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One

Through the tall bay window, Gillian could see the guests arriving, pulling into the small car park down the slope, then shouldering their bags and trudging through the drizzle up the path to the front door, where Elspeth would greet them and direct them to their rooms. She could also see, through the open swing doors that led into the dining room, two posters mounted behind glass and hanging side by side. Elspeth had chosen them. The first one said, in bold black letters:


It was not by making yourself heard but by staying sane that you carried on the human heritage.
 – George Orwell, 1984


Beside the Orwell was an image of a meditating monk in a saffron robe sitting placidly under a tree. The caption read:

Silent retreat, Mihintale, Sri Lanka


The monk poster irritated Gillian. If he was a real monk, what was he doing meditating for the camera? On the other hand, if he was a monk minding his own business and the photographer had sneaked up on him, then the whole image was an offence against personal space, against silence and stillness and a lot of other things they stood for here, or were meant to stand for. She did, however, admire the juxtaposition of saffron robe and periwinkle sky and had so far managed to tolerate the poster on the basis of that.

It was Sunday. She had just driven down to the Farm from Dublin, where she’d spent the morning in Seapoint with an estate agent, going through her aunt’s house. Gillian had no desire to sell it; she’d grown up there with her aunt and uncle, but now Martin was dead and Grace had come to live with them in Howth and there was little point in hanging on to the old place out of sentiment. Already, only a month after Grace had moved out, the Seapoint house was showing signs of neglect. Grace and Martin had bought it decades ago in the expectation of having a family. But it hadn’t happened for them. Gillian had been their family, and they’d been hers.

A guest walked past, close to the window, startling her. A heavily built man in hooded raincoat. She caught a glimpse of his face. English, she thought. Late fifties. Retired upper management of some sort. Self-made, definitely. Probably widowed. Cheerful, but lonely.

She put her fingers to her forehead and rubbed it hard. God. She’d been here an hour and already it felt old. It was her, she was tired. She was spending five days a week at home with Grace now and only two in Meath, a reversal of the schedule she’d kept since she started the Farm three years ago. She’d have thought that Grace’s company – the repetitive questions and the vacant stares, the sad periodic silences – would make her hungry for stimulation by Sunday, but all she wanted to do when she got to the Farm was sleep.

She checked her watch. There was time for a lie-down before six, when the new arrivals would gather in the common room. For the first year or so, Gillian had allowed arrivals and departures every day of the week. Guests got acquainted naturally, in their own time, in chance moments of connection she’d enjoyed witnessing. She saw the group as a living organism that was perpetually reinventing itself, and had resisted the idea of formalizing the process of getting acquainted or of streamlining arrivals and departures. But this lack of structure had produced headaches of its own. People were forever ringing up to move their arrivals forward or back by a day, or wanting to extend their stay. She and Elspeth were spending far too much time wrestling with the room plan.

Finally, Gillian had been forced to concede that the constant trickle of new arrivals was actually replicating the feeling of transience and unending novelty the Farm was aiming to combat. After much agonizing, she had decided to designate Saturday as the day for departures and Sunday the day for new arrivals, and to offer packages of precisely one, two or three weeks. Now, as she sat staring blankly out at the dozen cars huddled in the drizzle, she could hardly believe she’d ever felt passionately about the subject.

Gillian had initially conceived of it as a decompression chamber – a slow-down zone dedicated to doing things at their natural speed, to recapturing the joy of performing one task at a time, a place in which no activity would ever be preceded by the word ‘power’ used as an adjective. The idea had come to her one sunny April afternoon when she’d gone to town to buy a new cordless phone. The old one at home was going from bad to worse. Friends said she sounded as though she were speaking from inside a tunnel. Are you on the cordless? they’d ask, the tone oddly accusatory. Gillian had begun to detest the thing; it was one of those pieces of technology that seemed to have plateaued in its evolution, the aggravation it caused threatening to overshadow whatever advantages it conferred. She wasn’t entirely sure that a newer model would be much better, but she couldn’t do without a cordless. Like everyone she knew, Gillian believed that doing a range of other things while talking was both necessary and natural; without quite realizing it, she had come to regard the notion of undivided attention as an indication of poor time-management skills.

She’d been working at the time as an information consultant, conducting on-line research on behalf of those who were too busy or not savvy enough to navigate the morass themselves. Most of her days had been spent googling, skimming, cutting and pasting, all at high speed, boiling hundreds of pages of documents down to a few so that her clients read only what they needed to read. All day long she’d conducted eye-blink assessments, and this ruthlessness had started spilling over into her non-working life. When having a conversation, she’d sort what she heard into ‘relevant’ and ‘irrelevant’ categories. Or she’d find herself sifting clinically through Heather’s mix of evasions, economical answers, white lies and verbal doodling, as though her daughter’s idle adolescent chatter were a stream of statistical contradictions she could synthesize into the truth.

And she’d been having trouble sleeping. At bedtime, her head whirred with the possibility that there was some informational stone she had left unturned. She would close her eyes and see her computer screen, darkened and silent and taunting her, and know that with every passing minute gigabytes of data were filtering on to the Web from around the world and that, even if she never slept again, she would not make the merest dent in this infinity.

The day she went shopping for a new cordless, she was exhausted. She’d had a particularly bad night’s sleep and was feeling mildly disoriented as she stood on the corner of Nassau and Dawson streets, in the midst of a throng of pedestrians watching the seconds tick down on the display unit attached to the traffic light on the opposite corner. The units had been put in place in an effort to encourage patience and cut down on jaywalking. The pedestrians were looking quickly from the red numbers to the oncoming cars, back and forth, back and forth, like nervy oversized birds. Some, with the precision timing of children skipping rope, threaded themselves through the moving vehicles.

Boo-boo-boo-boo-boo…

The light had changed. The crowd pressed forward out into the street, meshing halfway with the crowd crossing from the opposite corner. Gillian weaved her way through and continued in the direction of the phone shop.

The first thing she saw when she stepped inside was a large poster depicting a man, hands to the side of his head, staring miserably at his answering machine, over which hovered a speech bubble, containing a jumble of tightly packed words. Underneath the picture, it said:

You love your friends, but don’t you sometimes wish they’d get to the point? Ask us today about our manual speed-control message minder.


Gillian browsed around the shop while waiting for guidance, because that’s what another sign told her to do, to wait for guidance from one of the telecommunications consultants.

‘Tell me about your manual speed-control message minder,’ she said, when one of the sales assistants floated towards her, having soundlessly detached herself from two young men ruminating over a mobile.

Gillian felt suddenly dispirited by the scene. She was old enough to recall the days when phone shops were of the humble and clunky semi-state variety, before they’d reinvented themselves as state-of-the-art retail. Minimalist and sleek, with their polished wooden floors and tiny technology, their floating consultants with the long glossy hair who looked so two-dimensional you wondered if they got folded up and put away at closing time.

‘Oh!’ the sales assistant said silkily, as if caressed by unseen hands, and proceeded to explain to Gillian that the speed-control unit was a time-saving device aimed at friends who tended to go on a bit. ‘It is such a wonderful system. The technology compresses the pauses between words and phrases, and makes the actual words your friend uses take up less seconds. But,’ she hastened to add, ‘it doesn’t make them sound funny.’

Gillian nodded and looked absently in the direction of the door.

The woman shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me how,’ she said, and rolled her eyes and smiled dazzlingly at Gillian.

Gillian managed to smile back. ‘It’s not something I need.’

Now the sales assistant nodded. She was mildly irritated, less by Gillian’s lack of interest in the message-minder system than by her general lack of enthusiasm. ‘Do you know about voice dial?’ she asked. Her tone was oddly challenging.

Gillian knew about voice dial. It was when you told your phone what to do. She felt saddened, not for the first time, by the fact that she would never again actually dial a phone, never feel the slight clickety resistance as she push-pulled the dial round to its stopping point, never hear the reassuring zznnnzzznnnt as it slipped back into place. What patience dialling had required! She wondered what was the sum total of time saved since the introduction of push-button phones. She had no doubt an estimate had been arrived at.

She cast her eyes woefully about the shop. Choosing a cordless phone suddenly seemed a huge and unappealing task. The sales assistant, sensing she was losing her, suggested to Gillian that she might like to spend a few moments with ‘the literature’, an invitation Gillian politely declined before heading for the door.

As she made her way down Nassau Street and back towards the car, she felt sluggish and headachy. People were whizzing by her, jostling her, but instead of picking up her own pace Gillian imagined all these people slowing down, falling into step with her. At the dentist’s recently she’d been reading in National Geographic about one of those also-ran species of the genus Homo, and as she trudged along tried to amuse herself by imagining that she was one of them, heavy of limb and simple of mind, making her unhurried way across the steppe or the savannah, haunted by some dim inkling of her own impending obsolescence.

If I were king of the world, she thought idly, I would outlaw learning-while-you-sleep.

When Damien came home that evening and asked about the cordless phone, she said, ‘They wanted to put all of our friends on amphetamines.’

‘The conspiracy continues,’ he said.

She looked at him, but didn’t bother explaining.

Her timing had been good. Slow was the new fast. Even more than the attentions of certain salespeople – Gillian had been pitched everything from motorized scalp massagers to Planet Earth DVDs (‘soar over the seven seas to the accompaniment of calming flute music…’) to packages for managing her on-hold advertising space – the enthusiasm of her bank manager encouraged her to believe she was on to something. He had her seeing Deceleration centres dotting the landscape, ubiquitous as petrol pumps but looking more like the log cabins of the American frontier. She felt a distinct buzz coursing through her that had very little to do with space or silence or healing.

To lessen this inappropriate excitement, she had visualized her bank manager as a future client of the Farm. He was exactly the kind of person who needed to slow down. And yet, Gillian worried, he seemed quite happy at his near-fever pitch, with his materially saturated and spiritually vacuous life, happier than she was, in fact. Maybe he would crack up, such people often did, but she didn’t want people to have to crack up before coming to her. Anyway, if they did crack up they would need something more than she could provide; they would need professional help. No, she would have to convince them of the benefits of Deceleration while they were still functioning at fever pitch. If she was going to do other than preach to the converted, she would have to offer something more than self-congratulatory organic farming and the absence of muzak. She ordered a slew of books by people who, down the ages, had imagined a better world. Reading Comte and Marx and Thomas More, she began to believe that if she could just affect the way a few people interfaced with time, there might be a trickle-down effect (though the trickle would be horizontal, more like a ripple, because Deceleration wasn’t about hierarchies), and that if enough people slowed down at once, we might actually alter the rate of change in the world.

Elspeth was her first employee. They had met through an old professor of Gillian’s at Trinity, who was then supervising Elspeth’s postgraduate work. She was completing a dissertation called Bonding Alone: How the Desemanticization of Place and the New Extraterritoriality of the Globetrotting Elite Will Affect Attachment-forming in the Twenty-First Century. When it was finished, she wanted to see the ideas she’d been researching explored in a real-life setting. Gillian told her about her plans for Moilligh Farm (she’d scoured foreign dictionaries, Buddhist meditation manuals and the Encyclopaedia of Utopias for a name and settled on the Irish for ‘slow down’), and Elspeth applied on the spot for the job of her assistant.

‘I used to sit there wishing for the perfect controlled experiment,’ she’d said. ‘But the only possibilities that seemed even remotely suitable were like those preferred flyers’ lounges in airports, and that’s such a limited glimpse of the developments I’m interested in. Not to mention,’ she laughed, ‘a depressing environment. Talk about a lack of fresh air, my God. But the Farm, the Farm is perfect. I already believe in it.’

Elspeth said the whole nature of ‘relationship’ was changing for the worse, that we were undergoing a phase of ‘radical loneliness’. But this was only temporary: things had to fall apart before a whole new way of being could come about. ‘Virtual relations have in a few brief years become the standard. I mean, okay, their time had come, we’d been preparing for them since the sixties, all we were waiting for was the personal computer. Now our real relationships are apeing our virtual ones. They have to be flexible, right? Disposable, undemanding, constantly fun or we’re out of there, etc, etc. But the real will come back. And that’ll be the interesting part, to see how we manage that.’

‘Will we manage that?’ Gillian asked.

‘I think so. Because we aren’t actually designed for this infinite procession of identities and places. It’s like eating tapas every day of your life. Who wants that? Rootedness will become a radical position, so will monogamy. That’s already starting, in fact. So the next step is they get subsumed into the mainstream and then they’re back as the standard, but with a difference. They’re not reactionary, they’re not conservative, they’re not even retro – you know, lifestyle options masquerading as ethics. They’re intelligent choices, because the alternatives have proved too painful.’

Gillian loved her. She was also a little bit in awe. Although she was forty-one and Elspeth only twenty-eight, she felt at times as though she were the younger of them, the more innocently eager. Elspeth was ironic and supremely confident. She had a little hook to her nose and high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. Her black hair was bobbed with a heightened and deliberate severity that managed to suggest self-parody. In comparison, Gillian felt harried and uncertain, but she also felt Elspeth’s faith working on her. Listening to Elspeth ratcheted up her missionary zeal, her confidence, her sense of responsibility towards those who would entrust themselves to her. Gillian wanted Moilligh Farm to play a part in healing the ‘radically lonely’. And Elspeth seemed sure that it could. The two of them took drives down to the old house in Meath, where renovations were already under way. They talked late into the night at Elspeth’s apartment on Ormond Quay, standing out on the balcony, drinking wine and looking down at the Liffey, high enough up that the figures of addicts on the boardwalk blurred into a benign tableau. They met designers and visual artists, and poked around kitchen shops and galleries. They hired staff: Peter, who was taking a year off from social work in Dublin and would be at the Farm part-time; three local women who would share the kitchen duties; Helen, who would look after the garden.

The first couple of years had been bliss. Watching the Farm’s guests unwind over the course of their stay, Gillian thought of tight fists opening to the world. Watching them depart, slowly, down the long drive, she felt like both a successful hostess and a proud parent.

Back then, she had participated in almost every aspect of the Farm. She planted and meditated alongside the guests. She was with them when they cooked a meal from scratch. When they compiled ‘not to do’ lists of habitual neurotic activities, Gillian compiled her own. In the evenings, she gave brief talks on things like how paper is made – from the felling of the tree to the shop shelf – in order to remind the guests of how many resources and processes, how much effort, went into some of the things we used and tossed thoughtlessly aside.

She was busier than she’d ever been, and the paradox of that wasn’t lost on her. But it felt like a healthy kind of busy because she loved her work. She was energized rather than exhausted, and she hadn’t felt such a sense of community since university. And, aside from when Heather was a toddler, she’d never felt so trusted. Sometimes the guests would look at her, and the look in their eyes told her that she had the answer and was simply waiting, patiently, for the right question to be asked.

By six o’clock, the new arrivals had assembled in the common room. Gillian greeted them and explained in her customary Sunday-evening welcome voice – a tone both eager and conspiratorial, although she was feeling neither – that it was time to get acquainted.

‘What I want you to do,’ she said, ‘is pair up. We’re going to help one another get dressed.’

Raised eyebrows all around. For once nobody made the can’t-we-help-each-other-get-undressed? joke.

‘On the table over there are a number of coveralls and several pairs of shoes. I want everyone to take one suit. Leave the shoes for now.’

The coveralls were standard-issue, dull grey, Great Leap Forward-wear. The shoes were a haphazard collection: large silver slippers, Wellingtons, flowered Doc Martens, snorkler’s rubber flippers. Everybody took a suit and returned to their places in the circle, full of childlike curiosity.

The idea, Elspeth explained, taking over from Gillian, was to find the coveralls with your partner’s name in the pocket. ‘Then you must dress each other, because all the buttons and snaps and hooks are in the back of the suit. When that’s done, you have to choose a suitable pair of shoes for your partner… based on what you think your partner would look best in.’

A grumble made its way around the room. The two repeaters in the group, who knew the drill from their last visit, sought collusive eye contact with Elspeth and Gillian. Gillian had developed a dislike for repeaters but Elspeth indulged them with a wink.

They gave the signal for the game to begin. As usual, great merriment ensued as the guests set about locating the right coveralls amid the mayhem, displaying an exaggerated pride when presenting them to their partners, as though the coveralls were actually of value and their procurement the result of an arduous and profound journey. They took great care when dressing one another, the men, particularly, their thick fingers awkward on the unfamiliar hooks and eyes. Finally, they all stood in a circle – identically clad but for the inane footwear – pointing at one another’s feet and laughing.

When the hilarity died down, Gillian explained where the idea of mutual dressing had originated. ‘This was practised in a community based on Comte’s principles, as a way of developing a sense of responsibility for others. It’s a symbolic act. Fostering interdependence. Helping to break down the hierarchies that so quickly take shape in a group.’

Among the guests there were nods of understanding. Gillian knew what they were thinking: that here at Moilligh Farm, behind even the most seemingly silly activities lay challenging, revolutionary ideas.

After dinner, as on every Sunday night now, they had Ice-Cream Koans – Elspeth’s idea. She’d first proposed it over dinner one night with Damien and Gillian, during a phase some months ago in which she had been reading a lot of Zen Buddhism. Damien, who had stopped in Meath on his way home from a meeting in Belfast, had nodded and offered a distracted murmur of approval. Gillian had thought she was joking. By that time she’d unhappily accepted the fact that Elspeth viewed the Farm primarily as a laboratory, but increasingly she’d felt Elspeth applying the same sort of academic scrutiny to her, as though she might be writing a book, an insider’s view of self-help, in which she would deconstruct Gillian’s gullible, distracted and hypocritical manner of playing the guru.

Gillian had looked at Damien and said in a stage whisper, ‘She’s testing me. She’s seeing if I’ll take the idea seriously. If I do, she’ll know I’ve really lost it.’

Elspeth affected indignation, and Damien said, ‘She’s only having a bit of fun. You should too. You take the place very seriously.’

‘Of course I do,’ Gillian said. ‘It’s my responsibility to.’ She didn’t like discussing the Farm with him; his regard was always tinged with irony.

‘I’m not against serious,’ Elspeth argued. ‘But if we package serious things humorously, then people don’t feel intimidated.’

‘Why does everything have to be funny?’ Gillian asked. ‘And why must we always be “packaging” things?’

Elspeth put her chin in the air, one hand caressing her neck. ‘Okay. Supposing we say to our guests: tonight we’re going to present you with some Zen koans. Koans offer contradictions of the known. They are paradoxes meant to reveal the inadequacy of logical reasoning and provoke in you, we hope, sudden enlightenment. You know what would happen? Everybody would freeze up.’

Gillian chewed her lip. It was one of those increasingly frequent moments when she felt she’d lost her bearings, the inner compass that told her which things were a joke and which not and how seriously she should be taking her life.

By the following evening, Elspeth had gathered a sufficient number of koans and typed them on thin strips of paper, which she then had laminated so that they could be put through the dishwasher.

When your mind is not dwelling on the dualism of good and evil, what is your original face before you were born?

Now, every Sunday night, a single koan was tucked inside each cone, which was then topped by a large scoop of homemade ice cream.

Tonight, it was caramel, and the guests mingled happily as they licked. As Gillian watched them chatting – warmly, excitedly, the occasional wet dollop lodging on an upper lip – she couldn’t help it; she wished them all the best.


Two

Instead of skirting city-centre traffic via the East Link, Damien was heading right into the thick of it, and all because of Glorianna. He had to be at the office by ten, and there was just enough time to call into the Boots on Grafton Street.

Chemists seemed to Damien benign versions of hospitals – the crisp white coats but none of the actual trauma, the griefs that were small and primarily of vanity. He liked the way they were organized according to the needs of the various body parts: eyes, teeth, hair, nails, feet, skin. He particularly enjoyed the sight of someone popping an emergency paracetamol right there at the counter, and was proud to be part of a species that had figured out how to relieve the common headache quickly, publicly and cheaply. Sometimes, having fallen prey to some new and minor affliction he’d either never heard of or been too young to bother about (what were corns, for instance? he still didn’t know, though they must be big because there were corn cushions, corn caps, corn relief pads and a corn knife), he’d gone to the chemist and found the treatment there waiting for him. It was reassuring, knowing that there was nothing he could come down with or break out in that others hadn’t suffered before him and for which someone, somewhere, hadn’t already devised an antidote.

And then there was Glorianna, the girl with the gold-tinted face. They had a little thing going, not an actual thing, just a flirt-thing. Glorianna had densely curling shoulder-length hair, the kind you couldn’t tame or straighten, and with her gold face and her kinky red-blonde mane she was like some feral thing, raised in the jungle by her adoptive lion parents until rescued by civilization and taught life skills. First a knife and fork, then language, then a job at Boots. Even her name – Glorianna – sounded to him like a gentle roar.

He saw the billboard just as he reached the old railway bridge on the North Strand Road. It had been there for weeks, it should have become wallpaper by now, but it never failed to catch his eye: a man and a woman leaning towards each other over a kitchen worktop, smiling smiles that were conspiratorial, marital and clearly post-coital. The kitchen was a cool blue. They were wearing silk dressing gowns. Steam from their two cups rose between them like a just-loosed genie. It could have been an ad for coffee but it was actually for the cock clinic in Sandymount. Above their heads were the words:

SIGHS MATTER. DO IT FOR BOTH OF YOU.


He crossed the river at the Custom House and headed up the quays and into the clogged-up centre, towards the underground car park nearest Boots. Once he’d found a space, he got as quickly as he could back out into the open air. As he was making his way up Grafton Street, he saw her, standing in the doorway, her feet on the premises but her upper body and head thrust out to catch the breeze, as though she were a sprinter crossing the finish line. He wondered if there was some kind of Boots regulation, insurance-related, about keeping your feet on the property during your shift.

‘Hi,’ Glorianna said. ‘How’re you?’ She recognized him, but she didn’t know his name.

Damien had the sudden urge to growl, but then remembered that he had never let Glorianna in on his little jungle joke. Anyway, she probably wouldn’t blink an eye. Glorianna was imperturbable. She’d probably just say something like, ‘I’m not from the jungle, I’m from Ballymote.’

She was from Ballymote. She’d told him that the first day he’d ever seen her, when she was helping him to locate contact lens solution. He’d heard the country accent and asked her, then they’d swapped reminiscences of the west, of charming small-town chemists, the bell going ding-a-ling over the door and everybody knowing each other’s name. Glorianna said they’d had the tiniest little chemist, like a closet filled with magic potions. Back then she’d wanted to be an actress when she grew up. But, she’d shrugged cheerfully, here I am.

‘I’m very well, thank you, Glorianna.’ He glanced at her name tag as he said it, as though he weren’t quite sure. ‘And you?’

‘Grand,’ she said, following him inside. ‘What can we get for you?’

Damien was in the latter half of his forties. It occurred to him that young women had begun to humour him, to regard him as harmless. On the other hand, perhaps he was not yet old enough to be harmless and they found him middle-aged and lecherous. The best-case scenario was that he was not yet considered old enough to be either lecherous or harmless and was still a plausible sexual object for women between the ages of twenty-one and forty-five. Perhaps, if he tried very hard – if he got his timing just right and honed his self-awareness and promised to fall prey to no illusion – he could somehow pass from the stage of plausible sexual object to cute doddery harmlessness, leapfrogging lechery altogether. Perhaps there was a remedy right here in Boots which would enable him to do just that. He was tempted to ask Glorianna, to see if it would get a laugh, but the joke was a bit too close to the bone and if she failed to roll her eyes and glance sideways at him in a way that said You? Old? No way! and instead just smiled stiffly, he would be mortified.

‘Something for heartburn,’ he said.

She looked at his heart and gave him a little smile of sympathy. ‘Follow me.’

And follow her he did (though he knew where the heartburn section was and was pretty sure she knew he knew), enjoying as he went the sight of her hips in her white dress as they ticktocked smartly from side to side, sailing past the skin food and foot butter and body milk, the wax for men’s chests and women’s everywhere, beyond the Verruca Accessory Pack and the wonderfully medieval Toenail Pliers and the supports for fallen arches, which conjured up visions of Romans in the sunset of their glory. There was a bit of a bottleneck in the Hair Care aisle, and Damien tore his gaze from Glorianna’s behind to scan the options (Big Hair, Cool Hair, Dream Hair, Bounce Control) and the range of colours (Florida, Virginia, Kenya, Havana, Oslo, Helsinki). All lined up in a row, they sounded like a menu for an escort service.

They passed into the make-up section, which also disturbed him, though for entirely different reasons. There was something militaristic about this display of mass production on such a tiny scale. Rows and rows of angled lipstick and mascara, like mini-missiles eager to be launched. Squat, square-shouldered bottles of nail polish – brown, cream, flesh-toned, black – a multi-ethnic army standing at attention. And the samplers! How many women’s lips had touched the oddly planed tips of those little missiles? How many fingertips, all having dipped into the same well, had rouged how many cheeks? The offhanded intimacy of women! He thought of a writhing heap of them, fleshy and powdered, like in a scene from the Antony and Cleopatra production he and Gillian had seen years ago in London.

They were moving again, Glorianna’s hips in front of him, side-to-side in time with the click-clack of her shoes on the tiled floor. Her hair was pinioned to the back of her head with two things that looked like crossed chopsticks. How did that work? Escaped wisps of it trailed kinkily down her neck, which was smooth and delicate and curved gently where it joined her shoulder. He thought of a carriage in the snow and the sound of horses’ hooves. Hedgerows, newly white. A rustling in the seat beside him. Bustles and hooks and pre-Wonder Bra cleavage, the slightest sheen of damp on the skin above, the rise and fall of her breasts, her body beside him heavy with desire. He didn’t know if the fantasy was a sign of chivalry or of sexism, or if he’d just watched too many TV serializations of nineteenth-century novels.

Glorianna had stopped and he nearly collided with her. She was turning over a box of Gaviscon, squinting at the fine print. He crooked his neck to get a better look at her, a look of rapture and timidity, as though he’d just dropped in from another planet where they didn’t have gold females.

‘I love the gold,’ he said.

‘It’s something-something jaundiced.’

There were words in the middle he hadn’t caught. Did she just say she had jaundice? He felt the heat in his own face. Surely it was skin dye. Wasn’t it? As he struggled to think of something sensitive to say, she spoke again.

‘Don’t you think?’ she said. ‘Or maybe I just used too much.’

He smiled with relief. ‘No, I don’t think you look jaundiced. Not at all. You look like… an Egyptian statue. You know those gold statues. Oh, what are they called?’

‘You think I look like one of those gold statues?’ She weighed this up, her gaze trailing off somewhere. ‘That’s okay,’ she said, nodding. ‘I like that.’ Then she handed him the Gaviscon. ‘Go for these.’

‘Okay. If you say so.’

She nodded again. They stood for a moment.

‘Thanks, Glorianna.’ He smiled, like a man with heartburn. Like a man passing through the lecherous stage.

She smiled back. ‘Mind the heart,’ she said.

‘I will, of course,’ he said.

She gave him a little finger-fluttering wave and disappeared into the slow-moving stream of bodies, which were bumping their way around each other up the too-skinny aisles.

What did she mean by ‘mind the heart’? Was she referring to the increased risk of heart attack in men his age? Was she referring to the stirrings she knew his heart was undergoing as they spoke, in which case she meant, You haven’t got a snowball’s chance in hell so don’t upset yourself trying? Or did she simply mean, Watch what you eat and don’t make the heartburn any worse?

He headed towards the till, past the pregnancy tests and condoms that were displayed next to one another, locked in their eternal co-dependent tussle. Glorianna was at the till, her gold face matte under the ceiling lights. Had she seen him looking at the reproductive items? The things to do with fucking? She was holding his gaze as he came closer and, just like that, he knew. He’d seen it in her eyes: he was plausible.

By the time he’d taken the last few steps to the till, a fine mist had released itself under his arms. He was not so brazen as to look her in the eye as he handed her his money and said, ‘Thank you, but I don’t need a bag.’ Ten years ago, even five, he would have looked straight at her in confirmation, but now humility was called for. Odd how everything reversed and what an enormous thing gratitude could be.

He touched her hand, neither too little nor too much, as she handed him his change. Just before turning towards the door, he permitted himself a look; he took the risk of seeing nothing in her eyes and realizing he’d been mistaken. But no, she was waiting for him to look at her and her lips were slightly parted and she had that little stunned, or fake-stunned, look women have at such moments, when fucking you has just occurred to them for the first time and they realize you’ve been thinking about it for a long time and their own loss of innocence on the subject is serving only to heighten their arousal. They’d had a moment. He was not so out of it, so washed up, that he didn’t know a moment when he had one, or that he imagined a moment where there’d been none. As he donned his favourite sunglasses and made his way back down Grafton Street towards the car, his step was lighter and his legs felt stronger and his body sang a little song of thanks.

By the time he’d exited the car park, the Glorianna glow had faded and he was thinking about money. He wanted a pay rise. Heather would be going to university in a couple of years. Eventually, Grace would have to go into a nursing home. The sale of the Seapoint house would help pay for that, and though Gillian didn’t want to let it go, when the time came, she would. Gillian’s income had recently surpassed his own. Damien was glad for her – he liked having a wife who made good money; it was sexy – but he’d prefer the imbalance didn’t grow any larger. He had been with Experience Ireland for more than twenty years; his pay had risen steadily. If Kill was a success, he would almost certainly be in line for another increase. Twenty-five million was the village’s estimated potential market in Europe alone. Out of that number, how many could he actually convince to visit Kill? EI’s latest Worldwide Visitor Survey revealed that what tourists still expected to find in Ireland was a native population that was: friendly, honest, charming, convivial, witty, blessed with an ethnically specific verbal dexterity, superstitious, fun but untrustworthy, roguish and mystical. Damien had studied a number of EI visitor surveys, and the results could be summed up in a single line from one of them: ‘Even the people who don’t read seem really literate.’

Damien knew, however, that once tourists scratched below the surface of such people, they discovered minds awash in Manchester United, American television and the latest Hello!-sponsored nuptials. As for friendly, the Irish were tired of being friendly. How many letters had Damien read attesting to the increasing belligerence of the native population? When we have visited your country in 1970 the people had been so nice … I am apologizing it to report that I can not say as well now.

Prosperity was to blame. The country was losing its Unique Selling Point as a First World destination that retained pockets of the pre-modern. But Kill was going to be a pocket, a pocket of the 1950s. It was going to help reverse the trend of visitor dissatisfaction. By standardizing the tourist experience, delivering a reliable supply of convivial wit and verbal dexterity, it would alleviate the frustration that resulted from the irksome unreliability of people: the frustration that arose from your having followed the same Limerick–Kerry–Cork itinerary (even alighting in the same pubs) that your next-door neighbours from Chicago or Dusseldorf or Sheffield had followed only the week before, but having had a radically different experience. While your neighbours, through sheer undeserved luck, had stumbled upon that delightful ad hoc fiddle-and-Guinness session, you had got stuck all night next to drunken bores you’d convinced yourselves were verbally dexterous though they were hardly capable of speech.

Damien understood this frustration. He knew that there was often the thinnest line between a great holiday and an anticlimax, and what made the difference was the very thing you couldn’t control. It was the sheep factor. The sheep factor wasn’t just the good luck, while motoring in rural areas, of getting stuck in the midst of a flock of sheep being herded up the road by a red-faced man in a cap who hailed you amiably as you sat enchanted in your car watching the bumpity-bump of sheep rumps recede. No, the sheep factor was shorthand for so much more, for the je ne sais quoi, the thing-in-itself that a visitor couldn’t quite name but knew to see: life as a graciously enacted burlesque in which the laughter was sweet and the sorrow worn lightly, and in which everyone outside of Dublin looked like they were stranded in the seventies.

Damien had high expectations. Kill wasn’t going to be like any other heritage attraction in the country. For one thing, it wasn’t going to be about facts. Gillian was right: people were tired of information. They were tired of timelines and voice-overs and videos on a continuous loop and of squinting at labels telling them how significant some little hunks of iron were. They were tired of the number dead, the number wounded, the number enslaved or emigrated, even, Damien had noted on his visits to countries where such statistics applied, the number of concubines. Between the boredom and the drowsiness and the guilty inability to feel much of anything for the 40,000 dead, visitors tended to leave such places feeling not much better about themselves than when they’d arrived.

Kill, on the other hand, was going to make people feel good inside, the way castles and dolmens and display cases couldn’t. All anybody wanted was refuge, even for an afternoon. And what better place to take refuge than right here? Because Ireland was a place of spiritual homecoming, and people somehow knew that, without exactly knowing they knew it, and that was why they came. Nostalgia was a kind of modern epidemic, and the thing that opened Kill up to a potentially infinite market was that people were no longer required to actually remember the time or the place for which they were feeling nostalgic, or have even the most tenuous connection to it.

Some in the trade thought theme parks had already peaked. Jimmy, one of EI’s other Heritage Strategists, worried that people were getting too sophisticated. Jimmy and Damien had worked together since the mid nineties, after Europe had started pumping money into cultural tourism and Damien moved to heritage from marketing, where he’d produced such EI classics as Tackling Seasonality: All-Weather Tourism in Non-Sun Destinations and Roots Tourism and the North American Visitor. Damien liked Jimmy. He was cynical but only on the surface. He was reliable and loyal, and looked like a clown: bald on top with a ring of brown hair in a horseshoe shape around his head. Jimmy was married to a woman nearly as funny-looking as he was and the two of them were happy, in what seemed to Damien an old-fashioned way, meaning they knew what they had and didn’t engage in neurotic speculation about what other lives they might be leading.

‘I thought people were getting dumber,’ Damien had said.

‘Yeah,’ Jimmy had said, ‘they are. But somehow… even as they’re getting dumber, they’re requiring more sophisticated products.’

They’d been in the middle of one of their informal brainstorming sessions that usually began with an exchange of guesses as to how the latest international atrocity or air disaster would affect the industry and graduated to bemoaning the increasing banality of the country’s Unique Selling Points. Although visitor numbers to Ireland were growing, the curve wasn’t as steep as it was in places like Cambodia and Libya. People wanted countries that had a whiff of danger about them: a languid and semi-redundant military presence; power cuts, even if the result of mismanaged public funds and an overstretched grid; a market economy in its primitive form (the recognizable gleam in the eye of a half-naked coconut salesman). Post-conflict destinations were increasingly popular. There was something romantic in the residue of war. And ethnic minorities were always a draw. Mongolia, Guihou in China, the hill tribes of Vietnam and Laos. Dirt roads and bumpy mountain passes. Living conditions unchanged for centuries. Bhutan was up-and-coming. Apparently, the Bhutanese still wore traditional costumes by order of the king. What had Ireland got? Travellers in Hiace vans by the rubbish-strewn side of the road. Beehive huts on Slea Head and Inishmurray. Admittedly, the huts were beautiful, but nobody was living in them. What if they could get people to live in them? Actual monks, maybe. Just for the summer months.

‘I wish we were Mexico,’ Jimmy had said. ‘Except less fucked up.’

Black-spot tourism was getting bigger; the grassy knoll in Dallas had got that going. Adventure sports, too. And multi-purpose packages were gaining in popularity – the scalpel safari, for instance, cosmetic surgery plus safari and recuperation time at a five-star hotel. They gave you lip-swelling agents or resurfaced your face with a laser or sucked cellulite out of your ass, then loaded you, all sutured and bruised and bandaged like you were just back from the front, into canopied buses to gawk at wild animals. It was the kind of development that made Damien feel old-fashioned, like he wasn’t weird enough to keep up any more.

The EI office was in Donnybrook, not far out of town, across from the TV studios. But twenty minutes after exiting the car park, Damien still hadn’t reached the dual carriageway. Traffic leaving town had come to a near-halt. They were digging up the road in the outbound lane. He tapped the back of his head against the headrest and glanced at the clock. He seldom gave himself enough time. He refused to accept that he had to allow three-quarters of an hour to go a few miles. It now took longer to get across the city than it did to fly to London. If you were in a taxi, it cost more, too.

He was meeting with Judith later to make some final decisions regarding Kill. Judith was going to be the live-in director at the village. He and Gareth, his dull but competent boss, had hired her. She was smart and efficient and knew how to put people at ease, but she was only twenty-eight and had lived in the city all her life, and Damien wasn’t entirely sure she’d be happy stationed in the middle of nowhere; on a good day, Kill was a two-and-a-half hour drive from Dublin.

She and Damien had selected the cast. They’d held two rounds of auditions and had come up with a mix of amateur actors (which was what they called the locals they’d hired) and professionals. They had the Irish-speakers, the soon-to-be-emigrating, the couples-at-home, the bachelor farmers, a priest and a nun, two publicans, the singing, step-dancing teenagers, the background cast of OAPs, and the poet-philosopher. He was the gem. Sean O’Gara was sixty-three and had never married. He’d attended the Sorbonne forty years ago but a breakdown suffered in Paris had landed him back home in Boyle, where he’d spent his life since, working at the library, reading Irish history and the classics and speaking Latin, Greek, Irish and French to locals and tourists alike. The townspeople doted on him. He was a rare combination of erudition and modesty. In the summers he led tours of Boyle Abbey. He could recite Yeats and chunks of Beckett, passages from Ulysses and the Táin, and he knew the 1916 Proclamation by heart. And it was Sean who introduced them to Irish bingo, a game he’d played with package-tour groups who came to Boyle. Instead of numbers, the cards had several words in Irish printed on them. Damien saw bingo as the solution to Kill’s Irish-language problem.

The only slot they hadn’t filled was the woman-at-her-loom-dispensing-wisdom. Two women had auditioned but both had been too young. Judith had suggested last week that they rethink it, forget the wisdom and do a girl-on-the-cusp-of-womanhood-at-her-loom. A stunner. Judith was in favour of sexing up Kill.

‘There was always a stunner in every village,’ she’d argued. ‘Two stunners – one guy, one girl – and you’ve got a storyline. They want to marry but they can’t because her parents want to send her to England, or his parents want to send him to Australia, and what are they going to do?’

Damien had liked her idea about the stunners. But he wasn’t in favour of replacing the wise-woman-at-her-loom with the girl-on-the-cusp-of-womanhood. Better a female counterpart to Sean. People liked the elderly. They found them comforting. Someone appropriate would surface. There was no shortage, it seemed, of old folks eager to participate. The EI scheme was the first sign of life they’d seen here in some time and they welcomed it; it meant they hadn’t been forgotten after all. In recent years, Kill had become one of those West of Ireland towns that seemed to have no reason for continuing to exist other than to offer itself as a case study when academics needed to highlight the corrosive effects of emigration on rural life or emphasize the dangers of over-reliance on foreign direct investment. The post office had closed, as had the butcher’s and the draper’s, their shopfronts faded into photogenic dereliction. Of the dozen or so businesses that had once lined the village’s three streets, only a small shop-cum-pub still functioned. And in the scattering of cottages and bungalows in the townlands surrounding Kill, the only people left staring out at the scutch grass and bog were the ever-diminishing clutch of OAPs. Soon, even they would have gone, carted off to nursing homes by sons
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