
[image: The cover image for O Now! by Niall Williams]


[image: O Now!]



For Martin Keane, Forty years calling on the cuaird.




[image: O Now!, Niall Williams, BLOOMSBURY PUBLISHING; LONDON; OXFORD; NEW YORK; NEW DELHI; SYDNEY]



Contents


	O Now!

	The Way the Story Goes, Or How to Get to Faha

	Acknowledgements

	A Note on Author






1

[image: ]
Theirs was a simple arrangement. It was born out of the end of conversation, when, the ashes of evening fallen through the grate, Bat Considine had no more to say to Mossie Crowe, who everyone in Faha called Ganga. The two old men sat across the fire from each other in Ganga’s, a thatched farmhouse of four rooms that had not taken the electricity when it was passing. This was the end of October, a month so needled with rain it seemed the heavens wanted to stitch themselves onto the earth and make life and afterlife all the one.

Bat was short but deep. No wife and sixty-eight years of living had given him hunched shoulders and a head so low you couldn’t chop it off. He had small furtive eyes, wild eyebrows, a fierce intelligence and the bachelor’s certainty of his own opinions.

Four nights a week he came to Ganga’s on the cuaird. Which four was his own prerogative, so it wasn’t until he came in the back door without a knock, down the two steps onto the flag floor where the turf-smoke came to meet him, that Ganga knew tonight was another one. ‘Wet,’ Bat’d say, or ‘shower’ or ‘bad shower’ which was the same as saying nothing in a parish where rain had passed remarkable, what God was at He was at, and mystery the only answer to the profoundest questions on earth.

Because habit is the best shield from the uncertainties of life, when Bat came in his part looked rehearsed. He always placed the lamp on the dresser, snapped down the two sides of the long coat, two sharp little snaps like that, to release the rain he’d brought crossing the back fields. Then he lifted the coat onto the hook on the door, taking from the inner pocket the rolled scroll of whichever of the Sunday papers he hadn’t got to the end of yet. This he carried over to the lumpen armchair that had been Doady’s when she was living. He unrolled the newspaper, gave it a smack in its middle to right it, angled the page to the paraffin lamp and read. The cap he left on his head.

All of this Ganga watched without any more comment than Joe, his black-and-white sheepdog. Well in his seventies now, Ganga still retained his sweet nature, had the florid face and blue eyes of the Atlantic Clareman. But after the death of Doady he had slowed down, and all his ailments had caught up with him. Something had made its nest in his chest, and it wanted his air.

Bat read with commentary. Ganga’s hearing was long gone in one ear and what was in the other was the buzzing of Radio Éireann when it was gone off-air. So there was no point in conversation, only the semblance, Bat throwing a phrase or two every so often to make believe they were in relation in mind as well as body. ‘Second Programme of Economic Expansion’ and a huff of scorn, or ‘Cork flooded!’ or ‘Paisley out of jail!!’ To which Ganga, knowing the triviality of fact, occasionally gave back the equivocal answer that had become his signature ‘O Now!’

So it was four nights of the week, Bat Considine keeping Ganga Crowe company while waiting to see which of them would die first.

Tonight, after a duration that was not clocked but arrived in the way of all time between men, without the one making the decision over the other, Ganga rose and bent the knee to knock a little life into the turf, moved the kettle over, and waited low like that for her to sing. Then he scalded the teapot, dousing the water into the grate and quick-spooning three heaps of Lyons Green Label, filling the pot, stirring down any floaters and putting the teapot on the iron trivet.

He had to get up now. That was the thing.

Bat was not three feet away, his black boots out to the fire same as always. He kept his face in the paper. He was on the death notices now, which was the best part. In the national papers were deaths from the whole country, not just your own county, and you could travel from place to place in mind, a tourist of extinction, see who had died in such a town and was deeply regretted by such and such, with the funeral mass at such a time, and in this way share the mortality of all things while enjoying a pulse of triumph at not being dead yet yourself.

‘Frawley, at the County Infirmary, Navan. Kathleen, relict of Seamus.’

Ganga put his two fists in front of him onto the hearthstone, for a moment the image of a sprinter at the starting line, only heading into the fire. Then he pushed himself up and stood in a weakness waiting, as though the vitality inside him was becoming transparent. Joe cocked the head and watched in the knowing way that dogs do.

Ganga waited for the world to right itself. Bat didn’t raise his head from the paper, though he knew what was happening. He suffered from a common conundrum: when he witnessed an ailment in another, he felt that each of his own got worse. The moment passed and Ganga went to the scullery. He got out the teacups and saucers, put the damp sugar and the cow’s milk in them, spilled four broken biscuits onto a plate and balanced it on top. He brought all with a small rattle to the three-legged stool between both chairs, then he poured the tea.

‘Tea,’ said Ganga and sat, extending a fist to Joe who smelled the biscuit inside it.

Bat folded the paper. ‘I will so,’ he said, the same as every night. He leaned forward, took his teacup in-hand, then tipped it a small way, letting a good sup into the saucer. Putting the teacup to the side, two-handed he raised the saucer to his lips. He drank with a cow’s slurp, the sound a translated satisfaction, and uncurbed in that company of men.

They had their tea and ate their biscuits, both of them looking into the fire that was low now, a glowing only, the ashes subsiding so slow as to make it seem time was forever. As was their way, the men had no second cup and sat on in one of those vacancies that fall throughout life, when nothing seems to be happening, yet the moment is travelled by invisible immensities and what lies just beyond saying.

Then, whether because of a contagion from the death notices, or the calamitous state of the world, without taking his eyes from Ganga’s hearth, Bat said, ‘There’s only one thing I’d like to know.’

He waited for the obvious, and when it didn’t come, Bat pushed the head out a little and raised his voice a shot to say, ‘What I’d like to know is why the world exists.’

He waited a second time, still not turning to see if his statement had landed. He looked into the white ashes and added, ‘What I’d like to know is the mind of God.’

This time Ganga heard him, and this time Bat turned to look at him.

Ganga’s face was shining. ‘O Now,’ he said softly and held the knees and rocked some.

The rain that was forgotten came to the window with a brush of wind and reminded them they were entering the season of spirits.

Let out now, Bat’s thought circulated in the small room. It went from the fire to the dresser and back again like a thing of wings woken. It came back to the two men and Bat hunched his head down some more. He drew back the boots from the fire that was near dead. He let his eyebrows off on a little internal debate that made it seem someone was talking and someone answering though there was no sound. Then at last he said: ‘We could make an arrangement, I suppose.’

This time he didn’t wait for the obvious. He knew he was on ground infirm and because he was unsure of his footing he spoke quick.

‘There’ll be a moment,’ he said. ‘I’m certain. A moment when you are neither here nor there, you’re on your way across, migrating, and as you’re crossing everything will be made clear to you. You’ll have the whole picture. You’ll understand like that. He clicked his fingers, and Ganga looked at them, as though the imponderable was there. ‘In the time it takes to click your fingers you’ll have it, the whole thing. The why of it all. You’ll know,’ he said, ‘the mind of God.’

It was the second time he had said the name, and at once it seemed an enormity had entered that farmhouse in Faha.

Doady’s flowery curtains on the front window were not drawn and through the gaps in the old joinery the rain sounded. The smell of it breathed down through the thatch like the earth was above them and the world upside down. The mice who had come in before the time of ghosts kept to the dark under the dresser but in the stillness could be heard at minute business.

Bat stood. He went to his coat on the door hook and put it on, tucking the rolled newspaper into the inside pocket. ‘Do you know,’ he said, doing up the buttons and speaking as casually as he could, ‘the one of us that goes first, who finds out the answer, he should try and send back word to the one left behind. We could make that arrangement.’

He chanced a look across at Ganga then. The old man hadn’t moved. He still had that same shining to him, like he’d shaved too close or shed an outer skin, that lucent vulnerable beauty of those old men who refind the face of their boyhood. Ganga sat, rubbing Joe between the ears, smiling his closed-mouth smile, and by response lifted his chin and pushed back his head in a single nod upward. ‘O Now!’ he said once more, as though the subject passed all understanding, and the immensity could head away now for itself and trouble the
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