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Life is easy to chronicle, but bewildering to practise.

E. M. Forster




CHAPTER ONE

2001

I DID NOT become ashamed of being Irish until I was well into the middle years of my life.

I might start with the evening that I showed up at my sister’s home for dinner and she had no recollection of issuing the invitation; I believe that was the night that she first showed signs of losing her mind.

Earlier that day, George W. Bush had been inaugurated as President of the United States for the first time, and when I arrived at Hannah’s house on the Grange Road in Rathfarnham she was glued to the television, watching highlights of the ceremony which had taken place in Washington around lunchtime.

It had been almost a year since I had last been there and it shamed me to think that after an initial flurry of visits in the wake of Kristian’s death, I had settled into my old ways of making only an occasional phone call or organizing an even more occasional lunch in Bewley’s Café on Grafton Street, a place that reminded us both of childhood, for it was here that Mam would take us for a treat when we came into town to see the Christmas window at Switzer’s all those years ago. And it was here that we ate lunches of sausages, beans and chips when we were brought in to Clerys to be fitted for our First Communion clothes: exhilarating afternoons when she would let us order the biggest cream cake we could find and a Fanta orange to wash it down. We would take the 48A bus from outside Dundrum church into the city centre and Hannah and I would run upstairs to the front seats, holding on to the bar in front of us as the bus made its way through Milltown and Ranelagh, over the hump of the Charlemont Bridge in the direction of the old Metropole cinema behind Tara Street station, where once we had been brought to see Mutiny on the Bounty with Marlon Brando and Trevor Howard and been dragged out again when the barebreasted women of Otaheite made their way in kayaks towards the lusty sailors, garlands of flowers around their necks the only protection for their modesty. Mam had written a letter to The Evening Press later that night, demanding that the film be banned. Is this a Catholic country, she asked, or is it not?

Bewley’s has not changed very much in the thirty-five years since then and I have always felt a great affection for it. I am a man for nostalgia; it is a curse on me sometimes. The comfort of my childhood returns to me when I see the high-backed booths that still cater for all types of Dubliner. The retired gentlemen, white haired and clean shaven, Old Spiced, shrouded in their unnecessary suits and ties as they read the business section of The Irish Times even though it no longer has any relevance to their lives. The married women enjoying the indulgence of a mid-morning cup of coffee with no one but wonderful Maeve for company. The students from Trinity College, lounging around over big mugs of coffee and sausage rolls, noisy and tactile, blooming with the excitement of being young and in each other’s company. A few unfortunates down on their luck, willing to trade the price of a cup of tea for an hour or two of warmth. The city has always drawn the benefit of Bewley’s indiscriminate hospitality and occasionally Hannah and I would partake of it, a middle-aged man and his widowed sister, neatly attired, careful of conversation, still with a taste for a cream cake but no stomach for the Fanta any more.

Hannah had phoned to invite me over a few days earlier and I had immediately said yes. Was she lonely, I wondered. Her eldest son, my nephew Aidan, was away on the sites in London and almost never came home. His phone calls, I knew, were even less regular than my own. But then he was a difficult man. One day, without warning, he had turned from being a cheerful and extrovert boy, something of a precocious entertainer, to a distant and angry presence in Hannah and Kristian’s house, and that fury, which seemed to arrive without warning to poison the blood of his veins, never diminished through his teenage years, only building and swelling and destroying everything it came in contact with. Tall and well-built, his Nordic ancestry providing him with clear skin and blond hair, he could charm the ladies with barely a flicker of an eyebrow and he had a taste for them that seemed impossible to satisfy. It is true that he got one poor girl into trouble when the pair of them were not even old enough to drive and there was war over it for a time; in the end the child was given up for adoption after a terrible row between Kristian and the girl’s father which led to the police being called out. I never heard from Aidan now. He had a tendency to look at me with contempt in his eyes. Once, when he had drink on him, he stood beside me at a family gathering, placing one hand against the wall while he leaned too close, the stink of cigarettes and alcohol forcing me to turn my head away, and bulged his tongue into his cheek as he said in a perfectly friendly tone, ‘Listen to me, you. Do you never think you wasted your life, no? Do you never wish you could go back and live it all over again? Do everything differently? Be a normal man instead of what you are?’ And I shook my head and told him that at the centre of my life was a feeling of great contentment, that although I had made my choices at a young age, I stood by them still. I stood by them, I insisted, and while he might not have been able to see the sense of my decisions, they had given my days clarity and meaning, qualities that his own life sadly appeared to lack. ‘You’re not wrong there, Odran,’ he said, stepping away, freeing me from the prison of his torso and arms. ‘But still, I couldn’t be what you are. I’d rather shoot myself.’

No, Aidan could never have made the choices that I made and I feel grateful for that now. The truth is that he did not share my innocence or my inability to confront. Even as a boy, he was more of a man than I would ever be. The talk now was that he was living in London with a girl a few years older than himself, a girl with two children of her own, which struck me as a curious thing since he’d wanted no part of the child that might have been his.

The only other person in Hannah’s house now was the young lad, Jonas, who had always been introverted and seemed incapable of holding a proper conversation without staring at his shoes or drumming his fingers in the air, like some restless pianist. He blushed when you looked at him and preferred to be away in his room reading books, but whenever I asked him who his favourite authors were he appeared reluctant to tell me or would name someone I had never heard of – a foreign name generally, Japanese, Italian, Portuguese, in an almost deliberate act of defiance. At his father’s wake the previous March, I had tried to lighten the mood by asking is it reading that you’re doing behind that closed door, Jonas, or something else? I didn’t mean anything by it, of course – it was intended as a joke – but the moment the words were out of my mouth I heard how vulgar they sounded and the poor lad – I think there were three or four other people present to witness the scene, including his mother – went scarlet and choked on his 7-Up. I wanted to tell him how sorry I was for embarrassing him, I wanted it badly, but that would only have made matters worse and so I left it, and I left him, and I sometimes felt that we might never recover from that moment, for surely he thought that I had set out to humiliate him, a thing I would never have done nor dreamed of doing.

At this time, the time of which I speak, Jonas was sixteen years old and studying for his Intermediate Certificate, an exam which was not expected to present him with any great difficulties. He had been bright from the start, learning to speak and to read well before other children of his age. Kristian, when Kristian was alive, liked to say that with brains like his Jonas could become a surgeon or a barrister, Prime Minister of Norway or President of Ireland, but whenever I heard those words uttered, I would think no, that’s not this boy’s destiny. I didn’t know what his destiny might be, but no, that wasn’t it.

I thought at times that Jonas was a lost boy. He never spoke of friends. He had no girlfriend, had taken no one, not even himself, to his school’s Christmas dance. He didn’t join clubs or play sports. He went into school, he came home from school. He went to films alone on Sunday afternoons, foreign films usually. He helped out around the house. Was he a lonely boy, I wondered. I knew something of what it was to be a lonely boy.

So there was only Hannah and Jonas in the house, a husband and father dead, a son and brother away on the sites, and from what little I knew of family life I knew this much: that a woman in her mid-forties and an anxious teenage boy would have precious little to talk to each other about, and so perhaps this was a house of silence, which had led her to pick up the phone and call her older brother and say will you not come over for dinner some night, Odran? Sure we never see you at all.

I had the new car with me that night. Or the new used car, I should say, a 1992 Ford Fiesta. I’d only picked it up a week or so before and I was pleased as Punch for it was a smart little thing that fairly whizzed around the city. I parked on the road outside Hannah’s house, stepped out and opened the gate, which was hanging slightly off its hinges, and ran my finger along the chipped black paint which scarred the surface. Would Jonas not do something about that, I wondered. With Kristian gone and Aidan away, wasn’t he the man of the house now even if he was little more than a boy? The garden looked well though. The cold months hadn’t destroyed the plants and a well-tended bed looked as if it had a hundred secrets buried beneath the soil that would spring to life and spill their consequences once the winter had given way to the spring, which couldn’t come soon enough for my liking, for I have always been a lover of the sun, even if, through spending a lifetime in Ireland, I have had little personal connection with it.

When did Hannah become a gardener, I wondered as I stood there. This is a new thing, is it?

I rang the doorbell and stepped back, glancing up towards the second-floor window where a light was on, and as I did so a shadow made its way quickly across. Jonas must have heard the car pulling up and looked outside as I made my way up the short path to their door. I hoped that he’d noticed the Fiesta. What harm if I wanted him to think that his uncle had a bit of something to him? I thought for a moment that I should make more of an effort with the boy, for, after all, with his father gone and his older brother away he might need a man in his life.

The door opened and as Hannah peered out she reminded me of our late grandmother, the way she stood and stared, bent over slightly, trying to understand why a person might be standing in her porch at this time of night. In her face, I could see the woman she might be in another fifteen years.

‘Well,’ she said, nodding her head, satisfied now that she recognized me. ‘The dead arose.’

‘Ah now,’ I replied, smiling at her and leaning forward to give her a peck on the cheek. She smelled of those lotions and creams that women of her age wear. I recognize them whenever the women come close to shake my hand and ask me how my week has been and would I like to come for my dinner some evening and how are their sons doing, they’re no trouble to me now, are they? I don’t know what those lotions are called. Lotions probably isn’t even the right word. The television advertisements would say something else. There’ll be a modern word for them. But look, what I don’t know about women and their ways would fill enough books to stock the Ancient Library of Alexandria.

‘It’s good to see you, Hannah,’ I said as I stepped inside and removed my overcoat, hanging it up on one of the empty hooks in the hallway, next to her well-worn navy Penneys coat and a brown suede jacket, which could only belong to Jonas. I glanced up the stairs, suddenly eager to see him.

‘Come in, come in,’ said Hannah, leading the way into the living room, which was welcoming and warm. She had a fire lit in the grate and the place itself had an air about it that made me think it would be very comfortable to sit here of an evening, watching the television programmes, listening to Anne Doyle describe what Bertie was doing, and whether Bruton would make a comeback, and what poor Al Gore would do now that he was on the scrapheap.

There was a framed photograph on top of the telly of little Cathal, laughing his head off as if he had his whole life in front of him, poor lad. One I’d never seen before. I stared at it: he was standing on a beach in a pair of short trousers, his hair unkempt, a smile on his face that would break your heart. I felt a moment’s dizziness overwhelm me. There was only one beach that Cathal had ever stood on in his life and why would Hannah display a memory from that terrible week? Where had she even found it?

‘How was the traffic anyway?’ she asked me from across the room and I turned and stared at her for a moment before replying.

‘Not a bother,’ I said. ‘I’ve a new car outside. It goes like the wind.’

‘A new car? That’s very posh of you. Is that allowed?’

‘I don’t mean brand-new,’ I said, telling myself that I should stop thinking of it in those terms. ‘I mean new to me. It’s secondhand.’

‘And that’s allowed, is it?’ she asked.

‘It is,’ I said, laughing a little, uncertain exactly what she meant. ‘Sure I have to get around, don’t I?’

‘I suppose so. What time is it anyway?’ She glanced at her watch, then back at me. ‘Will you sit down? You’re making me nervous standing there.’

‘I will,’ I said, taking a seat, and as I did so she clapped a hand to her mouth and stared at me as if she’d just had a great shock.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ she said. ‘I invited you to dinner, didn’t I?’

‘You did,’ I admitted, aware now of how the smell of food in the air seemed to be more the memory of dinner than the promise of a new meal being prepared. ‘Had you forgotten?’

She turned away and looked confused for a moment, scrunching up her eyes so her face took on a most unusual aspect, before shaking her head. ‘Of course I didn’t forget,’ she said. ‘Only, well, yes, I suppose I did. I thought it was – did we not say Thursday?’

‘No,’ I replied, certain that we had said Saturday. ‘Ah look, maybe I got it wrong,’ I added, not wanting to blame her for the mistake.

‘You didn’t get it wrong,’ she said, shaking her head and looking more upset than I thought necessary. ‘I don’t know where I am these days, Odran. I’m all over the place. I can’t begin to tell you all the mistakes I’ve made recently. Mrs Byrne already gave me a warning and told me I had to buck up my ideas. But sure she’s always giving out, that one. I can’t do right for doing wrong as far as she’s concerned. Look, I don’t know what to tell you. The dinner’s over. Jonas and I ate a half-hour ago and I was settled down to the telly. Can I make you a sausage sandwich? Would that be all right?’

I thought about it and nodded. ‘That would be smashing,’ I said, and then, remembering how my stomach had been rumbling in the car, I said I’d take two if it wasn’t any trouble and she said sure how would it be any trouble, didn’t she spend half her life making sausage sandwiches for those two lads upstairs anyway?

‘Two lads?’ I asked, wondering whether I had mistaken the shadow in the window for Jonas when it might have been his older brother. ‘Aidan’s not home, is he?’

‘Aidan?’ she asked, turning around in surprise, the frying pan already in her hand. ‘Ah no, sure he’s away in London on the sites. You know that.’

‘But you said two lads.’

‘I meant Jonas,’ she replied and I left her in peace and focused my attention on the television set.

‘Were you watching this earlier?’ I called out. ‘Don’t they make a terrible fuss all the same, the Yanks?’

‘They’d give you a pain in the head,’ she said over the sound of the oil spitting in the pan as she laid three or four sausages out to fry. ‘But yes, I sat before it half the day. Do you think he’ll be any good at all?’

‘He hasn’t even started yet and everyone hates him,’ I said, for I had watched a little of the coverage myself earlier in the afternoon and been surprised by the crowds protesting on the streets of the capital. Everyone said that he hadn’t won at all, and maybe he hadn’t, but it was all so tight that I found it hard to believe that a Gore inauguration would have been any more legitimate.

‘Do you know who I loved?’ asked Hannah in a faraway voice, as if she was a girl again.

‘Who?’ I asked. ‘Who did you love?’

‘Ronald Reagan,’ she said. ‘Do you remember him in the films? They show them on a Saturday afternoon sometimes on BBC2. There was one on a few weeks ago and there was Ronald Reagan working on a railroad and he had an accident and the next thing he knew he was waking up in bed with both his legs amputated. Where’s the rest of me? he shouted. Where’s the rest of me?’

‘Ah yes,’ I said, even though I had never seen a Ronald Reagan picture in my life and was always surprised when people talked about how he used to be in films. They said his wife was an awful creature.

‘He always looked like he was in charge,’ said Hannah. ‘And I like that in a man. Kristian had that quality.’

‘He did,’ I agreed, for it was true, he did.

‘Did you know that he was in love with Mrs Thatcher?’

‘Kristian?’ I asked, frowning. I couldn’t imagine it.

‘Not Kristian, no,’ she said irritably. ‘Ronald Reagan. Well that’s what they say anyway. That the two of them were in love with each other.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said with a shrug. ‘I doubt it. I’d say she’s a tough woman to love.’

‘I’ll be glad to see the back of that Clinton fella,’ she said. ‘He was a dirty so-and-so, wasn’t he?’

I nodded, saying nothing. I was sick of Bill Clinton myself. I liked his politics well enough but he had become so hard to trust, so concerned with saving his own skin, that he had lost me long ago. All those wagging fingers and stone-faced denials. And not a word of truth in any of it.

‘Him and his oral sex,’ continued Hannah and I turned to stare at her in surprise. I’d never heard such words come out of her mouth and wasn’t entirely sure that I’d heard her correctly now either but I wasn’t going to ask any questions. She was turning the sausages over in the pan and humming to herself. ‘Odran, are you a ketchup man or do you prefer the brown sauce?’ she called out.

‘Ketchup,’ I said.

‘I’m out of ketchup.’

‘Then brown sauce will do me fine,’ I said. ‘I can’t remember the last time I had a bit of brown sauce. Do you remember how Dad used to put it on everything? Even salmon?’

‘Salmon?’ she asked, handing me a plate with two fine-looking sausage sandwiches on it. ‘Sure when did we ever have salmon growing up?’

‘Ah there was a bit of it from time to time.’

‘Not that I can recall,’ she said, sitting down in the armchair and staring at me. ‘How’s that sandwich?’

‘Spot on,’ I said.

‘I should have made you a dinner.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘I don’t know where my head is at the moment.’

‘Don’t be worrying, Hannah,’ I said, wanting to move the conversation on. ‘What did you have for dinner yourselves anyway?’

‘A bit of chicken,’ she said. ‘And mash rather than boiled. Kristian always prefers the mash.’

‘Jonas,’ I said.

‘Jonas what?’

‘You said Kristian.’

She looked a little confused and shook her head, as if uncertain what I was getting at. I was going to explain, but at that moment I heard a door open upstairs and the slow, heavy descent of feet coming down the staircase. A moment later, Jonas himself came in and nodded at me, a shy smile, pleasant though. His hair was longer than the last time I had seen him and I wondered why he didn’t cut it short for he had a pair of cheekbones on him, that boy, and had they belonged to me I would have had them on display in the front window.

‘How are you, Uncle Odran?’ he asked.

‘I’m very well, Jonas,’ I said. ‘Have you got taller since the last time I saw you?’

‘He never stops growing, this one,’ said Hannah.

‘Maybe a bit,’ said Jonas.

‘And what’s with the hair?’ I asked, trying to sound friendly. ‘Is that the latest fashion now?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said with a shrug.

‘He needs a haircut is what he needs,’ said Hannah. ‘Would you not get yourself a haircut, son?’ she asked, twisting around to look at him.

‘I will if you give me three-fifty,’ he said. ‘I haven’t a spare penny at the moment.’

‘Well don’t be looking at me,’ said Hannah, turning away. ‘I’m in enough trouble as it is. Odran, wait till I tell you. Mrs Byrne at work, she told me I had to buck my ideas up or else. I wouldn’t mind, but I’ve been in that job eight years longer than her.’

‘Yes, you said,’ I replied, finishing off one sandwich and starting in on the other. ‘Will you not sit down, Jonas?’ I asked and he shook his head.

‘I just wanted a drink,’ he said, heading for the kitchen.

‘How are your studies going?’ I asked.

‘Fine,’ he said as he opened the fridge and looked inside, his face betraying both disappointment and resignation at what he found within.

‘That boy always has his head in a book,’ said Hannah. ‘But sure doesn’t he have brains to burn?’

‘Do you know what you’d like to be yet, Jonas?’ I asked.

He muttered something, but I couldn’t make out what he’d said. It was something smart-alec, I thought.

‘He could be anything he wants to be, that one,’ said Hannah, her eyes fixed on George W. Bush’s face as he delivered his inaugural address.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Jonas, stepping back into the living room and staring at Bush for a moment. ‘An English degree doesn’t really prepare you for anything, but that’s what I’d like to do.’

‘You won’t be following me into my line of business, will you?’ I asked.

He laughed and shook his head, but not in a nasty way, his face colouring a little as he did so. ‘I don’t think so, Uncle Odran. Sorry.’

‘You could do a lot worse, son,’ said Hannah. ‘Sure hasn’t your uncle made a grand life for himself?’

‘I know,’ said Jonas. ‘I didn’t mean—’

‘I’m only teasing,’ I said, not wanting any apologies. ‘You’re only sixteen years old. In this day and age, any sixteen-year-old who wanted to do what I do would be asking for trouble from his friends, I’d say.’

‘That’s not the reason,’ said Jonas, staring directly at me.

‘Did you hear that he had an article in the paper?’ asked Hannah.

‘Ah Mam,’ said Jonas, edging towards the door now.

‘What’s that?’ I said, looking up.

‘An article,’ she repeated. ‘In the Sunday Tribune’.

‘An article?’ I asked, frowning. ‘What kind of an article?’

‘It wasn’t an article,’ said Jonas, blushing furiously now. ‘It was a story. And it wasn’t anything really.’

‘What do you mean, it wasn’t anything?’ asked Hannah, sitting up and staring at him. ‘Sure when did any of us ever get our names in the paper?’

‘Do you mean a short story?’ I asked, putting my plate down and turning to look at him. ‘Like a work of fiction?’ He nodded, unable to meet my eye. ‘When was this?’

‘A few weeks back.’

‘Ah Jonas, you should have called to let me know. I would have liked to read it. Fair play to you, all the same. A story, is it? Is that what you want to do then? Write books?’

He shrugged and looked almost as embarrassed as he had the previous year when I’d made that inappropriate comment at the wake. I turned back to the television to spare him any further discomfort. ‘Well good luck to you anyway,’ I said. ‘That’s a grand ambition to have.’

I heard him shuffle out of the room then and started to laugh as I shook my head, turning to Hannah, who was busy reading the schedules in the RTÉ Guide. ‘A writer, is it?’ I said.

‘It’s a long walk from Brow Head to Banba’s Crown,’ she replied, a response which mystified me slightly. A moment later, she put the magazine down and stared at me as if she didn’t know me at all.

‘You never told me what happened with Mr Flynn,’ she said.

‘With who?’ I asked. I racked my brain; I could think of no Flynns.

She shook her head, dismissing this, and stood up to walk into the kitchen, leaving me bewildered. ‘I’ll make some tea,’ she said. ‘Will you have a cup?’

‘I will.’

When she returned to the living room a few minutes later, she had two cups of coffee in her hands, but I didn’t say anything. I thought there was something on her mind perhaps; she appeared so distracted.

‘Is everything all right, Hannah?’ I asked. ‘You don’t seem like yourself. You’re not worrying about anything, are you?’

She thought about it. ‘I didn’t want to get into it,’ she said, leaning forward in a conspiratorial fashion. ‘But now that you mention it, and strictly between you and me, I don’t think Kristian is very well at all. He’s been getting these awful headaches. But will he go to the doctor? You try telling him because he won’t listen to me.’

I stared at her. I wasn’t sure what to say, what she could possibly mean by this. ‘Kristian?’ I said finally, the only word I could muster. ‘But Kristian is dead.’

She stared at me as if I’d just slapped her across the face. ‘Sure don’t I know that?’ she said. ‘Didn’t I bury him myself? Why would you say such a thing?’

I was confused. Had I heard her right? I shook my head. I let it go. I drank my coffee. When the clock said nine and the news came on I listened to the headlines, watched Bill and Hillary board a helicopter and wave goodbye to the nation, and then said I better make a move myself.

‘Well don’t leave it so long next time,’ she said, neither standing up nor making any sign that she was going to see me out to the door. ‘And next time I’ll cook you that dinner I promised.’

I nodded and left it at that, going out into the hallway to retrieve my coat, closing the living-room door behind me. As I stood there putting my coat on, the door opened upstairs and Jonas, barefoot, came to the top of the stairs and looked down at me.

‘Are you off, Uncle Odran?’ he said.

‘I am, Jonas. We should talk more often, you and I.’

He nodded and came downstairs slowly, handing me a piece of folded-up paper. ‘You can have this if you want,’ he said, unable to look me in the eye. ‘It’s my story. From the Trib’.

‘Ah great,’ I said, touched that he wanted me to have it. ‘I’ll read it tonight and get it back to you.’

‘No need,’ he said. ‘I bought ten copies of it.’

I smiled and put the paper in my pocket. ‘I’d have bought it myself if I’d known,’ I said. He stood there nervously, looking back towards the living-room door, bouncing up and down on his toes. ‘Is everything all right, Jonas?’ I asked him.

‘Yeah.’

‘You seem like you’ve got something on your mind.’

He breathed heavily through his nose, unable to look me in the eye. ‘I wanted to ask you something,’ he said.

‘Well go on so.’

‘It’s about Mam.’

‘What about her?’

He swallowed and finally looked directly at me. ‘Do you think she’s all right?’ he asked me.

‘Your mam?’

‘Yes.’

‘She seemed a bit tired to me,’ I said, reaching for the latch on the door. ‘Maybe she needs more sleep. We could all do with a bit extra, I suppose.’

‘Wait,’ he said, putting a hand on the frame to keep me there. ‘She’s been repeating herself a lot and forgetting things. She forgot that Dad is dead.’

‘They call it middle age,’ I said, opening the door now before he could stop me. ‘It comes to us all. It’ll come to you too, but not for a long time yet so don’t be worrying. It’s cold enough out here now, isn’t it?’ I added, stepping outside. ‘Get yourself back inside before you catch something.’

‘Uncle Odran—’

But I didn’t let him continue. I walked down the path and he watched me for a few moments before closing the door behind me. I felt the guilt of it but could do nothing; I just wanted to go home. As I stepped over towards the Fiesta there was a tap on the window. I looked around and there was Hannah, parting the net curtains and calling something out to me.

‘What’s that?’ I asked, cupping a hand to my ear, and she beckoned me forward.

‘Where’s the rest of me?’ she cried, before laughing heartily, closing the curtains and turning away.

I knew then that Hannah wasn’t right, that here was the start of something that would only bring trouble about all our heads, but in my selfishness I dismissed it for now. I would call her in a week, I decided. Invite her to Bewley’s Café on Grafton Street for lunch. Buy her a fry-up and a cream bun to follow and one of those coffees with the frothy white heads. I would make an effort to look in on her more often.

I would be a better brother than perhaps I had been in the past.

Before driving home, I decided to make a late-night visit to Inchicore – a longer route, of course, but I wanted to pull into the church and take a few moments at the shrine there, a replica of the grotto at Lourdes, a town I have never visited nor wanted to see. I have little patience for those places of pilgrimage – Lourdes itself, Fatima, Medjugorje, Knock – which seem always to be the inventions of impressionable children or the delusions of tumbling drunks, but Inchicore was no pilgrim’s destination, rather a simple church with a shrine and a statue. I often came here at night if I felt unsettled.

I arrived quickly along empty roads, parked the car and entered through the open gates. The moon was out that night, bright and speckled, lending some illumination to the grounds, but as I turned the corner I was surprised to hear a keening of sorts, a kind of terrible anguished moaning emerging from the direction of the grotto. I hesitated, trying to decipher the sound. If there were young people over there getting up to all sorts, then I didn’t want to see it, didn’t want to know about it, would rather just get back in my car and go home, but after a moment I realized that these were not cries of passion but the deep-plundered howls of uncontrollable weeping.

I stepped forward carefully, and as my eyes focused I saw what appeared to be a body lying face-down, its arms and legs outstretched, a human crucifix prostrate on the gravel, and my first thought was that a crime had been committed, a murder. Someone had come and killed a man in front of the grotto at Inchicore church. But then the body moved; it lifted itself up into a kneeling position and I saw that this was not an injured man at all, but a praying man. A priest, in fact, for he wore the long-sleeved black cassock of the ordained, the garment blowing in the breeze just above his ankles. As he knelt, he raised his hands to the heavens before twisting them into fists which he used to beat himself rapidly about his head, a pounding of such ferocity and wildness that I prepared myself to intervene even if there was a risk that he might turn on me in his grief or madness and do me an injury. He turned slightly and I saw his face silhouetted in the moonlight. A young man – younger than me anyway by a decade or more, perhaps in his early thirties. A mess of dark hair and a prominent nose with a wide bridge at its summit. He let out a cry and collapsed back into the position in which I had originally found him, but although he quietened now, the moaning continued, this interminable sobbing, and I felt a chill run down my spine when I looked to his left and noticed that he was not alone.

For seated in the corner of the grotto, almost hidden out of sight, was a much older woman, in her late sixties, and she was rocking back and forth with tears streaming down her face, suffering distorting her features. As her face caught the moonlight I saw that she shared something in common with the young priest, that aquiline nose, and I knew immediately that he had inherited it from her, his mother.

And so there they were, the young man lying flat, beseeching the world to bring his torment to an end, the mother shaking in pain and looking for all the world as if she would like the heavens to open and for God to call her home without another wasted moment.

It was a terrifying sight. It unsettled me enormously. And while another in my place might have gone over to the pair and offered whatever comfort they could, I walked away, quickly and nervously, for there was something there, some horror looming over us all, which I felt ill-equipped to cope with.

And I look back at that night, more than a decade ago now, and I remember those two incidents as if they only took place earlier this week. George W. Bush has been and gone. But I recall Hannah sitting in her armchair telling me that her dead husband was suffering from awful headaches and I recall this mother and son, weeping and wailing at the grotto in Inchicore. And as I drove back through the streets towards the comfort of my lonely bed, I knew without question that the world as I had always known it, and the faith that I had put in it, was about to come to an end, and who knew what would take its place?




CHAPTER TWO

2006

IT WAS JUST over five years later that I was taken away from Terenure College, the school where I had been living and working for twenty-seven years. I had long ago accepted that I was at my happiest when hidden away behind the high walls and closed gates of this private and erudite enclave and the change came as a shock.

I had never intended to stay at Terenure for so long. Returning from Rome to Dublin in the middle of 1979, finally ordained after seven years of study but with a slight whiff of scandal still attached to my name, I was assigned to the school chaplaincy with a view to moving to a parish soon after. But somehow this relocation never took place. Instead, I passed the exams for my H.Dip and ended up teaching English, with a little bit of history thrown in. Outside of teaching hours, I ran the library and celebrated Mass every morning at half past six for the same small group of elderly men and women, retirees all, who had never learned the ability to sleep in or were worried that they might not wake up if they did. I was to be a spiritual counsellor to the boys, a job whose demands decreased dramatically as the eighties gave way to the nineties and these in turn yielded to the twenty-first century, for the life of the spirit was one that seemed less important to the students as the years went on.

Our school was a rugby school, one of those elite establishments on Dublin’s Southside populated by boys with wealthy fathers – property developers, bankers, businessmen who thought their good times would never come to a halt – and although I knew next to nothing about the sport I did my best to develop an interest, for there was no way to survive at Terenure if you did not. In general I got on well with the boys, for I neither bullied them nor tried to be their friend – the twin mistakes that many of my colleagues made – and somehow this stood to me and I found myself as popular as it was possible to be among the quicksand of arriving and graduating students. They were often an arrogant lot, and could be hateful and wicked in their attitude towards those who had not been born into similar privilege, but I did my best to humanize them.

The phone call from Archbishop Cordington’s secretary came on a Saturday afternoon, and if it made me anxious, it was only because I misunderstood the reason for the summons.

‘Is it just me?’ I asked Father Lomas, his secretary, on the other end of the line. ‘Or is there a gang of us being called over?’

‘It’s just you,’ he replied in the driest tone you could imagine. Some of those lads at the Archbishop’s residence could be fierce full of themselves.

‘Will it keep, do you think?’ I asked.

‘His Grace will receive you at two o’clock on Tuesday,’ he replied, which I supposed meant no, before hanging up the phone. And so I drove out to Drumcondra that day with a heavy heart; what would I say, I wondered, if he asked me whether I had ever had any suspicions about Miles Donlan, and if so why I had never reported them to him? How could I answer him when I had asked myself this very question time and again and been met with only silence?

‘Father Yates,’ said the Archbishop, looking up and smiling as I entered his private office, trying my best not to betray in my expression how uncomfortable the luxury of his surroundings made me. There were paintings on the walls that wouldn’t have been out of place in the National Gallery. Indeed, they had probably been selected from the National Gallery; it was one of the perks of the job, after all. The carpet beneath my feet was so thick that I thought I could have lain down on it and got a good night’s sleep. Everything about the place screamed prosperity and profligacy, concepts that stood in stark contrast to the vows we had both taken. The opulence of the Episcopal Palace reminded me a little of the Vatican, albeit on a far smaller scale, and my mind turned as it so often did to 1978, when I had served three masters over the course of a single year, filling my mornings and nights with servitude, my days with study, and my evenings with standing beneath an open window on the Vicolo della Campana, racked with longing and confused desire.

How can something still feel so painful after twenty-eight years, I asked myself. Is there no recovery from the traumas of our youth?

‘Hello, Your Grace,’ I said, kneeling down and allowing my lips briefly to make contact with the heavy gold ring he wore on the fourth finger of his right hand, before he led me towards a pair of armchairs next to the fireplace.

‘It’s good to see you, Odran,’ he said, falling into his chair. Jim Cordington, two years ahead of me at Clonliffe College Seminary and once the best midfielder that the Dublin hurling team had ever lost to the priesthood, had grown fat from indulgence and a lack of exercise. I could remember him sweeping up the fields at Holy Cross with the wind behind him and not one of us could have stopped him in his stride. What had happened to him in the years since then, I wondered. His once sharply defined features were now flabby and scarlet-speckled, his nose thickly veined with blood-red capillaries. When he smiled and tucked his face downwards in that curious manner he had, a series of chins made themselves visible, one atop the other like folds of whipped meringue.

‘And you, Your Grace,’ I replied.

‘Ah here,’ he said, waving his hands in the air and dismissing this. ‘Would you stop now with the Your Grace, Odran. It’s Jim, you know that. There’s no one else in here. We can leave the formalities for another time. How are you anyway? Are you keeping well?’

‘I am,’ I said. ‘Busy, as always.’

‘I haven’t seen you this long time.’

‘I think it was the conference in Maynooth last year,’ I said.

‘Yes, probably. But look, that’s a grand little school you’re in, isn’t it?’ he asked, scratching his cheeks, his nails making a slight sweeping sound against his early-afternoon stubble. ‘Did you know that I went to Terenure myself?’

‘I did, Your Grace,’ I said. ‘Jim.’

‘Different now than when I was a lad, I’d say.’

I nodded. Everything was different now, of course it was.

‘Did you ever hear of a priest called Richard Camwell?’ he asked me, leaning forward. ‘He was a terrible man altogether. Used to lift a lad out of his seat by the ear and while he was holding him there he’d give him an almighty clatter across the cheek and send him sprawling across the tables. Once, he held a boy by his ankles out the window of the sixth-floor corridor while the lads in the yard below called up Father, Father, don’t drop him!’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘We were afraid of the priests in those days, of course. There were some right terrors among them.’ He frowned then and looked directly at me. ‘But fierce holy men,’ he added, pointing a finger. ‘Fierce holy men all the same.’

‘If you tried something like that now, sure the boys would fight back,’ I said. ‘And they’d be right too.’

‘Well I don’t know about that,’ he said, sitting back again and looking away.

‘Don’t you?’

‘Boys are terrible creatures. They need discipline. But who am I telling, aren’t you there in their company five days a week during the school year? When I think of some of the beatings I took in that school it’s a wonder I ever got out of the place alive. Happy days though. Terrible happy days.’

I nodded, biting my lip. There were many things I wanted to say, but fear stopped me from saying them. There had been a teacher at Terenure only the year before, a layman, not a priest, who had cuffed a fourteen-year-old boy across the ear for a piece of back-chat, and hadn’t the lad only leaped up and punched him in the face, breaking the poor man’s nose. He was a strong wee pup, that boy, and arrogant with it. His father ran a branch of an international bank and the boy was forever talking about how many air miles he’d racked up. In my day, he would have been expelled, but now, of course, things were different. The teacher, a nice man but completely unsuited to the job, was fired and brought up on assault charges by the boy’s parents while the lad himself was given four thousand euros by the school in compensation for ‘emotional trauma’.

‘My granny lived down the road from Terenure, you see,’ continued the Archbishop. ‘Near the Dodder Bridge. We were closer in towards Harold’s Cross but sure didn’t I spend half my life in my granny’s? She could cook, that woman. She was never out of the kitchen. She had fourteen children over sixteen years, can you believe that? And never complained about it. Brought them up in a house with two bedrooms. You’d wonder now how that’s even possible. Fourteen children, a husband and wife in two rooms. Sardines, what?’

‘You must have a fair run of cousins then,’ I said.

‘More than I can count. I have one cousin who works in the Formula One,’ he said. ‘In the pit stops, you know? He changes the tyres when the drivers pull in. He told me once that they have to get the car in and out again in forty seconds flat or they lose their jobs. Can you imagine? I’d still be looking for the monkey wrench. Not that I get to see my family very often. There’s so many demands in this job, you wouldn’t believe it. You should think yourself lucky, Odran, that you were never elevated.’

There was nothing that I could say to this. At Clonliffe College, I had excelled in my exams and been selected for the Pontifical Irish College in Rome, where I had been offered an unexpected position during 1978 that was both a blessing and a curse. Had I completed the year successfully, I would have been all but assured of a quick rise through the ranks, but of course my job was taken off me before the year was up and a black mark put against my name that was impossible to wipe clean.

Other lads in the seminary were very ambitious about their careers, a word which never sat well with me, and perhaps I was too at first, but I don’t recall any great longing, even as a young man, for advancement. It seemed clear from the start who was destined for an Archbishopric or, in one case with a fellow only a year ahead of us, the scarlet zucchetto of a cardinal. All I ever wanted was to be a good priest, to help people somehow. That seemed ambition enough for me.

‘Are you happy out there anyway?’ the Archbishop asked me and I nodded.

‘I am,’ I said. ‘They’re good boys for the most part. I’ve tried to do my best by them.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t doubt it, Odran, I wouldn’t doubt it. I hear nothing but good reports of you from everyone.’ He glanced up at the clock. ‘Is it that time already? Will you have a wee dram with me?’

I shook my head. ‘I’m grand,’ I said.

‘Go on, you will. Sure I’m having a small one myself. You won’t see me a lonely drinker.’

‘I have the car, Your Grace,’ I said. ‘It wouldn’t do.’

‘Ah,’ he said, waving his hand to dismiss the concept of sober driving as some sort of new-age fad. He dragged himself up and made his way over to a cabinet which supported a fine bronze statue of John Charles McQuaid, whose funeral at the Pro Cathedral I had attended along with all the other seminarians in 1973. He opened it – I’d seen less alcohol behind the bar of Slattery’s on the Rathmines Road – and extracted a bottle from the corner, pouring a healthy glass for himself, topping it up with some water and then re-joining me, crashing down into his seat with another loud groan.

‘Gets me through the rest of the afternoon,’ he said with a wink as he took his first sip. ‘I have a delegation of nuns coming in here after you, for my sins. Something about new bathrooms for their convent. Sure I haven’t the money to be spending on them when there’s priests calling every day about getting broadband installed in their homes. And that doesn’t come cheap.’

‘You could always divide the money,’ I suggested. ‘Half for the priests and half for the nuns.’

He let out a great roar of a laugh at that, and I smiled along to be sociable. ‘Very good, Odran, very good,’ he said. ‘You were always quick with a joke, weren’t you? But listen to me now, how would you feel about a bit of a change?’

My heart sank a little inside my chest. I thought I was here for one conversation, but no, it seemed I was here for another. Was I to be moved? After all these years? I liked the walls that surrounded the rugby fields, the long driveway to the main building, the peace of my corridor, the silence of my own small room, the security of the classroom. I had dreaded the conversation that I thought I was here to have, but this was worse. This was far worse.

‘I wouldn’t be looking for a change,’ I said. It was worth trying, after all. Maybe he’d take pity on me. ‘I feel I still have work to do. There’s a lot of lads who need help.’

‘Well, the work never ends,’ he replied. ‘It just gets picked up by the next man. No, I’ve got a grand young lad that I want to send over to Terenure, I think it’ll do him the world of good. Father Mouki Ngezo. Have you come across him at all?’

I shook my head. I didn’t know too many of the younger fellows. Not that there were that many to know.

‘Black fella,’ said the Archbishop. ‘You must have seen him about.’

I stared at him, uncertain whether the description was a purely factual one or whether there was something derogatory in the way he said it. Could you even say black these days or did that make you a racist? ‘I don’t …’ I began, unsure how to finish my sentence.

‘He’s a grand lad,’ he repeated. ‘Came to us from Nigeria a few years back. But look, isn’t it a terrible thing all the same, the way we used to send our young lads out to the missions and now the missions are sending their young lads back here to us?’

‘Doesn’t that make us the missions?’ I said, and he thought about this for a moment before nodding his head.

‘Do you know, I’ve never thought about it like that,’ he said. ‘I suppose it does. That’s a queer pass, isn’t it? Do you know how many applications I’ve had this year to be a priest from the Dublin diocese?’ I shook my head. ‘One,’ he said. ‘One! Can you believe it? And I met up with the lad and he wasn’t right for us at all. Something a bit simple about him, I thought. He kept laughing while I was trying to talk to him and biting his nails. It was like holding a conversation with a coyote.’

‘A hyena,’ I said.

‘Yes, a hyena. That’s what I said. Anyway I told him that he should go away and reflect on whether or not he had a vocation and then we could talk again, and he started crying and I practically had to carry him back outside. His mammy was out in the waiting room and she was pushing him into it, I could tell that.’

‘Sure the mammies pushed us all into it,’ I said, the words out of my mouth before I could even think about them.

‘Ah now, Odran,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I don’t think we need to go down that road, do you?’

‘I only meant—’

‘Don’t be worrying, don’t be worrying.’ He took another drink from his glass, a longer drink this time, and he closed his eyes for a few moments, savouring the taste. ‘Miles Donlan,’ he said after a moment and I glanced down at the floor. This was the conversation I had expected.

‘Miles Donlan,’ I repeated quietly.

‘You’ve read the papers, I suppose? Seen the news?’

‘I have, Your Grace.’

‘Six years,’ he said, whistling through his teeth. ‘Do you think he’ll survive it?’

‘He’s not a young man,’ I said. ‘And they say that prisoners can be fierce rough on …’ I had the word, of course, but couldn’t say it.

‘You never heard any whispers, did you, Odran?’

I swallowed. Of course I had heard whispers. Father Donlan and I had worked side by side in Terenure for years. I’d never liked him, to be honest; he had a bitter air about him and spoke about the boys as if they both fascinated and disgusted him at the same time. But yes, I had heard whispers.

‘I didn’t know him very well,’ I said, avoiding his question.

‘You didn’t know him very well,’ he repeated quietly and he stared at me until I could only look away. ‘But if you had heard whispers, Odran, or if you were to hear whispers about someone else, tell me what would you do?’

Nothing was the honest answer. ‘I suppose I’d talk to the man.’

‘You’d talk to the man. I see. Would you talk to me about it?’

‘I might, yes.’

‘Would you go to the Gardaí?’

‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘Not at first, anyway.’

‘Not at first. When might you?’

I shook my head, trying to decide what he wanted to hear. ‘Honestly, Jim,’ I said, ‘I don’t know what I’d do or who I’d tell or when I’d say a word at all. I’d have to judge it at the time.’

‘You’d tell me, is what you’d do,’ he said in an aggressive tone. ‘And you’d tell no one else. The papers are all out to get us, you can see that, can’t you? We’ve lost control. And we must regain it. We must bring the media to heel.’ He glanced across at the drinks cabinet and the statue of Archbishop McQuaid. ‘Do you think he would have put up with any of this nonsense?’ he asked me. ‘He’d have had the printing presses shut down. He’d have taken over the lease at Montrose and evicted the lot of them.’

‘Times are different now,’ I said.

‘Times are worse, is what they are. But look, I’m getting sidetracked. What was I saying before all of this?’

‘The Nigerian priest,’ I told him, relieved to change the subject.

‘Oh yes, Father Ngezo. Actually he’s a grand fella all the same. Black as the ace of spades, but there we are. He’s not the only one, of course. We have three lads from Mali, two Kenyans and a fella from Chad across there in Donnybrook. And next month a boy from Burkina Faso is coming over to be a curate in Thurles, I’m told. Did you ever even hear of Burkina Faso? I never did, but apparently it exists.’

‘Is it somewhere above Ghana?’ I asked, examining a map of the world in my mind.

‘I have no idea. And even less interest. It could be one of the moons of Saturn for all I care. But look, we take what we can get these days. And I want to give young Ngezo a try out there in Terenure. He needs a change and he’s a great supporter of the rugby. You were never much interested in that, were you, Odran?’

‘I rarely miss a cup match,’ I said defensively.

‘Is that so? I didn’t think it was your thing at all. But he’ll be great with the boys and it’ll do them the world of good to experience other cultures. Would you mind making room for him?’

‘I’ve been there twenty-seven years, Your Grace.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s home to me.’

He sighed and shrugged his shoulders, half-smiling. ‘We have no homes,’ he said. ‘No homes of our own, that is. You know that.’

Easy for you to say, I thought, glancing around at the crushed-velvet seat covers and the lace curtains.

‘I’d miss it,’ I said.

‘But it might do you good to get out of teaching for a while and back to parish work. Just for a while.’

‘You realize that I’ve never actually done any parish work, Your Grace?’ I asked.

‘Jim, Jim,’ he said in a bored voice.

‘I’m not even sure I’d know where to start. Where were you thinking of anyway?’

He smiled and looked down at the carpet, breathing heavily through his nose; he wore a slightly embarrassed expression on his face. ‘You can probably guess,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t be permanent, of course. Only I need someone to take Tom’s place.’

‘Tom who?’ I asked.

‘Tom who-do-you-think?’

My eyes opened wide in surprise. ‘Tom Cardle?’ I asked.

‘Actually, it was him who suggested you.’

‘This was his idea?’

‘It was my idea, Father Yates,’ he said sternly. ‘But Tom was there when all the options were considered.’

I found this hard to believe. ‘I only saw him on Friday afternoon,’ I said. ‘And he never mentioned a word about any of this.’

‘Well I saw him on Saturday morning,’ replied the Archbishop. ‘He popped in here for a chat. He thought you might fancy a change. I thought it myself.’

I didn’t know what to say. I found it hard to understand why Tom would discuss this with Jim Cordington without mentioning it to me first. After all, we had known each other for so long and were such close friends.

Tom Cardle and I had arrived at the seminary on the same day in 1973 and found ourselves sitting next to each other as the Canon explained how our daily lives would be organized over the next few months. Tom was up from the country, a Wexford lad a few months older than me, having turned seventeen the previous week. He was unhappy to be at Clonliffe, I could see that from the start. He gave off an air of utter despair and I was drawn to him immediately, not because I shared that emotion but because I was afraid of loneliness and had resolved to make a friend as quickly as possible. I was already missing Hannah and somehow, even at that young age, I knew that I might need a confidant of sorts and so I chose Tom, or rather we chose each other. We became friends.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked him as we unpacked our bags in the small cell we were to share – we’d been put in together since we were sitting beside each other in the orientation – trying out a bit of Christian charity to see whether it suited me. The room was not much to look at: two single beds pressed against either wall, a gap wide enough for both of us to stand between them, a single wardrobe to store all our belongings, a bowl and a jug on a side-table and a bucket on the floor. ‘You look a bit white about the gills.’

‘I’m not feeling the best,’ he said in a thick accent that pleased me, for I hadn’t wanted to be stuck with another Dub. When he told me that he was from Wexford, however, I felt a wound inside me opening once again, for I could never hear that county’s name without an accompanying burst of grief.

‘Was it the drive up?’ I asked.

‘Aye, maybe,’ he said. ‘Those roads are a killer. And I came up on the daddy’s tractor.’

I stared at him. ‘You drove all the way from Wexford to Dublin on a tractor?’ I asked in disbelief.

‘I did.’

I sucked in the air and shook my head. ‘Is that even possible?’ I asked.

‘We went slow,’ he said. ‘We broke down a lot.’

‘Rather you than me, boy,’ I said. ‘What’s your name anyway?’

‘Tom Cardle.’

‘Odran Yates,’ I said, offering my hand, and he shook it, looking directly at me, and for a moment I thought he was going to burst into tears. ‘Are you glad to be here?’ I asked and he snorted something unintelligible under his breath. ‘Sure it’ll be grand. There’s nothing to worry about. A lad I knew came here a couple of years ago and he said it was great fun altogether. It’s not just praying and that. There’s games and sports and sing-songs all the time. It’ll be mighty, just watch.’

He nodded but didn’t seem convinced. He opened his suitcase and there was precious little in there, just a few shirts and pants and a couple of pairs of underwear and socks. Sitting on top of all that was an expensive-looking Bible and I picked it up to examine it.

‘My mam and dad gave it to me,’ he said. ‘When I was leaving, like.’

‘Must have cost a few quid,’ I said, handing it back to him.

‘You can have it if you want. I’ve no use for it.’

I laughed, wondering whether he was joking, but his expression told me otherwise. ‘Ah no, it’s yours,’ I said and he shrugged, took it from me and threw it on the side-table without much consideration. In the years that followed I would rarely see him open that book.

‘Tom’s only been in that parish a couple of years,’ I told Archbishop Cordington, surprised, for this was a quick transfer and Tom had already been subjected to so many over the last twenty-five years. I used to say that he kept a suitcase on standby at all times.

‘Eighteen months. It’s a fair run.’

‘Sure he’s only settled in.’

‘He needs a change.’

‘It’s not my place to say, of course,’ I ventured, wondering whether I might get myself off the hook with a little debate, ‘but hasn’t poor Tom been moved around enough as it is? Would it not be fair to leave him alone for a while?’

‘What is it that Shakespeare says?’ asked the Archbishop with a wide smile. ‘Ours is not to question why?’

‘Theirs not to reason why, theirs but to do and die,’ I said, correcting him. ‘Tennyson.’

‘Not Shakespeare?’

‘No, Your Grace.’

‘I could have sworn it was Shakespeare.’

I said nothing.

‘But my point stands,’ he said coldly. ‘Tom Cardle’s is not to reason why. And nor is Odran Yates’s,’ he added, taking another sip from his glass.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I only meant—’

‘Don’t be worrying,’ he said, slapping a hand down firmly on the side of his chair and smiling again; the man could turn on a penny. ‘It’ll take you a bit of getting used to, of course. All those parishioners in your ear every day. And you’ll be afloat in tea for the first couple of months as all the old biddies invite















































































A Ladder to the Sky

John Boyne
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