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To Belfast

Go Béal Feirste

Still in dreams I find Belfast. I walk down its streets.

I hear the voices of passersby, the sounds of traffic – 

but, most importantly, the feel of it all. The feel of my 

body belonging somewhere – not out of place, but

in place.


Author’s Journal, 11 May, 2011





A NOTE ON THE TEXT





The events of this book take place over a single night and two alternating timelines. A key to help readers know which chapter corresponds with which timeline is given in Chapters 7. The timelines diverge into Timeline A and Timeline B, described using the metaphor of a flipped coin. From that point, each chapter subheading includes ‘heads’ or ‘tails’ to denote the timeline. You are welcome to keep track of the timelines, or to read straight through and experience the same sense of déjà vu that afflicts the characters. The interweaving of timelines and chapters is intended to operate a bit like memory, with a little backtracking involved in orienting ourselves as to ‘who was there’ and ‘what happened’. The goal is not to confuse the reader, but for this story, like so many stories in Belfast and in life, to have different versions.
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Old Man and the Boxer

––––––––
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21 December, 2005

16:00

A blast of damp, frigid air blustered through the opened doors of Marlow’s Tavern. The cold wake skirted past the punters, rushing the bar before they did. Brian Legarty felt it raise a chill on his bare arms and watched it lift the flimsy Christmas decorations tacked to the dull walls, making them shudder and collapse like feeble flags. 

He pulled back the pump handle, poured a pint of Guinness half way, and left it to settle. 

A few old men took up a booth along the opposite wall, whished open winter coats, unwrapped scarves, tugged at woollen hats, stamped their damp feet and said, Cold one, aye? Aye, cold enough for snow. Sure, but there’s never snow for Christmas. Ach, aye. Here was there not snow that one time? Three years ago, was it? Aye, a real white Christmas that one. Just like in the films. Oh, aye. I remember. But you can’t count on it, like. No, aye. True, ya can’t. 

Brian shivered. He eased the pump handle back, gently topped up the pint and let it alone to settle again. A warm blast from the ceiling vent whirled the cold but didn’t kill it.  The men eased into their usual places, looking like they’d never left since yesterday. 

Tapping the rim of the pint with a bar spoon, he helped the nitrogen bubbles rise to the top. With the pint fully finished, he handed it over to an aged man leaning on the bar. 

Old Man Aaron wore a flat cap, a worn green sweater, and a tattered camel trench coat.  He was a big man, perhaps a dockworker in the bygone days of Belfast’s glory, but age and trouble had toppled him. Arthritic fingers prised open a puckered leather wallet. His yellowed hands worked numbly to extract a wizened fiver. The fingers of one hand slanted uselessly to one side. He played his pipe just as nimbly, for all that. It was the music that moved his fingers. 

When he played, he never heard the clink of coins dropped at his feet but only saw them after, like a gift from heaven. Just enough for a wee loaf of bread and maybe a bed at night in the hostel; sometimes there was a wee bit extra for a pint. 

Brian took the neat stack of pound coins and counted the man’s change. The old man murmured his thanks, munched his remaining teeth and shuffled off to his usual bar stool to savour his pint without so much as a newspaper to distract him.

‘What’s the craic? Going home for Christmas?’ Brian asked him, to make conversation.

‘I wouldn’t think of it,’ the old man answered spryly, but only after he’d taken the requisite time to sip and savour his Guinness. ‘The family wants me. But it’s quieter on me own than with them rabble. Sure, a man needs his peace.’

Giving a raspy chuckle, he glanced at Brian and crinkled his eyes. With slow, measured movements he took a small parcel from his coat pocket and unwrapped it. He kept it close to him and glanced round as though he didn’t intend to show this to just anyone. 

Brian stepped forward and leaned in, respectful of being let in on an old man’s secret.

‘I told you I’d buy it one of these days,’ his whispery voice confessed. 

‘So you did. Aye, that’s a wee fancy one.’

Nestled in a fine, silken blue cloth was a shiny, ebony tobacco pipe with an ivory bowl. 

‘It was time,’ said the old man, as though he spoke of a deeper commitment.

Glancing at the barman, he patted the breast pocket of his worn Aran sweater and held a hand there a moment protectively. With a wag of an arthritic finger, he insisted: ‘I’ll not throw the old one away, but!’

‘Can’t do that,’ Brian agreed. ‘Best to keep it, just in case.’

The old man nodded, appreciative of the younger man speaking of his own thought. 

‘You don’t throw out the old just ‘cos something new comes yer way.’

He began to wrap up the new pipe and tuck it away.

‘Aren’t you gonna smoke it, then?’ Brian chided him. ‘Just ‘cos you’ve got something old doesn’t mean you can’t try something new.’

The old man smiled, his eyes sparkling. In a confiding whisper he said:

‘I’ll wait until Christmas, so I will.’

Brian roared a laugh. Another customer needed him. He left the old man to his pint. 

Another Guinness. He pulled back the pump handle and a sharp tinge rippled through his shoulder. He pinched the muscle where it joined the neck, and not for the first time today. It had been hurting like a bastard. Slept on it wrong, he thought. 

Maybe it was the old days catching up on him, his boxing days. There was a happier life: a bit of pain and sweat for cash in hand. Nothing could beat it. He remembered the shouts of slab-faced men urging him on, jostling outside the ring with frantic cries as they rushed to bet their money. 

It was the smell of leather, the dull crash of each blow, the haze and sting and the glorious rush. Then it began to catch him up. Used to be, he only went a bit foggy right after a match. Then it started happening for a day or two afterwards, and then for longer and longer till he had to admit he was losing his edge. Names went first, then faces. It was never the big things, but the little things slipped through the cracks in droves. 

His mates teased him he had a head like a sieve, but he didn’t care until it was his fists that let things slip through. His body had been his instrument. All of a sudden it seemed to go tone deaf, unable to keep up with the conductor in his head. 

And there he was, unbeaten champion no more, down for the count and out cold. 

He didn’t remember much of it, his last match. He woke from the coma four weeks later. They told him he was a lucky bastard, so he was. Strange kind of luck, he thought, to have to live with knowing how quick he used to be, knowing he never would be again. 

It was the end of his youth, at the age of twenty-seven. The end of the man he used to be. Now he faced down the age of thirty the way other men looked at sixty – knowing he’d never be as sharp again, never as quick, never as strong. He was lucky enough just to remember where he’d left the bar towel, or what a customer just ordered, or which mate he was supposed to meet, and where, after his shift. Something in him had been broken, that was all. What can you do but get on with it, he told himself.  

He was a handsome young man, in spite of what fighting had done to flatten and broaden his features. The women liked him but he mostly steered clear. 

The one thing he did remember clearly was what the doctors said about his memory – the damage to his brain and how it would make life difficult. There were ways to cope, they said. But coping with a girlfriend, it took more than just writing things down in a wee notebook. 

It took more than he could muster, as much as he wanted to. He didn’t see how he could make a girl happy, not being sharp about all the things two loving people were supposed to remember about one another. It got on a woman’s nerves right quick, you telling the same story over and over because you couldn’t remember having told her before. Not remembering the things she told you: about herself, her mother, her cat, her last boyfriend. Not remembering her friends, her address, her favourite colour. The hints about presents, or birthdays, or anything – none of it would stick. 

He’d been dropped three times now since the accident. It stung enough even for him to remember. And he couldn’t trust himself to try again. 

What woman wanted a man she had to spell everything out for? To have to tell him direct what she wanted, to remind him and remind him, write lists for him, even make a scrapbook for him of their special days together. Otherwise, he would lose it bit by bit. It was too much work. He couldn’t pull his own weight, didn’t matter how much he wanted to, how regular he was about his visits to the neurologist and doing all the stuff to build his memory, the wee puzzles and games and language exercises. 

For good measure, he had gone off the drink, too, stayed away from smoking. 

He was in the best physical condition of his life, did everything he was supposed to, and apart from his mind being busted, he might as well be Superman. Except he couldn’t save anyone, not even himself.

The doors swung open wide and he caught a glimpse of the deepening twilight. Sure, it couldn’t be that late, could it? He glanced at the clock behind the bar. It was barely four o’clock. 

More customers were coming in by twos and threes, a trickling legion of them. Brian felt a rising panic and tried his best to keep it in check, not let it show. He wasn’t good with crowds. He hoped it didn’t turn into a rush. The night shift bartenders weren’t scheduled to come in until half past five, or was it six o’clock now? 

Marlow’s never got busy midweek. That was for other trendy pubs and lounges, way up the city centre. And Brian liked it that way. He could handle it not being busy. Just serving regulars who knew him, and were patient. When he got swamped, he got muddled and then it all spiralled out of control unless there was someone there to save him.  

Slowly, steadily, with an uncanny attraction to the murky, beer-stained, cigarette smoke fogged interior of run down Marlow’s Tavern, a crowd filled the place. There was no rhyme or reason for it – it wasn’t the night before all the pubs and shops closed for Christmas, that was still two days away. Wasn’t it? Anyway, it wasn’t the weekend. 

Who were they, this crowd? he wondered. The people weren’t tourists, lost on their way to a trendier location. They weren’t last minute shoppers. They weren’t even regulars having a surprise Christmas do. They were strangers occupying every seat, all the standing room, the stools along the bar top. 

They shoved their chests against the bar, money in fists, waving to get his attention, shouting orders all at once, thirsting to get in their Christmas cheer before Belfast City clanked shut like a trap, doors closed, shutters down, lights out, every street turned into a ghost town without so much as a chance to buy a loaf of bread until Boxing Day, if you were lucky. 

It was an inexplicable event, like a freak weather system, dumping its contents onto some sleepy place known for minding its own business and with no resources for dealing with this kind of calamity.  

Brian blinked at them, unable to move. Unconsciously he wrapped the bar towel round his knuckles as though readying for a fight.
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Warrior at the Weir

––––––––
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16:00

Dante Healy paced up and down the narrow, steel girded weir straddled across the River Lagan. The dour winter’s day had given up the job early, so it was night in Belfast at nearly four o’clock in the afternoon. The ink-stained clouds reflected the orange glow of street lamps, creating a pale lavender-copper colour with no name. The waves ticked and sloshed beneath the weir, sending up a misty smell of murk and metal. 

A chill wind cut across the waves, rippling through Dante’s thin nylon jacket. It was black and so was his shirt and trousers, the uniform of a barman; and the stony look of a barman was on his face. The cold clung to his shaved skull, biting the tips of his ears. 

He strode in the direction of the Albert Clock Tower. The pale, golden dial hovered like a moon above the town. Turning abruptly, he paced in the opposite direction. He couldn’t go back there, not now. 

Across the river east, the bright lights of the Odyssey Centre clustered like ships in the night. His boots trod heavily across the dingy slats of the footbridge that sparkled with river mist like a field of poor man’s diamonds. A few snow flurries spun in the orange glare of the lamps. 

Dante dug his fists into his pockets as the mist congealed around him. His fingers brushed against a packet of gum, warm and pliable from his body heat. He fished it out, tucked a piece into his mouth, and chewed like he meant to kill it.

The lass hadn’t been with him long but still she had no right to fuck another fella.  

His mobile phone rang. The shrill Nokia ring-tone made him clench his fists. He glared murderously at the steel railing of the bridge. It was the only thing near. He crashed his fist down but it gave no satisfaction, not even a clang or a wobble or a thrum. His fist bore the brunt of it: the dumb pain of a defenceless animal. 

The mobile trilled. He thought of firing it into the river. If only the person on the other end could feel it torpedoed in, the cold waves closing over. Maybe then they’d take the hint. He wasn’t going to back to work and he wasn’t going to discuss it. 

Marlow’s Tavern could go away till fuck, as his dad might say. Seven years he had put into the place, hoping even to buy it someday. 

Sure, it would have been a nice wee pub to call his own. All his mates working there and Christmas do’s together; the crowd getting bigger with the years as more of them had partners and wee children. They had a laugh, didn’t they? It was the only way to keep sane, sweating through the rush, dealing with the same bloody regulars; weekends it was like Blitz, cleaning up the vomit and broken glass and blood and beer. 

They all had stories there; it was like being through the wars. There was the time a man had been killed in the bogs. A peeler undercover, it was. The bloke should have known better, thinking the paramilitaries in the pub wouldn’t suss him out. He was too chummy too fast and they’d cut his throat for the effort. That was in the bad old days, before the peace agreement.

There were better days now, everyone flush with the so-called Celtic Tiger. Acting like there’d never been hunger or sorrow in all the land. Thick or thin, Marlow’s had been there for him. It wasn’t just a pub and a pay-cheque for Dante. He was part of the very walls. 

The new owner couldn’t give a damn. He was London posh, loaded with money, and no sense. He owned a wine café or some shite in Camden, as if that gave him any clue how things worked over here. The first thing he’d done was start interfering, running round in white gloves, finding all the dirt in the crevices. 

Of course there was dirt in the crevices! The pub was two hundred years old, if it was a day. The dirt was on the Historical Registry. But Mr. London wanted the dirt and the regulars out, never mind if they were on the Historical Registry, too. He wanted the staff in twee uniforms and ready to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ for American tourists, like some wee tricolour shanty down in Dublin. 

Let the Dubliners sing and smile for the Americans, he thought, Ulster had suffered enough.

Then, in between wine and cheese pairings, Mr London had sampled Dante’s girl in the office upstairs where he’d found them not an hour ago, a tea service banging its way to the edge of the desk while Bing Crosby sang ‘White Christmas’ on Radio Ulster. 

He might have overreacted, leaving a half-naked man in a mess of broken crockery and milk and tea, vomiting up his lunch after a swift punch to his stomach. The girl had stopped him doing worse but he had left in a rage, his sense of justice violated. 

He needed to concentrate, to keep control over the sharp stabs of anger that made him want to strike out. It almost didn’t matter who he gave a beating to, so long as he could get it over and done. 

But on the other hand, it did matter. It mattered more than anything, and he had to keep it in. Mr. London was the one who deserved it and Dante would make sure he got it, right when he least expected it. 

In the meantime, he had to keep steady, keep tabs on the rage that threatened to waste itself on nothing. If Belfast was still the kind of place it was during the Troubles, he could have gotten a gun, no questions asked. There would have been more questions if he chose against it. Even Mr. London would be asking why he was still alive and not chained to a fence at the docks, not even British soldiers daring to interfere until he was day old meat for the seagulls. 

Times had changed. Dante had changed, at least he was trying to, just like every other miserable ex-volunteer. But how was a man supposed to take it? 

No more battlefields but his own small life. No orders, no mission, no plan, and no company. A soldier forced into the uneasy truce of a work-a-day life: you fix the roof, wash the car, pay the gas bill, watch telly, and back to work on the Monday; there’s nowhere to sink your rage or rise above it.

Dante found himself at the end of the weir, nearly setting foot in East Belfast, and turned back toward the Albert Clock again. There was a gun but no bullets, and he could get hold of some at a mechanic’s in the dockyards. 

The mobile trilled to life again. Dante drew it from his pocket, glared at the tiny screen. Who could be so flipping determined? Oh, Christ! 

He quickly answered the phone and set it to his ear. ‘Mummy?’ he spoke in a panic. ‘What that you ringing earlier?’

‘Aye, luv. Was that you ringing me earlier?’

‘So it was,’ he admitted, as though the shame of it would crush him.

Why did he ring her earlier? What could he possibly tell her? What could she even understand? It wasn’t just about some London twat and a girl. It was about where he belonged in the world, his world. 

There were things closing in around him, he felt, and if he didn’t hang on, he might lose himself. It wasn’t just Marlow’s Tavern; it was any place he walked into from here on out. People would know what happened. Belfast was the smallest town in the world. They would look at him and know what had been done to him – and what he’d done about it. Fuck all. 

It was the difference between being looked at like a man to be respected, like a general in the field, or a nobody. Only you can’t go from a general to a nobody without everybody stepping on you, just to see what it’s like. A man’s better off killing himself or moving to Scotland. There’s no peace and quiet otherwise.

‘It’s nothing,’ he told her, but she didn’t believe him. Of course she didn’t. She was his mother. She’d spent more time not believing him than any other woman on the planet. As a boy, he’d tried his first wee lies on her, not knowing she’d spent a lifetime listening to bigger and better lies told by every man she knew.

‘Are ya all right, luv?’ she asked in that voice. The voice that always got to him. That made him believe she understood him more than anyone else. The voice of someone who had known him even before he was born, in long winter nights spent contemplating his soul before the act of birth separated them, before boyhood and manhood had shrouded him entirely.

‘I’m not right at all,’ he admitted, a tremor in his voice.

He held the tiny mobile to his ear, comforted by its feeble warmth. She asked if it was the job again and he had to say, aye. It wasn’t going well. He wasn’t going back there, he had decided.

‘Aye, I knew that was coming,’ she said softly. There was a pause and he almost expected her to keep on in that voice. If she had gone on in that voice, he would have bawled like a baby and told her everything. But she switched as deftly as an actress, breezy and advisory, a counsellor he didn’t need telling him: Sure, but it was bad luck walking off a job at Christmas. Had he told the missus, yet? Ach, she’ll not be happy. Does he have enough to get by? She could lend him a bit to tide him over. He could think about it, see if he changed his mind. 

Dante squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to think about the missus. They weren’t together, but sometimes they were. Ach, it was a mess. Anyway, he wasn’t about to change his mind about going back – to Marlow’s, he told his mother. 

She abandoned the thought of convincing him, switched instead to telling him it was for the best. Maybe it wasn’t the worst thing leaving the place, she said. He’d not been happy there since the new owner, she could tell. Besides, that place brought in a bad crowd. Cursed, so it was. A man had died in the toilets! She feared for his life every Saturday, and she could tell him for nothing he was better off someplace else. A respectable place. Anyway, it was a chance for him to take a holiday; he could look for work in the New Year. The missus would be happy to have him at home and he could do up the back garden, like he’d planned.

‘Ach, maybe,’ he told her and made it sound convincing. But a partition had slipped down between them. The woman who had felt the first small movements of his life could do nothing for him now. 

She sensed this perhaps and the sudden silence on her end revealed the lack of conviction in all her chatty advice. She was grasping in the dark, unable to reach a small wounded creature that refused to be healed. If he howled with pain into the night, what would it do to her? he wondered. Would it shatter her as well as him? Or would she recoil from it, disgusted? She had nursed a boy’s pain, a child’s uncertainty, but she had never picked up the pieces of a shattered man to put back together. 

Could any mother do that for her grown son? He didn’t know. He was sure a woman needed a man to be a man. As boys grew into man-shapes, women stopped looking too close. A boy is easy to see; a man is a veil. And perhaps nothing behind it. 

Despair gripped him round the chest like an embrace. Her silence was deafening. It would consume him if he let it; and like some cursed immortal, he would be forbidden from escaping even into the oblivion of death. A few hot tears descended his cheeks as he held the mobile to his ear. It was such a small fragile thing.

‘Come over for tea,’ suggested the woman on the line. ‘We can watch the quiz show and keep score. There’s your Heineken still in the fridge. And we’ll get a nice wee fish supper at the chippy.’

‘I’ve got plans,’ he said abruptly. Roughly, he wiped the tears from his face.

‘Oh – you’re not going down the pub?’ she joked, an edge of concern in her voice.

‘I’ll not be out late,’ he promised emptily. ‘Thanks for the chat. Bye, mummy.’

Her answering goodbye was both perfunctory and loving and defeated and sad; all the colours she could put into her voice in one single word. Then she let him go. 

Dante leaned on the rail, watching the dark rushing water travel beneath the bridge. A solitary lamp cast a circular reflection upon the waves that swam and shattered and rushed back into shape. He stared at the circle, into its centre. 

As a boy, he had stood on the bridge at Ormeau Road. The sun shone brightly in a jewelled sky on a rare summer day. His two mates had been there, standing next to him. In memory they were faceless, mere shades comprised of voices and bodies, almost doppelgängers of his own. 

He had leaned precariously over the edge and gazed down at the sun’s reflection, the pale circle that swam and shattered and rushed back into shape on the murky green waves. 

Beside the reflection was another circle. It was more like a shadow, only it was strange and brilliant and in its centre was something mysterious. Deep down it went, luminous and shifting, with a million green blades encircling a dark centre in a column that had no end. Dante thought it was just his imagination until he called the other boys to see. 

Where? They didn’t see it, they said, only the blinding reflection of the sun. You’re not supposed to look into it, they told him. He pointed out the other circle, just beside. They saw it, too, so it was real. The churning spiral of green blades, each blade pointed at the centre, dark and entrancing and eerie. 

One boy said the blades must be fish. But fish didn’t swim in a circle in just one place, all facing each other. The other boy said the it must be seaweed. But how could seaweed grow in a perfect circle, staying in one place in the fast-moving river? 

It was only when he started to walk away that he found the circle moved. It moved when he did, keeping pace with him like the sun. It was related to the sun somehow, a kind of dark mirror that you could see deep down into. 

His first mate disagreed; it must be one of them tropical delusions. A marriage. His second mate said it was something to do with prisons, how they split open beams of light to make a rainbow. It was a rainbow in the water somehow, without any colours but green. 

Years later he was none the wiser; it was a mystery of light and water and temperature and refractions. Or else it was a secret that the river had allowed him to see, a glimpse into its soul.

Dante leaned over the rail to gaze at the choppy halo reflected on the surface, feeling a sharp unaccountable need to find again the bladed abyss. It wasn’t there. The river at night showed only a glassy surface of light and dark. There was no glimpse of anything beneath. Besides, it had been years since he had seen the phantom in the river. Years since he had wondered what could be hidden within the heart of a river, or why a reflection of the sun might cast a shadow that could be peered into. 

Was it a glimpse of the sun’s secret darkness, the inner workings of its star? 

Perhaps it was the kind of thing only a child could see; a man has no time. No time for himself, and the world wishes it so. Aye, it makes sure of it.
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Fracture

––––––––
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16:15

Distracted, Dante stood at the kerb checking his phone. There was a text from his mate Brian Legarty, still working behind the bar. Too crowded, can’t keep up on me own. Come back quick!

Across the street, he heard the lilting notes of a tin whistle. Instinctively, he glanced up in search of the piper man. This wasn’t the man’s usual spot. His mobile chimed and buzzed, distracting him.

A text from his girlfriend. He didn’t read it. 

A text from his boss.

He opened it. The bastard dared to suggest they needed ‘a wee chat.’ He’d give the man a wee fecking chat, he thought.

Glowering at the screen, he perceived a flash of green and thought the light had changed. Without looking up from his phone, he stepped off the kerb into the street.

The tin whistle went silent.

A roar was all around him. Inside him. It went through him. 

Distantly, he heard shouts from pedestrians. A woman screamed.

In a blur, he saw the black shape of a motorbike – too late. Flying past. A sickening wet sound. Heavy and dark. A man’s body flopped to the side of the road. Horns blared. Cars idled, frozen in place, petrol fumes gunning. Footsteps clattered over the pavement. Dante stood there frozen in the middle of the road.

‘Is he dead?’ someone shouted.

‘Jaysus!’ another wailed.

‘Ring an ambulance!’

A fear went through him. He retreated, stepped back onto the kerb. A deep trembling in his legs. 

The crowd gathered thickly round the fallen man. Moved him onto the pavement. His head lolled. Whites of his eyes showing. A ragged hole torn through his black nylon jacket, shreds of fabric and skin. Red and black. 

Steaming, the motorbike lay on its side. The rider stood there motionless. The reflective visor on his helmet showed a distorted scene. Two burly men went up to him, grabbed his arms to stop him from running. But he was too rigid with shock to resist as they shoved and abused him. 

‘Your man’s hurt bad.’

‘Hurt?! He’s torn open!’

‘Fucking eejit!’ A man slapped the helmet of the rider. The other man landed a punch – right in his visor. A violent snap of plastic.

Dante drifted closer to the fallen man. He felt weightless. Disembodied almost. His mobile was still clutched in his hand. He stared at it like it belonged to someone else. Raised it to his ear but didn’t ring anyone. 

Perhaps he was seeing everything wrong. The fallen man looked like him. Same build, same face.

Identical.

No, it couldn’t be, he told himself. It was some other man, some bloke in a black nylon jacket. Half the men in Belfast had shaved heads and black nylon jackets. Anyone could be tall and square shouldered. 

But it was still his face he saw, no matter how many times he blinked.

Flashing lights in the distance. Sirens.

Help was coming. There was nothing he could do that wasn’t already being done. Someone else performed CPR. The rest were on their mobiles, telling someone what happened. They’d find out who the man was. Look through his wallet. It would be handled. 

Tendrils of care nipped at his heart, but he resisted. Hastily, he put his phone in his pocket. Missed, dropped it. Bent down and picked it up. Still looking at the man, who was him and not him, he heard chimes. A tinkling ripple in the air. Coins in his pockets tumbled out. Ringing against the pavement. Flashing, flipping. Heads, tails.

Somehow the pocket of his coat had ripped open.

Leave it, he decided. He didn’t like scrabbling after dropped coins. 

Averting his eyes, he went on. No, he told himself, it wasn’t anyone he knew. It was a coincidence, the resemblance. But the man’s face – his face –
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Heads
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It was him.
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CHAPTER 5
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Tails
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It wasn’t him.
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CHAPTER 6
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Heads
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Dante went on, dead but not knowing it.
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CHAPTER 7
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Tails

––––––––
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Dante went on, lucky to be alive.

READER KEY: From here, each new chapter includes the subheading ‘heads’ or ‘tails’ to indicate which timeline is happening. It might be helpful to remember: ‘Heads, Dante’s dead,’ or ‘Tails, he’s gone off the rails.’
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Ye Gods of the Hearth
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17:00 (Tails)

Up the Falls Road, Mary Douglas stood at her kitchen sink chopping up veg as the pot simmered on the hob. A baby cooed from a high chair as The Kaiser Chiefs played on the radio, putting her in the mood for going out dancing. The Kremlin Bar or some place, she thought, and pictured finding a strong fella with blue eyes, or a fit wee missy with fine shoulders and nice hands. 

A thump from upstairs reminded her there was still a man in the house. 

She sighed, prepared to hide her annoyance soon as he walked in the room. Catching sight of her reflection in the darkened window, she practised a smile. It wasn’t grand. Then she imagined smiling at a cute fella across a crowded dance floor. Her smile bloomed, all on its own.

Steam from the pot fogged up the window pane ringed in fairy lights, blinking a bit of colour onto her pretty but hard-bitten face. Another thump from upstairs. He would be down any second. 

Without knowing it, her lips pursed in an expression she had often seen on her mother’s face: deep lines of fed-upness on either side of her mouth. The deepening lines migrated up to her nose while the corners of her mouth drew down to her chin, an upside-down U. An unhappy witch. She relaxed her expression at once, fearing it might turn permanent, as it had on the faces of her mum, her aunties, and her nana.

The trouble was, they had expected too much and settled for too little. For each of them, a man had come along to warm himself at the fire of their youth – and tricked them into thinking he was the cause of it. 

Mary knew the fire came from elsewhere. Wasn’t the Greek god of the hearth a woman anyway? She still remembered some of the Greek myths she studied at Uni. The thing was – men hadn’t changed in five thousand years, if ever. Women had been stolen constantly ever since; ancient world wars fought over it. And why all the fuss, a woman was in actual fact – a treasure? Worth more than a thousand ships. Worth all the burning of cities. 

Men must know it, an instinct passed down father to son. They lacked treasure, but they had an eye for it; and to make it all seem legit, they called their thieving ‘civilization.’ 

These kind of thoughts she hadn’t bothered to entertain since her days at university, trying to impress professors and studious young men at house parties. She had an inkling there was genius lurking at the edges of her mind, if only she had the time – the energy – the –

The baby wailed, but not from pain or need. Simply to see her start and turn round. Then he giggled and babbled at her. She sighed.

Outside, the early winter night obscured the terraced houses creeping up the sides of the Mournes. The mountains themselves were obscured beneath a low, cloud-soaked sky, the belly of it lit by the orange glow of street lamps. 

The baby clattered his plastic plate and cup, chortling as he made an imaginary mess of an imaginary feast. He had been born nine months after the Christmas staff do, where she’d got off with her manager. 

As they emerged from the supply closet of the bowling alley rented for the occasion, he had asked her to marry him. She had laughed and said yes, thinking he was only joking.

The stairs creaked, hesitantly at first and then with purpose. Much like how things had been in the supply closet of that bowling alley, she mused. Mary had won him; a man with a salary and a sense of responsibility. Something you were supposed to be proud of as a woman. The baby, the house, the matched furniture set: a triumph of feminine wiles. 

It gave her something to lord over other women, her sisters, for example. 

Her body had worked its magic, turning the worthless stuff a man gave her into a real live doll, to be carted round to relatives, dressed up in wee clothes, everyone making a fuss and giving it wee toys that it never would remember in its life. Babies should just be wrapped in an old towel the first twelve months anyway, she’d told her fussing relatives. All they did was leak from every place imaginable!

‘You’ve no mother’s instinct in you,’ her mother had chided.

‘That’s rich, coming from you,’ she’d shot back.

Her conquest, her manager – now her husband – Hal Devlin walked into the kitchen, coat in hand and looking for something.

‘Have you seen my keys, luv?’ he asked. ‘I swear I just had them!’

There was something contrived about it, she thought. As though he’d lost his keys on purpose, just to have something to say to her in leaving. As though, if he didn’t lose his keys, they’d reconcile themselves to being just housemates who’d been foolish enough to have a baby together.

‘So, you’re going then?’ Mary asked without turning round. There was something of her mother in her tone. Spousal disappointment. Possessiveness. It was obligatory, or else he’d think she didn’t love him. 

It was her part of the bargain. Strike the note of a woman huffed that her man was going to work the night shift and leave her alone with the baby. And it nearly Christmas! 

Secretly – she wanted him to go. Hurry up! Soon as he was out the door, guilty at leaving her, she’d already arranged for her sister to come watch the baby so she could meet her mates down at Thompson’s. They were probably on the second round already. She’d have to catch up, take a wee nip from the vodka bottle hidden in her purse beneath the baby wipes.

Hal was thrown off his stride at her clipped, embittered tone. Perhaps she’d overdone it, she thought. Instead of a quick-fire answer, all charming and chatty the way he used to be, he fell silent. It made her shoulders tense. The pucker lines reappeared around her mouth. She was only acting the wife, and sure he was only acting the husband – but all of a sudden, she was sick with worry the charade might drop. 

What would it be like if it did? 

The masks of husband and wife clattering to the floor, like the end of a Greek play, and they’d stand there revealed – just actors on a job. Would the house be sold, the matched furniture end up on the kerb, the sets and backdrop no longer required? 

The baby could go to her mother, packed off to Hal’s place for visits, sleeping in a different bed on weekdays, weekends, never knowing he was itinerant. Belonging to no one, really. 

And somewhere in all that, Mary would be free. She could go back to being whoever she was before they ended up in the supply closet.

Mary Douglas, in her free and single days, had wanted him, but not a life with him. She wanted a night to brag to her mates about. Aye, she’d had the boss. What was wrong with that? 

Somehow Fate had called her bluff.

‘I know you don’t like the night shifts, Mary,’ Hal said, matter of fact and husbandly. ‘It’s just for the holidays, then I’ll be back on day shifts.’

‘Aye, you like them night shifts,’ she said. ‘I know you do, having craic with the lads. Chatting up all them wee slappers at the bar.’

He looked shocked even though he was exactly that sort of man. Or had been.

‘Why can’t you work a normal job with normal hours?’ she went on, even though it was the last thing she wanted, having to look at him from five o’clock till bedtime every evening. What would they even do with themselves? Watch the telly? Madness! 

‘I never even see you!’ she nearly cried, putting her all into it. ‘I’m raising this wean all on my own, with you doing them ten-hour shifts.’

Hal Devlin frowned, crossing his arms, taking on the image of his father.

With a sigh he said, ‘I know it’s not fair on you, luv. We’ll talk about it later, all right? If you’re still up when I get home. Once New Year’s is over, the bar and hotel won’t be so busy. We can take a wee holiday. Wherever you like. You can plan it and everything.’

She dumped the chopped veg into the boiling pot. As the wife, she was supposed to like planning holidays. Mary didn’t want to plan any fecking holiday. Not with him.

‘I won’t be up when you get home,’ she said. ‘You get home all hours, like. Don’t wake me up, or the baby with your clattering about.’

That wounded him. With the precision of a lawyer, he explained why he was especially needed at Blackfriars Bar until closing that night. It was the last night before every pub in Belfast shut up for the holidays – and then, not an ounce of alcohol would flow from the taps until New Year’s. It was some antiquated Seventeenth Century law, and as a city, Belfast preserved all the Seventeenth Century laws, whether anyone wanted them or not. 

As General Manager, Hal Devlin had to be there to make sure everything went smoothly. It wasn’t just a big night for the punters, getting their pints in. It was a big night for robbers, arsonists, and troublemakers. Besides, his hands were tied. There was a certain set of VIPs coming in for a Christmas do. That’s why he had to stay till the very end.

Her eyes flashed at that, but not for the reason he thought. Mary calculated that meant he might not get home till well after two o’clock in the morning. If so, she’d have a proper full night at the club with her mates! She sucked in a breath, excited by the thought.

Hal saw her eyes flash and quick promised to make it up to her. He would have three days free over the holiday. It would be grand, their first proper Christmas as a family. Mary only frowned and started peeling the potatoes.

‘Now, I’m running late,’ he said, a bit sheepish. ‘You haven’t seen my keys at all?’

‘Aye,’ she said, not looking up.

The baby kicked his feet for the sheer joy of kicking his feet. Life was all new to him and he couldn’t get enough of it.

The Kaiser Chiefs were replaced by Snow Patrol, reminding her again of the club. God, she wanted out the house! 

In her mind, she went through the wardrobe upstairs, all the tops hanging inside, and mentally picked out her favourites. The blue mesh brought out her eyes, but the silver sequins showed off her shoulders and back. The black vest was a classic, but sure every woman the night would be wearing that. She wanted to stand out, dangerous and primal. To feel the beat of the music in her body. The fire of life kindling all through, down to her fingertips. And whoever she touched would feel it, the magic of a goddess.

Hal came up beside her and stroked her arm. It made her skin crawl. She avoided his tender, attentive look. He was no longer the twinkling eyed devil she’d taken into the broom cupboard, that was for sure.

‘What VIPs are you on about?’ she blurted, searching for some excuse to put him off his stride. 

Desiring him had been replaced with a desire to score some petty win: to make him late for work, make him worried, make him guilty, make him elated when he thought he was getting one over on her, like nipping out for a sneaky drink with his mates. 

She could pluck his every string, elicit from him every note. The power of a goddess thwarted. Couped up for too long with a mortal man, like Circe on her island. Turning him into a wee pig just for a bit of variety.

‘Who’s so important you can’t have a proper night in with your missus and wee man?’ she demanded, keeping up the raging wife act.

Hal mumbled the response: a certain well-known organization of Loyalists had booked the bar for their annual Christmas do. The grey-haired volunteers who yearly longed to nurse their pints and talk about the old, glory days – with a fondness that made his Catholic blood run cold.

She saw he was nervous and waited to feel something in herself. The embers of wifely concern. Anything. 

Mary knew well enough, technically, the Troubles had happened; but they hadn’t happened to her. She hadn’t grown up in Belfast. None of it had touched her or her family, over in Galway. She hadn’t been like him, a besieged Catholic lad growing up in the Falls Road, sick with fear at the sight of Brit soldiers, RUC peelers, Saracens, riots, Orangemen parades; or the roving vigilantes, hunting Catholics for sport. The sudden unpredictable deathly violence that might befall anyone of his kind, walking down the Springfield Road into the city
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