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Walter’s Journey Through the Rain



WALTER WHEELED HIS HOT, ticking motorbike up and down the muddy lane, breathing with the rhythm of a small, determined engine. Fists of breath hovered and then opened over each taken-step. He would soon be within sight of his beloved’s house. In the far distance, Sunday parked over the village like an old mute who hid his face in the hanging thick of clouds. The afternoon had seen heavy rain and the fields were soft.

Tired and wet, lovesick Walter thought of the Sunday town streets, hymns and hot dinners, the starch and hiss of ironing; shoes polished and set down before the fire so that each shoe held a flame in its black belly; dogs barking at back doors. Early stars.

He stopped and held his motorbike still. He listened for the sounds of the faraway town. At first he could hear only his own hard breathing. Then a bus growling up the hill; the creaking of trees; and then in the distance—seagulls screaming from the cliffs.

There were scabs of mud on the black fuel tank of Walter’s motorbike. Leaves and sticks had caught in the spokes and marked the stages of his journey in their own language. Light had not yet drained from the world, yet the moon was already out and cast a skeletal spell upon the bare branches of trees.

The road sloped downward for several hundred yards. In the distance, cows perched on steep pasture and barked solemnly out to sea. Walter imagined their black eyes full of wordless questions. What were they capable of understanding? The cold country of water that lay beyond the cliffs? Did they feel the stillness of a Sunday?

Walter removed the basket of eggs from the milk crate strapped to the back of his seat. Then he lay the machine down on its side. A handlebar end disappeared into a puddle.

It was the highest point in the county. Looking west, Walter knew from the few books in his uncle’s caravan that America lay beyond. He exhaled and imagined how night—like a rolling wave—would carry his breath across the sea to New York. He imagined a complete stranger breathing the air that filled his own body.

Walter removed a glove and rubbed his face. The dirt beneath his fingernails was black with oil. Walter pictured his mother back at home, sitting by the fire with Walter’s baby brother in her arms—wondering what her son was doing out in the drizzle. His father would be out of his wheelchair and up on the roof of the caravan, whistling and hammering new panels above the sink where the leak was.

“This country is nothing but rain and songs,” his father once said in his Romany accent.

A young Walter had asked if that was good.

“Ay, it’s grand, Walter—because every song is a shadow to the memory it follows around, and rain touches a city all at once with its thousand small hands.”

Walter loved The Smiths. In the caravan last week, as his mother sat him down for a haircut, Walter showed her a picture of Morrissey.

“Who in the world is that skinny fella?” she’d said.

“Can you cut my hair like that—can you do it, Ma?”

“Why would you want it all on one side?”

Walter shrugged. “It’s what I want,” he said.

“All right—if that’s what you want.”

“Thanks, Ma.”

“He’s a pop singer, is he?”

Walter sighed. “He’s a little bit more than that, Ma.” Then Walter thought, How could any sane woman turn me down if I looked like one of The Smiths—which in his Romany Irish accent sounded like “The Smits.”

 



One night, long ago, Walter’s father sang his own song to seduce a woman he’d just met. She listened with her hands in the sink. She fell in love holding a dinner plate. It was not how she’d pictured it.

Then several years later, he metered softly a different song to baby Walter as rain beat down upon the roof of the wind-rocked caravan.




















The Gypsies on the Hill



WALTER’S FAMILY HAD LIVED outside the village of Wicklow on the east coast of Ireland for Walter’s whole life. Unlike the rest of his Romany family, Walter’s had stayed in one place, and contrary to Rom custom, Walter was encouraged to attend the local school and mingle with the people of the village.

Everyone in the village knew who Walter was, and they knew why his family lived on the hill a mile or so outside town.

In 1943, Walter’s two sets of grandparents escaped Hitler’s murderous dream and came to Ireland. In the early 1960s, at a Rom festival in the south of Ireland, Walter’s mother and father met in a sloping field. It was quite dark, but they could see each other’s faces. The evening was chilly. She was barefoot. Walter’s father asked one of her brothers where they were from. Then later on, he offered her some cake to eat. She took it from his hands and put it straight into her mouth without chewing. They both laughed. Later on she hears a knock on the caravan door. Her brother is reading. She is barefoot at the sink with her sleeves rolled up. Her brother knows who it is. He opens the door and goes out to smoke. The man is holding a guitar. Finally it’s happening, and she holds her breath.

Two nights later, they ran away. Then, as was the custom, their families met and laughed and argued in equal amounts. Within a week, bride price was set and Walter’s parents (then in their teens) returned home.

Walter’s young mother and father journeyed to Wicklow immediately after the ceremony, even though everyone joked about how they’d already taken their honeymoon.

“It’s such a fine, wild, and desolate country,” Walter’s father said to his bride in the car on the drive. He was still quite nervous because she was a quiet girl. He spread a blanket across her knees. She shivered—though it wasn’t cold.

Her camp was near Belfast, while his camp was always moving, mostly around Dublin.

Both families made a living from selling used cars, car parts, and scrap metal, sharpening knives, and laying tarmac. The women told fortunes—a craft developed and perfected over centuries and based on the idea that all humans want the same thing: love and acceptance.

After passing through the village, the young couple parked on a hill and began to pitch a marital tent in a field overlooking the sea. The tent was orange, and its sides were hung over cool hollow poles that fit inside one another.

Once it was up, they lay inside under a thick blanket and told stories without trying. Outside the tent, clouds blew across the field and out to sea.

A rabbit hopped up to the tent, then ran back into the hedgerow.



After they were together, her body trembled. She pressed herself against him. He listened to the sounds of night and of the sea wrapping its cold arms around the thick rocks; the white froth of saltwater; a chorus of popping barnacles.

 



In the morning, Walter’s father cooked a breakfast with food they’d brought—food that wasn’t polluted by non-Romany shadows.

As half a dozen sausages thopped and spat, turning brown on one side, Walter’s mother heard a tiny splash. She was washing her face beside the hedge. The water was mouse gray. She turned and looked back at the tent; its tangerine orange sides billowed in the wind against the hard green of the hedgerow. She continued washing. It was such a windy day.

Then Walter’s father heard something—a feeble scream in the distance. He looked up from his sausages and saw two specks on the cliff several hundred yards away. He dropped his fork in the grass and ran. Two children stood at the edge beside an empty stroller. The older child was heaving violently and looking down at the water.

Then the young child started to scream.

At least a hundred feet down in the sea, something bobbed.



The water was dark green.

Walter’s father kicked off his boots and then jumped.

When he hit the water, several bones in his right foot split.

His wife saw him disappear. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound emerged.

 



Everyone thought they were dead because there was simply no trace of either of them. The police launched a boat. Not even a sock or a small shoe. Not a trace.

Walter’s mother was taken to the children’s house by the police and given tea, which normally she wouldn’t have been able to drink because of Romany custom.

The mother of the children sat very close to Walter’s mother. Eventually they held hands.

The children sat at their feet.

They were still and their faces were empty.

More family trickled in through the thick farm door. People screamed and then talked quietly. An unmarried uncle sobbed into his hand. Then two women of the family approached the Gypsy in the chair. They touched her shoulders, knees, and then held on tight because it was too late—too late for anything except blind, gentle, wordless touching.

Then the sound of breaking glass upstairs.



Men’s voices.

The sound of something heavy hitting the floor.

Time unraveling without notice.

 



Then suddenly—a miracle.

 



Almost midnight and the police are pounding on the door.

Lights go on.

People in chairs come to life.

The fire is a dark blood orange.

More screaming, but a different kind as a man and small girl are helped from the back of a police car.

The man is dark-skinned. A Romany. The child clings to him.

They are wrapped in thick blankets. They both have messy hair. The child is too afraid to take her eyes off the Gypsy who jumped off a cliff to save her. His face has never been so still. He’s not fully convinced they’re alive. Not until he sees his wife will he believe it’s not a dream—a fantasy prelude to the life beyond death.

The mother loses a shoe as she runs for the frightened bundle of child. The child reaches out, then once buried in the familiar bosom explodes with tears and shrieks.

Walter’s mother slaps her husband across the face, then kisses it all over.



More headlights turn into the driveway.

The rattle of teacups from the kitchen.

Joy fills the house.

Men grab the hair on one another’s heads.

Screaming and jumping.

The sound of breaking glass.

Singing.

The Gypsy and the girl were found together walking up the cliff road toward town. They had been swept several miles from the spot where the child had fallen in. The outgoing tide had pulled them away from the rocks.

His arms were raw, burning.

His black eyes blazed with the fury of staying alive.

Soaked clothes weighing them down.

Finally man and child dumped upon a shallow sand-bar, then carried up the beach on the spreading foam of a breaker.

Walter’s father had lost all sense of time. Perhaps years had passed. Perhaps they were the only two people alive on earth. Perhaps they would live together from now on. Such thoughts entered his mind as he watched the child cough and cough and cough.

Walter’s father removed all her clothes and tucked her frigid body under his clothes so that only her head stuck out. As her body sucked the heat from his, she quieted and fell asleep.



She was not dead, he knew that. He could feel her breathing. He could feel her life attached to his.

Finally a car in the distance. Walter’s father signaled weakly.

“Fuck off, Gypo,” the driver shouted through his window.

More walking.

Then an old farmer with a wagonful of sheep.

He had been in the war and recognized immediately that desolate look of the figure in his headlights.

The farmer saw that the man walking up the dark road was soaked through. Then he noticed a second head. He pulled to the side of the road and hurried them into his wagon, freeing several sheep to make room. Then he drove back to his house without stopping to close the gate.

His wife found blankets. Sugar lumps dropped liberally into china cups.

The farmer watched the fire and wondered if they might stay.

It wasn’t until Walter had stopped shivering that he told the farmer how the little girl wasn’t his—that he’d simply found her beneath the surface in the swirling black, in the cold, their arms like vines destined to forever entangle.

The farmer looked very serious.

His wife telephoned the police from the hall phone.

The next day, as Walter’s father and mother were packing up their orange tent, several old Land Rovers turned in to the field through an open gate. Then several more cars. Even a police car. Walter’s mother helped her husband stand. His leg was bandaged. The pain was like fifty wasps trapped inside his foot.

A large group of people walked toward them, headed by the children from the cliff and their parents. They stopped walking several yards off and the little girl’s father approached Walter’s father. He stood opposite and extended his hand. When Walter’s father went to shake it, the young man simply leaned forward and hugged him. Several people in the group started clapping. The policeman removed his hat. Women made the sign of the cross upon their anoraks.

The man handed Walter’s father an envelope.

“For what you done, Gypsy,” the man growled. His cheeks glistened.

Walter’s father looked at the envelope.

“It’s a letter from me to you, and a deed. We’re giving you this here land we stand on.”

Walter’s father had been warned about getting mixed up in the affairs of non-Romanies.

“Take it,” the man insisted. “Mary, Mother of Jesus, take it, man.”

Walter looked up at the sky and exhaled.

What would his family say if he started deal-making with non-Romanies.



Then the father broke down. Two men stepped forward and propped him up.

Then the sister of the saved child ran over to Walter’s father and took his dark hand.

“We don’t care that you’re Gypsies,” she said.

Walter’s mother stood by her husband.

“You can bring your whole family here if you like,” the girl continued. “We can all be together—it’ll be like heaven.”

 



And so the orange tent was never taken down. Instead, the camp was built around it, and they became known as the “Gypsies on the Hill.”

 



And when the father of the saved girl decided to move his family to the safety of Dublin a year later, he made a sign in his metal shop and erected it on the cliff one windy afternoon.

It read:



On this spot in 1963,




An Irish Gypsy jumped off the cliff




To save my daughter.








About the time the sign went up, Walter was conceived.




















The Canadian Orphan



WALTER LOOKED AT HIS motorcycle on its side in the puddle. He imagined firing up the engine and riding at full pelt toward her house. In the distance waves crashed against the point: the foam, the black rocks—two equally determined forces. Walter felt such forces alive within himself. He thought of his father’s daring rescue before he was born.

Walter was headed for the very same farmhouse his mother had been taken to after her husband tossed his body off the cliff into the sea.

After the saved child’s family moved to Dublin, a middle-aged man moved in and began to farm the area around his cottage. Now, strangely, it was the home of Walter’s beloved. The orphan from Canada.

Walter lifted his bike off its side and continued toward her house. Only a mile or so to go.

He wondered if he might even find out her name—that would be a brilliant start, he thought. He imagined riding his bike off a cliff and screaming her name in midair.

Walter was riding his motorbike the first time he saw her in the village. He veered off the road and almost hit an old woman.

“Dear God in heaven,” he muttered to himself as his eyes followed her from shop to shop. “What a beauty, mother of Jesus.” The old woman glared at him and waved her stick.

Walter assumed the girl was an American tourist, one of the many who would appear (usually in late summer) with their children and announce themselves in the pub as descendants of so-and-so.

Walter watched her stroll through the village quietly, lingering at shop windows. Then he smoked and pretended not to watch her wait for the N36 bus, which deposited its passengers about the northern part of the countryside every time it pulled to the side of the road.

Walter considered following the bus into the country, but his bike was so noisy it might irritate her, and there was the fear that the bus might end up going faster than he could.

Walter resolved to discover who she was and where she lived from the people in the shops, who between them knew everything that was happening within a twenty-mile radius.

At the newsagent, Walter asked for a pack of twenty Players cigarettes and casually mentioned that he’d seen a stranger in the village—a girl walking alone like a single cloud in the sky—but then his breath shallowed suddenly and he was unable to continue talking.

“You should really think about cutting down,” the newsagent said, holding up the cigarettes. “You’re only a lad to be smoking so much; look at you, Walter—you can barely breathe.”



Before Walter left the shop, the newsagent suddenly remembered what Walter had said and called out.

“Ay, the girl you’re talking about, Walter. She’s been in, nice girl she is, and very tall, and a bit too old for you, me boy, if you know what I mean—a little too experienced.” Then he laughed to himself. Walter shrugged and felt his blood turn cold with embarrassment.

“I’m actually getting on in years,” Walter exclaimed.

Just as he was about to step outside, he heard the newsagent add, “And very sad what happened to her and her sister.”

Walter poked his head back around the door.

“What’s that you say?”

“Very sad, Walter—what happened to her ma and dad.”

Walter stepped inside the shop again. It was brighter this time. He reached for a pint of milk and took it up to the counter.

“I bet you didn’t know she’s Canadian.”

“Canadian? That’s nice,” Walter said, pretending not to care.

“And she arrived in Ireland with her sister sometime last month. Popsy met them at the airport—”

“How does Popsy know them?” Walter asked.

“I heard it was the first time Popsy had been to an airport, and he asked the Aer Lingus girl where exactly on the runway did the people come out.”



The newsagent cackled.

“What a daft bugger he is, eh?” the newsagent said.

Walter rolled his eyes.

“So what happened to her family?” Walter said, taking his change and tucking the milk into his jacket.

“Well, me boy—they all perished in a fiery car crash outside Toronto.”

“In Canada?”

“Ay. Now all that’s left of the family is the tall girl that you saw, her young sister—who’s the spitting image of her—and daft old Popsy.”

The newsagent sniggered.

“That man’s lived alone his entire life—and now he’s got two girls to take care of. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph—what next?”

“Ay, it’s strange, it is,” Walter said.

“But something tells me he’ll do all right,” the newsagent admitted in a gesture that was particularly Irish—to cajole, mock, embarrass as a prelude to love.

“How’s your da?”

“He’s fine,” Walter said.

“Still in the wheelchair?”

“Ay—but it’s grand how he gets around.”

“Ay—they don’t make ’em like your da anymore. Give him my regards.”

“Ay, I will,” Walter promised.



Walter slipped from the bright shop and stepped out into the dusk. His motorcycle headlamp was on and cast a web of yellow light across the black concrete.

Walter had never talked directly with Popsy but knew who he was. The man had never married. He lived alone in an isolated farmhouse on the cliffs. He was occasionally seen in the pub—generally in the summer—talking amiably in his soft voice and telling his dog to lie down. Walter didn’t know his real name but knew he was a master carpenter. Walter’s father had once said that what Popsy did with wood made it stronger than steel.

Walter continued in the rain along the wet farm road with his basket of eggs in the back. A bird dipped alongside him and glided forward, landing on the road ahead to gulp down a worm.

 



When Walter was seven, he learned to swim on the incoming tide, watched vigilantly by his uncle, who’d come to live at their camp when Walter was a baby. His uncle had wanted to marry a non-Romany girl from Sethlow, but she eventually left him for an Englishman who worked on an oil rig. However, Uncle Ivan didn’t seem particularly upset when the girl one day turned up with her new boyfriend at the camp in a brown Rover. In fact, Uncle Ivan had laughed and shaken the new boyfriend’s hand vigorously.



Walter (now that he was older) believed the real reason that Uncle Ivan came to live with them was because of Walter’s father’s accident, which left him partially paralyzed. Walter’s father could feel his legs and stand on them (with great pain), but he was unable to walk—or to work. Uncle Ivan had the sort of energy that enabled him to do two men’s work in half the time. And he was also a celebrity. Uncle Ivan was the only Gypsy (and Irishman) in history to win a gold medal at the Olympics.




















The Trampolining Gypsy



UNCLE IVAN HAD ONCE lived in the caravan that now belonged to Walter. Upon the walls, newspaper clippings the color of salt and pepper displayed the impossible: a white figure flying through the air.

As a child, Walter liked to stand very still in front of each clip and study the expressions on his uncle’s face. In the grainy prints, Uncle Ivan always wore a white under-shirt with a number on it, white shorts tied at the front, thin black socks, and black Brogues.

Walter remembered his own bony white body stretching out in the cold water as he learned to swim. His uncle would call out strokes from the beach. Sometimes waxy slabs of seaweed hung in the water. Walter didn’t like it. He imagined other things lurking at the bottom. One autumn day while swimming, Walter was bitten on the thigh by a conger eel. At first it felt like something was scratching him—maybe a dumb jellyfish washed in from deep water—then Walter looked down and saw a black head and an impossibly thick body writhing about his legs. Walter remembers his uncle’s shirt tied around the wound. Watery blood running down his thigh, dripping off his big toe.

His uncle carried him a mile up the hill at a jog, and then the local doctor came. The doctor was from the north of Ireland and drove a Mercedes Estate. He looked at everyone from under his glasses. He balanced a mint imperial on his tongue during the examination. Several days in bed with the black-and-white television brought in from the living room, and anything he wants to eat, was the doctor’s advice.

His uncle sat faithfully at his bedside the whole time, smoking, feeding him sausages, and telling him what a man he was, to have been bitten by a conger and survive—it was unthinkable. Walter still had the scar; a white line, jagged but no longer raised.

Then Uncle Ivan would fry up a dozen pieces of black pudding and they’d eat in front of the television.

His uncle had loved cold weather and kept fit by running in singlet and shorts on mornings too cold even for school.




















Broken Eggs



THEN THE RAIN STOPPED.

The landscape stretched before Walter like in a painting—lines of dark green hedgerows, a cluster of bare trees, an ancient gate hung during harvest, dots of hill-sheep and then the fabric of sea.

The morning Walter found Uncle Ivan stiff in his bed, snow had blown in through an open window and covered his body. In his will, Uncle Ivan had left his caravan, the motorbike, and his Olympic gold medal to Walter.

Walter watched the thread of smoke rise up from his beloved’s farmhouse in the distance. The medal lay flat upon his chest, inside his shirt. He could feel the weight of it pulling on the back of his neck like an omen of hope and success.

The cake at Uncle Ivan’s funeral was in the shape of a trampoline. The baker had made a frame of drinking straws over the cake from which dangled a marzipan figure.

At the burial, someone read a newspaper story written about the deceased in 1972. The story was called “In Mid-Flight an Irish Gypsy Soars.”

Walter was almost at the farmhouse. He repeated the headline over and over to himself, with the voice the priest used when he read from the Old Testament in assembly.

“In mid-flight an Irish Gypsy soars.”

“In mid-flight an Irish Gypsy soars.”



Then Walter thought of his own headline.

“In love with a Canadian girl, a Romany hero soars.”

Walter’s leather jacket and trousers were heavy with water. He could feel the last few drops of rain bouncing off his helmet. He’d ridden twenty miles through plump green valleys. Sheep raised their curly heads to see him speed noisily by. The long lane down to the cold farmhouse was full of deep puddles, the moon in each puddle like a small white anchor, and the pale honey of windows in the distance.

Walter imagined her walking around the house, like a beautiful thought wandering around someone’s head.

Walter pushed his bike through the gate. He could sense her breathing beneath his, and he felt her hands reach out from the handlebars and curl around his black gloves. He imagined how she would throw aside the basket of eggs and by the time they smashed against the stone floor, she would be kissing him wetly on the lips. In the dark, he might look even more like Morrissey.

By wheeling his motorbike instead of riding it, Walter might have a chance to sit and watch her through the window before knocking on the door and asking her uncle Popsy, quite innocently, if he might want some of the eggs left over from the morning’s collection.

Walter had spent the early part of the day picking out the best eggs from the chicken hatch and reciting William Blake’s Songs of Innocence to the hens, which stared at him angrily, then clucked away in panic.

After laying each egg out by his caravan, Walter found an old toothbrush and filled a bucket with warm soapy water.

As Walter scrubbed the feathers and burnt yellow feces from the shell of each egg, he noticed that his mother, father, and baby brother were watching him through the low window of their caravan. Walter’s father was sitting in his wheelchair with the baby on his lap. His mother was standing up in her fluffy slippers. She knocked on the thin pane of glass with her knuckle.

“Walter, you cleaning the eggs now, is it?”

“Do you want a cup of tea?” his father shouted from his wheelchair. After reaching for something too heavy, he’d fallen the wrong way. He lay there for several hours wondering what his life would be like.

Birds filled the sky before anyone came. Then a coworker discovered him.

A doctor in Limerick believed that within ten years, they’d have the technology to fix him. He wasn’t paralyzed, they said—it was something to do with nerves. Everyone said it was the fall from the cliff—that his back had never been the same.

Walter liked to push his father along the road. The thin black tires glistened after rolling through thin puddles. Cars would slow down at the sight of them, and each face would stare blankly out.

The last time Walter had pushed his father to the new supermarket a couple of miles from the caravan, Walter noticed how the hair on his father’s head was very soft. On the way back from the supermarket after a lunch of doughnuts and strong, sweet tea, his father’s thinning crown made Walter want to cry; the vague idea that the seated figure before him—the king of dads, hunched in his chair—was not Walter’s father but his son or his brother; and that life was a lottery of souls.

Walter took his business with the eggs into his small caravan and continued his work earnestly. When each egg was so shiny that it balanced a smaller version of the caravan window upon its shell, Walter sat on his Honda 450, which he kept inside next to his bed (a very un-Romany thing to do), and smoked one of his Players cigarettes. He liked the way his motorcycle looked under the single hanging bulb.

The corners of the ceiling were softened by thick cobwebs. The caravan had once been Uncle Ivan’s. It now belonged to Walter, and Walter loved it, as he would love no other house for the rest of his life, no matter how grand or expensive or unique.

Walter was nine when Uncle Ivan decided he wanted electric lights.



Walter’s eggs sat in a line upon the table, touching one another so as not to roll away. The table had once supported the weight of his uncle’s elbows as he studied the lightbulb on that long-ago afternoon.

After hours of wiring and cursing, Uncle Ivan slowly screwed the bulb into its neat socket. Walter’s mother and father were summoned from their caravan. Ivan had wanted Walter to push the switch that would bring it to life, but in the end he was not allowed. Uncle Ivan was an Olympian, not an electrician, Walter’s mother had said.

They all cheered as the bulb suddenly glowed with the push of a button.

“What a miracle,” said his uncle. “It’s like there’s a slither of sun in there.”

“It’s about time you got the electric in your van, Ivan,” Walter’s mother had said.

The four of them sat under it for some time without a word until his mother finally said:

“Look at us sitting here like idiots.”

Uncle Ivan stood up and turned the switch on and off several times before they all went down to the pub for an early drink from glasses the barmaid was happy to keep away from the other glasses. You must understand that the Romany rituals of cleanliness are symbolic, not practical.

Walter wondered why he had thought of the lightbulb. And then he realized that his heart was also small and bright and hot. He would deliver the eggs that very afternoon, lest the bulb mysteriously flicker and die.

 



Walter turned around and saw his mother standing in the doorway.

“So who are the eggs for?”

“Nobody,” Walter said.

“A girl, is it?”

Walter nodded.

His mother kissed him on the cheek.

“Your dear father was the same way for me,” she said. “But he never polished me an egg a day in his life.”

She handed Walter a cup of tea.

“Just don’t start that thing up unless you’ve strapped your helmet on. I don’t know why you keep it in here—your Romany ancestors would turn in their graves.”

As she shuffled back past her small garden in her slippers, she stopped to unpeg several socks hanging on the line. Walter saw his oily handprints on the back of her blouse.

A few moments later, Walter heard laughing from their caravan.

Then Walter imagined his mother lying down with her husband and closing her eyes, the baby in a soft sleep in the back bed. Everything warm and dark. Raining again outside. The tapping of it against the window.



Then later, the baby quietly awake in his crib, playing with his feet and watching clouds move like gentle friends.

 



Walter leaned his bike against a tree and crept up to the kitchen window. He slowly lifted his head to see inside.

“Oh, my love, my love,” he gasped, and his gaze like a net reached over her.

Walter pressed himself against the cold stones of the house as close to the glass pane as he dared. In her outstretched hand was a half-eaten apple. The white flesh glistened. She chewed slowly, occasionally touching her hair.

Walter longed for something to happen—a fire, a flood, some biblical catastrophe that would afford him an opportunity to rush in and rescue her.

Her uncle tended the fire dispassionately, and then sat down again. They were watching a black-and-white television and not talking. With their eyes safely fixed upon the screen, Walter wiped the window with his sleeve, but the mist was on the inside.

His body went limp as he let his eyes explore the length of her body. Her legs were so long, they stretched out almost the length of the table. Her young sister was nowhere to be seen—perhaps in her bedroom playing with dolls, Walter mused. Walter imagined her talking to them, smoothing out their clothes with her small fingers and setting them down at a table of plastic plates and plastic food which she held to their lips encouragingly.

Then a gentle but powerful feeling took Walter, and the boy immediately understood the obsession of the portrait artists he’d read about in his uncle’s books; the troubadour poets and their sad buckled horses; the despairing souls who rowed silently at dusk in a heavy sea; the wanderers, the lost, those dying blooms who’d fallen away.

Walter’s young mind reeled at the power of his first feeling of love. He would have walked to America if she had promised to meet him there.

From where had these feelings come? Walter thought. For he had not swallowed anything created by her body; neither had there been any physical contact, not even the brushing of sleeves in a crowded market. So these feelings for her—like fires lit in various parts of his body—must always have been within him, waiting to be lit.

And then Walter thought of something else. Could it be that first love was the only true love? And that after those first fires had been doused or burned out, men and women chose whom they would love based on worldly needs, and then reenacted the rituals and feelings of that first pure experience—nursed the flames that once burned of their own accord….

Walter declared in his thoughts that his virginity was spiritual and that he had already lost it to someone he was yet to meet. The physical act, should it ever occur, would be nothing more than blind and fumbling reassurance that man’s mortality could be celebrated with the division of spirit through flesh.

Walter wondered what else he was capable of—what other emotions, talents, even crimes might suddenly erupt under certain conditions.

He remembered all those mornings as a child out in the field beside his caravan, watching storms move across the fields below. Eyes glued to the sky until a fork of lightning hit the earth; wind ripping trees from soggy riverbanks; an early morning blizzard like pillows ripped open. Walter suddenly felt that such things were part of his very being. And that for his entire life, the countryside he’d grown up in was a form of self-portrait.

And with his mind churning experience to understanding like milk into butter, Walter thought of Adam and Eve, the inevitable fall—their mouths stuffed with apple; their lips dripping with the sweet juice of it; the knowledge that life was the fleeting beauty of opposites, that human existence was the result of conflict, of physical and spiritual forces trapped within a dying vessel.

Every change in his behavior started making sense to him.

The days after seeing her, Walter took long rides on the roads he imagined she might be out walking. He dreamed of stopping to offer her a lift.



Walter would ride for miles and miles, as far as he could on a full tank—through the wind and pelting rain which lashed his face. Then he’d find a petrol station in the twilight and fill his tank while being watched suspiciously by the cashier from the bright kiosk that sold crisps, chocolate, Pot Noodle, magazines (dirty ones on the top shelf), birthday cards, cigarettes, maps, and black pudding.

The greatest hazard to riding a small motorcycle through the countryside of Ireland was the wildlife—sheep in particular, who when they spotted Walter rattling along would hurl themselves into the road.

 



The evening matured into night. Walter shivered. It had stopped raining, but his clothes were wet through. Standing at the window, he began to feel cold.

When she laughed at something on the television, Walter laughed too. There was a moment when she turned and peered through the glass, failing to notice the face of a boy upon the pane like an unfinished painting.

What he’d read in books was not right—man did not love with his heart but with his whole body. Every piece of him was involved somehow—he could feel her in his legs, in his fingers, the imagined weight of her shoulders upon his, her head upon his bare white chest. Walter knew he would die for her. And he thought of all the old songs he’d heard, the ancient ones from the days of horses, candles, and hunks of meats spitting on open fires. The songs composed for men at sea, the sweet high voices of girls imploring the Lord to bring home their loves. Walter imagined himself one of these men, called from the frosty woods to her cottage by singing, his horse nodding through the marsh, hands blistered from wet reins, breath in the cold like white fire.

Walter knelt and coughed into the patch of wet grass at his feet. Then he sat down knowing that on the other side of the wall was his eternal love. He could sense the weight of her body in the chair. He wanted to touch himself in the way Father McCarthy had forbidden all young boys to do in assembly—and he would have but for the sense that in some way it would have defiled his pure love for her.

His fingers dug into the soil as he imagined the vibration of her voice touch his body. He stiffened. His mouth hung open. And then he sprang back at the shock of seeing a figure standing a few yards from him.

“Mary, Mother of Jesus!”

“What are you doing out here?” a small, trembling voice said. It was a little girl. The younger sister, wearing an overcoat and orange Wellington boots that were too big for her. A plastic hairless doll hung down from one of her hands.

“Don’t you have a television at home?” she said.

“What? A television?”

“Is that your motorcycle by the tree?”

“My what?”



She turned and pointed.

“Oh, my motorcycle—yes, it’s mine.”

“Can you take us for a ride?” she asked.

“Us?” Walter said, suddenly hopeful. “Us?”

The girl held up her doll.

“Ay,” Walter said. “I’ll take you and your dolly for a ride.”

The girl’s eyes widened with excitement. She said something in her doll’s ear.

“But you have to tell me something first,” Walter said quietly.

“Okay.”

“Does your sister have a boyfriend in Canada?”

The girl looked back at his motorcycle.

“Are those eggs for us?”

“They might be—but first you have to tell me if your sister has a boyfriend.”

“A boyfriend?”

“Some awful, boring fellow who tried to impress your sister but who just ended up being a nuisance without even realizing she was beyond him in every way imaginable. Did you notice anyone like that at all?”

“I don’t think so,” she said, unsure as to whether it was the right answer. Then in a voice loud enough to be heard from inside, she said, “Are you in love with my sister—is that why you’ve brought us a basket of eggs?”



Walter felt the tingling of embarrassment.

“It’s more complicated than that, you know—you’re too young to understand.”

“Are you going to marry her?”

“Is that a serious question?” Walter said.

The girl nodded.

“Do you think she’d like me?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “I think she would.”

“Well, that’s a brilliant start,” Walter said with pure joy. “I’m Walter, by the way.”

“I’m Jane,” the girl said, with the embarrassment of all children when talking to someone older.

Walter didn’t care that he was speaking to a girl of eight or nine. Through the cold autumn night, he could hear the bells of the church casting their notes upon the village like seeds. He could see Father McCarthy’s serious face as they approached the altar. The Canadian orphan in white like the queen of swans, her eyes like tiny glaciers that held him, the church, the congregation, the whispering smoke of incense; old women’s heads in colored hats, bowing like yesterday’s flowers. He would wear his motorcycle jacket and Uncle Ivan’s Olympic medal.

“What should I do, Jane?”

“It’s a bit cold out here,” Jane said.

“Well, go on in,” Walter said. “You’ll catch your death.”

Then he regretted saying it as he remembered what had happened to her parents only several months ago.



“I’m sorry about your ma and dad.”

Jane set down her doll.

“Don’t worry, Jane—they’re up in heaven, and when you’ve had a long life and your own babies you can see them again, so don’t worry now, they’re not really dead, they’re just not here.”

Jane went back into the house with her doll.

Walter listened for the sound of the latch and considered for a moment that she might tell the uncle, and then he’d be discovered and would have to explain what he was doing.

He imagined her uncle coming out in black boots. His kind face quickly turning to scorn. Jane pointing at the hot, wet ball of boy in the thicket beneath the window. Then his beloved—ashamed and disgusted, surveying him from afar; a shawl over her shoulders like closed black wings.

What would he say? By the next Sunday, the entire village would think him a Peeping Tom.

But you can’t explain love, Walter thought to himself, and with the breathless ambition of youth, he believed, in his young heart, that those five words would be enough to shield him.

“You can’t explain love,” he said out loud. “That’s how it gets ruined.”

 



Without daring to look in again, Walter decided he had to go—but that he would allow himself to return. He would leave the eggs at the door with one of his gloves—then he’d have to return to pick it up. He’d started to rise when he heard the latch of the front door.

His heart rolled like a stone ball into his stomach.

“It’s just me,” Jane whispered. She handed Walter a lukewarm mug of tea.

“Jesus of Nazareth,” Walter said, gulping back the tea in gulps. “You’re a little star, Jane—but you bloody well gave me fright.”

Inside the house, Uncle Popsy searched in vain for the tea he thought he’d set on the hall table only moments ago.

When the mug was empty, Jane pointed past the cottage and into the night.

“We have to go down to the sea now,” she said, and Walter noticed that in one of her small hands were two red buckets, the kind children used to build sand castles.

“The sea? Why, Jane?” Walter asked.

“Because,” she said, “I’m not allowed to go by myself.”

“But you don’t know me.”

“Yes I do,” she said emphatically.

Walter sighed. “You want to go there now?”

Jane nodded.

“In the dark?” Walter said.

Jane nodded. “It has to be now,” she said, and pointed up at the moon.

“What about your uncle?”

“He’s watching TV with my sister,” Jane said. “Can we go on your motorcycle?”



“No.”

“Please?”

“Absolutely not.”

Jane stood and looked at him. She lifted her doll up to Walter’s face, so they were at eye level.

“Please,” the doll said without moving its mouth. “Don’t be boring.”

“Jesus, Jane—it’s too feckin’ loud.”

Jane looked at her feet. Her bottom lip protruded slightly from the rest of her mouth.

“All right,” Walter said. “But if we go, we go on foot.”

Jane clapped her hands and said something to her doll.

“C’mon then,” Walter said. “Are you sure you’re warm enough?”

But Jane was already five paces ahead, her small body buckling with the flood of desire and the breathlessness of grief.

The journey would not be an easy one, for the path down to the sea was treacherous; they would have to hold hands for part of the way, stepping with more courage than faith.




















Jane



SHE SAT ON A red towel, looking out to sea. People laden with bags and beach chairs passing slowly across the surface of her Wayfarers. It would soon be time to go home.

The sand beneath her towel had molded to the shape of her body. She glanced down at her legs. They were not as she would have liked them to be, but for her age, she felt she was still attractive. In the deli below her apartment, the Spanish men sometimes flirted with her if they weren’t too busy. At the office, she realized that the young girls—the assistants and the interns—probably looked at her as being old. She didn’t feel old. Although her feet ached sometimes. Her enthusiasm for life had turned to appreciation for life. And she could feel life getting quieter. Her life getting quieter, like the end of a party where only a few people remain at long messy tables, staring at their glasses, at the absent chairs, and at each other.

It was the end of summer and families were migrating back to New York from East Hampton. The lines in the cafés were shorter, and it was no longer difficult to park on Main Street.

In the distance, Jane’s teenage daughters sat at the water’s edge discussing boys and the secret things known only to siblings.



Jane had been close to her own sister.

They looked very much alike.

And while Jane’s accent became unmistakably Irish, her sister had never lost her Canadian twang. They both had blond hair and would take turns twisting braids for one another in the garden on summer days, as their uncle Popsy picked lettuce and whistled.

Jane’s daughters were close too.

They were both at the Waldorf School and always ate lunch together. Jane could sense how the world was opening up to her children. The telephone in the kitchen rang all the time now, and their doorman had got to know several boys quite well. Jane approved only of the ones who were nervous when they met her.

Her daughters’ lives were very bright; everything felt for the first time.

The roots of her own life had found deep soil—holding her in place. Jane felt the strength and poise to give her children a safe and stable shelter. A place to rest when they sat at the kitchen table and said things that made them cry.

Her children meant everything to her.

The shelter of a mother’s love was something that Jane thought of very often, for her own parents had lost their lives in a car accident when she was very little. Then her older sister died of cancer in London two years ago. Jane’s husband experienced a breakdown at the funeral and was taken to a hospital in Kings Cross. He had been very fond of her sister.

In Jane’s opinion, her sister had never been able to get over the death of their parents, as though a part of her had died too on that long-ago morning when charred debris lay scattered across the freeway outside Toronto.

The first car to come along saw several small fires: Something completely wrong. No trace of people. It was an image Jane conjured daily. Age is a plow that unearths the true nature of things. But only after the moment has passed and we are powerless to change anything, are we granted wisdom. As though we are living backward.

Jane knew her daughters must learn this for themselves, and so there was only one piece of advice Jane wanted to pass on to her girls.

She watched them at the water’s edge.

Laughter.

Seagulls swooping down in their endless pursuit of scraps.

The billowing sail of a faraway boat holding the last of the day like a nugget of gold.

 



One day, Jane thought, this moment will be a long time ago.

 





For Jane knew that wisdom means knowing when to give everything, knowing exactly the right time to give everything and admit you’ve done it and not look back. Loving is the path to eternal life, Jane thought, not worship, as she was taught in Ireland.

And she sensed that everyone she had ever touched—whether deeply over years or for only a brief moment in a crowded elevator—might somehow be the whole story of her life.

 



Jane wiped her eyes and noticed a small child standing at the edge of her blanket with a red bucket.

The girl had lovely eyes. Her belly lunged forward. Her red bucket was full of water. Jane reached out to the girl, but she turned and ran away.

Above her, the sky held on to a few clouds. They hung far out at sea—watching the lives of people who’d gathered at the edge of land.

The red bucket reminded Jane of Walter, calling to her as she reached the edge of the field long ago in Ireland. And then his large, rough hand, which although she didn’t know it then, was a young hand.

The beach was dark, and the sand had been packed hard by the outgoing tide. Rain lingered; like something said but not forgotten.



Walter ran to the water’s edge, and Jane remembered a moment of panic when he disappeared from her sight—but then he was upon her again. He had found shells and he unloaded them into her small arms.

She told him about her mother and father, and he listened and kissed her once on the forehead, telling her that they would never truly leave her behind—that people, like little fish, are sometimes caught in the cups of rocks as the tide sweeps in and out.

Jane wondered what he meant; whether it was she or her parents who were trapped.

“And should you ever feel too lonely, Jane,” Walter said as they carried the moon home in buckets, “listen for the roar of the sea—for in it are all those who’ve been and all those who are to come.”

 



Jane remembered his words during the long nights in the cottage where she would spend the next fifteen years.

Some nights, she believed that if she listened hard enough, she might hear the voice of her mother and father calling to her from wherever they were.

Some mornings, the moment before she opened her eyes, she had forgotten they were gone; then like all those left behind in the world, Jane would have to begin again. For, despite the accumulation of experience, one must always be ready to begin again, until it’s someone else’s turn to begin without us, and we are completely free from the pain of love, from the pain of attachment—the price we pay to be involved.

 



As the sun dropped lazily in the sky, Jane stood and removed her sunglasses. She brushed the sand from her legs. Her eyes were swollen with crying. She stepped across the warm beach down to the water where her daughters were huddled.

When they saw her coming, they made a space and she sat between them—excited and afraid to tell them how the very best and the very worst of life will come from their ability to love strangers.

And they would think she was talking about Dad, about Walter, who grew up in a Gypsy caravan on a cliff, and who every Christmas without fail gives their mother a dozen eggs which he cleans in the sink on Christmas Eve, while they—his two daughters—talk to their friends on the phone, help string the tree with tinsel, or stare out the window at fading shadows, at the happy sadness of yesterday, the promise of tomorrow.
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