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For Desmond, with love


The mind blanks at the glare. Not in remorse – The good not done, the love not given, time Torn off unused – nor wretchedly because An only life can take so long to climb

Philip Larkin, ‘Aubade’


Tak, tak. Zaden, zaden.

15 January 2010

FARLEY IS AWARE OF a blur in his right eye. A bauble of light in the darkness. It fills up, then drains off. Every few minutes it does this – as if he has his own little cistern inside his head. A recurring blur. He chances a couple of words: hello, then blur. He tries them again – nothing. And so he begins to take stock. It’s the middle of the night, he’s in the jacks – one side of his face shoved into the linoleum, right shoulder pressed into the radiator. His nose is a few inches from the pedestal of the toilet, and his body, in an awkward curl, lies in the space around it like a dog that’s outgrown its kennel. He may have fallen and broken something – that could be it. But there’s no pain. There is no feeling at all. He remembers the dark space of a dreamless sleep. Otherwise nothing. It’s as if he was born here, with his face nuzzled into the bowl of this jacks.

The thing to do now would be relax. Just relax. Not to go thinking the worst. Get the mind steady before thinking at all. That would be the thing to do now. Like that time years ago, when he fell off the boat into the Shannon. Young then, not that long after he’d started working for Slowey, in fact. The middle of winter, a sparkling cold day, he’d been dressed in thick jumper and boots. Not much of a splash when he fell overboard, down between the side of the boat and the slimy dock wall. The sensation of the water suckling on him. Nobody had been able to believe their eyes when he bobbed back up, un-fucking-drowned, as they had all kept saying later in the pub – unfuckingdrowned! And why was that? Because he’d refused to panic. He had surrendered to the water, let it pull him all the way down. And then, as if it had just got fed up with him, it had spat him right back up again. Slowey had often mentioned it after; at the Christmas do or other speechy occasions: ‘And from that moment on,’ he’d say, ‘I knew our man Farley was a survivor. Not even the Shannon could keep the bastard down!’

Farley takes in a deep breath. That’s it – relax. He has a feeling he has to be somewhere tomorrow, or – depending on what time it is now – that could be today. Somewhere important. He seems to remember collecting his suit from the cleaner’s anyhow, soft in its cellophane wrapper. And the girl behind the counter with the eyes like a goat. The heat and hiss from the machines behind her. The little moustache of sweat on her lip and how it had crossed his mind that he’d love to lean across the counter and lick it clean. And how shot through that thought had been smaller threads, like was it normal for a man of his age to be thinking that way? And if it was, should he be proud of himself or ashamed? He can remember all that now. But the reason for needing a clean suit?

The dark. The dark still holding the room. Through it he can smell the toilet; layers of old piss-splashes around it. His splashes – it would have to be – no one else had used this toilet in years. It consoles him to know this – he never could bear the stench of the herd. As far as he recalls, the last time a stranger would have used this room was the day of Martina’s funeral. Thirty odd years ago that would have been. A queue halfway down the stairs then. Men only. Ladies had to go to the house next door. A sign on the gate had told them so: ‘Ladies This Way’ with an arrow pointing at the house of – whatever this her name was. Brown eyes she had in anyway. She’d made the sign herself, knocking in first thing to show him. ‘Martina would have preferred ladies to have their own facilities,’ was how she had put it. And Farley, on the morning of his wife’s funeral with rolled-up shirtsleeves, one hand tucked into one half-polished shoe and a blot of tissue on his chin where he’d cut himself shaving and a grin in his eyes from something he’d been listening to on the radio, had opened the door without thinking. For a few long seconds he’d stood gawking at the sign, wondering what he was expected to say. Until Mrs Brown-eyes had finally prompted, ‘Ah, you know what she was like.’ And Farley then duly res ponded, ‘O God, yes I do.’

By the end of the night the sign for the Ladies had fallen on the ground. Slowey’s big brown brogue stamped on it as he stood with Bren Conroy waving a sombre goodbye. As if they weren’t going to sprint down to the County Bar for last orders, the second they got round the corner. Nowadays people don’t hang about at funerals. Nowadays, they say their piece and scurry back to work. Except those with nothing better to do; old folks or garglers glad of the excuse. You’d even see some dressed in track-suits and trainers. Conroy’s son, for example, a few months ago. Turning up to his own father’s funeral with his junkie pals in tow. The bony hand when you shook it, the old woman’s voice when he accepted condolences, the swivel eye. Better no son than the likes of that.

Farley regrets. What? He isn’t quite certain. It could be that he hadn’t thought to turn on the light before stepping up to the toilet. It could be something more distant. But he can see all he wants to see for the moment by the light of a lamp post outside; looking in at him like the cold eye of heaven.

The outline of the bathroom around him; the hump of his dirty laundry; the dressing gown, ghoulish on the back of the door. The murky long mirror. And what good would a full 60-watt be to him now? What could it show him? Ancient bottles of shampoo and other squirty stuff that’s been lying there for years? His reflection in the bottom of the mirror? A wall of white tiles like a cul-de-sac to the imagination? At least the dark allows him to wander.

His headache resumes. He feels it like a red-hot bulge in the corner of his head. His thoughts return to Mrs Brown-eyes. He wonders why. Why he should keep thinking about the oulone next door? A woman he hasn’t seen these years. Not dead though, not so far as he knows. But in a nursing home someplace. The house let out by her grown-up children, to foreigners. He realizes then, it’s not the woman he’s been thinking of, but the house she lived in. The house next door. Ah right.

For a moment Farley can see her kids. Three of them; standing on his doorstep with cards in their hands, looking to be sponsored for something or other. Plain, timid, little things, rigid in their clothes, always looked like they were coming from Sunday Mass. He’d had a few jars on him, tried being friendly, saying the sort of things he thought you were supposed to say to kids. About school and Santy and how old are you now?

Pardon? They’d said pardon a lot.

Martina used to love buying them presents. Pencil cases in September, masks at Halloween, selection boxes at Christmas. Seasonal stuff. She seemed to get a kick out of doing that. He’d never say but he’d often felt it made her look a bit needy.

He tries to remember the man next door. The father of the three little stiffs. The husband of Mrs Brown-eyes herself. A little chap. Tight arse running for the 79a bus, holding the button of his jacket into his belly. He can see the most of him, the knob of his elbow, his little shoes rising and falling as he trots along, his little grey suit even. But the face?

His own father comes into his mind then. Face unfortunately clear. Died of a stroke, or six months after a stroke, though the stroke was the cause of it. A surly bastard anyway, who hadn’t time or a word for anyone. A snarler. He’d snarl at his newspaper, snarl at the radio, snarl if you spoke to him while he was having his dinner. Yet anything like the crowd at his funeral. Standing room only. People his mother had never seen or even heard of before. Later back in the house one of them had made a speech, clipping his whiskey glass for order! Order! Farley and his brother left looking at each other. It was like he was talking about a man they had never met – a raconteur. A wit. A great family man. An honour to have known. A pleasure to have worked with. A fly-fisher.

Farley listens to the beat of his heart. The only thing of movement or sound in the bathroom. A good strong beat, not too fast, maybe a bit on the slow side. The headache has subsided again. Not gone, just taking a little breather. He pictures it like a big thick tongue, hanging over a rock, heaving.

His father had worked as some sort of court clerk, a runner for a judge or a barrister maybe. Farley never knew much about his job, beyond the fact that he’d hated it. And he only knew that because any chance his father got, he reminded them of the fact. No matter what childish gripe you’d come up with; going to school in the rain, or out to the shed in the dark for the coal, he’d come right back at you with his – and what about me? How do you think I feel? Do you not think I’d rather be elsewhere, doing elsewhat? Instead of going into that kip every day. I hate that bloody job. Hate it! Hate it! But then his father had hated most things. Except for flyfishing. ‘The love of his life,’ his mother used to call it, with a look on her face Farley had never quite been able to read.

He’d be gone for the day. Sometimes a weekend. Loading up his fishing gear first, wrapping up sandwiches he’d made himself, while Farley looked on and tried his best not to whinge; ‘Ah Da, you promised me, you did.’

Farley sees his young self for a moment, clutching the bars of the garden gate, with his brown hair and sticky-out ears, like a little monkey in short pants, bawling his brains out. The sound of the old Morris tittering off up the road, rods sticking out the rear windows, wobbling goodbye. And his mother waiting with a biscuit in one hand and the corner of her pinny in the other, ready to wipe his eyes. ‘Ah, he’ll bring you, another time. Didn’t he promise, he would? There, there now, you’ll be grand.’

Back in the house, she would sigh into the kitchen, a warm sunny sound, pressing her hands down on the draining board.

The love of his life.

His brother had been indifferent to it all; what do you care where he goes or what he fishes? And he didn’t care, not really. He’d just wanted to see what his father was like, happy. And the sandwiches of course. He was curious to see what sort of sandwiches a man like his father might make. By the time he was eleven he’d stopped asking to go. By the time he was twelve the promise had slipped from everyone’s mind. Soon enough after came the stroke.

Farley decides to stop thinking about his father. To concentrate instead on a plan. A strategy – that’s what he needs. He knows he can’t move. That every bone, every inch of his flesh is locked into the floor and that he’ll have to rely on his voice. He’s confident that there’s plenty still in there. It just needs a bit of a rest, that’s all. The thing to do would be to wait. Allow the energy to recharge of its own accord. Let it gather and thicken. That would be the thing to do now. When it gets bright, or almost bright. When the youngone from the house next door goes to take her bike out of the shed. That’s when he’ll let it go. Then.

The house next door. The youngone living there now. The tenant. That’s right. An early riser, thankfully. A busy, early girl. Off every morn -ing to work in the fish market except Sunday and Monday. He often wonders how she survives down there with her pointy face and dainty ways, in among all those targers. Sonya – was that her name? Sonya or Sofia maybe. Silvia, that was it. From Poland anyhow, or one of those places.

The minute he hears her. Whatever strength he will have managed to save up by then, he’ll muster it up, give her a roar. He wonders how many times he’ll need to call out? A few times, probably. He’ll have to ration himself so, not throw it all out first go.

He imagines her now, unclenching her bike from the other bikes in the shed, and drawing it towards her. Then pushing it a little way up the garden path, a strip of white polyester from her overalls showing under the hem of her green tweed coat. Her wellies in the basket, the Fagan-style gloves on her hands with her little pink fingers poking out. He imagines her stopping just before the side entrance. Cocking up a delicate ear – what? what was that? – reversing her steps and the wheels of the bike. She’ll frown. Then listen again. She might think she’s imagined it. In which case she’ll have to call on her housemates for verification. Three Polish blokes coming out to the garden then; tall, high-arsed, fairish. A touch of the Luftwaffe about them. ‘What?’ they’ll say. ‘What?’ (or whatever the Polish equivalent would be). ‘Where? Up there? I can’t hear no thing. Are you sure? Are you certain?’

He’d have to be ready for round two then, just at that precise moment to collect, aim, and fire: ‘Help…’

And she’d go, ‘Now – hear it now?’

‘Ah wait now – yes. Yes, yes.’

‘Tak,’ they might say. (He thinks that could be Polish for yes.) He seems to remember she told him one day across the back garden wall. Tak is for yes, zaden – was it? Zaden means no. Or maybe it was the other way round.

Farley knows that it must be freezing. A sugary frost on the window-pane, a scrap of old snow on the cill. He should be freezing all over. He should be able to feel the radiator like a block of ice behind him. But he can’t. Only on his left side can he feel anything, where the cold is lifting the skin from his flesh. The right side doesn’t even notice. It’s as if half of him has been cut away and moved to another room. More than anything else – the headache switching on and off; the recurring blur in his eye; the refusal of his voice to come out of its box – it’s this uneven distribution of cold that gets to him.

He brings himself back to the matter on hand. The Polish bird – yes. She leaves around six. Unless it’s a Sunday or Monday when the fish market is shut. But it can’t be Monday if he collected the suit yesterday because the cleaner’s doesn’t open on Sunday. But it could be Sunday, in which case he’s fucked. But he won’t think about that, it could be any day as far as he’s concerned, except Sunday or Monday. So – she’ll leave around six. And she’ll hear his call and she’ll bring the Luftwaffe out to the garden. The Polish blokes, being blokes, will be reluctant to intrude. They’ll have to stand in a circle and have a discussion. They’ll probably have to have a cigarette to help the discussion along. Tak, tak. Zaden, zaden. Should they call the police? Should they kick the door in? Get a ladder and look in the window? They won’t want to involve the police. One of them might ask if she has a key to his house. Then she’ll have to explain herself. At this point he could try sending down another shout.

Tumbling ashes. Soft grey light hatching out of the darkness. Farley notes the sudden rush of wind outside, the swish of the trees. He listens for sounds of traffic from the Kylemore Road. A squawk of a near-empty bus, the infrequent snore of a car, a motorbike’s buzz. In between, the long silence. For a minute he thinks he’s in his grandmother’s house, the house where he spent so much of his childhood. Bang up against the wall of the Phoenix Park. When he was a boy the silence never seemed complete. You’d always hear something. Owls or other nocturnals, horses neighing from the army barracks up the way. Even the night sounds from the animals in the zoo. A lonely sound that. It used to make him fret, the thought of an animal howling alone in a cage, no one to heed or help it. He used to have to go to sleep with his pillow over his ears. But he’s in a different house now. The house of his adulthood. Another area altogether. For all he knows they’re still howling in their cages.

His headache is back, in full form now, pushing to break its own record. Farley feels the bulge rise and expand, rise and expand. A little stronger each time, a little hotter. Lava.

*

He opens his eyes, the light has lifted again, and he thinks he may have passed out for a while and if so, wonders where to and how long he’s been gone. Then he wonders about the state of his pyjamas. Whatever way he has fallen, the top has risen and rolled under his arm. He knows this. But he can’t remember when he last changed the bottoms and hopes the brown streak up the inside is a memory from a different pair, on a different occasion.

A day last summer comes back to him. The Polish girl hunkered down in the garden, hacking something out of the ground. He’d been busying himself in the shed, keeping an eye on her through the little window. Her dress had been flowery, her shoes made of rubber and he’d been thinking to himself how old-fashioned these people were, with their vegetables in the back garden and their cycling everywhere and their knitting and their second-hand shops where they buy their flowery frocks. Nothing wasted. Like people you’d see years ago. Or people during the war. When he came out of the shed, she had looked up and smiled at him. Then stood and came over to the wall for a chat. She was going later to have a picnic in the Park, near the Furry Glen. And that had seemed so old-fashioned too, a picnic in the Park, something he hadn’t seen anyone doing in years. She’d been picking radishes to bring. ‘Look,’ she had said, holding the bunch up, fresh clay dribbling out of it. ‘Everybody, they bring something. I have also a bread I make this morning and chocolate I buy in the new Aldi store.’

He had liked that she told him all that.

Then she had asked if he had plans for the weekend himself and for some reason the question had embarrassed him. ‘Ah you know,’ he had shrugged, ‘just the usual.’ And she had cocked her head at him as if she expected more. As if she expected him to explain what ‘the usual’ meant.

‘Well, good luck now, enjoy the picnic,’ he had said and began to walk off, afraid that she might think he expected, or even hoped, to be asked in for a taste of her bread.

She had called after him. ‘I just wanted to say, if you want you could. You know, give me a key, in case maybe there is ever—’

‘Sorry?’

‘In case you have. Or you need. If I have your key then I can? In my country is usual when an old person is a neigbour…’

For some reason the suggestion had winded him. He hadn’t been able to think of a way to respond, so he just looked at her. And then began to step back.

‘Does that mean you don’t want to give me the key?’ she asked, her face colouring up.

He turned his back to her and kept walking until he was inside the house again, the door closed behind him. He’d been offended. But more than that – he’d been hurt. Hurt and even humiliated. Why though?

Because he had looked over the wall at an old-fashioned girl and liked what he’d seen? Because the truth was he’d had a little smack for her? Not that he would have expected or even wanted anything to happen. He had just liked having the possibility there on the air over the wall, between the two houses. Not that it had made him feel any younger, just a little less old.

Almost light. He can see more clearly now, the rusty bolt that fixes the toilet to the floor, and the white porcelain rise of the bowl’s exterior, like a dowager’s throat. He can see the pallor of the tiles on the wall, the faded beige folds of his dead wife’s dressing gown on the back of the door. And the architecture of himself in the bottom of the full-length mirror on the wall beside it. He follows the curves and angles; the sole of his foot to the cap of his knee, above it a length of thigh. The bottom of his pyjamas are slightly down, flap wide open. It takes him a moment to understand the grey fleshy bloom lolling over his groin and inner thigh. He draws his eye upwards, sees an elbow, a part of a grubby vest, the tip of one shoulder. The jaw then, which looks broken and twisted off to one side. The view from the mirror shows one eye. It blinks at him, then blinks again.

Farley listens. There’s a click from the side gate of the house next door. Footsteps. Then the thud of the shed door. The rattle of a bicycle being pulled from the tangle. And Sofia, or Sonya or Silvia down there, unravelling the lock from her bike, standing in a moment to wheel it down the path towards the gate. In a few moments she could be standing right here, in this room. Standing above him, looking down. At him curled like a dog around the toilet, bollix hanging out of his dirty pyjamas. Drooling gob twisted off to the side. One weeping eye.

He opens his mouth, then closes it. It seems uneven, the lips not quite meeting. He goes to open it again then changes his mind. For some reason the dry-cleaned suit comes into his head. He searches for the colour, the texture of cloth. The pinstripe navy? The charcoal grey? Or was it the black – funeral black?


The Suit

14 January 2010

EVERY DAY HAS ITS purpose; a structure on which to pin up his hours. Thursday – the pension; Wednesday – his visit to Jack. On Tuesday he feeds Mrs Waugh’s cat while she visits her sister in Skerries. Friday he goes into Thomas Street; buys his few messages, has his weekly ration of pints. And Saturday; Saturday is his day for the garden. Sunday and Monday are a bit loose for his liking. At least, whenever he’s looked back on a time to regret, it always seems to have fallen on one of those days. Boredom, he supposes. Other factors too that he doesn’t care to put a name on. Before he so much as opens his eyes he rummages for the day and the date. Then he draws up a map of the hours in his head. It’s a habit left over from his working days – scheduling was what Slowey used to call it – the ticking off of a list, the margin at the side for the where, what and when of it all. But he knows there’s a touch of his mother there too, preferring one thing to belong to one specific day, from Monday a stew day, to Sunday a roast; week in week out, month after month, all the years of her housewifey life.

Today is unique; a day of preparation. He’ll be run off his feet. For a start the clothes brush will have to be located, ditto his black overcoat. And in case he decides to go up to the altar, he’ll have to check on the soles of his black leather shoes. The two white shirts he left steeping last night will need to be rinsed out and hung up to dry – one for the removal tomorrow evening, the other for the Mass the following morning. That’s the thing about funerals, they derail the whole week, giving rise to an entirely different batch of errands; a Mass card, the clothes brush, the shoes, and flowers – he’d better see about getting a few flowers. A wreath or maybe one of those oval-shaped jobs? He’d leave it to the girl in the shop to decide.

Farley stands in the hall, the suit rolled into a bag at his feet, his fists inserted into his good black shoes, turned upside down for inspection. The first safe day after snow. Nothing in the house but cornflakes and butter. He’d better get a few messages while he’s at it. A list; maybe he should have considered making a list. He studies the shoes. Just as he thought – a hole in the right foot, the shape of an eye. The left one is perfect. Would he get away with just bringing the one shoe in to be soled, or would that seem like he was just trying to save a few bob? Should he bring both in then, just to prove he’s not? He weighs the shoes, stepping them up and down on the air. But what sort of a fool would only get one shoe soled anyway unless only one shoe needed it? He tilts the shoes now to see what they’d look like on feet attached to legs in the kneeling position. The eye still glaring out. He feels a bit agitated, sort of itchy all over, but on the inside of his skin where it can’t be scratched. And the light of snow is making his eyes a bit wonky. A short flare of anger warms up his chest. So what if they think he’s a skinflint? They either want his business or not. And come to think of it – why is he even considering going up to the altar in the first place? It’s not as if he’s believed in that fucking eejit for more than forty years.

Farley pulls in a long breath and looks at himself in the mirror. Even under his good tweed hat and over the knot of his maroon cashmere scarf, his face has a greyish hue. A small round stain of resentment on each cheek. Cabin fever. Cabin fever on top of a bad’s night sleep plus a lack of nourishment. That’s all that’s wrong with him. Nothing a bit of air, a decent bit of grub wouldn’t sort out. He plonks the right shoe into the bag on top of the suit and drops the left shoe onto the floor. And as for going up to the altar? Why wouldn’t he go, if he feels like it? What or who’s stopping him? It’s not a question of believing anyhow, it’s a question of belonging. He gives himself a nod in the mirror and repeats the phrase in his head. A question of belonging. Then he tucks the bag under his arm and releases the first chain on the door.

He notices the bag comes from Clery’s then and can’t imagine why, because to the best of his memory, he hasn’t been there these years. A woman was with him last time – maybe as far back as his first suit for work. In which case it wasn’t a woman as such; it was his mother.

The phone catches his eye, sitting up there on its crescent-shaped table. He reminds himself that in the past twenty minutes, he’s checked it twice already for messages. Once after he’d been upstairs having a shave, in case, just in case. And again when he’d come back in from doing the rounds of his snow-injured garden. No point in checking again. He sets to work on the door bolts, shoving and grinding until, reluctant as old bones, they eventually give and he draws them back; one, two and three. Then, as if to catch himself off guard, he skips back to the table and snatches the receiver from the phone. The earpiece cold on his ear. He listens for the broken signal that means a message is waiting. But all he can hear is the relentless eeeehhhhhhh jeering down into his earhole. He replaces the receiver and pulls on his gloves. You’d think one of them, even one of them, would have bothered their arses to pick up a phone.

Outside the cold air grabs a hold of his face. His hand, clumsy in its glove, stays on the doorknob. Maybe they left him a note? He toes the corner of the doormat back – nothing but a light skim of ice. Then he checks the letter box from the outside in, in case – alright, a very small note – had somehow got jammed there. But all he can see is a clear view of the hall he’s just left, the curly iron legs on the hall table, the shoe on the floor, the smug, silent phone. The mirror.

A dark blue car comes around the corner, a quiff of old snow on its roof. An Audi it looks like, a good car in anyway; something one of the Sloweys would drive. Farley feels his heart reach out to it. That could be one of them now, come to break the news to him in person. The car slips by, a stranger’s face at the wheel. No. No, of course not. He’d had to hear it from Mrs Waugh last night. And she’d only phoned because the cat had gone missing: ‘I can’t stop thinking the worst,’ she had said. ‘I mean, every time I open the back door, I keep expecting to find him frozen stiff on the step, like that poor man in Wexford found at his own back door – imagine.’

He hadn’t liked to point out that it was hardly the same thing; a man, a cat. And that anyway a cat would be far more likely to survive with its pelt of fur and its natural slyness, than some poor snow-bewildered fool who’d probably just locked himself out of his house by mistake.

‘Ah, he’ll be back, Mrs Waugh,’ he’d said, ‘don’t you worry, he’s just gone off on a ramble, cats are like that, you know.’

‘He’s been neutered,’ she’d sniffed, like he’d been trying to insult the cat’s character. And then just as she’d been about to ring off, like an afterthought she could just as easily have forgotten: ‘Ah, comere you’ll never guess who’s after dyin!?’

The way she had said it. Detached but affectionate – the way people are when an old actor or television personality pops off. A distant death anyhow. For some reason Bruce Forsyth had come dancing into his head.

‘Who would that be, Mrs Waugh?’ he had asked, wondering how much longer he was going to have to stand freezing his balls off in the hall.

‘Ah, you know, your man, what’s his name? Always drove the big car – even when no one else had a car. Ah God, what’s this his name was?’

An alarm went off in his head – the car.

Mrs Waugh cackled, ‘Ah, what am I talkin about – sure you probably know all about this already – didn’t you used work for him?’

Silence. He couldn’t think of the smallest word to break out of his silence. He was sure she would notice and wonder.

‘Slowey!’ she squealed, all delighted with herself for remembering. ‘That’s right, Mister Slowey. Of course, I didn’t know him meself, just to see, like in passing, he might give a wave out the car and that. Fine-looking man but. They had the house with all the extensions on it – that’s right. A few kids – hadn’t they? Two boys and a girl? No, three boys. One of the boys emigrated – am I right? ’

‘Yes,’ he’d said. ‘No, yes. I mean, no.’

‘How old would he have been – in his seventies anyway, I suppose – was he?’

‘Seventy-seven last week.’

‘Go away! Well, he didn’t look that now. Not a bit. Harriet got the impression the removal was Friday, which struck me as a bit funny because you’d think it’d be tomorrow. Like if he died this morning? The snow maybe, delayed matters.’

‘Harriet…?’

‘Ah, you know Harriet?’

‘O, of course,’ he had lied, just to avoid a big long explanation of whoever Harriet and all belonging to her might be.

‘She heard it in Centra. Anyway. There you go! Another one gone! Which one of us will be next, I ask! So listen – won’tin you not forget now to give us a ring if Shifty turns up?’

‘Who?’

‘Shifty, the cat. If he turns up. And meanwhile if he comes home I’ll be sure to let you know straight away.’

‘O, please do,’ he’d said, as if he gave a fuck about her or her stupid cat.

Farley looks into the snowy estate and slowly lets go of the front door knob – there will be nothing to hold onto for the ten steps or so that it will take to get him from here to the gate. He looks up at the sky, a fragile blue curve above the dark houses that puts him in mind of a china bowl from a long-ago sideboard; his mother’s or maybe his grandmother’s. Then he pulls his hand through the loop of the bag, settling it in at his elbow. Martina hadn’t thought much of Clery’s – a dear hole, was what she always called it.

He won’t fall, he won’t fall. He imagines what he must look like now, dithering along the garden path like a half-pissed tightrope walker, testing each step as he goes. He wonders should he keep his foot light, in case he needs to regain his balance, or should he put the weight down on it, to secure his position? He thinks of the two boy scouts who called to the door during the last big snow in the eighties and tries to remember what’s this they’d said was the trick to keeping the balance? Something about turning the toes of one foot inwards or was that outwards? A picture comes into his head then; an upright skier padding along in the snow. He turns in his right foot and proceeds.

At the gate Farley pauses, holding on to it for a moment while he peers up and down the endless road. A mile and a half long – someone once told him. He sees others who have ventured out, moving at intervals, gingerly along, keeping close to the railings. Even the younger ones seem a bit wary, although most of the snow has skulked off during the night. Only a few grey humps remain, along the shaded side of the road, caught against a wall or tucked into a kerb, like mounds of dirty underwear waiting to be brought to the laundry.

You’d think they would have sent someone. A grandchild, a neighbour, a lackey even. Or had the Sloweys run out of lackeys by now?

He moves off. Gaining a bit more confidence as he goes, he loosens his stride and firms up his footfall. The lukewarmness of a fizzy sun on his face. No boy scouts this time to see how the old folk are faring. Conroy would have said that’s on account of all the child molesters that’s going these days. Kiddie fiddlers, Conroy used call them; a term Farley always found a bit hard to stomach. Years ago they’d say a child was interfered with. But then again, that’s probably not strong enough either. He straightens his toe, his two feet realign – he won’t fall, he won’t fall.

His eye grazes ahead, pausing on houses where he knows old people live on their own. People he might never have even spoken to, beyond an occasional nod or a ‘not a bad day after’ in passing. But he watches out for them just the same, the way he knows they watch out for him. Older people are like that, he reckons. A combination of concern and competitiveness. Who gets through a cold spell, who perishes. Who’s been unlucky, who’s been a fool. It keeps them going. That touch of glee in Mrs Waugh’s voice last night when she broke the news about Frank, for example. Or the way you’d see some fellas in the pub hop on the obituaries in the paper before they’d so much as read another word. Often it would be the fellas in the worst shape who’d be keenest to read, like they were half-expecting to find their own names in there. There was a time you could rely on the house itself to keep you informed. A wisp of smoke from the chimney; a bottle of milk not lifted from the doorstep. Now bar banging down a door and sticking your nose right in, it’s near impossible to guess who’s in and who’s out. Who’s lying on their own at the bottom of the stairs. Who’s turning into a human iceberg right outside their own back door.

He leaves the estate for the main road where he waits at the kerb for a pause in the traffic. Farley knows he could stand here all day waiting like Moses for the Red Sea to cut him a passage. Or he could walk on down the road to the pedestrian crossing maybe fifty yards or so away. But he feels tired, a bit weak even, and fifty yards just seems way too far. All the sudden fresh air, he supposes. One tingling cheek, like a dentist’s anaesthetic beginning to wane. He’s as happy to have the traffic as an excuse to stay put. His eye relaxes into the blur of moving cars, his ear is lulled by the dull arrhythmia of passing sounds. He thinks about snow; man’s strange relationship with it, almost romantic. The way it lures you into a false sense of serenity with its beauty and silence, and yet would do you, given half the chance.

A few days ago, enchanted as a child, he had stood at the window, watching its dainty arrival. Twilight, and as the light had diminished, the snow had gained momentum. And a sort of yearning had come over him that it would stick to the ground, stay and expand until all the houses and gardens in the estate were swollen with snow. It had grown dark, but he hadn’t turned on the light. He wanted to stay gawking out, without the neighbours seeing him. Even though all over the estate, grinning like simpletons out from dark houses, there were probably others just like him; Mr Kerins around the corner, Mrs Waugh in the house backing onto his; the youngone next door. By morning it had already started to turn vicious, devouring his garden, killing his little plants, freezing the blood in his body. Laying siege to him too, making him afraid, making him worry. About food and fuel and the fact that he’d no candles if the electricity went. About the fact that boy scouts don’t call any more. Nobody did, nobody would. Not even the girl next door. And yet for all that? He had stood out in the back garden mourning all that had perished, while at the same time he’d been filled with an inexplicable belief in life, feeding the birds with bits of fruit pulled out of the back of the fridge – stupid fuckin tears in his eyes! He had said out loud, ‘I don’t want to leave this; I don’t want this to be my last snow.’ Wherever that morbid thought had come from! Of course, he hadn’t known about your man in Wexford at that stage or he probably wouldn’t have chanced going out in the first place. Garden or no garden. Birds or not. Elderly, the news had said the man was. Sixty-five years old? Since when did sixty-five become elderly?

Behind him a bus screeches and stops. From the corner of his eye the shapes of passengers alighting, tiny and blurred, spilling out of his eyes like tears. He blinks and his vision almost settles. Two youngones, school bags to bosoms, step up beside him, faces turned to the traffic, knees slightly bent as if waiting to jump into the turn of a skipping rope. He decides to take the lead from their young eyesight, placing one foot off the kerb onto the road. But the youngones are too quick for him, and are across the road before he can think, in the careless half-run, half-walk of limbs that don’t have to worry about falling. Two men come up behind him, yoddling to each other in foreign voices. Farley wonders if maybe they’re his neighbours, the housemates of the little gnome next door. They step around and stand right in front of him as if he just isn’t there. Big brawny lumps smelling of baby talc. They don’t even break their stride as they cross over, in fact one car has to slow down to facilitate them. Finally, there’s a father holding his daughter’s hand, patiently listening with a tilted ear. The child breathless to report every inch of her story which they take between them across the wide busy road. Leaving Farley alone.

He looks up the road. Traffic herding over a crest in the distance. There’s definitely something the matter with his eyes. The cold maybe? Because it feels like he’s looking through a skin of ice. Shapes tumbling into one another, breaking into pieces, then re-forming again. He closes his eyes and shakes his head. When he opens them again, one side of his vision is completely blotted out. A speck of dirt maybe. He pulls his right eyelid to one side, stretching it out, until bit by bit the darkness disperses. He steps back up onto the kerb and passes over the grass verge towards the pavement that leads to the pedestrian crossing fifty yards or so down the road. Yet another thing he knows he will never do again – is stand at that particular section of the kerb, taking his chances, cheating the traffic. He walks slowly under the lean winter trees.

By the time he notices the Hardimans, it’s too late to backtrack.

They are standing at the crossing, linking each other; short and sturdy, both dressed in monkey hats and puffed-up coats. Mr Hardiman isn’t a bad sort; does a bit of gardening and in the summer evenings they might stop by each other’s gate for an exchange of gardenish talk. He wouldn’t be too keen on the wife. One of those community types. Always pushing things through the letter box; leaflets about drop-in centres and cake sales or envelopes looking for church donations. Stops him now and then about old-folksy things; a tea dance one time, another time a meals-on-wheels deal. As if he wouldn’t prefer to eat his own vomit.

Farley hangs back and hopes for the best as the green man hops up and begins to beep. The Hardimans waddle off. He lets three people go ahead of him and then dips in behind, trying to measure the distance – enough so as to keep out of their sight, but not so much that the lights turn red before he’s crossed over. At the same time he has to be prepared to zip off in the opposite direction of whatever direction the Hardimans take. He almost gets away with it, but for the wife, at the last second, lifting her head, like a dog that senses someone behind her. When he gets to the far bank they are standing there waiting like a pair of talking immersion heaters – ‘O hello there’ from one, and ‘There you are’ from the other.

‘Ah!’ Farley says.

‘We were awful sorry to hear the news,’ Mrs Hardiman begins.

‘O, we were,’ her husband confirms and for a second Farley doesn’t know what they are talking about.

‘What happened him at all?’ she asks. ‘Was he not well or what?’

‘Well, I—’

‘Did he slip in the snow maybe? Would that have been it? Because the way I heard, it happened in the street.’

Her face is bulged from the cold and there’s a jellied, goitred look about her eyes that Farley finds distracting. He looks at the husband. If she wasn’t here they could have a conversation. He could ask his opinion on the garden, how best to get it over the cold snap. And he could tell him too, about feeding the birds in the snow with the strawberries the drunken dealer had given him Christmas Eve in Meath Street. He could describe the various reactions; the way the thrush had milled into the strawberries and the blackbird, although a bit more cautious, had tucked in too. And how the one that probably needed it most, the little sparrow, wouldn’t go near them: the strangeness of the fruit maybe or the seeds just wrong for its gullet. He could see what Hardiman had to say about that. Bring it up all casual like, so he wouldn’t think him soft. If the wife wasn’t there, gagging for information, that’s what he’d do.

‘Well, I better be…’ Farley says. ‘You know yourself—’

‘His heart – wasn’t it?’ the wife is saying now.

‘That’s right,’ Farley agrees, not that he knows for certain. But with Slowey it was always going to be the heart.

‘And the arrangements?’ she asks.

‘Why, you thinking of going yourself?’ Farley says, pleased to see that, although he hadn’t intended it, the question has embarrassed her.

‘Well, I don’t know really…’ she falters. ‘I mean, we are neighbours, I suppose. At the same time, I wouldn’t like to intrude. Although we didn’t really. I mean, I might just go to the Mass, and that. It depends really, on the snow situation.’

The snow is gone, Farley feels like shouting in her face. Gone, gone, what is it about you oulones blaming everything on the snow?

‘Well, right so,’ he says, turning away. She puts out her hand to stop him. ‘Will the son, the one who’s abroad – will he be coming back? Where’s this he is again?’

‘India, last I heard,’ Farley says.

‘India!’ she goes. ‘God, what would possess you to go to a place like that?’ Then she puts her mittened hand over her mouth and lets out a horrified laugh.

‘I better be…’ Farley takes a step backwards.

‘Of course,’ Mr Hardiman says. ‘Anyway, our condolences.’

Farley wants to tell him that he neither wants nor needs his condolences, that any grieving he did for Slowey, he did ten years ago.

‘Thanks for that,’ Frank says and turns to the wife. ‘Goodbye, Mrs Cardigan.’

He hears his own mistake, stands blinking at it for a moment, but doesn’t seem to know how to correct it. Cardigan?

‘I mean, Mrs, Mrs…’

He sees husband and wife exchange a glance.

‘Are you going up to the house?’ she asks

‘Eh no. Not yet. Later maybe. A Mass card and that; flowers.’

‘Still, it’ll be nice for the family to have you there.’

‘What?’

‘I said it’ll be nice—’

‘Yea. O yea,’ Farley says, turning away into a spume of his own icy breath.

The owner of the dry-cleaner’s calls him ‘a senior’ – a title that always makes him feel like he’s back in primary school. If she’s serving someone else when he comes into the shop, she’ll hurl over her shoulder, ‘There’s a senior needs serving out here!’ And the girl with the goat’s eyes will come out from the back, with the separate book they keep for seniors snuggled between one floppy tit and a plump upper arm. In the senior book they don’t write down your name; they give you a number instead.

Today, the owner is on the phone, fingers lightly tossing the top layer of hair the colour of margarine. Beside her, a pile of clothes waiting to be sorted: trousers, skirts, a red satin dress. Farley waits at the counter, staring into the stains of other people’s Christmases. The owner puts down the phone and looks at him. ‘You know now that today is not a senior day – you are aware of that? And what that means now is that I’m going to have to charge you full price – is that alright with you? Because if you prefer like, you can come back next senior day which is Tuesday?’

She talks down her nose, voice like a bagpipe’s drone. She speaks slowly and louder than necessary and he responds in a put-on telephone voice. Farley isn’t quite sure why he does this, except that she’s one of those culchies with notions about themselves who love looking down their noses on a Dublin accent.

‘I’m aware of that, yes, thank you, ma’am.’

‘Well, so long now as you know.’

‘I was wondering if I might possibly have it for this afternoon?’

‘Well now, you can forget that for a start!’

‘O.’

‘We’re out the door here between the post-Christmas rush and I’ve two inside off with the so-called flu.’

‘Well, what about tomorrow morning then – if that would be con -venient?’

‘Are you joking me now or what?’

‘It’s for a funeral,’ he says and for some reason feels ashamed for mentioning it.

The phone rings and she reaches out for it, leaving one hand behind splayed on the counter. He cranes to see into the back room, wondering if the girl with the goat’s eyes is in there. His sight is still a bit wobbly but he notices this is only when he lifts his eyes to the middle distance. Little bursts of minute crystals, rotating on the air. He peers under this display and his sight begins to clear again. There now, he can see her in the back, the rise and fall of her ample arm, pushing the presser on and off a stretch of steaming cloth. He feels a rush of warmth in his veins; his arms, his legs, his groin. He doesn’t know why he fancies her nor does he know how he possibly could. In fact, every time he sees her he gets a small shock at how, not so much ugly she is – he wouldn’t like to say that exactly – but certainly, peculiar looking. And yet anything like the dirty dreams he has about her! By times he can barely look her in the face he’s so ashamed of them. The dreams are always set here, in this shop; the pair of them hard at it – in the back room with steam pumping all around them; on the counter sliding and slipping off each other’s sweat; even standing up against that big drying machine there gyrating in tune with the big drum inside it. Any and every way; backwards, forwards, sidewards, him well able for it, and she loving every minute. And really, the poor girl has nothing going for her at all, no figure, no face, certainly no personality – except maybe that in all the years she’s been working here, she never seems to have aged. Skin like a pig’s, if the truth is told – all the heat he supposes. Makes her lazy too; even the way she speaks, the effort it seems to cost, like she’s talking with her mouth full of oats. And as for the mad-looking eyes. But for all that, he fancies the arse off her and has done so for years.

The owner’s hand lifts from the counter, fingers click and begin to beckon the Clery’s bag as if it has a mind of its own. He slides it across the counter to her. Farley looks at her; she thinks she’s so posh, the state of her, with the fancy tailored suit as if she’s running a big international company instead of a poxy little dry-cleaner’s. And the face plastered in so much greasy brown shite you can hardly see her nose. And the skinny lips like a pink elastic band. She catches his eye, he gives her a nod and a small half-smile.

The heat is making him dozy, the churn of background machinery; the fumes and the tumble of clothes in the machine. The owner, still yapping, lifts her hand again; this time it begins pulling the suit out of the bag. The shoe comes along with it, toppling off the counter and onto the floor by her feet. She’s looking at him, an irritated glint in her eye. She puts her hand over the mouthpiece of the phone and goes, ‘I said, would it get away with a pressing – do you think?’

Farley looks at her, puzzled.

Her hand idly turns the jacket of his suit, turning the cuffs, lifting the sleeves. Then it starts on his trousers, passing up a leg, brushing an inner thigh, patting and pulling at the mickey area – ‘… right so, right, right, and the same to you, happy New Year – o, I’m sure, I’m sure. Goodbye to you so and best to herself.’ She slams down the phone and looks at him. ‘Ah no, a pressing would be useless,’ she says, as if it was all his idea, ‘’tis a good cleaning this lad needs.’

Farley tries to cover his embarrassment, wrapping it up in a joke. ‘When you get to my age, the only suit seems to get any wear is the black one. Probably I could do with a new one but like – is it worth the expense at this stage of the game, I ask myself?’

‘Indeed,’ she says, the joke slipping by her.

She thinks it’s his only suit, probably. He wants to put her right. To tell her about the other suits; five of them hanging up in his wardrobe, two still in cellophane, cleaned in this very shop. He wants to describe them; the navy pinstripe, Italian cloth. And the charcoal grey that he bought for business – a Savile Row label on the inside. And the summer linen he bought three summers ago and never wore once because he’s still waiting on a decent summer’s day to coincide with a worthy outing. And what about the tweed job that he’s wearing this minute? He wants to open back his overcoat like a flasher and show it to her: ‘Here, take a look at that, missus!’ And then there’s his tux. Granted, he bought it years ago from the hire place at a reduction – but she doesn’t need to know that.

‘Unless I start wearing me tux to funerals,’ he says, with a half-wink so that this time she knows for sure that he’s joking.

‘Ah now, I wouldn’t go doing that if I were you,’ the owner says, pulling the docket book to her, ‘there’s fellas been locked away for less.’

She opens the book, then closes it again and looks into his eyes. Pity, he sees or an attempt at pity. Because for some reason he doesn’t believe it’s genuine.

‘Tell you what,’ she says, ‘seeing as it’s a funeral, we’ll let you have the senior rate.’ She roars back over her shoulder, ‘Will you bring the senior book out here to me a minute?’ Then she comes back to Farley pointing her pen at him. ‘Just this once, mind, and come here to me now, don’t you go telling the other seniors. Or I’ll have you hanged and quartered.’ The owner looks satisfied, relieved even, to have got her good deed for the year out of the way.

The goat’s eyes pass behind the owner, the senior book tucked into its enviable position. He remembers one time in the County Bar, years ago now; Slowey, himself, Conroy, Brophy. Slowey opening the paper to a photograph of Boris Yeltsin. ‘Jaysus,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t you think he was related to your woman in the cleaner’s?’

‘O yea,’ Conroy added, ‘if Yeltsin married a pig and they had a baby.’

He should have stuck up for her. He’d wanted to. But of course if he did, the rest of them would have sensed something; given him a slagging that he’d never hear the end of.

He speaks to the owner. ‘Well, thanks all the same but to be honest, I don’t mind paying full whack, I don’t mind in the least. So long as I can be certain of having the suit for tomorrow, you know?’

She looks at him again and the pity is gone. The pink elastic band tightens. ‘Suit yourself. But it’ll have to be tomorrow afternoon, mind. That’s the absolute best I can do for you now. Full price so.’

In the heat of the shop, Farley feels something gather inside him. The sound of the machinery, the heap of stained clothes, the hard blue eyes freed from their pity, the senior book with the numbers instead of names. And he feels an urge to click his heels and give her a Nazi salute. To call her a jumped-up fuckin Nazi bitch.

She hands the pen to the girl with the goat’s eyes and flounces off into the back of the shop.

The girl lowers her voice to him across the counter and one by one the words crawl out. ‘Come back abou’ half five and I’ll have it for you.’

Farley looks into the back room. ‘What about the boss?’

‘Ah, don’t worry about that oul fuck, she’ll be gone for the afternoon.’

She gives a small sweet grunt as she bends to retrieve his shoe from the floor which she then hands to him, sole facing out, hole looking up at him. She’s put on even more weight over the Christmas, rolls of fat pressing against her lime green jumper, diddies floppier than ever, legs poured into those black trouser things that look more like tights. He wants to lean over the counter and lick her face, then ask her to marry him right on the spot. He nods and takes the shoe, turning for the door.

She calls after him, ‘Here?’

‘Yes?’

‘Your Clery’s bag.’

She takes the shoe back from him, places it inside the bag and pushes it across the counter.

‘The wife,’ he hears himself say then, ‘the wife, you see, wasn’t that keen on Clery’s.’

‘Yea?’

‘A dear hole, is what she called it.’

She lifts an eyebrow. ‘Righ’…’ she says, her voice full of doubt.

On the pavement outside the dry-cleaner’s, Farley stands, one eye involuntarily winking; his right one, leaking again. He pats it with the back of his gloved hand. Cars parked all around him. The rear of a stationary bus farting out a long bloom of fumes. Farley stares at it for a while and wonders – what’s he doing here? What does he want? He looks around; behind him is a row of shops. That’s right, the shoe.

He heads into the newsagent’s and immediately has to step back out to check the name above the door along with its position in the row of other shops. Both as they should be – yet inside the shop is all wrong. It’s too small for a start. And the L-shaped counter has been replaced by a single short one blocking the entrance to the side corridor that should hold the barber, the shoemaker, the fella who cuts keys, a few others too, each at their own little higgledy station. Where’s the speckled floor, the drifts of damp sawdust? The litter of sweet papers and lolly wrappers all over it? There should be things hanging out of the ceiling or thumbtacked all over the walls: fishing nets, plastic dolls, ropes of chewing gums like shrunken golfballs. And how come, instead of the usual sour-faced oulones serving behind the counter, an Indian chap is smiling?

He stays in the doorway trying to locate himself. The Indian nods encouragingly.

‘You’ve changed the shop around?’ Farley asks.

‘Excuse me?’

‘The shop, have you, you know, got rid of half of it?’

The Indian glances quickly behind him. ‘Em, no, sir. I don’t believe so.’

Farley thinks for a moment. ‘Well, are you not doing the shoe repairs any more?’ He pulls the shoe out of the bag and holds it up to show.

‘O, we don’t do anything like that.’

A woman’s voice behind him. ‘Can I get by you there?’ and Farley quicksteps out of the doorway into the shop to make way for her. He shows the Indian the shoe again, pointing to the hole in the sole in case the chap’s command of English mightn’t be the best.

‘See, I’m looking to have it repaired,’ he explains.

The woman says, ‘Ah now, you’re goin back a bit, aren’t you? It must be years since the shoemaker was in this shop – ah ah, showin your age there, you are.’

Farley looks at the woman; not all that young herself, if it comes to it but her eyes are smiley and he sees that she’s speaking to him as an equal, as if to say ‘we all have our vacant moments’. She’s holding a small fat child by the hand. The boy staring at the shoe. Farley feels like giving him a wallop with it on the back of his head. He struggles with the bag, trying to get it to take the shoe back as quickly as possible. His hands are shaking.

‘Well, have you a Mass card then at least?’ he barks at the Indian.

Outside, the ground tilts as if it’s moving away from him. And it feels as if he’s slipping in slow motion – a patch of ice maybe? But when he looks down his feet are steady to the ground. He feels a bit lost. Like he’s fallen asleep on the bus with a few jars on him and gotten off at the wrong stop. Everything is different and yet he knows it’s still the same. The roundabout is missing; that’s it. The roundabout that should be there in front of him, in the middle of that crossroads, right there – is gone. And the pub across the road is all changed; painted a sickly colour for a start with a stupid-looking clock tower stuck on one side. His left arm feels numb – he swaps the bag over to the other hand – still numb. Out of nowhere the Berlin Wall comes into his head and he has to wonder now about the state of his mind, all the things muddling around inside it: shop counters, roundabouts and now – for fuck sake – the Berlin Wall. He sees the woman from the shop standing looking at him, the youngfella behind her, gloves flapping from his wrists as he plunges his hand in and out of a bag of popcorn.

‘Are you alright there, love?’ the woman asks.

‘I’ve an awful headache,’ he says, ‘sudden like.’

‘Do you want me to phone someone for you?’ she says.

‘Who?’ Farley asks.

‘Well, I don’t know – a relative, a neighbour maybe.’ He can see by her face she’s beginning to regret that she stopped at all. The youngfella, munching on the popcorn, staring up like he’s at the pictures.

‘Ah no. I’ll be grand. It’s going now anyway. Just came on sudden and now – that’s it, gone.’

‘Ah, it’s this bloody weather. What you should do now, is go into the pub over there and get yourself a nice hot whiskey – put a bit of heat into you.’

‘I don’t drink whiskey. Not any more. I drink two pints a week – would you believe that? On Friday, usually. The same thing this years and years. In fact, I didn’t drink at all for a long time – bar the odd breakout.’

‘Well, a cup of tea then,’ she says.

‘I will,’ he agrees, because he knows she only wants to leave some sort of a solution behind her. ‘I’ve a few things to do first but then, a cup of tea.’

‘Well, if you’re sure you’re—’

‘The roundabout’s gone,’ he says.

‘What? O yea, that’s gone this good while.’

‘O yea, yea, of course I know that. I just saying like. And the pub’s different.’

‘That’s right. They done it all up.’

‘They did yea. Nowhere for the men to stand though on Sunday after Mass.’

‘Ah no, that day is gone. Do you remember? Droves of them with their tongues hangin out.’

‘Yes!’ Farley smiles. ‘The Berlin Wall, we used call it. Where they used to stand. The Berlin Wall – that’s right! That’s right.’

She gives a little laugh. ‘Me mother used go mad.’

‘“May I never lack the dignity” as a friend of mine always said,’ Farley says. ‘He thought it was a shameful thing to do – I suppose.’

She nods her head a few times at him. ‘Well, I better be gettin this fella home.’

‘Ah yea, a grand little fella there, eatin his… Eatin his… His…’

She begins to walk off, dragging the boy behind her.

Farley calls after her, ‘Excuse me, you wouldn’t know where I’d get a new sole?’

‘A new…?’

‘For me shoe.’

‘O, for your shoe,’ she laughs. ‘Town I’d say would be your best bet.’

‘Thomas Street?’

‘O yea, Thomas Street should do it.’

‘Right. Thanks so. Good luck to you now.’

Farley watches her walk to the corner, the youngfella straining at the end of her arm to look back at him. He’d love to give him the two fingers, but he’d be afraid she might catch him. His eyes again; the halo of lights. He waits for it to subside. Better now. A bit on the weak side but nothing to worry about. He’d just slipped back into a past moment there for a while. And now he’s back. Popcorn. That was the word he was after.

*

There’s no answer from the priest’s house. He thinks he can hear someone moving around in there and so presses the bell again, this time adding a double bang from the door knocker for good measure. Then he peers through the ridged glass panels on the side of the hall door. Inside the priest’s coat is hanging on a rack, the housekeeper’s red anorak beside it, her welly boots on a mat on the floor. On a long shelf by the wall a few letters and holy Joe pamphlets. There’s a full-sized statue of the Virgin leaning against the opposite wall, taking up half of the hall in fact – a statue, if he’s not mistaken, that used to be outside in the garden. On the shelf there’s a smaller version of the Virgin, and another on the cill of a window halfway up the stairs, although he only has a restricted view of this one; feet standing on a bed of plaster roses. A shadow scurries over a door at the back of the hall that he presumes leads into the kitchen. Quickly he presses the heel of his hand on the bell, gives the door another sharp knock. Then he bends to the letter box and sends his voice in. He wants to say – Hey you, I’m not blind, you know, unless I’m supposed to think it’s them statues is moving? But instead he says, ‘Eh hell-o-oo, sorry to disturb you, but I was just looking for the priest, to sign a Mass card for me.’

He listens. A door closes. A hoover begins to howl. Farley feels a ping of rage in his right temple.

He comes round to the church. The door is locked, the gates chained together. ‘Ah, for fuck sake,’ he says aloud, holding onto the bars and staring in. ‘I mean, Jaysus, what if someone actually needs a priest?’ A man comes up beside him, pushing a bike with one hand.

‘Alright there, Farl?’

‘Yea,’ Farley says, ‘I was just looking for the priest, you know.’

‘I’m Timmo’s son,’ the man says as if he can read Farley’s thoughts, ‘you remember Timmo?’

‘O yea, Timmo,’ Farley says.

‘I work in the hospital.’

‘O yea, sure I know. I know that. Timmo’s son. The hospital.’

‘I look after Jackie.’

‘Of course you do.’

‘How are you keepin in anyway – alright?’ the man says.

‘Ah, you know. Not too bad. Bit of a headache earlier, but that’s gone. And the oul eyes have been giving me a bit of trouble, other than that – not a bother.’

‘The headache’s probably on account of the eyes. Better get them checked out, Farley, you need your oul eyes. Do you not wear glasses?’

‘Just for reading and the telly and driving and that. Well, when I used to drive. So just for reading and the telly now.’

‘Better get them checked anyway.’

‘Ah I will, I will. But I’m too busy now. Maybe next week.’

‘Bad bit of news that, about Frank Slowey.’

‘Yea, it was alright.’

‘An interesting character. Very intelligent, I always found.’

‘O, he was. He was that, alright yea.’

The man blows down into his fist. ‘You shouldn’t be standing around in the cold, Farley. The next couple days’ll be tough enough on you. Anyway, listen I’ll see you at the funeral – right? I’m working tonight so I won’t be going up to the house.’

‘The house.’

‘You know he’s reposing at home?’

‘What?’

‘He’s reposing at home, there’s no removal.’

‘O, I know that, of course I do. So the funeral’s…?’

‘Tomorrow. Ten o’clock Mass.’

‘Tomorrow, that’s right. I wasn’t sure if they said ten or half, you see.’

‘Well, now you know.’

‘I do. Anyway, I better be, I’ve a load of things to do. Up to me eyeballs.’

‘Ah, take your time, nothin is that important.’

‘That’s all very well to say. But see, I have to get the Mass card signed. And like they won’t even answer the door around there. And then. And then, I’ve to go down to Thomas Street for a new sole and that, and come back and collect me suit and your woman, the housekeeper that oul bitch is pretending not to be in and like I can hear the hoover and all. As if I’m a fool or something. These people. Who do they think they are? Just who? They should be trying to win people over, not the opposite – am I right? I mean, they’d take a statue in out of the cold before they’d give a fuck about another human being.’

Farley stands gulping at the shock of his own little speech.

The man puts a hand on his arm. ‘Relax, Farl. He’s not the only priest in the world – is he? There’s a church in Thomas Street, you know. Churches all over the city.’

‘Sorry, sorry. It’s just… I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful but you know?’

‘You’re upset, Farl. Don’t worry. It’s understandable; you’ve just lost your pal. Look, do whatever it is you have to do, but try get a little rest – wha? God knows you worked for the man long enough.’

‘I was a partner in that firm, you know.’

‘That right?’

‘Yea, I was made a partner. I didn’t just work for the man, you know. You don’t believe me?’

‘I do, of course. I just never heard that before.’

‘Well, it’s true. A partner. For years. And not one of them. Not one of them would bother. Well. Never mind all that.’

‘Look, when you’re finished in town, get yourself home and have a snooze by the fire. I’ll tell Jackie you were asking for him and see you at the funeral – right?’

‘Yea. O, bye now. And tell Timmo I was, you know, asking for him too.’

The man looks at him funny, then gives him a half salute and pushes off with his bicycle. Farley watches till he’s out of sight.

He crosses the road, heads towards the bus stop and wonders – whoever Timmo’s son is, he must be well in with the Sloweys all the same, if he was thinking of going up to the house. But at the same time he couldn’t be that well in, if he didn’t know about the falling out. Timmo? Timmo’s son? And who’s this Jackie is again?

The bus is jammers. He’s sitting upstairs, as he always does because he likes looking down on other people’s gardens, giving them marks out of ten for appearance. He’s sitting upstairs in the solid, stuffy air, the windows fogged with the breath of strangers and some little bollix down the back smoking a cigarette – but who’s going to say a word to him? One vacant seat on the right, two thirds of the way down. Farley goes to it, then settles himself in by the window, Clery’s bag on his lap; the shape of the shoe, the corner of the Mass card – everything in order. Grand. Around him people are talking into mobile phones. Mobile phones are beeping at people. One girl roaring at the top of her voice: ‘So I just said to him, yea? Is that righ’-is-it? Because if you fucken tink I’m puttin up with that you can go and fuck right off and you and your scabby bleedin oulone.’

Farley tries to remember when this started to happen – people shouting on the bus, letting everyone know their business; turning their minds inside out, broadcasting every thought in their heads.

Near the front of the bus, two large African women, startlingly dressed, sit across the aisle from each other. As they speak, huge hats like big paper bags plonked on top of their heads, nod softly to each other; flax yellow to scarlet red. That’s how it should be. A quiet conversation, a little bit shy, a little bit open; let people eavesdrop because they want to, and not because they’ve no choice.

He stretches up to open a window, glancing around as he does so, as if he should be asking someone’s permission. A squirt of clean, sharp air quenches his face. The woman sitting in front runs her hand over the back of her neck, gives a little shudder and tuts. Farley pretends not to notice. He sits down again, rubs a viewing screen into the steam on the window and looks out. He wants the bus to slow down a bit so he can look at the gardens. But the bus, too full to stop, is barrelling along. All he can see is rows of houses jigging loosely by, like old-fashioned freight trains; flat green, dirty white, brown.

In the seat just behind him, a man and a woman are talking, voices pitched secretively low: ‘Look at them, just look at them,’ the woman is saying, ‘make you sick, it would. There must be a shipment in or something – I mean, you can just feel the buzz in the air. Make you sick they would.’

And that’s when it comes to him – the pension – did he collect it or not? He just can’t remember. He has an image of himself standing in the post office queue, surrounded by people lumpy in winter clothes, shuffling one by one to the top. He has a memory of the recurrent thump of a rubber stamp, and he can remember too, turning around to see a woman fresh in from the cold, going, ‘O Jaysus, I’m blinded,’ as her glasses clouded up from the sudden heat. But he doesn’t know was that today or another winter’s day? Last week, the week before? Years ago, even? He takes off his gloves and puts them in the Clery’s bag, then slips his hand into his inside pocket. He can feel the pension book there, the wallet stuck in behind it. At least he wasn’t dipped. At least, that much. He’s getting ready to pull them out to have a look, when he hears the pair behind him again.

She says, ‘Scumbags is all they are. Look at them, rob the hair out of your head for a hit, they would.’

Farley looks around and sees what she means – junkies all over the bus. Better wait till he’s somewhere safe before he goes opening his wallet. There’s one squirming in his seat across the way; another with a twitchy face further down the aisle. Two more of them are whingeing to each other with their underdog eyes, like everyone else is to blame for their great misfortune. Ghosts, that’s what they’re like. Ghosts in purgatory. He feels nervous now – worse than nervous – afraid. Of being on this bus full of ghosts. He has the sense that if he doesn’t get off quick, he might not get off at all. That he’ll snuff it here on this very seat. He raises himself, begins to gather his bag and gloves. Then he sees a woman’s head appearing at the top of the stairwell. A big heap rising slow and full like a genie coming out of a bottle. He sees her eye wandering down the aisle and stop at the space beside him. Farley sits back.

It’s alright, it’s alright. Everything is going to be alright. Hasn’t his headache gone, his eyesight cleared? Hasn’t he enough money left over from last week’s pension, thanks to the snow and no opportunity to spend it? Enough to keep him going till tomorrow because that’s when he’ll really need it, that’s when he’ll want to haul out his wallet, open it up for all to see – ‘No, no, this one’s mine now, I insist, I insist’ – stuffed with you-can-all-go-fuck-right-off money. Everything is grand. No headache, clear vision, money in wallet. And a big fat woman squeezing down the aisle towards his seat to protect him from all the ghosts. He flattens himself in against the window.

Downstairs, the bus driver is as black as Foley. Farley asks him if he knows of a shoemaker’s shop in Thomas Street. He doesn’t. ‘Not even when you’d be driving by, like?’ he asks and the man gives an apologetic shrug. Farley stays near the door, keeping an eye out for his stop. The traffic is brutal, budging for a couple of seconds then halting for ages. He wonders who Foley was; where the expression came from, and if it’s a racist one. Because as far as he can tell, the only way not to be racist is to pretend you don’t notice if a chap is black. Or pretend you don’t notice him at all. Coloured people – that used be the polite way to describe it, but now, as a woman at the bus stop recently told him, that’s the height of racism. The height of racism? Surely there must be worse than that. His mother used to have a coat she called nigger brown. And a barman in the Four Courts Inn had a dog one time called Nig-nog. You could call that racist alright. Or what about that Spencer and his mates, giving out stink about ‘them blackies stealing our jobs’?

‘What jobs?’ Farley had said to him. ‘Sure you haven’t worked since you were twenty.’ Spencer, not a bit pleased, had kept a coolness between them ever since.

He glances at the driver; skin like a soft black chamois leather, beautiful really. All the different faces you’d see now around the place: Asian, Chinese, African – like this chap. Takes the pasty look off the general popu lation. Foley now was probably a coalman. Someone is watching him. Farley tightens himself up, pulling his coat in closer to his chest so he can feel his pension book and wallet, tucking the bag further under his arm, turning his body towards the driver. He feels a tap on the arm. It’s a man with a face he knows from the Thomas House pub, also waiting to get off the bus. But he doesn’t know his name. This doesn’t bother him because he knows he never knew his name in the first place. He’s just one of those blokes who presume a friendship.

‘Just on the way back from the hospital,’ the man says.

‘Is that right?’

He takes out his tablets and starts to show Farley. ‘This is for the water-works, this is for the blood pressure, them yellow there’s for the arthuritis, and these here, you see, is for before all the rest of them, to protect the stomach – are you with me now?’

Farley nods politely at each brown plastic bottle. ‘Would you know if there’s a shoemaker’s near abouts?’ he asks.

‘Nah.’ The man shakes his head. ‘No shoemaker’s, no bootmender’s, no any kind of shops in the Liberties any more except those all-night jobs selling overpriced rubbish, rubbish, rubbish. That’s Baker’s pub gone – remember Baker’s? Yea gone. And Roger’s, that was a grand pub, for a quiet pint like when you’d wouldn’t want to run into anyone. And of course Frawley’s. Did we ever think we’d see that day? And what are we left with now – kips like that one across the road.’ The man ducks to look at a pub on the far side of the street and Farley follows his example. ‘A venue – it’s called. Or so I was told when I went in to chance a pint there. Do you know what that is – a venue?’

‘Emm?’ Farley says.

‘Well, I’ll tell you. It’s where you go to listen to people singing who can’t sing and eejits tell jokes that aren’t funny and for fools that’ll pay to hear them doing it. And as for them three yokes on the path out the front of it – would you mind telling me now what they are?’ He says this with a tone of accusation. Farley frowns out the window at three big multi-coloured sculptures.

‘Would they be puppets, maybe?’ he finally suggests.

The man’s eyes open wider: ‘Puppets – is that what you call them now? I see. Is that it now?’

The man’s voice is raised; angry. Farley looks away in case people think he’s responsible for the puppets. He looks at his watch, then pretends to root for something in his bag. The man takes a step nearer to him, lowering his voice and tapping him on the arm, speaking confidentially. ‘Your best bet now would be stay on the bus right into town and be the back of Clery’s shop near Cassidy’s pub – if that’s still there of course. You’ll find a little place’ll do the job for you.’

‘The job for me?’

‘On your shoes like.’

Farley gets off in Westmoreland Street; dank, cold and greasy. Junkies to the left and right of him, slithering off the bus, slipping around corners, melting into the inner shadows of this already shadowy street. The clash and wallop of noise; Irish-flavoured music from gaudy interiors of souvenir shops; buses wheezing and squawking like wounded animals. Motor cars. His head starts hopping again. Two foreign gypsies, long skirts and shawls, come sidling up to him, whimpering a begging prayer. A long thin hand comes out of a doorway asking for change. Another gypsy is changing a child’s shitty nappy on the step of an office. She folds it over and just fucks it there on the ground before hauling the child back up on her hip and moving away. He reaches the corner where yet another junkie, hood pulled over his head, is whining into a mobile phone. Farley stands a few feet away from him. From the side of the hood, an eye surveys him. Farley moves further away. Twenty years ago he’d have planted the bastard. Ten years ago he might have even tried.

He puts his head down and keeps his walk brisk until, in a step that passes from shadow to light, he finds himself in the centre of the bridge. The sky clear and broad, the river air cold and sweet, the light sitting on water like cut glass. The ghosts all departed now, Farley sighs through his teeth and squares back his shoulders; stronger now, renewed. He has walked through his fear. He’s alright.

It just goes to show you, Farley says to himself as he comes out of the shoemaker’s with an hour to kill. It just goes to show you, he says it again, while he tries to shape and capture the end of the sentence into whatever it is that it just goes to show you. Ah yes – the way you’d be worrying. Worrying about things like the business with the shoe and being thought of as a skinflint and after all that, there was no need to explain himself or make up a story about a one-legged brother. ‘Can you fix that shoe?’ he’d asked and been told then to come back in an hour. Bang, deal done and no more about it The shame of poverty, Farley wonders, does it ever really leave us, no matter how distant or dim?

An hour to kill, that’s all he needs to remember. An hour. He looks at his watch, just gone eleven. Across the street a large group of men are standing at the wall smoking and talking; a look about them, slightly rundown, a shimmer of danger; eyes watching his every move. On this side of the road, just outside the pub, a girl in a red coat is smoking, hands mauve with the cold.

‘What’s going on over there?’ he asks her.

She gulps on her cigarette smoke. ‘Taxi men.’

‘On strike?’

‘Ah no. Just waiting.’

‘For what?’

‘Customers, I suppose.’ She bites down on another blast of smoke.

Farley only notices then all the taxis parked along the road from top to bottom. A rush of yellow comes into his eye. He pats it with his glove, the yellow curdles, then disappears.

‘I used to know a taxi man owned a racehorse,’ he says.

‘Yea?’

‘Yea. Are you not freezin standing there?’ he asks.

‘Sure, what can I do?’

‘I gave them up meself, years ago.’

‘Still miss them?’ she asks, not unfriendly.

‘Ah, not really, I was never much of a smoker. Did it more for show than anything else.’

‘I tried to give up a few times,’ the girl says, ‘but I missed the company of them like?’

‘Why, do they talk to you or somethin?’

The girl smiles. ‘Going in for a drink?’ she says, tilting her head towards the pub door,

‘I’m not much of a drinker either.’

‘Don’t smoke. Don’t drink, Jesus what must that be like in this country?’

Farley shrugs. ‘I tell you what it’s like. It’s like being a foreigner. It’s like you don’t belong here. Like everyone secretly hopes you’ll shag off back to wherever it is you’ve come from. That’s what it’s like. Anyway, I’m off, mind yourself now, good girl.’

‘Girl! What age do you think I am in anyway?’

‘Ah, you’re all girls to me,’ Farley says and walks away.

There was a time he would have thought she was making a pass. A time, not that long ago, he would have been flattered by it. And a time, long before that, he would have been insulted that she’d think a bloke like him would be interested in someone like her. Now he knows she’s just being nice.

He finds himself crossing back over O’Connell Street and turning onto the quays. Retracing the steps he would have taken every day, from the office to the Four Courts; forty years’ worth, that’s a lot of steps, a lot of miles. When he started he could do it in eight minutes flat. The week he retired it took ten. What would it be now? Not fair to challenge himself on a day like today, he decides, with the ground so uncertain and him not feeling the best. Next time. Maybe then.

He’s halfway up the quay when he remembers that Slowey’s son had finally got his way and relocated. Somewhere in Capel Street, a whole floor of offices in a brand-new block; barristers and solicitors below and above, only have to reach out your hand to get a bit of business. Suffering now though in the slump and even solicitors getting the boot every day. ‘I’d say now the Sloweys is feelin the pinch.’ He can hear the voice in his head that said that; one of those voices that takes pleasure in a recession, but he can’t find a matching face.

Farley stands for a moment on the first of the four granite steps. The railings, the door, the windows at the side – all the same. The brass plate is gone, leaving a bald square patch surrounded by dirtier brick. The company name is still etched in gold leaf on the ground-floor and firstfloor windows. He remembers the day it was painted, the office not long opened. A lad from the West slowly explaining the process and Farley torn between watching the liquid gold unfurl on the glass and attending to the screaming chorus of black phones behind him. Later, that evening they had come out onto the street to admire it; the painter, Slowey, himself, Brophy, that little blondie one who used to do the secretarial. They had crossed the road to stand at the quay wall; a warm dusky evening, the hum from the river. Slowey in shirtsleeves, the girl with her frock stuck to her legs. ‘Now,’ Slowey had said, nodding his approval. ‘Now, what do you all think of that!’ His voice had been shaky and for a minute Farley had thought he’d seen tears, actual tears, in his eyes. But then Slowey had turned round and started messing, pucking them on the arm, slapping them on the back of the head. Lifting the youngone up and swinging her around, her screaming like a seagull, while at the same time trying to hold down the hem of her dress. ‘Ah Mister Slow-eeey, Jaysus, Mister Slow-ee-eeey, will you stopit!’

Farley looks up and over the windows; the house appears to be empty now. In his time he’d seen every room of it occupied over and over; a mixed bag of oddballs through the years. A struck-off solicitor, nose the shape of a little red arse, sniffing around for a few crumbs. The tailor, of course. The dress-hire woman. And there was an architect that only came in for an hour a day, sandwiches tucked under his jumper, like he was ashamed of them. A dodgy enterprise or two, usually called something with the word ‘Export’ in the title.

Slowey & Co. had been the longest tenants; bit by bit taking over most of the rooms. Except of course for the top-floor flat where the sisters had lived. Three spinsters and one widow. The widow had lasted the longest: Jane, the youngest. Even into her seventies you could tell she’d been a looker, not because she still was, but by the way she behaved and the way she treated men, taking their attention for granted.

Farley climbs the steps and stands at the door. There’s a planning permission sign on the wall beside it. He is leaning in to read it when the door jumps open, frightening the life out of him. A man standing there. ‘Alright?’ he says.

‘Yea, I’m grand. Ta. I was just. I used to work here, you see and. For years, I did.’

The man has a bunch of letters in his hand, holding the door back with his foot while he racks through them. Behind him, the hall as dark as a cave. The same lino on the floor, old letters in a box on a table.

‘Were you looking for anyone in particular?’ he asks.

‘Unless meself?’ Farley says, then turns and comes back down the steps.

He stands on the street for a moment, a face in the flow of passing faces. The cold shudders through him. Tea. He was supposed to be getting a cup of tea.

Now in a shopping centre; blast of white light, a screeching baby. Too late he remembers the Mass card, after passing right by the church on the quays. Other churches pop up and down in his head – Marlborough Street; Whitefriars; John’s; Adam’s and Eve. Churches from all over the city. All very well, but which is the nearest because he hasn’t a clue where he is now? One shopping centre bleeding into another; lights, glass, bawl -ing children. He needs a little rest, a sup of tea, sugar. Maybe a bun. And a newspaper to hide behind, he could check on the death notice, make sure Frank really is dead. He looks for a cafe. But all he can see is a place with no front wall, opening directly out onto the aisle of the shopping centre; plastic tables, plastic trays, paper mugs of tea that you have to go up and get yourself and then stand like a thick looking around till you see a table and then climb over yourself to get to it, so you can drink your tea from your paper cup while the world goes by and gawks in at you sitting there in your plastic grotto. It doesn’t even look as if there’s a jacks in there and he’d be looking to have a piss soon enough. Is it too much to ask – a bit of comfort? Someone to serve him, maybe say a few words? Solid things all around his hands like a cup and a saucer, a stainless steel pot, milk in a jug – handles to hold on to – is that too much? Now if Bewley’s was still going. But no point thinking about that.

He sits down on a bench in the centre of the aisle. Plastic fronds from an imitation palm tree behind him. On one side a woman sending a text. On the other side a schoolgirl staring into space. On the mitch, he’d say. Can’t be much fun mitching on your own. A plain little one, face dotted with freckles. Lonely, he’d say. Something going on at home maybe. He’d like to talk to her, but already he can see she’s wondering should she get up and leave because an oulfella has sat down on the bench beside her.

He watches for a while, shapes waddling by. The amount of fat people. Everywhere. Men, women, kids, even babies. The size of people these days. Years ago there might be one or two puddners in the whole school, or a fatso living around the corner. But now? Now the only skinny ones you see is the junkies. Or people who look as if they’re just out of the cancer hospital or on the way in. His eyes feel tired; he closes them for a few seconds; vague sounds around him; a man mumbling somewhere close by, coincidentally about Bewley’s; the chatter of footsteps; blurts of passing conversation. When he opens his eyes the youngone has gone, wandering down through the centre, he sees her little copper head. The woman still there, staring at him. She looks away and something about the way she does this makes Farley realize that the voice he’s been hearing mumbling in the background, was his own. The light starts beating again. His head. A long skewer pierces through, then pulls out again. There’s a rush of pinpricks in his arm, a smaller one in his face. More unpleasant than painful. Peculiar. It lasts a few seconds. Then all clear again.

He keeps losing moments. It’s like they’re falling out of a hole in his pocket. The Clery’s bag is back under his arm, the shape of a shoe through its skin. He pulls the shoe out, the unblemished surface of a new blank sole looks up at him, lightly tan in colour, a perfect archway of minute and pristine nails. Yet he can’t for the life of him remember collecting it. Was the girl in the red coat outside the pub then or before? Were the taxi men eyeing him hungrily? Did someone ask him if was he alright? And when did he remember that Jackie was his brother?

And now here he is, standing in the island in O’Connell Street, looking up at the the glint of a giant needle that used to be Nelson’s Pillar. And thinking about the junkies again and trying to pull the two ends of the same idea together; the junkies and the giant needle. And staring up at the needle and imagining himself on the bus, the wall of the Park on one side, the scrag-end of the Liffey on the other. And the next thing is, he is on the bus, and crossing the river to turn into Parkgate Street, wondering how he got from staring up at the needle. To here. Splinters of light in his eyes again and a huge cruise ship rises before him. It takes a moment to grasp it – that’s right, the new criminal courts building. A big bellyful of glass. The falling sun spitting all over it; barristers outside flapping like crows on its steps.

Outside the Slowey house the headlights of cars catch on the walls; doors clip into the darkness. Farley, from the side lane, watches the parade of condolence bringers. His arms are full – the suit in its cellophane wrapper, the few last-minute messages he bought in Centra, the Clery’s bag with the newspaper inside it, page turned out that says Francis Slowey is reposing at home. Reposing at home? That’d be a first.

He lays everything down at his feet before fishing the Mass card out of the bag, then he moves into a cone of street light. Farley pulls a pen out of his inside pocket, opens the Mass card, lifts one knee and leans the card on it. He scribbles a name that comes out as approximately Father Clearihan – a mixture of Father Cleary that used to be, and that other bollix who taught him catechism when he was a boy. He puts the card back into its envelope, prints ‘The Slowey Family’ across it, and slips it into his pocket. Then he steps back into the shadows.

The house of mourning is completely blinkered. Only when the front door opens to admit newcomers or let others out, can he see by a vertical strip of hall light, that a black wreath is pinned to the front door and that the door has been painted a different colour since the last time he was here. For some reason this bothers him, as if they’ve sneaked behind his back to have it done, as if somehow he should have been consulted. But he reminds himself that it’s been well over ten years since he’s crossed that door and the Sloweys were always a house-proud lot. Once he knew this house better than his own. He knew the structure and little secrets of each room. The press in the kitchen where the good biscuits were kept and the corner where Slowey kept his single malt whiskey. He knew the way down the back garden in the dark, to the den that Slowey had built for the boys on the bit of land he’d bought from the Corpo. He knew the downstairs toilet with the dodgy plumbing and the jacks upstairs with the walk-in shower. He knew where the Christmas decorations were kept in the attic, the spare fuses, the box with the kids’ old school reports in it. He knew the beds, the wallpapers, the family photos going up the stairs. The safe in the hot press. He knew all that and more.

Farley retrieves his bundle and hoists it into his arms. In the street light he can see the frost honing; the pavements already glittering hard. A cold, cold January night. In the garden a group of people are smoking; the group changes formation every now and then, somebody leaves, somebody new comes along. Here and there he recognizes, or thinks he recognizes, a figure from the past; the sound of a voice, a profile smeared in the light from the hall. Relatives of Slowey, work colleagues, pub friends, court acquaintances. He knows that each one, at some point in the evening, will turn to another one, and, after checking first that no member of the immediate family is within earshot, ask, ‘So what’s the story with Farley then?’

He turns away from the house and walks up the back lane. A soft light shows in the den, the cast of another light across the back garden from an upstairs window. He wonders where Slowey is laid out and if he’s lying on a bed or already in a coffin on top of a table. And he imagines the shape of him lying there like some sort of a chieftain; long and large and quiet at last, and he wonders too what suit he’ll be wearing and if he makes for a handsome corpse.

Farley takes the Mass card out of his pocket, holds it in his hand for a moment, then corner down, sticks it like a flag into the top of the back garden hedge.

He opens his front door. The silence sucks him in. He heels the door shut, unrolls the dry-cleaned suit and hangs it on the end of the stairs. Then he turns on the light and comes back to the door to bolt himself into his house. He opens the Clery’s bag and removes the resoled shoe, then picks up its match from the floor and turns the shoes upside down. The two soles are a completely different colour. The new with its bright tan colour, the old a dark worn grey. After all that trouble. After all that day.

In the dim light of the hall he stands at the table before the smug, surly telephone. His reflection hangs above it in a gilt-edged frame. An old man, in a dark mirror. At what point, he wonders, does it become about fear? Fear of being caught talking to yourself, of pissing in your trousers, of pretending to remember a name, a place, a face you once knew well. Fear of getting done over by everyone out there; junkies, taxi men, youngfellas, kids. Fear of your own face in the mirror.

A clatter comes from the kitchen and now, instead of thinking about fear, he’s feeling it. It tears through his heart then burns all the way out to the ends of his fingers and toes. His bladder. A burglar – he must have left the little window open again. He glances at the front door and wonders if he has time to unchain and unbolt his way out. But he finds now it’s no longer a question of time, it’s a question of movement. And he can’t move at all. The skewer goes through his head again, deftly inserting itself in as if it’s testing a joint of meat. Then twists and pulls out again, leaving a halo of blinding scintilla around his head.

So this is it. Farley closes his eyes and waits. Another sound, like a voice. And yet not a voice. He opens his eyes. The sound again and this time he recognizes the coy, needy miaow of a cat. Around the door a fat black body appears. One paw stretches, then another. The cat gives him a deep green blink. Then he sashays into the hall and stops at his feet. Farley leans on the table and waits for his heart to resume beating. Slowly he stoops and lifts the cat up in his arms before painfully bringing himself back into a standing position. He feels warmth, strength, frailty, life. The cat miaows again. He hugs it closer to him, nuzzling his nose into its fur. His eyes fill up, his heart gives a little. ‘O Shifty,’ he says.
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