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            Introduction

         

         One rainy afternoon just before St Patrick’s Day, my husband and I walked from our current home in Whitechapel to see an exhibition at London City Hall. As we took turns pushing the baby’s buggy and trailing our three-year-old on his scooter, we slipped into the grooves of a conversation we often have these days, about where we might live, if and when our accumulated drift of London years is no longer sustainable. We talked about the sunshine in Sydney, where one of my sisters is; of my cousins in Canada. My parents considered emigrating before I was born; the ghost of my imagined Canadian self flickered in and out of vision. We talked about Europe – Andalucia or Tuscany or Berlin – and I pointed out that whilst the children and I would be okay, with our Irish passports, my English husband would need to rely on spousal rights after Brexit. And we talked about Belfast, of course, a conversation we’ve been having with varying degrees of intensity for years.

         My phone in my pocket was abuzz with a stream of banter from my family WhatsApp group about the imminent Ireland rugby match and the Grand Slam and the Triple Crown; a separate, far more sombre conversation with my mum was about the ongoing trial of the Ulster rugby players accused of rape. I wondered aloud about the Ireland we’d be moving to, if we ever did move back (or, from my husband and children’s point of view, move). Meanwhile, our children sing Bengali nursery rhymes and celebrate Eid, and even without ever setting foot in Ireland, their own children will be automatically eligible for Irish citizenship by dint of mine, one quarter of their grandparental make-up. One eighth, if you take into account the fact that my mum was born in England; though set against this is the fact that Belfast is the place she chose to come to, and that, besides, her own family once hailed from Cork.

         I often wonder how Irish my Cockney-born children will feel, or feel entitled to be. My son at two, solemnly watching the progress of the construction site opposite our flat and admonishing his visiting Grampy: ‘It’s not tar, it’s taow-ah.’ My daughter with her anglicised Irish name. The tug of my complicated relationship with the place I’m from, its eddies and swirls and undertows, cross-currents.

         
            *

         

         The exhibition, called I Am Irish and curated by Lorraine Maher, is a series of portraits by the Jamaican-born photographer Tracey Anderson, celebrating mixed-race Irish people aged from one to seventy-five. It intends to address, the accompanying literature says, the lack of representation of the Black Irish experience, and to question the concept of Irishness. For Maher, growing up in Carrick-on-Suir in Tipperary in the sixties and seventies, there wasn’t anyone else around who looked like her. For the best part of her life, she explains, she didn’t know that there were any other mixed-race Irish people. She grew up with folk constantly questioning her Irishness and casting doubt on whether she belonged.

         As I moved from portrait to portrait, the patronymics – Power, Fitzpatrick, Behan, Griffin, Ní Eochaidh, Costello, Kelly, Walsh, McGowan, Keogh – were a roll-call of Irishness. A middle-aged woman was standing in front of one of them, crying. I thought about how far Ireland has come in my lifetime and how far it has to go.

         
            *

         

         What makes a writer Irish? is the question that has enervated and energised me for the whole of my writing life.

         I was born and grew up on the island of Ireland, yet never called myself ‘Irish’ until I’d left.

         I sit at my desk in London, yet still find myself calling Belfast ‘here’.

         I hold both UK and Irish passports and neither of them tells the full story; I feel apologetic and fraudulent to varying degrees, depending on who I’m with, or where I’m going, whichever one I use.

         Who is more Irish: a writer born in Ireland who moves and stays away, or a writer born elsewhere who chooses to come – and there’s that ‘here’ again. A writer born in what is technically Ireland, in the ‘island of’ sense, but who chooses to identify with ‘the mainland’? A writer born outside of Ireland to parents who keep it alive through songs, St Patrick’s Day and waking up in the wee hours to watch the rugby? A writer born in Ireland to parents from elsewhere, who constantly has to answer the deathly question, ‘No, but where are you really from?’

         
            *

         

         All of this was to the forefront of my mind as I put together this anthology, the latest in the series begun by David Marcus. Ireland is going through a golden age of writing: that has never been more apparent. I wanted to capture something of the energy of this explosion, in all its variousness. The crime writing that’s come from the North, the closest we’ve had to a way of questioning and dealing with the past. The new strain of magical realism coming through. Young Adult fiction, where some of the thorniest questions about feminism and bodily autonomy are being addressed. The new modernism, with its linguistic pyrotechnics and emotional urgency. Writers at the height of their powers turning the full beam of their attention to subjects that have long been unspoken or dismissed or taboo, with a ferocity and unsentimentality that’s breathtaking. Writers who are truly the inheritors of Bowen and Trevor and O’Faolain, telling twenty-first-century stories with effortless elegance and grace.

         I wanted to look, too, at where the new ways of Irish writing might take us. The fresh narratives, perspectives and multiplicities that are coming from immigration to a place so long and persistently defined by emigration. The brilliance of the voices we have can blind us to those we’re missing. I would love to read, in future iterations of this anthology, stories by Polish-Irish, Syrian-Irish, Traveller voices. Stories about the Venezuelan friends my parents met through Duolingo who came to Belfast after having to leave Caracas at short notice and in peril. Of my son’s friend’s grandmother, who came to Belfast in the fifties from what was then called British Guiana. We are all the lesser for not having these stories in our common cultural experience, and I hope we’re at the verge of such new voices beginning to come through, or at last to be heard.

         
            *

         

         After much deliberation, I took as my starting point the Good Friday Agreement, deciding to focus on writers who’ve begun to publish since then. Recently celebrated and newly imperilled, the Good Friday Agreement changed everything for my generation. Suddenly, psychologically, we were free to experiment with and to embrace pluralities – contradictory ways of being. The milestones in contemporary Irish literature come thick and fast from then. The founding of the Stinging Fly magazine and its publication of Kevin Barry’s There Are Little Kingdoms, the influence of which cannot be overstated. The #WakingTheFeminists movement, which asked, loudly, where our women’s voices were, on the national stages and in the national tapestry. The work by historians such as Catherine Corless and activists such as Colm O’Gorman, bringing buried and hidden stories into the public domain, and keeping them there. The more recent publications of Sinéad Gleeson’s beautiful and important The Long Gaze Back and The Glass Shore, both published by another formidable small press, New Island. This pair of sister anthologies redefined the Irish writing landscape, restored neglected women writers to the canon, and led to more conversations about whose stories are missing not just from the pantheon, but from our quotidian lives.

         All of the stories in this anthology are new, commissioned especially. It will be of no surprise to anyone who knows me that the balance is two-thirds female, one-third Northern. Two-thirds born in Ireland, two-thirds currently resident. The youngest writers are in their twenties, but it’s not just youth which is new: some of the best writers represented here are in their forties, fifties and sixties and only just beginning to publish.

         This anthology, and many of its individual stories, ask, again and again, questions about contemporary Irishness which, like those I ask on a personal level, cannot be answered, only further complicated. But I hope that most of all it is a celebration – in the words of Louis MacNeice, words which are the closest I have to an article of faith – of ‘the drunkenness of things being various’.

         
            *

         

         Lucy Caldwell, 2018     

      

   


   
      
         
            How I fell in love with the well-documented life of Alexander Whelan

            Yan Ge

         

         By the time Alex Whelan became part of my life he had already died. However, it was not until much later that I became aware of this fact.

         I met Alex at a meeting of the Foreign Movies No Subtitles (FMNS) group. The date was 2 March. The movie was An Autumn Afternoon. The meet-up place was Eoin (the organiser)’s studio off Meath Street. And the fee was 8 euro per person (with a glass of red/white wine).

         When I arrived the movie had already started. I stooped and sneaked in, taking a seat at the back. Alex was sitting right beside me but we didn’t talk for the duration of the whole movie. Only when it was over did he turn to me and ask for the time. I checked my phone and told him it was 9.15.

         ‘I like the song they sang at the end,’ he then said. ‘What do you think this movie is about?’ ‘It seemed the old man was about to die so he arranged a marriage for his daughter,’ I said. ‘I don’t think so,’ he disagreed. ‘I think he liked that hostess woman and the daughter decided to get married so her dad could find his own happiness.’

         ‘Wouldn’t that be too much of a twist?’ I frowned. 

         ‘It wasn’t straightforward anyway,’ he admitted. ‘But isn’t that what Japanese culture is about? The forbearance and the elusive love.’

         ‘I don’t know much about Japanese culture.’ I gave him a smile.

         ‘I’m Alex,’ he grinned.

         ‘Hello, Alex,’ I said.

         ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

         So I told him my name and briefly coached him on the pronunciation. Then he asked me what it meant. I in turn elaborated on my factually tedious name. To respond, he said it was unbelievably beautiful and I nodded humbly to accept yet another round of applause for my culture and my smartarsed ancestors.

         It was all cliché. We then talked about the weather (wet and changeable), the place he came from (Kilkenny) and how long it took to drive there from Dublin (an hour and a half), among other things.

         ‘How long have you been in Ireland?’ he asked me at a certain point.

         ‘Would you believe me if I told you I’m actually from Tipperary?’ I said.

         He laughed loudly. ‘You must be kidding me!’

         He checked his phone, saying he needed to head to Vicar Street to join the lads and he wondered if I had any plan.

         ‘I need to go home now,’ I said. ‘It’s too late.’

         ‘It’s not ten yet.’

         ‘Long way to Tipperary, you know,’ I said, and picked up my satchel bag.

         He wheezed. 

         ‘Add me on Facebook, will you?’ he asked me before I left. ‘The name is Alexander Whelan.’

         ‘Sure,’ I nodded and walked out of the door.

         
            *

         

         Apologies if I have challenged your attention span and I admit the dialogue above isn’t particularly interesting. However, I had to show it in full detail because it was the only time we spoke. I’ll go through the crucial part of the story very quickly now. What happened was:

         On my way back to the apartment I added Alex on Facebook and it was approximately 10.30 p.m.

         When I got home, my roommate was in her bedroom, having left some tortilla chips and hummus on the coffee table. So I sat down, had some food and lingered on Instagram for about an hour before I went to the bathroom to pee. It was almost 12 a.m.

         I had eaten too many tortilla chips and hummus to sleep. So I went back to my bedroom to work on my thesis/wait for the food to digest. I stared at the Word document for about twenty minutes and went to YouTube where I watched some old Chinese TV series for about three hours.

         Eventually I decided to get ready for bed. I went to the bathroom to wash up and got caught up by a test (Which Game of Thrones Character Are You?) and sat on the toilet for another thirty-five to forty-five minutes.

         Then I lay on my bed, browsing through my phone to allow my day to sink in. It was 4.47 a.m. when I got the notification from Facebook. Alexander Whelan accepted your friend request. Good man, I thought. I wanted to click into his page and maybe send a message but I was too tired so I put my phone down and fell asleep.

         The next day I woke up around noon. I was running around and doing whatnot for about five hours during which I routinely checked my phone every three to five minutes but there was no message from Alex.

         I decided to PM him when I was preparing dinner, heating up a Tesco soup and buttering two slices of brown bread. So I went to his Facebook page and that was when I saw the posts coming up on his wall. R.i.p. Alex. My heart was broken when I heard the news, one person posted. R.I.P. Bro. Have a good one on the other side, another one went. And many others.

         It was 6.10 p.m., 3 March. I learnt from his Facebook that Alex had died that morning. There was an accident and he was sent to St James’s Hospital and died there at 6.15 a.m.

         I almost dropped my phone into my carrot and coriander soup.

         
            *

         

         It wasn’t the first Cyberdeath I’d experienced. But this one also took place in real life. Or did it? I spent the whole evening questioning the authenticity of this news. Could it be a prank played by Alex and his friends?

         This was how I pictured the situation:

         
            Alex: So I just met this girl. She is kind of cute.

            Friend A: Oh yeah?

            Alex: She is Chinese. Actually I’m not sure. She said she’s from Tipp. But she looks Chinese and her name sounds Chinese.

            Friend A: Well, if it looks like a duck and swims like a duck …

            Alex: Hey! … Wait, she just added me on Facebook.

            Friend A: Cool. Show me her profile photo. 

            (Alex shows his friend my profile photo.)

            Friend A: Hmmm … I don’t know … You call this cute?

            (Alex checks my profile photo.)

            Alex: I don’t know … Maybe? Ah never mind.

            (Alex puts away his phone. They go drinking and then the gig is on so they enjoy the music until very late in the evening. Afterwards, they go to a friend’s apartment to smoke some hash. It is around five in the morning when everybody is stoned and Alex cries out.)

            Alex: Shite! I think I just accidently added her!

            Friend B: Who?

            Alex: This Chinese girl I met.

            Friend B: You were in China? China has good food.

            Friend C: The moon is coming to get us!

            Alex: Shit. Shit. I can’t undo this now. What do I do?

            Friend A: What are we gonna do? It’s the moon man! Moon

            man is murdering the moon!

            Friend B: Chill out. Watch me save your ass, loser!

            (B takes out his phone and types.)

            Friend B: Check your Facebook now, Alex.

            (Alex takes his phone out and checks his Facebook. He laughs out loud hysterically.)

            Friend A: What? Show us!

            (A grabs Alex’s phone and reads out: R.i.p. Alex. My heart was broken when I heard the news.)

            Friend A: Epic! Wait!

            (A takes out his phone and starts posting on Alex’s wall. Then friends C D E F join in.)

         

         The more I thought about it, the more it felt plausible. In this case, Alex would still be alive. He might be a dick but he would be alive.

         Here is the fundamental question: if you meet a guy who you sort of like and he turns out to be a dick, would you like him to remain, unapologetically, a dick and pretend he is dead, or would you prefer he is actually dead, but possibly a good guy?

         
            *

         

         It was not entirely rootless speculation. For the start, Alex had 1,257 Facebook friends. And just for the last month, he checked in at Vicar Street twice (10 and 17 Feb), Grogan’s three times (7, 8 and 20 Feb), The Lord Edward twice (5 and 22 Feb), The Long Hall three times (2, 14 and 25 Feb), and Bowes four times (I don’t even bother to recheck the dates).

         I understand you might say: But sure it’s February, where can he go if not the pub? But still. Plus, how would you feel if I told you that among the fourteen visits to local pubs, Alex was feeling crazy for seven of them, excited on five of these occasions. There were only two times where he was tagged so I wouldn’t be able to know how exactly he felt. But he certainly looked very well in the photos with his friends. And so did his friends.

         So would it be actually possible that he was a philanderer who played a prank on me via Facebook, because I was, according to Friend A, not cute?

         On the other hand, there were things that suggested a slightly different lifestyle. For instance, he had read 572 books on Goodreads, rated 493 of them (3.73 avg) and written 89 reviews. He volunteered for numerous (23) events at Insomnia Ireland, helping people who suffer from either coffee addiction or sleep deprivation. He was the guitarist of a band named Imaginary Bananas on Bandcamp, on which they uploaded three songs (‘How To Murder The Moon’, ‘Hippopotamus’ and ‘The Telly Is On’). He also hosted a tour on Airbnb, which was called Phoenix Park Walk: learn about Irish trees and shrubs. It charged 30 euro per person and had three five-star reviews.

         And so on and so forth.

         I slouched in front of my laptop, searching through all the online statistics of Alex Whelan. My roommate came over to knock on my door and she said: ‘Would you stop watching Chinese soap operas? Work on your thesis.’ ‘Did my mother tell you to say this?’ I asked her without turning back. ‘No!’ she exclaimed. ‘She is only concerned about you, you know?’

         ‘Relax. I am doing research for my thesis,’ I said, scrolling down Alex’s friends page.

         ‘I can see from here that’s Facebook!’ she bellowed and left.

         
            *

         

         Never mind the thesis. For now, I needed to get to the bottom of this. I needed to know what kind of a person was Alex Whelan, was he really dead, and if so did he add me on Facebook right before the time of his death?

         I looked into his 1,257 Facebook friends. There were 202 of them living in Dublin. So I clicked into the profiles of these 202 people and finally found a Micheál Hannigan who shared his timeline to the public.

         It seemed there would be a Black Books night at the Bernard Shaw on Friday evening and Micheál was going. So I went and got a visual on him after a few minutes of scanning the crowd.

         ‘Hi! Micheál!’ I approached and tapped him on the shoulder.

         He looked at me and was for a second visibly confused. ‘Hi?’ he said. 

         ‘I’m a friend of Alex,’ I said. ‘We met at Vicar Street a couple of weeks ago, remember?’ He was at Vicar Street with Alex on 10 February.

         ‘Oh!’ he nodded. ‘I remember now. Hello, how are you?’

         I relaxed and poised myself. ‘Good! I’m good, how are you?’ I asked.

         ‘Not bad. Not bad,’ he said.

         ‘So sorry about Alex. I couldn’t believe it!’ I sighed and shook my head.

         ‘I know! I was just thinking. Jesus!’ He rubbed his eyebrows.

         I wanted to proceed but he asked: ‘Sorry, can you remind me of your name again? I’m terrible with names.’

         ‘I’m Claire,’ I said.

         ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Claire?’

         ‘Claire Collins,’ I assured him.

         He seemed satisfied. If it came with a surname it must be real.

         And then we conversed. He’d had a very busy week programming, fixing a new application that was basically unfixable. ‘The QA keep sending it back to me! I said send it to the engineers but nobody listened. It just keeps coming back to me.’ My week wasn’t great either. After three nights of toil I sent in my thesis before the deadline only to find out that the professor was on strike. ‘Would it kill him to let us know the week before so I could save myself a full tin of coffee.’ Another cold wave was coming from Russia. There was an amazing sauna place on South William Street. ‘Speaking of which, isn’t it incredible, the emerging culinary scene in Dublin?’ From there we slid into the friction-free zone of food talk, where I went on autopilot for about fifteen minutes before I seized a window to terminate the conversation. 

         ‘It was so nice talking to you. But I really need to run now,’ I said. ‘And, if you don’t mind me asking, how did Alex … you know? I heard it was an accident. How did it happen?’

         ‘Oh, you didn’t hear? Right, they probably don’t want to advertise it … He killed himself. Cut his wrist in the bathroom. Can you believe it?’ he added, shaking his head.

         I went numb and I heard him asking: ‘So are we friends on Facebook yet? Add me if we’re not.’

         
            *

         

         I learnt this from my mother: if you want to ask something really important, leave it till the end. ‘Don’t just go in and ask. It’s impolite,’ she said. ‘You have to talk to people. You have to listen to them. You have to warm them up and show them you care. And then ask what you really want at the end of it. Ask casually.’

         My mother is the most capable woman I know. She is bright, hardworking and unbelievably adaptable. She raised me all by herself after my father passed away when I was small (eighteen months, she told me). In 2005, she met a divorcee on the internet and they soon fell in love. He came to China to visit her in the summer and proposed at the airport before he left. They got engaged and tied the knot in the spring of 2007. Afterwards, my mother sold our apartment and we moved to Ireland with her new husband, Eugene Collins.

         Mr and Mrs Collins still live happily in the picturesque town of Cahir, Co. Tipperary. She renamed herself Amy and introduced me as Claire. ‘Claire Collins.’ She tried to sell the name to me. ‘It sounds right, don’t you think?’

         ‘That is just not my name,’ I told her.

         ‘But it’ll be easier for everybody! Come on, Xiaohan. It’d be good for you!’ she said. 

         My mother has always known what is best for me. In the end, I embraced the name and learnt to take pleasure watching people’s faces change when I said I was Claire Collins. ‘Yes, that’s me. It’s a bit mixed up. Long story,’ I’d say. Overall, it was a great conversation starter and a delightful pastime.

         I didn’t do this when I met Alex, though. For some reason, I told him my real name and coached him on the pronunciation.

         ‘Sh-aw, H-ung,’ I remembered him saying.

         ‘That’s perfect!’ I laughed. I didn’t let him know that I couldn’t really remember the last time someone called me Xiaohan.

         
            *

         

         I took a taxi home after talking to Micheál Hannigan because I felt light-headed. My roommate and her boyfriend were watching TV in the sitting room. ‘Hi, Claire, how’s your evening so far?’ the boyfriend waved at me upon my entry. My roommate said: ‘Can you call Amy later? She said you haven’t called for a week.’

         ‘I’ll call her,’ I said, and closed my bedroom door.

         Alex posted this on 8 November 2016:

         
            Things we take for granted: A pint of Guinness. Packed and pre-washed spinach. Eight bananas from Costa Rica for one fifty. Sparkling water. Electric sockets. Toilet paper in public bathrooms. Short stories of Franz Kafka. Free streaming music. Google Maps. 4G data. Facebook friends. Being white. European Union. A Democratic president of the United States. Solidarity. Globalisation. Rationalism. Freedom. Life.

         

         It got 210 likes and three comments. 

         Sitting on my bed, I read it about ten times, whispering the words through my lips, as if they were a spell.

         I wanted to respond with something meaningful under the post. I tried and failed.

         So I liked it.

         211 likes.

         I didn’t think I’d have been moved by Alex’s post if he hadn’t been dead. Death was a titanic LOMO lens, through which every word and paragraph, every line of code and every algorithm looked solemn and prophetic.

         In the early morning of 3 March, after watching the Japanese movie An Autumn Afternoon (without subtitles), after a few drinks at Vicar Street, and after accepting my friend request, Alexander Whelan sentenced himself to death.

         What he left behind was this post, which was written right after the American presidential election, along with other posts about news he heard, books he read and music he enjoyed. There were also emojis, photos, video clips, events; in fact, his whole Facebook account, his Instagram, Twitter, Pinterest, Snapchat, Tumblr, PayPal … an entire world.

         I believe I’ve made myself clear: this is a love story. This is a love story about boy meets girl. An Irish boy meets a Chinese girl in Dublin. They like each other instantly and decide to be friends on Facebook. It won’t be long before they actually start seeing each other but the boy is dead. Except that in this case he leaves behind an enormous and self-proliferating online archive with which the Chinese girl will find no problem falling in love.

         
            *

         

         This is what our first date is going to look like:

         
            We are meeting for Thursday lunch at Manning’s Bakery and Cafe on Thomas Street. Before I go, I check on TripAdvisor and learn most customers recommend their carrot cake.

            Me: I’ll have a slice of carrot cake, then. And a latte.

            The waitress: Good.

            (She repeats and writes down our orders and leaves.)

            Alex: So you’re having cake for lunch.

            Me: Why not? It’s Thursday.

            Alex: What’s special about Thursday?

            Me: Its lack of identity.

            (Alex wheezes.)

            Me: So what do you do?

            Alex: I work at Maniac & Anarchist Co.

            Me: That’s not a real company.

            Alex: This is what my Facebook says.

            Me: And what do you say?

            Alex: I say we should just trust my Facebook.

            (I laugh. The waitress arrives with our orders. She lays out the cutlery, the cups and the plates, and leaves. Alex takes a sip of his coffee. I cut a corner of my carrot cake with the fork.)

            Me: If I could just read and trust your online profiles, why would we need to meet in person? Is there anything you can tell me in the flesh that your Facebook can’t?

            (Alex thinks for a while.)

            Alex: Here’s the thing: how do you define knowing a person? If we have spent, say, a month together, we share the space, we eat, we drink, we watch TV and we have sex. But we don’t talk – we talk about basic stuff but we don’t have conversations. You don’t know what kind of music I like and dislike, which college I went to, who my favourite writer is, etc. But we spend tons of time together. Under this circumstance, can you say you know me? Or, you’ve read my Facebook and other online archives, and we can trust all of them, okay? And you’ve learnt all about me. I like The Cure and I hate Maroon Five. I went to UCD. My favourite writer is Kafka. You know all my thoughts and understand comprehensively what kind of a person I am but you have never actually spent much time with me – like, we just met really briefly. Then, can you say you know me? (I work on my carrot cake and finish it when Alex is talking. And I drink my coffee.)

            Me: You are speaking hypothetically. But this is the reality: we are sitting here at your most visited cafe and I want to know something directly from you. Is that okay?

            Alex: Shoot.

            Me: Tell me, why did you kill yourself? And why did you add me right before you did it? If I had sent you a message there right away, would it have made a difference?

            (Alex looks at me. And he smiles.)

            Alex: What do you think?

         

         Alex posted this a week before his death:

         
            I’m thinking about moving to a foreign country. I’m not talking about Canada, New Zealand, the UAE or Spain. I’m talking about REAL FOREIGN. Not any version of little Ireland. No bacon and cabbage, fish and chips or any comfort food for that matter. No English. What I want is to extract myself entirely from this life and to land in a brand new one, in which I have no language, no clue of any cultural context and can find no trace of my own kind. People on Facebook, any recommendations?

         

         Some suggested China. And one more cynical friend replied: North Korea?

         I knew exactly what he was talking about. It was precisely how I felt the first year I came to Ireland and studied at the language school. And then the second year. And then the third. And the fourth the fifth the sixth.

         ‘Claire,’ my roommate said, knocking on the door. ‘Stephen and I are going to Grogan’s to meet friends. You want to come? It should be fun.’

         So I went with them to Grogan’s. And there were their friends, sitting around two tables pulled together: beautiful blonde women in their shining jewellery, tall men and their scented hair gel.

         I was pointed to sit by a smallish guy with a friendly smile. ‘Alan,’ he introduced himself.

         ‘I’m Claire,’ I smiled back.

         ‘So how do you know Laura and Stephen?’ Alan asked me.

         ‘Laura and my mother are friends,’ I said.

         ‘Oh?’ He paused and took a look at Laura.

         ‘I was joking. I’m her stepsister.’

         ‘I thought so. I’ve heard about you before.’ He laughed with relief.

         Stephen brought me my beer. I took a deep gulp out of thirst.

         ‘So you’re from China,’ our conversation continued.

         ‘Yep,’ I nodded.

         ‘Tell me, what’s China like? I’ve always wanted to go there.’ 

         ‘I can’t really say. It’s been almost ten years since I left. It is probably very different now.’ I drank another mouthful.

         ‘Wow, ten years. Do you miss China?’

         ‘Sometimes.’

         ‘And how do you find Ireland?’

         ‘Good. Beautiful country. Nice people,’ I said, and finished my beer.

         ‘You’re drinking fast!’ he finally noticed. ‘Can I get you another one?’

         ‘Nope.’ I put down my glass and sat back. ‘I’m good now. Let’s talk.’

         After taking on a moderate amount of alcohol I became interested in the conversation. We talked and laughed. And then we got up to go to the bar/toilet and switched seats subtly. New drink. New friend. Shake hand and smile. I’m Claire. I came from China. No, my English is not really good but thank you very much. Yes, I do like Ireland. Beautiful country. Nice people.

         Later, in the cab home, Laura said: ‘I’m glad you came. It looked like you were enjoying yourself.’

         ‘Yes. I had a good time,’ I said.

         ‘So, how’s Alan?’ Stephen turned from the front seat and asked.

         ‘How’s Alan?’ I asked back.

         ‘What do you think? Any craic?’ he pursued.

         ‘I don’t know. I only talked to him for, like, ten minutes.’

         ‘So no craic?’ Laura said.

         ‘No craic,’ I said firmly, making sure she’d include this in her report to my mother.

         
            *

         

         I put on repeat ‘Hippopotamus’, the song from Alex’s band, and went on working on my thesis. It was a light song with subtle and intricate melodies, a sort of Scandinavian indie type.

         
            
               Once upon a time I was about to die

               Fired from my job and kicked out by my girlfriend

               She said go to hell you asshole

               She said don’t come back unless you buy me the Ferragamo

            

            
               Once upon a time I was about to die

               I sat outside Heuston Station, begging for change

               I said I’m starved please I am starved

               I said I want to have a spring roll or I am gonna die

            

            
               Eventually my way walked a man from Sligo

               He said here you go, son, a ticket for Dublin Zoo

               He said trust me you just need to see the animals

               You need to see the animals and you will never die

            

            
               Once upon a time I almost died

               I went to Dublin Zoo to see the animals

               I saw giraffes, elephants and monkeys

               Sea lions, zebras and flamingos

               And I didn’t even forget the hippopotamus

            

            
               Giraffes, elephants and monkeys

               Sea lions, zebras and flamingos

               And oh don’t forget the hippopotamus

               Hippopotamus, hippopotamus, hippo, hippopotamus

            

         

         
            *

         

         It was not specified on the website but I believed it was Alex who wrote the lyrics. He seemed like that kind of a guy who would not forget to see the hippopotamus when visiting the zoo.

         I found myself roaming on the internet again, tracing Alex’s footsteps. It had been two weeks since he’d died. On his Facebook page, there used to be post after post of tributes, washing on to his wall like the most ferocious tide. And now his wall had gone quiet. Only once or twice a day, a casual R.I.P. would pop up, or a red candle emoji with praying hands.

         Naturally, I decided to read all of these 203 posts, studying people’s thoughts about Alex and their memories with him. He was described by lots of friends as generous. The word passionate came up fifty-two times. And then there were adventurous (thirty-one), affectionate (twenty-eight), intuitive (seventeen), original (fourteen), and artistic (ten). One said he missed his whimsy. Another called him scintillating. And a Susie Burns wrote he was the most charismatic character in Dublin.

         We’ve lost the most charismatic character in Dublin. I don’t know what you are gonna do People, but I’m getting PISSED tonight, she posted.

         The most surprising post came in three days ago. It said: So I quit my job, ended my lease and bought a ticket to Bangkok. You were right, my brother. Our life here has turned into a monster and it’s time to run. Get out before it eats you alive.

         It was from Micheál Hannigan. I clicked into his page and there he was, already checked in at Brown Sugar, Bangkok, wearing a salmon-pink short-sleeve and a pair of sunglasses, holding a tropical-looking cocktail, grinning at the camera.

         I laughed out loud. I laughed so hard until I started coughing. Struggling, I pushed myself up from the desk and closed my laptop.

         It was late in the afternoon and I hadn’t eaten. I went to the kitchen, scavenging for food. There was a half-eaten cheesecake in the fridge and the expiration date was today.

         As I sat by the kitchen table, saving the cheesecake from decay, I thought of the monster of life. I thought it might be hiding, actually, in my bathroom. It was dark. It was heavy. Its skin hairless. Its breath foul. Its eyes small and vicious. Its mouth enormous and greedy. It was this monster that had devoured Alex’s life and it was now hiding in my bathroom, watching me.

         ‘Claire!’ Laura called behind my back. I shivered.

         ‘What? You scared me!’ I turned around.

         ‘It’s not me.’ She passed me her phone. ‘Amy is on the phone. She wants to talk to you.’

         
            *

         

         ‘Hello, Claire.’ My mother had the voice of the English listening test.

         ‘Hi, Mom,’ I said.

         ‘Where have you been? You didn’t call me last week. I asked Laura to tell you to call me,’ she said.

         ‘Yes you did. And she told me,’ I said. ‘I was just busy.’

         ‘Everybody is busy. We all have different things going on. But I call you. I call you because I think it’s important. I prioritise,’ she said, laying out the principles.

         ‘A friend of mine died,’ I said.

         ‘Oh,’ she exclaimed lightly. ‘Well, I’m sorry to hear that.’

         I didn’t know what to say and she continued: ‘You know what we say in Chinese, that One who stays near vermilion gets stained red, and one who stays near ink gets stained black. You should be careful about whom to be friends with. Dublin is a very mixed city.’

         Knowing my mother, I really shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was still stunned. I took a breath and said: ‘It’s not what you think. He was a good person.’

         ‘I’m sure he was,’ she agreed. ‘Anyhow, I just heard from Laura that you didn’t like her friend. She said you think he is not very interesting? Claire, I cannot believe I’m repeating this to you: before you make any decisions, can you evaluate yourself first? You are not a very attractive woman. You are a foreigner in this country. You are already twenty-seven and you’re still in college, studying Journalism.’ She stressed on Journalism. ‘So don’t be silly, daydreaming about some Prince Charming – that’s not going to happen for you. Be realistic and efficient. We’ve wasted time already. When we came to Ireland, you had to go to the language school and then back to secondary school for two more years. So now you must act. Listen, there are reasons I arranged for you to live with Laura …’

         She went on and on. My understanding was she probably had a bad day and she missed me. Since I moved to Dublin for college, she had turned more and more neurotic and then aggressive every time she called. Or it might just have been that Chinese, our native tongue, reduced us into the primitive form, made us insanely susceptible and vulnerable. I felt a burning sensation in my throat. It was just graphic.

         The last time she’d called had been two weeks ago. It was the night of the FMNS meeting and I was running late but she wouldn’t stop talking until after seven. 

         When I arrived at Eoin’s I texted him and he came down to let me in. The movie had already started. There were six or seven people sitting in the room. Only silhouettes. On the big pull-down screen, a pale Japanese woman was staring blankly and uncannily. The buzzing sound of the projector rendered the space into an eerie stillness.

         It wasn’t long before I realised the movie was about a father and a daughter, a widowed father and an unmarried daughter, living together in their old and run-down house. They sat by a small table and ate together, in front of each a dish of vegetables and a bowl of rice. I started to cry. The movie was extremely quiet so I bit my lips and clenched my fists.

         And that was when the strangest thing happened. There was this guy sitting beside me. I noticed his shoulder begin to tremble and his nose sniffing from time to time.

         He was crying too. And tears were pouring out from my eyes. It was Alex and me, our silhouettes trembling, crying quietly while the Japanese father and daughter spoke, in a strange language, in black and white, without subtitles.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Swimmers

            Paul McVeigh

         

         His da bought a van. A dirty yellow Transit. Old, but it was only intended for short distances, to take kids from the estate to the swimmers. Da loved going swimming. Loved kids. The younger ones who still liked to horseplay. Before they got hormones and all aware of themselves, Da said.

         Giving something back to the community, his da was, sure, who could fault the man for that? And those kids adored him, looked at him like he was God. Still, all the same, even Wee John could see, when Da was around grown-ups, his smile tried too hard and his laughter came too quick. Maybe that was why Da wasn’t liked by adults, though it didn’t stop them sending their kids along. Parents were funny like that.

         Way before then, before the van, when Wee John was really wee, Da used to make him go swimming even though he never wanted to. The thing was, Wee John couldn’t swim. He more paddled. But that wasn’t why he didn’t want to go. It was because he hated being naked in front of people, ever since he could remember, especially because he was so skinny and small for his age and, well, underdeveloped.

         Wee John envied how the other boys from school acted like it was fun, changing together for sports, laughing and talking like they’d never given a thought to who saw their bare bodies. More, they’d go buck wild, like naked was how they were supposed to be, like they’d been set free. Wee John didn’t know why he was so different. Why with each piece of clothing he removed he felt worse.

         When Wee John finally told Da his secret, Da came up with a plan. They’d practise going swimming weekdays after school. When Wee John got home each day, he’d to go straight to his bedroom and wait for Da to come up. Da would tell Wee John to take off each bit of his uniform super-slowly, fold everything, like Da showed him, to be dead neat. Da would do the same and they’d talk, with no clothes on, and Da said Wee John could ask him anything he wanted. It was boys’ time. Some days they’d go swimming for real, then, but sometimes they’d just sit.

         Once, while they were naked together, Ma came in. Da explained they were getting changed before the swimmers, so they wouldn’t have to do it there in front of everyone. He winked, like, I’ll tell you later. Ma didn’t look well. She said they were leaving it so late, they wouldn’t be back in time for dinner. After that, Da stopped changing in the bedroom. Instead, he’d sit and watch Wee John undress. Sometimes, he would sit Wee John on his knee like he used to, and they would giggle. Da liked to say Wee John was his wee boy and wished he could stay that way forever.

         Some days, they’d play-fight and wrestle, like big men from the TV. Others, Da tickled all over while Wee John squirmed and laughed. Wee John thought it was weird how he’d keep laughing even when Da tickled for too long and made his ribs sore. 

         It got so that they didn’t go swimming at all, though they still called it that. Doesn’t time fly? Da would say. Wee John didn’t mind. He liked it better than actual swimming. That’s why, one day, when Da stood at the bottom of the stairs, and called Wee John to really go swimming, Wee John was confused, and he panicked, though he hadn’t meant to break his arm.

         It was while Wee John’s arm was in a cast Da bought the van. Drove home with it one day after work and not a word was said about it. That’s how things were in their house when it came to Da. Sometimes, it felt like Wee John and Ma didn’t exist until Da wanted them to. He conjured them into being when they were of use.

         Wee John saw a poster in the local shop the next day, with Da’s new mobile number hanging from little tabs you could rip off and keep.

         
            SWIMMING AFTER SCHOOL

            Boys Under 10 Only!

            Call the number below

         

         When Wee John’s arm healed, Ma insisted he go swimming with Da and the rest. She wanted Wee John out from under her feet, she said, to give her head peace, after all those weeks of him moping around the TV after school. She was sick of him looking like the world had ended.

         Finally Ma said, did he know how it looked that Da was taking strangers’ kids swimming and not his own son? People round here didn’t trust that sort of kindness.

         Wee John couldn’t do anything to please Da anymore but at least he could try to please Ma. 

         He followed Da’s plan. Knew Da wasn’t coming to watch him change so he got into his togs, before, all by himself.

         The boys pretended to like Wee John when he got into the van but after Da drove off they ignored him. He was new and would have to fight for his place even if he was the boss’s son. He spent the journey pulling at the swollen sponge bulging out of the tears on the old black leather seats. The van smelt oily, smoky and dirty, like the boys inside it.

         At the swimmers, he went into the corner of the changing room. He was slow and silent and folded his clothes, ever so neatly, like Da taught him. Da wasn’t watching, though, he was playing with the other boys, who pushed each other and filled the air with laughing and shouting. They made so much noise it took up all the space. As they fought their way to the pool, they left their clothes in messy piles on the floor, like shed skin. Da didn’t seem to mind that these boys didn’t change slowly, or fold their clothes the way he’d taught Wee John.

         With them gone, Wee John made his own way there, hating the rough bubbled surface of the tiles on his feet. He crept past the toilets where rowdy stragglers were clogging a sink with toilet paper and tiptoed through the freezing-cold footbath with its slimy green floor.

         The exit came out at the middle of the enormous pool, Olympic size, the sign said. The cold air caused goosebumps to rush up his arms. It wasn’t just his mind that hated being naked, his body did too. Swimmers rinsed themselves in freezing-cold showers watering from the wall. They were not the same kind of human as he.

         At the water’s edge, he folded his arms and bent his right knee to rub his inner thighs together. He dipped his toe in. Even though they said the pool was heated, it was never warm enough. He couldn’t understand why everyone seemed so happy in the water, when it got in your eyes making them sting, in your ears making you deaf, up your nose making you choke and in your mouth making you gag. Who were these people? What was wrong with them?

         He gripped his toes around the lip of the pool. People laughed, screamed and shouted, and the building seemed designed to echo and amplify their noise. To his left, he saw the boys with his father at the shallow end, some already in the water, some play-fighting up on the deck, trying to drag each other into the pool. He decided to wait until all were in the water before making his way down to join them.

         An almighty force pushed him from behind. His neck cracked backwards while his chest kicked forward, arms jerking out. To the sound of laughter behind, he slammed into the water. It swallowed him and the screams from above became muffled. Bubbles of air from his mouth thundered against his nose and bashed at his eyes. His fists tried to grab but the water wouldn’t be held. His legs thrashed and his toes blindly felt for the bottom.

         When they finally touched the tiles, he bent his knees, pushed himself off and scissor-kicked to the surface. He bent his head back to keep his mouth as far from the water as possible. Kicking and paddling to stay afloat, he gulped air, like air was water and he was dying of thirst.

         There was no one at the edge of the pool where he’d stood. He hadn’t seen who the stragglers were in the changing room toilets, any of them from the bus might have pushed him.

         There was no one there to help. 

         He tried not to panic, kicked and paddled towards the shallow end where he’d be able to stand and breathe and walk his way through the water to Da. He would tell, and Da would get mad and shout, punish them all by taking everyone home, right away. Da had been weird with him lately but this was serious.

         Wee John took as deep a breath as he could and stopped kicking. It was a relief to rest his legs for a second, let himself sink to the bottom, where he used his feet to push himself up again.

         At the surface, he looked to the changing room exit to see how far he’d travelled toward Da. It looked like he’d gone backwards! That couldn’t be true. He kicked and grabbed at the water but was not moving forward. It was almost as if the water coming from the shallow end was a tide, pushing him away from Da and the other boys.

         His newly mended arm hurt, so he had to rely on his legs and the other arm for paddling. He should call out but shouting Help was too embarrassing, he didn’t want to look like an idiot. A swimmer appeared right next to him, head in the water, breaststroke, now head rising out to breathe.

         Help! he coughed, and managed to touch the man, who dipped into the water again without stopping. Breathing fast and deep, head back, eyes to the ceiling, a wave came in the wake of the swimmer, sloshing water into his mouth and down his throat. He shook his head, kicked with all his might and choked the water out.

         He sank again. He pulled his knees up to his chest this time, arms wrapped around them, then shot his legs to the floor and bounced up with as much force as he could, exploding out into the air, screaming Help! but everyone else was screaming too, having so much fun. 

         He kicked to stay afloat. No one was coming. He sank, knees up, bounced and exploded out again. Help! He came down as hard as he’d come out. And sank.

         Da had tried to teach him to swim and Wee John wanted really hard to do what Da said but his body just wouldn’t play along and it didn’t matter how much he loved Da or how desperate he was to please him.

         He was only wee sure, Da had said, towelling him dry one day in the changing room, don’t be in such a hurry to grow up. It would all come together one day. But it didn’t and then they started going swimming at home.

         Wee John struggled, but the water was relentless. It reshaped itself so as to always be against him. He thought about giving up.

         The last time Da had come to his bedroom, Wee John opened his jeans and lowered his pants to show Da his new hairs, they’d come at the weekend, out of nowhere. Da looked really embarrassed, like Wee John had done something he wasn’t supposed to. Da left the room. Wee John didn’t understand. He didn’t put his togs on, waited for Da to come back up to watch. When Da called for him to go, really go swimming, Wee John came to the top of the stairs. He looked down at the open front door, the grey path outside cut short by the door frame.

         Let’s go, Da shouted from the street, in his angry voice.

         Wee John’s heart answered with a thud, hitting lower in his ribs than he’d felt before. He’d done something wrong. His body had. He’d always known he should hide it. Panic felt cold in his head. His heart dropped with each beat. A Da-shaped shadow jerked toward him on the path outside. 

         Da stopped in the hall, at the bottom of the stairs. Framed in the doorway, blocking the sunlight.

         Don’t have me going up there to get you, Da growled.

         Catch me, Daddy, Wee John shouted, and jumped, arms wide open, like he used to when he was wee. But he was a big boy now.

         Da didn’t take him to the hospital. Children in pain were a mother’s job, Da said.

         Wee John bounced off the tiles again. Pain shot through his tired thighs and stabbed into his hips. He barely made it to the surface. When he opened his eyes they rolled up into their sockets. He felt tired, sleepy even. The world above the water seemed slowed down.

         A small head came into view at the edge of the water, something for his eyes to focus on, to stop his vision spinning. A young girl holding on to the side. Her swimming cap was bright pink and strands of black hair clung to her face like liquorice twists. Hand over hand, she was pulling her way along the length of the pool towards the shallow end. She couldn’t swim either.
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