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Part One Go July–August 1967





1

A ramp clanks us off the Rosslare ferry, an early crossing.

It’s still dark as we drive through Enniscorthy, where mist hangs round its empty streets, though later through Baltinglass, light starts lifting above the hills.

My friend Ian wakes up at a sharp right turn. “Where are we?”

“Hollywood.”

He blinks. It’s a village in County Wicklow, though he doesn’t believe me.

My mother’s minivan is a devil to drive; the gears are stiff, the clutch is dodgy and the steering column feels loose to me. I’ve borrowed the vehicle while my parents and my sixteen-year-old brother are camping in France.

We climb a wild high pass where thin light reveals steep slopes and moorland.

“Where’s this, for Christ’s sake, Simon?”

“The Wicklow Gap, it’s a small diversion to Glendalough.”

“Who’s she?”

“Glenda? She’s nowt to do with it.” I’m grinning. “The place is meant to be special.”

“I thought we weren’t doing tourist stuff.”

“I hope not, though according to Dad, it’s a place of pilgrimage.”

Ian swigs from a beer can. “Once a vicar’s son, always a…”

I’m pulling a face. I won’t be goaded.

“Mystics come here for inspiration. At least that’s what it says in our guidebook. My mum’s bought a comprehensive All-Ireland AA book for me, complete with maps.”

“Well, we can’t see a thing.”

He’s right. It’s a grey, dank morning full of thick, low clouds. There’s meant to be a beautiful lake, but dark, tall conifers block the way.

“It’s where Saint Kevin lived in the sixth century, spending most of his life up a tree and in a cave.”

It’s hard to imagine such privation. The thought seems dreadful, which partly explains why we head off for Dublin straightaway.

An hour or so later, we’re eating fish and chips on a quayside when some barefoot, filthy kids arrive. I’ve not met boys like this before, not anywhere in Europe… ragged urchins, like Fagin’s gang with Irish accents.

They start grabbing at our chip papers.

“Jesus, we’re famished, misters?”

“Steady on… One at a time, will you?”

We form all five of them into a queue, smallest first, doling out rations from our greasy fingers. They feed like gannets, screeching to fill their beaks.

Once the chips have gone, they lick and tear the oily newsprint, clamouring round us, pulling a wing mirror, banging a door panel.

“We’re stony broke, Misters.” Their eyes seem desperate. “By Mary and Joseph, can ye spare some change?”

We reach into our pockets, finding two small piles of small change, a mixture of currencies. The biggest lad glowers, as if about to snatch.

“Coppers only,” Ian says, sifting out our silver, the mean thing.

We throw pennies in the air, and the kids start barging each other to catch them.

I try being clever, rolling my last bent ha’penny towards the Liffey, as those lads run wild near the edge. Luckily, the coin clips a mooring bollard, flipping to safety in a gap between flagstones.

“Heads or tails?” I’m shouting, but the treasure’s lost beneath a pile of bodies.

We think about sightseeing, tracing paths of Irish heritage, Kilmainan Gaol, where Pearse and Connolly were gunned down by the British, the bullet marks at Dublin Post Office and the Protestant bastion of Trinity College. But as Ian points out, such places are for tourists, whatever their history.

“It’s a matter of conscience. If we’re not tourists, what else are we here for?”

“Fuck knows!” Ian looks to the heavens. “Some good Catholic girls, maybe?”

In the social domain of girls and women, I’m led by Ian. Waiting at Fishguard, he’d shown me three Durex packets, sealed snug in his wallet. “They’re banned in Ireland. I’ll lend you one, if necessary.”

A year above me, Ian Bradshaw seemed to know a lot about girls, ever since his Sunday afternoon jaunts away from boarding school. He and Hendie Henderson used to meet birds from Holy Cross Convent behind the Shepherd’s Arms. Such meetings were strictly forbidden, but the two fifteen-year-olds liked bragging afterwards about their first real girlfriends, Brenda Feeney and Sally Andrews.

I never actually met them, though it was easy to picture two young beauties leaning on a wall in ruffled-up skirts, kissing with their tongues as they rubbed against those lucky boys. We weren’t too sure how far this went, but in the junior common room one day, there was some proof of authenticity. Bradders and Hendie held their three middle fingers high in triumph, charging sixpence for a first sniff of girlhood.

Females had the status of mythical creatures, a strange, alluring species. Despite bravado, most of us knew little about them. Rumours of how women’s bodies worked were shared after lights-out in whispered chats – about babies, tits and lactation, about what happened with their eggs and blood each month, about the positions and purposes of their intimate body parts.

Someone would shine a torch at soft porn-mags, but the important bits remained unseen, blanked out or clothed with pubic hair. Untouched and hidden from most of my boarding school friends, these tunnels were a mystery. Though most of us hoped to put ourselves there one day, we hadn’t made that happen yet.

Sad to say, I’m still no wiser. These difficult times get more difficult every day, though inspired by the likes of Bob Dylan and my own grim feelings about the world, I write poems instead. Back home in Lichfield, I’ve been to a few pub readings to hear Dave Orchard, an older guy with a long black beard who works as a railway signalman and lives in a caravan with a dreamy hip blonde called Jan. Dave’s got almost everything. He doesn’t just know about ‘love’, he’s also got a cool, punchy way with words that roll off the tongue like a beat poet.

Bringing a little blue notebook to jot down lines for myself, I’ve also brought half my reading list for Sussex University, which should keep me busy in Ireland, though my mind often strays to ‘sex’, a fearful prospect perhaps doomed to failure. Last summer, I’d hitched across Europe with Charley Cartwright and still got nowhere, but my luck might change this year.

A substantial part of my father’s small stipend as a vicar and my mother’s teaching wage has been spent on education for me and Nick, my younger brother.

“The sky’s your limit,” Dad keeps saying. “Doors will open for you.”

But when it comes to girls, after ten years of boarding school, their doors seem more closed than ever. According to my parents, intercourse is a gift confined within the holy sacrament of marriage. All other sex is a sin in thought and deed, including masturbation.

My mother has even affected my choice of girlfriends. Soon after my nineteenth birthday this year, she found Lynda Carlton, a Grammar School 6th Former, lolling on my shoulder as we watched Danger Man on TV. Such behaviour was ‘quite uncalled for’, mother told her. I felt so ashamed, though, when I tried holding hands as I walked Lynda home, she pushed me away, saying, “Your mum’s a right bitch, Simon.”

“Be wary, son, be very wary of womankind, especially the wrong sort,” my father often warned me. “Their garden path is paved to hell.”

After Ian’s comment about Catholic girls, maybe here in Ireland I might just find ‘their garden path’.

Worshippers near St Stephen’s Green come streaming away from a daytime Mass, hundreds of them.

“It’s mid-week, for Christ’s sake.”

“It’s not for Christ’s nor for any God’s sake,” says Ian, “it’s for their own sake, their precious so-called souls.”

We’re kicking a pebble along a pavement, barging each other to kick it again. Ian wins most times, being bigger and stronger than me, glowering and victorious in his green cord jacket. I’m a wimp by comparison, a tall skinny rake in a torn beige top and blue jeans. Ian likes to stay clean-shaven, though even when he forgets, he still looks mature, while my fair-haired stubble takes days to grow.

Our mooch around Dublin seems disconnected. Talking with Ian about words and meanings… yin and yang with a lot of angst, I hardly notice the sights and sounds around us – a flock of nodding pigeons squabbling over scraps of bread, horse-drawn drays lorries and pushcarts holding up traffic, paper sellers and beggars calling for attention, a woebegone drunk crooning to himself.

Once we’ve dealt with alienation, estrangement from what we’ve been and where we are, we get on to another big word, Existentialism. We think and exist as unique beings, making choices that could shape our lives. Here and now.

Ian’s doubtful. “Our egos are controlled through socialisation, moulded by the influence of those around us.”

We visit several pubs. They’re not quite how I imagined, especially the ones I’d read about in Joyce. The single window-fronted Davy Byrnes in Duke Street seems too posh inside, with a lot of art deco curves and velvet upholstery. I tried ordering a gorgonzola and mustard sandwich as Bloom in Ulysses had done, only to be offered plain old English Cheddar, being told, “We’re low on supplies, Sir.” Mulligans near the Liffey is packed near closing time. Joyce himself used to perch on a bar stool amid the clamour, though I’m not sure where.

“I’m disappointed.”

“That’s the score, my friend,” says Ian. “We pitch in for a dream but wake in our own damp sheets.”

I’m too keen on literature, he reckons, as if it doesn’t matter what writers did or wrote about. Full of hopes and make-believe, books raise hopes that aren’t delivered. I’d learn a lot more if I did a real subject, like his Sociology at Kingston Poly.

While Ian’s in the Gents, I scribble in my notebook:

It’s stuff in the heart that counts

a head full of pictures

joys stored and kept safe

for good times later.

I begin a new line. If only love, then cross it out.

After closing time, a woman confronts us. “Five shillings each, lads. It’s dark around here.”

From three yards away, she seems sexy enough, a big-breasted brunette made up like a film star. Her perfume draws me. I move towards her.

Ian laughs, too pissed to care. “She’s all yours, lover boy.”

All sorts of reasons hold me back. I’m sorry for the woman, and it doesn’t feel right for a first time, somehow, not here on a street with a stranger.

“Err, I’m sorry,” I say. “We’re just off home, that’s all…”

“Go feck yeselves then, ye English wankers.” The woman laughs, tossing a hand as she slips away.

A few blocks down, we’re back near the river again. Tramps slump low in warehouse doorways. Seagulls fight for scraps.

We’re parked in a cul-de-sac off Mountjoy Square. To make some space, we wrap up all our stuff, books, clothes and camping gear, using a groundsheet as a makeshift holdall. Ian wrestles with a guy rope, tying the bundle behind a wheel.

“No one will nick anything, for Christ’s sake.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure, Coops. If this were Brum, the lot would go. You saw those kids.”

Sleep’s almost impossible, with my head squashed close against the steering column and needing a leak every hour or so.

“Alive, alive-Oer,” a drunk starts wailing. “Alive, alive-Oer… ali, ali…” The man loses his lines… “Sweet Molly feck, Oh Christ,” then starts up again. “Alive, alive…”

At dawn, we find a workman’s cafe, full of stale fag smoke and old tramp smell. Dangling from above, a swarm of bluebottles lie stuck on flypaper.

The bloke in charge squeezes our hands like a long-lost friend. “It’s Donal, here.”

We slouch along a shelf on high barstools, half-dead from beer and lack of sleep.

Donal brings fried egg muffins and mugs of tea. “So, what brought ye here?”

I look vaguely in the man’s direction, seeing fat stains and burn marks on his striped butcher’s apron.

“We haven’t got our bearings yet,” says Ian.

“It’s the craic we’re looking for.”

“Well, for all its fuss and business, it’s rarer to find than you think in Dublin. Much of this city’s a dump nowadays, the soul’s dropped out of it…”

“What’s new?” Ian asks. “We’ve plenty of dumps in England.”

“There’s shite everywhere I’ll grant ye, but coming from shite ye’ll know its smell, but God’s own country awaits ye.”

“Where?”

“There are places, all over, but if it’s scenery and the craic you’re looking for, go west, young men, where the beauty of the ocean knows no bounds. There’s music and dreams out there.”

Whichever way we go, we’ll be beyond the pale, where pagans used to live in caves. Englishmen feared to tread there in the past, the man tells us, when wild-eyed Celts trailed the roads like highwaymen.

“If we do what the man said,” says Ian on our way back to the van, “we’ll ignore your mother’s map book and all its tourist blether. We’ll just head off to the wild Atlantic somewhere, wherever the roads might take us. No names from now on…”

My friend stuffs the AA book below his passenger seat. It’ll be a mystery tour from now on, and when we do see place names, we’ll change them in our heads.

Anything’s possible. We may never come back, we may get lost, we might not find ourselves again.

Our voices start rising as we hit the road with song.

“If we keep going west, we could reach the sun.” I’m joking, of course.

“We’d be fried alive, my friend,” says Ian.

I’m more optimistic. “It could be a perfect consummation, nirvana perhaps.”

The whole thing’s a riot. We’ll be flying like angels towards the light, singing about stuff we don’t believe in, free and unleashed for our future.

The further west we go, the past becomes more evident… abandoned cottages, ruined, roofless churches and burial grounds full of old stone crosses. There’s little sign of life but a few thatched barns and farmhouses. Apart from telegraph wires and an odd passing car, we could be in the eighteenth century, galloping on horseback along green roads.

Beyond an old town, we reach a rogue and wilder part. The dark hulk of a mountain rears up above a ten-mile cleft of landlocked sea.

We park near a lake, surrounded by upland wilderness. There’s peace and stillness, though Ian rather spoils it.

“Landscapes don’t amount to much. Wherever we look, they don’t change us.”

“Of course, they do, they inspire us.”

“You’ll start saying they give us ‘love’ next.”

“Love?… The word’s repeated thrice by the Beatles… It’s at the top of the charts.”

“The lyric’s stuck, snagged around its own tape loop,” says Ian.

“But if we tried your flipside, we’d be queuing up in hell…”

Later, after passing through some more wild hills, Ian gets back at me.

“We can’t trust emotions… they get us nowhere.”

“So, what do you suggest?… There’s more to life than logic. Logic’s safe and plods along, it doesn’t turn music into song.”

“A bit of common sense might help. Applied sociology might change things.”

It’s hard to argue, especially when Ian starts quoting Karl Marx at me and talks about ‘social research data’. “We’ll soon have everything sorted…” I’m not sure if he’s joking. “Poverty will be eradicated. There’ll be no violence.”

“Wow! Peace be unto you…” I smile benignly, like my father does when blessing his congregation.

Ian makes a sign of the cross, in deadly irony.

We double up laughing. The van lurches sideways on a bumpy piece of tarmac near a bend, spinning to a halt by a pile of turf.

Overlooking a narrow inlet, our small campsite has basic facilities, a standpipe, a washbasin and toilets. Apart from our own mini ridge tent, there are just four frame tents and five or so horse-drawn caravans.

Having failed to replace an empty gas canister, we can’t use my parents’ stove yet and so resort to chewing hunks of bread with cold baked beans. We’ve brought enough funds to last a month or so, but there’s no point splashing out on meals.

We’ve got a Bush transistor on Radio Luxembourg, playing hits: A Whiter Shade of Pale, San Francisco Flowers in Your Hair and All You Need is Love, all putting out the same old message – peace and love, beauty and truth. The world is changing, maybe.

Our eyes track the antics of a couple of farm dogs, sniffing around the tents and then at each other. Unlike the stray, estranged people we saw in Dublin, these beasts start shagging in front of our eyes.

After Ian turns up the volume for the Rolling Stones, an English bloke comes over from a caravan next door.

“Hi, I’m Andy, by the way.”

We nod, nothing more.

“I’m wondering.” The man coughs. “Could you turn the noise down, please? It rather spoils the peace. Neddy’s getting fretful, and our boys can’t sleep.” He points to a snorting carthorse tethered to a fencepost.

“Sure…” Ian smiles. “We wouldn’t want to upset old Dobbin, would we? We’ll switch the thing off if necessary…”

“You needn’t go that far, old chap, fair do’s, but just think of other people.”

I turn down the volume.

“That wasn’t very nice,” I say when the bloke has gone.

“Coops, I’m surprised at you. Doesn’t it make you ashamed to be English? Tosspots like him are up their own arse, as if rule-fucked Britannia still owns the world.”

“He’s a tourist, that’s all, on the outside looking in.”

“And so are you, you wanker.”

It’s still daylight. From across the street, a group of young girls eat bags of crisps as a song from Sean’s Bar draws us in:

Some died on the glenside, some died near a stranger

And wise men have told us their cause was a failure

But they fought for old Ireland and never feared danger…

The voice is special, raw at times and soft in places, inspired by the words.

Full of locals, mostly men, the bar is full of smells, dogs and earth, smoke and hair grease. In shirtsleeves and waistcoats, clustered round Formica tables, the drinkers are busy listening.

Sitting on a bar stool three yards from us, the fair-haired singer is immense, full of passion and stature. Clenching a cap in giant hands, his frame rocks forward, consumed by songs and the tales they tell. The man’s huge neck supports a large, proud head, as if his bulging Adam’s apple could be the voice itself. His eyes stare beyond the room, to a place where anything might be possible, where wounds may be healed, where angels and leprechauns might dance with stars.

Let tyrants come forth, we’ll bring force against force

Our pen is the sword, and our voice is the cannon

Glory O, Glory O, to the bold Fenian men.

Once the song has ended, a man comes up to us full of smiles and charm. “Here for your holidays?”

“Sort of, we’re camping,” I say.

“It’s Paddy Moore. I’m not from this town meself. I live up the coast in Cleggan five miles away. Where are ye from, lads?”

“Ian lives in Birmingham, I’m from Lichfield.”

“If ye’d said Shepherd’s Bush or the Old Kent Road, I know them well.” Paddy talks about the singer. “He’s a grand fine fella, Joe Pierce. He’s left alone with eight kids at home, now his wife’s scrammed off to London. There’s no better man this side of the Irish Sea.”

Paddy beckons him over.

“Enjoying yourselves, are ye?” Joe winks, as if in friendship.

“Yes, your singing’s great… It’s our first time in Ireland.”

“Good lads, ye’ve chosen well. This neck of our woods is the jewel in Erin’s crown, Connemara, God’s own place.”

The man finds chairs for us. Ian and I exchange glances – we’re not used to such welcomes, especially not from older strangers.

Joe sings a song urging listeners not to join a world of work and hardship, of threats and danger on the road, sweating blood washed down with mud and quarts of beer. Stripped to the skin, there’s no money if they stop for rain. The bosses’ God is a well-filled hod, the workers’ shoulders are cut and seared, and woe to a man who sips his tea when the going’s rough on the road, grafting hard when they’ve got your cards and a ganger’s fist across your ears.

This is out of our ken. Ian’s worked in an office for a year, and the only real job I’ve done was ten days last Christmas alongside postal workers in Lichfield’s Sorting Office and a bit of fruit picking with a mate who lives in Worcestershire. Apart from defaulters in our Combined Cadet Force, we’d done nothing like labourer’s work at boarding school.

Although the bar is full of locals, we’re not the only visitors. I’ve heard one or two American voices, and there’s a tall young German behind us who yells ‘dat ist good’ between every song. It’s quite by chance that strangers meet on such occasions. Braced for vagary and danger, I’m mindful of what my Latin Master once told me. ‘Cooper, you’re a simplex animae, a naive soul… This world might bite you’.

I’m wearing a money belt sewn by my mother for last year’s hitching trip in Europe, yet since almost everyone in Ireland speaks English, I feel much safer here.

We’re certainly a hit with Joe, who insists to everyone that ‘these fine young men be kept in fettle’. It’ll be a free night of beer from now on.

“I worked on our roads for the McAlpine bastards for five long years.”

“You’ve got a lot to answer for,” says Ian. “There’s no grip on the tarmac, and the potholes are treacherous. We nearly got killed today.”

“Well, I didn’t feck ’em up on purpose.” Joe laughs.

A comic turn of yodelling attracts some imitators with hoots of drunk derision, although Joe does well to rescue things, ending with a version of a sad Jimmie Rodgers’ song about a man left at home.

Show me the lady who never would roam

Away from her fireside at night

And never go roaming out after the boys

But would sit by her fireside so bright

My wife being one of the different kinds

Often causes me a lot of grief

She’s oft’ from her home, and she leaves me alone

To rock all our babies to sleep.

Near closing time, Joe buys us one last pint. Sitting on a stool between us, he puts his arms around our shoulders.

“Ye’re good men, the two of ye, and a great deal better than most.”

He holds his hands up when we try to correct him, denying all our protests.

“I love my kids, dear God, including Mary.” He’s trying to hold back tears. “Please God, ye must drop over and see us. We’ve a seaside cottage near the coral strand. It’s on the third turn right, going south out of town. We’re the third house on the left, An Didean. The kids’ll love ye, but let’s have a chaser to hurry on the morning, lads.”

Footsteps echo from the turf, thumping holes in my head. Those English kids from next door’s wagon are larking around, tripping on a guy rope. Canvas starts flapping when a taut line slackens, before thudding hooves trail the cart away.

But once up and dressed, we’re full of the craic. Last night had everything, or almost everything. There weren’t many girls in Lowry’s, but at least Joe was a tour de force. He lit up the place, compelling attention. What he sang really meant something, and his yodelling spoof caused a stir.

“His offer was genuine, Brads. His tears spoke volumes.”

“The man was drunk,” says Ian. “He’ll have forgotten already.”

“It would be rude not to go, and we’ll see a real Irish household.”

“Big deal.”

Que sera sera, we sing, setting off from town. Whatever will be will be, the future’s not ours to see. ‘Determinism’ is Ian’s word for the day, as in sociology, everything has a cause, and social factors control our lives. It’s the same in stories, I say, as one thing leads to another with little choice along the way.

Two miles south-west, there’s a wild seascape. Within a rocky arc of coastline, clear blue water melds to turquoise over coral white sands.

Close to the shore, a scattered line of cottages shows the way ahead. A dog appears, yapping at the van wheels. A hundred yards on, beyond the first two houses, a lad wields a stick to greet us. He has bright blond hair, just like his father.

“Ye’ll be the Englishmen. Dad said ye were coming… It’s Callum here.”

The lad points his stick to a parking space. His knees are scratched and muddy, below torn grey shorts held up by striped, yellow braces.

Three younger kids clamber near the van, two freckled redheaded girls and a smaller boy, a toddler. They seem so weather-beaten, with tangled ringlets and taut, bright skin. One girl wears a green-checked pinafore dress, the other a puce-coloured cardigan and navy skirt. In blue dungarees, the little lad holds a knitted tea cosy.

We could be aliens, the way the kids stare as we open our van doors and stand outside. It’s only when Callum says, “They’re Da’s friends, from England,” that the elder girl speaks.

“I’m Maeve. She’s Siobhan. We’re eight and six.”

“The little one’s Jamie,” says Callum. “He’s almost three.”

Jamie squints, trying hard to smile.

There’s a lot to take in, the whitewashed walls of a low thatched cottage, the hens and chickens scuttling behind a shed, the shoreline less than ten yards away, a pongy smell of seaweed, the swoop of cawing gulls, the house name An Didean daubed in blue enamel across a granite boulder and the blazing red of a fuchsia hedge above the whitewashed stone.

The children are all agog again, now they’ve said, ‘Hello’.

An older girl appears, carrying a baby. Wearing a plain t-shirt and a pleated grey school skirt, though taller than the others, she’s still very much a child.

“Whatever they’ve told ye?” She’s glaring. “It’ll be a pack of lies.”

Maeve nods and nudges Siobhan, setting them both off in giggles.

“I’m Colleen, by the way. I’m holding the baby, cause no fecker else can take his weight, that’s why. Born last January, he’s big already, aren’t ye, Declan?”

I offer to take him, but she keeps a tight hold.

With their rough, tousled hair and freckled faces, these kids seem strange. They speak so quickly, with a wild edgy look in their eyes, akin to fear.

“Cal, run down and tell Da, will ye?” He’s on the shore, hauling up seaweed for the fertiliser factory, says Colleen. “He’ll be thrilled ye’ve come.”

“There’s meant to be eight of you,” says Ian.

“The twins have left school. They’re two years older than me; they’re fourteen. They’ve got summer jobs, the lucky things. CJs at Malone’s Garage, Bridget works in Sandy Strand Café. She’ll have eyes for both of ye, the tart.”

She gestures us towards the door, as we duck our heads to cross the threshold.

“This house is cursed, by the way…” Colleen winks as if she’s bragging. “Ye’re welcome all the same, though the devil’s here.”

There’s no obvious mark of Satan, nor any foul play, though neither is there much sign of piety, no stoops nor holy relics, no pictures of Jesus or of Our Lady as expected. A framed colour photo of President John F Kennedy hangs near the doorway, with small Irish plastic flags pinned on either side.

“Sit ye selves down, lads.” Colleen moves quickly, laying Declan on a strip of foam, shifting toys and clutter from a rough stone floor, stoking embers in a large dark fireplace, wiping down an oil-clothed table. “Excuse our mess, it’s ‘the shite of life’, Dad says.”

It’s not the mess that affects me, but a mix of smells mingled in a small, cramped space. Peat smoke and its after-burn, nappy pong muffled with wafts of talcum powder and a sense of lingering damp from stone and bedding.

Maeve, Siobhan and Jamie keep staring, still stunned from meeting strangers.

“And what should we call you?” I ask Siobhan. “Shove Horn or See ’o ban?”

Colleen and Maeve find this funny, but younger Siobhan isn’t sure.

“She answers to any old name,” says Maeve.

A cat leaps on the table. The shock makes me step away.

“Whiskers,” yells Jamie, prodding the animal.

Callum’s back, crying like a herald. “The beast is coming.”

Joe’s tall frame straightens as he enters the room. The kids shift like scattered particles, away from the man who helped to make them. They watch from a distance, while Colleen keeps busy at the stove.

“It’s grand seeing ye, boys, though ye can’t be sure about English fellas.” He winks at Colleen. “Remember this when ye start gallivanting, they let ye down like a sack of potatoes, like Sir Walter Raleigh. The feckers could drop ye in the ocean, plop like a root of weed.”

The man engulfs us both in one great bear hug. There’s no escape.

“Come on, Colleen, show your leg to a country fella,” he says. The house roars with laughter. “Let’s wetten the dryness of a long hot day. Our throats are parched.”

Colleen stirs the teapot above the fire.

Declan starts crying. “Shush now, little chappie.” Joe kneels, ruffling the baby’s hair. “We can’t all be at your beck and call, can we, Colleen?”

The girl ignores him.

“We like tea well-mashed here, stewed all day.”

As dark as prune juice, the stuff has a brackish taste.

“And how’s young Jamie? Are ye happy? Are ye well?”

The boy smiles warmly.

Joe turns to us. “Ye’ll stay for tea won’t ye, a feast for two fine gentlemen?”

I look at Ian, who shrugs his shoulders. We might be imposing; we’re strangers here.

“You’re sure it’s all right, Joe?” I ask.

“Of course, I’m sure, I’m sure as a push shoves a cow’s arse to deliver. I’ll turn ye into paddies yet, ye gentlemen.”

“Ye’re very welcome.” Colleen beams across the hearthstone.

“But aren’t we keeping you?”

“Keeping me, Simon? No man keeps me,” says Joe.

“From work, I mean.”

“Feck no, the job’s piecework, weighed by lorry load. Ye could help, maybe. It’d save me asking Callum. He does nothing but a hand’s turn, throwing stones at hens all day.”

Gesturing that we sit around the table, Joe pulls a newspaper up to his face as if the man’s short-sighted. Perhaps that’s why he glares so much.

“That’s rich.” He points to a life assurance advert. “Life can’t be assured, the conmen.”

He sifts through an old tin caddy, lifting up trinkets, a bracelet, a brooch and a St Christopher. “These are Mary’s.”

Joe winks, an involuntary tic, showing a photo of his wife holding her twin babies, Bridget and CJ. “They’re not identical. They could be double-spawned, the way my she-whore carried on, mother to them all, the bitch. It’s my fate now to hold their cradles, God bless ’em.” He hums that Rocking all our babies tune again.

“A litany of woes trails behind me, a countryman’s exhaust, all dust and air.” He clearly enjoys this maudlin raving, tugging at his braces. “Digging up the past, chasing one’s tail, life tips our scales. It’s what happens to some of us Irishmen, we go half mad. If there’s half an ounce of brain inside ye both, ye’ll leave right now.” He stares ahead as words flow from him. “Speaking of Mary, she’s at her sister’s place in Basildon, Essex. So, where’s that, lads?”

We’re not sure exactly. The place is vaguely east of London.

Joe reaches for a shelf above the table, finding a pad of writing paper.

“Basildon Bond, the genuine article. But is her word her bond? No, no, triple fecking no. I can’t trust the woman, nor could any man. Mrs Mary Pierce, nee Dolan. Who’s the bitch bucking now, I wonder? An Englishman, no doubt…”

This tirade continues as Colleen prepares the meal, while the other kids pull faces across the floor.

“Ye could do me a favour.” His eyes fix on me. “As a man of learning with no hard feelings, could ye write to her from dear old Joseph and her sweet young darlings? I’ve written myself, but she won’t heed me. Ye could put her straight. Mary, Mary quite contrary, she’s a chip off Christ’s fecked Magdalene, but the kids keep blubbing for want of her… I ask ye, Simon, good man, can ye get her home again? These kids will be the bane of me, my final straw.”

There’s no answer to this. I can’t solve such problems.

Next minute, Joe’s hugging Jamie. “Your daddy mustn’t spoil his lambkins.”

When Callum gets a nosebleed from blowing his nose too hard, he’s sent to lie down, but when Siobhan hurts a finger, Joe goes soft and dabs her tears.

Colleen finds a first-aid tin. “Could ye be nurse for us, Simon?”

“Ian’s your man for emergencies.” I nod in my friend’s direction. “He was NCO Bradshaw in our School Cadet Force.”

Once the cut’s been cleaned, Ian dresses the wound with lint and gauze.

Siobhan beams up at him, restored again.

“And what do ye say, little girl?” Joe asks.

“Thank ye, Da.”

“It’s not me ye should be thanking, but the man beside me,” says Joe. “A princess wouldn’t get such treatment. That’s a fine job, Sir. Ye could set up a field hospital. There’s plenty that needs healing here.”

The latch on the door clacks open. An old man hobbles in, rocking on his feet from drink.

“Behold the whore’s accomplice, Patsy Dolan, the buck who made her,” Joe jibes. “A Grandad, not so grand, the shitter.”

“Hi, I’m Simon.”

The old man’s too drunk to notice, a forlorn pale figure slumping off to bed.

Colleen stirs a huge metal cauldron, her hair and face full of smoke and steam.

“She’s not just brains; the nuns say she’s wonderful, but she can cook as well. Hubble, bubble, toil and trouble, a sorcerer’s apprentice.” Joe nods and winks. “What’s this ye’re brewing, fire and brimstone?”

“A stew with dumplings.”

“I’ll give her dumplings. Her tastes are good, but her words are bitter, sharper than her Mam’s.”

“Is that so, Da? How sharp would that be?”

“Sharper than a two-edged sword, ye’ll cut a man’s heart in twain one day.”

“That’s rich. Your own gives a few good lashings.”

“There’s talk ye dance with cloven feet at nights. Yahoo!” Joe howls.

“Ye’re a carthorse in those boots of yours. Women don’t dance with clodhoppers.”

“But for the beauty of her, she deserves a welting.” Joe seems almost angry. “Could ye stand such cheek, boys, from a cook and housemaid? She’s got the pluck of a Pierce, that one, a special maid…”

Callum’s gone outside now, getting in the van with Maeve and Jamie. They might tear my books to shreds or set off the handbrake and roll into the sea.

“Clap, clap,” Joe bellows through the window. “Come out from your roosting. If ye want some dinner, ye better scrub those hands of yours.”

There’s no bathroom, Apart from the sea, there’s nowhere to wash themselves, I’m thinking.

“Ye lads stay seated. Ye’re clean as a whistle.”

Back inside, there’s a mock parade, as Joe checks hands and fingernails. “Chin up,” he says and grins at each child. It’s like the inspections we had in Prep School.

Only Colleen can join us at the table. The others must sit on the floor.

The stew is delicious, with beef, potatoes and vegetables, full of luscious gravy.

“The finest young cook in the west.” Joe hails his daughter. “Will ye take a bow, child?”

Pushing back her chair, Colleen curtseys with a flourish as we all applaud.

“More! More!” Joe calls, holding up his empty plate. “These lads are famished.”

“Da…” Colleen seems embarrassed. “We’ve the twins to feed and Grandad.”

“It’s the afters that count… the proof’s in the pudding. Don’t ye agree, lads?”

“Well, er…” I’m not sure what he means.

“I’ve got tins of peaches,” says Colleen.

“Have ye, by Jesus? Fruit to feed an army.”

Colleen hums as she clears the table.

“I’ll be singing in Mannion’s after nightfall, near last night’s bar, on Main Street.”

“Where’s the toilet?” I ask in a hushed, polite voice.

“By the sea,” Joe taps his bottom. “It cools an Irish jacksy.”

Once Joe’s off to the weed while the tides’ still low, the younger kids become more animated, gathering round the table.

Callum plays snap with Ian, while Maeve shows me St Patrick and the Snakes, a book full of bold, bright pictures and the story of Ireland’s great saint. It’s not the holy man but the twisted shapes and monstrous heads of the snakes she likes. Her favourite page is a Nest of Vipers. She and Siobhan have names for these devilish creatures – Baldy, Goof and Sting.

“Beware of Bee elz ee bub.” I use a scary, low voice.

The kids start howling, running around.

“Ye’re an English devil,” says Colleen, “a bold one.”

We teach them to play Sardines, a good excuse to explore the cottage, crouched behind a tall wardrobe, under a blanket on their father’s giant bed or beyond a low closed door to another dark room where the kids sleep with Grandad.

The old man’s snoring when the twins arrive back from town. CJ’s in blue, greasy overalls, and Bridget wears a t-shirt and a pleated skirt.

“Ye’re more than welcome, fellas,” says Bridget. “So long as ye’re not tourists, hey?… passing trade, here one minute and then fecked away again.” She pouts her rouged lips.

“And what’s your job?” Ian asks. “Do you cook like your sister?”

She flutters her eyelids. “No, I’m just a waitress.”

“I spy with my little eye.” Siobhan starts a new game. “Something beginning with ‘Ssssss’.”

Voices clamour. ‘Saucepans… Slippers… Sardines… Snakes…’ Siobhan shakes her head till her eyes find mine.

“Simon! Simon!” the whole house screams.

“Feck off,” groans Grandad from the bedroom.

“It’s all right, Sir.” Ian’s voice sounds posh. “We’re off now. It’s been lovely meeting you, and thank you for the lovely meal.”

“Ye’ll come back, won’t ye?” Colleen asks as we stoop and leave through the door.
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There’s a jukebox playing in Lowrys. Silence is Golden, the song goes, but my eyes still see.

We aren’t speaking. Ever since we stepped back in the van, Ian’s hardly said a word, brooding no doubt about events at the cottage. It’s hard to read him. Perhaps it’s in his nature, or maybe it’s to do with his parents breaking up last year, or maybe he enjoys taking issues. He loves splitting hairs, whatever I say, especially as his logical brain often wins the day.

As for me, my head’s still in Joe’s wild household, hearing those shrill kids’ voices and seeing such joy in their young faces. Compared with those barefoot, deprived kids in Dublin, Joe’s children seem well cared for, as thick as thieves and full of fun despite their mother’s absence. But kids aren’t why we came to Ireland. Not long since our own childhoods, we surely don’t need reminders.

Someone’s put on Procul Harum… It’s only our second pint, but I’m almost drunk already. The room was humming harder as the ceiling flew away.

“I dig these lyrics.”

“Fuck off, Si, they’re taking the piss.”

“A Whiter Shade of Pale is breaking new boundaries.”

“It’s nonsense,” says Ian.

“That’s the whole point. Think Alice in Wonderland… A ‘mouth of cardboard’ in your head is the stuff of dreams.”

“It’s a load of tosh, Coops. All that stuff about vestal virgins off to the sea, what’s that about?”

“Well… just imagine sixteen pure priestesses heading for a beach, intent on kindling a sacred fire in their temple. Imagine yourself stoking their holy furnace.”

Ian goes doe-eyed just for a moment, licking his lips, but then reverts to type. “I’m not fooled that easily. Dreams are the stuff of fiction.”

We traipse around town, occupying time while there’s still daylight, up and down a couple of streets, two sides of a triangle. There’s a lot to take in. A tethered carthorse wheezes loudly, dumping dollops of shit. An old woman sits on a stool outside her door, tapping her feet to a fiddler’s reel heard from an upstairs window. Two rusty old Shell petrol and diesel pumps stand tall on the pavement in front of the garage where CJ works. As for Bridget’s Sandy Strand Café, a menu outside its curtained frontage offers Irish Stew.

Joe hails us into Mannions. The room swirls around in pipe and fag smoke, full of chatter. It’s easy to get carried away, but there’s much cause for happiness as we spread our drinks around a table. There could be far worse things to talk about than wild Irish scenery, Joe’s funny kids and the prospect of us meeting local girls.

“What’s this Brad’s and Coop’s stuff between ye?”

“They’re nicknames from school, shortened surnames,” says Ian.

“Remember the memories, but only if they’re good ones…” Joe winks.

Whatever anyone says, we all agree there’s no need for careers or any such malarkey, striving up a greasy pole. Post revolution, there’ll only be real jobs, like Joe’s on the shore. Barter, not money, will create peace and goodwill, sharing bread around a table.

When Ian talks about his bosses at work, Joe speaks of ‘gang masters beating the shite out of working men… I’ve met some cunts in my time, hanging round the hive, ready to sting like bees themselves’.

He flexes his fingers on our bar table, revealing knuckle wounds and burns. “I rely on these great maulers, a countryman’s helpmates, doing and delving. But let me tell ye lads, when a lady goes missing, a man’s heart is lost and his body parts are useless. I can’t traipse after her when her kids are here at home; I can’t drag them off like luggage.”

“Now Mary’s elsewhere, the thought of not having her is like a wagging dog’s tail that sways a man senseless. As young men, you’ll know that feeling, lads.” Joe winks. “I’m strung out now, knowing how snug and close I’ve been with her, tight in her oven. The flames of hell are waiting for her, I’d say, though the thick-skinned bitch might take some roasting. But who knows? My home fires are stoked and ready for love’s return, smouldering for her just in case.”

“You shouldn’t give up hope, Joe.” I’ve been tearing strips off my beer mat, listening to the wildness of the man. “If you and Mary were close before, you can be close again. Hearts grow fonder when apart.”

“Oh, Simon, that’s true, the lady still haunts me, I tell ye. She appears when least expected, the whole beautiful length of her from head to toe.”

“I’m sorry, Joe.” I touch the man’s sleeve.

Joe smiles as he tugs at a button on his waistcoat, swilling down more beer.

“Bloody Mary, she loved that cocktail, her namesake.” He laughs. “The red-eyed bitch would get juiced on spirits, cavorting to the radio, turning our hearthstone into a dance floor. She’d flown my nest before migration and I dare say she used our marriage bed for dallies, with meself on nightshifts or on the roads.”

“The drink was just an excuse, a cup of solace to find pastures new.” Joe rolls his lips and raps the table. “Her absence knows no bounds these days, off to merry hell in Basildon, Essex, a fecker’s paradise, with her baby bastard creature left here. Her kith and kin take some rearing, with my heart and guts churned up so badly, although God knows I’m blessed sometimes. They’re the finest of broods, especially Colleen. She’s a gem that one, a real Pierce girl.”

He shakes his head in torment. “I shouldn’t feel such vengeance. It’s a dangerous world, and we must keep a check on our own brute selves… I’ll get more beers.”

“The man’s a fruitcake,” says Ian while Joe’s up at the bar. “Can’t you see that, Si? His starry eyes aren’t here half the time.”

“You’d be off your trolley after what he’s been through, but the man’s still fun to be with.”

“Here’s one of my own songs,” Joe says three pints later, “straight from the devil’s own hymn book, though the words are sketchy.”

Competing with latecomers, he bangs a chair leg for a drumbeat. His voice soars high above the noise.

If there’s writing on the wall

I say to my darling

Take the pages down

And see the writ of fate

If there’s music in the air

I sing to my honey

Strum your heart out

And hear the wind create

With a hey down derry day

Merry young lady

Say Hee, say Hi, say Ho

I’ve said goodbye to my wife, who has departed

She’s shown me heaven’s door

Now her ghost holds the latch of my heart

Close to midnight, the atmosphere becomes dark and personal. Fists are raised, and a punch gets thrown. Glasses clatter from a table awash with spilt beer. Joe leaps at the attacker’s throat, pinning him against a wall.

“For Christ’s sake, ye’ll kill the fella,” a voice yells.

Joe takes some pulling clear between us, heaving him by the collar and grabbing his arms.

“Ye’re banned, all three of ye,” the barman decrees.

“They’re English, pilgrims from another land,” Joe pleads for us.

“Pilgrims, my arse, they can feck off out of here.”

Outside, Joe’s in tears again, a desperate man. “It’s trouble I’ve brought ye. I’m not fit for ye fine gentlemen. It’s a wreck ye’re looking at, a reed blown sideways, but if ye could stay with us ye’d be a godsend.”

We’ve taken our tent down, taking care to brush all the mud away as we roll up the groundsheet. We’ve paid the farmer and cancelled our order for milk, bread and eggs. Today is dull and cooler, full of swirling sea-fret and rain, not a day for sightseeing.

According to Ian, we should leave straightaway. “That café guy in Dublin told us to go west… We’ve gone west all right, it’s shit-street here, beyond the pale…”

“How do you mean?”

“We’ve had two ‘fuck offs’ from Grandad and that barman. A third could be fatal. Joe’s dangerous. The man could turn on us,” says Ian.

We’ve no obligations, we shouldn’t feel guilty. Twenty miles away, we’d soon get safely out of range, free and easy. But driving east, away from town, I start finding reasons to stay. Whatever Ian says, I’m drawn to this family.

It’s a matter of what we’re doing here, sampling Irish life or being tourists.

“It doesn’t seem right somehow, leaving that Colleen girl to mind her siblings.”

“We can’t change the world. The English failed here years ago. Don’t delude yourself, Si…”

“They crack my sides up. They’ve got the cheek of the devil.” They’re like gypsy children from my younger years in Shrewsbury, begging for favours at the vicarage, making wisecracks and pulling our cat’s tail. Mum shooed them away, because their smelly selves were ‘full of fleas…’

“But why go back again?” Ian asks. “We’re not entertainers.”

“Of course not, but what about Bridget? She’s quite a goer.”

“You dirty bugger, Si. She’s far too young, for Christ’s sake.”

“When’s that stopped you? Those convent girls were underage. Brenda Feeney was a fourth-former. Your first shag, you told us at school. Or was that bullshit?”

Ian pulls a face.

Near a lake, a road forks west through granite boulders. The route intrigues me, though it might tempt fate.

“This mist might be clouding your judgment. It plays tricks on people.” Ian shakes his head. “But whatever you do, don’t blame me for God’s sake. This could end in tears.”

Our mood starts changing. Que sera sera, we sing along the coast road again. Our future will take care of itself. Cloud or sunshine, it’ll be an experience.

We buy a whole fresh salmon from a quayside, thinking of Joe and his hearty appetite.

Just beyond the seaside village, rain lashes our windscreen. There’s no fun driving while the weather’s like this. We might as well take a break.

As Ian studies the guidebook, I start drifting off to sleep, dog-tired from last night’s beer, thinking of what Dave Orchard once told me. If the world can’t find peace and love, it’s up to poets to change it.

Beyond the pale, a whiter shade, some haunting chords from Procul Harum have procured sixteen virgins for me. Their fires are stoked and ready, primed for the act I crave. Deciding who to choose, I’m rising to meet the challenge. A soft hand touches my balls as I wake with a huge erection.

It’s stopped raining. A damp, thick mist surrounds the van. Over two hours have passed, and there’s no sign of anything, not a passing cyclist nor even a sheep in the road. Ian’s disappeared, taking his yellow fisherman’s jacket and sou’wester. For all his logic and commonsense, the man’s a liability.

The sky’s no clearer when I roll down my window, though after a minute or so, I start hearing footsteps coming down the road before a flare of yellow appears through the murk.

“Thank God, you’re back…”

“It’s great up there, Coops.”

“Up where?”

“I’d looked it up in your AA book. At only
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