‘And the little ankle socks,’ she continued, ‘the little ankle socks she put on you! Is it any wonder they’d call you names and make a cod of you! Is it?’




  ‘They didn’t!’ shrieked Pat. ‘They didn’t make a cod of me!’




  ‘They did, Pat. They did, and you know it! Every day you walked that street, they had a new name for you. And that’s why you were miserable. That’s why sometimes you even

  wanted to die. Because of her.’




  ‘No, Mrs Tubridy!’ cried Pat, almost pleadingly. ‘You’ve got it all wrong!’




  There was something shocking now in Mrs Tubridy’s equanimity.




  ‘I haven’t, Pat,’ she said, ‘and the other person in this room knows it.’




  The light of the moon glittered for a long time in Pat’s subsequent tears as his head forced its way towards her breast and she stroked his head as many times before.




  ‘It’s going to be all right, Pat,’ her soothing voice continued. ‘From now on, it’s going to be all right. Just so long as you remember that from now on

  you’re mine.’




  She paused and inserted her little finger into his ear.




  ‘You’ll be just like my little Paudgeen. You understand, don’t you, Pat?’




  Pat nodded. This time he didn’t say: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  He knew she understood.




  ‘I don’t blame you for doing what you did, Pat. Nobody would. She should have cared more. She just should have cared more.’




  *




  Throughout the following hours, the sobs of Pat McNab were pitiful as he found himself slipping away. As indeed did Mrs Tubridy, to the hospital of a dream which seemed at once

  so strange and yet bewilderingly familiar. What appeared to be a younger – and startlingly attractive – version of herself, sans headscarf, was sitting up in bed, clearly anxiously

  awaiting someone or something. It was only some moments before a grave young doctor arrived in his white coat.




  ‘How is my baby?’ the young Mrs Tubridy cried. ‘How is my little baby?’




  Tonelessly, the doctor replied:




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Tubridy.’




  The screams of that young woman, in a hospital of long ago – they just cannot be described. And go a long way towards explaining why exactly it was that within that dream Mr Tubridy was to

  be found the following day surrounded by a seemingly endless array of bottles and completely enshrouded in cigarette smoke, as Timmy Sullivan did his best to attract his attention, repeatedly

  insisting: ‘Mr Tubridy! There’s a phone call for you! It’s about your son!’




  Which succeeded only in eliciting the gruff reply:


  

  ‘What are you talking about? Give me another drink! What do I care about sons!’




  As, far away at the other end of town, in a spotless but clinically spartan maternity ward, a heartbreak was borne alone.




  *




  Pat, approximately one week later, and in the middle of preparing the dinner – Brussels sprouts and fish – was shocked when he looked up to see Mrs Tubridy, fresh

  from town, bearing in her arms a large brown parcel and uttering the words: ‘Wait till you see what I have for you!’ Barely a few moments later, equally shocked, perhaps –

  although embarrassed is probably much more apt in the circumstances – to find himself attired from head to foot in a white shirt, black tie and spotless white lounge jacket, with Mrs Tubridy

  proud as punch extravagant with her compliments as she declaimed: ‘Now! Who are you going to make a nice cup of tea for because she’s good to you?’




  Pat smiled at the request but there was something crushed and resentful about him as he inserted the plug of the electric kettle into the socket.




  *




  She always insisted on long, even strokes so Pat endeavoured to comply as he drew the brush through Mrs Tubridy’s wavy salt and pepper hair as she continued talking where

  she was seated at the dressing table. ‘Oh, it’s not that I mind him having a drink!’ she said, with a troubling bitterness. ‘Sure there’s nothing wrong with drink in

  moderation! But when you see what it does to people! Setting fire to the kitchen, insulting the priest! But – after Paudgeen – I didn’t care, you see! I didn’t care after

  that! Do you know what I mean, Pat?’




  Pat brought the brush back from the pale, occasionally liver-spotted neck and replied: ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  ‘He could drink himself from here to Mullingar after that as far as I was concerned. Because Paudgeen wasn’t going to grow up. Do you know what I mean, Pat?’




  He nodded. There was a smell of perfume off the brush.




  ‘He was never going to grow up. I was never going to be able to watch him grow. But if I had – if I had, Pat – do you know something?’




  ‘What, Mrs Tubridy?’




  ‘He would have been one of the most handsome little boys in the world, wouldn’t he?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy.’




  Mrs Tubridy coughed – politely again, Pat noticed – and he caught the reflection of her raised eyebrow in the looking glass.




  ‘Pat,’ she continued, ‘would you mind if I called you something?’




  ‘Called me what, Mrs Tubridy?’




  He caught a long strand of her hair between his fingers and removed it from the teeth of the brush.




  ‘Paudgeen, Pat. Would you mind if I called you that?’




  Pat perceived the blood coursing decisively in the direction of his cheeks.




  ‘Mrs Tubridy,’ he said, ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’




  Her expression in the mirror remained motionless.




  ‘What?’ she said and he jerked a little.




  ‘It’s just that,’ he said, ‘it’s just that I’d rather you didn’t. It’s not my name!’




  Mrs Tubridy’s reaction shocked him.




  ‘O it isn’t your name is it not!’ she snapped. ‘Well – what name would you rather have? Pat McNab? You’d rather have that than Tubridy that everyone would

  look up to! You’d rather have that, after what you’ve done!’




  At this, Pat’s left temple began to throb.




  ‘After what I’ve done?’ he ventured agitatedly.




  ‘Yes! After what you’ve done!’




  She eyed him with a stare of great significance, at that very moment lowering her voice as she said: ‘You know what I mean.’




  Pat felt his cheeks turn from red-hot to dough-pale as she smirked and placed her hand on his and said: ‘You know what I mean – Paudgeen.’




  Far off in the hallway, the grandfather clock ticked heavily.




  ‘You do, don’t you?’ she repeated.




  ‘Yes, Mrs Tubridy,’ as he saw her smirk anew.




  ‘No,’ she said, ‘don’t call me that. Call me Mammy. Just for a laugh, will you call me that?’




  A look of pain flashed across the countenance of Pat McNab.




  ‘I can’t,’ he pleaded, ‘please, Mrs Tubridy. I can’t.’




  There was nothing tender or considerate about the stare with which she fixed him, her voice cold as steel.




  ‘Call me it!’ she demanded.




  Pat’s head fell upon his chest as though he had somehow been transformed into a pathetic nodding dog.




  ‘Yes, Mammy,’ were the words that passed his lips.




  *




  It is difficult to determine, certainly with any degree of exactitude, the significant occurrences in the life of Pat McNab which eventually led to his becoming the person he

  was, but it is unlikely that it could be contested that that incident and what had passed between them during it ought to be considered as one of such; for, almost as soon as she left the room, it

  became clear that Mrs Tubridy had rendered Pat McNab into such a state of high dudgeon and perspiring, overwhelming confusion (indubitably a consequence of the self-hatred and malignant shame that

  were themselves the results of his pitiful inaction) that his entire surroundings began to assume a startling sharp-edged clarity, unsettlingly closer to the states of distorted hallucination

  familiar to habitual drug-users than any feasible notion of tangible, empirical reality. Which explains, no doubt, why, when later that – again moonwashed – night, whilst in Mrs

  Tubridy’s bed (for her instructions now extended to include his sleeping arrangements), he awoke to find himself staring directly into what could not possibly have been – but to all

  intents and purposes, clearly now was – the face of his own mother!




  An enormous wave of sorrow swept through him as he touched his cheek and felt the moonlight play upon it. His mother’s smile too was sad.




  ‘I know she did a lot of things, Tubridy. But this. This makes me sad, Pat.’




  He repeated each word after her and every syllable that passed his lips was as a rusted fish-hook drawn painfully and indulgently from his throat.




  ‘Sad, Mammy?’ he said then.




  ‘Her lying there. Telling you lies. Because that’s what she’s doing, Pat.’




  His throat dried up hopelessly.




  ‘Mammy?’




  It was a struggle to utter the word.




  ‘Telling lies. Once, you know, a half-crown went missing on me. I asked her did she see it. And do you know where I found it?’




  Pat was close to the edge of hysteria now.




  ‘Where, Mammy?’




  ‘In her handbag. Hidden inside her handbag behind her prayerbook. What do you think of that, Pat?’




  Pat found himself instinctively grinding his teeth.




  ‘It’s terrible!’ he heard himself say.




  ‘Not terrible compared to some of the other things she’s done. Did you know she put her husband Mattie in the mental hospital?’




  ‘Mental hospital?’




  ‘Poor Mattie Tubridy that was one of the handsomest men ever walked the streets of the town. Couldn’t let him be himself, you see. Why, if you didn’t like him the way he was,

  you didn’t have to marry him, I said to her. And she did not like it! Because it was the truth! What harm if Mattie took a drink, God rest him. The only reason he took it was to get away from

  her. Just because she couldn’t have a wain, she didn’t have to take it out on him!’




  Pat swallowed and did his level best to formulate the words he feared would elude him.




  ‘Couldn’t have a wain?’




  He felt – although it wasn’t, or to a casual observer would not have appeared so – as though the skin on his face had been drawn unreasonably tightly across his bones.




  ‘Barren as Rogey Rock,’ his mother informed him, ‘that’s what the doctor said, although not in those words.’




  Thoughts appeared as randomly intersecting lights in the murkier corners of Pat’s mind.




  ‘Mammy!’ he said. ‘But are you sure? Are you sure all this is true?’




  There was no mistaking the pain on his mother’s face.




  ‘And now, worst of all – she’s turned my own son against me. My own son that would not have doubted me in his life. She’s turned him against me too!’




  Something leaped inside Pat when he heard his mother say that, as certain as if a pebble or stone had been cast from a catapult. He clasped her right shoulder firmly with his hand.




  ‘No, Mammy!’ he cried aloud. ‘She hasn’t!’




  It was hard for Pat to bear the sight of the salt tear that now gleamed in the corner of his mother’s eye. But even harder to bear on opening his own to their optimum width and finding

  himself gazing no longer upon the mother who had carried him for nine months and cared and nurtured him for so long, but – Mrs Tubridy! Upon her lips the words: ‘Paudgeen! What

  are you doing? It’s five o’clock in the morning!’




  Pat felt the back of his throat contract until it was the size of a small seed.




  ‘My name’s not Paudgeen!’ he retorted angrily.




  ‘Go back to sleep and no more lip out of you or it will be down to the station with me first thing in the morning. Do you hear me?’




  Perhaps Mrs Tubridy felt it was crucial for her to assert her authority in a firm and unequivocal manner at that time and it is tempting to speculate as to what might have happened if she had

  adopted a more conciliatory approach. But she didn’t and what was clear now was that in conjunction with what had taken place earlier – entirely unknown to Mrs Tubridy, of course

  – the otherwise – or what seemed to be otherwise – placid Pat McNab had, although to all intents and purposes unaware of it himself, been set upon a course, the outcome of which

  could now but spell disaster. Although it is unlikely that an independent observer, as Pat in the days that followed continued to proceed around the kitchen, pottering awkwardly and muttering

  abstractedly, ‘Hello! My name is Paudgeen! Paudgeen Tubridy! Do you know me at all?’ would necessarily have drawn such a drastic conclusion. Or surmised that, from sudden cries of:

  ‘That’s me! Afraid to go down to Sullivan’s because my Mammy won’t let me! She says if I do she’ll get the guards on me! She has me so scared, you see! Why I’m

  so scared I think I need a drink!’ a state of heartbroken, helpless anxiety might have inevitably ensued.




  Far more likely is that the comments on such occasions (from independent observers, that is) would have been more along the lines of: ‘Poor Pat!’ or ‘Isn’t he a sad

  case?’ But perhaps these rather casual commentators – putative, it is true – might not have been so eager to declare him a sad case if they had observed him some evenings later,

  brandishing a bottle of Cointreau, the contents of which he had practically consumed in their entirety, donning one of Mrs Tubridy’s hats (a blue one with a white net) and curtseying in

  pantomime fashion as he flailed about the kitchen, crying: ‘Howya, Mrs Tubridy! How’s Paudgeen getting on? Like I mean – is he born yet? Ha ha! Only coddin’!’ as, as

  before, into the neck of his impromptu bottle-microphone, he began to sing, rotating his arms all the while, his voice attaining the very peak of his register:




  ‘Come day, go day.




  Wish in me heart for Sunday




  Drinking buttermilk all the week,




  Whiskey on a Sunday. Yee-hoo!’




  It is difficult, perhaps, to describe the suddenness with which Pat lapsed into silence, or to adequately indicate the impact the glowering scowl of Mrs Tubridy actually had as the door opened

  and revealed her standing there in the shadowy aperture. Suffice to say that Pat felt his lips had been turned to stone, as had most of the rest of his body.




  *




  How unpleasant it was for him to end up in the cellar is equally difficult to convey to the reader. What is certain is that a stratagem which had been pitilessly devised to

  serve the purpose of ultimate punishment, to effectively cripple Pat’s spirit to the point where he would in future pursue his broom throughout the length and breadth of the house like a

  hapless ghost for the remainder of his mortal days, can be said to have failed utterly in its purpose. Had the independent observers referred to heretofore been calmly evaluating Pat at this point,

  however, this is the last thing they would have concluded from his general demeanour as he sat crouched in the dankest of corners. Their conclusion – if his wide, extended grin and happy,

  dancing eyes were to be considered any indication – could but be that here was a man very much at ease with his surroundings, and indeed – aside, perhaps, from the whitish skin drawn

  over his cheekbones which seemed about to snap at any time – deriving nothing less than great pleasure from them. And which, they would undoubtedly feel, explained the intermittent chuckles

  into the twins of his bunched fists and the occasional address to a visiting mouse who considered him insouciantly from a nearby air vent, along the lines of: ‘Putting me in prison now, if

  you don’t mind! Well, boys O boys! Have you any idea what next, mouse? For I’m afraid I don’t!’




  There may be a school of thought which subscribes to the theory that periods in confined darkness must inevitably result in the mind drawing on its infinite resources – even in hopelessly

  adverse circumstances – and ensuing in creating, imaginatively, of course, surroundings of a much more congenial nature: I cannot say for certain. What is certain, however, is that it was the

  course of action decided upon and most emphatically followed by Pat McNab, as became plainly evident when he woke up one morning to find himself, not burdened by damp and dark and the

  asphyxiation-inducing aroma of crumbling plaster, but bearing witness to one of the brightest of sunny days that it is possible for the mind to conceive, sitting within that very cellar with his

  mother – seeing them both beneath a spreading elm, chaining daisies. Such was his happiness at being with her once again that he was giddy as a young goat you would see prancing about any

  mountainside.




  ‘But what I can’t get over, Mammy,’ he continued – they were discussing Mrs Tubridy – ‘is the big hole in her chin!’




  His mother shook her head.




  ‘Aye! With the hair coming out of it, I declare to God, for all the world like a coiled spring! God help poor Mattie Tubridy, Pat! Having to look at that every morning of his

  life!’




  Pat nodded and wiped the tears from his eyes.




  ‘Aye!’ he said. ‘But sure he’s dead now, God rest him!’




  Just then, his mother opened the lid of the picnic basket.




  ‘Pat?’ she smiled. ‘Would you like a sup of lemonade?’




  Pat beamed.




  ‘Yes, Mammy,’ he replied.




  He was a little unsure as to whether he had noted a little twinkle in his mother’s eye. But this was confirmed as she continued: ‘Or maybe something a bit stronger?’
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