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    The Story Begins


    
      
    


    Writing is an awkward and painful task. I have to focus hard on gripping the pen, while ignoring the pain that comes from making such a grip. Yet I feel that writing is precisely what I need to do at this moment. The very act of putting pen to blank paper and making those first ink scratches has awoken all those memories--of wondrous events and wicked events--that I suppressed for too long. After all these decades, it is time to tell the story of what happened, and in telling it perhaps find a solution to my present bleak predicament.


    My tale starts simply enough. The night I began work as a dishwasher in a well-reviewed Galway restaurant I was only eighteen years old. I stepped, nervous and uncertain, through the establishment’s back entrance into the heat and reek of the work area. Cooks cursed, crockery clattered; neon strip lighting flashed off pots and pans. A man in checked trousers and a white hat looked over at me and called out, “New boy incoming--and he looks totally useless.”


    A girl with a lot of makeup and layered, shoulder-length blond hair was more welcoming. “Come in.” She laughed. “We won’t bite.


    “My name’s Nuala,” said the girl. “You must be Donnacha, the new guy.” She paused for the briefest of breaths before carrying on talking. “I work mostly out front,” she explained in an assertive tone, “so if you get stuck, speak to Patrick over at the sink. He knows everything about being a scullery maid. He’s from Africa y’know.” She smiled, turned and walked away without waiting to hear anything I might have to say.


    I spoke to Patrick instead. He told me he worked morning and evening shifts, and had done so for three years. He was a lot older than anyone else in the sinks area and had flecks of white in his black hair and goatee. As he explained the job, I noticed that his voice had a slight French inflection.


    Within a few days, I was adept at my job, and was beginning to develop a friendly rapport with the other dishwashers and with the waitresses who brought in the trays laden with dirty dishes. One night Patrick said, “I’ve noticed Nuala’s started to do more evening shifts since you came along.”


    I was pleased but uncertain how to respond to this news. Then, one night, Nuala demanded to know why I had not asked her out.


    “No reason,” I said, my face suddenly turning very hot.


    “So, you want to go out or not?”


    “Suppose so.”


    “Cool,” said Nuala, “Do you want to come to a party with me?”


    “Sure.”


    Any hopes I had for romantic developments had to take a back seat, however, to the restaurant’s sanitary problems. Health inspectors were due to visit and the restaurant’s owner wanted the scullery stripped down and every nook and cranny cleaned. Only Patrick volunteered for the job, which was to take place on the night of the party. I, as the most recent worker, was told I had to do it.


    The big clean was a physically demanding job that we split into two sessions of four hours each, the first starting at nine on Saturday night. Patrick had been given a set of keys to lock up after we finished the first shift, and to let us back in for the second, which we agreed to begin at nine on Sunday morning.


    “Don’t worry,” he said, “we’ll still manage to get to the party in between times.”


    Patrick and I began by removing everything from the scullery: pots, colanders, woks, knives, forks, spoons, ladles, and over two hundred plates, as well as a similar amount of cups, saucers, and bowls. Trickiest of all was removing the big metal storage shelves on which everything was stored. When the scullery was bare, we each donned a white paper boiler suit and a facemask that made our lips and nostrils sweaty and itchy. Then we began scrubbing down the walls, the ceiling, behind the dishwasher, and below the sinks.


    At eleven o’clock Saturday night we heard the restaurant door opening and the owner calling out, “Don’t worry boys, it’s just me in to do some bookkeeping.”


    We called back our hellos and carried on with the job. After half an hour, the first wash down was almost over. Now it was time to dry the scullery and then apply the more powerful cleaning agent.


    Being unsure about the correct mixture of chemicals to water, we decided to ask the owner his opinion. No lights were on in the dining area, the owner being satisfied to use the illumination spilling from the kitchen. He sat behind a table peering over his big black diary. The light from the kitchen reflected on his pink, bald head, making a glowing white strip on his skull. He jotted a note in his book and completely ignored the person standing a foot or so from him.


    This figure moved a little closer and, in doing so, stepped from the gloom into the pale light. She was a girl about the same age as me, wearing a crumpled white blouse. Her black hair was a tangle of knots and, where it reflected the light, looked greasy and uncared for. As she drew closer to the table, she rubbed her face. The owner continued making notes in his diary at the table. The girl stepped fully into the light and swept her hand through her hair, revealing her strange face. Her eyes were narrow and her cheeks big and round. Individually these features were not unattractive but, together, they seemed to be at too great a variance with each other. The lower part of her face was not so much out of keeping with the top as out of proportion. Her mouth was shapely but her lower jaw seemed to stop short of its proper length, which made her lips seem too big somehow. The light did not help, bleaching her skin tone and highlighting dark curves beneath her eyes. In all, the girl’s appearance was both startling and unpleasant.


    The owner stopped writing, but did not acknowledge the girl; just turned over a page and began writing again. His strange-looking visitor looked over her shoulder in the direction of the bar, where little glints of light reflected off the wine glasses making them look like cold, white eyes staring out from the maw of some great black cavern. For a moment I was certain creatures were hidden there, and that their gaze was not focused solely on the girl; that I too was being scrutinised.


    “You okay?” Patrick whispered, “You look pale.” I nodded, and let Patrick lead me back into the brightness of the scullery. “That’s Eimir Mulcahy,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Nice girl. Used to work here. Sometimes in the morning. Sometimes the afternoon. Lots of tips when she was working.” As he spoke, it was difficult to discern Patrick’s words; his tone was so low and his accent more pronounced. What was undeniable was the affection in his voice.


    “Problem was,” Patrick continued, “the owner wanted her. But Eimir is not so lacking in experience. She told him no. So he sacked her. She got a new job. Working nights in a café. But she had difficulty getting her last wages for this job. The owner said she could not just pick them up like normal. Said she had to get them from him direct. That’s probably why she’s here tonight.”


    Patrick’s explanation made me re-assess the girl. I had only seen her briefly, and tiredness can rub beauty from anybody’s face. No doubt the girl was angry and humiliated as well. But no, despite such reasoning, I could still not think of the girl as attractive. Nuala was attractive, just like the women in magazines. Eimir was not. Perhaps she was not ugly but her features were certainly too peculiar to ever be described as beautiful.


    The owner startled us by stepping into the scullery. He was grinning like a Cheshire cat, real pleased with himself. “You boys okay?”


    “Getting there,” replied Patrick, “Just need a little advice about the cleaning agent.”


    The owner was as ignorant of the proper mixture as Patrick and I. He had, however, brought some chemical-proof goggles for when we cleaned the ceiling. Before he left, he told us we were doing a grand job, and added, “Get it finished in time, and I’ll give you double wages.” With that he went back out front where the girl still waited. He began talking in a whisper to her.


    I wanted to hear what was going on, but Patrick took a hold of my shoulder. “Come on,” he said and handed me the goggles.
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    Hormones


    
      
    


    We arrived to find the party in a state of flux. Many were leaving. Some, barely able to walk, were either heading home or being dragged rubber-legged and bouncing off to the clubs. More were arriving, some fresh faced; others a bit pint-or-three flushed; others still--like Patrick and me--were tired from work and looking now to drink, have fun and shake off the little creaks and pops of pain in our muscles and bones.


    The noise level was incredible. Innumerable conversations, gossipings, witticisms, and laughter vied like aural gladiators fighting for the prize of succinct communication. Above, below and all around the racket created by human lips, larynxes, tongues and teeth, a full-on punk version of Peggy Leitir Mór crashed and roared, jagging deep into my veins, lifting and elating me.


    Patrick and I squeezed by the bodies, holding our plastic bags of booze over our heads like explorers wading through a torrential river while exotic wildlife roared in cacophony all around. We had no idea where we were going but kept laughing and grinning as we headed there. Up ahead two guys started waving and shouting.


    Patrick gave them the thumbs up then translated. “They’ve got real Guinness,” he shouted. “From Nigeria.”


    I was yanked from the bedlam and found myself in a kitchen, held firmly in Nuala’s arms. “You made it,” she said, in a half-talking, half-shouting kinda way. The music had stopped but the noise level did not drop; merely became a little less frenzied. Her words were slightly slurred and she seemed to be holding onto me as much for balance as for intimacy.


    The kitchen was a little less crowded than the rest of the house. Propped against the cooker, a boy with acne and a yellow Mohican was waving a bottle of red wine about and slurring, “Ca bhuil an bottle opener?”


    A girl in a ripped T-shirt held up a tangle of metal and plastic. “Tá sé briste,” she declared, before bursting into laughter.


    “That’s Cammy and Shammy,” explained Nuala. “They’ve just released a CD. It was on just there.”


    “I heard,” I shout-talk replied. “It’s brilliant.”


    Nuala nodded vigorously, smiling and looking beautiful and all shiny. She picked up a pint tumbler full of wine and a lit cigarette. She took a deep gulp of the wine, followed by a series of quick shallow puffs of the cigarette. Then she winked at me and said, “Let’s go somewhere quieter.”


    We left the kitchen, Nuala in front, pushing against the tide of bodies, me following in her wake, clutching my carry-out. As we squeezed and shoved onward, I caught a glimpse of the girl I’d seen earlier in the restaurant. Only now she looked different somehow, transformed. Her eyes were wide and alert, her hair less tangled. Her mouth was still over large but smiling now. She had long silver earrings and looked grownup, like a woman, I guess.


    I’d seen plenty of pictures of sexy beautiful women and clearly this woman did not fit into the beauty category. Alluring would have been the right word to use, but alluring was a word not then included in my vocabulary. The only words I could find to express myself were, “She’s not ugly at all.” I was so surprised at this revelation I spoke the words out loud.


    Nuala stopped, looked in the direction of my gaze, and commented, “No, not ugly, but definitely a slut.”


    Slut is one of those magical words to which boys and men react. Slut is a description and a promise of delights easily availed, without needing to go through any complex rituals. Now I had seen a real live slut up close.


    “How do you know?” I asked Nuala, who knew everything.


    “She’s my best friend,” replied Nuala merrily. “Same age, nineteen, same school. That’s how I know. Shags anything--God alone knows what diseases she’s picked up.” This remark seemed to please her a great deal. She nodded again, slurped some wine and said, “We’re almost there.” We pushed through one last mass of bodies and found ourselves at the bottom of a staircase. “Okay,” slurred Nuala, “we’re going to the top landing.”


    Only the lights at the bottom of the stairs were on. Their illumination was adequate for the beginning of our ascent, but then we came to a landing and were submerged in total darkness as we crossed over to the next set of steps. Nuala explained there were four rooms in all branching out from the stairs at different levels. The waitresses from the restaurant had the topmost room. I made my way up through the darkness, my only guide Nuala’s slurred mutterings and stumblings. The experience was strangely exciting and erotic as I shuffled through the dark, banged my knee off a wall then suffered a terrible rush of vertigo as I clambered the last narrow stairway.


    Soft silver light filled the topmost landing. I looked up to see a thousand stars twinkling in the frame of an attic window. Before I could comment on them, Nuala stepped through a door and flicked a switch that filled the landing with a harsh pink light.


    “We’re here,” she said triumphantly. She took a celebratory swallow of wine then pulled me in. We were standing in a miniscule room, which contained two small beds, a cupboard, a chest of drawers and a window with the curtains closed. Two lamps with red bulbs lit the place, revealing posters of pop stars, and teddy bears, cigarette packets, T-shirts, pants and bras lying on the floor.


    Nuala sat on one of the beds. “I hope to get new place zwell soon,” she said, her brows furrowed as she concentrated on bringing coherent articulation to her fuddled thoughts. “Can’t stand mflatmates. Neemore privacy.” This last word she pronounced in a long husky drawl. I sat on the opposite bed and reached into my bag, pulled out a couple of cans of cider.


    Nuala sipped one of them while looking at me with a cheeky expression on her face. I was nervous, and quickly finished off one can and started on another. Its contents were three quarters drunk by the time I put it down on the floor. Nuala put her can down as well and crossed the room. She kneeled on the bed beside me. Then she gave me a shove and I fell over sideways. Nuala landed on top of me, grabbed my head between her hands and began kissing me.


    It was kissing that involved a lot of saliva as Nuala rotated her mouth back and forth across mine. Hormones rushed through me even as my lips grew numb. The scent of our encounter was sweat and nicotine and stale wine mixed with sharp sweet cider. Never had any blossom’s fragrance filled a body with greater delight: the delight of those watery lips moving relentlessly on mine, the delight of the imminence of yet greater revelations and sensations.


    We changed positions, with me leaning over Nuala as she lay back on the bed. I kissed her as she had kissed me, and likewise held her head in my hands. I was erect, taut as a bow ready to shoot off its arrows. I pushed my body against hers and felt the softness of her hip with the hardness of my penis. Nuala did not resist. As I continued circling my lips round hers I wondered whether I should undo my trousers or wait until Nuala began loosening her clothing.


    I looked at Nuala, hoping for some signal, but her eyes were closed. I kissed her again but her mouth was slack and unresponsive. I sat up. Nuala lay before me, completely still. I was terrified. A girl was lying absolutely still only seconds after I had pushed my penis into her hip. Had I killed her? Had I committed rape? Dear God, rape and murder in the one night. How long would I be locked up for? What would my parents say? To stave off panic, I picked up my can, downed its contents then opened another.
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