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Praise for The Young Wan

“The Young Wan is a page-turner . . . because the reader comes to know and care about the fates of the richly drawn characters that populate Dublin’s teeming Jarro . . . A satisfying mix of vice and virtues, seasoned with wit and warmth and human kindness, Wan is a hearty Irish stew that entertains as it nourishes. Read it.”

—Richmond Times-Dispatch

 

“Brendan O’Carroll’s latest installment of the Agnes Browne series is sure to bring a smile to your Irish eyes ... O’Carroll is a comedian, and his perfect sense of timing makes this novel as much fun as the others in the series.”—BookPage

 

Praise for Brendan O’Carroll

 

“Irreverently comical ... It’s refreshing to enter O’Carroll’s fun-loving working-class Dublin world.”—Entertainment Weekly

 

“An almost surefire winner . . . one of those books that demand to be read in one sitting.”—The Irish Voice

 

“How to lose weight: Read The Mammy. You will laugh your arse off and your tears will do away with your water-retention problem. It is an uproariously funny account of growing up in inner-city Dublin—a laugh-out-loud book with a Dickensian twist to it.”

—Malachy McCourt, author of A Monk Swimming

 

 

 

Brendan O’Carroll is an acclaimed Irish playwright and stand-up comedian. He has appeared in the films The Van and Angela’s Ashes. He lives in Dublin, Ireland.
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Introduction

WHEN I WAS A CHILD my mother, Maureen, would dress me for school and then stand back to check me over. There wasn’t a lot to check. The L-shaped rip in my shoulder she had mended with her famous “invisible stitching,” which was about as invisible as the job done on Frankenstein’s monster’s forehead. The holes that had been in the elbows of my woolen jumper she had “darned,” a dying if not dead skill. She was a beautiful darner and used a basket-weave stitch. This was obvious, for the navy-blue darning wool stood out on the elbows of my green jumper, as it did on my gray socks. These socks were protected from the holes in the soles of my shoes by the piece of linoleum she had inserted. The soles may have been worn through, but the brogues shone from the polishing she had given them. So there I stood, my clothes held together by my mother’s skill, but spotlessly clean. My shoes sealed by a piece of somebody’s old flooring, but shining, and me smelling of the Sunlight carbolic soap with which she had earlier washed me from head to toe. The raggle-taggle schoolboy. Taking all of this into account, her last words to me each morning were all the more astounding. She would smile, pinch my cheek, and, looking me straight in the eyes, say, “Brendan you can be anything you want to be; you, my son, can do anything.”

I left schooling at twelve years of age. My mother left me one morning when I was twenty-eight. She took my son Danny, then  just ten months old, for a mid-morning nap. He fell asleep, and so did she. I cannot tell you in just this one page of how wonderful a woman she was, but I promise that one day I will. The only one of my three children that really knew her was my daughter, Fiona, who adored her, and in Fiona I see so much of my mother that it warms me.

My mother is not nor was not Agnes Browne. Yet they shared something in common that I believe to be a trait unique to women. And it is this—that even while their world is falling apart around their ears they truly can still believe that their dreams will come true.

One morning I questioned my mother’s promise to me. She said her usual “You can be anything you want to be . . .” line, and I asked her, “Mammy, can I fly?” She smiled and said, “Sure you can. Just put your arms out, work hard, and wait, and I promise you, someday you will fly.” When she died I was a waiter. Since her death I have written five novels, four stage plays, two screenplays, hosted my own television series, acted in eight movies, and performed live comedy to over one million people on three continents. She never got to see any of this. At the end of each live show, when the audience stand, cheer, and applaud, it is a wonderful feeling, and I love it. The audience smile and cheer and they cannot hear me say quietly to the uplifting air, “Look, Mammy, I’m flying.”

 

Brendan O’Carroll Dublin, 2002




PROLOGUE




The Jarro, Dublin, Ireland 

The parish of St. Jarlath occupies a northeastern portion of Dublin City Centre. Stretching from the banks of the river Liffey north to Summerhill, and from Fairview Park, on the east coast, westward to Gardiner Street, just short of the city’s premier thoroughfare, O’Connell Street. The main focus of the parish, however, is the eight square blocks of tenement buildings that surround St. Jarlath’s Church itself. This small area within the parish is known to all who live there as the Jarro.

If there were any single thing one could point to that would unite the memories of all of the thousands of people who had been born, reared, and starved in the Jarro, it would be the noise. The only change over the years has been the types and the sources, but the level has stayed the same.

The noise of the Jarro is built of three layers. The background noise is a symphony of transport. Once it had been only the clip-clop and rattle of horses’ carriages along with the low rumble of handcarts of every shape and size as they crisscrossed the cobbled streets. The middle-ground noise has always been children. Screaming, crying, playing, kicking, and laughing children. Within the Jarro children outnumber adults by four to one. The sound of children covers the area like a blanket. And yet, still, like a colony of sea lions, a Dublin mother could hear “one of her own” from two blocks away. It is this talent that gives us the foreground noise, the  Dublin woman’s voice. It can pierce a steel door at twenty paces. Women of the Jarro would exchange the most intimate details of their lives, or better still someone else’s, in conversations across the street, from window to window, at a piercing level, and with no effort at all. These conversations or gossip would probably make no sense to an outsider listening in, but to these hardworking, tough women, they did, and that’s all that mattered. Over the noise of the streets and screaming kids, they can be heard.

“See that young wan O’Brien got the brush-off from her boyfriend,” one would call to another.

“I heard that all right, what happened there?” comes the reply.

“’E said he wouldn’t marry a girl what’s not a virgin,” is explained. A short silence follows this piece of news.

“And is she a virgin?” the question would come at a scream.

“No, not yet,” is delivered with authority. Amazingly, considering that this conversation is taking place at screaming level, across a street, should a third voice join in she would be told to mind her own business.

So these, then, are the sounds of the Jarro, a tenement area on Dublin’s Northside crammed with working-class and unemployed people and their large families. The four-story red brick buildings, once regal and grand, were now old and unkempt, damp and dreary. The streets dirty and dark, shrouded in a pall of smoke from the thousands of coal or peat fires burning in the buildings. And yet there is so much more to the Jarro than its streets and its buildings. For through the smoke there is music and song. Within these buildings there is genuine community. Sharing, caring community. Every day on these streets young boys dream of becoming millionaires and young girls dream of marrying handsome princes (not from the Jarro). Within this cramped, smoky, damp Jarro live the dreams of five thousand people. And laughter. At every chance there is laughter. There is magic here. It may not be the pixie-dust,  float-on-a-cloud, fairies-at-the-bottom-of-the-garden kind, but take my word, in the Jarro there is magic.




The Jarro, Dublin July 17, 1954 

This morning, at 5:15 a.m., the blood-red sun began to peek over the copper dome of the Customs House building. Its beautiful July rising sent a streak of amber light through the window of Agnes Reddin’s bedroom. Morning. The day had arrived. Not just any day, but the  day. This day, at 4 p.m., Agnes Reddin would make the short journey to St. Jarlath’s Church. She would enter the church a nineteen-year-old “young wan” and the next time she stood on its steps, which would hopefully be about thirty minutes later, she would be a woman. To be known to all from this day hence as

Mrs. Agnes Browne.

Slowly the sunlight crept along Agnes’ bed until it found her beautiful young, smiling face. Agnes had been awake for some time. She was sitting upright in the bed. Thinking, as you do on such auspicious days. Beside her this morning lay her best friend and maid of honor, Marion Monks, sleeping. Marion was neither a maid nor had she displayed any honor for the last hour or so. For Agnes’ thinking had been punctuated by a regular cycle of snoring, grunting, and farting from her sleeping friend. Agnes smiled at the crumpled, tiny figure of her friend, at the same time tucking the blankets, tightly sealing herself from the deadly thrummmp of the fart that Agnes knew was due any moment. It arrived. Marion smiled, rubbed her nose roughly, and with a grunt returned to a steady snore.

Agnes and Marion were as different as chalk and cheese. Agnes was blessed with her father’s dark looks and raven hair, and, along  with the slim figure of her mother, she was a stunning-looking girl. Marion, on the other hand, was just four feet eight inches tall and shaped like a barrel. She had a round face, tiny gray dots for eyes, and on her chin sported three brown moles. Each of the three moles had a tuft of hair growing from it, and when Marion smiled, which she did often, the moles would merge to make a little goatee beard. The two girls had been friends since childhood. Their lives entwined like a fisherman’s rope and the bond between them just as strong.

Agnes slowly slid from the bed, trying not to waken Marion, for whom a sleep beyond 5 a.m. was a luxury. Most mornings at this time the two young women would be already up. They would be at the fruit-and-vegetable wholesale markets on Green Street, ordering their stock for the day. Not today. Agnes quietly left the room.

The other bedroom was occupied by Agnes’ mother, Connie, who at that moment was sitting in an identical pose to the one Agnes had just abandoned, upright in bed. She had not woken at 5 a.m., for she had not slept since returning to bed earlier. Instead she had sat in her pose and stayed awake. Thinking! As you do on such auspicious days as wedding days. However, where the daughter Agnes was thinking about the future, the mother’s thoughts were firmly rooted in the past, along with her mind. Although she was only fifty-seven years old, Agnes’ mother, Connie, looked more in her seventies. Her early dementia and illnesses had taken their toll, and in a role reversal Agnes had long ago become her mother’s mother. The dementia would come and go. On some occasions Agnes’ mother became quite clear and rational, allowing Agnes to revisit the intelligent woman that her mother once was. Mostly, though, Connie was in a different place, a little closer to God than the rest of us. Yet she would slip in and out, and so rapidly sometimes only Agnes would see the flashes. Agnes has always believed that this had been mostly caused by the trauma of the death of  Agnes’ father. For, despite his faults, and there were many, Bosco Reddin had been so deeply loved by his wife, Connie.

 

 

As Agnes passed her mother’s bedroom door, she stopped and listened. Her mother was singing. Very quietly, but singing. Agnes recognized the song. “I could show the world how to smile, make it seem happy, just for a while, I could turn the gray skies to blue, if I had you.” It was her father’s song. He would sing it when he burst through the door, late home and drunk. When he knew he was in trouble. It was not very often her father got drunk. But when he did he would sing this song to his “three lovely lassies.” Agnes and her younger sister, Dolly, little girls then, would blush and titter with laughter. Mammy would call him a drunken fool and pretend to be angry. She probably was at first, but he would just keep singing the song until she smiled.

Agnes felt the teardrop on the back of her hand. She moved on to the living room. Although it was July and sunny outside, the sitting room was chilly, so Agnes decided to light a fire, just to warm the room a bit. She put on her dressing gown and left the flat with the scuttle bucket to fetch coal from the coal hole in the basement.

Soon the fire was lighting and the room was warm. Agnes ran the tap and dragged out the three large pots she would use to boil the water for her bath. As the first one was filling slowly, Agnes went back to the bedroom.

“Marion,” she called gently as she woke her maid of honor. “Move it, come on, we have a lot to do today.”

“I’m up, I’m up!” answered Marion.

“You’re not up, now come on, Marion.” Agnes was at the bottom of the bed and tickled Marion’s foot as she said this. Marion jumped.

“Fuck off or I’ll kill you, Agnes.”

“Get up, then, come on!” Agnes was getting annoyed, just a little.

“I am. Go on, put the kettle on or something.” Marion sat up. She looked like the wreck of the Hesperus.

Agnes heaved the last of the three large pots of water up onto the gas stove. She wiped her hands in the tea towel and lit a match. Turning the gas knobs in turn, she poked a lighted match beneath each pot, and as she did the jets popped into life.

“What the fuck are you cooking at this hour of the morning?” asked a groggy Marion. Agnes jumped.

“Jesus, Marion, you frightened the life out of me.”

“What time is it?” Marion asked, as she sat and began pulling on a canvas slipper.

“Half past eight,” Agnes answered as she carried on with her business.

“What? Half past eight, I didn’t get up this early for me own fucking wedding!” Marion was dismayed, realizing she’d not been to bed until 3:45 a.m. Agnes laughed.

“Shut up, you, and mind your language. Me mammy’s awake,” Agnes scolded.

“Like your mammy’d know? She’s probably in there raping Napoleon.” Marion pulled on the other slipper.

“Ah, Marion, shush, that’s not nice,” Agnes admonished Marion, but she giggled as she did so. As Agnes took a sip from her tea, Marion called out toward the mammy’s bedroom door.

“Go on, Mrs. Reddin, pull the knob off’a him!” They roared with laughter.

Agnes began to choke with the laughter. She put the tea mug down awkwardly and was spluttering and laughing so much that tea was dripping from her nostrils. Marion began to laugh even harder now and threw herself on the floor and began writhing and moaning.

“Come on, Boneypart, ya good thing—show me your cannon-balls.”

Agnes was bent double laughing. She flung herself on top of Marion, trying to cover Marion’s mouth with her hand. In a repeat of the previous night’s playing, the two girls wrestled around on the floor for a full three minutes. When they stopped, they again lay on the floor beside each other, breathless and exhausted. They lay on their backs. Agnes held on to Marion’s hand.

“Jesus, I’m getting married,” Agnes softly said.

“Yeh,” her friend answered.

Both their heads turned to the wedding dress hanging there.

“Do you remember the last time you wore a white dress?” Marion asked. They both smiled a knowing smile and spoke simultaneously.

“Holy Communion class.” Now they cried with laughter again.

“Do you remember?” Marion asked.

“Will I ever forget . . .”

 

 

It was the day they had become friends, forever friends.




CHAPTER ONE

Blessed Heart Girls National School The Jarro, February 1940

It is the line that all Catholics get to say just once in their lifetime. Conducted in their rhythm by Sister Concepta Pius, the forty-four young little girls in the Communion class sang out the line in unison, like a tiny girls’ choir.

“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my first confession,” they sang. Although the little girls were still three years from having to say this in a real confessional, in the Blessed Heart School, the nuns believed it was never too early to prepare for communion with God.

“Well done, my little angels.” Sister Concepta Pius smiled. “Now, is everybody clear on that?” The nun’s squinting eyes scanned the room.

As usual there was just one hand in the air, and as usual it was the hand of Marion Delany. Sister Concepta raised her eyes slowly to heaven and asked, “Yes, Marion?”

Marion Delany stood, but you could hardly notice. Marion Delany was the tiniest girl in the class, and yet at seven years of age she was two years older than the rest of the girls. It was not that Marion had been held back a couple of years in school because of any learning difficulty. The fact was that, until she was seven years of age, Marion Delany had never attended school. The reason for this is simple, yet complicated, as Marion’s mother tried to explain to the officer from the Department of Education who called to her home. The officer had been sent there when the department realized that  a child from the Birth Register seven years previously had yet to come on to the School Register, two years after she should have. It was all to do with public transport, Marion’s mother tried to explain. You see, in Dublin, no child four years or younger had to pay any fare to travel on public transport. Now, the Delany family was made up of two boys and eight girls. The girls ranged in age from four years of age to fourteen years of age, and the truth is that between the four-year-old and the fourteen-year-old the height difference was barely noticeable. When traveling with their mother on public transport, the Delany children were always schooled that if a bus conductor should ask them what age they were they should say “four.” With so many daughters and after so many trips, Mrs. Delany simply forgot what age each of her children was. If anybody asked any Delany girl what age she was, the immediate answer would be “four.” And, truthfully, as Marion stood in the aisle of the classroom that morning with her hand in the air, she really looked like she could just be little more than four.

“You have a question, Marion Delany?” the nun asked for the twentieth time that day, for Marion always had a question. Marion took a deep breath and asked her question.

“Sister, do cats and dogs have souls?” she asked.

“No, Marion. Sit down,” Sister Concepta answered. Marion didn’t sit.

“Not even teensy-weensy little souls, like just this size?” And she held her two fingers just slightly apart.

“Marion, shut up and sit down,” Sister Concepta simply answered, and Marion sat down. Sister Concepta now continued with the lesson.

“Once you have spoken these words—‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my first confession’—God will open His heart and carry the weight of your sins for you for the rest of your life.” She smiled.

Marion Delany’s hand went up. Marion didn’t stand this time or wait to be asked, she simply blurted out the question.

“Is a sin heavy, Sister?”

“Shut up, Marion.”

“Yes, Sister.”

Sister Concepta carried on to a hushed classroom: “This is God’s lesson in forgiveness. He opens His heart and forgives you all your sins, as you must forgive others theirs. God tells you in the Bible that, if someone slaps you on the cheek, what do you do?”

“Kick him in the balls.” The answer from the tiny voice was perfectly timed.

“Who said that?” Sister Concepta nearly screamed.

Every other girl in the class knew it was Marion Delany, but they were from the Jarro, and even at five years of age you knew that nobody likes a snitch. Yet the honor among the girls was wasted.

“I did,” came Marion’s tiny voice. She stood with her hand in the air. “That’s what my dad said you do if somebody slaps you, you kick him in the balls.”

Sister Concepta took two long strides and was standing in front of Marion, towering over the little girl. Marion had a round, chubby body with a round head and an ever-present smile. Marion’s beaming smile slowly disappeared as the great dark figure of the nun scowled down at her.

“Marion Delany, if I ever hear such language in this class again I’ll . . . I’ll . . .” She dragged Marion to the front of the class. She shoved her hand beneath her tunic, and when her hand reappeared it held a leather strap.

“Hold out your hand!” Sister Concepta screamed at the terrified little girl.

Marion knew what was coming. Slowly she stretched out her right arm and opened her palm. She stood there looking like a tiny  pink snowman with one arm. In her seat Agnes closed her eyes. She couldn’t look. Marion received four slaps, one for each word. Sister Concepta spoke:

“Turn . . . slap . . . the . . . slap . . . other . . . slap . . . cheek . . .  slap.”

Following the fourth slap, Sister Concepta put her hands on her hips and screamed at Marion, “Do you understand that, girl?”

The little girl was biting her bottom lip. Two rivulets ran down her cheeks, but she managed to nod her head furiously. Just at that moment the school bell sounded for the mid-morning break, bringing to a close for now Marion Delany’s lesson in forgiveness.

 

 

At the “little break,” Agnes went looking for Marion in the schoolyard. Agnes was fascinated by this tiny girl. The schoolyard was not a big one, and Agnes soon saw Marion standing alone at the railings that surrounded the yard. They were old Victorian rails painted black, with each upward bar topped with an arrowhead, giving the impression of a prison yard more than a schoolyard. This impression was reinforced when Agnes found Marion, for she was standing with each of her pudgy little hands holding a bar and her face wedged streetward between two more bars. Agnes approached her cautiously. After the beating she had seen the girl take in class, Agnes expected that Marion was having a weep. When Agnes spoke she spoke to Marion’s back.

“Are you all right?” Agnes said softly. Marion turned to her with an unexpected beaming smile. “Yeh, didn’t hurt,” but Agnes knew it did, and she knew Marion was using the cold metal bars to cool her thrashed hands. Without any bother, Marion flew straight into conversation with Agnes, and as Agnes was to learn, this was Marion’s way.

“You’re the prettiest girl in the class,” Marion said simply to Agnes.

“What?”

“You. The prettiest. Everybody says so, and I’m the ugliest.”

“No, you’re not,” Agnes said.

“Who’s uglier, then? Come on, who’s uglier than me?” Marion asked. She spoke only in a matter-of-fact tone—no self-pity, just the facts. Agnes was stuck for a reply. “See, I told you. It doesn’t matter, ’cause I have a job and I’m going to marry a man that sells insurance. My mother says that they’d go with anyone. Who are you going to marry?” Agnes was breathless just trying to listen to this conversation.

“What? I don’t know who I’m going to marry,” Agnes stammered out.

“You should marry, eh, an airline pilot. They like pretty girls, you could fly anywhere you like, and they give you chewing gum as well, as much as you want, I seen it on the pictures.”

The end of break bell sounded, and Agnes looked over to the school doorway; the various class groups were getting into line to march back into class. She turned back to Marion.

“We better go in,” Agnes said and extended her hand. “Come on.”

“Nah, you go on, I’m going to work.” Marion began to climb the railings.

“But Sister Conception will miss you.” Agnes was aghast.

“I don’t care.” Marion was now on the other side of the rails. “See ya.”

“But she’ll slap you tomorrow for this.” Agnes was panicking now. Marion began to trot away, calling over her shoulder, “She’ll slap me anyway, see ya.” And she was gone. Agnes returned to the class, but thought of nothing else for the afternoon except this girl who seemed to have no fear. That’s what Agnes wanted, what every  child wants more than anything else. Just to be not afraid. Within days the two girls were friends. Within weeks they were inseparable, and within months Agnes Reddin was not afraid. They did everything together, growing to have a great influence on each other. Marion began to spend more time at school, and Agnes became more and more unafraid. Incredibly, they would manage to make it through their childhood and teens without ever falling out, as children usually do.

 

 

Now, years later, as they lay on the floor holding hands, they wore each other’s friendship like a second skin. They lay there breathless and smiling, looking up at the dress.

“You’re going to go through with it, aren’t you? You’re determined to wear that dress,” Marion said.

“Uh-huh,” Agnes confirmed.

“You’re a stubborn bitch, do you know that?” Marion half sat as she said this.

“Not stubborn, Marion, I just know what’s right, and this is right. It’s a stupid rule made by stupid people,” Agnes said, stubbornly.

“Made by the Pope,” Marion exclaimed.

“Well, so what? What would he know about marriage anyway? If you don’t play the game, don’t make the rules. That’s what I say!” And they both laughed again.

Agnes’ rebellious stand was typical of her. She did not lick it from the ground, it was in her genes. It stretched back before she was born to a time when making a stand for what you thought was “right” could cost you your life.




CHAPTER TWO

Dublin February 23, 1921

Constance Parker-Willis would not recall it for a long time, but her initial encounter with Bosco Reddin had been a traumatic one.

The Parker-Willis family had been casting iron in Dublin since 1801. Constance’s father, Geoffrey Parker-Willis, had inherited the foundry from his grandfather, when his own father, an officer in the Light Brigade, had been killed in the Boer War. Always a successful business, the foundry really boomed for Geoffrey with the coming of the Great War, when output and profits soared. War had been good to Geoffrey. He married Julia Cornwell, a timid woman who bore him four daughters.

By 1921, Constance, the eldest of these girls, and nearly twenty-five years of age, was the only Parker-Willis girl who actually worked. Constance had taken a great interest in the foundry from early, and with no son to follow him and two of Constance’s three younger sisters married off, with the third about to be, Geoffrey decided to allow Constance to work in the accounting room of the foundry. Constance loved working there. The noise and the heat, the constant explosions of molten droplets hopping across the foundry floor, and the clanking of machinery, were so far removed from the boring world of high society in which her three sisters mixed as to be music to Constance’s ears. The foundry was situated on Misery Hill, on Dublin’s south docks. The foundry cannot take credit for the street  name; rather, it was named Misery Hill in the seventeenth century, when the area was a leper colony.

That cold February day in 1921, Constance had been working in the foundry and was just closing up the accounting rooms for the day when she heard what she thought might be gunfire. The sound of it seemed to be coming from the far side of the river Liffey. The north side.

 

 

The one-legged man was spitting at the Tans as they dragged him from the small terraced house. The officer in charge of these bedraggled British militiamen was drunk. He screamed at the soldiers: “Hit the old beggar a few thumps, that’ll quieten the Fenian bastard.” They did, across the mouth, and with such force that the old man’s top and bottom lips burst simultaneously. For a moment the man lay quiet on the cobbles.

“Toss him in the truck,” barked the officer. Two of the soldiers bent and turned the body of the old man over.

“He’s dead, sir,” one of them pronounced.

“Like fuck I am,” the dead man screeched and covered the soldier with now scarlet spit.

“You fucking rebel bastard,” screamed the Tan. He began to beat the old man with the butt of his rifle. Two more soldiers now tried to drag the old man toward the rear of the truck; all the while the first one kept beating on him. In the back of the truck some other soldiers were laughing and jeering at the beater.

“Hey, Corporal Oliver, having trouble with the prisoner? Lucky he ain’t got two legs, he’d be downright dangerous,” one called, and the others gave a bawdy laugh.

“Piss off, you wankers,” Oliver called back, and now beat harder on the old man.

The boy seemed to come from out of nowhere. One moment the soldiers had a clear way to the back of the truck, the next there was a young black-haired tan-skinned boy standing in front of them. The boy, Bosco Reddin, although just fourteen years old, was big enough to look eighteen. Bosco held a claw hammer in his right hand and a short, pointed saddler’s knife in his left. Before the first soldier had a chance to make out the hammer in the boy’s hand, it as buried in the man’s forehead. The soldier collapsed straight down. The second soldier dropped the old man and opened his mouth to scream while scrambling with his rifle. Too late. The swing of the hammer came in an arc and caught him in the temple. His left eye burst and he began to topple over. Before the second soldier had hit the ground, Corporal Oliver had the wooden butt of a saddler’s knife sticking from his throat and blood pouring from his mouth. The boy bent over the old man.

“Daddy? I’m here, Daddy, can you hear me?” He sobbed. The old man opened his eyes. He touched the boy on the cheek.

“Run, Bosco. Run, son,” were the old man’s only words.

All of this happened in seconds. Soldiers were now pouring from the back of the truck. Rifles were cocked, and they jostled each other to get the space to extend their Brownings into a firing position. Young Bosco Reddin rolled under the truck. The soldiers now fell over themselves trying to get to the other side. But Bosco rolled just halfway, then came out the side he had entered and ran. It took a couple of seconds before the soldiers realized that Bosco was no longer under the truck.

“There he is!” called one, pointing down the street.

Bosco was running hard down the street toward the red brick wall that made his street a dead end. The wall was just six feet high, and Bosco had been vaulting it since he turned twelve years of age, two years ago. The wall was thirty yards from Bosco when the first  volley of shots ricocheted well to his left side and behind him. Bosco knew they would adjust their aim to the right, so instinctively he darted to his left. He was correct. The next volley spat pieces of stone up on his right, but now the shots were abreast and ahead of him. Just ten yards to go. Bang, the next salvo came, and one bullet passed so close to Bosco’s ear that he heard it actually  crack as it broke the air. The soldiers were shooting at will, and the officer was screaming at them. Bullets were whizzing in all directions. Windows were being shattered, even roof tiles were being damaged by errant ricochets. Bosco’s focus now narrowed to a single point. The red brick wall. From behind broken windows and in half-opened doorways he could hear the cries of encouragement from his neighbors.

“Run, Bosco. Run, son.” A woman’s voice.

Amazingly, he passed one very old man who was standing outside his front door propped up by a well-used hawthorn walking stick. Bullets were pinging all about the old codger, but he was impervious to them. As Bosco came abreast of the man he waved his stick.

“Don’t let the bastards get you, lad. Run, Bosco, run.”

Bosco ran. He reached the red brick wall. In one swift, smooth move he sprang from the ground, threw his hands to the top of the wall, and pulled his body up. Just as he was clear of the top of the wall, Bosco saw some splinters of red brick shoot up, and he felt a sting in his thigh. He was hit. Bosco’s body smashed to the ground on the far side of the wall like a sack of potatoes and began to roll down the slight hill toward the road. More numb than in pain, Bosco got to his feet and began to carry on down the street, dragging his now useless leg behind him. Halfway down Cunningham Street, Bosco took a right. He was now into the maze of back-street lanes that were like a second home to him. Blood was streaming from his right leg and trailing along the street, but here in the alleys of the Jarro, Bosco knew he would be safe.

Back on Bosco’s street, the army truck pulled away, loaded with soldiers, and leaving Bosco’s father lying in the middle of the street. There was no point in arresting the old one-legged man now. He was dead.

 

 

The siren above the iron foundry was screaming, and a gush of steam was spouting from its whistle. Day’s end. Constance turned the big key that locked the door bearing the legend “Accounts Office.” She checked the handle and, satisfied it was secure, she began to make her way across the cobbled yard. Along her way to the exit, numerous members of her father’s staff tipped their caps and wished her “Good night, miss.” She returned the greeting, using the first name of each and every person, without smiling. It was not from any sense of aloofness that Constance did not smile; rather, it was a sense of self-consciousness. Her teeth. Constance was an attractive woman, to a point: dark-red hair and pale skin with green eyes. She could turn a man’s head all right, so long as she did not smile. If God’s blessing on Constance was that she be born to a comfortable home, then his curse was that he had given her the most ludicrous collection of teeth imaginable. They grew in every direction except straight and were quite large. When Constance Parker-Willis smiled it was like looking at a badly kept graveyard. So, happy or not, Constance smiled as little as possible. She left her father’s foundry by the small gate on the western side, into Frowns Street. She buttoned up her coat, tied her headscarf, and pulled on her gloves. There was an icy chill in the air, and her breath was steamy in the early evening. She stuffed her hands into her pockets and began to make her way toward the City Centre, where she would catch the number-six tram home to Kingstown. She saw the body immediately as she turned into Windmill Lane. At first, from a distance, she thought he was a wino, lying drunk against the lamppost. The  closer she got, the more apparent it became that this was a young boy. A dead or very badly injured young boy, for the pool in which he sat was blood, and not urine, as she had first thought. He was half propped up, and his chin was on his chest. She stooped over the boy and looked about for assistance. The street was empty. Constance knelt beside the boy and lifted his head. The handsome face of the boy took her breath away for a moment.

“Boy, wake up, boy.” She spoke gently as she drew the raven-black hair from his face. She took off one glove and felt his neck for a pulse. It was there, but only just. She saw the rip in the right leg of the boy’s pants and could see that this was where the blood was coming from. Laying the boy down, she tore open the pants leg, exposing the wound. Constance then removed her headscarf and made a tourniquet, pulling it tight around the leg. She now went back to trying to revive the boy.

“Boy, wake up, boy.” She slapped his face. His eyelids began to move. “Come on, son, wake up.” Slowly the boy began to come to. Constance heard men’s voices at the end of the street. She drew a deep breath to call out.

“Help,” she screamed.

There were four of them, all workers from the foundry. They stopped in their tracks.

“You there,” Constance cried out, “help me here.”

“Miss Parker-Willis? Is that you, ma’am?” one of the men called.

“Yes, Thomas.” She recognized him too. The men came toward her. She looked down at the boy. He was awake, his dark eyes were looking into her face. She was so relieved to see him show signs of life.

“It’s all right, boy, help is here.” She smiled at the boy. His lips began to move.

“What the fuck have you got in your mouth, missus?” the boy asked before passing out again. The men had now arrived. They immediately recognized the boy as “Hoppy” Reddin’s son. They also  knew a gunshot wound when they saw one; this boy needed a safe house.

Constance began ordering them: “You take his head. You there, cover him with your coat. I’ll go for a doctor.”

One of the men—Thomas, the man she had first recognized—held her arm. “Hold it, miss. We’ll take him to a doctor, don’t you worry about that,” he said calmly.

“But he’s been attacked. We should get the police,” Constance insisted.

“You don’t want to do that now, miss. You leave it to us.” By now two of the men had lifted the boy and were walking away with him. Constance went to follow them. Again she was restrained by Thomas.

“Listen, miss, you done good. Probably saved the boy’s life. Leave the rest to us. You go on home.” Thomas smiled at her. He relaxed his grip and made after the other men, who were now rounding the corner at the top of the lane. Thomas turned.

“Miss. It would probably be best for everybody, including your good self, if you forget you ever seen this.” He winked. In seconds Thomas was gone. Constance stood for a few moments, more than a bit confused. She never told anyone about that night, but she could not forget it. Ever.
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