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  For Margot, Katie and Ellen




  







  Hello There




  Boys and girls and I hope you are all well. The story I have for you this morning is all about two teachers and the things they got up to in the days gone by. It begins in the

  year of Our Lord 1956 in a maternity hospital in Ireland when a wee fat chubby lad by the name of Malachy fell out of Cissie who was married to Packie Dudgeon the biggest bollocks in the town. At

  first he was a happy-go-lucky little fellow who liked nothing better than to ride around on the scooter his father had made for him, shouting ‘Hello there!’ and ‘Not a bad day

  now!’ to all his neighbours, but it wasn’t long before he quit that carry-on. As Alec and the lads who worked the trawlers said one day, ‘Would you look at Dudgeon, the auld

  stupid walk of him. It wouldn’t take long to fix that. A good root up the hole and we’d soon see how much he’d walk.’ Of course there were times when Malachy felt like

  shouting back something like ‘Ah shut your mouths’ or ‘What business is it of yours anyway?’, maybe. But like everybody else he knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. It

  wouldn’t be a good idea at all. So anytime they said something to him he just nodded his head. If they had said ‘Jesus Christ was a murdering bastard, wasn’t he?’, he would

  have replied ‘That’s right’. He didn’t want to. Of course he didn’t. But that was the way it was.




  Unless, that is, your name happened to be Raphael Bell, or should I say Mister Raphael Bell, God’s gift to Irish education, who not only would have known exactly what to do with

  foul-mouthed young curs who would come out with the like of that but would have been on them in a flash and thought nothing of beating them senseless, giving it to them each and every one of them

  until they went down on their knees and begged for mercy. Oh yes, he’d have sorted them out all right, the dirty little ill-bred pups, for that’s all they were, and when he was finished

  with them, it would be a long time before they’d ever call Our Lord names again, or anybody else for that matter! And when his work was done, he’d compose himself once more, and then,

  with a twirl of his umbrella, stride off into the evening sunset – The Master! – the one and only Raphael Bell, pedagogue par excellence, sum-teacher, spelling corrector, guardian of

  peace and of morals, his hairless dome shining as off he went, proud as punch, another good day’s work behind him, and what a happy day it would have been if only Malachy Dudgeon could have

  been like him. If only he hadn’t been old Skittery Doodle HalfWit Bollocks afraid of his own shadow, running around the town thinking about love being in the grave and all that stupid old

  rubbish that used to come into his head – how different my little tale might have been then, boys and girls! How different it all might have been then!




  







  Love in the Grave




  But no, he had to be just stupid old Malachy Bubblehead, didn’t he, flashing his big bright eyes and driving his poor old ma daft with all his questions.

  ‘Questions, questions, questions – that’s all I ever hear out of you, Malachy Dudgeon,’ Cissie would say. ‘Do you know what it is – you have me astray in the

  head! Astray in the head you have me, you little rascal, and that’s a fact!’ Whenever she said that she always threw her eyes up to heaven as if she didn’t know what she was going

  to do about it at all at all, but Malachy knew well she didn’t mean it. She was only codding. Or ‘acting the jinnet’ as his da called it. ‘Man, dear, but your mother’s

  an awful woman for acting the jinnet,’ he’d say. ‘I never seen the like of her in all my born days, our Malachy.’ Malachy liked the way he ran his fingers through his curly

  red hair and smiled when he said it, sort of like he was proud that she was his wife and nobody else’s. One night after he came home from the Marine Hotel with a few bottles of Guinness, he

  said to Malachy, ‘I’ll never forget the day I walked up the aisle with your mother. She was the most beautiful girl in this town, our Malachy.’ Sometimes he would go on repeating

  it to himself under his breath – ‘the most beautiful girl in the town’. Every night before he went to sleep, young Malachy would smile to himself as he thought of those days long

  before he was born, with his ma and da coming striding up the aisle as proud as punch and everybody throwing flowers and confetti and saying happily, ‘Don’t they look terrific?’

  and ‘God – isn’t she a picture?’, instead of ‘I wonder is Jemmy Brady going to give her a rub of the relic tonight?’




  Which was all Malachy seemed to hear these days. Particularly from Alec and Company. If there was one man in the town they liked talking about, it was Jemmy the cowman. ‘Jemmy

  Brady,’ they’d say. ‘Bloody Jemmy Brady! What a cunt!’




  Hardly a day went past but Malachy would hear someone shouting, ‘Hey! Dudgeon! Where the hell do you think you’re going? Get over here till we talk to you!’ They would never

  start on about Jemmy straight away of course. They liked to leave that part till last because, as Alec said, it was ‘More crack’. Which was why they went on about the masters above in

  the school and how he was getting along and all the rest of it. ‘So – tell us then,’ they said, ‘how are you getting on up there?’ ‘Fine, thank you,’

  Malachy would say, and whenever they heard that, they thought it was just about the best thing since sliced bread. ‘Fine, thank you!’ they repeated. ‘Fuckingwell fine, thank

  you!’ Then they went into fits of laughter. ‘Sweet mother of Christ,’ said Alec with the tears nearly rolling down his face. Then came the bit about Jemmy and the boatshed.

  ‘Do you know what I’m going to tell you?’ said one of them as he lit a cigarette. ‘I was coming past the step this morning and I went over to take a look in and what did I

  see, only the bould Jemmy standing there. Standing there I swear to Christ, naked as the day he was born and him with the baldy lad in his fist. I mean – would you credit that? Would you

  credit that now boys? Would you, Alec?’




  Alec scratched his head and said that he would not. Then he said, ‘Oh, now, you have to hand it to him all the same. You have to hand it to the cowman. He’s some operator now, the

  same boy. When it comes to the women he knows what’s what. Jemmy’s the boy knows what the girls want, eh boys? Indeed and he does surely! He has what they want and he’s ready to

  give it to them!’




  Jemmy was well known about the place. He drove cattle all over Ireland. Cork, Tipperary, Dublin – you name it, Jemmy drove cattle there. ‘Good man, Jemmy!’ you’d hear the

  people shouting. ‘There you are now, Jemmy! How’s she cutting?’ As Alec and the lads said – he was like a stray ass. Everybody knew him.




  To tell you the truth, for the first while Malachy hadn’t a bull’s notion what they were on about. Sure he was far too young to be bothered about the like of that. All he knew about

  in those days was strolling about the town with his mother and going down the harbour and staring off out at the yacht sails bobbing away as she squeezed his hand and said things like ‘Do you

  know what it is, our Malachy, there’s times I think this is one of the best wee towns in the world’ and ‘There’s nothing I like better than coming down here to have a look

  at the boats, yourself and myself.’ That was all he knew about in them days. He didn’t know anything about things going wrong and love dying and going away and never coming back again

  and all that stuff. I mean – how would he? Even if you had told him, it would have seemed ridiculous. But it wasn’t ridiculous of course, as he was soon to find out. It wasn’t

  ridiculous at all. It was expecting love to stay that was ridiculous.




  After all, you couldn’t expect to have happy hand-squeezes and warm toast feelings and fun and games and laughs all your life. These had to come to an end sometime. Of course they had. And

  once Malachy began to realize that, he soon started to see what he ought to I suppose, realistically speaking, have seen long ago – that his father knew all about it. Anything there was to

  know – he knew all right. You could tell by the way he stared into space when he thought you weren’t looking. And by the little bit of a tear you could see just there in the corner of

  his eye. It wasn’t that much of a tear. Which was just as well – I mean – you didn’t want him to start bawling about it in public! But it did the trick all right. You could

  see enough to know. Just enough to let you know what was going on.




  One night after it had begun to dawn on him at last the way things really were, Malachy lay on his bed thinking back on that long-ago happy days with them coming proudly up the aisle, saying I

  love you and marry me and all that. He was sad thinking it. Of course he was. I mean, there would have been something wrong with him if he wasn’t. But he was getting sensible enough now to

  know that if someone didn’t love someone else, well there wasn’t really an awful lot you could do about it. His father’s face told him that. If you needed convincing, all you had

  to do was take one look at his face when he thought you weren’t looking. You’d know then all right. Especially with that old shining eye of his.




  Cissie hadn’t set out to hurt his father. He knew that she wasn’t going to do that. Not after having walked up the aisle with him and told him she loved him, which she definitely had

  once upon a time. No, it was nothing like that. All that had happened was that love had died. It had gone away and wouldn’t be back. Love was in the grave and that was that, like it or lump

  it. Sure it was sad. Nobody was denying that. Indeed, from where Malachy was lying, it was just about the saddest thing you could get.




  But I mean – what were you supposed to do? Slope about the place muttering to yourself, ‘Love is in the grave and I don’t know what to do. What am I going to do? Oh please,

  God, what am I going to do now that love is in the grave?’




  That would look good. That would look good all right when you were going past the harbour and Alec and the lads were standing there waiting for you. He could just imagine it. The cigarette

  flicking past his face and Alec shouting, ‘Hey! Dudgeon! Get over here to fuck out of that! What’s this I hear about you and this love in the grave business? What are you on about? Are

  you out of your fucking mind or what? Are you out of your mind? Do you want us to get a hold of you and fuck you into the harbour? Is that what you want? Is that what you want? Do you hear me? Do

  you hear me, Dudgeon! Because if it is, that’s what you’ll get! That is what you’ll get! Do you hear me! Do you! Do you, you fat little humpy little cunt!’




  But of course he did. Of course Malachy heard him. He heard him loud and clear. Alec didn’t have to worry about that. As a matter of fact, he wouldn’t have to worry about anything

  from now on. From now on, everything would be a-OK and anytime they saw him he would make sure to have his head down and a shy little smile on his face that said to them there will be no more

  trouble from me ever again and if there is I deserve everything I get. He reckoned that would sort things out. That was what they wanted. That would keep them happy. ‘That’s more like

  it,’ they’d say. ‘No more of this love in the grave bullshit. No more fancy shit-talk in this town! From you or anyone, Dudgeon! You just remember that!’




  It was a trick of course. But he wasn’t going to tell them that. Yes, now that Malachy was growing up fast, he decided that he had better learn some tricks. And this was one of them.

  ‘I wouldn’t think about love in the grave if it was the last thing on earth,’ his face would say as he went shuffling past. Which was the joke of course because that was just

  about the only thing he was thinking about now.




  One night he found himself standing by a graveside with the word ‘love’ carved into the granite of the tombstone. He was just standing there, weeping away, when suddenly the earth

  broke open and his mother and father came bursting up out of it to the sound of organ music. His father was wearing his wedding suit and his mother her wedding veil and dress. They both hugged him

  and nearly broke his back in the process. ‘We love you,’ they said. It was just about one of the most beautiful things that had happened in a long time. Then he woke up,

  unfortunately.




  







  Wee Cup of Tay




  There was always a good bit of a laugh to be had down in the hotel. Malachy and Packie would come in and as soon as the door opened, someone would shout, ‘Ah, the bold

  Packie! Good man yourself there, Packie – what are you having?’ Everyone liked it when he came in and sat down beside them at the bar for then they could talk away and chat about the

  old times and how it used to be around the town, and have a great laugh altogether when Packie went to the toilet. Best of all was that they were somehow under the impression that Malachy

  didn’t notice any of this. No sooner would Packie be up off his stool than they’d be off, ‘I hear they were at it in the boathouse again last night’ and ‘Fair fucks to

  the cowman – he’s the man knows what they want!’ and so on. Then, not a word as soon as they saw him making his way back to the bar. After that there would be great crack

  altogether. Singing and dancing and yarn-telling and the whole lot. Somebody’d say, ‘Packie – how about you give us a song there? What about “Wee Cup Of Tay”?’

  As soon as they said that, he’d be off, thanks to the couple of bottles of Guinness of course, hitting the air little thumps as he sang and everybody clapping as they sang along with him:




  

    

      When I am at my work each day in the fields so fresh and green




      I often think of riches and the way things might have been




      But believe me when I tell you when I get home each day




      I’m as happy as a sandboy with my wee cup of tay.


    


  




  ‘A wee cup of tay is right!’ they’d say and somebody’d mumble behind their hand, ‘Plenty of tay to be had in Dudgeon’s – if your name

  is Jemmy Brady anyhow!’




  But sure poor auld Packie didn’t hear that. Not at all. He was far too busy singing and having his Guinness and a bit of a laugh and a song.




  Which was why one night when they were on their way home from the hotel, Packie put his arm around Malachy and said, with that old tear shining in his eye, ‘Son – if I die, promise

  me one thing. You’ll never forget that I was once on this earth.’ Malachy said that no he wouldn’t forget until the day he died. He wasn’t sure at that particular time if

  what Packie said was intended as a warning but later on he came to the conclusion that it probably was.




  Not that anything happened for quite some time. No, everything went on pretty much as normal – Cissie saying I love you to Packie when everyone knew it had been kicked into the clay long

  ago and poor old Packie smiling and saying I love you too.




  Yes, that was the way it was back in those good old days. Roy Orbison in the charts, The Comancheros in the cinema, a dog off to space and every night stupid old Malachy Bubblehead blubbering

  away to himself like a halfwit, all because love was in its grave and there was nothing he could do about it.




  There was no doubt it was a sad state of affairs. But you couldn’t let it get you down. You had to look on the bright side. And then of course – there were always Sunday mornings to

  look forward to, weren’t there?




  







  Sunday Mornings




  Sunday mornings – you just could not beat them. If there was one morning in the week young Malachy loved, it was that old Sunday morning. School was over, the Saturday

  night scrub in the zinc bath was history and there was nothing now only the protestants across the way singing ‘The Lord is My Shepherd’ and every bell in the town ringing out to call

  the devout to their respective places of worship. Sunday morning was the best morning of the week, the best by a long shot. And Malachy wasn’t the only one who loved it either. Another great

  fan of the Sunday Morning was Packie Dudgeon, who whistled a little tune as he made inroads into his white beard of foam in front of the shaving mirror and said, ‘Man, Malachy, if

  there’s one morning in the week I love, it’s Sunday morning! Sunday morning every time!’ He grinned when he said that, then wiped the razor with a towel and went on whistling his

  tune. Malachy was as busy as a beaver too, brushing his jacket and knotting his tie and combing his hair. Then it was on to the polishing of the shoes and as usual he had to keep at them until you

  could see your face in them. ‘I want to be able to see that old phizzog of yours in them!’ Cissie would say. ‘And if I can’t, don’t think I wouldn’t make you go

  and do them all over again for I would – and make no mistake about it!’ But she needn’t have worried. She didn’t have to worry in the slightest for he was polishing away to

  beat the band and by the time he was finished, they were like mirrors the pair of them. Then it was off out to the scullery with her, rattling pans and breaking eggs and doing God knows what as she

  got the breakfast ready. The smell of rashers would make your mouth water. Was it any wonder they loved Sunday mornings? Bacon sizzling and eggs spitting and Cissie slicing away at her cakes of

  soda bread and making sure that you were going to have the breakfast of a lifetime. And so you would, once you were back from chapel.




  But now it was time to get going, yes now it was time to hit the high road and off up the hill to say your prayers to Jesus. Packie squirted a bit of aftershave on himself and called into the

  kitchen, ‘Are you right there, Malachy me son – I daresay it’s near time we were making tracks. We don’t want to keep The Man Above waiting now, do we?’ ‘Indeed

  we do not,’ replied Malachy, and, fixing his nutmeg-knot tie just one last time, headed off out the front door, hand in hand with the one and only Packie Dudgeon, his father. Cissie

  didn’t bother coming with them because she had already gone to early Mass as she always did. ‘To make sure I have a good big breakfast ready and waiting for my two wee men when they get

  home!’ as she said. Boy, did Packie like that! On the way up the street, he rubbed his hands and turned to Malachy as he said, ‘What do you say, son? Isn’t she a good one? Now

  when all’s said and done you have to hand it to her. There’s not many women in this town would have a breakfast like that waiting for you when you come home. There’s times I think

  I’m not going to be able for the half of it, do you know that! Enough to feed a blooming army, she says! Am I right, son?’




  Malachy said that he was. No, he said he sure was, for he knew only too well from past experience just how hard it was to get through all the stuff she heaped on your plate. There were

  times when he was only able for quarter of it! Not that he was complaining of course! He most certainly was not! It would be a long time before you would ever hear a word of complaint out of Packie

  or Malachy Dudgeon about Cissie Dudgeon’s breakfasts!




  And so here they were on Sunday morning, strolling through the bright and colourful streets of the town with the warm breeze blowing and Michael O’Hehir the football commentator sweeping

  out of every window, getting so excited that you thought he was going to lose his mind. ‘Yes! He’s going through! Thirty yards out! Twenty yards out! Ten yards out! Oh my God!

  It’s high! Yes it’s high and it’s – over the bar!’ Half the time you thought he was going to burst into tears or just go completely mad shouting ‘Oh Jesus!

  Oh, fuck! Oh, no! Oh, please, God, no!’ But he just kept on going, shouting out through every window in the town until he got hoarse. Malachy’s father loved that – the sound of

  Michael O’Hehir’s voice on a Sunday morning. ‘You always know it’s a Sunday morning when you hear Michael,’ he said and smiled warmly as he squeezed Malachy’s

  hand.




  They always met plenty of people on the way up to the chapel. There was always someone to shout, ‘There you are, Packie!’ or ‘Good man, young Malachy!’ or

  ‘That’s a grand day now, thank God!’ Packie always made a point of acknowledging every greeting saying, ‘There you are now, Matt!’ and ‘A lovely day surely,

  Francie, thank God!’ tipping his cap or touching his forehead with his index finger.




  Whether or not his father was the holiest man in the town, Malachy couldn’t have said for sure, but one thing was certain, what with the way his lips were fluttering like the wings of a

  mad butterfly and the huge gleaming beads of sweat that were appearing on his forehead as he prayed to Mary the Mother of God and St Joseph and St Patrick and St Michael and every saint who had

  ever lived to do something for him, if he wasn’t Holy Man number one, he was certainly trying hard.




  When the praying was all over, off they went back down the town again and into the shop to get the papers. Packie was a great man for the papers. ‘Man, but I love the papers!’

  he’d say. ‘There’s great reading in them altogether!’ Then it was across the road and into the hotel where up onto the counter the bottle of Guinness would appear and

  someone would say, ‘Well, Packie – who do you think will win the match?’ Then Packie would scratch his chin for a while. ‘Do you know what it is – I’d say

  Cork!’ ‘Now you’re talking, Packie!’ they’d say. ‘And of course you’re the man’d know!’




  They’d smile when they said that and ask him did he want another drink. It was good sitting there with him. For a long time they’d sit there together and Malachy would try his best

  not to think about what was behind his father’s eyes. But somehow he always seemed to see that day, when the sun was splitting the stones and there were flowers and confetti and the organ was

  playing glorious, holy music and Malachy’s mother was saying to his father ‘I love you’ instead of ‘I used to love Packie Dudgeon but I don’t any more. I don’t

  any more and I don’t know why. If only there was some way I could stop this happening but I can’t. I’m going to hurt you, Packie. I’m going to hurt you and there’s

  nothing I can do. Oh, Packie – where have they gone? Where have they gone, those days? When you held my hand along the seafront, when you took me in the boat out to the island where we

  thought we’d live for ever. I don’t want to do it, Packie! I don’t want it to happen! Why can’t I love you the way I used to? Tell me, Packie – please tell

  me!’




  There wouldn’t have been much point in asking Malachy’s father that question for how was he supposed to know? All he could do was sit there nursing his Guinness and stare at

  something far away and try to stop the shine that was coming into his eye. Which even Sunday morning couldn’t stop, no matter how good it was. It probably would have done Packie no harm at

  all if Malachy had gently tugged his sleeve and whispered, ‘I love you,’ or something like that. But, with all his thinking about love in the grave, it had got to the stage now that he

  wouldn’t have been able to say so if he tried. He was too afraid that the minute he opened his mouth the words would wither up and die there on the spot. And he wasn’t going to let that

  happen – oh, no. It might have happened to Packie but it wasn’t going to happen to him. Not to Malachy Dudgeon. No, sir. Not in a million years.




  And so, after three nice tasty bottles of Guinness, it was time to go home. They had hardly turned the corner when they smelt the beautiful aroma of bursting sausages and heard the musical

  sizzle of frying rashers. ‘There you have it!’ laughed Packie. ‘You have to admit it – she’s a good one. I’ll bet you a dime to a dollar there’s not

  another pair of boys sitting down to a breakfast the like of what you and me are going to have right now! Do you think I’d be right there?’ And Malachy grinned from ear to ear as he

  replied, ‘I do, Da! I just can’t wait to get home!’ ‘Nor me either, son!’ said his father and right at that very moment who should they see standing at the door only

  the bold Cissie, waving to them as much as to say, ‘It’s all ready!’ As soon as she got them inside it was straight down to business, buzzing around them asking had they enough of

  this, had they enough of that and slicing up soda bread and pouring out tea to beat the band. ‘Have youse enough bacon?’ she called from the scullery. ‘Don’t forget now

  – there’s plenty more where that came from!’ By the time they were finished, they were as full as ticks and could just about move and no more. Then what does she do? Stands there

  with her hands on her hips and starts giving out! ‘You pair of rascals!’ she said. ‘Youse haven’t eaten a stitch!’ But she was only joking and went away off out into

  the scullery saying she would make another drop of tea and laughing away to herself.




  After breakfast Malachy sat on the sofa for a while as his father read the papers. He was at it again this Sunday morning, chuckling away to himself at all the daft carry-on that was going on in

  The Looneys. Of all the cartoon strips and comics and funnies that you could get in the Sunday papers, they were his favourite. ‘Boys Oh boys, our Malachy!’ he said. ‘I just

  don’t know what we’re going to do with these Looneys! As God is my judge I’ll have a blooming stroke if I laugh any more!’ They really were the bee’s knees, the little

  Looney kids. Always playing tricks on their father – putting buckets of water over the door, leaving banana skins lying around for him to slip on – doing all sorts of things like that

  to try and catch him out. But it was OK because in the end they always had a good laugh. That was because they were a happy family and once you are a happy family that’s all you need to care

  about. When he was finished reading, Packie would often say that. ‘Just you remember, Malachy – once you are a happy family that’s all you need,’ he’d say, folding the

  paper like he was about to deliver some really important fatherly advice, but it was no use, or at least it wasn’t any more, for unless you were blind right now you could see that if you

  jabbed him with a feather far from giving anybody advice about anything, he’d probably have gone and burst into tears.




  Cork were leading Kerry by a point and Michael O’Hehir was really going out of his mind when Cissie came in from the scullery. It was the first time that Malachy had noticed her limping.

  Herself and Packie started talking then. It turned out she was having a lot of trouble with her veins lately. She said that the pain could be unbearable at times. As she described it, Packie held

  her hand. ‘You’ve no idea, Packie,’ she said, biting her lip. He nodded sympathetically. ‘I don’t like bothering Dr Wilding on account of it being a Sunday but I

  can’t go through another night with them, Packie – I just can’t.’ ‘I want to hear no more of it, daughter. You’re to go up that street now to Dr Wilding’s

  and don’t come back here until he’s given you something – do you hear me now? And if you have to sit in that surgery from now till doomsday, you make sure he does that – for

  no wife of mine’ll be put through the like of that while there’s doctors in this town.’




  She smiled and gave his hand a gentle squeeze as she said, ‘Thanks, Packie, love.’ Then, in a low voice, she added ‘You’re so kind’ and went out into the hall to

  get her coat.




  After she was gone, Malachy and Packie sat for a long time without saying anything. In the distance you could hear the protestants still singing away as the Sunday morning bells rang out over

  the town.




  You could still hear Michael O’Hehir but he was far away now. As indeed were Malachy and poor old Packie, thanks to what had just happened. Maybe if she had said it was Dr Kennedy or Dr

  Hamill she was going to, they might have been able to believe her. But she had gone and made the same mistake again, as she had for God knows how many Sunday mornings lately. Maybe if she had never

  mentioned Dr Wilding’s name, they might never have known. But she had, however. And everyone – even the dogs in the street – knew that his surgery didn’t open on

  Sundays.




  







  The Detective




  It was approximately twenty minutes later that Master Malachy Dudgeon, son of Packie who was now spreadeagled beneath the Sunday Press and snoring away with his mouth

  open and all the little Looneys running harum scarum across his chest, decided that he wanted to become a world famous detective. Quite why he came to this conclusion I have not the foggiest

  notion, but one thing I do know is that if he had had any idea of the effect it was going to have on him for the rest of his days, he would have been more than happy to stay right where he was! But

  he didn’t, did he? Yes sir, he had to go off out the door, talking away to himself in an American accent and pretending that he was Tony Rome the famous detective he had seen at the pictures.

  Off up the town and down along the shore with the sea breeze in his face, then across the cliffs and away out the country on the trail of his mother. Which shouldn’t surprise us because

  that’s what detectives do, isn’t it? Of course it is – and why should he be any different? After all, he was the big detective! Sure he was, stomping away there beneath the blue

  sky on a beautiful sunny Sunday morning, thinking he was Tony Rome, just about the coolest gumshoe in the business. ‘I’m Tony Rome,’ he said to himself and tipped his imaginary

  sailor’s cap to one side. Tony lived by the sea too, in a little houseboat down by the marina. Tony was swell. He was just about the best detective going. One thing you did not want to do and

  that was mess with Tony. He hung out in all the cool joints, with women flocking around him telling him what a great guy he was. When he wasn’t blowing away hoodlums and busting up cop cars,

  that is. Yeah – you name it, Tony had done it. Was it any wonder Malachy would want to be him? Especially now that he had arrived at the boatshed where he could hear some mysterious noises

  that needed investigating. ‘I wonder what this could be, guys,’ he said to himself in his American accent. But he needn’t have worried. He needn’t have worried his head. He

  was going to find out all right.




  At first he couldn’t see anything through the slats at the back of the shed but then he heard a clatter and when he looked again he saw someone just standing there in the gloom. At first

  he thought it was her but when he looked again he saw that it was Jemmy, standing there beside a pile of old nets with his cock sticking out in front of him. A sort of a faint hope leaped in him

  that maybe she wasn’t there after all but then she appeared out of nowhere, coming out of the shadows and falling into his arms and running her fingers through his hair. The sound of

  Jemmy’s breathing seemed to fill the entire boatshed. ‘I’ve been waiting days for this,’ he said as he ran his hands up and down her back. ‘Oh, Jemmy! Jemmy!’

  she cried and then somehow they fell backwards onto the top of the nets and all Malachy could see was the whiteness of the cowman’s body as he cried, ‘Oh, Jesus! Oh, Christ! Christ,

  Jesus, but I love you, Cissie Dudgeon! I fucking love you!’ Malachy covered his ears in case he’d hear what she’d say. But it didn’t matter what he did because he heard it

  anyway. ‘Oh, Jemmy! Jemmy, darling! Come on! Come on!’




  It was around four or thereabouts when Cissie came home. She said there had been a big crowd up at the doctor’s. Of all the days that had ever been spent in the house,

  Malachy felt that that was the saddest. Mainly because he could tell by his father’s eyes that whatever fight there had been left in him, there was certainly none now. If she had said

  ‘Why don’t you go and drown yourself right now this very minute? Wouldn’t it make more sense to go and do it now and be done with it?’ he would probably have gone ahead. As

  far as Malachy was concerned, it would have been better if she had, instead of sitting there laughing and handing liquorice allsorts around, blowing shite about the doctor’s.




  That was the worst part of love dying and going into the grave. That on its own wasn’t enough for people. They had to go and dig you up so that you would have to go to the funeral all over

  again. They had to press liquorice allsorts into your mouth.




  Which was why Malachy didn’t get so much as a wink of sleep that night. How could he, with Jemmy Brady and Cissie standing there beside a granite tombstone with love on it, waving a pair

  of spades and falling about the place saying to one another ‘Let’s dig the old bollocks up and put him astray in the head altogether. Yoo-hoo! Packie! Are you down there? Are you down

  there, Dudgeon? Are you down there, boy? Look what we have for you-oo!’




  







  The Fishing Stand




  So, as you can imagine, that little episode didn’t exactly help things in the Dudgeon household, what with Malachy turning arctic on his mother and poor old Cissie at her

  wit’s end to know what to do about it. I mean, it did pose a bit of a problem you have to admit. What was she supposed to do – turn around to him and say, ‘Excuse me, Malachy

  – you weren’t by any chance spying on me on Sunday morning were you?’ Which, even if she could have done it, would only have made things worse, considering she had no excuse

  – none in the wide world. Not that it mattered all that much in the long run anyway, as it happened, for events, as they say, soon overtook them.




  To say that people were surprised when The Dummy who lived in Maguire’s loft went out to the lake and threw himself in would be an understatement, because of all the

  people in the town who were likely to drown themselves, he was just about the last you would expect. As indeed was Packie, who did the very same thing no more than a week later, for although the

  whole town knew about his troubles and all the rest of it, they never really seriously considered that he might go that far. But he did. He went that far all right, as Malachy found out one day

  when he was on his way home from school. One of the young McKiernans of Harbour Terrace came running up to him and said, ‘Your father’s dead! He was fishing on the stand out at the

  Dummy’s Water. It broke and he fell in!’ When he heard this, Malachy felt like laughing in the young fellow’s face, for the McKiernans were well known for their mad yarns and tall

  stories. But, as he discovered when he got home, it was anything but a mad yarn or a tall story. He stood in the hallway for well over a minute as the world turned sideways. It was like being hit

  with a hammer.




  Inside, the house was packed. The atmosphere was thick with despair and indignation. They were furious about the fishing stand, they said. They said there was going to be murder about it.

  Especially Nobby Caslin, who said he had written to the council long ago about it being a hazard. But had anything been done? Not at all. He took out his pipe and lit it with a trembling hand.

  Someone said, ‘The bloody thing’s been rotten this past eighteen months or more. There’s not one in this town doesn’t know that. Not one!’ His cheeks reddened when he

  said that. Nobby nodded and said, ‘Isn’t that what I’m saying? Isn’t that exactly what I have been saying?’




  It was a very sad occasion. Poor old Cissie was in a bad way. There was a mountain of Kleenex at her ankles and the tears were literally spewing out of her. ‘How will I manage without

  him?’ she wanted to know. ‘How will I manage without my Packie?’ When he heard that, Malachy felt like laughing. He had heard some good ones from her but this performance took

  some beating. The women told her it was going to be OK. God would look after her, they said. Then off they went and got more Kleenex. The cowman didn’t show until quite late, looking like

  something that had been dug up out of the bog and decked out in a Sunday coat. He turned his cap around in his hands and said it was a bad blow. The women said they would get some more sandwiches,

  which they did. They said, ‘Don’t worry. Time is a great healer.’ The widow dabbed her eyes and appeared to agree that what they were saying made perfect sense. Then, however, she

  went and burst into tears again. There was another knock at the door and in came Father Pat. He had been a great footballer in his youth, which explained why he was blathering away about some match

  or other after only five minutes in the house. Just as he was running up the field to bury the ball in the back of the net, away went the door again and in came Alec and all his buddies, shaking

  their heads and remarking how cruel life was. That provided the cue for yet another philosophical discussion on the brevity of existence and so on, some halfwit friend of the cowman’s

  observing wistfully, ‘When you think of all the happy times we had in this house when he was alive,’ a comment which, if it didn’t make Malachy burst out laughing right there and

  then on the spot, came perilously close. As far as everyone else was concerned, however, it obviously was just about the most poignant and pertinent statement ever made.




  Then came the time for Nobby to address the company. When it came to funerals and sad occasions, there was no one to touch Nobby Caslin for the few words. He bided his time gravely until there

  was complete silence in the room, then he cleared his throat and began to speak. ‘It’s always sad when someone dies,’ he said. They all looked at each other when he said that and

  agreed that that was right. Oh, yes, there was no doubt about that. You just could not disagree with that, they said. Then he continued, going into a diatribe about the fishing stand and the state

  they had let it get into and by the time he was finished, it was all they could do not to march up en masse to the council offices and burn them to the ground right there and then. Which, of

  course, was the most hilarious yet, for as Malachy well knew, if there was anything in this world his father hated, it was the hobby of fishing, and if there was a reason he went out to the lake,

  it was one reason and one reason alone – to throw himself into the bloody thing. Not that it mattered to Nobby of course, for by now he was on to his pet subject – funerals. There was

  nothing this man didn’t know about funerals. Mainly because he had been to more or less every funeral that had taken place in the town over the past twenty years. ‘I might be sticking

  my neck out here,’ he said, clearing his throat, ‘but I would not be one bit surprised if he pulls in over five hundred. He was a well-respected man and there’s not one in this

  room or anywhere else can say different.’




  Everyone agreed with that and Nobby’s speech would have been a good note on which to end the proceedings if some bollocks by the name of Peter from the mountain hadn’t gone and

  decided to try and liven things up with a bit of a joke. ‘Just so long as it doesn’t turn out like the McAdoo funeral!’ he snorted and had to hold his sides in case he’d

  break in two with the laughing. It was only when he looked up and saw the face of Nobby Caslin glaring at him along with ten or eleven others that he realized he’d gone and stuck his big size

  twelves right in it. Nobby gripped the bowl of his pipe until his knuckles turned white. ‘If I ever hear another word about that funeral,’ he hissed through his teeth. ‘If I ever

  so much as hear another fucking word about it—!’




  For a minute or two it looked like he was about to collapse or something but then, almost inaudibly, he continued, ‘I swear to God as long as I live I never want to hear another word about

  it. Do you hear what I’m saying? It was one of the worst days I ever remember in this town. Every time I think of it I get sick to my stomach and that’s the truth. So maybe now, Peter,

  maybe just once in your life you’d do the right thing and shut up about it. Do you think you could do that, Peter – do you? Mm?’




  Peter did think that. Of course he could shut up about it. As a matter of fact, not only could he shut up about it but he hadn’t the slightest intention of mentioning it ever again as long

  as he lived. Which was what he was about to say to Nobby before the latter pushed right past him and went off out the door without so much as another word.




  After that, everybody started talking about something else just in case the subject of Mrs McAdoo and the funeral might somehow come up again. Which was interesting, thought Malachy, seeing as

  how not so very long ago, it was all anyone had ever wanted to talk about. You could hardly walk up the street then without someone mentioning Mrs McAdoo and what had happened in the graveyard that

  day. Now, by the looks of things, you daren’t open your trap, for if you did Nobby Caslin or his ilk would be halfway down your throat shouting, ‘Don’t talk to me! You and Mrs

  McAdoo! Do you think we’ve had no other funerals in this town, do you not? Shut up about it! We want to hear no more about her or her carry-on! Do you hear me now! Shut up you and

  her!’




  That, I am afraid, was what you could expect if you opened your gob about Mrs McAdoo. Which certainly made it clear in no uncertain terms just how important her forty years on earth had

  been.




  







  Little Chubbies




  What happened was she woke up in the middle of the night and heard her baby crying. Not just ordinary crying, but crying that would put you out of your mind. She wasn’t

  really sure what to do because little Thomas was her first baby and that was why at the crack of dawn she went up to the doctor. ‘Don’t you be worrying your head, Mrs,’ the doctor

  said, ‘babies – if they don’t get one thing they get another. You just make sure to give him this medicine and come tomorrow night he’ll be right as rain you’ll

  see.’




  When she heard this she was as happy as Larry again and no matter who she met on her way down the street she said, ‘I’m a cod to be worrying my head. The doctor gave me a tonic and

  he says by tomorrow night he’ll be right as rain.’ By the time she got home she was so delighted with herself and so happy that she felt like having a party in the house to celebrate

  her son Thomas’s visit to the doctor. Which would have been premature because by the time tomorrow night came around, far from being right as rain, his crying was worse than ever and on top

  of that he was white as a ghost. When she saw that, a spike of fear went shooting through her. ‘My baby is going to die,’ she thought to herself. But she pulled herself together.

  ‘What am I talking about or what is wrong with me? Didn’t the doctor tell me there is nothing wrong with him. Nothing in the slightest. Run down – that’s what he is. I know

  what I’ll do. I’ll take another walk up to the surgery just to be on the safe side.’




  Which is exactly what she did. The doctor gave her more medicine and no sooner had she said goodbye to him and gone off down the street than she was laughing and smiling away with the

  neighbours, just like old times. Wouldn’t it be absolutely wonderful to say that that evening saw little Thomas back to himself? He wasn’t however and the crying, bad as it had been

  before, was now very close to what you might describe as unbearable. So it wasn’t really surprising when the neighbours said to Mrs McAdoo, ‘Would you not think of bringing him up to

  the Canon? Don’t you know that he can work miracles?’ ‘Very well then,’ she replied, ‘I will.’ Because the truth was by that time she would have done anything.

  If the neighbour women had told her to feed the baby wood shavings she would have been glad to do it.




  She put him into the pram and wheeled him off up to the parochial house. She told the Canon that there was something wrong with her child, that he had some kind of disease. ‘I see,’

  he said to her. ‘Right so – bring him out the back.’




  Of all the women in the town there was no one holier than Mrs McAdoo. She most definitely wasn’t the kind who would speak back to the priests, especially not the Canon. But when he asked

  her to bring him round the back and put him down into the barrel of holy water she wasn’t so sure after all if she wanted a miracle performed. In fact, she was almost one hundred per cent

  certain that she didn’t and although she was a little bit afraid she did manage to speak up a bit. ‘But, Canon, what if any of it gets into his mouth? There’s all green stuff on

  the top of it there. It’s just that I’m afraid it might make him sick, Canon, if you know what I mean.’




  When the Canon heard this he did not quite know whether to fall about the place laughing or just draw out there and then and hit her a skelp of his walking stick. He just couldn’t

  understand it. He could not for the life of him understand what was the matter with her. Fortunately for her in the end he just sighed and said, ‘Ah, daughter, will you come on now. Stop your

  cod-acting like a good girl and put him into the holy water, I have confessions at eight.’ When she started to sniffle a little bit, he said, somewhat more forcefully this time, ‘Mrs

  McAdoo, will you please put the baby in or what is wrong with you?’ So then at last she put him in and when she took him out she hesitated for a minute or two. She wasn’t so sure about

  putting him in the second time because he was, as she had said, all covered in the green slime. But the Canon was insistent that it had to be three times or nothing. He said the child was either to

  be immersed three times or the whole thing was a complete waste of time. So in went Thomas the third time and the Canon said, ‘There now – that wasn’t so hard, was it? Good girl

  yourself.’




  Mrs McAdoo stuttered. Not very much. Just a little because she was confused. Then she composed herself and replied no Canon it wasn’t hard Canon thank you very much Canon I want to thank

  you very much. And the Canon said that there was no need to thank him. He said never mind thanking me Mrs I’m doing no more than my job that’s all I’m doing – no more no

  less. After that he said it was time for him to be off to his confessions.




  On leaving the church grounds, Mrs McAdoo found herself in a state of near elation and as she carried Thomas all the way down the hill towards the town she felt she was cruising at least three

  feet above the ground. And if she was sure of one thing it was that that day which was an ordinary misty-wet day in September was the happiest day ever in her whole life so far and it seemed to her

  that nothing would bother her ever again as she said to Thomas, tweaking his cheek in the pram, ‘Isn’t that right, Thomas? Isn’t that right, little chubbies? It certainly is, my

  little man!’




  And it definitely did seem at that moment that nothing would bother her ever again. And went on being like that until around half-past eight or nine when she went into the bedroom to see if he

  was awake or did he perhaps need another feed. She was still so happy she was singing a little song which went, ‘Mares eat oats and does eat oats and little lambs eat ivy!’ and the

  words of it seemed so silly she was going to say to Thomas, ‘Did you ever hear such silly billy words in your whole life – did you?’




  That was what she wanted to say to her little man and if she had, she would have expected Thomas to give one of his big wide baby grins that said back to her, ‘No, Mammy – I

  didn’t.’ But that’s not what happened unfortunately and there was only one reason for that and one reason alone, the fact that he was dead.




  And when she saw that, all that Mrs McAdoo could do was let out a howl, a howl that saw all the babies of centuries past flowing in front of her like a white stream.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
Patrick McCabe

The DEAD School

PICADOR





