Extract 1: The Letter from England

I have this habit of looking through keyholes. It has more than once saved me from unpleasant tasks and untimely entrances. I had just crept down from upstairs, and was standing in the freezing hall before the closed door of our kitchen, listening to the hectoring voice of Aunt Madeleine running in counterpoint to my mother. Upstairs I had been engaged in a hangover, propped up in bed and contemplating the cobwebs on my darkening ceiling on this gloomy November’s afternoon, when the more-than-usual hectic banging of pots and pans roused me from my reverie and forced me to investigate.
Ireland in the early seventies - despite the enlightened few, superstition, fear and quackery still ruled. Aunt Madeleine was part of it. She could not be ignored. For as far back as I could recall she had been a black cloud hanging over me, pelting down good advice on me - for my own good, a higher calling. It had once been suggested that I might become a priest if dealt with firmly enough. In some weird way Aunt Madeleine held us all in her power - an endless fund of never-to-be-expiated gratitude. She had yielded up everything, her life almost, to save the family her wayward sister had been frivolous enough to bring into existence. A proposed husband of her own had been ditched, a career in a convent. She was more religious than my mother and twice as dangerous. An aura of aborted energy - a smouldering, directionless blaze - flew about her, an odour of beeswaxed corridors and cloisters now forever to remain unvisited and untenanted. Her manic efforts at altruism, her barely-concealed explosive self-abnegation, revolted me.
Once in a fit of rage she had dragged me with her to the daily devotions of a women’s religious retreat. Every evening for a week I had knelt on a cold cobblestone floor and listened to sermons on chastity and conjugal fidelity, surrounded by unsmiling women in tweed overcoats. The memory has since become confused with tantalizing dreams of seamed tights and black nuns with stiletto heels. The Aunt was a perpetual reminder of forbidden fruit and lost Paradise. Presently, she was pestering the priests about a job for me when I left university. I sank to my keyhole. Madeleine was poised over the seated figure of my mother – long, gaunt and eerily beautiful – the very antithesis of my mother, who was older, dumpier and dowdier. One ring-bedecked talon gripped the back of my mother's chair. In the vanishing light from the street, my mother was turning and twisting an envelope in her hand which probably contained a bill.
"Nonsense! It doesn't mean she wants to come over to visit us," Madeleine said in her soprano’s high-pitched voice.
I immediately guessed they were talking about Mrs Weatherem, my father's former landlady. My father had spent twenty years in England before coming home to work in a biscuit factory, and Mrs Weatherem periodically notified him of her continuing existence by sending him Christmas cards and postcards showing him places like Brighton and Bournemouth where she'd been on holidays. These flowery arrivals caused flurries of panic in my mother. She seemed to fear that Mrs Weatherem might take it upon herself to come over uninvited and inspect the premises, perhaps even comparing it unfavourably with her own digs and confirming my father's oft-repeated belief that he had never had it so good as when he was with Mrs Weatherem. Mrs Weatherem had got him his cocoa before he went to bed, the pea soup when the weather was cold, the hot water bottle when it was freezing. One got the impression she might have even fetched his slippers and waited around dog-like for him to put them on when he came home from the building site.
A flick of the postcard and a squint at its contents was usually enough to re-assure my mother that Mrs Weatherem was not about to break in upon her, but in this case that comfort was denied her as the letter was sealed. It was the first sealed letter I remembered coming from Mrs Weatherem, and my mother was itching to get at its contents. A woman of less stern principle would have steamed open the letter like any good, proverbial, rural Irish postmistress. 
My mother refused to be intimidated by Madeleine's tone of disdain for her worries. With a rustle of corsets, she twisted her square bulky frame to look up at her and said in a stubborn, offended, uncomprehending voice. "Why would she write him a letter now? She never bothered before. Before it was only the cards and those red poppy things she sent him on their National Liberation Day of the Dead."
"The traditional Commemoration Day of the Dead of the Two World Wars," Madeleine corrected her with fussy exactitude. "I wish you'd remember these things Mary. It's important to know the correct names for solemn occasions so as not to trivialise them." On principle Madeleine had a respect for all religions. Even if they were wrong, it was better than no religion. She thawed out a little and swooped to pluck the letter from my mother's hand. "I never could understand it myself," she said, frowning at the letter. "He was so anti-British in other ways."
True, I reflected. My father had a habit of being contrary for the sake of it. When in England he was quite likely to be a republican, and when in Ireland a monarchist. 
Madeleine held the letter aloft to the light. My mother fiddled desultorily with a fork on the table and said dolefully, "There was more to those poppies than met the eye. It was a sign between them. Paddy was fascinated by England. There's no other way to account for the love and hate he had for it." 
Having failed to get anywhere with her deciphering of the letter, Madeleine cast it down on the table and said irritably to my mother, "Oh Mary, this is all rubbish in your head! Just because some doting old landlady is kind enough to remember Paddy!" 
"He never settled down properly after he came home," my mother droned on. "He missed it whatever he said about it. There was something there that kept him all those years. He could have come home in the sixties if he wanted to. There was work enough here for him then."
With an eloquent click of her high heels Madeleine marched over the linoleum floor to the back window overlooking the garden. The curtains were in a heap on the floor. They must have been putting up new ones before I came down. She took a curtain rail and tried to reach up to fit it into its slots but it refused to go in. "The ends are rusted away," she said with a tut-tut inspection of the rail. "I'll have to get a new one from my own place and bring it over after tea." 
Madeleine's 'own place' was a single-storey terraced house on the other side of town, but from the amount of time she spent with us you could be forgiven for thinking she was a permanent resident. There was a period when she had lived here full-time when I was a child and my mother was sick in hospital with an unspecified complaint. This was the time we had to be eternally grateful for. She got sick herself sometimes when the religious mania was particularly bad, so I didn't see why we had to be especially grateful to her. She was continually bringing stuff over to us from her house - screwdrivers, curtain rails, wires, pillow cases, discarded mats, unwanted rugs.
She donned her plastic raincoat in a series of jerky impatient movements. The raincoat was black to go with the costume underneath. She looked more benignly at my mother. "Don't fret about it Mary. If old Weatherem is dotty enough to admire the few good points he has, you should be grateful for it." 
She clattered down the hall and went out, leaving the usual riddle and a strong odour of Eau de Cologne behind her. 
At the table my mother scrutinised the letter from Mrs Weatherem in an attitude of pained incredulity. In heavy slow motion she went to the mantelpiece and put the envelope behind a large china dog so it was nearly out of sight. This seemed a good move if her idea was to prevent my father from finding it. It was a silly place to put it if she wanted to learn what was in it. Perhaps she didn't know herself what she wanted. 
I waited in the chilly hall until she had switched on the light and was poking half-heartedly at the grub on the cooker, before I made my entrance and tried to look invisible. Avoiding her eye, I made to insert myself behind the table. It was jammed against the wall and I had to go around her to get to the other side.
"What kept you?" she said. 
"You mean last night?" I asked innocently, and then seeing she wasn't smiling, "I was at a party. I was delayed. I had no lectures today." 
She said nothing. She shook her head and turned to the cooker, and still without a word began to fiddle with her pans and tinker with her pots. Her back was more menacing than her front. 
At last she spoke. "Sit down!" 
I did so gladly, suspecting the worst was over. Her wrath would not descend upon me this night. I was safe and could eat my carrots in peace. Very nice too. Especially the soup, into which she had thrown some boiled onions from the back of the garden, which my father had planted last summer during his summer holidays. My father was always planting things during holidays. Or nailing things, or cutting things and then nailing them, and sometimes painting them as well. Cutting, nailing, painting, chopping, planting - he was a do-it-yourself-man in everything except spirituality and morality. Like I said, he worked in a biscuit factory, but on his days off he used to do these other things. He was a firm believer in the Devil. 'The Devil,' he used to say to myself and my mother, 'finds work for idle hands.' 'Yes,' my mother would reply. 'And hard work never killed anyone.' By this time both of them would be looking at me, as if expecting me to come out with some wisdom of my own. But how could I, and I only eighteen, still going to university and knowing very little about either hard work or the Devil? 
"Could I have some more soup please?"
Which pleased her mightily and caused her to smile quietly to herself. She was very simple in some ways. 
My father and brother came into the kitchen through the back path, blue-grey from cold and in a great bustle about how bad it was outside the door. They disrobed in a minor whirlwind, showering off frost and stamping their size nines and saying 'ah' in a long-drawn out way. 
My father was what would have been called in the blunter days of yore 'a pull-through for a rifle'. He was very tall and very skinny. To me he had always been the same age, a wiry grey-faced fifty or sixty. He was balding and didn't bother any more to conceal the patch. With his tall frame, thin angular features, high hawked nose and white hair he could have been described as patrician, but to me he was merely primordial. He had a lump that throbbed on his forehead whenever he got excited, which was very often. On good days, he put me in mind of an unfathomable self-contradictory relic of a bygone age, squinting sullenly into his paper - on bad ones, a cantankerous prickly time-bomb. 
"By God, it's one cold bugger outside!" he said, spinning his duffel coat into the cupboard from where my mother would have to retrieve it to hang it up. 
"As bad as Birmingham Pop?" inquired my brother Niallie, whipping off the anorak and sending it into the cupboard after the duffel coat. 
"About fifty percent as bad Niallie. You'd need to stick on another forty before you got down to the arctic conditions we had then." He saw the curtain-less window. 
"What’s this! It's insulation we need woman, not a force ten lifting us off our seats."
"Ah poppycock! Fresh air never hurt anyone." My mother set soup plates briskly on the table. 
"It mightn't kill you, but it sure as hell would put a raw nose on you the size of a mango when you get too much of it. Riding along there on your bike at five o'clock on the way to the factory, you get enough of it to keep you going for the week without more of it waiting for you at home in the evening." 
"It was five in England, Paddy,” my mother said tersely. “Here it’s seven. Lots of men do it.”
"Lots of men," said my father across the kitchen to Niallie, who was nodding at him in sympathy. "What do I care about lots of men! If lots of men go jumping over a cliff, will I go jumping after them! I make up me own mind, always have. Even when they were all cheering the Queen on her birthday - and even Mrs Weatherem was working up a head of steam about it - I stayed upstairs in me room and read The Irish Independent." 
"Was that in front of Buckingham Palace, Pop - the cheering?" asked Niallie. He had taken a chair before the range. 
"What me! Before that glorified Town Hall! It was downstairs on the telly. But that's not the point." He raised a pedagogic finger. "It's this lots of men of your mother's that I don't go along with. You have to hang onto your individuality - struggle for it if necessary in the teeth of a mass heathen culture with every trick of propaganda and brain-washing at it's disposal. And the queues going into those factories in the mornings! You should see it Niallie, even here in the biscuit factory - lines of faceless men on bicycles - and the more uppity ones like robots in their cars - remind you of an assembly line of morons. Good God, it's unbelievable! Good morning to the foreman. Don overalls. Clock in. Pack some biscuits. Clock out for lunch. Clock back in. Pack some more bloody biscuits. Clock out, go home, put up with a draught while I'm trying to forget about it. I don't know why I put up with such treatment. Why do I spend my time working for McGrath?" 
McGrath was the factory foreman and I doubted very much if he owned the factory. For my father he represented all that was bad in business and industry. 
​
Extract 2: Terry Meehan

There was a tinkle at the front door bell. I ran out. It was Terry Meehan, one of my college friends, a mature student of twenty six who had returned to study arts from a secure career in a library in England. A figure of controversy in a cloud of uncertainty, Terry was an enigma to the town and anathema to my father - although Aunt Madeleine had declared him a gentleman. In fact, he was gay and I was having some difficulty with this. 
He acted as big brother, mentor, and man-of-the-world to me. Whenever his wispy, fair, five-foot-four figure appeared on my doorstep, copious drinking and long rambling metaphysical conversations far into the night usually followed. He entertained me with everything from Plato to Merleau-Ponty, and from the Kama Sutra to the latest American methods in sex therapy. He wore cravats and colberts, and he dazzled his hair back with gel or flashed it forward like a sissy, and he sported a cane if he felt like it. I regarded him as truly civilized. 
He glanced in at me from the obscurity of the now-darkened street, a tiny bright leprechaun, one hand thrust delicately into the breast pocket of his jacket in a dapper emulation of Napoleon, while the other one held an outrageously-coloured felt hat in position against a lively north-westerly wind. I should have dashed back in to get my coat and go for the drink we had arranged. Instead a perverse desire to show him off took possession of me, and I steered him into the kitchen where my father and brother were waiting with poised forks. 
My mother offered him a cup of tea.
"No thank you Mrs Barton, I've had my supper. I'm replete." 
"Replete!" muttered my father.
Niallie waded in cheerfully. "How's the psychology going?" 
In a moment of unguarded frankness Terry had foolishly unveiled his aspirations in psychological science and English Literature. For a second I hated Niallie, this twit with the totally unwanted insights into adult maturity. In a clarity that was way too late, I began to realise the full extent of my error in inviting Terry in. The assault - when it began - would be total, the insults limitless, the repetition of cliches inexorable. 
But Terry seemed oblivious. He just lounged and relaxed in the chair. 
`Maybe Terry would like to look at the news,` my mother intervened. She switched on the television. A Japanese businessman in a heavy overcoat lit up the kitchen. The reception was bad and he appeared to be standing in a blizzard outside a bicycle plant in Donegal. ´How were things in Donegal?´ was the gist of the interview. 
My father and brother were listening, as though it was absolutely riveting.
The next item came on. We were in a studio somewhere in England, and the leader of a subversive organisation was being questioned by a BBC reporter. It wasn't completely clear which side of the political fence the subversive leader was from - bomb-planting Provos or kidnapping Loyalists. Another newsman beeped into the silence, this time about a young man who had been tarred and feathered in Belfast and then beaten to death with hurley sticks. The details were revolting, and there was no doubt who was to blame. Finally, in a semblance of objectivity, an RTE reporter materialised to give a horrible account of allegations of prisoners being stripped and beaten in Castlereagh Detention Centre. 
My father and brother were casting sharp eager interrogations at each other, looking for the best angle of attack. 
Whatever it would be, they were itching for it now, they were boiling over with lust to get at him. 
My mother was tense at the sink, a wooden stirring-spoon in her hand.
If I wanted to spare him, I should grab my coat and get him out of here as fast as I could. 
                                                                *
​
From the hall came the clunk of the front door followed by the clink of high heels, as Aunt Madeline arrived back, complete with the replacement curtain rail.
"It's her," Niallie said to my father. 
"All we need," muttered my father. "Medusa, the Fates, the Eternal Virgin of the Avenging Cross!" 
Madeleine was now blocking the kitchen door, frost dripping from her raincoat, the long, awkward, cardboard-wrapped tube of the rail under one arm.
"Somebody invoking my name again?" Clearly she had heard him.
My father turned beetroot red. 
My father backed away from the table, creating a no-man´s land between him and the rest of us. Madeleine started to unbutton the glittering raincoat. With her huge, black, haunted eyes, she looked like a witch. Or a shiny, glistening, dripping-wet, feral cat that had leapt into our midst, savage and unexpected in the middle of a storm. 
"Anyone who knows you would never dream of associating you with crosses, avenging or otherwise," said Terry suavely. He sprung to his feet to help her take off the coat. He gushed good will and solicitude at her, and to my astonishment Madeleine reciprocated in kind with tight smiles and curt nods of approval. 
"He'd charm the birds off the trees," she said to my mother, as she jiggled her arms free of the sleeves and allowed him to take the coat to the rack on the back of the door. 
Terry drew up a chair next to her. Incredibly, they were beaming at each other. Madeleine's mask of powder and haughtiness had dropped to show the pleasant good-looking woman she might have become if she had managed to get enough ordinary terrestrial love and affection. Terry's small refined features were without their customary restrained air of ironic superiority. They positively glowed at each other. 
How could this be? What was the relationship? You heard of it sometimes with women like Madeleine - they were so over-whelmed by the unexpected dose of male softness and kindness, that they didn't look any deeper. Was it admiration, empathy, a collective ganging up against the world of normal heterosexuals and chauvinists ranged against them? Or was it worse, more sinister, something akin to my own ratbag of emotions for her? 
Their paths could hardly have crossed. Terry was a rationalist, a sharp-edged hedonist. Madeleine was a mess. Madeleine went in for charismatics and bouts of evangelicalism. Terry buried himself in books and sex therapy. Worlds apart. 
"Sublimity would be more in your line Madeleine - a serene propensity to the subtler shades of human sensibility - of what in most people is the remotest of echoings, is in you a strong and steady flame of transcendence." 
Transcendence! That was the clue. Of late Terry's scepticism had wilted. He had started to talk of love and surrender and devotion as values he might not automatically consign to the trash can. His eyes had glazed over once or twice. He had mentioned Cosmic Consciousness and the upward thrust to the Higher Man which appeared to bypass the more cumbersome existential blunderings and gropings of ordinary men like myself. He was in danger of becoming a bore. I had thought he was becoming sentimental, losing his sharp edges with age and deterioration, but it was worse - he was becoming religious. Somehow Terry had got to Madeleine or Madeleine had got to Terry, and they were doping each other out on Cosmic Goo. Hints, that Terry had dropped of occasionally seeing Madeleine, came back to me. I had assumed it was casually on the street or suchlike, but perhaps it wasn't. Maybe they met more often, regularly and deliberately? 
I was disgusted. Terry too seemed to be vanishing into the general pit of God mumbo-jumbo that was the fate of all my family. 
"Seriously though, Madeleine," said Terry - and his serious-ness was now a sore grievance to me - "if everyone could adopt your equanimity, the world would be a better place. When did you last lose your temper? When did you last utter a harsh word to anyone?" 
Last week, I thought, when I had last refused to go to confession. 
"Since I saw the possibility of another Way," said Madeleine with maddening angelic beatitude. 
"But before that you were a Christian too - not that I go along with all that self-crucifixion stuff. But it did answer your desire for Cosmic Re-integration, it did respond to the Francis of Assisi side of your nature." 
My brother and father were engaged in hectic eye communication. "Was he the one who talked to the birds?" Niallie asked innocently. "Do birds have souls?"
Terry took him in earnest. "They have propensities to souls. They have embryonic souls. They have at least the beginnings, however dim, of a longing for ecstasy. Listen to their singing!" 
By now I had a bellyful of this nonsense. "You're going too far there Terry," I cut in with determination. "You're making a distinction between coarse natures and fine natures which is logically insupportable and morally objectionable. You're implying that some people are almost by definition non-spiritual, while other beings, even birds, can fly off into Heaven without even trying." 
"But there is a natural tendency in people's natures Jeremy," Terry said. "There are people who tend upwards and people who tend downwards. The Angels and the Neanderthals." 
​
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