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“Rosaleen McDonagh writes of a Traveller world of lonesome feins and unwavering beoirs. It is a world seen at a moment of unmaking: the campsite is closing, homes are dismantled, lives are scattered. Profound upheavals are depicted in prose that is exact, unsparing, and filled with grace. An extraordinary novel, written with fierce compassion and a clear moral gaze, Rosaleen McDonagh has created something sublime out of fracture and loss. A tender, defiant, beautiful book.”

—Stuart Carolan

“Beset by tragedy, these characters still somehow soar, their inner commentaries full of tenderness, sorrow and even humour, as their thoughts are given voice by a gifted writer with outstanding powers of observation. When, in an early scene, Maryanne outsmarts a racist, she channels the sparkling intelligence that pervades this beautiful and compassionate work.”

—Kevin Brew

“Through layered characters and interwoven stories of grief, love, resistance, and survival across generations, the novel foregrounds Traveller identity and collective strength. Rooted in the centrality of storytelling within Traveller culture, this novel offers a remarkable testament to that tradition while contributing vitally to Irish literature and social critique.”

—David Friel
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To my faithful, loyal friends of thirty years, Suzy Byrne and Katherine (Ka) O’Donnell. Thank you for not being too settled or too able-bodied, for showing me the feminist ways and for always pulling me back from the brink.




It took many years of vomiting up all the filth I’d been taught about myself, and half-believed, before I was able to walk on the Earth as though I had a right to be here.

—James Baldwin
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Repercussions

Thursday, 28 November 2024

Gerard O’Donovan avoided eye contact with himself as he inspected his face in the mirror, checking to see if he had missed a patch. Still holding the electric shaver, he moved quickly from the bathroom to the kitchen and switched on the kettle. Another reminder of how you can take the Pavee out of the site but not the site out of the Pavee. Andrea, in the early days, had sourced Irish tea bags online, Barry’s Gold Blend. The kettle gurgled, and his right hand shook with the frenetic buzz of the shaver. His brain was in full flight, filled with jobs that needed to be done.

Boiling water splashed onto his left hand. He cursed under his breath, told himself to slow down – one minute, one hour, one day, one job. He switched the shaver off and rubbed the scalded area of his hand.

It was 5.15 a.m. in his dingy fifth-floor walk-up Manhattan apartment. The kitchen press doors were barely hanging on, and the skirting boards were marked with grease and grime. They’d been living there for about four years. Andrea made an effort to paint, polish and hang up pictures to make it more comfortable, but it made little difference as the apartment hadn’t been renovated since the early 1970s. That was how they could afford a place in an area like this. The unspoken deal with the landlord was as long as there were no complaints to the Department of Housing Preservation and Development, they could keep their relatively reasonable rent.

A stale funk rose from the bin that he wished he’d put outside last night. He had felt so crappy when Andrea left that he decided to just go to bed. He slurped a quick cup of tea, then dressed quickly.

The noise of the garbage trucks on the street and the men shouting at each other seeped through the closed window. Gerard grasped the black sack from the bin, put a quick knot in it. He grabbed his keys from the table, slung his work bag over his shoulder and ran down the hallway to the steps, taking two at a time, hoping one of the guys would let him throw the sack into the lorry.

The early shift started at 6 a.m. in Fitzpatrick Hotel. Gerard worked in the kitchen, prepping for senior chefs. He had been given no title but he told everyone he was a sous-chef.

Andrea had left the city for the weekend to celebrate Thanksgiving in Hoboken. She’d left crying. The row had started because she wanted him to meet her family for the first time. They knew she was seeing someone Irish and that there was an issue with his visa.

Over the years, whenever Andrea had tried to persuade him that it was the right moment to meet her family, he’d always refused. He knew her family would be disappointed with his Caucasian appearance and his career choice.

During these arguments, he would grab his jacket, leave the apartment and walk at a furious pace until it was dark. Central Park was his go-to place.

Andrea was in her early thirties; she wanted a future, something stable with him. Her parents would eventually get over his skin tone. They sometimes attempted to introduce her to their friends’ children, who were doctors and lawyers. They wanted someone professional. Someone who was her equal. Andrea had mentioned her parents’ tactics to Gerard and told him that she’d recently been avoiding conversations with her mother about him. He listened carefully to what she said. He understood their point of view. He wouldn’t want himself for a son-in-law either.

‘You’re a bit old to be the rebellious daughter. Go find someone they’d love, that you’d love.’

Andrea said, ‘But I love you.’

That stopped Gerard in his tracks.

He pretended the information and invitation from her family for Thanksgiving was new to him, despite the fact she’d been telling him about it for months. The thought of celebrating, of being amongst a family … he just couldn’t.

They’d been together for eight years. Andrea was pushing for something more. She wanted him to get his visa. The words security, future, babies, marriage had been a substantial part of their conversations of late.

Seeing her upset made him feel like shit but acting like a selfish cunt came easy to him. He’d let her down so much, yet she resisted ending it. Him breaking up with her wasn’t going to happen. He didn’t have the capacity. He planned for the break-up, though, for the day it came, because surely it would come. Gerard was always waiting for her to wake up and see how inadequate he was, how incapable.

His recovery plan was already in place – some of the Chinese lads from the apartments on the next floor up would move in, help him with the rent. This exit strategy, if you could call it that, was about the practicalities: where and how he would live. It made him feel safer to plan for this eventuality. Andrea probably had her own escape route. That’s what he told himself.

The emotional stuff, the heartache of missing her, he didn’t have a strategy to cope with that.

There was no definitive moment when he knew he was in love with Andrea. Slowly, she filled the space in his heart that he hadn’t even known was empty, though he rarely allowed himself to let those thoughts and feelings in. He calculated that if he held back, didn’t measure up to her expectations, he’d protect himself from the inevitable. He was, after all, unlovable.

That plan came undone without him even noticing.

Sometimes when she was cooking, preparing food for them, he’d hear her humming. He’d go to her, take her in his arms, and they’d dance to one of her old Aretha Franklin records.

She did all the chasing, the naming of the relationship, advancing it, making suggestions of when they’d go away together or move in together. Gerard soon realised she only had to ask and he’d do what she wanted. On the surface, he told himself that he was in control. In reality, he knew that was bullshit.

Andrea had always complained that she didn’t know him. Apart from growing up in Dublin, Ireland, she knew nothing about him.

Accusations would come out in the middle of a row: ‘Why have I not met any of your people? Are you ashamed of me?’

Gerard never answered. Nobody knew about his life in Ireland. Where would he start?

Over the years, he’d built up a story about leaving home when he finished school at sixteen. He had two brothers and two sisters, and they lived in a house just outside Dublin. They weren’t close. He provided no specifics. Details could trip you up and make you lie.

Fitzpatrick Hotel was two subway stops away, on Lexington Avenue. Gerard had collected his freshly ironed uniform the night before and packed it in his work bag. The hotel would be full of tourists. Full of complaints.

The twenty-eighth of November was a difficult day, a long time ago. It was supposed to be his wedding day. Like 13 November, the dates were seared into his consciousness. In previous years, he had made time to step into the Jean Baptiste Roman Catholic Church, though he wasn’t a mass-goer. He’d kneel close to the altar or light a candle. All these years later, so much had happened. His life had taken turns that were unimaginable.

He used to FaceTime with his mother, Nora, and send her money, but that was the extent of what he could do. She asked him very few questions. There was never a want in her voice for him to come home.

In the early days, there were times when he was destitute. He’d join countless New Yorkers who queued daily at a different chapel or synagogue for food. Sometimes they were rewarded with their pick of food parcels and clothes. While waiting, he listened for Irish accents. He’d wait to hear the Pavee lilt. Mixed emotions would rise in him. He wanted to hear that lilt as much as he wanted the food parcel, but when he did hear one, it felt too dangerous. That accent would make him break from the line, run until he found a safe corner, his body shaking with rage. Then the tears would come, and an overwhelming emptiness.

He couldn’t tell his mother or any of his family at home how the mere sound of a Pavee accent would shatter him. Were they interested? Not really. He knew his actions had marked the family, and it was best if he kept himself away.

Three years ago, Nora died. He couldn’t go home for the funeral because of the visa issue. That was a lie. The visa wasn’t the problem. His family didn’t want him to come back. He’d stir up trouble. On her deathbed, Nora still held the belief that Kate and Michael lost their child because of him. A life for a life. They could have been vindictive, but they weren’t that kind of people. Nora knew it would be easier all around if he stayed away. He knew his mother believed in the ideas of repentance and retribution. He often thought about what his eight brothers and three sisters told their partners about him. He had missed weddings, christenings and funerals. His younger brother, Teddy, would call around his birthday or Saint Patrick’s Day. Never on Christmas Day. Gerard imagined that it was because it was a family day. He wasn’t part of that any more.

The earbuds irritated him. He meant to buy a new pair last week but never got around to it. The music was crowding his thoughts. A clear head was what he wanted and needed. It was cold out. He pulled on the mustard-coloured hat, a present from Andrea. The air stung his face. He passed a woman in a wheelchair who nearly drove him off the sidewalk.

Sorry didn’t cut it in New York.

Despite the holiday, some shops were preparing to open for breakfast. He could smell the fresh-baked bagels from the deli where Andrea got her kale smoothies and cauliflower schnitzels.

There seemed to be more homeless people than usual huddled in their sleeping bags, shopping carts beside them. Gerard knew there were several moments when that life could have become his reality.

He thought about ringing Andrea, then decided it was too early, maybe on his ten o’clock break.

The street was long and wide, tall buildings with reflective windows looked down on him. The lipstick building, a quirky skyscraper, towered over the red-brick P. J. Clarke’s, an Irish bar he stayed well clear of.

The wages he earned, even with overtime, didn’t match Andrea’s. She had worked her way up to assistant principal at a fee-paying Catholic school nearby. It had taken him a while to learn to cope with the discrepancy between their earnings. He would have preferred to live in a cheaper area, but Andrea wanted to live near the school.

Andrea taught him about the nuts and bolts of making a relationship work. The Pavee way of doing things, like the man earning more, he had to rid himself of all that shite.

He sometimes took a turn onto a parallel street for a change and passed the Russian-looking synagogue with its onion-shaped domes, the antique shop on the corner that Andrea frequently dragged him into to show him handcrafted furniture and gold jewellery.

He didn’t allow himself to think much of Ireland, of home. Just a year ago, he had seen images of the far-right riots on O’Connell Street. Sitting in the hotel’s staff quarters, when Dublin came on the TV screen, it seemed like a city he didn’t know. How could he have disconnected so much from once-familiar shops or the Spike? The burning Luas. It was a town he didn’t remember.

He’d heard and read about the marriage equality referendum. He wondered what his brothers and sisters thought of it. He had an uncle, Johnny, there was chat about him because he had never married. Gerard chuckled and shook his head, thinking of the legs the rumours would get. He missed his siblings; missed the gossip and ballyragging that went on. He couldn’t get into much on the phone calls. Teddy always seemed to be in a hurry, as if he was phoning him on the sly, leaving no room for everyday conversations.

All this stuff had no impact on Gerard’s life now. Following events was his only way of retaining some tentative connection with Ireland. It was something to talk about if he was ever in the company of Irish people. Although he knew never to bring up or comment on the Traveller ethnicity situation. On the first of March, 2017, Teddy rang him during the night, drunk but happy. He’d been celebrating. The significance of the date didn’t register with Gerard until a couple of weeks later when he read about it online. The little pouch of pride had burst when he realised that the recognition wasn’t legally binding.

The racism he’d experienced in school and growing up was stored inside of him. The low expectations. The special classrooms and the bullying from pupils and teachers.

He would get emotional when he remembered his mother telling him how her generation were brought into school, showered, and their hair checked for lice. Nostalgia put a different texture on the memories. His own experience of school wasn’t that different from his mother’s. He got a diagnosis of ADHD – or was it autism? – as did every other Traveller boy and girl in his class. They diagnosed based on ethnicity rather than any signs or symptoms.

The day before he made his Confirmation, Gerard and the other Travellers in the class were brought in at 9 a.m. to prepare and then sent home at 11 a.m. The settled children stayed on in school to finish their lessons. None of the Travellers were ever asked about which secondary school they were going to or what they wanted to be when they grew up. That’s how things were.

Andrea didn’t know any of this. When she talked about her experiences in school, he’d sit quietly, attentively, but was careful not to nod or pretend he understood her experience of exclusion.

He liked reading about home. He rarely came across anything about Travellers in mainstream media unless it was to associate them with criminality. But two years ago, Andrea told him an Irish fella, a writer, was reading in the Kennedy Center. She mentioned that the writer was from the native or indigenous people.

‘Who might those be?’

‘No idea,’ Gerard said in a rushed tone. He was afraid that once a word of acknowledgement of Travellers seeped out, she would push and push for more information. Then he’d try to cover his tracks, reacting badly, and she’d be confused by his irrational behaviour.

‘Could be fun. Let’s go to it.’

He cut her off: ‘There’s no point in buying tickets. He probably speaks Irish, and neither of us would understand.’

Missing it made him sad. He couldn’t have gone anyway. Too risky.

When Gerard entered the hotel kitchen, he wondered how he would plan his day so he could go to the chapel. Did he want to go? Did it matter any more? Charlene was dead. The ritual of going to the chapel seemed pointless now. In the early days, it felt like a duty, a responsibility that would perpetuate the torture he was subjecting himself to. That’s what he deserved: a reminder, a punishment. A space where he could sit and relive that moment in time when he heard that Charlene had killed herself. He went to the chapel to mark the funeral that he wasn’t allowed to attend.

There were plenty of ways to damage himself. Constantly reminding himself of his wrongdoings kept him in check. The one that had the greatest impact was not telling Andrea about Charlene; the second was denying where he came from. Whenever she mentioned her skin colour, there was an opening, if not about Charlene, maybe about his ethnicity. But he didn’t let himself make the connection. Those areas of his life were buried deep inside him. The words were too hard to find. He couldn’t even try.

When they got together first, Gerard knew Andrea wanted something permanent. So did he – an end to the loneliness, the sadness, the hangovers, the comedown after drug-fuelled nights. Life had begun to feel pointless.

The men he socialised with all worked in hospitality. Most worked in the hotel and some joined from neighbouring bars and restaurants. Sometimes there were Irish who worked in other venues. They all worked unsociable shifts, so hanging out together in a bar late at night was normal. He was careful how he answered their questions. He would say that his family were Irish but moved to Birmingham when he was four. He learned to speak in a neutral accent, reminded himself not to allow any slippage, especially when alcohol and nostalgia were involved.

Once or twice, people had told him that he had a very rural accent, guessing it was from Mayo, Sligo or Donegal. It was in those instances that Gerard had learned to pull back, push down his temper, let go of the glass, shrug his shoulders and say, ‘I’ll see ye in the morning.’

Jamie was his best friend. At least he hoped he was. They never said it. There were drunken hugs; occasionally Jamie would cry and Gerard found this very hard to deal with. He learned to sit and wait. Don’t ask questions. Jamie was Chinese. He got Gerard his first job in a restaurant, Shanghai House, near all the theatres.

They ended up studying culinary skills at night at a tech college together. Literacy was an issue for Gerard. Jamie figured it out fast. Occasionally he’d talk about having to translate doctor’s appointments and other notices into Chinese for his grandparents. Gerard was glad Jamie was journeying this life with him. He kept him from getting drunk too often. Jamie wasn’t remotely curious about Ireland. They were just easy with each other.

Before Andrea came into his life, Gerard felt like a bit of a spare whenever he’d go out with Jamie and his partner, Hannah. They went to concerts, on walks, even nights in restaurants. Privately, he missed that time. Hannah was fun and light and encouraged the friendship. Being a spare was awkward, but being a foursome required planning, organisation and attentiveness, all the things that Gerard had to dig deep to produce. Hannah made everything easy. She reminded him of his sisters, Geraldine, Gina and Cathy.

The intimacy that Jamie and Hannah had, he couldn’t manufacture with Andrea. Andrea tried and kept trying; he kept failing. Jamie warned him. Did he want Andrea to meet someone else?

Jamie had helped him with the essays he had to write for his night course and encouraged him to attend an adult literacy evening class on Wednesdays in the library. There was no shame. It was just suggested and organised. That was where he met Andrea. She was the tutor. He did his best to keep away from her. She offered one-toone tuition, and that was the end of it. Seducing and surrendering were the central parts of the syllabus.

Ten a.m. came and went; the kitchen was noisy, smelly, full of testosterone. Garlic, meat, fish, herbs, spices and expensive masculine aftershave. The fast, loud atmosphere kept him on his toes. Music blared. Chefs with fashionable haircuts, designer tattoos and gym-sculpted bodies roared instructions over the clanging ovens and hissing steam. He knew the drill: keep the head down, take what was coming. If the porter was off, just do what they asked. Take out the garbage, wash the floor, scrub the pots and stay focused.

He dialled Andrea’s number at lunchtime, praying she wouldn’t pick up. She didn’t. He sighed with relief. A voice message would do the trick.

‘Hope it’s going well. What day did you say you’ll be home? I’ll try again later, Andrea.’ He noticed the way he said her name. His voice was unsure.

Three o’clock. An hour’s break. It would be easy to go up to the staff quarters, bring some food, take off his clogs, or maybe sit on the roof with some coworkers. Before Gerard had time to process his thoughts, the jacket and the mustard hat were on. The bitter November afternoon made him wish he had brought the scarf, the chequered one that had a faint smell of Andrea’s flowery perfume. Instead, he buttoned up his suede jacket.

The pull was strong, yet he couldn’t remember the twenty-three-minute journey from the hotel to the chapel. His feet seemed to be moving faster than his brain. He plonked down in a pew towards the back on the left. It was busy on this Thanksgiving Thursday afternoon. It wasn’t like a Sunday morning but there was constant footfall. The door swung open, letting the wind in, making the candles flicker. Gerard stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. His phone felt too big, too awkward for the size of the pocket. His fingers moved over the screen.

There was no way to count the number of burner phones he’d had over the years. He got his first mobile phone at twelve. All the lads around the site had one. Different brands, different prices, different sizes, different specs. His mother wanted him to wait until he was older. But his father, Jimmy, had brought home several phones still in their boxes. One was for Gerard and the rest went to his brothers.

His father didn’t want to be seen to go against his wife’s wishes, so he told his sons to keep the phones hidden from her.

In the chapel, he wondered if his family had a WhatsApp group. The thought hurt. He pushed down the lump in his throat. When Teddy rang, it was always from a new number. Gerard never rang Teddy. That was the rule. Nobody ever told him, but he knew their communication could only be one-way. Wives and children to be considered. His actions had ruined his family’s reputation. Gerard’s character had to be dismantled and his place in the family erased. There had been a worry for his sisters that no family would want them in marriage. People assumed the O’Donovans had little or no respect for women.

That was hard on his father. He had always treated his mother like she was a queen. He took her everywhere and worked hard so she could have whatever she wanted.

Four years before Nora died, Teddy had told Gerard that his father had taken his mother to Rome to celebrate their fortieth wedding anniversary. Nora had always wanted to visit the Pope. Teddy laughed, saying the two of them managed to get there independently, not being able to read, write or speak a word of Italian.

As Gerard got older and phones became more advanced, his technical expertise was applauded by his peer group, mainly his brothers and male cousins. Music and movies were shared, followed by threats and promises, depending on which feud was developing. His older brothers, Anthony and William, had warned him to stop with the phone. They tried to take it off him, to break it.

And there was the porn.

He found it easily and then it found him, ads popping up in the corner of his screen. Always just a click away. It opened up a whole new world, girls at any time of the day. He’d get hard. His nights were taken up with this ritual, and soon his evenings, afternoons and mornings too. He shared the pictures and links with one or two of his cousins. The schoolbooks were long since closed. Back then, it wasn’t a good look for Traveller lads to be interested in education or staying on in secondary school. Gerard would hear from Teddy about his nephews doing exams and thinking about college. For Gerard’s generation, college was a settled man’s journey. Pavees would do the hawking and labouring jobs.

A few days after his eighteenth birthday, he’d seen Charlene at a wedding. Even though she was sitting at a mixed table of young beoirs and feins, he knew not to speak to her directly. He took a photograph, one where she was smiling with some of her cousins. He watched her on the dance floor in a long, pink skirt with a slit up her right leg and a bra top with sequins.

Then he heard her sing. She captured the attention of two hundred drunk people with ‘One Starry Night’. Gerard knew there’d be a queue of young feins and their mothers wanting a wedding. He got in first. He followed up on Facebook. She kept him waiting for two weeks to respond to his friend request.

Charlene became the centre of his day and night. She kept telling him for three months, via Facebook messages, that she couldn’t give him her mobile phone number. He waited and persisted.

His first message was, ‘I love you. Can we get married?’

Both sets of parents were informed rather than asked.

Nora asked, ‘What’s wrong with poor Ellen, your cousin? She and her family are expecting a proposal from you.’

There should have been guilt about his childhood sweetheart, but there wasn’t. Charlene made it impossible for him to consider any other woman.

‘It’ll be awkward if you don’t ask her,’ his mother said.

You made that wedding when we were in the cradle, Gerard thought. ‘Ellen will have no problem getting anyone,’ he said instead.

He was glad now that he’d held his tongue. He had put his mother through enough.

The year after Gerard left, Teddy had sent photographs of Ellen’s wedding. Gerard hoped she was happy, and suspected Ellen thought she had made a lucky escape.

Meeting Charlene’s father and mother, Michael and Kate, brought trouble. Michael had tried to trace some sort of family connection. There was none. Kate took a dislike to Gerard. He could still remember that feeling in the trailer. Bringing over the engagement ring to Charlene made his nerves rattle. He made it his business to ask Charlene’s father if he could marry her. Michael shook his hand, firmly but briefly, his eyes scanning past Gerard to Kate.

‘You’ve already asked our girl, so don’t think we don’t know what you’re at,’ said Kate.

She saw straight through him, which made him more determined to torment her through Charlene. He’d told Charlene many times that her mother was a woman you could never please.

Now Gerard was embarrassed and ashamed of his younger self. He knew the rows between Charlene and her mother thrust her into his arms. Charlene would tell him how her mother was driving her mad. The teachers weren’t expecting Charlene to do honours subjects in her Leaving Cert. Nonetheless, Gerard knew the dynamics that were being played out between the school and Charlene’s parents. Gerard knew that from the beginning he’d driven a wedge between Charlene and her mother. The truth of the matter was that Michael and Kate Ward had other plans for their only daughter. Gerard’s way of doing things was wrong. He knew that now. His behaviour had been greedy and seedy.

If he’d asked Michael straight out about marrying Charlene, it would have been easier. Michael would have said no, and he and Charlene would have run away together. Then they would have had to get married. Gerard now understood that they were trying to break with tradition, or at least he was trying to pretend that he was modern and ask the girl of his dreams first. There was nothing cool or modern about the way it turned out for him, Charlene, and their families.

The only one who welcomed him into her family was her uncle David, who hoped Gerard was a Bohemians fan. He grinned and clapped Gerard on the shoulder when he said he was.

Charlene and Gerard would speak on the phone ten times a day. This added to the tension between the families. Frequently, Gerard would wait outside the school for Charlene. Then they’d hide away in a coffee shop. They’d sit near the back, careful not to be seen. Charlene made her brother Joseph move to a different table once she and Gerard were out of view. Joseph was meant to be her chaperone. Nobody paid much heed to that role.

Gerard knew Michael and Kate wanted someone else for Charlene – her cousin or a neighbour on Saint Rita’s, whom they liked. He couldn’t relax until he had that wedding ring on her finger.

The wedding jobs were divided between the two families. Charlene’s family would book the hotel. Michael had secured a four-star on the coast and the usual happened. The hotel rang to inform them that it was, in fact, mysteriously booked on the previously available wedding date, and they couldn’t host them after all. That meant Jimmy had to be the one to get the hotel. It felt like a brag, showing off that he could do something Michael couldn’t. And the two mothers were trying to outdo each other. Charlene would tell Gerard on the phone at night, but he lost track of who was winning.

One night, after the engagement, they were chatting on their phones. Charlene liked the ring, a plain single sapphire. Gerard remembered the price. The man in the shop said they didn’t do returns.

Gerard hadn’t been visiting the porn sites as frequently, and when he did, he’d try and find photos of girls that looked like Charlene.

His mouth was dry before he asked.

Charlene had said goodnight. He told her to wait.

Silence.

He spoke in a low voice: ‘Would you open your top for me?’

‘What?’

‘Take it off, tell me about it as you’re doing it.’

Charlene hung up and switched off her phone.

He didn’t hear from her until three days later when she sent him three photographs: one of her in the outfit that he first saw her in, the bra with sequins and the pink skirt with the slit, one with her top off and one full nude. He wrote back, saying he couldn’t wait for their wedding night, almost six weeks away.

He couldn’t help himself, he asked for more, the nude ones. Three were all she gave.

A few nights later, he was with a crowd of young feins. Pints. Shots of Jägermeister. He was drunk and they were chatting about their beoirs. He wanted to show them the photographs, but he didn’t. He was desperate to say something. Charlene was a beauty. Her body. He couldn’t help bragging about her. He didn’t think he said anything to the group. He was sure he didn’t; he wouldn’t have. But he did remember that while he was drunkenly blackguarding that night with the lads, the images of her were imprinted on his mind.

Had he said it to them? He didn’t know for sure.

He left his phone on the table and went to take a piss. To this day, he would never forgive himself for that act of carelessness. When he returned from the toilet, the lads were looking at him strangely. He wondered if they had slipped something into his pint. Were they on something? What was the joke he was missing?

Nobody said anything for a while, and then somebody mentioned Charlene’s father, how he’d make life hell for his son-in-law with Charlene being his only daughter. Gerard sobered up a bit at that comment.

The following morning, phone calls and voicemails. His father shaking him awake, looking like he was going to kill him; if he had been an inch taller he would have gotten more than a few clouts. It took him a while to understand why his mother, father and brother had burst into the bedroom. His head was throbbing from the drink.

‘You’ve ruined the girl’s life. You took away her reputation,’ Nora cried. ‘What if somebody did that to your sisters? Do you realise what you’ve done?’

Anthony, his brother, asked him how it happened. Gerard tried to explain. He sketched the events of the night before, said he had his phone on him all the time, and then remembered the fourth trip to the toilet.

It was torture hearing his mother sobbing and her words becoming repetitive and then unclear. He screamed at her, saying that she should be on his side and that Charlene had taken and sent the photographs. His mother struck him across the right cheek. Later that day, Jimmy made him get dressed and said they were going over to the site. That young girl needed an apology.

He begged his father, ‘No! I’ll do it myself in a day or two.’

Between 8 a.m. and three in the afternoon, he must have left over a million voice messages for Charlene, explaining the situation. Telling her he loved her and the wedding was still happening.

When he dialled her number again after 3 p.m., an automated voice said, ‘This number is no longer in service.’

His mother wouldn’t look at him. Other mothers might have called Charlene a dirty girl, a little whore, and ignored their son’s actions. Nora didn’t. She turned against him.

When they arrived at Saint Rita’s that Saturday afternoon, there was an eeriness about the site. In every trailer, lace curtains were lifted and then discreetly dropped.

In public, to save face, Nora defended Gerard. The baying between the two mothers was horrific. Kate defended Charlene while his own mother played into all the mother-in-law-to-be clichés.

‘Charlene, will you please come out so we can talk?’ Gerard shouted at Charlene’s little trailer. ‘Please let me explain.’

Charlene’s people had prize-winning boxers and trainers in their family but his didn’t. Still, that day, jackets and shirts were flung off, blood was drawn, and women were shouting and crying.

Looking back on it, he wondered what the purpose was. At that point, he and Charlene were over. He’d lost her. The argument between the families felt primal, both trying to defend their child’s behaviour.

When they limped home to their own trailer, Gerard knew by the stony atmosphere that his mother had only put on a performance. That she was thinking if a young fella took pictures of one of her daughters and sent them out, she’d behave exactly as Kate did.

There were no words between them; he just knew his mother would never look at him in the same way again.

On Monday morning he heard the news. Gerard remembered he didn’t know whether it was hearsay. He couldn’t eat, sleep or cry; all
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