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1. Resonance
[bookmark: _GoBack]I am Fáidh. I am the river, the streets, the slate and stone pressed into your memory, the stubborn heartbeat of a city that refuses to be overlooked. I have stood here for centuries, bending and folding time into the walls of my houses, the arches of my bridges, and the narrow alleys where shadows linger like old friends. I am older than your grandparents, older than the stories you think you know, older than the rain that drizzles relentlessly from a sky that cannot quite decide between grey and gloom. I have watched and waited as lives unfolded upon me, as laughter echoed through my lanes, and as sorrow settled into corners where no one walks. I am both witness and participant, patient and obstinate, a city that speaks in whispers and shouts, depending on who is willing to listen.
I am built from contradiction. My streets twist and turn, never quite straight, never quite predictable, each curve carrying the memory of what has come before. I am proud yet humble, old yet stubbornly modern, a city of poets and builders, of troublemakers and saints. You may know my walls, my stone and my brick, my stubbornly upright cathedrals and churches, but that is only the surface. Beneath me lies the pulse of life, the secret rhythms of a place that has endured sieges, famine, flood, and the ordinary march of daily existence. I am both patient and impatient, waiting for the next story to be written upon my streets, yet ever anxious to remind you that the past is never far behind.
Walk with me, if you dare. Feel the uneven stones beneath your shoes as you cross my streets. Hear the murmur of my River Shannon, moving endlessly, quietly claiming its right to divide and connect, to reflect the sky and mirror the clouds that drift lazily above me. I am a river city. I am water. And yet, I am also earth, stubborn and unyielding, rooted firmly where I have always been. My bridges stretch like careful promises across the water, linking neighborhoods and people, yet hinting at separations that no stone can entirely erase.
I have seen laughter echo from taverns and markets alike, spilling into the streets like light. I have seen children chase the sun across squares, their voices rising, high and impossible to ignore. I have seen lovers cling to one another on cold, rain-slicked nights, finding warmth beneath streetlights that flicker with the tired patience of a thousand years. And I have seen sorrow too—quiet, patient sorrow that gathers in corners, between doorframes, in the crumbling plaster of houses that no longer hold the people who built them. I hold all of it. I hold memory as a river holds silt: unceasing, inevitable, layering one year atop another until there is no longer distinction, only depth.
I am made of stories. The poets have tried to capture me in rhyme; the painters in color; the photographers in light and shadow. But you—yes, you—are the one who will give me voice in this memoir. Your footsteps, your eyes, your memories—they are now part of me. I am your backdrop, your confidant, your witness, your sometimes cruel and sometimes tender guide. When you write of me, you do not merely describe streets and buildings. You breathe life into my corners and alleys, you release the sigh of my history, and you carry forward the pulse of a city that will not be silenced.
There is a stubbornness here that cannot be taught. You will feel it in the angles of my streets, in the persistence of ivy climbing brick walls, in the way the wind finds every crevice to whistle through. I am unapologetic. I am familiar and strange all at once, a city that knows your secrets and keeps them. I have watched generations pass, each one claiming me in their own way, leaving marks—graffiti, love letters, murals, scars—that will remain long after they are gone. You will see my pride in the careworn faces of my people, in their determination to persist, to survive, to laugh despite what history has handed them.
I am Limerick, and I am a city of layers. The old and the new press against one another in curious, uneasy harmony. Gothic windows look down on modern signs; cobblestones lead to shiny asphalt; cathedrals rise beside cafes where young voices argue politics and art and dreams. I am alive with contradictions, and you cannot walk my streets without feeling them. You cannot breathe my air without sensing the weight of my past, the promise of my present, the uncertainty of my future. And yet, I am generous. I allow all who enter to claim their place, to find beauty in the ordinary, to discover stories where others see only stone and brick.
There are times when I am quiet, when the mist settles thick over my rooftops and the sound of my River Shannon becomes a distant echo. In those moments, I hold my breath, and I listen. The past speaks softly, revealing itself in cracks, in peeling paint, in the faint footprints left on stairs and in the dust of empty rooms. And yet, even in stillness, I move. Even in quiet, I am present. I am always present.
Do not mistake me for only what is visible. Beneath the streets, beneath the water, beneath the stone and brick, I am memory and longing, I am resilience and patience. I am the echo of every story told upon me, the shadow of every person who has walked my streets. I am the heat of the hearth in winter, the splash of rain in summer, the persistent rhythm of life that refuses to slow. I am every voice you have ever heard here, every footstep, every tear, every laugh.
And so, as you begin this memoir, know this: I am not merely the backdrop. I am the narrator, the participant, the ever-present witness. I am I that holds you, shapes you, watches over you, and refuses to let you forget. I am Limerick, with all my history, my contradictions, my stubbornness, and my beauty. Walk with me, speak with me, remember with me. I have many stories to tell, countless echoes of lives that have passed through my streets, but today I will tell you just one: the story of the Laneboys. And I am ready.

The rain didn't fall; it hunted them. It was a needle-thin drizzle that condensed on wool coats and seeped through the bone, marking them as my own. His name is Bardan, he stands here now, an old man in the summer, pressing a hand to the rough, damp stone of my wall—a structure I have held up long after the boys who once claimed it have faded. I feel his touch against my masonry, a stillness amidst my flow, as he summons the phantoms—Himself as a young man, Bardan, his pals, The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, The Dancer—from the fog of the weary lanes of Limerick. I watch them emerge not as ghosts, but as necessities, navigating my slick cobbles where the mud churned into a paste that clung to their boots like the earth’s own exhaustion, demanding to be remembered before I wash them away for good.
He stands now, my son Bardan, an old man in the summer, leaning against the rough, damp stone of my wall—a structure that has outlasted the boys who once claimed it. I feel him press a hand to my masonry, seeking the grit and the cold I hold even in July, while his mind reaches back across the decades to locate the rhythm of that distant past. He is stillness amidst my flow, a solitary figure observing the phantoms of his youth as they emerge from the fog of memory. I see him watching the boy he was, Young Bardan, navigating my puddles with a careful fear of the damp, knowing that wet socks were a precursor to the cough that rattled in the chests of the his family like a loose windowpane. I watch him remember his family, Docker, his father, and his two young brothers, I call them “the Divils”, clustered in the kitchen where the air smelled of turf smoke and boiling cabbage, my damp walls weeping condensation that his father would wipe away with a rag, his movements a silent liturgy against the decay. His mother was long since dead but he remembered her clearly laid out in a small pauper’s coffin back in 1939 when she succumbed to the consumption that devastated my lanes and tenements.
The Laneboys move through his memory with the distinct, kinetic signatures that defined them before time eroded their edges. The Flay, poor old Frank, is there, striding ahead with that calculated, precise gait, his head tilted as if listening to a frequency others could not hear. He navigates the slick pavement of Barrack Hill not by avoiding the puddles, but by measuring them, his eyes scanning the environment for threats and opportunities with a quiet authority that belies his years. He does not run; he advances, a general in short pants surveying a battlefield of mud and indifference. He carries a bundle under his arm, shielding it from the rain with a protectiveness that suggests it holds state secrets rather than decaying hand-me-down school books. Young Bardan watches him, this boy who would become a legend in his own mind, and sees the architecture of the man he would become—the calculator, the observer, the one who turned survival into a performance of wit and endurance.
The Chancer moves differently, a burst of instinctive energy that darts between the raindrops. He is responsive to me in a way The Flay is not; where The Flay measures, The Chancer reacts. He leaps over a swollen gutter, his boots splashing mud onto the hem of his coat, a laugh bubbling up from his chest that sounds too bright for the grey afternoon. He is a creature of the moment, his eyes darting to the open doorway of a shop, the flicker of a curtain, the sudden movement of a cat along a wall. He reads my mood and shifts with it, a leaf caught in the wind, yet possessed of a vibrant, chaotic agency. Young Bardan observes him with a mixture of envy and sorrow, knowing how that bright energy would be tested by the grinding stone of I’s poverty, how the instinct to leap would eventually meet the hard reality of a wall that could not be scaled.
The Dart brings up the rear, deliberate and patient, his footsteps heavy and methodical. He does not waste energy on leaps or calculations; he simply endures. He walks through the mud as if it were a necessary penance, his face set in a mask of stoic acceptance. He carries a sack of coal over one shoulder, the weight of it pulling him down, yet he does not stumble. He plants his feet with care, testing the slick stones before committing his weight, a boy who has already learned that I punish haste with bruises and broken bones. Young Bardan sees in him the strength of the foundation, the stone that holds the bridge, and the quiet, uncomplaining force that keeps the world from collapsing. The Dart’s eyes are fixed on the ground, reading the story written in the debris of the lane, finding a path where others see only obstruction.
And then there is The Dancer, buoyant and improvisational, finding a rhythm in the chaos that the others miss. He dances around the puddles, turning a slip into a slide, a stumble into a pirouette. He hums a fragment of a tune, the sound vibrating against the damp air, a small rebellion against the silence of the falling rain. He notices the way the gaslight catches the oil slick on a puddle and points it out, finding beauty in the refuse, humour in the misery. He is the spark that keeps the damp from extinguishing the group’s spirit, his liveliness a shield against the crushing grey of the many tortures of the Limerick seasons. Young Bardan watches him with a tender ache, remembering how that buoyancy felt, how it lifted the heavy air of the kitchen when the fire burned low and the belly rumbled with emptiness.
The Dockers, Young Bardan’s own kin, form the backdrop and the anchor of his memory. Inside the small, cramped house, the atmosphere is thick with the tension of survival. His dead mother once moved between the stove and the table, her gestures efficient and worn, a woman who had negotiated with scarcity for so long that abundance would frighten her. His father, Docker, sits by the fire, his presence a heavy, silent weight, his eyes tracking the flames as if reading the future in the burning turf. The air is heavy with the smell of wet wool drying on a line strung across the room, the steam rising to mingle with the smoke. Old Bardan, stands outside the window of his memory, looking in at the boy he was, sitting at the table with a copybook, trying to catch the world in words before it washed away. He sees the endurance etched into the furniture, the patience in the way the tea is poured, the silent communion of a family holding fast against a world that seeks to dissolve them.
The rain intensifies, drumming against the slate roofs with a sound like applause for a tragedy. The wind picks up, whistling through the narrow gaps in the window frames, carrying the scent of the river, my ancient, brown blood. My River Shannon flows swollen and angry, its surface roiling with the runoff of the season, carrying branches and rubbish toward the sea. He tightens his coat, hunches his shoulders, and leans into the wind. 
The Laneboys—Bardan, The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, The Dancer—converge at the corner, a knot of resistance against the elements. They do not speak; the wind would snatch their words away. They communicate in nods, in the shifting of weight, in the shared understanding of the cold. They are a single organism for a moment, bound by the geography of the Limerick lanes and the history of the seasons.
Old Bardan feels the chill in his own joints, the phantom ache of a winter long past. He traces the line of the wall with his finger, feeling the rough texture of the stone, the history trapped in the mortar. He is both here and there, the old man on the hill at Carrigogunnell on this misty but lukewarm July day in 2017 and the boy in the lane, way back in the 1940s observing the endurance of his friends, the patience of his family, and the relentless pressure of the environment. He sees the way I shapes them, moulding their postures, dictating their movements, carving the lines of their character with the chisel of wind and rain. The lesson is in the stone, in the water, in the grey light that refuses to brighten. It is a lesson of persistence, of standing still when the world tries to move you, of moving when the world tries to freeze you.
The autumn of 1940 wasn't just wet; it was a solvent. The water dissolved the boundaries between the river and the street, between the air and the lung, threatening to turn them all into grey wash. I revealed my true nature then: a creditor demanding a toll no one could afford. The question wasn't whether they would survive, but what they would have to become to do so. Would they harden into stone, or dissolve into the mud? The Laneboys paid their toll in frozen toes and gnawing hunger, but I stole something back—a refusal to be erased. Bardan watches them now, realizing this was the moment the struggle shifted from staying alive to proving they ever existed at all—a ledger of defiance Bardan would spend a lifetime hiding from the rain.
I have chosen Bardan as my scribe, my chronicler, the one who transcribes my secrets onto paper with careful hands. Every alley, every river bend, every whispered conversation passes through him. He records my laughter and my sorrow, my triumphs and my quiet defeats, so that my memory does not vanish into mist. Through him, I speak with ink and parchment, with margins filled by my pulse and footnotes by my shadow. He listens when I whisper, he writes when I sigh, and in his careful scrawls, I live twice: once in experience, and once in story.
I tightened Autumns grip as the season deepened, the stone walls of the CBS, more of a prison for unruly boys, whether they were unruly or not, than a place of learning for budding intellectuals. A morbid old building exhaling a damp, chalk-dust breath that mingled with the smell of wet wool, urine and the nervous sweat of boys. I held them there, row upon row of restless limbs and racing minds, contained within the high-ceilinged rooms where the light fell in grey, dusty shafts. The Brothers moved like black-robed rooks across the floorboards, their voices rising and falling in a cadence of authority that mirrored the weather outside—unpredictable, sharp, and capable of sudden squalls. Bardan remembers the texture of the desks, the grain of the wood worn smooth by generations of elbows, and the way the condensation on the windows blurred the world into a smudge of charcoal and slate. He watches his younger self, Bardan, sitting rigid, trying to make himself small, trying to be a stone in a river of scrutiny, documenting the small cruelties and the stifled laughter that rippled through the room like a secret current.
The Flay was absent from the desks, exiled to the sterile echo of I Home fever ward. But he did not surrender to the bed; he turned it into a stage. The typhoid burned in him, a frantic heat against I’s chill, but The Flay treated the delirium like a heckler he had to outwit. I watched him stand on the mattress, a small, shivering figure addressing the empty white iron beds as if they were a packed house. He didn't just suffer the isolation; he performed against it, reciting verses to the shadows to prove that his voice was louder than the ringing in his ears. Bardan sees it now: this was not just sickness, but the first act of a boy deciding that if he could not control his body, he would command the room.
While The Flay battled his fever-ghosts, The Chancer waged a different war in the slick, mud-streaked arteries of the lanes. The crisis was kinetic, a disaster of motion and miscalculation. A wager, a moment of distraction, and a stray dog snatching the leather pouch of coins intended for a neighbour’s errand—it unfolded with the speed of a slap. I felt the slap of his boots on the wet cobbles as he gave chase, a desperate sprint through the labyrinth of Roden Lane and beyond. The Chancer moved with a frantic agility, his breath tearing at his throat, I blurring into a tunnel of grey stone and panic. He did not calculate; he reacted, his entire being focused on the receding tail of the mongrel. The lanes offered obstacles—overturned carts, puddles deep enough to swallow a foot, the sudden emergence of a coal man—and The Chancer negotiated them with a terrifying grace, his instinct for survival overriding the logic of safety. Bardan observes the sheer, raw energy of that chase, the way The Chancer’s panic became a form of fuel, driving him past exhaustion, past reason, into the heart of I’s chaotic indifference.
The Dart’s trial was silent, a burden carried in the set of his shoulders and the slow, heavy placement of his feet. A damaged schoolbook, a tear in a page of history, had become a catastrophe in his mind, a portent of expulsion and shame. He walked the streets as if carrying a physical weight, his eyes fixed on the ground, measuring the cost of failure. He did not run like The Chancer or burn like The Flay; he endured. He sought solutions with a methodical desperation, calculating the distance between the master’s anger and his own dignity. I watched him pause by the river wall, his hands smoothing the paper of the damaged book again and again, as if the friction of his skin could heal the tear. The Dart’s relationship with I was one of negotiation; he tested the firmness of the ground, the reliability of the stone, seeking a foundation that would not shift under the pressure of authority. His patience was a wall he built brick by brick, a defence against the capriciousness of the adult world.
The Dancer found his crisis in the shivering form of a kitten, abandoned and wheezing in the lee of a damp wall. I offered little mercy to the small and broken, but The Dancer, buoyant and feeling, stopped where others hurried past. He scooped the creature up, tucking it inside his coat, against the warmth of his chest. The rain plastered his hair to his skull, but he moved with a new, tender purpose, shielding the small life from the wind that sought to extinguish it. I felt the vibration of his humming, a low tune meant to soothe the animal and perhaps himself, a counter-melody to the drumming rain. He navigated the puddles with a dancer’s care, not for his own sake, but to avoid jarring the burden he carried. Bardan watches this act of quiet salvation, seeing in The Dancer the spark of empathy that refused to be dampened by the grey misery of the season, a refusal to let I’s hardness enter his own heart.
Inside the Grubb household, the atmosphere wasn't just thick; it was pressurized, a boiler waiting to blow. The mother moved between the washing tub and the fire, arms red to the elbows, but her rhythm was brittle, one dropped cup away from shattering. Docker sat by the fire, his silence not passive like smoke, but heavy like a stone in the centre of the floor that the siblings had to steer around to avoid collision. Bardan sat in the corner, notebook open, watching the tension rather than just recording it. When the rain lashed against the single windowpane, the family didn't just hear it; they flinched. The house wasn't just a version in miniature of I; it was a vessel straining against its own rivets, held together not by warmth, but by the terrified necessity of not letting the outside in.
I watched them all, these boys moving through the season’s heavy air. The Flay, recovering, began to turn his ward into a kingdom of imagination, passing notes under doors, defying the silence of the hospital with the scratch of his pen. The Chancer, having recovered the coins but lost his breath, leaned against a wall, his chest heaving, a grin breaking through the panic as he realized he had outrun disaster. The Dart, having repaired the book with a paste of flour and water, walked to school with the solemnity of a man facing a firing squad, prepared to stand his ground. The Dancer, feeding the kitten with a scrap of milk-soaked bread, found a triumph in the rhythmic clapping of a tiny tongue. They were distinct notes in I’s chord, each vibrating with a different frequency—fever, speed, endurance, care.
Bardan feels the phantom dampness in his knees, the ache of the cold that never really leaves the bones of a Limerick man. He leans into the memory, pressing his hand against the rough limestone of the wall in his mind. He sees the architecture of their survival: it was not built on grand victories, but on the accumulation of these small, desperate navigations. I did not care if they fell, or if they froze, or if they failed. And yet, they did not. They used I; they used the shadows to hide, the walls to lean on, and the river to measure their thoughts against. They wove themselves into the fabric of the lanes, becoming as much a part of the stone and the rain as the cathedral spire or the bridge arches.
As autumn deepened, the light failed earlier each day, dragging the shadows out from the doorways until they swallowed the streets. The gas lamps flickered to life, pools of yellow in the encroaching dark. The boys converged again, drawn together by the gravity of their shared existence. The Flay, released from the ward but still pale, walked with a new, fragile haughtiness, a survivor of the underworld. The Chancer vibrated with the energy of his near-miss. The Dart stood solid, the weight of the book still in his mind but the crisis averted. The Dancer hummed, the secret warmth of the kitten a furnace in his memory. They stood at the corner, a knot of defiance against the coming winter, and I held them in the palm of my wet, stone hand, listening to the rhythm of their breathing, the beat of their hearts against the silence of the falling rain.
The lesson of the season was written in the mud and the frost that began to rim the puddles: endurance was not a state of being, but an act of daily creation. You built your survival out of the scraps I left behind—a recovered coin, a mended page, a saved life, a story told in the dark. Bardan watches the scene fade, the figures dissolving into the mist, leaving only the sensation of the cold and the unbreakable thread of their connection. The autumn of 1940 was not just a time of rain; it was a forge, and the boys were the iron, heating and cooling, hammered by circumstance into shapes that would hold.
The fog rolled off my River Shannon in the weeks that followed, a thick, white blindness that swallowed the spires and the chimney pots, dampening I’s voice to a conspiratorial whisper. I held this silence like a held breath, amplifying the small, sharp sounds of survival that usually went unnoticed in the clamour of the day. The scrape of a shovel on coal-dusty pavement, the cough of a child through a thin wall, the tolling of the Angelus bell vibrating in the wet air—these were the notes of my autumn symphony. Old Bardan, leans now into this auditory memory, pressing his ear against the cold stone of the past, straining to hear the specific frequencies of 1940. He remembers how the fog distorted distance, making the near seem far and the far intimately close, a trick of the atmosphere that mirrored the boys’ own uncertain place in the world.
Inside the Grubb household, the silence was a heavy, physical thing, a third parent sitting at the table. Bardan watches his younger self, Bardan, navigating the small, crowded room where the air was thick with the smell of drying nappies and the unsaid. His father, Docker, sat by the hearth, his presence a dark gravity that pulled the room’s energy toward him. He did not speak; he stared into the turf fire as if reading a ledger of grievances in the embers. The mother moved around him in a wide, careful orbit, her shoes making no sound on the floor, a skill honed by years of avoiding the detonation of his temper. Bardan sat with his notebook, the scratch of his pen the only act of defiance in the room, recording the rhythm of the dripping tap and the heavy, rhythmic breathing of his father. The resonance here was tension, a wire pulled so tight it hummed, threatening to snap with the slightest provocation.
Out in the lanes, The Flay used the fog as a stage for his return. Recovered from the fever but still carrying the scent of the ward’s disinfectant in his mind, he moved through the mist with a theatrical slow-motion. He did not just walk; he haunted. He paused under the gas lamp at the corner of Roden Lane, his breath pluming in the damp air, reciting lines from a poem he had memorized in the hospital, his voice projecting against the wet brick walls. He tested the acoustics of the alley, measuring how his authority bounced back to him. He was calculating the precise pitch required to command attention without inviting the wrath of the adults. Bardan observes this performance, noting the way The Flay used the environment as an amplifier, turning his small, thin frame into a presence that filled the lane. He was learning that in a city that often ignored its children, making oneself heard was a form of survival, provided one knew exactly when to fall silent.
The Chancer found his resonance in the physical percussion of the street. He had found an old, bald tennis ball and was using the gable end of a warehouse as a handball court. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack. The sound was sharp, rhythmic, a heartbeat of restless energy cutting through the muffled afternoon. He did not calculate the angles like The Flay; he felt them. He threw himself into the game with a kinetic desperation, his body adjusting instinctively to the unpredictable bounce of the ball on the uneven stones. He played against I itself, against the wall, against the fog that tried to hide the ball from his sight. Bardan watches the blur of motion, the way The Chancer’s coat flapped like a broken wing, seeing in that repetitive action a need to impose a rhythm on a life that felt chaotic. The wet slap of the ball against the brick was The Chancer’s assertion of existence: I am here, I am moving, and I am striking back.
The Dart’s sound was the grinding of heavy loads. He had taken to helping the coal man on Saturdays, and even on weekdays, his movements carried the memory of that weight. He walked with a heavy, deliberate cadence, his boots striking the ground with a dull thud that spoke of endurance. He was not performing like The Flay or reacting like The Chancer; he was bearing. He stopped by the public pump, the iron handle shrieking in protest as he forced it down to fill a bucket for his mother. The water splashed into the metal pail, a hollow, ringing sound that deepened as the vessel filled. The Dart watched the water rise with patient, stoic eyes, measuring the effort against the necessity. Bardan sees the future man in the boy’s posture, the way he braced his legs to lift the full bucket, accepting the burden of gravity without complaint. His resonance was a low, steady hum, the sound of the foundation settling, the timber groaning but holding fast under the weight of the roof.
The Dancer brought a different frequency to the damp air, a buoyancy that refused to be dampened by the fog. He moved through the lanes whistling, a high, clear melody that cut through the gloom like a knife. He found resonance in interaction, in the way a joke could change the temperature of a conversation. He stopped to talk to a woman scrubbing her step, his voice light and teasing, eliciting a reluctant laugh that cracked the woman’s weary face. He kicked a stone along the gutter, not with The Chancer’s aggression but with a playful rhythm, turning the walk into a game. Bardan watches him with a pang of affection, remembering how The Dancer’s humming could diffuse the tension in the Grubb kitchen, how he could tune himself to the mood of a room and play the counter-melody that kept despair at bay. The Dancer was the tuner, the one who found the harmonic that allowed the dissonance of the lane to resolve, however briefly, into a chord of tolerance.
I absorbed these sounds, folding them into the blanket of the fog. The cathedral bells tolled the hour, a deep, bronze vibration that shook the water in the puddles and rattled the loose panes in the window frames. It was a reminder of the order that lay above the chaos, the structure that contained the lives below. My River Shannon, swollen and dark, answered with its own sound, a sucking, rushing noise against the quays, and the sound of water trying to escape the constraints of stone. I held them all—the scratching pen, the reciting boy, the thwacking ball, the groaning pump, the whistling tune—mixing them into the singular, complex voice of the season.
Bardan feels the vibration in his own chest, the echo of that distant autumn resonating in his old age. He realizes that they were all learning to listen, to read I not just with their eyes but with their ears. They were learning the sound of danger—the heavy boot step of a guard, the silence of a stopped machine—and the sound of safety. The Flay learned to pitch his voice to control; The Chancer learned the rhythm of reaction; The Dart learned the groan of endurance; The Dancer learned the melody of persuasion. And Bardan, the watcher, learned to record the symphony, to catch the fleeting resonance of a moment before it faded into the silence of history.
As evening drew in, the fog thickened, muffling the streetlamps until they were mere smudges of yellow in the grey. The boys drifted back toward their homes, their sounds fading. The Flay fell silent, saving his voice for the next performance. The Chancer pocketed his ball, the energy stored for another day. The Dart carried his bucket, the water sloshing in a steady rhythm. The Dancer’s whistle died away as he crossed the threshold of his house. The Grubb household remained quiet, but the quality of the silence had changed; it was no longer just tension, but exhaustion, the quiet of a city that has spent its breath and is waiting for the next inhalation. I wrapped around them, the stone and the water and the fog, holding their stories in the damp air, letting the resonance linger just a moment longer before the night claimed it completely.
The dampness of autumn did not leave; it simply hardened, calcifying into a brittle, shining frost that coated Limerick in a skin of ice. I felt the temperature drop in the limestone beneath the streets, a deep, penetrating cold that turned the damp walls of the lanes into sheets of freezing condensation. The transition was not a mercy but a siege. My River Shannon, swollen and dark with the season’s rains, grew sluggish along the edges where ice began to form, creating a treacherous, jagged margin between the solid and the fluid. The air lost its moisture to the ground, becoming sharp and thin, carrying the bite of coal smoke and the metallic tang of the frozen earth. It was a season that demanded attention to the ground beneath one’s feet, where a single misstep on the glazed cobbles could mean a bruised hip or a lost day’s work.
The Dart faced the river’s encroachment with a grim, physical determination that mirrored my own resistance to the tide. His crisis was one of fuel and family survival, played out on the muddy banks where the turf was stored. I watched him battle the rising water, which threatened to swallow the winter’s supply of heat. The river had surged in the night, cold and indifferent, lapping at the base of the stack. The Dart moved with a desperate, rhythmic intensity, borrowing a spade to dig trenches, his boots sinking into the freezing mud as he fought to divert the water. His hands, raw and red from the cold, gripped the handle with a force that turned his knuckles white. He did not stop to rest; he shovelled and stacked, moving the sods to higher ground one by one, a solitary figure against the grey expanse of the water. I felt the weight of his exhaustion, the burning in his muscles, and the stubborn refusal to let the river claim the warmth meant for his kitchen.
The Chancer, whose feet were usually so sure on the dry pavement, found the ice to be an unforgiving adversary? His winter trial unfolded on the delivery routes, where he carried sacks of flour to the bakeries that perfumed the morning air. The frost had turned the slope of the lane into a slide, and I felt the moment his balance betrayed him. It was not a clumsy fall, but a sudden, violent loss of friction, his legs swept out by the slick stones. He went down hard, the sack splitting, and white dust exploding across the black ice like snow. I watched him lie there for a moment, stunned by the impact and the waste, before he scrambled up to salvage what he could. He scooped the flour with freezing hands, his face set in a mask of mortification and resolve. There was no laughter in this, only the cold lesson that gravity and ice respected no boy’s agility. He finished the delivery with knees bruised and coat dusted white, a ghost of his usual vibrant self, learning that I’s surfaces could turn against him in an instant.
The Dancer navigated a moral landscape made treacherous by the cold. His crisis was quiet, hidden in the shadows of an alleyway where a stray dog had sought shelter from the wind. A group of older boys, bored and cruel with the season’s idle malice, had cornered the animal. I saw The Dancer freeze, caught between the instinct to intervene and the knowledge of his own vulnerability. He did not charge in; the winter had taught him that direct confrontation often ended in defeat. Instead, he waited, observing the rhythm of the taunts, looking for a moment of distraction. When the older boys turned to light a cigarette, shielding the flame from the wind, The Dancer whistled sharp and low from the opposite end of the lane, a sound that echoed against the stone walls. It was enough to break their focus, allowing the dog to slip away into the labyrinth of I. The Dancer walked on, heart hammering against his ribs, learning that salvation in the lanes often required subtlety rather than force.
The Flay, having returned from the fever ward to the biting reality of the street, found his territory challenged. The shortcut behind the bakery, a vital artery for his movements and minor mischiefs, had been claimed by a rival gang from the upper lanes. They stood guard with the arrogance of those who believe the cold gives them strength. The Flay did not fight them with fists; he fought them with the architecture of I itself. He knew the way the wind funnelled down that passage, how it could carry sound and scent. He spent days observing their patterns, their shifts, the moments they huddled together for warmth. I watched him orchestrate a distraction using the environment—a clatter of bins, a strategically thrown stone that sent a clowder of cats screeching through the gap. In the ensuing chaos, he slipped past, reclaiming his route not through strength, but through a superior understanding of the lane’s physics. He moved with a new, hard wisdom, understanding that territory in Limerick was held by those who knew how to manipulate its chaos.
Inside the Grubb household, the cold was a physical presence that sat at the table with the family. Docker raked the embers of the fire with the care of a jeweller, ensuring that no heat was wasted, and his movements slow and deliberate. The mother moved through the room adding layers to the children, wrapping coats over jumpers, her hands checking for drafts around the window frames. Bardan, the boy Bardan, sat in the corner, his notebook open, recording the patterns of frost on the glass. He noted how the ice bloomed like ferns, how the breath of the family clouded the air, and how the silence of the room was heavy with the effort of keeping warm. The house was a fortress against the winter, its defences built of rags and turf and the sheer will to endure. I held them in that small, dim space, feeling the vibration of their shivering and the steady, quiet beat of their survival.
I tightened its grip as December approached. My River Shannon flowed black and thick, a vein of ice-cold blood through the heart of the town. The bridges were slick with verglas, demanding a shuffling, penitent gait from all who crossed. The Laneboys—The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, The Dancer—converged again, not in play, but in a shared recognition of the season’s hardness. They stood at the corner, breath pluming in the air, stamping their feet to keep the blood moving. They were different now, altered by their individual struggles against the elements. The Dart carried the ache of the shovel in his shoulders; The Chancer bore the memory of the fall in his cautious steps; The Dancer held the secret of the rescue in his quiet eyes; The Flay wore his cunning like a second coat.
Old Bardan, feels the phantom bite of that winter in his own extremities now. He remembers the specific texture of the cold, how it smelled of wet wool and impending snow. He sees the boys as they were, small figures against the looming grey of I, their survival a series of small, calculated victories against a world that offered them no quarter. The lesson was in the ice that refused to melt, in the wind that found every gap in their clothing. It was a lesson of adaptation, of moulding oneself to the harsh contours of the environment. I did not soften for them; they hardened for me.
As the long nights settled in, the streetlamps cast pools of yellow light on the frozen ground, illuminating the stage where these small dramas played out. The boys dispersed to their homes, carrying the cold with them, their boots leaving temporary marks on the frost-hardened earth. I watched them go, folding the night around them like a heavy, damp blanket. I listened to the fires dying down in the grates, the coughing of children in damp rooms, and the silence of the streets waiting for the next dawn. The winter of 1940 was a forge of ice, and in its centre, the boys were being tempered, their characters hammered into shape by the relentless pressure of the season.
November waned, and the resonance of I shifted from the wet, splashing percussion of rain to the tight, high-pitched hum of early frost. I felt the change in the tension of the telegraph wires singing above the streets and in the way the limestone walls held the cold, refusing to release it even when the pale sun briefly broke the cloud cover. The dampness that had defined the season began to crystallize, transforming the fluid chaos of the lanes into a brittle, glistening order. The mud hardened into ruts that caught the heels of the unwary, and the puddles, once mirrors for the grey sky, became fractured panes of ice that crunched underfoot. I held its breath, suspended between the drowning rains of autumn and the crushing weight of the winter to come.
Old Bardan standing in the summer, closes his eyes against the glare of the present, seeking the frequency of that distant transition. He listens not for the noise of the traffic but for the silence that fell over 1940, a silence that was not empty but full of vibration, like a bell after it has been struck. He remembers the notebook he carried then, the pages damp and curling, the ink blurring into blue veins. He presses his hand to his chest, feeling the phantom weight of that ledger, the repository of small, hard-won truths. He understands now that he was not merely recording events; he was capturing the resonance of survival, noting how the boys tuned themselves to the harsh key of I.
In the Grubb household, the resonance was one of contained pressure. The air in the small kitchen was thick with the smell of drying turf and the rhythmic, rasping breath of the father, Docker, sleeping in the chair by the fire. The mother moved through the room with a silence that was a skill in itself, a counter-melody to the potential violence of a woken temper. She placed the kettle on the hob, the metal clinking softly against the iron grate, a sound of domestic persistence. Bardan watches his younger self, Bardan, sitting in the corner, his body still but his eyes active, absorbing the tension. He sees the boy learning that endurance is often a quiet act, a matter of breathing in time with the room, of becoming part of the furniture so as not to disturb the delicate balance of the home.
Out in the hardening lanes, The Flay emerged as a master of this new, frozen acoustic. The fever ward had taught him the power of the whisper and the scratch of a pen; the street now taught him the power of the silent step. He moved along the walls of Roden Lane, his boots finding the silent patches of earth between the ringing cobbles. He was no longer just a boy avoiding a beating; he was an instrument of observation, tuning himself to the frequencies of adult distraction. He watched the neighbours, noting who walked with the heaviness of defeat and who moved with the quick, sharp steps of anxiety. The Flay’s resonance was a low, humming calculation, a constant assessment of risk and reward that vibrated beneath his theatrical exterior. He did not just walk I; he played it, plucking the strings of opportunity where he found them.
The Chancer, having recovered from the humiliation of the dog chase and the lost coins, found a new rhythm in the hardening mud. His movements were less frantic, more precise. He navigated the frozen ruts of the lane not with fear, but with a dancer’s agility, his body remembering the lessons of the slip and the fall. He had learned that I punished haste but rewarded flow. He moved through the crowds at the market with a fluid grace, slipping between the heavy coats of farmers and the baskets of women, a current of energy that refused to be dammed. Bardan sees in him the resonance of adaptation, the way a stream reshapes itself around a stone, finding the path of least resistance without losing its momentum.
The Dart’s resonance was deeper, a bass note that anchored the group. The weight of the coal sacks and the fear of the schoolmaster had settled into his shoulders, not as a burden, but as ballast. He walked with a heavy, deliberate cadence, his feet striking the ground with the assurance of someone who knows the earth will hold him. He stood by the river wall, watching the My My River Shannonflow black and sluggish under the ice, and in his stillness, there was a profound endurance. He did not vibrate with The Flay’s nervous energy or flow with The Chancer’s speed; he simply was. He absorbed the cold and the damp, a stone retaining the heat of a distant sun, providing a solid surface against which the others could measure themselves.
The Dancer brought the harmony, the high, clear note that cut through the dissonance of the season. His care for the kitten had tuned him to a frequency of empathy that the others often missed in their struggle for survival. He moved through the lanes with a lightness that belied the cold, humming a tune that seemed to warm the air around him. He noticed the shivering dog, the crying child, the old woman struggling with her latch, and his response was immediate and uncalculated. His resonance was one of connection, a refusal to let the frost seal him off from the world. Bardan watches him with a mixture of love and pain, remembering how that bright sound would eventually be tested by the silence of the years, yet in this moment, it rang true and clear.
I, I, gathered these disparate notes—the calculation, the flow, the endurance, the empathy—and wove them into the complex chord of late autumn. The wind whistled through the telegraph wires, the river lapped against the stone quays, and the boots of the Laneboys struck the frozen earth in a syncopated rhythm of defiance. They gathered at the corner, their breath pluming in the cold air, a small knot of life against the encroaching grey. They did not speak much; the cold made words brittle. Instead, they communicated through the resonance of their presence, a shared vibration of loyalty and survival that hummed in the space between them.
Bardan feels the finality of the season in his old bones. The transition from the wet misery of October to the hard, biting clarity of December was complete. The lessons had been learned, not in classrooms, but in the laboratory of the lanes. They had learned to observe, to measure, to endure, and to care. They had learned that I was not a backdrop, but a participant, a force that demanded a response. The notebook in his mind closes on this chapter, the ink dry, and the pages stiff with the memory of frost.
The darkness of winter finally descended, swallowing the last of the autumn light. The gas lamps sputtered to life, casting long, wavering shadows that stretched across the frost-rimmed cobbles. The boys turned toward their homes, their figures dissolving into the gloom, leaving only the echo of their footsteps fading into the silence. I held them there, suspended in the amber of memory, the resonance of their lives vibrating in the stone and the air, a song of I that would never fully fade. The autumn of 1940 ended not with a shout, but with a settled, frozen silence, a pause before the next movement of the symphony began.

2. Siege
Winter 1940 descended upon Limerick not with the fanfare of a storm, but with the silent, suffocating pressure of a siege, locking I within walls of frost and grey, unyielding light. I felt the heat leech from my limestone bones, the dampness of the river rising to coat every slate roof and iron railing in a brittle, white skin. The My River Shannon, usually a brown, muscular artery, grew sluggish and dark, its edges crusting with ice that cracked and groaned under the weight of the tides. The air turned solid, a physical barrier that had to be pushed through, biting at exposed skin and stiffening the wet wool of coats before they could dry. The lanes became canyons of trapped cold, where the sun, low and pale, barely scraped the chimney pots, offering illumination but no warmth.
Bardan stands now in the summer, an old man pressing his hand against the warm, rough masonry of a bridge, trying to summon the memory of that bone-deep chill. He closes his eyes, and the heat of the present fades, replaced by the phantom ache of frozen toes and the smell of turf smoke fighting a losing battle against the damp. He sees his younger self, Bardan, huddled in the kitchen of the Grubb house, a small figure wrapped in layers of threadbare clothes, scratching words into a notebook with fingers stiff as twigs. The kitchen is a fortress against the siege, the range a small, defiant heart pumping weak heat into the room. Docker sits by the fire, his movements reduced to the absolute minimum, conserving energy like a man stranded on an ice floe. The mother moves with the economy of the freezing, her hands red and cracked, performing the liturgy of survival: counting sods of turf, measuring tea leaves, checking the window seals for the draft that always finds a way in.
In the lanes, the Laneboys moves through the frozen landscape, small sparks of resistance against the encroaching stasis. The Flay is the first to test the boundaries of this new, hard world. He moves with a calculated recklessness, drawn to the danger of the ice like a moth to a cold flame. He stands at the edge of the river, where a stack of timber boards has frozen into a precarious jetty over the black water. He does not run; he stalks. He tests the adhesion of his boot soles against the rime-slicked wood, his head tilted as if listening for the frequency of the ice. He is performing a drama of survival for an audience of shadows, his grin sharp and white against the grey air. Bardan watches him from the safety of memory, seeing the boy weigh the thrill of the slip against the terror of the plunge, turning the lethal indifference of the river into a stage for his own defiance.
The Chancer meets the winter with a kinetic frenzy, refusing to acknowledge the change in the laws of physics. The courtyard behind the school has become a sheet of black ice, a trap for the unwary. The Chancer does not walk; he slides. He launches himself across the frozen surface with a laugh that cracks in the cold air, arms wheeling to maintain a balance that seems impossible. He challenges gravity and friction, betting his agility against the hardness of the stone. He falls, inevitably, a tangle of limbs and cursed breath, but he rises instantly, bruising his pride but not his spirit. He treats the ice as a personal adversary, something to be outwitted and outmanoeuvred, his energy a frantic heat that keeps the cold at bay for one more moment.
The Dart accepts the siege with the stoicism of a stone wall. He does not fight the winter; he measures it. He walks the lanes with a heavy, deliberate gait, his eyes scanning the ground for the treacherous glint of black ice disguised as wet cobble. He carries a sack of kindling, the wood digging into his shoulder, but he does not hurry. He knows that haste in this season leads to broken bones and spilled fuel. He calculates the friction of the slope, the weight of his burden, the distance to the next doorway. He is the anchor, the boy who understands that survival is a math problem: energy expended versus heat gained. Bardan sees him pause to adjust his load, his breath pluming like a steam engine, a portrait of endurance etched in the winter grey.
The Dancer brings a different warmth to the frozen streets, a social heat generated by friction and noise. He navigates the cold by refusing to let the silence settle. He hums, he jokes, and he engages the shivering neighbours with a banter that forces a smile, cracking the frozen masks of their faces. He mediates the small, sharp conflicts that erupt when people are cold and hungry, his voice a balm against the irritation of the season. He finds a patch of clear pavement and claims it, not for himself, but for the group, a small island of safety in the sea of ice. He shivers, his coat too thin, but his spirit remains buoyant, a cork bobbing on the freezing water, refusing to be pulled under by I’s grim mood.
Inside the Grubb household, the siege mentality hardens. The windows are opaque with fern-patterns of frost, beautiful and deadly, sealing the family into a twilight world. The air smells of damp wool drying too slowly and the metallic tang of the empty grate. Bardan watches his mother scrape the last of the butter onto a heel of bread, the knife making a harsh rasping sound in the quiet. He sees his father staring into the embers, calculating how long they will last, the silent arithmetic of poverty. The boy Bardan records it all, the way the light dies in the afternoon, the way the cold seems to have a weight that presses on the chest, the way the family huddles together not just for warmth, but to reassure themselves that they are still there, still living, still resisting I’s attempt to freeze them into statues.
The wind didn't just scour the streets; it hunted for stragglers. Pedestrians vanished into doorways, surrendering I to the ice, but the Laneboys stood their ground. They converged at the corner not for comfort, but for a headcount. The Flay’s grin was sharp, testing the others for cracks in their resolve. The Chancer stamped his bruised knees to prove they still worked, The Dart shifted his load like a weapon, and The Dancer’s chatter wasn't idle—it was a frantic pulse check. They weren't just a knot of heat; they were a battery charging itself against the freeze, knowing that if they dispersed now, I would pick them off one by one.
Bardan feels the chill in his own marrow, the memory so potent it overrides the July sun. He understands now that the siege was not just about the cold. It was a test of their architecture, a stress test for the soul. The winter stripped away the softness, the ease, the surplus. What remained was the essential: the bone, the stone, and the bond. They learned to live in a contracted world, to find freedom in the small movements possible within the ice. They learned that endurance is not a state of being, but an act of daily, stubborn creation.
The winter of 1940 deepened, the days shortening until the light seemed like a brief, accidental interruption of the dark. I settled into the long haul, the stone walls absorbing the cold until they radiated it back. The boys moved through the gloom, small figures against the massive, indifferent backdrop of the frozen city. They were learning the lessons of the siege: that patience is a weapon that observation is a shield, and that even in the deepest freeze, the heart can keep burning if it has something to guard. Bardan watches them fade into the mist of his memory, leaving only the sound of their boots crunching on the frost, a rhythm of persistence that echoes across the decades.
The siege deepened as December entrenched itself, the cold no longer an intruder but a resident landlord demanding a rent of warmth we could barely afford to pay. I watched the frost stitch the mouths of the laneways shut, sealing the cobblestones under a carapace of white iron. The sky hung low and leaden, a ceiling of bruised clouds that refused to lift, trapping the smoke of a thousand turf fires so that the air tasted of ancient peat and current desperation. Inside the houses, the walls wept condensation that froze before it could reach the skirting boards, creating maps of ice that mirrored the cracked plaster beneath. The Emergency was not just a political state but a physical one; the scarcity of coal turned every unburnt sod of turf into a holy relic, and the rationing of gas meant the nights belonged to the shadows long before the clocks announced the hour.
Old Bardan, feels the phantom ache of that specific winter in his knuckles now, a memory of cold that arthritis cannot replicate. He sits in the warmth, yet his mind is back in the kitchen of the Grubb house, watching his younger self, Bardan, trying to write with fingers that felt like wooden dowels. The kitchen was the keep of their fortress, the range a failing heart they tended with desperate devotion. Docker sat closest to the heat, his silence a heavy curtain drawn against the draft, his eyes tracking the consumption of the fuel with a grim arithmetic. The mother moved within the small radius of the fire’s influence, her hands red and chapped, performing the alchemy of turning water and meagre oats into sustenance. There was no surplus here, no room for error; the siege demanded a discipline of consumption that Bardan recorded in his copybook, noting how the family breathed in shallow rhythms to conserve the heat of their own bodies.
Outside, the Laneboys waged their own campaigns against the frozen world. The Flay, driven by a restless defiance of the horizontal, sought to conquer the vertical. He found his challenge in the slate roof of a derelict shed behind the bacon factory, where a loose tile chattered in the wind like a set of frozen teeth. I watched him ascend, not with the fluid grace of summer, but with a calculated, clawing determination. The frost had turned the brickwork into glass, and the drainpipe was a column of ice. The Flay did not climb for the view; he climbed to prove that I’s grip could be broken, that he could rise above the frozen mire of the lanes. He moved methodically, testing each foothold, his breath pluming in short, sharp bursts. At the summit, he straddled the ridge tiles, a ragged gargoyle surveying his kingdom of ice, his face pale but his eyes burning with a cold triumph. He was learning that elevation offered a different perspective on the siege, a way to see the patterns of the frost rather than just suffering its bite.
The Chancer engaged the enemy on the ground, his war a physical grapple with the frozen resources of I. Behind the pub, a stack of discarded timber had fused into a single, ice-bound monolith. Wood was heat, and heat was life, but I did not surrender it easily. The Chancer attacked the pile with a ferocity that bordered on desperation. He did not have tools; he had only his hands and his leverage. I felt the vibrations of his struggle through the frozen earth as he heaved and twisted, his boots slipping on the treacherous ground. He was fighting the physics of the freeze, the way ice acts as cement. When a log finally gave way with a sound like a pistol shot, The Chancer fell back, bruised but victorious, clutching the prize against his chest. There was no laughter in this victory, only the grim satisfaction of a soldier securing supplies. He learned that winter yielded nothing to charm or speed; it yielded only to force applied with relentless persistence.
The Dart fought a silent, intellectual battle against the hidden traps of the terrain. The frost had camouflaged the dangers of the lanes; black ice lay in ambush where puddles used to be, and the slopes of the bridges were slick enough to break bones. The Dart did not rush. He mapped the hazards. He walked with his head down, eyes scanning the texture of the ground, distinguishing between the crunch of safe frost and the silent slide of the glaze. He became the navigator for the group, his movements telegraphing safety or danger. He would pause at a corner, testing the surface with a tentative heel, his assessment absolute. If The Dart walked around a patch of ground, the others followed his arc without question. He was internalizing the geometry of the siege, understanding that survival required reading the environment as a text written in ice and stone. His patience was a shield, his observation a lantern in the grey gloom.
The Dancer’s front was the social landscape, which had grown brittle and sharp in the cold. A dispute had arisen over a patch of sheltered ground in the courtyard, a rare corner where the wind did not cut and the sun, when it appeared, lingered longest. A rival group of boys from the upper lanes had laid claim to it, their posture aggressive, and their desperation mirroring our own. Violence hung in the freezing air, a spark ready to ignite. The Dancer stepped into the gap, not with fists, but with a diffuse, disarming energy. He did not challenge their claim; he distracted from it. He made a joke about the frozen snot on a rival’s lip, a comment so absurd and precise that it cracked the tension. He turned the shivering into a shared joke, the misery into a common enemy. He negotiated a truce based not on territory but on mutual endurance, a sharing of the shelter that saved faces and perhaps teeth. I watched him learn that in a siege, diplomacy is the art of managing desperation, of finding the warmth in human connection when the fires have gone out.
I held them all in its frozen palm, testing their seams. The Grubb household tightened its belt, the mother scraping the bottom of the pot, the father staring into the embers as if reading the future of the coal supply. Bardan, in his corner, captured the sensory details of the siege: the smell of drying wool that never quite dried, the sound of the wind seeking entry through the window sash, the taste of the thin gruel that passed for dinner. He noted the way the cold made everyone smaller, hunching shoulders and bowing heads, condensing life into the core functions of heating and eating. He watched his parents negotiate the silent treaty of their marriage in the cramped space, their movements a dance of avoidance and support, surviving the winter by sharing the burden of its weight.
The Flay descended from his roof, his hands scraped and raw, but his spirit inflated by the altitude. He carried the cold in his clothes like armour. The Chancer dragged his liberated timber home, the wood heavy and slick, a trophy of his physical war. The Dart led them through the treacherous maze of the evening streets, his path a winding line of safety through the hazards. The Dancer walked among them, the peacemaker who had secured a temporary alliance against the wind. They converged at the corner, stamping their feet to keep the blood moving, a small unit of resistance against the encroaching night.
The lesson of this phase of the siege was written in the resilience of the materials—the stone that held the cold, the wood that resisted the hand, the ice that hid the danger. But it was also written in the boys themselves. They were hardening, not just against the weather, but against the indifference of the world. They were learning that I would not provide; it had to be harvested, negotiated with, and outmanoeuvred. Bardan, looking back, sees the architecture of their characters being reinforced by the frost, the mortar of their bond setting hard in the low temperatures. They were not merely enduring the winter; they were being forged by it, their softness burned away by the cold, leaving behind something durable and defined.
As the night fully descended, the gas lamps sputtered, casting weak pools of yellow light that barely touched the darkness. The boys dispersed to their separate struggles, carrying the collective strength of the group into their individual battles for warmth. I wrapped the fog around them, a cold blanket that muffled the sounds of I but could not extinguish the small, stubborn fires burning in their chests. The siege would continue, the frost would deepen, but the garrison held.
The siege moved from the land to the water as January hardened I into a single, shivering block of stone. I, the My River Shannon, usually a fluid, muscular presence dividing I, had been tamed by the frost, my edges creeping inward with a jagged, white paralysis. The silence of the ice was deceptive; it was not a peace, but a held breath, a tension that vibrated against the pilings of the bridges and the hulls of moored boats. The boys were drawn to this new, dangerous geography, the river no longer a boundary but a frontier to be tested. Old Bardan, stands on the quay in his mind, looking down at the grey, unmoving surface, remembering the specific, terrifying sound of ice settling—a groan that seemed to come from the riverbed itself, a complaint of the earth against the weight of the cold. He sees the Laneboys as small, dark figures against the expanse of white and grey, testing the limits of their world which had suddenly, treacherously, expanded.
The Flay was the first to venture out, driven by that peculiar magnetism that always pulled him toward the unstable. He found a section of the riverbank near the old mill where the reeds were frozen into glass spears and the mud was hard as iron. He did not step carelessly; his movement was a performance of calculation and daring. I felt the pressure of his boots on the ice, the tentative distribution of his weight as he moved away from the safety of the shore. He was testing the architecture of the freeze, listening for the sharp, rifle-crack report that would signal a breach. His head was cocked, his eyes wide not with fear, but with an intense, almost scientific curiosity. He was measuring the tolerance of I, asking the river how much it would bear before it swallowed him. Bardan watches him slide one foot forward, then the other, arms extended for balance, a tightrope walker with no net but the black, freezing water beneath. The Flay’s grin was sharp, a slice of white in the grey air, a challenge to the elements to do their worst.
The Chancer’s war was waged against the frozen resources of I. The siege had cut off the easy flow of fuel, and the wood that remained was often fused together by ice, turning simple stacks into fortresses. He battled a pile of timber behind the coal yard, the logs cemented by a thick glaze of frost. I watched him struggle, his breath coming in white clouds, his hands slipping on the treacherous bark. He did not have the tools for this excavation; he had only his leverage and his stubborn refusal to be beaten by the weather. He threw his shoulder against the wood, grunting with the effort, his boots scrabbling for purchase on the slick ground. It was a kinetic argument with the laws of physics, a demand that I yield its warmth. When a log finally broke free with a sound like a pistol shot, The Chancer stumbled back, clutching his prize, his face flushed with the exertion and the cold triumph of a scavenger who has outwitted the season.
The Dart approached the frozen landscape with the methodology of a cartographer. He did not trust the ice; he studied it. He walked the lanes with his head down, mapping the hazards that the frost had disguised. He noted where the runoff from a gutter had created a sheet of black ice, invisible and deadly, and where the snow concealed a deep rut that could snap an ankle. He moved with a heavy, deliberate cadence, planting his feet only after he had visually tested the surface. He was the navigator, the one who saw I not as a playground but as a series of traps laid by the weather. I felt his scrutiny on my stones, a boy who understood that in a siege, the ground itself could turn traitor. He would pause at a corner, signalling a detour to the others with a nod, his judgment absolute and accepted. His endurance was intellectual; he outlasted the winter by understanding its geometry better than anyone else.
The Dancer’s role in the siege was to maintain the cohesion of the garrison. The cold made tempers brittle; the hunger made patience thin. Arguments flared up like matches in the wind—sharp, bright, and quickly extinguished by the overwhelming chill. The Dancer moved between the boys, and between the rival groups of the lanes, with a fluid, disarming grace. He used his voice as a tool of warmth, cracking jokes that misted in the air, defusing tension with a well-timed observation or a self-deprecating stumble. I watched him negotiate a truce over a patch of sheltered ground, his posture open and non-threatening, and his eyes scanning the faces of the other boys for signs of thaw. He understood that the cold was the true enemy, and that unity was the only fuel that wouldn’t run out. He was the heat in the social machinery, the grease that kept the gears of their small society turning when the temperature threatened to freeze them solid.
Inside the Grubb household, the siege was a silent, domestic attrition. The fire in the range was a small, jealous god that demanded constant tribute of turf and coal, commodities that were becoming as rare as gold. Docker sat by the hearth, his presence a heavy, brooding shadow, raking the embers with a miser’s care, trying to coax one more hour of heat from the fading glow. The mother moved through the room with layers of shawls wrapping her thin frame, her hands red from the cold water of the scullery. Bardan’s younger self sat at the table his fingers stiff around a pen, trying to capture the sensation of the cold on paper before his ink froze. He noted the way the frost climbed the inside of the windowpane, a fern-forest of ice that bloomed in the damp air, beautiful and parasitic, feeding on the warmth of the room. The house was a vessel navigating a frozen sea, its crew silent and watchful, conserving every breath and every movement.
The Flay ventured too far, and the ice sang—a high, brittle note that vibrated through the soles of his boots. He froze, arms pin wheeling to keep his balance, as the white surface spider-webbed beneath him. The bravado vanished. He didn't move; he didn't breathe. "Get down!" The Dart roared from the bank. We didn't form a "chain of will"; we formed a chain of belts. The Dart anchored us, digging his heels into the frozen mud, while The Dancer and I lay flat on the cracking edge, sliding a leather belt across the ice. The Flay grabbed it, his knuckles white, and we hauled him in—a dead weight scraping against the frost—until his knees hit the bank. He didn't stand; he collapsed into the grass, shivering violently, the sound of the cracking ice still echoing in the silence between us.
Bardan feels the echo of that fear in his own chest, the memory of the ice’s groan vibrating through the decades. He leans against the warm stone, but his mind is entirely within the winter of 1940. He understands now that the siege was not just about the elements; it was a test of their architecture as a group. The Flay provided the edge, the risk that defined their boundaries. The Chancer provided the resourcefulness, the ability to wrest life from the frozen city. The Dart provided the foundation, the knowledge of where to stand. The Dancer provided the mortar, the emotional bond that held the stones together. And Bardan, the watcher, provided the memory, the ledger in which the siege was recorded.
As the afternoon light failed, bleeding away into a bruised purple twilight, the cold intensified, clamping down on I with renewed force. The streetlamps sputtered to life, casting pools of yellow light that seemed to freeze in the air, illuminating the drifting snow that had begun to fall. The boys huddled together, a knot of resistance against the encroaching night. They shared the warmth of their bodies and the heat of their survival, recounting the day’s near-misses and small victories. The Flay’s voice returned, shaky but defiant, spinning the river incident into a tale of high adventure. The Chancer laughed, a sharp bark of sound. The Dart nodded, his eyes on the ground. The Dancer hummed a tune, a thin thread of melody against the wind.
I watched them, these small sparks of life in the vast, frozen dark. I held them in my stone arms, feeling the beat of their hearts against the silence of the winter. They were learning the hardest lesson of the siege: that to survive, one must become as hard as the frost, as fluid as the river, and as enduring as the stone. They were being tempered by the cold, their childhood softness burning away, leaving behind something durable, something that could withstand the weight of the world. The snow fell harder, erasing their footprints as they walked homeward, but the path they had cut through the winter would remain, etched into the map of their lives.
The siege moved into its second phase as January hardened, the initial shock of the cold replaced by a grinding, attrition warfare against the spirit. I felt the change in the way the frost no longer melted at noon but layered itself, day upon day, until the streets were paved in white iron. The wind shifted to the east, a dry, biting current that stripped the moisture from the air and left the skin cracked and bleeding. It was a season of contraction, where the boundaries of life shrank to the immediate radius of a hearth or the shelter of a high wall. The silence of the streets was not peaceful; it was the quiet of conservation, a city holding its breath to keep the heat inside.
The Flay faced a moral test that demanded more than simple daring. Near the old wool factory, where the river currents ran deep and dangerous beneath a deceptive crust of ice, a stray dog had wandered too far. The animal was stranded on a shelf of ice, whining against the wind, its paws scrabbling uselessly against the slick surface. I watched The Flay observe the creature, his head tilted, calculating not just the physics of the rescue but the value of the effort. He did not rush; the river had already taught him the cost of impetuosity. Instead, he scavenged a length of discarded rope from a nearby fence post, testing its tensile strength with a sharp tug. He moved with the precision of an engineer, securing one end to the iron railing and fashioning a loop with the other. He did not step onto the ice himself; he manipulated the rope, casting it with a patience that defied the biting cold, guiding the loop until it snagged the animal. It was a rescue performed without audience or applause, a calculated assertion of life against the indifference of the season.
The Chancer found his trial in the chaos of a sudden windstorm that scattered the neighbourhood’s fuel supply. The coal and timber, painstakingly gathered and stacked, had been toppled and buried under a fresh drift of snow and ice. I felt his frustration vibrate through the ground, a kinetic energy that usually drove him forward now stalled by the sheer weight of the disaster. He did not attack the pile with his usual frenzy. Instead, he paused, his breath steaming in the grey light, assessing the damage. He began to dig, not with wild abandon, but with a rhythmic, efficient motion, salvaging the dry timber first, shielding the coal from the wet snow. He improvised a shelter using a broken door and a tarp, creating a dry pocket in the midst of the freeze. It was a lesson in logistics, a realization that in a siege, the protection of resources was as vital as their acquisition.
The Dart’s challenge was intellectual, a game of chess played against a stranger who appeared in the lanes offering information about a coal cache. In a season of scarcity, hope is a dangerous currency, and the promise of fuel could easily lead to a trap or a fool’s errand. I watched The Dart stand his ground, his boots planted firmly on the frozen cobbles, his eyes scanning the stranger’s face for the micro-tremors of deceit. He did not speak much; he let the silence stretch, forcing the other boy to fill it with nervous details. He tested the information with small, probing questions, cross-referencing it against his own map of I. He orchestrated a series of controlled interactions, sending a younger boy to scout the location while he held the stranger in conversation. It was a masterclass in scepticism and verification, a refusal to let desperation cloud judgment. By evening, he had secured the fuel without exposing himself or his friends to risk, his victory one of patience and superior intelligence.
The Dancer’s war was waged in the cramped, smoke-filled rooms where families huddled together, tempers fraying under the strain of confinement. The cold had seeped into the social fabric, making words sharp and patience brittle. Arguments flared over rationed bread or the seat closest to the fire. The Dancer moved through these domestic minefields with the grace of a diplomat. He used his voice not to shout but to soothe, reading aloud from letters that had arrived from England or America, his tone infusing the written words with a warmth that the room lacked. He found humour in the bleakness, cracking a joke about the frozen water in the bucket that dissolved the tension into reluctant laughter. He was the keeper of morale, the one who understood that the siege could break a mind as easily as a body, and that a shared laugh was a form of fuel that did not burn in a grate.
Inside the Grubb household, the atmosphere was a study in static endurance. The frost had colonized the inside of the windowpanes, creating a second, opaque world that shut out the street. Docker sat by the fire, his movements reduced to the absolute essential, conserving every calorie. The mother moved with the economy of a woman who knows the exact weight of a potato and the precise amount of tea leaves required for a pot. Bardan sat in the corner, the notebook open, recording the sensory details of the freeze: the smell of damp wool drying, the sound of the wind rattling the loose sash, the feeling of the cold radiating from the floorboards. He noted the way the family orbited the fire, a solar system bound by the gravity of heat, each member adjusting their position to share the warmth without collision.
I, I, observed the cumulative effect of these small resistances. The Laneboys were no longer just reacting to the winter; they were managing it. The Flay had learned that heroism required calculation; The Chancer had discovered that energy must be disciplined by method; The Dart had realized that trust was a commodity to be weighed; The Dancer had found that soft power could hold a group together when the walls threatened to close in. They moved through the streets with a new assurance, their steps adapting to the ice, their eyes reading the weather not with fear, but with recognition.
Old Bardan, feels the phantom weight of that winter in his shoulders, the hunch adopted against the wind that never quite straightens. He traces the memory of the frozen river, the black water moving beneath the white skin of ice. He sees the boys as distinct points of heat in the grey landscape, their survival a series of small, stubborn fires lit against the dark. The lesson of the season was not in the thaw, which was still months away, but in the endurance of the freeze. They were learning to live within the siege, to find the cracks in the ice where life could still breathe.
As the long night of mid-January descended, the gas lamps cast long, distorted shadows across the snow. I hunkered down, stones groaning in the drop of temperature. The boys dispersed to their homes, carrying the day’s lessons in their frozen hands. The Flay with the memory of the rope and the dog; The Chancer with his salvaged timber; The Dart with his verified coal; The Dancer with the echoes of laughter he had coaxed from the gloom. They were hardening, crystalizing like the frost on the glass, becoming something durable, something that could withstand the weight of the world.
February arrived not with a thaw, but with a tightening of the screw, a final, brutal assertion of the winter’s authority before the eventual, reluctant surrender to spring. I felt the siege enter its attrition phase, where the cold was no longer a shock but a permanent condition of existence. The frost had penetrated deep into the mortar of the Georgian houses and the mud cabins alike, binding I in a paralysis that felt eternal. My My River Shannon was a ribbon of black ice and slush, moving with a heavy, sullen power beneath the bridges, carrying the debris of a season that had overstayed its welcome.
Old Bardan, presses his hand against the warm brick of a modern building, but his sensory memory is entirely of that frozen February. He recalls the specific quality of the silence—a muffled, heavy quiet that swallowed the sound of boots and wheels. He sees his younger self, Bardan, sitting at the kitchen table, the notebook open but the ink pot frozen, the nib scratching uselessly against the paper. The siege had moved indoors, attacking the very tools of record-keeping. The Grubb household was a study in static endurance. Docker sat by the grate, where a single sod of turf smouldered, his eyes fixed on the faint glow as if willing it to expand by sheer force of character. The mother moved less now, conserving energy, wrapped in layers of shawls that smelled of wood smoke and age. The family had become a tableau of waiting, their breaths misting in the damp air, united by the singular purpose of outlasting the cold.
The Flay, however, refused to be static. The siege had taught him that stillness was a form of surrender. He prowled the frozen perimeter of the lanes, his eyes scanning for cracks in I’s armour. He found his opportunity in the frozen pipes of the neighbourhood. Water, essential and now inaccessible, had become a currency. The Flay organized a bucket brigade from the public pump that still flowed, a few streets away. I watched him direct the operation with the precision of a logistics officer, his breath pluming in the air as he barked orders. He enlisted the younger boys, turning a chore into a mission, a battle against the ice. He did not do this for charity; he negotiated small payments—a heel of bread, a lump of coal—for the delivery. It was a lesson in the economics of siege: when the system fails, those who can move resources become the new authority. The Flay thrived in this broken order, his cunning warming him where the fire could not.
The Chancer found his own rhythm in the late winter ice. The frozen canal offered a dangerous, gleaming highway, and he took to it with a pair of scavenged skates, rusted blades tied to his boots with twine. He did not skate for travel; he skated for defiance. I felt the scrape of the metal against my frozen skin as he cut arcs and circles, a solitary figure moving with a grace that mocked the clumsiness of the season. He fell, of course—bruised hips and scraped palms—but he rose each time with a grin that cracked the frozen mask of his face. He was learning that the siege could be engaged with on one's own terms, that the ice could be a stage as well as a prison. His movement was a kinetic argument against the paralysis of I, a refusal to let the winter dictate the terms of his existence.
The Dart’s endurance deepened into a profound, silent strength. The fuel crisis had peaked; the coal yards were empty, the turf bogs inaccessible under snow. The Dart became a gleaner of I’s refuse. He walked the train tracks, eyes fixed on the ground, searching for coal that might have fallen from the tenders. He scouted the riverbanks for driftwood, testing each piece for dryness with a tactile wisdom. He did not complain about the cold or the weight; he simply accepted the burden. I watched him return to his home with a sack half-full of "cinders and damp wood," a meagre harvest that he presented with the dignity of a provider. He was the foundation, the stone that holds the heat long after the fire is out, teaching the others that survival is often a matter of relentless, unglamorous scavenging.
The Dancer brought the siege to a close not with heat, but with light. The darkness of the evenings had become oppressive, a weight on the spirit as heavy as the frost. The Dancer found a box of candles, ends and stubs discarded from the church, and organized an "illumination" in the shelter they had claimed behind the old warehouse. He arranged them on stones and crates, lighting them one by one until the small, damp space glowed with a warm, flickering light. It was a useless expenditure of resources in practical terms—candles cannot cook food or warm a room—but in spiritual terms, it was a coup. The boys gathered around the light, their faces softening, the tension of the siege momentarily lifted. The Dancer told jokes, his voice finding the acoustics of the space, turning the huddle into an audience. He understood that morale was a supply line that needed to be maintained as strictly as food or fuel.
I, I, felt the shift as February waned. The grip of the frost began to loosen, not all at once, but in small, groaning surrenders. The ice on the river cracked with pistol-shot sounds, sending fractures racing across the surface. The air lost its biting edge, holding instead a damp, heavy promise of rain. The siege was lifting, not by the victory of the inhabitants, but by the retreat of the invader.
Bardan stands in the summer, but he feels the echo of that thaw. He remembers the sound of dripping water, the symphony of the melt that signalled the end of the long freeze. He sees the Laneboys—The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, The Dancer—standing at their corner, thinner, paler, but unbroken. They had weathered the siege. They had learned to manipulate the scarcity (The Flay), to dance on the danger (The Chancer), to endure the burden (The Dart), and to light the darkness (The Dancer). I had tested them, pressed them into the hard mould of winter, and they had held their shape.
The notebook in Bardan’s mind closes on the chapter. The ink is dry, the pages stiff with the memory of the cold. The winter of 1940 was over, leaving behind a city scoured clean and boys who looked at the coming spring with eyes that had seen the bottom of the thermometer. They were ready for whatever the sky would send next, tempered by the ice, bound by the stone, and held, always, in the memory of I that narrated their lives.
3. Yield
Spring 1941 arrived not with the clamour of I, but with a silent, creeping green that softened the iron grip of winter on the midlands. I felt the absence of my children as they moved beyond my stone embrace, exiled by necessity to the damp, furrowed fields where the horizon stretched wide and flat. The frost receded slowly, retreating into the hollows of the land, leaving behind a soil that was dark, heavy, and waiting. The air here did not smell of coal smoke and river mud, but of wet grass and the raw, sweet decay of old leaves. It was a silence that rang in the ears of the boys, a quiet so profound after the clatter of the lanes that it felt like a held breath.
Old Bardan stands alone, his hand resting on the smooth bark of a tree in a park that remembers none of this. He closes his eyes, seeking the rhythm of that distant spring, trying to reconcile the stone of I with the yielding earth of the country.
He sees his younger self again, stretched out in a low-ceilinged room where the smell of peat smoke clung to the rafters like a memory that would not thin. The house creaked in the wind, a wooden ship adrift in a sea of grass, and young Bardan lay awake, listening to the breathing of his brothers beside him.
Docker had christened them the Divils, and the name stuck like burrs to their socks. Not because they were wicked—though there was mischief enough in them—but because they could not pass a thing without testing it. Gates were swung on until hinges surrendered. Buckets were filled past sense. Calves were chased, then solemnly apologised to. They worked hard, laughed louder, and argued with the wind itself as if it had personally offended them. Where other boys accepted the day, the Divils prodded it, questioned it, and tried to prise it open.
In the dark, they slept in fits and starts, limbs twitching as if still wrestling with the lessons of daylight—the weight of a bucket, the stubborn resistance of a gate, the infinite patience required to coax life from cold ground. Even at rest, there was something unsettled in them, a restless spark that made Docker shake his head and mutter, half-proud and half-warned, “The Divils, the lot of ye.”
And in that cramped room, with peat smoke thick as history, the name felt less like a reprimand and more like a prophecy.
The Divils, usually so vibrant in the lanes, were subdued by the vastness of the fields. I watched them move through the early morning mist, their small figures stark against the grey sky. One moved with a stiffness born of careful imitation, copying Bardan’s gestures as if they were a catechism of survival. He lifted tools with a solemnity that belonged to an older man, his eyes fixed on the task, afraid that a moment’s distraction would invite disaster. The other Divil tested the boundaries of this new world, stumbling over ruts, sliding on wet grass, learning the physics of the land through the bruising of their own knees. They were city boys, their rhythms tuned to cobblestones and corners, now forced to learn the slow, unforgiving cadence of the soil.
The Flay was not there in body. He remained in the stone veins of I, or perhaps only in the memory that Bardan carried like a concealed weapon. Yet, The Flay’s presence shaped the day as surely as the sun. Bardan saw the fields through The Flay’s eyes—measuring the drop of a slope, calculating the leverage needed to move a stone, finding the drama in the mundane drift of a cloud. The Flay’s voice, sharp and mocking, whispered in the wind, turning the drudgery of farm work into a performance of endurance. He was the ghost in the machine of their labour, the invisible foreman who demanded that they notice the absurdity of their exile, the way the mud clung to their boots like a jealous lover, the way the cows watched them with an indifference that rivalled my River Shannon itself.
I, the distant city, felt the pull of them. I watched as work began before the sun had fully climbed the sky. The frost still bearded the grass, and the water in the troughs had to be broken with a heel. Bardan moved with a deliberation that was new to him, his hands learning the language of wood and wire. He checked fences, secured gates, and emptied buckets, each action a stanza in a poem of maintenance. There was no audience here, no street corner on which to perform, only the silent judgment of the land. If a knot slipped, the animal escaped. If the bucket spilled, the work doubled. The lessons were immediate and physical, etched into the muscles rather than the mind.
The Shadow hovered at the edge of their vision, a silent partner in this rural dance. It was the weight of the war, the pressure of the Emergency, the knowledge that this labour was not a game but a condition of survival. It sharpened their attention, making the Divils s pause before stepping onto a slick bank, making Bardan double-check the latch on the barn door. They learned to read the landscape not for beauty, but for threat and opportunity. A dark cloud meant rain and mud; a broken branch meant repair; a shift in the wind meant a change in the day’s rhythm. They were becoming creatures of the earth, their city skins shedding to reveal something harder, more enduring, underneath.
The day unfolded in a slow arc of effort. The sun, when it broke through, offered little warmth, only a pale illumination of the task ahead. Bardan crouched by a furrow, running the soil through his fingers, feeling its temperature, its moisture. He was building a ledger of sensation, cataloguing the texture of the spring just as he had catalogued the moods of the lanes. The Divils watched him, their faces smeared with dirt, their breath pluming in the cold air. They were learning that patience was not waiting; it was a form of action, a way of holding one’s ground until the world turned in your favour.
As the afternoon wore on, the memory of I receded, replaced by the immediate demands of the field. Yet I remained, the narrator of their exile, holding the thread that connected them to the stone and the river. They were mine, even here in the mud and the silence. They were learning the yield of the earth so that they might better understand the yield of the street. The spring of 1941 was a season of planting, not just of seeds, but of a resilience that would root deep in their bones, preparing them for the harvest of the years to come.
The sun climbed higher, burning off the last of the morning mist that clung to the furrows, revealing a landscape that felt dangerously open to a boy raised in the tight, protective embrace of my limestone lanes. I watched from a distance, feeling the thread of connection stretch taut as Bardan and his Brothers moved through the alien geometry of the fields. Here, there were no corners to turn, no alleyways for concealment, only the exposed, rolling expanse of the midlands under a sky that seemed too large. The light did not fracture against slate and glass but soaked into the earth, heavy and silent. Bardan felt this exposure as a physical weight, a vulnerability that made him move with a hunched caution, his shoulders tense as if expecting a blow from the horizon itself.
Old Bardan remembers the specific texture of that rural silence. It was not the absence of noise, but a different frequency entirely—the tear of grass roots as a cow grazed, the wet suck of mud against a boot, the creak of timber settling in the warmth. He recalls how his younger self tried to impose the logic of I onto the farm, seeking patterns in the chaos of growth. He watched his brothers, his own blood, navigating this new world with a mixture of resilience and bewilderment. They were small figures against the green, their city clothes looking thin and inadequate, yet they moved with a stubborn adaptability that mirrored the endurance of the streets they had left behind.
The Flay’s absence was a palpable thing, a silence that Bardan filled with imagined commentary. In I, The Flay would have turned the mundane into the theatrical, narrating the walk to the pump as a perilous quest. Here, amidst the damp earth and the stoic animals, Bardan summoned The Flay’s voice to make sense of the labour. He imagined The Flay mocking the mud, declaring the cows to be silent conspirators, transforming the drudgery of fence-mending into a battle of wits against the stubborn wood. The Flay’s spirit became a lens, a way to sharpen the dull edges of the day with the memory of audacity. Bardan realized that The Flay had taught him to observe not just for survival, but for the story, and he applied this lesson now to the curvature of the furrow and the tension of the wire.
The Chancer, though miles away in the memory of the lanes, haunted the way Bardan looked at the landscape. He saw the open fields and thought of The Chancer’s kinetic energy, how he would have sprinted across this uneven ground, testing his speed against the wind. The farm demanded a different kind of movement—slow, deliberate, and measured—and Bardan felt the lack of The Chancer’s impulsive spark. He looked for shortcuts, for the clever angles that The Chancer always found in I’s architecture, but the land offered no easy cheats. The lesson here was one of direct confrontation with the task; there was no way to hustle a harvest or charm a broken gate. The earth required an honesty that The Chancer’s quick wit often danced around, and Bardan recorded this difference in his mental ledger.
The Dart’s influence manifested in the physical mechanics of the work. As Bardan struggled with the weight of a water trough or the resistance of a rusted hinge, he channelled The Dart’s silent, methodical strength. He remembered how The Dart approached a heavy load at the docks or a stack of coal in the lane—without complaint, with a focus on leverage and balance. Bardan tried to mimic that stolid acceptance, grounding his feet in the soft soil, breathing through the strain. He saw in his brothers a similar resolve starting to form, a hardening of the muscles and the will that spoke of The Dart’s legacy. The farm was teaching them what I had taught The Dart: that endurance was not a dramatic act, but a series of small, heavy things lifted and moved, over and over again.
The Dancer’s absence was felt in the quiet. The fields lacked his mediating humour, the buoyant remarks that defused tension and knit the group together. The silence of the countryside could be oppressive, a heavy blanket that smothered the spirit. Bardan found himself humming scraps of tunes The Dancer used to whistle, trying to inject a rhythm into the stillness. He watched his brothers bicker silently over a tool, their frustrations rising without The Dancer’s intervention to smooth the edges. The lesson of the social bond became clear in its absence; without the glue of shared laughter, the labour felt harder, and the isolation more profound. Bardan noted how the mood of the work party shifted with the clouds, untethered by The Dancer’s stabilizing cheer.
The Shadow of the Emergency lay over the fields, different from how it lay over I but no less heavy. In Limerick, the Shadow was shortages in shops and the sight of men leaving for England. Here, it was the imperative of production, the knowledge that this soil had to yield or there would be nothing. Bardan felt the pressure in the farmer’s gaze, in the urgency of the morning tasks. His brothers felt it too, a vibration of anxiety that made them double-check the latches and scan the sky for rain. They were learning that in the country, survival was not about dodging authority, but about cooperating with the ruthless timetable of nature. The war was distant thunder, but the battle for food was right here, in the dirt under their fingernails.
Mid-morning brought a shift in the work. The frost had retreated into the hollows, leaving the ground slick and treacherous. Bardan crouched by a fence line, his hands raw from the cold wire, feeling the damp seep into his knees. He was building a catalogue of sensation to rival his catalogue of I: the bite of the wind, the resistance of the soil, the smell of wet wool and animal heat. He watched one of his brothers slip and recover, a small drama of balance played out in the mud. There was no audience here, no applause for the recovery, only the silent witness of the land. Bardan understood then that I had made them performers, but the country was making them labourers.
The house, visible in the distance with its chimney breathing faint smoke, stood as a reminder of the domestic endurance occurring in parallel. Inside, the rhythm would be different but equally exacting—the rationing of tea, the sweeping of dust that returned the moment it was banished. Bardan thought of his mother, of The Flay’s mother, of the women of the lanes who managed scarcity with the precision of generals. He saw that same discipline in the way his brothers organized their tools, laying them out in the grass with a care that bordered on ritual. They were imposing order on the wildness, a city habit transplanted to the fields.
As the sun reached its zenith, the memory of I receded slightly, pushed back by the immediate physical demands of the day. Yet I remained in their blood. I was the stone in their step, the grey in their eye, the memory of rain on cobbles that made the open sky feel unnervingly vast. Bardan, his brothers, and the ghosts of the Laneboys moved through the spring fields, a small colony of urban survivalists adapting to the ancient, slow pulse of the land. They were learning that the yield of the earth was like the yield of the streets: it gave nothing up easily, and it demanded everything you had to give.
The afternoon didn't pass; it accumulated in the ache of our lower backs. The midlands silence wasn't empty; it was a physical weight, pressing us into the mud more effectively than any city foreman. Without the factory hooters or hawker shouts to slice the day into manageable hours, time became a solid block we had to chip away at. The bog sucked at our boots, dragging Bardan and his brothers down like divers on an ocean floor, forcing us to fight gravity with every step. We weren't just working the soil; we were drowning in it, our breathing loud and ragged, the only proof we hadn't been swallowed by the green silence.
Old Bardan, leans against the bark of a city tree, but his mind is knee-deep in the black mud of 1941. He remembers the specific density of that earth, how it clung to the spade with a jealous possessiveness, refusing to yield without a fight. He watches his younger self, Bardan, wrestling with a drainage ditch that had choked with weeds and silt. It was work that required a dull, repetitive violence, a hacking away at the stubborn roots of the landscape. Bardan worked with a grim focus, channelling the spirit of The Dart. He imagined The Dart’s shoulders, broad and uncomplaining, lifting sacks of coal at the docks. He tried to mimic that stance, planting his feet wide, using his legs rather than his back, turning the labour into a meditation on leverage and gravity. He saw his brothers watching him, their small faces streaked with mud, learning that endurance was not a feeling but a posture, a way of standing against the world when it tried to pull you down.
The Chancer’s ghost hovered over the unpredictable nature of the ground. In I, The Chancer knew every loose cobble and slick patch; here, the hazards were hidden beneath tufts of deceptive grass. One of his brothers stepped onto a patch of green that looked solid but dissolved instantly into a slurry of water and peat. He sank to his shin, a sudden, lurching drop that drew a sharp cry. In the lanes, The Chancer would have turned this into a dance, a skip-step recovery performed for an audience. Here, the land offered no applause, only the cold seep of water into a boot. Bardan watched the boy struggle to free his leg, the suction of the mud a silent, indifferent antagonist. He realized then that The Chancer’s luck was a city currency, devalued in the currency of the fields. The lesson was immediate: the earth does not bargain, and it does not care if you are quick; it only cares if you are solid.
The absence of The Dancer was a hole in the air, a silence that allowed frustration to fester. Without his mediating humour, the fatigue began to fray the edges of the brothers’ patience. The Divils bickered in low, sharp hisses, fighting over the handle of a bucket or the space to stand. The work was heavy, and without The Dancer’s whistle or his ability to find the ridiculous in the miserable, the heaviness settled into their spirits. Bardan felt the tension rising, a static charge in the damp air. He tried to hum a tune, something The Dancer might have whistled on Baal’s Bridge, but the sound was thin and swallowed by the vastness of the fields. He understood then that The Dancer’s buoyancy was not just a personality trait but a survival mechanism, a way of keeping the group afloat when the weight of existence threatened to drag them under.
The Flay, however, was everywhere. He was in the crow that watched them from a fence post, its head cocked with critical mockery. He was in the wind that whispered through the reeds, sounding like a hushed narration of their struggle. Bardan used The Flay’s voice in his head to reframe the drudgery. This wasn’t just clearing a ditch; it was the Excavation of the Ancient Bog, a task of Herculean pointless-ness assigned by vengeful gods. He imagined The Flay describing the mud as "turgid" or "pestilential," words stolen from the dictionary and applied with dramatic inaccuracy. This mental performance gave Bardan a strange energy, a way to detach from the physical misery and observe it as a scene in a play. He looked at his brothers, shivering and mud-caked, and saw them not just as miserable boys, but as characters in a The Flay story—The Mud-Larks of the Midlands. It didn't make the water warmer, but it made the cold interesting.
The sun began its slow descent, painting the sky in bruises of purple and grey. The work was not finished—it never was in the country—but the light was failing. His brothers moved with the stiff, robotic gait of exhaustion, their city bodies not yet fully hardened to this rural rhythm. Bardan gathered the tools, the metal cold and slick in his hands. He felt a profound isolation, a distance not just in miles but in being from the stone and smoke of Limerick. Yet, as he looked at the mud on his boots and the straight line of the cleared ditch, he felt a flicker of the "yield" the season promised. It was not a yield of crop or coin, but of capacity. They had entered the mud and emerged, colder and dirtier, but still standing.
I, the distant city, watched them trudge back towards the farmhouse, three small figures against the darkening horizon. I could not offer them the shelter of a familiar alley or the warmth of a gas lamp. I could only wait for them to return, carrying the soil of the midlands under their fingernails and a new, hard silence in their hearts. They were learning that the world was wider and wider than the lanes, and that survival required a dialogue with the earth that was far less forgiving than the dialogue with the street.
Dusk in the midlands descended with a heaviness unknown to I, a blanket of indigo wool that smothered the horizon and erased the boundaries of the fields. I watched my exiled children retreat from the vast, darkening open into the shelter of the farmyard, their silhouettes shrinking as the light failed. The transition from the field to the yard was a shift in density; the air grew thick with the smell of manure, warm animal breath, and the sweet, cloying scent of hay fermenting in the barn. Bardan and his brothers moved with the stiff, rolling gait of sailors back on land, their muscles humming with the shock of unaccustomed labour. They carried the silence of the bog on their skin, a damp, peat-scented film that the wind had plastered there, marking them as temporary citizens of the earth.
Old Bardan, sits in the sterile cool of a modern room, but his sensory memory is flooded with the humidity of that cow shed. He recalls the sound of the milk hitting the pail—a sharp, rhythmic zing-zing that deepened to a frothy thrum. He watches his younger self standing in the shadows, observing the farmer’s hands, rough as bark, manipulating the teats with an efficiency that seemed both brutal and tender. Bardan felt a profound alienation here; I had taught him to read stone and smoke, but this intimacy with the beast was a foreign language. He tried to summon The Flay’s voice to mediate the strangeness, imagining how the older boy would have narrated the scene. The Flay would have turned the cow into a mythological beast, a Minotaur of the Midlands, and the milking into a dangerous ritual of extraction. He would have mocked the bovine stare, finding a comedy in the animal’s indifference that Bardan, in his fatigue, could not quite grasp.
The Chancer’s ghost was restless in the confines of the barn. In I, a confined space was an opportunity for leverage—a wall to bounce a ball off, a corner to hide in. Here, the barn was a cathedral of shadows and rustling straw, filled with the unknown scurrying of rats and the heavy shifting of livestock. Bardan imagined The Chancer’s eyes darting to the rafters, plotting a climb, seeking the high ground as he always did in the lanes. But the barn offered no easy escape routes, only the suffocating warmth of the animals and the weight of the dark pressing against the roof slates. The lesson The Chancer offered here was one of containment; energy that could not be expended in speed had to be turned inward, fuelling a vigilance that watched the dark corners for movement.
The Dart, however, would have understood the barn perfectly. It was a place of storage and fuel, principles he held sacred. Bardan looked at the stacks of winter feed, the piles of turf in the corner, and felt a The Dart-like satisfaction in the accumulation of resources. In I, The Dart’s survival depended on the careful rationing of coal; here, abundance was piled high, but it was raw and required labour to unlock. Bardan mimicked The Dart’s posture, leaning against a wooden post, testing its solidity, grounding himself in the physical reality of the structure. He watched his brothers huddle near the lantern, their faces pale ovals in the gloom, absorbing the warmth of the animals. They were learning the The Dart lesson: that heat is a commodity to be hoarded, and that in the absence of a hearth, a living body is a furnace.
The absence of The Dancer was most acute in the social vacuum of the evening chores. The farmer worked in a silence that was absolute, a man who saved his breath for labour. In the lanes, The Dancer would have filled this silence with a whistle, a joke, a question that bridged the gap between stranger and friend. Without him, the air in the barn felt heavy and serious. His brothers glanced at the farmer with wide, fearful eyes, unsure of the rules of this new world. Bardan felt the lack of The Dancer’s diplomacy, the way he could have softened the farmer’s stoicism with a well-placed remark about the weather or the work. The lesson of the silence was clear: in the country, you were judged by your hands, not your voice. Connection was forged in shared effort, not shared words.
They moved from the barn to the farmhouse, crossing the yard where the mud had begun to stiffen with the dropping temperature. The kitchen was a low-ceilinged cave of warmth, smelling of baking soda bread and boiling bacon—a richness that made the saliva spike in Bardan’s mouth. This was the "Yield" made manifest. In Limerick, food was a negotiation, a scarce resource to be hunted and rationed. Here, it was the heavy, inevitable result of the day’s struggle. The mother of the house moved between the table and the hearth, her movements echoing the rhythm of The Flay’s aul’ one but with a heavier tread. She set the table not with the delicate anxiety of I poor, but with the rough certainty of those who feed the land that feeds them.
Bardan sat at the table, his notebook closed in his pocket, his hands resting on the scrubbed wood. He watched his brothers eat, their caution dissolving into hunger. They attacked the food with a ferocity that belonged to the lanes, protecting their plates with curved arms. Bardan ate slowly, tasting the difference in the potato, the earthiness that spoke of the soil they had walked on all day. He was consuming the landscape, taking the midlands into his blood. He thought of the stone in his pocket, the oath of the Laneboys, and wondered if it held any power here, in this room of heavy timber and silence.
I, the distant city, watched them through the window of memory. I saw them safe, fed, and warm, yet utterly displaced. The yield of the season was filling their bellies, but it was also hollowing out a space in their hearts for the streets they had left behind. They were learning that survival could look like abundance and still feel like exile. The fire popped in the grate, a sharp sound like a pistol shot, and Bardan jumped, his nerves still tuned to the frequency of I streets, waiting for a danger that was miles away.
4. Glare
Summer 1941 descended upon Limerick not with the gentle embrace of a season turning, but with a sudden, searing intensity that bleached the colour from the slate roofs and turned my River Shannon into a sheet of hammered copper. I felt the change in the molecular vibration of my stones, a tightening of the mortar as the damp of the long spring was finally baked out. The heat was a physical weight, pressing down on the labyrinth of lanes, trapping the smells of tar, horse dung, and unwashed bodies in the stagnant air. There was no wind to lift the dust that settled on the windowsills; there was only the glare, a white, unblinking eye that stared down at the streets from dawn until the late, reluctant dusk.
Old Bardan stands now, shielding his eyes against the same sun, though it feels thinner now, less potent than the furnace of that distant July. He leans against the railing of a bridge, feeling the heat radiate through the iron into his palms, and his mind is pulled back, not gently, but with a violent snap, to the sensory overload of 1941. He sees his younger self, Bardan, lying in the attic room of the Grubb house, the air thick and motionless, the sheet kicked away in the night. The heat in the small room is a solid thing, smelling of sleep and old timber. Beside him, his brothers lie sprawled in the abandon of childhood, their limbs heavy and still, beads of sweat glistening on their upper lips. They sleep with the exhaustion of growing things, their breath a soft, rhythmic counterpoint to the early morning cries of gulls scavenging along the river.
In the kitchen below, the day begins before the heat fully takes hold. The mother moves with a slow, deliberate economy, knowing that energy must be rationed as carefully as tea or sugar. The air is already close, the fire in the range kept low, just enough to boil water, a small, stubborn heart of heat in a room that needs none. Docker sits by the window, the morning light carving the lines of his face into deep relief. He is silent, his presence a heavy, grounding anchor. He watches the dust motes dancing in the shaft of sunlight, his mind perhaps on the docks where the heat will soon turn the holds of ships into ovens. There is a tension in the house, the vibration of people living too close in weather that demands space. Bardan observes this domestic tableau from the distance of decades, seeing the beauty in the constraint, the choreography of avoidance and accommodation that allowed a family to function in a space too small to hold them.
Outside, the Laneboys begins to stir, drawn together by the gravity of the heat and the promise of the river. The Flay emerges from the shadows of his own doorway, squinting against the glare. He moves with a languor that is deceptive, his body loose but his eyes sharp, scanning the lane for opportunity or threat. The heat seems to make him sharper, peeling away the layers of performance to reveal the calculator beneath. He does not run; he stalks the shady side of the street, hugging the walls where the stone still holds a memory of the night’s cool. He wears his coat despite the temperature, a shield against the world, his pockets heavy with the tools of his trade—a notebook, a pencil, a stone. He is a boy constantly measuring the world against his own expectations, and finding it wanting.
The Chancer bursts into the morning with a different energy, a kinetic defiance of the oppressive atmosphere. He does not seek shade; he challenges the sun. He runs down the centre of the lane, kicking up dust, his arms wide as if to embrace the heat. He is a creature of impulse, his movements jagged and unpredictable. He finds a discarded tin can and kicks it ahead of him, the metal clattering against the cobbles, a sharp, rhythmic intrusion into the morning’s quiet. He is testing I, demanding a reaction, his spirit too large for the narrow confines of the street. Bardan watches him with a mixture of affection and anxiety, knowing that such bright energy often burns itself out or invites the hand of authority to snuff it out.
The Dart moves with the slow, methodical plod of a draught horse. He feels the heat as a burden, a physical weight to be endured. He carries a bucket of water from the pump, the handle digging into his palm, his focus entirely on the liquid sloshing dangerously near the rim. He does not look up; he watches his feet, placing them carefully on the uneven stones. He is the anchor, the one who understands the physics of survival—that haste leads to waste, that effort must be measured against the result. He stops to switch hands, wiping sweat from his forehead with a gritty forearm, his face set in a mask of stoic acceptance. I respects The Dart; it offers him no quarter, but it does not trip him up.
The Dancer brings a lightness to the heavy air, a buoyancy that refuses to be flattened by the sun. He whistles a tune, the notes hanging in the still air, a small rebellion against the silence. He notices the way the light catches the oil on a puddle near the pump, the rainbow slick shimmering like a jewel. He points it out to a passing cat, his voice low and conversational. He is the observer of beauty in the broken, the finder of small joys. He moves through the heat like a swimmer, fluid and easy, finding the currents of air that others miss. Bardan sees in him the capacity for grace, the ability to float where others sink.
I holds them all in its heated palm. I feel their footsteps on my stones, the vibration of their voices in my air. They converge at the corner, a knot of boys against the sprawling backdrop of the summer. The heat binds them together, sweating out the differences, reducing them to a single organism of need and desire. They look towards the river, the great grey artery that promises relief, or at least a different kind of struggle. The glare of the sun on the white-washed walls is blinding, erasing the details of poverty, leaving only the stark shapes of boys and buildings against the blue-white sky. It is a moment of suspension, I holding its breath before the long exhalation of the day begins.
Bardan feels the sweat trickling down his own back, the phantom sensation of a wool coat on a July day. He remembers the thirst, a dry ache in the back of the throat that water could never quite quench. He remembers the smell of the lane, the ripe, organic odour of life living on top of life. And he remembers the feeling of possibility, the sense that the heat might melt the rigid structures of their world and allow them to reshape it into something new. The summer of 1941 was a forge, and they were the raw metal, waiting to be hammered.
The sun climbed to its zenith, transforming my My River Shannon into a blinding ribbon of molten silver that hurt the eyes to look upon. I, the river, held the heat in my upper currents, reflecting the glare back onto the stone faces of the boys leaning over the parapet of Baal’s Bridge. The air above the water shimmered, distorting the shapes of the distant castle and the spires, turning the solid city into a mirage of grey and brown. Old Bardan, leans on the railing in the present, his skin papery and dry, but he feels the phantom moisture of that long-ago perspiration, the way the wool of his coat itched against the back of his neck. He watches the memory of the Laneboys staring down at the water, their reflections broken by the slow, oily roll of the current. They were suspended there, caught between the suffocating boredom of the lanes and the dangerous promise of the open water.
The Flay stood apart at the parapet, his hands buried deep in his coat despite the temperature, a figure of deliberate contraction against the expansive heat. He did not look at the water with the longing of a swimmer but with the scrutiny of a surveyor measuring a hazard. He calculated the drop, the current, and the drift of debris—branches, crates, the refuse of I—with a detachment that separated him from the others. He was learning that the river was not merely a playground but a boundary, a force that carried things away, indifferent to their value. Bardan observes this younger version of The Flay, noting the stillness in him, the way he hoarded his energy while the others spent theirs, a boy already practicing the economy of survival that would define his later years.
The Dart broke the stillness with a sudden, physical need to connect with the coolness below. He reached down, plunging his hands into the water where it lapped against the lower stones, and recoiled with a sharp intake of breath. The shock of the cold against the baked air was violent, a physical reminder of the river’s true nature beneath its sun-warmed surface. He shook his hands, droplets flying like diamonds in the glare, his face flushed with the sudden sensation. He was the anchor, usually so steady, but the heat had frayed his patience, driving him to seek immediate relief. Bardan watches the water darken The Dart’s sleeves, seeing in the gesture the boy’s fundamental connection to the physical world, his need to touch and be touched by the elements to understand them.
The Dancer followed, buoyant and reckless, laughing as the spray hit his face. He did not recoil; he embraced the shock, turning The Dart’s surprise into a game. He splashed water onto his neck, his hair, his laughter rising above the low hum of I. He found joy in the contrast, in the sudden disruption of the heat’s oppression. He moved with a fluidity that matched the river, his spirit refusing to be weighed down by the heavy atmosphere. Bardan sees him there, a bright spark against the grey stone, and remembers how The Dancer’s humour was often the only thing that kept the group from sinking into the lethargy of the season. He was the cooling breeze in the stagnant air, the ripple that broke the surface tension of their boredom.
The Chancer moved with a different kind of energy, a nervous, kinetic daring that pushed him to the very edge. He balanced along the stone rim of the bridge, arms wide, daring the current to claim him. He was testing the limits of gravity and luck, his shadow stretching long and thin over the water. He did not look down; he looked ahead, his eyes fixed on some invisible horizon, his body vibrating with the thrill of the risk. He treated I’s infrastructure as a personal challenge, a series of obstacles to be navigated with speed and defiance. Bardan watches him with a tightening in his chest, remembering the fragility of that balance, how easily the heat could turn play into disaster, and how The Chancer always seemed to dance on that razor’s edge.
We moved on from the bridge, leaving the river behind for the dustier, enclosed heat of the lanes leading toward the orchards behind the Janesboro flats. The sun pressed down, baking the earth into hard, cracked puzzles. The air here was still, trapped between the high walls and the hedgerows, thick with the scent of nettles and ripening fruit. The heat seemed to amplify the silence, muffling footsteps and turning the boys into conspirators moving through a landscape of potential plenty. The orchards lay ahead, green stretches where apples hung heavy and plums glistened like dark jewels in the foliage, a stark contrast to the grey austerity of the streets.
The approach was a study in distinct methodologies. The Dart dispersed with the instinct of foragers, scouting the open spaces, their eyes scanning the leaves for the flash of colour that signalled fruit. They moved with a low, crouching gait, bodies tuned to the landscape, seeking the path of least resistance. The Chancer, however, pressed his chest against the shadows, measuring fear against desire. He tested the gates, checked the height of the walls, his movements jagged and quick. He was not just looking for fruit; he was looking for the thrill of the trespass, the adrenaline of the forbidden. Bardan remembers the taste of the dust in his mouth, the dryness of anxiety mixing with thirst, and the way the orchard represented a kingdom to be conquered.
The Flay followed at a distance, a general observing the manoeuvres of his troops. He did not run; he stalked. His hands remained clasped, his eyes scanning not for fruit, but for the owners, the dogs, the sudden shifts in the environment that signalled danger. He muttered to himself, a low monologue of risk and ruin, counting the ways the enterprise could fail. Yet, he did not stop them. He used their actions as data, observing the route The Chancer took, the timing of The Dart’s reach, the noise The Dancer made. He was building a ledger of theft, learning the mechanics of appropriation without risking his own skin. Bardan sees the calculator in him, the boy who understood that the true prize was not the apple, but the knowledge of how to take it and survive.
The theft wasn't graceful; it was a scramble. The Dart made a stirrup of his hands, and The Dancer vaulted up, boots scraping against the bark. The Dancer reached into the leaves, his hand disappearing to return with a flash of red. "Catch," he hissed, dropping the apple. The Chancer snatched it from the air. Then the dog barked—a deep, chesty roil from the farmhouse. We froze. The Flay, at the gate, didn't run. He signalled—a sharp, chopping motion. Down. We dropped into the long grass, pressing our faces into the damp earth, the smell of crushed nettles filling our noses. We lay there, hearts hammering against the soil, waiting for the farmer’s shout. It wasn't an exercise in education; it was five minutes of terror for a pocketful of sour apples. Bardan observes the scene—the sun-dappled leaves, the tense, sweating faces of the boys—and realizes that the orchard was a classroom, and the heat a harsh master.
The return journey was slower, the boys weighed down by their spoils and the oppressive afternoon sun. The heat had not lifted; it had settled, heavy and golden, over the lanes. The dust kicked up by their boots hung in the air, a testament to their passage. They walked with the swagger of successful hunters, mouths stained with juice, pockets bulging. But The Flay walked silently, his mind already processing the day’s events, turning the run, the risk, and the reward into a narrative of survival. He was not just a boy eating a stolen plum; he was a witness to the desperate, beautiful cunning of the poor. Bardan feels the sticky sweetness on his own fingers, a phantom sensation from a summer that burned itself into his memory, a season where the glare of the sun revealed the world in all its stark, hungry clarity.
The return from the orchards was a procession of sticky hands and dust-coated boots, moving beneath a sun that seemed determined to nail every shadow to the ground. I felt the weight of their spoils—the apples and plums tucked into shirts and pockets—pressing against the heat that radiated from my pavements. The glare had bleached the colour from the afternoon, turning the green of the hedges into a dry, dusty grey and the slate of the roofs into blinding sheets of white fire. The boys moved slower now, the kinetic frenzy of the theft settling into the heavy, rhythmic trudge of possession. They were no longer hunters but porters, burdened by the heat and the sweet, fermenting scent of the fruit that bruised against their ribs with every step.
The Flay walked at the rear, a position of strategic detachment he favoured when the adrenaline of the act faded into the reality of the consequence. He did not eat; he calculated. I felt the vibration of his mind working against the silence of the lane, tallying the risk of a stained shirt against the value of a plum. He watched the windows of the houses they passed, his head twitching toward any movement of a curtain or the creak of a door. To him, I was a grid of potential ambushes, and the glare of the sun was an enemy that exposed them too clearly. He moved with a jagged, nervous grace, wiping sweat from his forehead with a sleeve, his eyes narrowing not just against the light but against the possibility of loss. He was learning that possession was a burden, a lesson I taught often and without mercy.
The Chancer, by contrast, consumed the moment with a reckless immediacy. The heat did not slow him; it seemed to boil him from the inside. He ate a plum as he walked, the juice running down his chin, a bright splash of colour against the grime of his face. He moved with a loose-jointed indifference to the future, kicking stones, humming a fragmented tune that clashed with the heavy stillness of the afternoon. He did not hoard; he spent. I watched him offer a bite to a stray dog, a gesture of impulsive generosity that The Flay noted with a grimace of disapproval. The Chancer lived in the second, his body reacting to the sugar and the sun with a vibrating energy that threatened to spill over into chaos. He was the spark that the heat could easily fan into a wildfire, a boy who treated I’s scarcity as a dare to be laughed at.
The Dart bore the physical weight of the expedition. His pockets were bulging, his shirt front distended with apples, yet he walked with a steady, plodding determination. He was the mule of the group, the one who accepted the burden of gravity without complaint. I felt the heavy, deliberate strike of his boots on the hot asphalt, a rhythm of endurance that anchored the group. He did not eat, nor did he scan for danger; he focused on the mechanics of transport, adjusting his load, wiping his brow with a gritty hand, ensuring that what had been taken would arrive. He was the foundation, the stone that held the heat, absorbing the discomfort of the journey with a stoic patience that belied his years. I respected The Dart; he understood that survival was often just a matter of carrying the load a little further than seemed possible.
The Dancer provided the ventilation for their fatigue, a breeze of humour in the stagnant air. He juggled two small apples, dropping one, recovering it with a stumble that he turned into a dance step. He cracked a joke about the sun being a miser counting his gold coins on the street, a line that drew a reluctant snort from The Dart and a scowl from The Flay. The Dancer’s face was flushed, his hair plastered to his skull, yet his spirit refused to liquefy. He noticed the way the heat waves distorted the distant spire of the church and pointed it out, framing the misery of the walk as a shared absurdity. He was the binding agent, the one who kept the group from dissolving into individual puddles of irritation and exhaustion.
As they reached the sanctuary of the lane, the atmosphere shifted from exposure to containment. The walls of the houses radiated a stored warmth that felt intimate and suffocating. Inside the Grubb household, the air was a solid block of stillness. The mother moved through the kitchen with the slow, underwater gestures of someone conserving oxygen. She wiped a surface, moved a kettle, her eyes tracking the dust motes dancing in the shafts of light that pierced the gloom. She did not ask where they had been; the stains on their shirts spoke loudly enough. Docker sat in his chair, a heavy, silent presence, his breathing a slow rasp that measured the passing of the afternoon. He looked at the fruit Bardan placed on the table—a peace offering, a contribution—and nodded once, a gesture of acceptance that acknowledged the hunger without naming it.
Old Bardan, watches this return from the distance of decades, feeling the phantom stickiness of plum juice on his hands. He remembers the specific quality of the thirst that day, a dryness that seemed to start in the soul and work its way out to the throat. He sees the boy Bardan sitting in the corner, notebook open, trying to capture the way the light made the apples look like jewels and the boys like thieves in a holy story. He was learning then that I was a ledger of sensory details—the smell of the river, the taste of dust, the blinding white of the sun—and that his role was to record the transactions between the boys and the environment that shaped them.
The afternoon wore on, the sun dipping lower but the heat refusing to break. The boys dispersed into the shadows of the lane, seeking cooler patches of stone. The Flay sat on a step, counting his share of the fruit, arranging them in lines, imposing order on the spoils. The Chancer slept in a patch of shade, his energy finally spent, twitching like a dog dreaming of rabbits. The Dart washed his face at the pump, the water hissing as it hit the hot stones. The Dancer sat with the Family, peeling an apple for the youngest child, his hands gentle and precise.
I held them all in the amber of the late afternoon. The glare had softened to a golden haze, but the lesson remained: that the sun, like the rain, was a force to be negotiated with. They had ventured out, taken what they could, and returned, bearing the heat and the spoils. They were learning the rhythm of the seasons, the way summer demanded a different kind of endurance than winter—a patience with the light, a tolerance for the exposure, and the ability to find the shadow in the glare.
The lane quieted as the evening approached, the sounds of I muffled by the heavy air. The smell of the river grew stronger, a damp, earthy scent that promised a cool night. The boys remained where they were, small figures against the stone, resting in the brief truce between the heat of the day and the dark of the night. They had survived the glare, and in doing so, they had hardened a little more, their skins browning, their eyes squinting against the light, ready for whatever the sky would bring next.
5. Rift
Autumn 1941 swept into Limerick with the violence of a hostile takeover, the western gales stripping the last warmth from the stones and replacing it with a driving, relentless grey. I felt the change in the tension of the slate roofs and the way my River Shannon swelled, brown and muscular, pushing against the quay walls as if demanding more space for its sorrow. The rain did not fall; it occupied. It filled the hollows of the lanes, turning the dust of summer into a slick, treacherous paste that coated boots and splashed against shins. The air grew heavy with the scent of wet wool, coal smoke that refused to rise, and the ancient, damp breath of limestone that had never known a dry day.
Old Bardan stands now, watching the rain streak the glass of a modern window, but his mind is anchored in the kitchen of the past. He feels the silence of that season, a silence not of peace but of withheld words. He sees his younger self, Bardan, sitting at the table, shoulders hunched against the draft that whistled through the keyhole. The Grubb household was a study in contraction; the family drew inward, the perimeter of their lives shrinking to the radius of the hearth. Docker sat brooding, his presence a heavy weight in the room, while the mother moved with the efficient, silent gestures of a woman managing scarcity. Bardan recorded the quiet, the way a spoon scraped a bowl sounding like an intrusion, the way the damp seemed to amplify the unsaid grievances of a city turning cold.
In the lanes, the silence took a different, more fractured form. The Flay carried the weight of a family feud that had severed connections as cleanly as a knife. I watched him move through the streets, a boy navigating a map of invisible borders. His grandmother passed his mother without a glance; aunts and uncles became strangers sharing the same pavement. The Flay walked with a rigid tension, his head down, learning that in Limerick, silence was a weapon, an art form of wounding without contact. He did not run or play with his usual abandon; he stalked the perimeter of these frozen relationships, observing the geometry of a grudge. He paused by a shop window, not to look at the goods, but to check the reflection of the street behind him, ensuring he did not cross a line drawn by adult stubbornness.
The Chancer met the deluge with a kinetic defiance, refusing to let the weather dictate his reality. He did not trudge; he pedalled. Legs churning the air, hands gripping unseen handlebars, he rode an imaginary bicycle through the puddles of Roden Lane. I felt the slap of his boots on the water, a rhythmic splashing that mocked the miserable conditions. He leaned into turns that existed only in his mind, banking around corners, his face set in a mask of intense concentration. It was a performance of escape, a refusal to be merely a wet boy in a poor lane. He forced the world to accommodate his fantasy, splitting the grey curtain of rain with the sheer force of his motion. Bardan watches this ghost of The Chancer and marvels at the energy required to sustain such a fiction against the crushing weight of the autumn sky.
The Dart attacked the season with physical aggression, charging ahead as if he could frighten the rain into submission. He stomped through the deepest pools, his boots creating small explosions of mud and water. He did not seek shelter; he became the storm. His shoulders were squared, his chin jutted forward, a small bull pushing against the wind. He carried the anger of the season in his fists, swinging them at the damp air, challenging the elements to a fight they could not lose but he would not concede. I felt his frustration vibrating through the soles of his feet, a need to strike back at a world that offered only cold and wet. He was the battering ram, the force that cleared the path for the others, absorbing the worst of the weather so they could slip into his wake.
The Dancer brought up the rear, his resistance taking the form of a running commentary muttered to the cobblestones. He walked with a slight limp, feigned or real, a physical manifestation of I’s burden. He looked up at the bruising sky and down at the slick streets, shaking his head with the weariness of an old man trapped in a boy’s body. He spoke to the angels, to the saints, to the gargoyles dripping on the church eaves, asking them if they were weeping for the sins of Limerick or just for the sheer misery of it. His humour was damp and dark, a low-grade fever of wit that kept the cold from settling too deep in his chest. He noticed the way a cat shook its paw with disdain, or how a hat blew into a puddle, and turned these small tragedies into a quiet theatre of the absurd.
I held them all in its wet embrace—the feud-walker, the cyclist, the charger, the mutterer, and the watcher. They moved toward the school gates, a ragtag procession against the grey backdrop of the morning. The rain did not distinguish between them; it soaked the imaginary bicycle as thoroughly as the real boots. But inside, in the small furnaces of their minds, they were forging different armours. The autumn of 1941 was not just a season of rain; it was a season of rifts, where the cracks in families, in bodies, and in the world itself began to show, and where boys learned to leap over them, or dive into them, or simply pretend they were not there at all.
Hunger in the lanes was a physical vibration, a low hum that I felt in the mortar of my walls and the hollows of my streets. It wasn’t just the absence of food; it was the presence of a gnawing, restless energy that drove boys to stare at shop windows and smell the air outside bakeries with the intensity of prayer. The Flay became the avatar of this hunger, tasked with carrying the dinner of the Protestant lodger, Bill Galvin, across the wet city. I watched him navigate the route, the smell of boiled bacon and cabbage rising from the covered plate to taunt him, a sensory torture designed by a cruel geography. He walked with a stiff, unnatural gait, fighting the urge to lift the lid, his stomach a tight knot of longing against the damp wool of his coat. Old Bardan, leans against a modern railing, remembering the specific agony of that smell—salty, fatty, and forbidden—and how it turned a simple errand into a moral crisis.
The Flay stopped under the limestone archway, the tin bucket burning against his leg. He lifted the lid, just to smell it. The steam hit his face—salty bacon, cabbage, the earthiness of the potato. He didn't decide to eat it; his hand just moved. He grabbed a piece of bacon, hot and slippery, and swallowed it whole. Then a potato. Then the cabbage. He ate with a terrifying, rhythmic speed, wiping the grease from his chin with his sleeve, his eyes darting to the street corner. He scraped the bucket clean with his fingernails. When he put the lid back on, the hollow clatter matched the sudden, heavy silence in his chest. He stood up, the taste of the theft rich in his mouth, and began to practice the lie about the dog. 
The Chancer would have crafted a lie involving highwaymen, but The Flay’s deception was blunt. He arrived at the kiln, the bucket swinging light and hollow. Bill Galvin didn't shout; he just took the bucket and rattled the lid. "A dog, is it?" Galvin asked, looking at the grease still shining on The Flay’s chin. "A dog with a thumb?" He reached out and wiped The Flay’s face with a rough, lime-dusted hand, holding up the evidence of the bacon fat. The lie died right there. There was no chase, only the walk home in silence, the bucket clanking like a bell. The aftermath wasn't a debate; it was a sentence. The threat of the lime kiln and a fortnight of unpaid labour became a penance The Flay bore with brooding silence, kneeling before the Sacred Heart with a belly full of bacon and a face burning with shame.
The decay of the season seemed to mirror the decay of the bodies within it. The teeth of the adults rotted and fell, replaced by clacking state dentures that fit poorly and spoke of a poverty that eroded even the bone. I witnessed the farce of The Flay’s brother jamming the father’s false teeth into his own mouth, a moment of grotesque comedy played out in the scullery. The rush to Barrington’s Hospital was a procession of panic, I’s medical institutions looming as places of judgment rather than healing. The doctor’s assessment of The Flay —standing with his mouth agape, tonsils and adenoids threatening to shape him into an idiot—was a sentence passed by the comfortable upon the struggling. The Dart, had he been the subject, would have stood stoic, accepting the verdict as another burden to be carried, but The Flay absorbed it as an insult, a mark of his class that he determined, right then, to erase.
Culture, too, was a battleground. The Flay’s mother sought refinement through Irish dancing lessons, a desperate attempt to lift her son from the mud of the lanes into the grace of a jig. I watched him trudge to Catherine Street, feeding sixpences into a mechanical box, hating the rigid steps and the saffron kilt. He did not want to be a dancer of reels; he wanted to be Fred Astaire. This desire for a different rhythm led to the great deception of the season. Instead of dancing, he vanished into the Lyric Cinema. The Dancer was the perfect accomplice, his buoyancy suited to the flickering escapism of the screen. Together they watched cowboys and gangsters, absorbing the swagger of Cagney, learning a language of movement that had nothing to do with the "Walls of Limerick."
The Chancer would have turned this rebellion into a profit, but for The Flay and The Dancer, it was a sanctuary. They returned home to perform invented dances—The Siege of Dingle—for parents desperate to believe in their investment. I watched the performance in the kitchen, the floorboards groaning under their improvised stamps, the deception holding for a fragile, beautiful moment. But I balances its books. A piece of toffee pulled a filling from The Flay’s tooth, demanding an immediate visit to the dentist, which required an explanation for his whereabouts during "dance class." The dentist’s question led to the parents' checking, and the teacher’s note confirmed the empty roll call. The fallout was severe, a rift torn open by sugar and bad luck, but the memory of the cinema’s dark embrace remained a secret victory.
Religion offered no refuge, only another closed door. The Flay was marched to the Arch Confraternity, prepared by his father to serve on the altar. I heard the Latin drilled into him, the sacred syllables floating in the damp air of the kitchen, disconnected from the grime of the floor. He mastered the responses, his mind sharp, his memory a trap for words. But the Church in Limerick was a fortress of class as much as faith. The sacristan at St. Joseph’s looked not at the boy’s soul or his Latin, but at his shoes, his hair, and his worn knees. The rejection was swift and absolute. There was no place on the altar for a boy from the lanes. The Dart would have accepted this exclusion as the natural order, a wall not to be climbed. The Flay, however, felt it as a cut, a rift that separated him from the holy, defining him by his poverty rather than his potential.
Bardan feels the phantom sting of that rejection now, the way the incense smoke seemed to curl away from him, the heavy oak doors shutting him out. He sees the boys—The Flay, The Dancer, The Dart, The Chancer—standing outside the gates of these institutions, small figures against the massive stone. They were learning that I had layers, and they were trapped in the bottom stratum. The rain washed over them, indifferent to their ambition. The rift was not just between people, but between the boys and the world they were told to aspire to.
The transport crisis deepened the isolation. Buses vanished from the streets, and I shrank to the distance a boy could walk. I felt the wear on their boots, the thinning of the leather as they traversed the empty roads. Departures became the rhythm of the autumn. Neighbours left for England, clutching cardboard suitcases, their figures swallowed by the fog at the station. The Chancer watched them go with a calculating eye, measuring the distance to the horizon, perhaps already plotting his own trajectory. The hollowing out of I was a slow, silent trauma, a bleeding a way of life that left the lanes quieter, the shadows longer.
In the Grubb household, the atmosphere was thick with the tension of these failures and departures. The father sat by the fire, a figure of brooding authority and helplessness, his own teeth clacking, his dreams of respectability fraying. The mother moved with the efficient, tired gestures of a woman holding back a landslide with a broom. Bardan sat in the corner, recording the sounds of the house—the hiss of the fire, the murmur of the rosary, the silence that fell when the money ran out. He was witnessing the widening gap between the life they were promised—of holiness, culture, and health—and the life they lived.
The rain continued to fall, filling the pot-holes and slicking the slate roofs. The Laneboys gathered at the corner, a knot of resistance against the damp. They had been rejected by the altar, by the dance teacher, by the doctors who saw only idiocy. But they had each other, and they had the secrets of the cinema and the taste of stolen bacon. They stood on the edge of the rift, looking across at I that refused them, and I held them there, suspended in the grey autumn light, waiting to see how they would bridge the gap.
The decay seeped inward, rotting the timber of doorframes and the teeth of men in the labour queues. The state provided clacking dentures to fill the gaps, porcelain barricades against hunger. In The Flay’s kitchen, boredom drove his younger brother to the dresser where the father’s teeth floated in a glass. He fished them out and jammed the upper set into his own small mouth. They didn't fit; they snapped. The ceramic trap locked against his jaw, forcing his mouth open in a permanent, silent scream before the real wailing started. The father roared, not for the boy, but for his property: "Get them out! You'll swallow the lot!" The kitchen exploded—chairs overturned, the mother crossing herself, the boy gagging on the porcelain smile of his father. We rushed him to Barrington’s, a procession of panic in the rain, the boy’s face frozen in a grotesque, rictus grin that mocked our terror.
Old Bardan, leans against the railing of the bridge, but his mind is inside the sterile, echoing hall of the hospital. He remembers the smell of carbolic acid and the judgment of the medical class. He watches the doctor, a man of clean hands and confident vowels, free the teeth with a squirt of oil and a look of disdain. But the scrutiny did not end with the extraction. The doctor turned his gaze to The Flay, who stood nearby, mouth agape in a habitual stupor caused by swollen adenoids. The verdict was delivered not as a diagnosis, but as a sentence: the boy must be operated on, or he would grow up an idiot. I felt The Flay shrink under the weight of the word, the clinical assessment of his worth tearing a rift between him and the potential of his own mind. He stood there, the damp wool of his coat smelling of the lane, marked by a medical authority that saw only deficiency in his open-mouthed silence.
The Dart, though absent from the hospital, bore the weight of I’s collapsing infrastructure in his own way. The "Emergency" had tightened its grip on movement; buses vanished from the streets, and trains ran on schedules dictated by scarcity rather than time. I shrank to the distance a pair of boots could cover. The Dart accepted this contraction with a grim, physical resolve. If the buses would not carry the loads, his shoulders would. He walked the miles between the coal yard and the tenements, his body becoming the transport system of the lane. I felt the heavy, rhythmic strike of his boots on the asphalt, a cadence of pure endurance. He did not complain about the vanishings—of rubber tires, of petrol, of easy passage—he simply adjusted his centre of gravity to accommodate the burden. Bardan sees him now as a figure of Atlas in short pants, holding up a world that was slowly grinding to a halt, his patience a bridge over the widening gap between need and delivery.
The Chancer watched the dissolution of I’s connections with a calculating, nervous energy. The train station, once a hub of arrival, had become a mouth that swallowed neighbours and cousins, spitting them out toward Britain and the war work. He stood by the ticket barrier, not to wave goodbye, but to measure the phenomenon of departure. He saw the cardboard suitcases held together with string, the coats too thin for an English winter, the stiff courage in the shoulders of men leaving families behind. The Chancer vibrated with the tension of the rift; he was trying to solve the equation of leaving versus staying. He ran alongside the departing trains for a few yards, his legs pumping in a futile race against the momentum of emigration, testing his speed against the machine that was draining the life from the lanes. He was learning that movement was survival, and that stagnation was a kind of death that settled over I like the autumn fog.
The Dancer found the humour in the macabre, a necessary defence against the encroaching gloom. The incident with the false teeth became, in his retelling, a pantomime of the highest order. He enacted the locking of the jaws, the father’s toothless shouting, the doctor’s oil can, transforming the shame of the hospital visit into a legend of the lane. He mimicked the "idiot" face The Flay was accused of, turning the medical judgment into a mask of defiance. His laughter was the mortar that filled the cracks in their dignity, a refusal to let I’s decay define them completely. I heard his voice echoing off the wet walls of the cul-de-sac, a bright, sharp sound that cut through the heavy atmosphere of loss. The Dancer understood that if they did not laugh at the rotting teeth and the vanishing buses, the silence would become unbearable.
Bardan’s family existed in the quiet spaces between these crises. Inside their kitchen, the air was thick with the unspoken fear of the drift. The father, Docker, watched the fire with the intensity of a man guarding a dying sun, knowing that fuel was becoming as scarce as transport. The mother moved with the economy of someone who knows that energy, like tea and sugar, must be rationed. Bardan sat in the corner, recording the sounds of a city pulling apart—the clack of loose dentures, the silence of the empty bus stop, and the whistle of the emigrant train. He was witnessing the physical and social fragmentation of his world, the widening fissures that separated the "quality" with their cars and health from the lane-dwellers with their walking and their rot.
I held them all in this season of breaking. The rain washed over the hospital roof where The Flay was judged, over the roads where The Dart trudged, over the station where The Chancer watched the exodus. The rift was opening, not just in the earth, but in the lives of the boys. They were being sorted by the season—into those who could carry, those who could laugh, those who could calculate, and those who were marked by the silence of the idiot. The autumn of 1941 was stripping away the illusions of childhood, revealing the hard, bone-deep structures of class and survival beneath.
The rift deepened within the stone encampment of the Christian Brothers School, a fortress of grey flint and damp mortar where I’s youth were corralled against the chaotic indifference of the streets. I held them there, pressing the weight of authority down upon their heads through the low, leaden ceilings and the smell of wet wool drying on radiators that never generated quite enough heat. The air in the corridors was thick with the scent of chalk dust, stale breath, and the sharp, metallic tang of fear—a specific frequency of anxiety that vibrated in the floorboards whenever a heavy tread approached. Old Bardan, leans against the railing of the present day, but his mind is entirely within that classroom, feeling the phantom itch of the rough serge trousers and the cold seep of the inkwell into his fingertips. He watches his younger self, Bardan, sitting rigid in the middle row, trying to make himself invisible, documenting the architecture of control that sought to flatten the boys into uniformity.
The masters moved through these rooms like varying systems of weather, each bringing a specific climate of distress. Brother Guzzler dominated the Irish class, his presence a humid, suffocating front. He did not teach so much as he eroded, his voice a wet, rhythmic drone that wore down resistance like water dripping on limestone. I felt the boys shrinking in their seats, contracting their bodies to occupy the smallest possible volume of space. The Dart met this pressure with the stoicism of a seawall. He did not cringe or fidget; he simply endured. He sat square-shouldered, his eyes fixed on a point just past the master’s ear, absorbing the noise without letting it penetrate his interior world. He was learning that authority often demanded the appearance of submission rather than the substance of it, and his stillness was a form of silent negotiation, a way of holding his ground without inviting the strike of the leather strap.
In the metalwork room, the atmosphere shifted to one of sharp, brittle tension, governed by the pacing figure known as Brother Hitler. Here, the rift was physical—a separation between the boys' clumsy hands and the precise, unforgiving nature of steel and fire. The Chancer, usually so fluid in the lanes, found his kinetic energy constrained by the rigid geometry of the workshop. He vibrated with suppressed motion, his hands twitching over the vice, his eyes darting to the master’s ruler as it snapped against the benches. The environment demanded a stillness that was alien to him, and I watched him struggle to suppress his natural rhythm, forcing his body into the jagged, unnatural shapes required by the discipline. He was learning that I contained traps where speed was a liability and instinct could lead to a bruised knuckle or a scratch on the palm.
The Dancer found a small, fragrant sanctuary in the classroom of Sister Penny, a rift in the clouds where a different kind of light fell. She moved through the room with a scent of lavender that masked the pervasive odour of coal smoke and unwashed bodies. The Dancer responded to this softness with a buoyancy that the other rooms tried to crush. He sat forward, his face open, absorbing the poetry she offered as if it were a form of nourishment denied elsewhere. I felt the tension drain from his shoulders in her presence, I’s hardness momentarily suspended. He did not clown or perform here; he listened, finding in the rhythm of the verses a counter-melody to the harsh percussion of the streets. It was a lesson in the existence of mercy, a realization that the rift between the worlds as it was and the world as it could be might be bridged by words.
But the widest rift remained the one opened years prior in the sacred, stony silence of the church. The Flay still carried the scar of seeking entry into the inner sanctum, driven by his father’s drilling in Latin and a desperate need to belong to something higher than the mud of the lane. I remembered watching him march to the Arch Confraternity, his head filled with the cadence of the mass, his knees ready to bend in service. He had mastered the responses then, believing that the language of God was a key that would unlock the heavy oak doors of acceptance, only to find the lock changed by poverty. He stood before the sacristan at St. Joseph’s, a small figure in threadbare clothes, his heart beating a frantic rhythm against his ribs.
The rejection wasn't just a closed door; it was a physical erasure. The sacristan didn't hear the Latin; he stared at the shoes—scuffed, gaping, and profane. The Flay stood on the threshold, the "Ad Deum" dying in his throat, realizing that his piety was invisible beneath his poverty. When the heavy oak door clicked shut, it didn't just exclude him; it severed him. The Flay didn't walk away with indifference; he stopped at the bottom of the steps, looked back at the spire, and spat on the limestone. It was a small, wet mark of defiance against the stone that had judged him. He didn't just learn a lesson about God’s dress code; he decided then that if the altar wouldn't have him, he would build his own cathedral out of words and spite, where the entrance fee was wit, not polish.
Bardan feels the echo of that walk home, the shame burning hot despite the autumn rain. He watches The Flay move through the streets, stripping away the illusions of the morning. The boy did not cry; he calcified. He turned the rejection into a weapon, a proof of the world’s hypocrisy. He began to look at the priests and the well-dressed altar boys not with reverence, but with the cold, assessing eye of an outsider who sees the machinery behind the miracle. I had shown him its stratification, the layers of stone and social standing that could not be climbed, only navigated or subverted. The Flay’s walk changed that day; the bounce of the hopeful volunteer was replaced by the stalking gait of the sceptic, the boy who knows that the only temple that will accept him is the one he builds himself out of wit and defiance.
In the Grubb household, the repercussions of these institutional encounters settled like dust in the corners. Docker listened to the stories of school and church with a heavy, brooding silence, his own experiences with authority forming a backdrop of resigned understanding. He knew the weight of the strap and the cold shoulder of the church, and he offered no false platitudes. The mother moved through the kitchen, her hands busy with the endless work of maintenance, her face tightening at the news of The Flay’s rejection. She knew the code of I intimately—that the poor were expected to pray in the nave, not serve on the altar. Bardan recorded the mood, the way the fire seemed to burn lower, the way the shadows stretched longer, underlining the sense of exclusion that permeated the room. The family drew closer, a small knot of solidarity against a city that sorted its children like coal, keeping the best pieces for the top of the scuttle and leaving the dust for the bottom.
The rain continued to fall, washing the streets but unable to cleanse the stain of the day’s lessons. The Laneboys—The Dart with his endurance, The Chancer with his suppressed energy, The Dancer with his poetic respite, and The Flay with his hardening heart—converged again in the twilight. They stood at the corner, the wet stone walls of the lane offering a shelter that the great institutions had denied them. They did not speak of the Latin or the ruler; they spoke of the immediate, the tangible—a game to be played, a neighbour to be avoided, a rumour of a coal delivery. But the rift was there, running beneath their feet like a fault line. They had been reminded of their place, and in the gathering dark of late autumn, they began to understand that if they were to rise, it would not be by invitation, but by their own sheer, stubborn will to exist.
The season of rifts did not end with a sudden repair, but with a quiet, stubborn calcification of our resistance. As November waned, the relentless rain softened into a clinging mist that shrouded the lanes of Janesboro, blurring the hard edges of the rooftops and the separation between the grey sky and the slate of I. I watched the boys move through this suspended dampness, their boots squelching on sodden leaves, their collars turned up against a chill that was no longer just weather, but a warning of the winter waiting in the wings.
Bardan feels the smooth, cold surface of the river stone in his pocket, a tactile memory that anchors him to that fading autumn. He remembers how his younger self, Bardan, kept his hand closed around that stone as he walked home in the evenings, a physical reminder of the oath sworn in the My River Shannon. I had spent the season opening gaps—rifts between families feuding in silence, rifts between the boys and the institutions of Church and school that rejected them, rifts between the hungry and the fed. But the stone was the counter-weight. It was the heavy, unmoving proof that while I might sort and separate them, the bond of the Laneboys held fast beneath the surface.
The Flay walked beside us, but his mind seemed to be operating on a different timeline, carrying not just the weight of the day’s rejections but the phantom burden of a future he was already sensing. I watched him move with a vigilance that bordered on exhaustion, his eyes scanning the mist as if reading a text written in the damp air. He had been turned away from the altar and laughed out of the dance hall, yet he did not break; he hardened. He carried the "secret weight" of stories yet to be written, the "ashes" of a future memoir pressing against his chest, waiting for a time when the misery of the lanes could be transmuted into ink.
The Chancer and The Dart moved with the rhythm of boys who had learned that endurance was a physical act. The Chancer, whose imaginary bicycle had pedalled him through the worst of the downpours, now walked with a grounded determination, his eyes fixed on the immediate path. The Dart, the battering ram who had charged the rain, settled into a steady trudge, his shoulders squared against the encroaching dark. They were learning that the rifts in I could not be jumped over with a single leap; they had to be navigated, day by damp day.
The Dancer brought up the rear, his humour dampened but not extinguished by the mist. He no longer shouted his jokes to the rooftops; he whispered them to the wet stones, a quiet rebellion against the gloom. He understood that in a season of fractures, laughter was the only mortar available to fill the cracks.
I, I, held them in this final tableau of autumn. The gas lamps sputtered to life, casting weak, watery halos in the fog. The transport crisis had emptied the streets of buses, leaving the boys as the sole masters of their route, walking the "wider and emptier" roads with the proprietorship of survivors. They had faced the rifts of class, faith, and family, and though they had not crossed them, they had stood on the edge and refused to be pushed in.
Bardan closes the chapter in his mind. The stone in his pocket is warm now from the heat of his hand. The autumn of 1941 faded not into peace, but into a "brittle clarity". The oath endured. The promise endured. The boys stood at the threshold of winter, wet and cold, but bound to one another by the very forces that tried to tear them apart.
6. Vigil
Winter 1941 tightened around Limerick like a tourniquet, slowing the pulse of I to a faint, stubborn beat beneath layers of frost and scarcity. I felt the contraction in the narrowing of the streets, where the "Emergency" was no longer a headline but a physical weight pressing down on rooftops and rattling windows. The air tasted of coal dust and the sharp, metallic tang of snow that refused to fall, hanging instead as a threat in the grey sky. Ration books became the new scripture, their coupons measured against the reality of empty cupboards. I watched the women of the lanes count tea leaves and sugar grains with the precision of jewellers, their breath pluming in kitchens where the fire was kept low, a "small, jealous god" demanding tribute we could barely afford.
Old Bardan, leans into the memory of this specific silence. He remembers the way the "Emergency" hovered over everything—over the "careful measurements of tea, sugar, and butter," over the wireless sets that hissed with static as men tried to catch foreign voices through the censorship. He sees his younger self, Bardan, walking the bog roads with his brothers, their hands raw and red, hauling turf for neighbours. The bogs had become "battlegrounds" of endurance, where boys slid down piles of sods and raced against the fading light, their boots caked in mud that froze as the temperature dropped. It was labour disguised as play, a necessity that left them breathless and aching, carrying I’s warmth on their backs in rough burlap sacks.
In the Grubb household—or perhaps it was The Flay’s, for in memory the kitchens blend into a single room of endurance—The Flay’s mother moved with a quiet, military discipline. She stretched meals "like thin blankets," folding care into the edges of plates, making soup from bones and hope. The Flay sat at the table, picking at scraps, his complaints a low, rhythmic commentary on the shrinking world. He treated the lack of butter as a personal affront, a plot by the world to diminish him. I watched him translate his hunger into stories, spinning the misery of the ration book into a saga of "vanished men" and "lost neighbours," filling the empty spaces at the table with ghosts who ate nothing but listened intently.
I’s ears were tuned to the silence of the censorship. Radios whispered, newspapers were "scrubbed clean" of alarm, and rumour became the only reliable currency. The Flay listened best of all, translating the half-truths of adults, measuring the silences between words. He knew that when men stopped speaking of the war, it was because the war had come too close, not in bombs, but in the emptiness of the docks and the quiet of the factories. He moved through the streets like a spy in his own country, collar pulled up, cataloguing the "shuttered shops" and the "familiar voices" that sounded distant in the fog.
I held them all in this suspended state—The Dart stomping the frost to warn the stones, The Dancer muttering jokes about angels to keep the fear at bay, The Chancer pedalling his imaginary bicycle to outrun the cold. They were a procession of small, defiant figures against the backdrop of a city hunkered down for a siege that had no armies, only the relentless, silent invasion of winter.
Christmas arrived not as a season of plenty, but as a "fragile defiance" against the encroaching grey. I watched the boys gather outside Woolworth’s on O’Connell Street, where the windows offered a taunting, glittering display of a world that existed only behind glass. Tinsel and paper chains dangled above tins of biscuits and jars of lavender bath salts—luxuries so monumental in their rarity that they seemed like artefacts from another civilization. I felt the heat of their breath clouding the cold pane as they pressed close, The Dart calculating the cost of a single tin, The Dancer cracking a joke about who would ever need to smell of lavender in a lane that smelled of wet ash. It was a cathedral of light in a city conserving its darkness, and for a moment, the hunger and the frost were held at bay by the sheer, stubborn brightness of the display,
Old Bardan, remembers the specific ache of that desire—not just for the sweets, but for the warmth they represented. He sees his younger self, Bardan, standing on the periphery, noting how the adults in the queue moved with a mixture of hope and apology, clutching coins that had been saved for weeks. He recorded the "patterns of restraint and indulgence," understanding even then that in a siege, joy must be measured as carefully as coal.
The vigilance of the season extended to fuel, for "coal remained king" and every ember was a victory against the damp. I watched the Laneboys turn the collection of fuel into a military operation. They scavenged the quays and the rail lines, their hands raw and red, dragging bundles for neighbours who had no one else. Then came the collapse at Barrington Lane. A scaffolding gave way, timber clattering to the frozen ground with the violence of a gunshot. While others shouted or ran, The Flay stood still, pointing out the loosened nails and the angled boards that had signalled the failure long before it happened. He turned the accident into a lesson in observation: "careful observation, immediate response, and courage measured, not impulsive." The boys memorized the details of the wreckage, learning that I constantly offered warnings to those sharp enough to read them.
School offered no respite from the cold; it merely organized it. The classrooms of the Christian Brothers smelled of "wet wool and coal, dust and chalk," a sensory map of confinement. Brother Guzzler’s voice boomed against the damp walls, a rhythm of authority that demanded absolute attention. In the metalwork room, the air stung with the scent of scorched iron, and Brother Hitler snapped rulers against desks, a sound that cracked through the freezing air like ice breaking. Yet there was Sister Penny, drifting through the corridors with the scent of lavender—a sensory echo of the Woolworth’s window—offering "rare mercy" and poetry to boys who smelled of smoke and rain. The Flay navigated this landscape by reading the teachers as he read the streets: noting the twitch of an eye, the sigh of fatigue, the moments when authority could be circumvented by silence,
As the year turned toward 1942, the vigil deepened. The My River Shannon ran grey and sluggish, mirroring a sky that refused to brighten. We stood at Baal’s Bridge, the stones pressing the cold of the river into our palms through our pockets. The Flay spoke of I as a living lesson, weaving tales of "vanished men" and "lost neighbours" into the currents below. He taught us that survival required us to see the invisible—the currents beneath the ice, the hunger behind a closed door, the strategy inside a joke. We were learning that to endure the winter, we had to become as observant as the frost itself, finding the cracks where life could still take root.
By mid-January, the vigil shifted to the water, where the My River Shannon had frozen into a deceptive ribbon. The Flay was drawn to the edge near the old mill again, repeating the previous winter's dare as if testing for a different result. He announced, "Courage belongs to those who dare," but the line fell flat this time. The Laneboys didn't just hesitate; we watched him with a new, weary scepticism. When he stepped out and the ice sang that high, brittle warning note, he didn't freeze in terror like the year before—he froze in realization. He saw us on the bank, not panicking, but waiting. It wasn't heroism or terror anymore; it was performance. I watched him guide himself back this time, stepping carefully off the ice, his grin strained, realizing that the audience had outgrown the act.
The Chancer found his trial on solid ground, battling the frozen architecture of I to secure fuel. Behind a derelict bakery, a wooden scaffold had collapsed, its planks coated in ice and cemented by frost. I watched him struggle, his initial force failing against the slick wood. He learned then that brute strength was useless against winter; he had to adapt, using leverage and angles, staggering the logs and staggering back with his prize. It was a lesson in logistics, a realization that in a siege, the protection and acquisition of resources required planning, not just power.
The Dart’s vigil was silent and geographical. He became the cartographer of the freeze. Snow had blanketed the lanes, hiding the hazards of uneven cobbles and slopes. The Dart did not rush; he mapped. He counted paces, observed the shift of shadows, and memorized the location of black ice near the bridge. I felt his boots test the ground with the precision of a surveyor, his movement devoid of the slips and falls that plagued the others. His triumph was invisible to the casual eye but absolute: he had internalized I’s treachery and learned to navigate it without a single misstep.
The Dancer’s war was waged on the social front, where the cold made tempers brittle. A rival group from Barrack Hill had claimed the only sheltered corner of the courtyard, their shoulders set against intruders. The Dart stepped forward, fists balling, ready to fight for the warmth, but The Dancer put a hand on his chest. He stepped into the gap, holding up a packet of cigarettes—crumpled, half-empty, but currency. "Too cold for blood, lads," The Dancer said, his voice low, offering the pack to the Barrack Hill leader. "But just right for a smoke, if you've got a light?" The leader hesitated, eyeing The Dart’s size, then the cigarettes. He struck a match. The flame flared between them, a small, shared fire that burned away the violence. They didn't leave; they shared the corner, the truce held together by tobacco and the mutual necessity of shelter.
Bardan, looking back, sees these moments not as isolated events but as the accumulation of "quiet mastery". The river did not swallow The Flay; the cold did not break The Chancer; the ice did not trip The Dart; the rivals did not crush The Dancer. They had moved from reacting to the winter to enduring it with intention. I recorded it all in the ledger of the season: the crack of the ice, the thud of timber, the silence of the mapped path, and the murmur of the negotiated peace. The vigil continued, but the boys were no longer just watching the winter; they were learning to outlast it.
The vigil moved into a second, grimmer phase as January hardened, the initial shock of the cold replaced by a grinding, attrition warfare against the spirit. I felt the change in the way the frost no longer melted at noon but layered itself, day upon day, until the streets were paved in white iron. The wind shifted to the east, a dry, biting current that stripped the moisture from the air and left skin cracked and bleeding. It was a season of contraction, where the boundaries of life shrank to the immediate radius of a hearth or the shelter of a high wall. The silence of the streets was not peaceful; it was the quiet of conservation, a city holding its breath to keep the heat inside.
The Flay faced a moral test that demanded more than simple daring. Near the old wool factory, where the river currents ran deep and dangerous beneath a deceptive crust of ice, a stray dog had wandered too far. The animal was stranded on a shelf of ice, whining against the wind, its paws scrabbling uselessly against the slick surface. I watched The Flay observe the creature, his head tilted, calculating not just the physics of the rescue but the value of the effort. He did not rush; the river had already taught him the cost of impetuosity. Instead, he scavenged a length of discarded rope from a nearby fence post, testing its tensile strength with a sharp tug. He moved with the precision of an engineer, securing one end to the iron railing and fashioning a loop with the other. He did not step onto the ice himself; he manipulated the rope, casting it with a patience that defied the biting cold, guiding the loop until it snagged the animal. It was a rescue performed without audience or applause, a calculated assertion of life against the indifference of the season.
The Chancer found his trial in the chaos of a sudden windstorm that scattered the neighbourhood’s fuel supply. The coal and timber, painstakingly gathered and stacked, had been toppled and buried under a fresh drift of snow and ice. I felt his frustration vibrate through the ground, a kinetic energy that usually drove him forward now stalled by the sheer weight of the disaster. He did not attack the pile with his usual frenzy. Instead, he paused, his breath steaming in the grey light, assessing the damage. He began to dig, not with wild abandon, but with a rhythmic, efficient motion, salvaging the dry timber first, shielding the coal from the wet snow. He improvised a shelter using a broken door and a tarp, creating a dry pocket in the midst of the freeze. It was a lesson in logistics, a realization that in a siege, the protection of resources was as vital as their acquisition.
The Dart’s challenge was intellectual, a game of chess played against a stranger who appeared in the lanes offering information about a coal cache. In a season of scarcity, hope is a dangerous currency, and the promise of fuel could easily lead to a trap or a fool’s errand. I watched The Dart stand his ground, his boots planted firmly on the frozen cobbles, his eyes scanning the stranger’s face for the micro-tremors of deceit. He did not speak much; he let the silence stretch, forcing the other boy to fill it with nervous details. He tested the information with small, probing questions, cross-referencing it against his own map of I. He orchestrated a series of controlled interactions, sending a younger boy to scout the location while he held the stranger in conversation. It was a masterclass in scepticism and verification, a refusal to let desperation cloud judgment. By evening, he had secured the fuel without exposing himself or his friends to risk, his victory one of patience and superior intelligence.
The Dancer’s war was waged in the cramped, smoke-filled rooms where families huddled together, tempers fraying under the strain of confinement. The cold had seeped into the social fabric, making words sharp and patience brittle. Arguments flared over rationed bread or the seat closest to the fire. The Dancer moved through these domestic minefields with the grace of a diplomat. He used his voice not to shout but to soothe, reading aloud from letters that had arrived from England or America, his tone infusing the written words with a warmth that the room lacked. He found humour in the bleakness, cracking a joke about the frozen water in the bucket that dissolved the tension into reluctant laughter. He was the keeper of morale, the one who understood that the siege could break a mind as easily as a body, and that a shared laugh was a form of fuel that did not burn in a grate.
Inside the Grubb household, the atmosphere was a study in static endurance. The frost had colonized the inside of the windowpanes, creating a second, opaque world that shut out the street. Docker sat by the fire, his movements reduced to the absolute essential, conserving every calorie. The mother moved with the economy of a woman who knows the exact weight of a potato and the precise amount of tea leaves required for a pot. Young Bardan sat in the corner, the notebook open, recording the sensory details of the freeze: the smell of damp wool drying, the sound of the wind rattling the loose sash, the feeling of the cold radiating from the floorboards. He noted the way the family orbited the fire, a solar system bound by the gravity of heat, each member adjusting their position to share the warmth without collision.
I, I, observed the cumulative effect of these small resistances. The Laneboys were no longer just reacting to the winter; they were managing it. The Flay had learned that heroism required calculation; The Chancer had discovered that energy must be disciplined by method; The Dart had realized that trust was a commodity to be weighed; The Dancer had found that soft power could hold a group together when the walls threatened to close in. They moved through the streets with a new assurance, their steps adapting to the ice, their eyes reading the weather not with fear, but with recognition.
Old Bardan, feels the phantom weight of that winter in his shoulders, the hunch adopted against the wind that never quite straightens. He traces the memory of the frozen river, the black water moving beneath the white skin of ice. He sees the boys as distinct points of heat in the grey landscape, their survival a series of small, stubborn fires lit against the dark. The lesson of the season was not in the thaw, which was still months away, but in the endurance of the freeze. They were learning to live within the siege, to find the cracks in the ice where life could still breathe.
As the long night of mid-January descended, the gas lamps cast long, distorted shadows across the snow. I hunkered down, stones groaning in the drop of temperature. The boys dispersed to their homes, carrying the day’s lessons in their frozen hands. The Flay with the memory of the rope and the dog; The Chancer with his salvaged timber; The Dart with his verified coal; The Dancer with the echoes of laughter he had coaxed from the gloom. They were hardening, crystalizing like the frost on the glass, becoming something durable, something that could withstand the weight of the world.
February arrived not with a thaw, but with a final, brutal tightening of the screw—an attrition phase where the cold was no longer an intruder but a resident landlord demanding a rent of warmth we could barely afford. I felt the siege deepen. The frost had penetrated the mortar of the Georgian houses and the mud cabins alike, binding Limerick in a paralysis that felt eternal. The My River Shannon was a ribbon of black ice and slush, moving with a heavy, sullen power beneath the bridges, carrying the debris of a season that had overstayed its welcome.
Old Bardan, presses his hand against the warm brick of a modern building, but his sensory memory is entirely of that frozen February. He recalls the specific quality of the silence—a muffled, heavy quiet that swallowed the sound of boots and wheels. He sees his younger self, Bardan, sitting at the kitchen table, the notebook open but the ink pot stiff, recording the final tests of the winter vigil. The siege had moved indoors, attacking the very tools of record-keeping.
The Flay faced his final winter demonstration on the riverbank, a test not of daredevilry but of moral responsibility. A younger boy from the lanes, ignoring the warnings of the thaw, had ventured onto a patch of frozen mud near the water’s edge and slipped, unable to regain his footing as the ice groaned beneath him. I watched The Flay assess the scene: the fragility of the ice, the depth of the dark water, the terror in the child’s eyes. He did not rush with the reckless speed of summer; he moved with the calculated precision of the winter veteran. He used a length of scavenged rope and his own steadying weight to guide the boy to safety. It was a triumph of judgment over impulse, a proof that he had learned to measure risk against the value of a life.
The Chancer found his resolution in the chaos of a sudden storm that extinguished the few streetlamps and scattered the neighbourhood’s carefully hoarded fuel. His meticulous planning—the stacks of wood, the rationed coal—failed against the unpredictability of the wind. I felt his frustration, but then his adaptation. He did not fight the wind; he worked around it. He improvised, delegating tasks to the younger boys, reallocating resources to ensure the most vulnerable houses had light and heat. He learned that in a siege, flexibility is as vital as fortification, and that the best plans must breathe with the crisis.
The Dart’s endurance deepened into a profound stewardship of the fire. The fuel crisis peaked; coal yards were empty, and the turf bogs were locked under snow. The Dart became the keeper of the flame in the most literal sense. He tended the grate with the focus of a surgeon, coaxing warmth from dust and damp sods, ensuring that the heart of the house did not fail. I watched him teach his brothers the rhythm of the work—how to stack the turf to catch the draught, how to banking the fire to last the night. He was the foundation, the stone that holds the heat, teaching us that survival is often a matter of relentless, unglamorous maintenance.
The Dancer brought the vigil to a close by preserving the unity of the group when the cold threatened to fracture it. Tempers frayed in the cramped, smoke-filled rooms; silence grew heavy between friends. The Dancer moved through these social minefields with a quiet grace, using humour not to distract, but to heal. He mediated disputes over rations and space, blending empathy with the authority he had earned through the season. He understood that the cold could break a group as easily as it cracked a pipe, and that morale was a supply line that had to be protected.
As February waned, I felt the shift. The grip of the frost began to loosen, not all at once, but in small, groaning surrenders. The ice on the river cracked with pistol-shot sounds, sending fractures racing across the surface. The air lost its biting edge, holding instead a damp, heavy promise of rain. The siege was lifting, not by the victory of the inhabitants, but by the retreat of the invader.
Bardan stands in the summer, but he feels the echo of that thaw. He remembers the sound of dripping water, the symphony of the melt that signalled the end of the long freeze. He sees the Laneboys—The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, The Dancer—standing at their corner, thinner, paler, but unbroken. They had weathered the vigil. They had learned to manipulate scarcity, to adapt to chaos, to endure the burden, and to hold the group together. I had tested them, pressed them into the hard mould of winter, and they had held their shape.
The notebook in Bardan’s mind closes on the chapter. The ink is dry, the pages stiff with the memory of the cold. The winter of 1941–42 was over, leaving behind a city scoured clean and boys who looked at the coming spring with eyes that had seen the bottom of the thermometer. They were ready for whatever the sky would send next, tempered by the ice, bound by the stone, and held, always, in the memory of I that narrated their lives.
7. Thinning
Spring 1942 arrived in Limerick not with the fanfare of rebirth, but with the quiet, suffocating pressure of a city holding its breath. It was a season that did not so much break the winter as expose the raw, grey bones of what the frost had left behind. I felt the light stretch thin across the days, a pale and watery illumination that brushed the slate rooftops and the limestone walls without offering any true warmth to the stone beneath. The air remained cautious, damp, and heavy, clinging to the wool of coats and the damp plaster of the tenements. People moved through the streets with their shoulders hunched and their eyes watchful, a collective posture of defence against a season that might at any moment change its mind and plunge us back into the biting cold. By then, the "Emergency" was no longer a phase to be weathered or a headline to be feared; it had settled into the very mortar of the walls and the habits of the people, shaping the way they spoke, paused, and chose what not to say.
Old Bardan, watches the ghost of that spring from the vantage of memory, his hand resting on the cool glass of a modern window, but his mind entirely retrenched in the damp lanes of the past. He sees the mist clinging to the laneways, a wet, heavy shroud that smelled of coal smoke, river mud, and the faint, sour odour of boiling cabbage that seemed to permeate every kitchen in Janesboro. He remembers how conversations became clipped, unfinished, and careful, as if the walls themselves were listening for sedition or complaint. The Flay’s mother, usually a woman of vocal resilience who could fill a room with her presence, had started choosing her words as she chose her ration portions—careful not to use too much, careful not to waste a single syllable that might be needed later.
The Flay noticed it first, his restlessness bleeding into stories that were no longer just entertainment but a way of processing the throttling of trade and the quiet docks. I felt constricted, its arteries clogged by the war that raged just beyond the horizon. I watched the docks, usually the lungs of Limerick, breathing in shallow, irregular gasps. Ships arrived less often, appearing like rare, ghostly visitors rather than lifelines of commerce. They were unloaded quickly under watchful, anxious eyes, and sent on their way before the tide could turn against them. Shop windows, once stages for desire and abundance, changed little from week to week; the same tins, the same dusty boxes were rearranged just enough to suggest choice where there was none. Behind the counters, the shopkeepers’ faces grew hard, their heads wagging in a perpetual negative before a question was even asked.
The defining fracture of the season, the moment the "thinning" became a tangible reality for the Laneboys, began with a moment of hunger and impulse on Bedford Row. We were moving through the morning, the air crisp and indifferent, when The Flay stopped dead, struck by the sight in a fishmonger’s window. There, resting on crushed ice that caught the pale, filtered light, were cutlets—fresh, pink, and glistening. In the grey, rationed economy of 1942, they looked less like food and more like treasure, a burst of colour in a monochrome world. I watched The Chancer stare at them. He said nothing, but the memory of his mother’s complaints about bony mackerel hung in the air between us, a silent justification for what was about to happen. The Chancer was a boy of speed and kinetic energy, a creature of impulse, but in that moment, he was stillness personified, a coiled spring waiting for the release.
What followed was quick, almost elegant in its desperation. A hand slipped from a pocket, a jacket shifted with a fluid motion, and the cutlets were gone, scooped from the ice and tucked away in a heartbeat. The Chancer was halfway up the lane before the cold of the ice soaked into his chest, the prize burning against his skin. It was a theft born not of malice, but of a biological imperative that overrode fear, a moment where the hunger of the belly silenced the caution of the mind. But I balances its accounts, and the consequences of that theft would ripple out far beyond a missing dinner.
The Chancer sat rigid in the third row, the stolen cutlets pressing cold and wet against his ribs. The ice was gone. In the stifling heat of the classroom, the fish began to warm, releasing a heavy, saline odour that cut through the smell of chalk dust like a knife. It smelled of low tide and desperation. Brother Butterballs stopped writing on the blackboard. He didn't turn around immediately; he lifted his head, nostrils flaring, testing the air. He turned slowly, his eyes narrowing as he tracked the scent. He walked down the aisle, the silence absolute, until he loomed over The Chancer’s desk. The Chancer didn't wait for the accusation. He surged upward, his chair clattering backward, and bolted for the door, the fish still clutched to his chest, leaving a trail of seawater and panic on the floorboards as he ran.
The Chancer did not wait for the inevitable discovery. He bolted, the stolen cutlets burning against his chest like a brand. He ran out the door, down the corridor, and burst into the street, but at the corner, he hesitated. To go home with the police trailing him was to bring ruin to his father’s door; to return to school was to face the threat of the industrial school for theft. I watched him weigh the bruising of a strap against the destruction of his family's fragile peace. He looked at the wet pavement, then at the road leading to the station. He didn't run away just because he was scared; he ran because he had calculated the cost of staying, and realized he couldn't pay it.
I felt the absence immediately. One less body at the wall, one less voice in the group to challenge the silence. The Chancer’s disappearance lingered over the Laneboys like a question no one dared ask aloud. The next morning, his place at the wall was empty, the stone colder for it. Boys vanish quickly in a city like Limerick; one day you are part of the noise, the collective shout of the street, and the next you are a story told with a shake of the head, a cautionary tale whispered in the lanes. But The Chancer’s leaving sharpened something in the remaining boys. We realized that the "thinning" was not just about food or coal; it was about us. It was about the way I was slowly bleeding its youth to England, to the ships, to anywhere that wasn't here. We were being pared down, one by one.
School carried on, a rigid structure imposing order on a world that felt increasingly fragile. The masters moved through the corridors with the same measured tread, authority refusing to pause for mourning or confusion. The new master, Mr. O’Neill—"Dotty"—stood on his platform gripping an ash plant, writing "Euclid" on the board as if lines and angles could explain the chaos of the world. He spoke of bridges and machines and aeroplanes, of Spitfires and Messerschmitt’s, as though they were born of chalk and logic. I watched the boys listen, their thoughts wandering to bombs and hunger, to the planes overhead that didn't care about proofs. We sat in rows, trapped between the abstract certainty of geometry and the messy, hungry reality of our lives.
But authority, like hunger, competes with itself. Dotty’s kingdom of geometry was invaded by Mr. O’Dea, who burst in roaring that mathematics was his domain. We watched as Dotty was stripped of his certainty in front of the class, forbidden to teach Euclid. It was a lesson in power dynamics that had nothing to do with math. We learned that authority could be fragile, that rules could snap like dry twigs, and that even the men who held the sticks were subject to forces they couldn't control. Amidst this, the cocoa provided at school became our anchor, the steam softening the room and the Brothers for a moment, a brief pause in the tension of the season where we could just be boys warming our hands on a mug.
The Laneboys adjusted to the "thinning out" with a quiet, deliberate pulse. The Chancer’s absence lingered like a gap in a fence, a space where the wind whistled through. The Flay grew quieter, though his presence weighed heavier. He observed everything—the way women bent over gardens, the fatigue of men returning from work, the angles of milk carts that could be toppled. He spoke less, but his words carried the weight of patience and cunning. We listened closely, trying to understand the calculations behind his glances. He was learning to read I not as a playground, but as a map of survival, and he was dragging us along with him into this new, sharper awareness.
Subtle disappearances marked everyday life. It wasn't just The Chancer; it was Mr. Connolly at the bakery who no longer appeared at the window, the boys at the quay who vanished onto boats, even the familiar cats that avoided streets where they once prowled freely. I seemed to hold its breath, waiting for the next loss. We ventured into lanes behind the docks, where mud streaked with coal and refuse glimmered under grey skies. The Flay stopped, pointing without speaking. A bundle of fish lay outside a shuttered stall, forgotten or abandoned. The Dart, driven by the instinct of the season, grinned and moved to claim it, his body tensing for the dash.
But The Flay’s hand held him back. “Wait. Watch the shadows,” he whispered. A city worker passed, broom sweeping quietly, his eyes scanning the ground. Only when he was gone, disappearing around the corner, did The Flay lead us forward. We moved the prize into our hands with the care of thieves in a cathedral. Hunger made us bold, but The Flay made us careful. We were learning to move like I itself: conserving energy, watching for the sweeper, timing our movements to the rhythm of survival. It was a lesson in patience, in understanding that the prize belongs not to the swift, but to the observant.
By late May, the lesson of the season was clear: survival demanded calculation. We gathered by the river, stones in pockets, eyes alert. The Flay taught us to observe the currents—leaves tracing hidden obstacles, ripples signalling submerged stones. Every throw became practice in timing and judgment. I’s noises shifted, distant engines humming reminders of war, planes rising and falling at Rineanna. The Flay counted them, tracing their paths, teaching us to read the world, to anticipate danger, to measure risk. He was turning our play into a rehearsal for the lives we were beginning to lead.
Spring had left its mark. The streets were lean, the stores cautious, and the air thick with expectation. Men disappeared to Britain, women ran fields with silent authority, and boys like us navigated the remaining space carefully. We learned endurance, observation, and loyalty, tied to stones, river, and unspoken oaths. The Chancer was gone, but the lesson remained: never lose sight of the escape route. I had thinned us out, pared us down to our essentials, and in doing so, it had hardened us.
The domestic landscape of the lanes shifted with the same slow, deliberate subtlety as the light. In the kitchen, The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the spring days with a quiet, almost surgical precision, rearranging the architecture of our survival without ever announcing a change. I watched her from the corner, notebook on my knee, cataloguing the microscopic adjustments that marked the season. Windows were cracked open a finger’s width, allowing the stagnant air of winter to be pushed out by the river breeze. Blankets, which had been heaped in heavy, suffocating layers for months, were folded away, exposing the thinness of the mattresses but offering a freedom of movement we had almost forgotten. The fire in the range was no longer a desperate, living thing to be fed constantly; she allowed it to die down between meals, measuring the turf and coal with the eye of a woman who knew that a saved sod in April might mean a warm hour in November.
I noted how her hands had softened in their tension. During the frost, they had been clawed instruments of gripping and hauling; now, they smoothed aprons and engaged in the rhythmic, almost hypnotic work of maintenance. She stretched rations not with the panic of the siege, but with the steady calculation of the long game. There was less urgency in the way she stirred the pot, a resignation that the hunger would stay but could be managed. Docker, too, seemed to uncoil. He moved through the small rooms with less noise, his boots no longer stamping the frost from the threshold but stepping lightly, as if he, too, were afraid to disturb the fragile equilibrium of the thaw. I wrote down the silence of the house, a silence that was no longer heavy with cold but expectant, waiting for the year to declare its true intentions.
Outside, The Divils ——were the first to fully embrace the shifting physics of the season. Winter had kept them tethered to the hearth or the hem of a coat, small shadows observing the cold. Now, they moved toward the river as if pulled by a tide. I followed them to the bank, observing how they tested the water with sticks, daring the My River Shannon to rise against them. They were not yet part of the Laneboys’s central council, but they were no longer infants to be carried. They poked at the mud, shrieked with a delight that sounded sharp and strange after months of muffled quiet, and watched the debris of winter float downstream. The Flay kept one eye on them always, his voice softening when he corrected their footing or warned them back from the edge. It was a rare glimpse of the protectiveness he usually masked with bluster, a reminder that beneath the narrator of tall tales lived a brother who knew the fragility of small lives in a big river.
Chores, which had been a grim necessity of survival in the dark months, expanded into a competitive sport in the lengthening evenings. Carrying coal was no longer a trudge but a contest of balance; fetching water became a race against spillage and time. The Dart turned every task into a trial of strength, lifting buckets with a grunt and a grin, challenging the limits of his own endurance. The Dancer narrated these mundane Olympics as if they were events of national importance, his commentary turning a stumbled step or a sloshing pail into a moment of high drama. I recorded the results without comment: the spills, the recoveries, and the precise angle at which a bucket tilted before being saved. Mam’s voice in my head reminded me that nothing was too small to be true. In these games, I saw the boys reclaiming agency over their bodies, using labour to prove they had survived the winter intact.
School, by contrast, responded to the spring with a sluggish reluctance. The classrooms of the Christian Brothers retained the winter’s damp long after the streets had dried, the stone walls sweating with a condensation that smelled of old chalk and wet wool. The masters grew restless, their authority fraying at the edges as the sun distracted the boys and the heat made the air thick and sleepy. Discipline wavered; the cane came down less often, or with less conviction, as if even Brother Butterballs couldn't summon the energy for cruelty when the light outside was so inviting. The school felt like a holding pen, a place where we waited for the real life of the lanes to resume.
The Flay changed in this atmosphere. Inside the school walls, he spoke less, retreating into a watchful silence that unnerved the teachers more than his usual disruption. He sat at his desk, eyes fixed on the middle distance, not absent but calculating. Outside, however, his voice returned with a new timbre. His stories shifted from tales of endurance—the frozen extremities, the hunger—to narratives of escape. He spoke of plans without naming them, of “elsewhere” as a place that could be reached if one were clever enough. I measured this change carefully. His tone lifted, but his eyes still carried the winter in them. He was beginning to look at Limerick not as a world, but as a point of departure. I wrote down what he said and, more importantly, what he avoided saying. The gap between his silence in school and his eloquence in the lanes was the space where his future was being built.
By late March, the boundaries of I seemed to loosen, allowing us to reclaim the wilder spaces we had abandoned to the frost. Plassey called to us, its paths reopening, the trees shedding their skeletal look for the first haze of green. We returned to it in stages—careful at first, testing the ground, then bolder. Fallen branches became markers of new territories; old haunts were rediscovered and claimed. The Dancer moved through the undergrowth like a surveyor, mapping sightlines and escape routes, always planning for the interruption that might come. The Dart threw himself at obstacles with a reckless joy, climbing trees and leaping ditches as if his body needed to remember the impact of the earth.
The Flay narrated it all, spinning the day’s events into legends before the sun had even set. He turned a stumble into a perilous fall, a rustle in the bushes into a stalking beast, a found coin into a pirate’s hoard. Yet, even as he embellished, he checked behind him more often than he admitted. The fear of the winter—of the cold, of the loss, of the silence—had not fully vanished. It trailed us into the woods, a shadow that lengthened as the afternoon wore on. I followed with my notebook, resisting the urge to join the play, knowing that my role was to witness. Observation required distance, and Mam’s voice steadied me: Watch first. Write after.
The season did not announce its intentions all at once; it unfolded in layers of light, noise, and movement. I was waking up, stretching its limbs, and we were waking with it. But in that awakening, I saw the fault lines—the restlessness of The Flay, the frantic energy of The Dart, the watchful anxiety of The Dancer. We were survivors of the frost, yes, but we were also boys standing on the edge of something larger, a shifting ground that would soon demand more than just endurance. I wrote steadily, capturing the sound of boots on soft soil and the laughter that echoed off the water, aware that this was only the opening chapter of a year that would test us in ways the winter never could.
8. Stasis
Autumn did not arrive in Limerick so much as it executed a hostile takeover of I, seizing the streets from the lingering, stagnant warmth of summer and replacing it with a damp, grey authority that brooked no argument. I felt the shift in the very mortar of the walls; the stone held the wetness like a grudge, and the air turned heavy with a restraint that felt less like a season changing and more like a door closing. It was a time of year that tested the seams of every coat and the patience of every soul. The light thinned before the cold truly settled, stretching pale and reluctant across the days, brushing the slate rooftops without offering any true heat. Mornings took longer to wake, the dawn struggling against a heavy curtain of mist that rolled off the My River Shannon, and the air carried a holding back, a hesitation, as if summer had not departed willingly but had been driven out by a force it could not withstand. Limerick adjusted itself to this new regime without ceremony but with a grim, practiced efficiency. Windows that had been cracked open to catch the river breeze were shut tight and stayed that way later into the day. Voices in the lanes softened, dampened by the moisture in the air, and the river itself changed its sound, losing the lazy, slapping rhythm of the warm months and taking on a steadier, more deliberate pull, a deep, brown muscularity that spoke of rain falling far upcountry.
Old Bardan, stands at the window of memory, watching the ghost of that season unfold with a clarity that decades have not dimmed. He sees his younger self, Bardan, moving through the damp streets, having learned by then that observation was a form of survival. Mam had taught him that, though never in so many words. She showed it in the way she watched a pot boil, adjusting the heat before it could spill, or the way she counted the coins in her palm three times before handing them over, or how she could tell from the mere sound of a footstep on the cobbles whether trouble or trade was coming up the lane. These lessons had calcified into habits for Bardan. He watched the light die on the wet stone. He listened for the subtle shifts in the wind that signalled a downpour. He measured the days not by the calendar, but by the shifting burdens of those around him.
Inside the house, the season announced itself on the kitchen table. The Flay’s aul’ one spread the ration books out on the scarred wood, a surface that bore the knife marks and tea rings of years like a map of domestic endurance. It was the first morning I remember autumn truly asserting its dominance. She cleared the table with a sweep of her arm, laying out the booklets as if they were tarot cards in a game where the future was always hungry. Her fingers moved with care, precise and unhurried, though I could see the effort it cost her. Pregnancy had slowed her, weighted her movements with a new, quiet heaviness she refused to acknowledge aloud, but which shaped every turn of her body. She counted the coupons twice, then a third time, her lips moving in a silent litany of ounces and grams. The books resisted being opened, their covers stiff from handling and the damp air of the room, the pages thin and easily torn, fragile currency in a world of iron necessities.
I watched her hands, mesmerized by their steadiness. Mam’s hands rose unbidden in my memory—the same refusal to rush, the same deliberate grace in the face of scarcity. The Flay’s aul’ one had learned from her, or perhaps the women of the lanes all learned from the same harsh teacher, absorbing the lesson that panic wasted energy while precision saved it. Watching her count the coupons felt like watching a lesson continue beyond the teacher’s presence, a legacy of survival passed down through the silent language of domestic labour.
The shelves in the shops were bare more often than not, a reality that the ration books could not alter. Bread was thinner, the loaves smaller, cut so carefully that each slice looked transparent, and as if it might disappear if you stared at it too long. Prices rose without explanation and without apology, climbing steadily while wages and the dole remained anchored to the floor. Ideals of the Republic or the war abroad meant nothing in the face of a cupboard that echoed when opened. Yet, The Flay’s aul’ one worked the system the way Mam once had, turning scarcity into routine, and routine into a kind of survival that felt almost like victory. There was a comfort in that discipline, though it came wrapped in the cold rigour of necessity.
Outside, I drew in on itself, contracting like a snail retreating into its shell. Streets felt narrower as the light failed earlier. Corners gathered damp and shadows, hoarding the cold. Leaves, brown and sodden, clung to the cobbles and refused to be moved until a boot or a wheel forced the issue, pasting themselves to the stone like wet paper. The smell of peat returned to the air, low and persistent, a scent that meant winter was waiting in the wings. It mixed with the sharp tang of wet stone and the sour, pervasive odour of cabbage boiling behind closed doors—the perfume of Limerick’s endurance. Bardan walked these streets, notebook pressed to his chest, cataloguing the shift. He noted how the chimney smoke hung low, reluctant to rise into the heavy sky, and how the cats slipped through the rain with flattened ears. I was hunkering down, sealing its edges, preparing for the long siege of the dark months, and we were inside it, counting our coupons and watching the river darken, ready or not.
I met The Dart near Baal’s Bridge that same morning, not by any spoken arrangement but because habit has an authority of its own, stronger than any clock. We had gathered there for years, and the stone seemed to remember us even when we arrived at different times, holding our places against the parapet. The Dart was already there, stamping through the puddles that had formed in the depressions of the bridge, splashing the dark water as if punishing the rain for existing. He moved with a restless, kinetic energy, his shoulders hunched against the damp, and his eyes scanning the river as if expecting it to deliver something other than debris and cold water. The Dancer leaned against the parapet, watching the flow with an expression that suggested he was preparing a joke but knew already it might not land in this heavy air. His humour had softened, the sharp edges worn down by the summer’s heat and the autumn’s sudden chill, leaving something gentler, more observant.
The Flay came down Roden’s Lane a few minutes later, his figure cutting a familiar, jagged silhouette against the grey sky. Shoulders hunched, coat pulled tight around his neck, he walked as if something were chasing him, even when the lane behind him was empty. His mind, I knew, worked miles ahead of his feet, revisiting old ground, reshaping memories, readying them for telling. When he reached us, he nodded once, a curt gesture that conserved heat and energy, and leaned beside The Dancer, his gaze fixed on the water swirling below.
We left a space in the line without speaking of it. The Chancer should have been there. The gap was not symbolic; it was practical, physical, a missing vertebra in the spine of our group. It altered the way we stood, the way we spoke, the way the wind hit us. Without him, our gatherings had less momentum; he had been the spark, the motion itself, the one who turned standing around into action. Now, we hovered at the edges of mischief instead of plunging in, stirring ourselves only enough to keep the blood moving. The absence of The Chancer was a presence in itself, a cold draft that blew through the group, reminding us that I was thinning out, that boys were disappearing into England, into the army, into the unknown.
The river moved beneath us, wide and grey, carrying the heavy, leaden sky on its surface. It felt colder than it had just weeks earlier, less forgiving, more indifferent. Once, it had been a place of dares and play, of swimming and splashing in the long twilight. Now, it marked a boundary, a wet, uncrushable line that reminded us that "elsewhere" existed and that people left for it. Emigration had become a presence in I, not dramatic or loud, but constant and eroding. It seeped through the lanes like damp, touching everything. At the station, I had seen men and women clutching small cases tied with string, their eyes fixed beyond the platform as though the ground beneath their feet had already lost its claim on them. Britain existed for them not as a country but as an idea—factories, wages, movement, a place where a man could stand up without hitting his head on the ceiling of Limerick’s poverty. Each departure left a hollow that settled into the lanes and kitchens alike, a silence where a voice used to be.
The Dart noticed everything at the docks. He had the attention of an animal, sharp, instinctive, and wary. He counted who passed through the gates, who lingered hoping for a day’s casual labour, who vanished for days and returned thinner, or who never returned at all. He watched the ships load and unload, measuring the extraction of the country’s life in crates and livestock. The Dancer watched movement of a different kind—the social currents of the lanes. He saw the glances exchanged between neighbours, the voices lowered when a debt collector passed, and the parcels passed quickly from hand to hand to avoid scrutiny. They spoke of it in half-sentences, in raised eyebrows, in jokes that stopped short of their endings because the punchline was too close to the bone. Curiosity had limits in this season; some questions carried a price no one could afford to pay.
The Flay, when he spoke, did so in bursts, like a machine gun clearing a jam. His stories never arrived whole; they came in pieces, reshaped each time he revisited them, polished by his imagination until the dull reality shone with a strange, dark lustre. That morning he said nothing at first, just stood listening to the river, as if waiting for the water to prompt him. I wrote his silence into my mind as carefully as I did his words. Mam’s voice lingered there too, reminding me that attention itself was a form of care, that witnessing the silence was as important as recording the noise.
The Laneboys stood together on the bridge, a small knot of resistance against the weather and the world. We were thinner, older, and sharper than we had been in the spring. The summer had burned away the last of our softness, and the autumn was hardening what remained. We watched the My River Shannon flow toward the sea, toward America, toward England, toward anywhere that wasn't here, and in the silence, we renewed the oath we had never spoken but always kept: to endure, to witness, and to remain, for as long as I would let us.
School resumed its grip on us as autumn settled in, the holidays fading like a dream upon waking. The classrooms of the Christian Brothers School felt smaller, stripped of colour, the walls sweating with the condensation of breath and damp wool. Chalk dust hung in the air, a dry, choking fog that coated the throat and settled in the lungs. Windows steamed up within minutes of the bell, blurring the outside world into grey, indistinct shapes, trapping us in a world of rules, straps, and rote learning. The masters moved among us with a confidence that came from authority never being questioned long enough to weaken, their robes swishing with the sound of judgment.
Mr. O’Neill, known to us as Dotty, clung to Euclid as if order could be imposed on the chaos of the world by sheer insistence on geometry. He stood on his platform, a small man fighting a large war against ignorance, drawing lines and angles on the board with a ferocity that suggested the triangle was the only stable thing in the universe. He spoke of proofs and theorems while the rain lashed the windows, trying to build a fortress of logic in a city built on mud and emotion. I watched him, admiring his insistence even as I questioned its usefulness. There was a comfort in his order, in the certainty that A plus B would always equal C, even if outside the classroom, nothing added up.
Brother Butterballs, on the other hand, lectured on morality and death with equal enthusiasm. His voice rose and fell in theatrical waves, painting vivid pictures of the soul’s peril, of the fires of hell that waited for the impure, the lazy, and the disobedient. He spoke of death as if it were an inevitability best prepared for through absolute obedience to the Brothers. I copied his words into my notebook later, not because I believed them, but because they revealed something about the shape authority took when it felt unchallenged—it became grotesque, obsessed with the end rather than the living. Mr. O’Dea’s voice boomed through the partition, filling space whether it was wanted or not, a constant reminder that we were small and the system was large.
But the real lesson of the season came not from the masters, but from the empty desk in the third row. Mickey Spellacy wore the black diamond of mourning on his sleeve, a patch of cloth that marked him out as touched by I’s quiet killer. Tuberculosis threaded its way through the lanes, announced quietly at first—a cough behind a door, a face paler than remembered—then confirming itself in absences. Neighbours pressed pennies into Mickey’s hand, sweets into his pocket, their kindness tangled with fear, a superstitious hope that charity might ward off the disease from their own doors. He asked us to pray for his sister. We did, repeating words we barely understood, the rhythm of the rosary lulling us into a trance. Mam’s insistence on focus followed me, shaping how I counted each syllable, how I watched Mickey’s face for signs of the grief that was eating his family.
His sister lived, for now. Others did not. Death hovered at the margins of the schoolyard, claiming children we had shared desks with, marking time in ways the calendar never could. A boy would be there one day, coughing into his sleeve, and gone the next, his name spoken in the past tense by the end of the week. I absorbed these losses without pause, the grief becoming internal, private, rationed like everything else. We learned to look at an empty seat not with shock, but with a dull acceptance. It was part of the curriculum, unwritten but mandatory: the lesson of mortality.
After school, I resumed its own lessons. The lanes taught as much as any classroom, perhaps more. Guards lingered longer at certain corners, their uniforms dark and heavy with rain. Authority thickened around particular doorways, watching for the black market trade that thrived in the cracks of the rationing system. Hawkers moved through the fog, their calls muted but persistent, selling apples, shoelaces, anything to turn a penny. I watched the black market thrive where eyes learned not to linger—parcels exchanged under coats, coal delivered to back doors at midnight, the quiet commerce of survival that bypassed the law.
At home, the atmosphere tightened with the shortening days. The Flay’s aul’ one layered blankets earlier each evening, fighting a losing battle against the draft that seeped through the floorboards. She washed the same clothes until the fabric thinned to transparency, patching and reaching without complaint. Alphonsus Joseph cried and slept by turns, a small, demanding presence that drew on resources already stretched tight. I watched her, and I wrote when I could, filling copybooks with crooked lines by the light of the fire. Mam’s warning echoed whenever I was tempted to embellish the misery or the heroism: Only what you know. Only what you know.
The school and the home were two poles of the same world, both ruled by scarcity and authority. In the classroom, we learned to hide our ignorance; in the kitchen, we learned to hide our hunger. The Flay navigated both with a strange detachment, observing the masters and his mother with the same critical eye, cataloguing the failures of adults to protect or provide. I recorded his observations alongside my own, building a ledger of the season that captured the smell of damp wool, the sound of the strap, the cough of the sick, and the silence of the empty chair.
The Flay began telling stories again as the weeks progressed and the dark closed in. He chose his moments carefully, as if testing whether the air could hold what he meant to say without shattering. He spoke of masters and lanes, of fear that settled into the bone like the frost, of God and confession, and of terror followed by a strange, exhausted relief. I listened without interrupting, noting where his voice dropped to a whisper, where it hurried past the painful parts, where it lingered on the absurd. His stories were his own, but my hearing of them, my recording of the pauses and emphases—that was mine.
I remembered his tales of the First Communion, the dread of Benson’s stick, the way the lessons in sin had hollowed him out with guilt until he felt he was walking on eggshells over the pit of hell. He spoke of the "Seventh Step," of a moment when courage arrived uninvited, and of the confessional where laughter replaced the roar he had prepared himself for. He told of the priest who chuckled at his sins, a sound so unexpected it cracked the world open and let a little light in. Even the grotesque images—the God he thought he had puked up in the backyard, the spittle and fear, the grandmother’s dress—went into my notebook. I did not write to judge. I wrote because these things had been said, and because leaving them unwritten felt like another kind of loss, a surrender to the silence I tried to impose.
The Flay’s stories deepened as autumn deepened. Hunger entered them more often, no longer as a backdrop but as a main actor. He spoke of nights when fear and emptiness merged, when the stomach’s growl was louder than the prayer. He told of his father, Malachy, and the "time-straddling birth," a story of confusion and bureaucracy that highlighted the absurdity of their existence. He spoke of the "knee-trembler" he had witnessed or heard of, the desperate, furtive acts of love or lust in the lanes. He recounted the pint on Eugene’s coffin, a detail so stark and macabre it felt like a fable, yet I knew it was the kind of truth only Limerick could produce. These were stories of people pushed to the edge, acting out of instinct and tradition, trying to honour the dead while barely staying alive themselves.
I learned then that storytelling could be a form of control. By shaping his memories, The Flay made them manageable. He took the chaos of his life—the alcoholic father, the struggling mother, the dead siblings—and arranged it into a narrative that had a beginning, a middle, and an end, even if the end was just survival. By writing them down, I made them durable. Mam’s echo reminded me to tread carefully. Truth bent easily under too much weight, and memory was a slippery thing. But the core of it, the feeling of the rain and the hunger and the confusion, that was solid.
Our games changed with the season, influenced by these stories. Reckless dares gave way to quieter mischief. We learned where not to be, how to scatter without running, how to keep an eye on one another without making it obvious. Absence became its own lesson. The Chancer’s leaving taught us how much weight a single boy could carry, how silence could crowd a space as effectively as noise. We filled the gap with The Flay’s narratives, using them as a shield against the encroaching dark.
Plassey drew me more often as the days shortened. I walked there alone sometimes, copybook balanced on my knee, watching the river pull past the stones. I threw the occasional stone, counting the ripples, measuring how long it took for the surface to forget the impact. The act felt instructive. Memory behaved much the same way; it rippled and distorted, but the stone remained at the bottom.
Docker’s words circled back again and again: Only write what you know. It became less a warning than a permission. The Flay’s stories were his truth, but they reached me filtered through my listening, my doubt, and my care. I wrote what I heard, what I saw, what I could verify in tone and gesture if not in fact. Mam’s presence hovered behind my eyes, reminding me that honesty lived in restraint, in not adding a single adjective that hadn't been earned.
Autumn deepened. Wind worried the loose shutters of the house, rattling them like teeth. Paper skittered along the streets like pale ghosts. Each lane carried evidence of loss—a boarded window, a door that no longer opened, a cough grown too loud to ignore. I walked early when I could, the cold biting my ears, the damp settling into my hair, and felt that options themselves had narrowed. I was closing in, forcing us to live inside our heads as much as in the streets.
Yet in writing, the world expanded. Observation turned into refuge. Each note tethered experience to the page. Hunger, laughter, fear, endurance—they sat side by side, given equal weight. I began to understand that to witness was to act, that recording was a form of survival Mam would have approved of, even if she never said so. The notebook became a second home, a place where the fire never went out and the food never ran dry, because the words fed something else.
By mid-autumn, I had fully accepted what it was not going to be. Any lingering softness from the summer had been scoured away by the wind and the rain. The air no longer tested us; it imposed its will. Morning cold arrived before the light, and the light itself came thin and reluctant, like something dragged from sleep against its will. Limerick moved slower, as though conserving itself. People paused before stepping outside, calculating the worth of the journey against the cost of the warmth they would lose.
The Flay’s aul’ one adjusted our days accordingly. She woke earlier, not because there was more to do, but because doing it slowly mattered. The fire was coaxed rather than fed, the turf placed with the precision of a jeweller setting a stone. Coal was counted in shovelfuls, not by the sack. She measured water before boiling it, stretched porridge with patience rather than hope, stirring it until it seemed like more than it was. I watched the way she paused at the table now, hands braced lightly against the wood, eyes unfocused for a moment before returning to the task. Pregnancy pressed on her in ways she refused to name, broadening her frame and slowing her step, but she bore it as she bore the cold—with a silence that was louder than complaint.
Alphonsus Joseph seemed to sense the shift. His cries sharpened in the cold, thinner but more insistent, cutting through the damp air of the flat. When he slept, The Flay’s aul’ one watched him as if memorising the fact of rest itself, guarding his breath. Mam’s habits lived on in her gestures. I recognised them without needing to think. Care as vigilance. Love as repetition. The household became a machine of survival, every part moving in sync to keep the cold at bay.
Outside, the streets had learned their new voice. Footsteps echoed sharper on the stone, the damp amplifying the sound. Conversations shortened to essentials. Laughter, when it appeared, did so quickly and without echo, as if afraid to linger and freeze in the air. The smell of damp clothes followed people indoors and never quite left, a musty perfume of the season. Lanes held the cold longer than open streets, and certain corners seemed to hoard it, releasing it onto passing faces with spite.
We still gathered at Baal’s Bridge, though less often and for shorter stretches. The Dart arrived restless, his energy turning in on itself like a trapped animal. He picked at scabs on his knuckles, kicked stones harder than needed, and talked of plans without shape—leaving, working, and fighting, anything but waiting. The Dancer softened as the weeks went on. His jokes lost their bite and gained something gentler, as if humour itself were being rationed for the long winter ahead.
The Flay remained consistent only in his inconsistency. Some days he arrived heavy with words, eager to unload them, spinning tales of the "pissing contest" or the "Coal Man in the Crib," stories that walked the line between hilarious and horrifying. Other days he said nothing at all, staring at the river as though it were reading him instead, his face set in a mask of brooding observation. I learned to accept both as part of his pattern. Silence, I discovered, was also information; it told me when the burden of memory was too heavy to lift into speech.
The absence of The Chancer grew more pronounced as the season progressed. At first it had been a gap, a missing tooth in the smile of the group. Now it was a presence in its own right, a phantom limb we all felt. Certain ideas never surfaced without him. Certain risks were no longer suggested. We spoke less about leaving, though it hovered unspoken in all of us. When men passed carrying cases toward the station, heading for the boat to England, The Dart followed them with his eyes until they disappeared. The Dancer pretended not to notice, but I saw the longing in his face.
School pressed harder as daylight shortened. Discipline tightened, as if the masters sensed the weakness in the air and moved to assert themselves before the cold could undermine their authority. Butterballs’ certainty grew shrill; O’Dea’s temper shortened. Dotty clung to structure like a lifeline, Euclid his defence against the chaos of the weather and the war. I watched how rules were enforced unevenly, how punishment fell hardest where resistance was weakest. Power revealed itself most clearly when resources thinned.
Illness threaded its way through the lanes, a silent partner to the cold. It announced itself quietly at first—a cough behind a door, a face paler than remembered. Then absences appeared. Desks emptied. Names were spoken less often. Mickey Spellacy’s black diamond drew more attention, his sleeve brushed more frequently by hands leaving coins. Fear travelled politely, never shouting, always present.
I wrote each evening, sometimes by firelight, sometimes by fading grey. My notebook thickened, the pages curling with damp. The Flay’s voice threaded through it alongside The Flay’s aul’ one’s silences, The Dart’s restlessness, The Dancer’s softened humour. Mam’s presence remained constant, not as a voice but as a standard. Attention mattered. Accuracy mattered. Restraint mattered.
By the time frost threatened, autumn had taught me its central lesson. Survival was not dramatic. It was cumulative. It lived in habits, in noticing, in choosing what to carry forward and what to let sink quietly out of sight. I carried my notebook under my coat like something fragile and necessary. The season was not finished with us yet. I could feel that in the wind that rattled the sash. But its shape was clear now, and I was inside it, watching, listening, writing, waiting for what would test us next.
9. Motion
Winter pressed itself against I of Limerick without ceremony, arriving not as a single, dramatic event you could point to on a calendar, but as an accumulation of cold that refused to leave once it had entered. I felt the shift in the way breath lingered in the damp air and how the frost no longer retreated at noon but held its ground in the shadows of the lanes. It was a season that demanded submission rather than reaction. The cold found its way under doors and through the cracks in the sash, creeping along floorboards to wait beneath beds. Mornings began with the sharp realization that the fire had failed during the night, leaving the rooms hollowed out and the air stinging. Getting up became a decision of will; staying still felt dangerous, a surrender to the chill that sought to claim the bone.
Mam’s voice—or the memory of it—became a steady guide during those early weeks. She did not speak urgently but with the calm of someone who wanted things remembered. "Notice what happens before you complain," she whispered in my mind. Complaint wasted warmth; observation did not. I moved differently in this cold. Sound travelled less, dampened by the heavy air and closed windows. Footsteps on the street felt deliberate, each one justifying its expenditure of energy. People spoke less, saving their breath, and the streets emptied sooner. Darkness arrived early and stayed without argument, the gas lamps casting small, insufficient circles of light that felt like promises not fully kept.
From my bed, I heard I only in fragments: a cart creaking in the distance, a cough breaking the stillness, a dog barking once and then stopping, as if reminded that noise carried too far in the cold. Wrapped in blankets that smelled of damp wool and turf smoke, I wrote by candlelight, the copybook balanced on my knees, pages buckling from the cold. The flame trembled with every draft, throwing shadows that made the walls seem to shift. Writing became easier because the world had narrowed; there were fewer distractions, fewer places to go. I recorded the frost tracing veins across the glass and the chimney smoke hanging low, reluctant to rise,.
The Divils, treated the winter like a problem to be solved with motion. The Dart burned with a restless heat, pacing the lanes and kicking at the ice, daring the cold to answer him. The Dancer talked louder, filling the silence with noise that felt like defiance. They invented games that required nothing but nerve—who could run the length of a frozen lane without slipping, who could hold bare hands to iron railings the longest. I watched them, noting how their laughter shifted whenever The Chancer’s name came close and then fell silent.
The Chancer’s absence weighed heavier in winter. In summer, absence could be ignored or filled with movement, but the cold left no room to outrun memory. Without him, his brothers' daring lost some of its point. Mischief needed warmth to flourish, and warmth was in short supply. His brothers didn't name the gap, but it shaped them. Dares ended earlier. Laughter fell flat more often. When his name surfaced, it landed badly and was buried quickly. Winter had no patience for grief that didn’t keep moving.
The Flay drifted in and out of the lanes like smoke, never staying long enough to settle. When he spoke, it was often indoors now, voices lowered, bodies angled toward heat. His stories thinned in places, thickened in others. Hunger appeared more often in them, fear too, though neither was ever allowed to sit still for long. He wrapped everything in motion, in escape. I listened. I wrote. I noticed where his eyes went when he spoke of certain nights, certain men. Mam reminded me: What’s avoided is as important as what’s offered.
At home, The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the kitchen like a commander managing a siege. Fuel was counted, food stretched, and pots coaxed into serving one more meal. She layered blankets with care, moving them to where they were most needed, her discipline replacing comfort. I watched her hands—reddened, cracked, never idle—recording how they told the truth of the season. She sat only when necessary and stood before she was ready, her exhaustion pressed down and ignored.
Docker said little that winter. When he did, it was practical. Where to find a bit of coal. Which baker might have day-old bread cheap if you asked right? His kindness never announced itself. It moved quietly, efficiently. Home became a system rather than a place. The Flay’s aul’ one ran it with discipline that bordered on military. Nothing was wasted. Scraps were saved, repurposed, stretched until they barely remembered what they had been.
School felt smaller in winter, the classrooms smelling of damp clothes and chalk. Windows streamed with condensation, blurring the outside world into grey shapes. Hunger sharpened everything, turning minor slights into offences. Lessons blurred together. Chalk squeaked. Ink froze in pens. Teachers grew harsher, quicker to anger. Mercy took effort, and effort was in short supply. Yet sometimes, a mug of cocoa passed along a row or a bun split between two softened the authority of the room. I observed these fleeting moments of warmth, knowing they would not last but mattered because they resisted the grey.
Christmas approached without announcement. There was no build-up of abundance, only careful preparation. Pennies were pooled quietly. Scraps were saved and hidden badly enough to be found. Docker helped where he could, turning very little into enough through habit and stubbornness. Effort became the celebration. The day itself passed without spectacle. Warmth mattered more than plenty. Voices gathered close. Cold retreated for a few hours, driven back by bodies and insistence.
After Christmas, winter deepened. The novelty of cold wore off, leaving only endurance. January loomed ahead, heavy and unmoving. One night near the end of February, the fire failed entirely. It wasn't dramatic—no burst pipe, just a quiet collapse of heat. We noticed because the room felt suddenly vast. Cold rushed in to fill the space heat had vacated. The Flay’s aul’ one reacted instantly, moving with sharp economy, wrapping, closing, sealing. Docker appeared without being sent for; someone always knew when to come. We sat close that night, bodies angled inward, breath visible. The Divils were subdued, their usual fidgeting slowed to small shifts. The Flay watched the door more than the fire. I wrote later about how silence behaves differently when it is shared.
Food had become predictable by then. Not plentiful, but understood. The Flay’s aul’ one planned days ahead, stacking meals like moves on a board. Soup stretched thin. Bread measured. Nothing wasted. Hunger stopped feeling urgent and started feeling structural, like part of the building itself.
The river changed again in late winter. Not thawed, not softened, but restless. Ice broke along its edges, cracking loudly in the early mornings, like distant gunfire. Fog lifted later each day, revealing I reluctantly, as if embarrassed to be seen. I spent time there alone when I could. Watching movement helped me remember continuity. Water always moved forward, even when it looked stalled. One afternoon, The Flay joined me again, quieter than usual. He spoke of a decision he’d made—not clearly, not fully—but enough that I understood something had shifted. He didn’t ask for advice. He didn’t seek approval. He spoke to be heard.
Illness touched closer then. A cough that lingered too long. A neighbour who didn’t open their door. News arrived indirectly—whispers, parcels left untouched. I acknowledged loss without ceremony. Winter didn’t allow it. Survival took precedence over mourning, though mourning never disappeared entirely. It just learned to wait.
The season ended without announcement. There was no line drawn, just a gradual easing, a subtle shift in light, a change in the sound of the river. The thaw arrived slowly, dripping from eaves, revealing the uneven streets beneath. Winter had not left; it had merely receded. But I had learned to stand inside scarcity without flinching. I reread earlier pages of my diary one night and barely recognised the voice. Not because it was wrong, but because it was incomplete. The Flay came less often as winter waned. When he did appear, he looked elsewhere more frequently, his attention pulled outward. The final cold snap came suddenly, sharp and brief. It caught some unprepared. Others weathered it easily, seasoned by months of practice. When it passed, it felt like permission rather than relief. I didn’t bloom. It adjusted.
10. Calculation
Spring 1943 arrived in Limerick without permission, not announcing itself so much as slowly, painstakingly undoing what the long winter had tightened. The frost did not leave I all at once; it loosened its grip in stages, retreating from the shaded corners of the lanes last, stubborn as an old habit that refuses to die. Each morning, I could feel the change in the air before I saw it. The ground gave differently underfoot, the mud softening from iron-hard ruts into a yielding, wet clay that clung to boots. Breath no longer hung in the air like a ghost but vanished quickly into a wind that carried the scent of wet stone and thawing earth. Water gathered instead of freezing, slipping back into I through overflowing gutters and along the edges of the limestone quays. Limerick did not brighten so much as reawaken, stretching like a body stiff from cold finally allowed to move again.
I walked the river early, my notebook folded inside my coat to keep it dry, my hands already ink-stained though the day had barely begun. The My River Shannon carried itself differently now. Winter had made it heavy, silent, and sullen, but spring brought sound back to its currents. The water moved with intention again, nudging reeds aside, worrying at the stones of the bridge, carrying fragments of I—driftwood, straw, the occasional lost crate—downstream without ceremony. Driftwood turned slowly in the shallows, catching the pale, watery light, and birds returned in hesitant numbers, testing the air before committing to the water. I stood and watched longer than I meant to, marking the difference in my mind. Mam’s voice settled behind my eyes, not as speech but as discipline: Look properly. Don’t rush it. The river tells you what I is doing.
I followed the river’s lead. Doors that had been bolted shut against the frost opened wider now. Voices rose earlier in the lanes. Shopkeepers leaned out of their doorways and lingered, not yet busy enough to retreat indoors but no longer driven back by the biting wind. The smell of damp wool and peat smoke, which had defined the winter months, thinned out, replaced by the scent of wet earth, old leaves breaking down, and something faintly green that had no name but announced itself all the same. Even the cobbles seemed to lighten, washed clean by rain and thaw, their surfaces reflecting more of the sky than they absorbed.
The Laneboys stirred as if signalled by some invisible bell. Winter had kept us tight, confined to lanes and doorways, our movement measured and cautious to conserve heat and energy. Spring loosened that grip. The Dart was the first to test it, racing ahead one morning without explanation, his boots splashing deliberately through puddles as though daring them to object. He moved with a kinetic energy that had been bottled up for months, his limbs stretching, his stride lengthening. The Dancer followed, louder than necessary, laughing before anything had happened, his voice echoing off the wet walls. The Flay arrived last, as he often did, already talking, his words running ahead of his feet, offering commentary on a world he seemed determined to remake through telling.
We gathered by habit rather than plan, the way we always did when I allowed it. Baal’s Bridge drew us first, the stone holding the morning cold longer than the air above it. We leaned against the parapet and watched the river move, none of us saying much at first. The silence was comfortable, born of shared endurance. Absence still occupied its old place among us. The Chancer’s space did not close just because the weather improved. If anything, spring sharpened it. Winter had allowed silence and withdrawal; spring demanded motion, and motion revealed what was missing. We felt the gap where his quick wit and reckless energy should have been.
The Flay filled the silence first, as expected. He spoke of the cold as if it had singled him out personally, of hunger that had stalked him more closely than the rest of us, of near misses and narrow escapes he had not mentioned at the time. "The frost nearly took my toes," he claimed, gesturing wildly. "I had to walk on my heels for a week." I listened, but I watched too. His hands moved constantly, shaping the air, building the story as he went. His eyes searched ours for confirmation, resistance, anything to push against. I wrote later not what he claimed had happened, but how he told it: where his voice lifted in triumph, where it dropped in feigned horror, where repetition replaced detail. Mam’s instruction held firm in my mind: Hearing matters more than believing.
The Dart paced as he listened, energy leaking out of him in sharp movements. Winter had pressed him inward, forcing him to be still, and now he strained against it, testing the limits of the space around him. He kicked at loose stones, balanced on the edge of the curb, his eyes scanning the street for something to do, something to lift. The Dancer watched people passing on the bridge, tracking patterns already, noting who moved freely and who hesitated, who carried a burden and who walked light. He smiled at nothing in particular, storing material for later jokes. I was offering itself up again, and he meant to make use of it.
Below us, the river caught the light in broken pieces. I noted the angle, the way the sun struck the water differently now, no longer flat and dull but sharp enough to dazzle the eyes. A detail worth keeping. I wrote it down that evening, along with the sound of boots on stone and the faint clatter of carts beginning their routes earlier than they had all winter. The sound of I waking up was a rhythm I was learning to transcribe.
At home, spring rearranged the kitchen before it touched anything else. The Flay’s aul’ one adjusted without remark, shifting routines by degrees so small they might have gone unnoticed if I had not been watching so closely. Windows were opened a finger’s width to let the stale air out. Blankets were folded away instead of being layered on beds. Pots stayed on the range less time, and the fire was allowed to die down between meals without panic. Fuel still mattered—it always would—but the desperation was gone. Food still required care, but the calculations eased slightly, no longer made under siege conditions.
I watched her hands as she worked, noticing how the tension in them softened, though the movements remained precise. She peeled potatoes with a rhythm that was almost hypnotic, waste kept to a minimum but without the frantic paring of winter. Mam’s memory surfaced again, unbidden, and I caught myself comparing the two without meaning to. Mam had moved with the same economy, the same silent grace under pressure. I wrote that too, careful not to turn it into judgement, just a record of how women held the world together in kitchens.
The Divils sensed the change before anyone explained it to them. They moved back toward the river as if pulled by a magnet, testing the bank cautiously at first, then with growing confidence. They were never part of our schemes, never fully Laneboys, but spring belonged to them all the same. I watched from a distance as they poked at the water with sticks, daring it to respond, shrieking with delight when it splashed their boots. The Flay kept one eye on them when he was nearby, his voice softening when he spoke to them, correcting their footing or warning them back from the edge, though he pretended not to notice the shift in his own tone.
Chores expanded outward again. Errands that had been compressed into necessity under the crushing weight of winter now stretched into opportunity. Carrying coal became a contest of balance rather than a grim test of endurance. Fetching water allowed for detours and dares, for stopping to look at a bird or a beetle. The Dart turned every task into a trial of strength, lifting buckets with a grunt and a grin. The Dancer narrated them as if they were staged events, turning a spilled bucket into a tragic comedy. I recorded the results without comment: spills, recoveries, near misses, and the precise angle at which a bucket tilted before being saved. Mam’s rule applied even here: Nothing is too small if it reveals something true.
School responded more slowly to the season. Classrooms retained their winter damp long after the air outside had changed. The stone walls sweated moisture, and the smell of chalk dust and wet wool hung heavy in the air. Windows fogged, then cleared, and then fogged again, each shift distracting us more than the lessons on the blackboard. The masters grew restless, uncertain whether to clamp down with the strap or relax into the lethargy of the season. Discipline wavered; the cane came down less often, or with less conviction.
I noticed how authority adjusted itself with the weather, becoming less certain, more irritable. Brother Butterballs paced the aisles, his eyes flicking to the window where the light was growing stronger. I wrote it down in the margins of my copybook, noting names, tones, pauses. Patterns mattered. When the sun hit the glass, the room shifted; boys sat up straighter or slumped further, depending on where the light fell.
The Flay spoke less at school and more outside it, as if the walls constrained his voice. When he did talk, his stories edged toward spring as well, shifting from endurance to escape, from survival to possibility. I measured the change. His tone lifted, became faster, more urgent, but his eyes still carried the winter in them. He spoke of plans without naming them, of things that might happen if the right chance came along. "A man could go anywhere now," he'd whisper, "if he had the fare." I wrote what he said and what he avoided. Both counted. The gap between his words and his reality was where the truth lived.
We sat in the back rows, passing notes or simply watching the dust motes dance in the shafts of sunlight. The lessons—Euclid, Latin, History—seemed distant, unconnected to the life bursting out in the lanes. What did ancient wars matter when the river was rising and the days were lengthening? Yet we learned the habit of endurance there, sitting still while our minds ran free. School was a holding pen, a place to wait until the real day began.
By late March, I’s boundaries seemed to loosen, allowing us to reclaim the wilder spaces we had abandoned to the frost. Plassey called to us again, its paths reopening, its trees shedding winters hold reluctantly. We returned in stages, careful at first, testing the ground, then bolder. Fallen branches became markers of new territories. Old haunts were rediscovered and claimed. The woods smelled of wet bark and new growth, a sharp, clean scent that cleared the head.
The Dancer moved through the undergrowth like a surveyor, mapping sightlines and escape routes, always planning for the interruption that might come. He found a hollow tree, a hidden dip in the land, a place where we could sit unseen. The Dart threw himself at obstacles with reckless joy, climbing trees and leaping ditches as if his body needed to remember the impact of the earth. He came back scraped and muddy, grinning through the dirt.
The Flay narrated it all as if it were already legend, spinning the day’s events into stories before the sun had even set. "Did you see the way The Dart took that wall?" he'd say. "Like a bird, I tell you, a great lumbering bird." He laughed, but he checked behind him more often than he admitted. The fear of the winter—of the cold, of the loss, of the silence—had not fully vanished. It trailed us into the woods, a shadow that lengthened as the afternoon wore on.
I followed, notebook close, resisting the urge to join the play. Observation required distance. Mam’s voice steadied me whenever I wavered. Watch first. Write after. The riverbank filled again with sound—boots on soft soil, laughter echoing off the water, the slap of a stick against a tree trunk. I noted the order of things: who led, who followed, who hung back. Spring revealed hierarchies that winter had flattened. In the cold, we were all just survivors. In the sun, leaders emerged.
The season did not announce its intentions all at once. It unfolded in layers. Each day added something: a little more light, a new noise, a different movement, a fresh risk. The birds sang louder. The river moved faster. The wind lost its bite. I wrote steadily, capturing the shift, aware that this was only the opening chapter. Whatever spring meant to bring would build from these early shifts. I was waking up, stretching its limbs, and we were waking with it.
Spring reached a point where it could no longer pretend to be light. The days were long now, stretched almost thin, and I had filled every extra hour with motion. What had once felt like release began to feel like exposure. Nothing stayed hidden for long in the brightness. Sound carried too far. People stayed out too late. Decisions made in daylight followed you into the evening and waited there.
The Laneboys felt it before we spoke of it. Our movements tightened. Routes were repeated less for play and more for certainty. The Dart still chased speed, but there was calculation in it now, a testing of how fast was too fast. The Dancer corrected him more often, not sharply, but firmly, adjusting plans mid-stride. "Watch the corner," he'd say. "Easy now." The Flay drifted in and out, sometimes leading with confidence, sometimes disappearing altogether for stretches that went unexplained.
I noticed the absences first. The Flay had always wandered, but now his disappearances carried weight. When he returned, his stories were shorter, stripped of flourish, their edges dulled as if worn down elsewhere. He watched more than he spoke. When he did speak, it was often to redirect, to suggest something just slightly more dangerous than what had been planned. Mam’s voice sharpened in my head. Watch who benefits.
Plassey no longer felt like a playground. It had become a map. Every hedge, wall, and slope held meaning now. We knew which ground gave way after rain, which stones shifted underweight, which paths offered sightlines and which swallowed you whole. The knowledge was intimate and precise, earned through repetition rather than instruction. I recorded it all—distances paced, timings noted, mistakes remembered.
The river changed again. Spring rains swelled it further, darkening the water and quickening its pull. The Divils were kept closer to shore now, their protests loud but ineffective. They adapted, turning restraint into invention, building smaller contraptions, testing balance rather than distance. I watched how quickly children learned when limits were firm. The Flay stayed near them more often, though his attention drifted, pulled elsewhere. His eyes tracked the far bank, the bends of the My River Shannon beyond our usual reach.
The Flay’s aul’ one spoke to me one evening while I was writing. Not sharply. Not urgently. Just a quiet observation delivered as fact. “You’re watching more than you’re doing lately.” I looked up, surprised. She met my gaze briefly, then returned to her work. No accusation followed. No instruction. But the comment lodged itself. Mam’s voice stirred, not in correction, but in recognition. They see you, even when you think you’re invisible.
By late spring, the patterns I had been tracking converged. I, the river, the Laneboys, The Flay —all were moving toward something not yet named. Risk no longer felt accidental. Choices carried intention. I sensed it in The Flay’s silences, in the way he measured space now, not just movement. I wrote with care, aware that what I recorded might matter later in ways I could not yet see. The season ended without a single defining moment. No rupture. No declaration. Just accumulation. Heat replaced damp. Light thickened. The river steadied but did not soften. The Laneboys stood intact, but altered—less innocent, more deliberate. The Flay lingered at the edge of it, still part of us, but angled elsewhere.
On the final evening of spring, I closed my copybook and sat without writing for a long time. I moved outside as it always had, but something had shifted beneath it. Mam’s voice came quietly then, not instructive, not corrective. Just present. You’ve done your work. What comes next will ask more. Spring had given us motion, space, and confidence. It had also revealed fault lines. As summer approached, I understood that observation alone might no longer be enough—but it would remain necessary. Whatever followed would need to be seen clearly, without comfort or distortion. I put the book away and listened to I breathe, knowing the season had finished saying what it could.
11. Incandescence
Summer arrived in Limerick not with the gentle unfolding of previous years, but with a sudden, oppressive force that pressed down upon the slate roofs and limestone streets like a physical weight. I felt the heat settle into the mortar of the walls, trapping the air in the narrow lanes until it felt too thick to breathe. The stone held the warmth like a grudge, refusing to release it even after the sun had dipped below the horizon, and the lanes baked from dawn to dusk, the damp smells of winter burned away and replaced by the dry, metallic scent of dust and sweat. It was a season that demanded a shift in rhythm; I moved slower, not out of relaxation, but from a necessary calculation of energy. Every step was measured against the cost of effort, and the people of the lanes learned quickly how to spend their strength with care.
The My River Shannon, usually a dark and muscular presence, widened under the relentless light, its surface taking on a molten, stretched appearance. I walked its edges often in those early weeks, my notebook in my pocket, observing how the water moved with a slow, deliberate lethargy, carrying the reflections of chimneys and bridges without comment. The river had lost the urgency of spring; it flowed with a heavy, indifferent patience, breaking only for the slow drift of debris or the occasional boat. The sounds of the riverbank changed too; the mud exposed by the heat smelled of ancient things, and fish scales dried on the stones, glittering like discarded coins.
In I, a new kind of conversation began to thread its way through the heat. Cautious whispers about coal—not an abundance, but an arrival—drifted from doorways and street corners. A few more carts than usual rattled over the cobbles; smoke rose from chimneys a little longer into the evenings. Workshops that had been silent for months coughed into life, the sound of metal striking metal ringing out in short, startling bursts. Men stood in their doorways, watching the smoke as if reading signals, their eyes narrowing with a mixture of scepticism and hope. The Flay dismissed it all with his usual bitterness, calling it "a trickle dressed up as a flood," yet I noticed his eyes following the coal carts with a sharpness that belied his words. He was listening, measuring I’s pulse just as I was.
Alongside the heat and the coal came the people. Refugees from Britain arrived in uneven waves, their presence reshaping the queues and the pavements without fanfare. They carried bundles that seemed weighed down not by possessions but by absence, and their children clung to coats in silence, eyes wide and watchful. The relief stations filled with the low hum of strange accents and the smell of damp wool. The Flay’s aul’ one stepped into this new reality without hesitation, her authority quiet but absolute as she sorted, lifted, and directed. She worked with the efficiency of someone who recognized that mercy was not a passive feeling but an active, repetitive effort. The Flay followed her lead more than he would admit, learning that care required attention and stamina. Even The Divils, usually bold and loud, quieted around the newcomers, their instincts telling them that this was a grief to be respected.
Behind the visible movements of I, a sense of planning began to creep in. Civil servants lingered over papers, and the word "after" began to appear in conversations—after the war, after the shortages, after this. The Flay scoffed at these speculations, but his cynicism felt thin; he knew, as we all did, that I was waiting for something to break, for the long stasis of the Emergency to shift into whatever came next.
School, however, refused to yield to the season. The classrooms of the Christian Brothers School (CBS) did not soften with the summer; instead, the heat seemed to sharpen the edges of authority. The stone buildings trapped the warmth, turning the rooms into stifling boxes where tempers frayed and patience snapped. The last weeks of the term felt less like education and more like containment. The masters moved through the aisles like prowling animals, their authority expressed through sudden interruptions and the swift crack of leather on palms. Prowler, in particular, seemed personally offended by the energy of boys’ bodies, as if their very liveliness was an insult to the discipline of the room.
The heat in the shed was solid, a wall of dust and old wool. Monks didn't announce his rebellion; he just jumped. He caught the iron truss of the roof, his boots scrabbling against the brickwork until he hauled himself up into the gloom of the rafters. He didn't just swing; he shrieked—a high, tearing sound like an animal caught in a trap—and hung by his knees, his face purple with rushing blood, swinging back and forth above the rows of upturned, terrified faces. Then the Prowler walked in. He didn't shout. He stood directly beneath the swinging boy, checked his pocket watch, and said, "Come down, you little monkey, before I fetch the organ grinder." The laughter from the yard wasn't happy; it was relieved. Monks dropped, hitting the concrete with a heavy, meat-slap sound, rolling to his feet only to find the Prowler’s hand already waiting to grip his ear.
Cruelty found other targets as the term dragged on, seeking out those whose invisibility made them available. Willy O’Brien, quiet and thin, became the focus of a torment that seemed to rise from the boredom and heat. The Flay tried to intervene in his own way, attempting to bargain with authority by offering compliance in controlled doses, suggesting "Four each" as if punishment could be negotiated like a trade. It was a calculated risk, an attempt to impose logic on chaos, but it failed. Young Rights spoke up then, his objection clean and direct, a moment of moral clarity that cut through the humidity. The slap that followed sounded louder than it was, marking a line in the dust. I carried that sound with me, recording it not just as an event, but as a lesson in the cost of speaking out. Mam’s voice remained silent in my head, a validation that observation was sometimes the only safe stance.
When the term finally released us, the sensation was physical—a sudden uncoiling of muscles held tight for too long. We spilled into days that began early and stretched late, adjusting our bodies to the light as if remembering a language we had forgotten. The Laneboys tightened instinctively. The Chancer was gone to Liverpool, his absence now a fact normalized by repetition, and what remained of our group felt smaller but denser, like a stone worn down by the river. We moved toward the wilder spaces, reclaiming Plassey as our own. The paths reasserted themselves under our feet, and the orchard walls held the sun’s warmth like a promise. The Dart stepped into the vacuum of leadership with a loud, untested confidence, filling the space aggressively. The Dancer moderated him, steering his energy without diminishing it, while The Flay drifted between command and withdrawal, his mind seemingly elsewhere. I stayed back, writing more than running, watching the patterns of the group re-form in the heat.
By July, the heat had established a total authority over I. It was no longer a weather event; it was a condition of existence. It waited for us in the mornings, already heavy in the streets, and lingered in the stale air that drifted through open windows at night. Sleep became shallow, a pause rather than a rest. The days lost their structure without the bells of school to divide them. Meals shifted, chores bled into play, and play slid into loitering. I loosened its grip just enough to allow for trouble, teaching us patience before it taught us anything else.
The Flay changed in these weeks. His edges sharpened. He spoke less, but listened with a new intensity, his conversations becoming sideways tests of reaction rather than direct statements. He began to drift toward the older boys, standing just close enough to hear their talk of work and wages, observing them with a hunger for the future. The Laneboys met daily, but the attendance was fluid, driven by errands and heat tolerance. Authority within the group became a fragile thing, following whoever spoke loudest or moved first. The Dart pushed hard, filling the silences with half-formed plans, desperate for action to justify the energy trapping him. The Dancer tolerated him, but The Divils followed no one, appearing and disappearing like fish in the current.
Plassey remained our centre. The fields browned under the sun, the grass thinning to scratch at bare legs. We learned which branches could be trusted and which would snap, marking our bodies with scrapes and dried blood that we wore without complaint. One afternoon, the river ran lower than usual, exposing stones that had been hidden. The Divils saw a challenge. They waded out, water rising to their chests, currents pulling at them. The Dart followed, loudly declaring a competence he did not possess. The Flay watched from the bank, his eyes narrowed, calculating risk rather than sharing in the daring.
When The Dart slipped, it was not dramatic—just a sudden loss of footing, a sharp intake of breath, and arms flailing without rhythm. The water closed over him for a second too long. The Divils reacted instantly, their movements efficient and stripped of playfulness. They dragged him back, coughing and furious, his embarrassment sharper than his fear. The Flay said nothing in the moment. Later, when The Dart tried to brag about the near-miss, The Flay cut him down quietly, listing his mistakes in a flat, factual voice. There was no mockery, just detail. The Dart didn’t argue. Something had shifted; authority, once challenged by facts, rarely recovered its shape. I wrote it down: knowledge, not noise, held the power.
The grey school coat loomed over the summer, hanging in the corner of the room where it could not be ignored. It was stiff, long-sleeved, and second-hand, a tangible symbol of the Secondary School that waited in September. It intruded into our games and conversations; brushing against it felt like an accusation. Names of teachers were traded like dark rumours, stories of discipline growing more detailed and frightening. The Flay absorbed these stories eagerly, asking oblique questions, mapping the geography of fear that lay ahead. He learned which teachers broke boys and which merely bruised them, turning information into a currency of survival.
August arrived, continuing the pattern of heat, but the safety of the routine was deceptive. The Flay returned to the corner after another unexplained absence, his shirt pressed, looking like a visitor in his own lane. The Dart didn't make space for him on the wall. "Too good for the river now, is it?" The Dart asked, not looking at him, chipping at the mortar with a stone. "Or just too good for us?" The silence stretched, heavy and humid. The Flay didn't get angry; he just laughed—a dry, short sound that struck The Dart like a slap. "I'm not climbing, The Dart," The Flay said, checking his reflection in a shop window. "I'm just learning to walk somewhere else." The Dancer jumped in with a joke about the heat melting their brains, but the laughter was thin. The fracture wasn't just visible; it was vibrating between them.
Work increased around I—deliveries, errands, sweeping—and older boys disappeared into it, emerging tired and serious. The Flay gravitated toward them, listening to their complaints about foremen and pay, storing their strategies like tools. He was learning how rules bent under pressure. Docker watched this with a narrowed gaze, tightening the perimeter of our lives with earlier curfews and sharper questions. Authority hardened when it sensed challenge.
One afternoon, the heat broke briefly into a grey heaviness. Restless and irritable, we gathered in Plassey. The Dart proposed a scheme: borrowing fruit from a stall near the bridge. "Borrowing" meant taking and arguing later. The Flay objected, not on moral grounds but practical ones: too visible, too many witnesses, too little payoff. The Dart accused him of cowardice again. The Flay smiled, a thin, sharp expression. I said nothing. Observation had become my instinct.
The scheme went ahead without The Flay. The Dart, The Dancer, and The Divils moved with confidence in numbers. They returned breathless, apples tucked under shirts, laughter loud. But consequences followed immediately. Shouting, pursuit. The Divils vanished efficiently. The Dancer followed. The Dart stumbled, scattering apples like accusations across the street. Docker dealt with it personally—no shouting, just a long walk home and a silence that lasted days. When The Dart emerged, he was blunted, quieter. He watched more. The Flay didn’t need to say "I told you so"; the silence said it for him.
The river grew dangerous in August. Lower water levels revealed stronger currents and unpredictable undertows. Two boys from another lane were pulled under, rescued only by chance. The story circulated quickly, fear creeping in disguised as excitement. The Divils tested the river relentlessly, wading deeper, pushing boundaries with casual defiance. The Flay watched them with interest, studying the limits. One evening, he took me aside and spoke about school—not the building, but the structure. "It’s a system," he said. "Like anything else". He spoke as if he were already inside it, mapping the hierarchy. I heard Mam’s voice warning against believing systems were neutral, but I kept it to myself.
By late August, the heat had not faded but compressed, I feeling dense with people and silence. The Laneboys fractured gradually rather than breaking cleanly. The Divils drifted into their own orbit, self-contained and tight. The Dart retreated inward, nursing his pride and caution. The Dancer balanced between them, tired of mediating. The Flay stepped sideways, aligning himself with a future rather than a friendship. I stayed where I was, observing, recording. Mam’s presence remained steady, her approval implicit in the act of paying attention.
The light shifted subtly, evenings cooling, shadows lengthening. Summer loosened its grip, preparing to yield. We felt it collectively, a quiet acknowledgment that something had ended. On the last warm evening, we gathered by the river one final time. No schemes, no dares. Just presence. The Divils skimmed stones. The Dancer sat against a tree. The Dart watched the water, thoughtful. The Flay stood apart, already half elsewhere. No speeches were needed. Summer had done its work.
The season did not end with a flourish but with a withdrawal. It left behind what it had shaped. I carried forward routes memorized, patterns understood, and people measured without judgment. The Flay carried stories sharpened into tools. The Divils carried speed tempered by caution. The Flay’s aul’ one and Docker carried endurance disguised as routine. And I carried observation—not as preparation anymore, but as action. Whatever followed would not announce itself, but I knew I would see it.
12. Discipline
Autumn arrived in Limerick not as a guest, but as a landlord returning to claim his dues. It swept down from the Atlantic with a damp, grey authority, seizing the streets from the last lingering warmth of summer and locking them under a sky that seemed permanently bruised. I felt the change in the very marrow of my limestone bones; the walls of the Georgians wept condensation, and the laneways turned slick with a mud that smelled of ancient peat and decaying leaves. The My River Shannon, my grey and muscular artery, swelled with the runoff of the western hills, moving through the arches of Baal’s Bridge with a heavy, sullen power. It was a season of contraction, of drawing in. Doors that had stood open to the long twilight were now bolted shut against the wind. Windows were wiped clear of steam only to fog again in moments, concealing the lives within behind veils of moisture. The air tasted of coal smoke and wet wool, a sensory map of endurance that every citizen knew by heart.
I watched the Laneboys adapt to this shift with the instinct of creatures who have survived the turning of the year before. They moved through the damp streets not with the sprawling energy of July, but with a tight, conserved motion. The Dart walked with his shoulders hunched, his hands thrust deep into pockets where he fingered the smooth surface of the river stone, a talisman of the summer oath now cold to the touch. He led the way by habit, his eyes scanning the gutters for obstacles, his boots finding purchase on the slick cobbles where others might slip. There was a new hardness in him, a reflection of the season’s demand for resilience. The Dancer followed, his usually bright face somewhat dimmed by the grey light, his humour dampening into a quieter, more observational wit. He watched the women hurrying home with shawls pulled tight, noting the way the wind whipped their skirts, storing the images for later mimicry, though the audience for laughter had shrunk with the days.
The Flay moved through the autumn drizzle with a theatrical misery that was entirely his own. He wore the season like a costume, complaining of the "treacherous mud" and the "assassin wind" as if the elements had conspired personally against him. Yet, beneath the performance, I saw the sharpness of his attention. He catalogued the shifts in I—the price of coal whispered in doorways, the scarcity of butter in the shop windows, the way the light died on the river before the workday was done. His exaggeration was a shield; if he made the misery epic, it became a story rather than a condition. I listened to his mutterings as he navigated the puddles, his voice a counterpoint to the steady drumming of the rain. He spoke of spies in the fog and battles fought in the shadows of the warehouses, transforming the grim reality of a wet Tuesday into a stage for heroism.
The Divils were small shadows at the edge of the group, their movements synchronized and precise. They had learned that the cold punished hesitation. They did not run without purpose; they moved from shelter to shelter, from the overhang of a shop to the lee of a wall, preserving heat and energy. I felt their small boots on my pavement, light and quick, avoiding the deep pools where the drains had backed up. They were the silent observers, the ones who saw what the older boys missed—a coin dropped in the mud, a cat sheltering in a crate, the way a policeman’s gaze lingered too long on a group of men by the Labour Exchange. They were learning the discipline of I, the unwritten rules of visibility and invisibility that governed the lanes in the dark months.
School, the stone fortress of the Christian Brothers, loomed over the season like a judgment. The holidays were a fading memory, replaced by the smell of wet coats, chalk dust, and the sharp, metallic tang of ink. I felt the boys’ reluctance as they approached the gates, a collective tightening of muscles against the inevitable. Inside, the classrooms were caves of discipline. Brother Butterballs prowled the aisles, his soutane swishing with a sound like dry leaves, his eyes missing nothing. The air was thick with the breathing of forty boys, the windows streaming with their exhalations. I watched them sit, spines straightened by the threat of the strap, minds forced into the rigid geometries of Euclid and the endless conjugations of Irish verbs.
Education in this season was a physical act. In the metalwork room, the air was different—hotter, sharper, filled with the smell of scorched iron and oil. Here, the boys learned the discipline of fire and force. I observed The Dart at the vice, his hands, already roughened by the weather, filing a piece of metal with a rhythmic, hypnotic scratch. There was a satisfaction in it, a sense of imposing will upon a stubborn material that the abstract lessons of the classroom could not provide. The Dancer struggled with the hammer, his blows lacking the precise weight needed to shape the iron without marring it, while The Flay watched the master, Mr. O’Dea, with a mixture of fear and fascination, calculating the distance between the man’s temper and his own knuckles.
I outside the school walls offered its own curriculum. As the boys walked home in the gathering dusk, the streetlamps sputtered into life, casting pools of yellow light that barely penetrated the fog. I showed them the reality of the season: the queues for coal that formed before the yards opened, the women counting pennies in their palms with the intense focus of jewellers, the men standing on corners with the collar of their coats turned up, waiting for work that the rain had washed away. Every glance was a lesson in economics, every overheard conversation a tutorial in sociology. They learned that autumn was not just a change in weather, but a tightening of the belt, a restriction of possibility.
Yet, even in this contraction, there was resistance. I felt it in the way the Laneboys claimed the riverbank on the weekends, despite the chill. Plassey was different now—the grass brown and sodden, the trees skeletons against the sky—but it was still theirs. They tested the currents of the My River Shannon, which ran faster and colder, throwing stones not for distance but to judge the force of the water. The Flay narrated these expeditions as if they were polar explorations, turning a slip on a muddy bank into a near-death experience, a found stick into a spear of destiny. I recorded these moments, the friction between the grim reality of the season and the stubborn fire of their imagination.
The discipline of the season extended to the home. In The Flay’s kitchen, the fire was no longer a given; it was a negotiation. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one measure the turf, placing each sod with the care of a mason, ensuring that the heat would last until the boys were in bed. The kettle was boiled only when necessary; the lamp was lit only when the dark became absolute. This was the discipline of poverty, a rigorous and exhausting management of resources that required as much intelligence as any schoolroom task. The boys absorbed this too, learning to move through the house without knocking things over, to eat without wasting a crumb, to find warmth in a shared blanket rather than a banked fire.
By the end of September, I had settled fully into this new, harder rhythm. The softness of summer was gone, replaced by a clarity of purpose. To survive the autumn, one had to pay attention. One had to be disciplined in movement, in speech, and in expectation. I held them all—The Flay , The Dart, The Dancer, The Divils , and the ghosts of those who had left—in the palm of my wet, stone hand, watching as they hardened themselves against the coming winter, learning the lessons that I taught with every drop of rain and every gust of wind.
The season deepened, and with it, the boys sought to claim ownership of the damp earth through the rituals of the Red Hearts of Limerick. I watched them colonize the muddy alleyways and the open, sodden meadows with a ferocity that defied the weather. The football matches against Crescent College or rival gangs from the back lanes were not merely games; they were assertions of existence against the grey wash of the sky. The ball, heavy with water and mud, became a focal point of their universe, a sphere of leather that demanded total attention. The Dart moved through the muck with a physical dominance that was beginning to define him, his shoulders broadening, his legs driving through the sludge with the power of a piston. He played with a grim seriousness, treating every tackle as a negotiation of territory, his breath pluming in the cold air like smoke from a hardworking chimney. The Dancer, lighter and faster, weaved through the heavier boys, his laughter sharp and taunting, turning the physical contest into a psychological one. He used his wit to unsettle opponents, a tactic as effective as a shove, proving that the mind could hold ground where the body might falter.
The Flay approached these games with a different energy, a frantic, narrative-driven intensity. He narrated the matches even as he played them, transforming a stumble in the mud into a tactical feint, a missed goal into a tragic injustice of physics. I felt his boots scuffing my stones, his body throwing itself into the fray not for the love of the sport, but for the story it would generate. He was building a mythology of the Laneboys, turning bruises into badges and defeats into moral victories. The Divils operated on the periphery of these clashes, their movements synchronized and watchful. They served as the chorus to the main action, retrieving the ball from the slick weeds of the ditch, guarding the makeshift goalposts of piled coats, absorbing the lessons of conflict and cooperation without yet bearing the full weight of the collision. I held them all in the embrace of the damp field, witnessing the way the mud coated them, unifying them in the uniform of the earth, erasing the distinctions of their clothes but highlighting the differences in their spirits.
Beyond the games, the discipline of work began to encroach upon their days. Mr. John Hannon, a man whose legs were rotting from the damp and the labour of years, needed help with the coal and turf deliveries. I watched The Flay and the others step into this adult world, their small hands gripping the rough wood of the cart, their backs bending under the weight of fuel sacks. It was a brutal education in the physics of survival. The Dart took to the work with a natural affinity, his body understanding the leverage required to move mass, finding a rhythm in the haul and lift that escaped the others. He found a quiet pride in his utility, in the nod of approval from Mr. Hannon, in the shilling earned through sweat. I respects labour; I felt the vibration of their efforts in the cobbles, the way the streets seemed to acknowledge those who carried its burdens.
For The Flay, the work was a trial of a different sort. He struggled with the physical demands, his body thin and unsuited to the heavy lifting, but his mind worked furiously to compensate. He observed Mr. Hannon with a mixture of pity and admiration, cataloguing the cost of a life spent on the wet streets. He noted the sores on the man’s legs, the way the horse, Segosha, seemed to understand the route better than the humans, the way the customers counted out their payment. The Flay turned the drudgery into a study of character, his eyes taking in the details of the houses they visited—the smells of different hallways, the attitudes of the women who opened the doors. He was learning that the delivery of coal was also a delivery of intimacy, a brief window into the private struggles of others. I recorded his observations as he made them, sensing his growing awareness that I was a network of needs, connected by the men and boys who moved its resources.
Then came the letters, flying across the Atlantic like white birds promising a summer that had already passed. Old Malachy, The Flay’s father, wrote from England with words that glowed with promise. He spoke of a return before Christmas, of gifts, of a change in fortunes that would lift the family from the lanes. I felt the ripple of hope these letters caused in the house, a dangerous, fragile warmth that competed with the fire in the grate. The Flay’s aul’ one held the paper with trembling hands, reading the lines aloud as if speaking them into reality could make them binding. The Divils listened with wide eyes, imagining a father they barely knew transforming into a figure of benevolence and plenty. But I knew the weight of such promises; I had heard them echo in thousands of kitchens, seen them dissolve in the rain of a hundred winters. The hope was a cruelty in itself, a sharpening of the hunger for what was absent.
The night of the expected arrival, I wrapped itself in a cold, impenetrable fog. The Flay’s aul’ one and The Flay made the pilgrimage to the railway station, standing beneath the signal tower as the damp seeped into their clothes. I watched them wait, two small figures against the vast, mechanical indifference of the transport system. The station was a cavern of echoes and steam, a place of transit where lives intersected but rarely connected. They waited as the trains hissed and clattered, disgorging passengers who hurried past into the night, none of them the man they sought. A stranger, seeing their vigil, offered them cocoa and bread—a small, random act of kindness that I noted with care. It was I’s way of offering solace for its own harshness. The cocoa warmed their hands, but the cold reality settled in their chests: he was not coming. The midnight train arrived and departed, leaving behind only silence and the smell of wet iron.
The disappointment was not an event but a process, a slow leaching of colour from the world. I felt The Flay’s internal ledger adjusting, the entry for “Father” moving further into the column of unreliability. He did not cry; he observed. He watched his mother’s face, the way the light died in her eyes, the way her shoulders slumped not from fatigue but from the burden of a hope extinguished. This was a lesson more profound than any learned in school: that love could be a source of pain, that promises were only words until proven by presence. I carried them home through the wet streets, their footsteps heavy and silent, I offering no comfort but the familiarity of its shadows. The Divils were asleep when they returned, their dreams still populated by the phantom gifts, and the silence of the house was a heavy, suffocating blanket.
To counter the gloom, the household routines were transformed. The Flay’s aul’ one, resilient as the limestone walls, turned the drudgery of survival into a game for the younger children. Evenings became structured competitions: who could sweep the floor with the most precision, who could stack the turf with the greatest architectural skill, who could balance the water bucket without spilling a drop. I watched The Divils engage in these tasks with serious intent, their small hands learning dexterity and care. It was a strategy of distraction, a way to occupy minds that might otherwise dwell on the empty chair and the missing father. The Dancer often joined in, his humour turning the chores into a performance, narrating the “Great Coal Stacking Championship” with the gravity of a radio announcer. It was a defiance of the season, a refusal to let the damp and the disappointment claim the interior of the house.
The Royal Cinema offered another escape, a sanctuary of darkness and light where the laws of Limerick did not apply. I watched the Laneboys slip into the warmth, the smell of stale smoke and damp wool replaced by the scent of possibilities. John Wayne strode across the screen, a figure of certainty and moral clarity that was entirely alien to the lanes. The Dart watched the physical feats with appreciation, seeing a reflection of the strength he was building. The Dancer absorbed the dialogue, the timing of the jokes, the way a character could control a room with a look. The Flay, however, watched the story structure, the way obstacles were overcome, the inevitability of the ending. He was learning that narratives could be controlled, that a life could be edited and shaped if one had the will. I observed them in the flickering light, row upon row of upturned faces, drinking in a reality where justice was swift and fathers always returned.
By the end of October, the discipline of the season had set in. The disappointment of the station had hardened into a quiet resolve. The work with Mr. Hannon continued, the football games in the mud grew more intense, and the domestic routines became armour against the encroaching winter. I held them all in my gaze—the resilient mother, the labouring boys, the watchful narrator—knowing that the autumn was tempering them, burning away the softness of childhood and leaving behind something harder, more enduring. The rain continued to fall, washing the streets clean of dust but unable to wash away the memory of the wait under the signal tower. That memory had become part of the stone, part of the history I kept, a testament to the endurance of those who wait for trains that never come.
As the rain hardened into a relentless, vertical curtain, I watched the silence descend upon the lanes. It was not the silence of peace, but of withholding—a weaponized quiet that settled over families and neighbours like the damp rot in the walls. The "Emergency" had stripped I of noise and bustle, leaving behind a stillness where grudges festered. I felt the tension in the mortar of the terraced houses, where the geometry of family feuds was drawn in invisible, uncrushable lines. The Flay carried this map in his head, a geography of exclusion more complex than any street plan. His grandmother would not speak to his mother; his mother would not speak to her sister Aggie or her brother Tom. I watched him navigate these domestic minefields, learning that in Limerick, silence was an art form, a way to wound without lifting a hand. He moved through the kitchen where the air was thick with things unsaid, his eyes darting between the adults, measuring the weight of their resentment.
I observed the way this silence leaked into the streets. The transport crisis had hollowed out the thoroughfares; buses had vanished, and trains ran on the whim of coal shortages. I became a city of walkers, of boots wearing thin on wet pavement. The Dart felt this change in his legs. The distances between home, school, and the docks stretched longer, demanding a physical toll that left him grey-faced by evening. I watched him trudge against the wind, his head down, conserving breath, and his world narrowing to the immediate radius of his own endurance. He did not complain—complaint was a waste of energy—but the rhythm of his walk became heavier, a stomp of defiance against the miles that had to be conquered daily. He was learning that I did not shrink to accommodate the weary; it demanded they grow stronger, or stop.
The Dancer navigated the social silences with a different kind of agility. He watched the neighbours, noting who nodded to whom, who crossed the street to avoid a glance, who shared a coal scuttle and who hoarded it. He became a reader of the street’s emotional currents, using his humour to bridge the gaps where speech had failed. I saw him intervene in a standoff between two women at the pump, not with argument, but with a sudden, absurd joke about the rain washing away their sins before they could confess them. The tension broke, if only for a moment, and water was drawn in peace. The Dancer was learning that laughter could be a temporary mortar, holding cracking relationships together when duty and love had worn thin.
For The Flay, the season brought a rejection that stung sharper than the frost. The Church, usually the looming authority of our skyline, closed its doors to him in a way that was personal and precise. His father had drilled him in Latin, the sacred language rolling off his tongue in the damp kitchen, preparation for a life on the altar. I listened to the boy recite the responses, perfect and hopeful, imagining himself in the cassock and surplice, elevated above the grime of the lanes. But when he presented himself at St. Joseph’s, the sacristan looked not at his piety, but at his shoes, his hair, the ragged cut of his clothes. I felt the boy’s shame as he was turned away, the heavy oak door shutting him out of the sanctuary. His mother called it "class distinction," a bitter truth that rang off the church bells. The lesson was brutal: God might be everywhere, but His house had a dress code. The Flay walked away, the Latin turning to ash in his mouth, his resentment adding another layer to the armour he was building.
The Divils moved through this landscape of rejection and silence like small ghosts. They had learned to be invisible, to occupy the spaces that adults ignored. I watched them scavenging in the wake of the older boys, picking up the discarded ends of conversations, the scraps of logic left behind. They saw the feuds, the hunger, the class lines drawn in the mud, and they absorbed it all without comment. They were I’s memory in formation, recording the temperature of the room, the tone of the refusal, the precise sound of a door being locked against a neighbour. Their silence was not one of anger, but of survival; to be small was to be safe, provided you did not draw the eye of those looking for a target.
I held them all in the damp embrace of November. The coal smoke hung low, trapping the smell of poverty in the lanes. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one counting the coins for the gas meter, her hands shaking not from cold but from the fear of the dark. I watched Docker staring into the grate, his strength useless against the economics of scarcity. The "Discipline" of the season was not just in the schoolroom or the workplace; it was in the kitchen, in the pew, in the long walk home in the rain. It was the discipline of knowing your place, of accepting the silence, of enduring the closed door. And yet, in the Laneboys, I felt a vibration of resistance. They walked the wet streets not with resignation, but with a growing, hardened awareness. They were learning the rules of I, not to obey them, but to know exactly which ones they would eventually have to break.
Hunger, I observed, has its own discipline, a rigorous and terrible logic that overrules the laws of church and state. As the autumn deepened, the smell of food became a torment in the damp air of the lanes. I watched the smoke rising from the houses of the comfortable class on the Ennis Road, carrying the scent of roasting meat, while in the lanes of Janesboro, the air held only the thin, watery odour of boiling cabbage. It was in this atmosphere of scarcity that The Flay’s struggle with the Protestant lodger, Bill Galvin, played out. Galvin was a man of lime and mortar, his skin permanently dusted with the white powder of his trade, lodging with The Flay’s grandmother to save a few shillings. Each day, The Flay was entrusted with the task of delivering the man’s dinner to the lime kiln, a tin bucket containing boiled bacon, cabbage, and potatoes—a feast by the standards of the season.
I felt the tension in the boy as he walked the route. The bucket was warm against his leg, a living thing radiating heat and aroma into the cold damp of the afternoon. I watched him wrestle with the oldest instinct. It was not malice that drove him to the side of the ditch on the Dock Road; it was the biological imperative of a growing body denied its due. I saw him sit in the long, wet grass, the metal lid coming off with a faint scrape. He ate with a desperate, terrifying speed, consuming the bacon, the cabbage, the potatoes, until the bucket was scraped clean. It was an act of rebellion against the hunger I had imposed upon him, a moment where the discipline of the dutiful grandson shattered under the weight of an empty stomach.
The aftermath was a lesson in the architecture of the lie. I watched him invent the story of the dog attack, crafting the narrative with the same breathless intensity he applied to his tales of heroes and ghosts. He rubbed mud on his legs to simulate the struggle, his mind racing to build a fortress of excuses. But I knows that lies, like cheap mortar, crumble under pressure. When he arrived at the kiln with the empty bucket and the tearful story, Galvin’s eyes—hard and shrewd from years of labour—saw through the performance. The shame that followed was heavier than any beating. The Flay was forced to kneel before the Sacred Heart statue in his grandmother’s kitchen, a penance that merged the spiritual with the domestic. I observed The Dart listening to the recounting of this later, their faces a mixture of horror and admiration. They understood the hunger; they feared the exposure. It was a lesson for the whole group: I sees everything, and appetite often writes checks that courage cannot cash.
To counter the wildness of the lanes, the adults imposed the discipline of culture. The Flay’s aul’ one, driven by a desperate respectability, enrolled him in Irish dancing lessons at the Catherine Street Hall. I watched the boys of the lane trudge toward this weekly humiliation, their heavy boots unsuited for the light, rhythmic battering required by the jigs and reels. Mrs. O’Connor, a woman of immense proportions and terrifying authority, presided over the hall, her cane tapping out the rhythm of a nation’s idealized past. “The Siege of Ennis,” she would shout, and I felt the floorboards groan under the collective weight of reluctant youth. The Flay hated it. The discipline of the dance felt like another cage, a rigid geometry of movement that allowed no space for his chaotic energy.
But I offers trapdoors for those clever enough to find them. I watched The Flay discover that the sixpence for the dancing lesson could purchase a different kind of education at the Lyric Cinema. For weeks, he vanished into the dark, warm womb of the picture house, trading the “Walls of Limerick” for the vast, lawless plains of the American West or the sharp, talking streets of Chicago. There, in the flickering light, he learned a different rhythm—the swagger of Cagney, the stoicism of Wayne. He returned home to perform the “dance” for his parents, inventing steps that were a grotesque hybrid of a reel and a tap dance, a physical lie performed on the stone floor of the kitchen.
The Divils watched these performances from the corner, their eyes wide. They were learning that authority could be deceived if the performance was convincing enough. The Dancer, too, absorbed the lesson, realizing that the appearance of compliance was often enough to satisfy the adults. But I balances its books. The deception collapsed, as all things built on sugar eventually do, when a piece of toffee pulled a filling from The Flay’s tooth, revealing his absence from the dance hall through a note from Mrs. O’Connor. The fallout was immediate and loud—a dragging to confession, a confrontation with the father—but the seed was sown. The boys had tasted the freedom of the stolen afternoon, the discipline of the self-imposed adventure over the imposed ritual.
The Dart, meanwhile, found his discipline in the physical world. While The Flay navigated the moral hazards of stolen dinners and skipped lessons, The Dart applied himself to the mastery of the lane’s geography. The autumn rains had loosened the cobblestones and turned the earth between them to a sucking mud. I watched him study the ground, learning which stones would hold weight and which would tilt, sending a spray of filth up a trouser leg. He practiced moving through I without leaving a mark, a silent, heavy presence. He challenged the others to cross the width of a muddy street without dirtying their boots, a game of precision that required the balance of a cat. It was his way of imposing order on the chaos of the season, a physical discipline that mirrored the mental gymnastics The Flay was performing.
The Dancer brought a social discipline to the group. He became the watcher of moods, the gauge of the street’s temper. I saw him intervene when a game of hurling threatened to spill over into a fight with the boys from the back lanes. He didn’t use fists; he used a joke, a well-timed distraction that broke the tension like a fever. He was learning that control could be soft, that a word in the right ear was as powerful as a stone in the hand. He watched The Flay’s humiliations and The Dart’s physical trials, and he synthesized them, becoming the glue that held the Laneboys’s pride together when the pressures of the autumn threatened to tear it apart.
As November waned, the discipline of the season hardened into something grimmer. The fun of the cinema and the drama of the stolen dinner faded into the routine of survival. The cold was no longer a novelty but a condition. I held them all—the dancer who wouldn’t dance, the hungry boy who ate the lodger’s bacon, the silent movers, the watchers—in the damp palm of my streets. They were learning that discipline was not just about obeying rules; it was about surviving the consequences of breaking them.
If the lanes were the body of I, the school was its conscience, a stone fortress of authority designed to hammer the wildness out of boys and replace it with Latin, geometry, and the fear of God. I watched the Laneboys approach the gates of the Christian Brothers School each morning, their spirits dimming as they crossed the threshold from the wet, chaotic freedom of the streets into the dry, chalk-dust air of institutional discipline. The building itself smelled of wet wool, old paper, and the leather of the strap—a sensory chord that struck fear into the heart of the bravest boy. The windows were high and narrow, allowing only a grey, filtered light that seemed to drain the colour from their faces, leaving them pale and uniform in their rows.
The masters were the architects of this discipline, men who wore their authority like armour. Brother Guzzler, with his Adam’s apple bobbing like a cork in a storm, taught Irish with a ferocity that suggested the language itself was a weapon to be wielded against the soul. He paced the aisles, his soutane swishing with a sound like a scythe cutting grass, searching for the boy who dared to dream or drift. I watched The Flay in this environment, a creature of movement trapped in stillness. He sat with his hands folded, his eyes fixed on the blackboard, but his mind was rioting. He was cataloguing the absurdities of the room—the way Guzzler’s spittle flew when he conjugated verbs, the smell of fear radiating from the boy who hadn’t done his homework.
It was here that The Flay earned his name, in a moment of rebellion that was as physical as it was absurd. The school milk, tepid and often topped with a skin of yellow cream, was a daily trial. On a morning when the radiator heat made the smell particularly cloying, The Flay looked at the bottle on his desk with a sudden, violent revulsion. I felt the tension snap. He didn’t just refuse it; he hurled it to the floor, the glass shattering, and the milk splashing across the boots of the boy next to him. And then, in a moment of pure, unadulterated madness, he danced on the puddle, howling, "It’s full of fleas! It’s full of fleas!"
The silence that followed was total, a vacuum in which the only sound was the heavy breathing of the master. The nickname stuck instantly—The Flay —a badge of chaos pinned to his chest. But the punishment was swift. The leather strap came down, not just on his hands, but on the collective psyche of the class. I watched the other boys, The Dart among them, shrink into their collars. They learned that I’s discipline had teeth, and that rebellion, while glorious for a second, left bruises that lasted for days. Yet, in their eyes, I saw a spark of admiration. The Flay had broken the surface tension of their boredom; he had proven that the system could be disrupted, even if the cost was high.
In the metalwork room, a different kind of discipline reigned. Brother Hitler—a name bestowed by the boys with the cruel accuracy of youth—ruled this domain of fire and iron. The air here was hot and dry, smelling of scorched metal and oil. I watched The Dart thrive in this space. His hands, clumsy with a pen, were deft with a file and hammer. He understood the resistance of the material, the way iron had to be coaxed and beaten into shape. There was an honesty in the metalwork room that the Latin class lacked. If you made a mistake, the metal showed it; there was no hiding behind clever words. The Dart found a quiet pride here, a sense of competence that the rest of the school denied him. He worked with his head down, the rhythmic clang-clang of his hammer a counterpoint to the drone of the classroom.
The Dancer navigated the school by becoming invisible. He mastered the art of the "middle path"—never the best, never the worst, always just enough to avoid the eye of the master. He watched the dynamics of the room, noting which boys were targets and which were favourites, and positioned himself in the safe zones. I observed his survival strategy, a social triangulation that was as complex as any geometry problem. He knew when to laugh at a master’s joke, when to look busy, and when to offer up a small sacrifice of information to deflect attention.
As December approached, the school became a holding pen for winter. The condensation on the windows froze into intricate patterns of ice, blurring the outside world until it was nothing but a grey smudge. The boys huddled around the radiators during breaks, steaming in their damp clothes, sharing scraps of food and rumours of the war. I listened to their conversations, the way they mixed the myths of the playground with the hard facts of their lives. They spoke of the "Discipline" not as a virtue, but as a weather system to be endured. They were learning to compartmentalize—to keep a part of themselves secret, untouched by the strap or the sermon.
The term ended with a final, crushing lesson in mortality. Brother Hitler, the tyrant of the metalwork room, collapsed mid-shout, falling to the floor with a sound like a sack of coal. I watched the boys’ freeze, the hammers silenced in their hands. For a moment, the terrifying authority figure was just a small, old man in a heap. Death had entered the room without knocking, stripping away the hierarchy and leaving only the fragile reality of the body. It was a shock that vibrated through the school. The boys realized that even the masters were subject to the ultimate discipline of I—mortality. The Flay watched the body being carried out, his face pale, his usual commentary silenced. There were no jokes for this.
We walked home on the last day of term under a sky that threatened snow. The relief of the holidays was tempered by the heaviness of what we had seen. I felt harder, the stones colder. We gathered at Baal’s Bridge, the wind cutting through our coats. The stone we had thrown into the river in summer seemed a lifetime ago. We were older, harder, shaped by the twin disciplines of the home and the school. The Flay leaned over the parapet, spitting into the dark water. "Dead in a second," he muttered, thinking of the master. "Just like that."
The Dart kicked a loose stone into the water. "He's gone. We're here." It was the most The Dart had said in days, and it carried the weight of a manifesto. We were the survivors. We were I’s persistence. The "Discipline" of autumn had pared us down, burned away the baby fat of our innocence, and left us lean and ready for the winter. I looked at them—The Flay, The Dart, The Dancer, The Divils —and saw the iron in their spines. I had tried to break us with hunger, with cold, with rules, and with fear. But we were still standing on the bridge, watching the river flow, ready for whatever the frozen months would bring.
13. Rigidity
Winter descended upon Limerick not as a season, but as a structural failure of the warmth that kept the world pliable. It arrived with a rigidity that locked I into a silent, frozen grimace, transforming the damp, malleable grey of autumn into something brittle, sharp, and unyielding. I felt the change in the tension of the telegraph wires singing in the biting wind, and in the way the limestone pavements ceased to weep moisture and began to glint with a hard, treacherous sheen of black ice. The air lost its fluidity; it became a solid thing, a wall of cold that had to be pushed against with every step. The My River Shannon, usually a muscular, churning presence, slowed under the weight of the chill, its edges crusting with a ragged lace of ice that snapped and groaned as the tide shifted. It was a winter that did not invite movement but punished it, demanding a stillness that the living could ill afford.
I watched the Laneboys navigate this frozen landscape with the wary precision of animals crossing open ground. They moved with shoulders hunched high, hands buried deep in pockets where fingers curled around smooth river stones for a tactile reminder of endurance. The Dart led the way, not out of bravado, but necessity; his boots, reinforced with cardboard and hope, struck the pavement with a flat, hard sound. He tested the ground for black ice, that invisible traitor of the streets, his body tensing in anticipation of the slip that could mean a bruised hip or lost dignity. The Dancer followed, his usual fluidity stiffened by the layers of mismatched clothes he wore, his breath puffing out in short, white clouds that vanished instantly into the greedy air. He kept his eyes on the ground, scanning for the glint of a lost coin or a scrap of coal, his humour frozen deep inside him, saved for moments when the wind wasn't trying to steal his heat.
The Flay moved through the winter with a jagged, resentful energy. He took the cold personally, as if the drop in temperature were a specific insult directed at him by a universe he already suspected of malice. He walked with a hitch, a stutter in his step caused by the numbing of his toes, muttering complaints that were snatched away by the wind before they could fully form. Yet, his eyes were alive, darting from window to window, noting who had fire and who did not, who was cooking and who was starving. I felt his observation like a physical touch, a scratching against the frozen surface of the lanes. He was cataloguing the injustice of the season—the way the frost patterned the windows of the rich on the Ennis Road differently than it did the damp plaster of the lanes, creating art on one and misery on the other.
The Divils were small, shivering punctuation marks in the group's sentence. They moved in the slipstream of the older boys, their silence absolute. The cold had stripped them of unnecessary motion; they did not run or skip, but trudged, conserving every calorie for the work of keeping their blood moving. I held them in the narrow embrace of the alleyways, shielding them where I could with the bulk of a warehouse or the angle of a wall, but the frost was pervasive. It seeped through mortar and brick, finding the marrow of I and settling there.
Inside the house, the atmosphere mirrored the streets. The kitchen was a place of measured movements and rationed warmth. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one manage the turf with the exacting care of a diamond cutter. Each sod was placed to maximize its burn, to throw heat forward rather than up the chimney. She moved around the table, her hands red and cracked from the cold water of the scullery, preparing the porridge that was more water than oats. There was a rigidity in her posture too, a stiffness born of holding herself together against the fear that the fuel would run out before the winter did. Docker sat by the grate, his presence heavy and silent, raking the embers with a focus that excluded the room. He was a man waiting—waiting for work, waiting for a thaw, waiting for the telegram that might change the equation of their survival.
The anticipation of Old Malachy’s return hung in the frozen air like a suspended breath. Letters had arrived, thin blue envelopes carrying promises that glowed with a warmth the hearth could not provide. He was coming, he wrote. He was bringing money. He was bringing food. He was bringing change. I felt the hope in the house expand, fragile and crystalline, threatening to shatter at the slightest touch. The Flay watched his mother read the words, his face a mask of scepticism and longing. He wanted to believe, but I had taught him that promises were like the frost—beautiful, intricate, and prone to vanishing when the sun rose. I recorded the tension in the room, the way the boys looked at the door as if it might burst open at any moment, transforming their rigidity into relief.
But the door stayed shut, and the cold deepened. The water in the bucket froze overnight, requiring a hammer to break the crust in the morning. The windows were patterned with ice ferns that obscured the world outside, turning the lane into a blurred abstraction of grey and white. I held them in this suspension, this long inhale of expectation. I was a stage set for a play that had not yet begun, the actors frozen in their places, waiting for the cue that would either release them or freeze them forever. The silence of the winter night was not empty; it was full of the sound of people listening—listening for a footstep, a train whistle, a sign that the rigidity of their lives was about to break.
The frost tightened its grip until I felt less like a place of stone and mortar and more like a single, suspended breath held too long. I felt the freeze penetrate deep into the ground, locking the earth around the water pipes until they choked and fell silent. The standpipes in the lanes became sculptures of ice, useless and mocking, forcing women and children to trek to the river or to the few flowing pumps in the wealthier districts. It was a pilgrimage of necessity that I watched unfold daily: figures wrapped in layers of threadbare wool, carrying buckets and jugs, their breath leaving trails of white vapour that lingered in the stagnant air. The sound of I changed; the usual damp slap of feet on wet cobbles was replaced by the sharp, brittle crunch of boots on ice, a percussion of survival that echoed off the frozen walls of the Georgian houses. The silence was not empty; it was pressurized, a vacuum waiting to be filled by the snap of a branch or the cry of a child.
The Chancer, whose small frame usually allowed him to slip through the cracks of I unnoticed, found himself cornered by the season’s harsh clarity. I watched him navigate the frozen geography of his neighbourhood, where the cold had stripped away the usual distractions, leaving hierarchies exposed. His father’s drinking had returned with the biting weather, filling their small rooms with the sour smell of stale porter and the sharp edge of tension, driving The Chancer out into the biting air where the atmosphere was cleaner but infinitely colder. There, in the narrow throat of an alleyway connecting the lanes to the main road, he encountered the neighbourhood bully, a boy whose cruelty was as mindless and pervasive as the frost itself. I felt the tension in the mortar of the walls as they faced one another, the stone amplifying the silence before the violence. The Chancer stood his ground, not out of bravery in the traditional sense, but out of a desperate need to claim space in a world that was shrinking around him. The fight was short, a flurry of limbs and breathe on the slick ground, knuckles grazing against rough brick and frozen mud. When The Chancer rose, wiping blood from his lip, he moved with a new weight. He had learned that winter respected only those who refused to break under its pressure. He became a quiet authority among his peers, his confidence earned through the bruising of knuckles and the hardening of resolve, a lesson written in the red droplets that froze upon the grey stones.
The Dart’s struggle was quieter, fought in the dim light of a kitchen table while the rest of the lane slept or huddled for warmth. The Jesuit master at school had announced a competition, an essay on the history of Ireland, and The Dart, usually defined by his physical strength and silent endurance at the docks, found himself wrestling with words instead of coal sacks. I observed him through the frosted glass, his hand cramping around a pencil stub, his brow furrowed in a concentration that was almost painful. The cold in the room was intense—the fire having long died down—but he did not move to revive it, fearing that the motion would break the fragile thread of his thought. He was building a different kind of fire, one fuelled by the desire to prove that a boy from the lanes could master the language of the scholars. I felt his hesitation, the fear of ridicule that sat on his shoulder like a damp hand, and then the slow, stubborn push against it. He wrote not for the prize, but to assert that his mind was as resilient as his back. The essay he produced was modest but accurate, a testament to diligence and the quiet accumulation of fact. Though he did not win, the nod of approval from the master was a victory that warmed him more than the turf he hauled. I recorded this shift: the realization that labour could be intellectual, that the discipline of the body could be translated to the mind, and that ink could be as heavy and significant as coal.
The Dancer moved through the freeze with a growing, restless empathy. The cold had revealed the frailty of I’s oldest and youngest inhabitants, stripping away the privacy that usually concealed suffering. Doors that were usually shut were cracked open to vent smoke or seek help, revealing the bare interiors. The Dancer could not look away. I watched him wander to the riverbank alone one evening, the ice cracking under his boots, his eyes scanning the dark, indifferent water of the My River Shannon. He had seen an elderly neighbour shivering in a doorway, unable to fetch coal, and the image haunted him. His humour, usually a shield, offered no protection against the raw reality of a freeze that killed without malice. He returned to the lanes not with jokes, but with a resolve that changed his gait. He began to organize small mercies—carrying water for the widow, sharing his own meagre warmth with the smaller children, checking on the elderly who lived alone behind peeling doors. I recorded this shift: the jester becoming the watchman, his laughter quieted by the gravity of his care. He learned that courage did not always require confrontation; sometimes it was present in consistency, attentiveness, and the quiet protection of those around him.
The Flay’s winter was defined by the stifling heat of Mrs. Finucane’s parlour and the icy calculations of his own survival. I followed him through the back lanes to her door in Irishtown, where the air was thick with sherry and the dust of old ledgers. He sat across from the old woman, pen in hand, drafting letters that dripped with legalistic threats he had culled from dictionaries. “Litigious anticipation,” he wrote, the words feeling heavy and foreign on the page, yet powerful. I felt the strange duality of his existence: the boy who shivered on his bicycle delivering telegrams in the sleet, and the scribe who wielded fear to extract shillings from the destitute. He stole from her purse with a terrified precision, rationalizing each coin as a brick in the road to America. I saw the conflict in him—the guilt that pricked like the frost, and the hunger for escape that burned hot enough to melt it. He was learning that survival in Limerick often demanded the suspension of conscience, a lesson I taught with brutal efficiency.
The atmosphere in The Flay’s own home was one of suspended animation. The anticipation of Old Malachy’s return hung in the frozen air like a held breath. I felt the vibration of hope in the floorboards, a dangerous frequency that threatened to shatter the fragile order The Flay’s aul’ one had maintained. She scrubbed the floors and aired the damp rooms, her movements sharp with anxiety. The Flay watched her, his scepticism warring with a childish desire for a miracle. I held its breath with them, the fog thickening around the railway station where they waited under the signal tower. I was there in the cold silence of the platform, witnessing the slow death of expectation as train after train arrived without him. When the last whistle faded, leaving only the hiss of steam and the empty tracks, I felt the crushing weight of their disappointment settle over the lane, heavier than any snow. It was a lesson in the cruelty of hope, and I etched it into the stone of I’s memory: the man who did not come, and the boy who learned to stop waiting.
By the end of January, the rigidity of the season had seeped into the very character of the Laneboys. They moved with a stiffness born of cold and caution, their eyes sharp, their hands ready. The playful energy of summer was a distant memory; winter had pared them down to their essentials. The Chancer’s authority, The Dart’s diligence, The Dancer’s guardianship, and The Flay’s calculating survivalism—these were the armours they had forged in the frost. I held them all in the damp, grey palm of my streets, watching as they hardened against the world, knowing that the thaw, when it came, would reveal not just the scars of the winter, but the strength of what had endured beneath the ice.
The Flay stood in the sacristy doorway, the Latin responses he’d practiced for weeks sitting ready on his tongue. The air inside smelled of beeswax and expensive silence. Mr. O'Dwyer, the sacristan, looked up from his polishing cloth. He didn't ask The Flay’s name or hear his "Ad Deum qui laetificat." Instead, his eyes dropped to The Flay’s boots—scuffed, gaping at the toes—and then travelled up the rough, darning-needle patches on his trousers to his hair, shorn close to the scalp to save money. O'Dwyer didn't speak; he just made a shooing motion with the rag, as if The Flay were a stray dog that had wandered in from the rain. "The gallery is for the likes of you," he hissed, turning his back. The heavy oak door didn't just close; it clicked shut with a finality that severed the boy from the altar forever. The Flay stood on the wet stone step, the Latin turning to ash in his mouth, realizing that God’s house had a dress code he couldn't afford.
The Divils moved through this landscape of rejection and silence like small ghosts. They had learned to be invisible, to occupy the spaces that adults ignored, slipping between the legs of the feuding and the freezing. I watched them scavenging in the wake of the older boys, picking up the discarded ends of conversations, the scraps of logic left behind. They saw the feuds, the hunger, the class lines drawn in the mud, and they absorbed it all without comment. They were I’s memory in formation, recording the temperature of the room, the tone of the refusal, the precise sound of a door being locked against a neighbour. Their silence was not one of anger, but of survival; to be small was to be safe, provided you did not draw the eye of those looking for a target to vent their winter frustrations upon.
I held them all in the damp embrace of late January. The coal smoke hung low, trapping the smell of poverty in the lanes, refusing to rise into the clean air above. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one counting the coins for the gas meter, her hands shaking not from cold but from the fear of the dark that would come if the shilling was not found. I watched Docker staring into the grate, his strength useless against the economics of scarcity, his broad shoulders hunched against the chill that came from within as much as without. The "Rigidity" of the season was not just in the frozen pipes or the icy streets; it was in the kitchen, in the pew, in the long walk home in the rain. It was the discipline of knowing your place, of accepting the silence, of enduring the closed door.
And yet, in the Laneboys, I felt a vibration of resistance. They walked the wet streets not with resignation, but with a growing, hardened awareness. They were learning the rules of I, not to obey them blindly, but to know exactly which ones they would eventually have to break. The Flay stood on the corner, looking back at the church spire, his eyes cold and assessing. He was no longer the boy who wanted to serve; he was the boy who was learning to judge the judges. I felt the shift in him, a settling of the soul into a harder shape, matching the stones he walked upon. The winter was freezing them, yes, but it was also forging them.
Hunger, I observed, possesses its own specific rigidity, a tightening of the gut that mirrors the contraction of the frozen streets. As the winter deepened, the smell of food became a torment in the damp, thin air of the lanes. I watched the smoke rising from the chimneys of the comfortable houses on the Ennis Road, carrying the heavy, fatty scent of roasting meat, while in the lanes of Janesboro, the air held only the thin, watery odour of boiling cabbage and the sharp tang of coal dust. It was in this atmosphere of scarcity, where every calorie was accounted for and every crust measured, that The Flay’s struggle with the Protestant lodger, Bill Galvin, played out. Galvin was a man of lime and mortar, his skin permanently dusted with the white powder of his trade, lodging with The Flay’s grandmother to save a few shillings. Each day, under the grey, indifferent sky, The Flay was entrusted with the task of delivering the man’s dinner to the lime kiln—a tin bucket containing boiled bacon, cabbage, and potatoes, a feast by the standards of the starving season.
I felt the tension in the boy as he walked the route along the Dock Road. The bucket was warm against his leg, a living thing radiating heat and a savoury aroma that cut through the smell of the river and the frost. I watched him wrestle with the oldest instinct, the biological imperative of a growing body denied its due. The wind whipped off the My River Shannon, biting at his exposed ears, whispering that no one was watching, that the fog would hide the sin. It was not malice that drove him to the side of the ditch; it was the sheer, crushing weight of emptiness. I saw him sit in the long, wet grass, the frost melting beneath the heat of the bucket, the metal lid coming off with a faint scrape that sounded like a thunderclap in the silence. He ate with a desperate, terrifying speed, his hands greasy and shaking, consuming the bacon, the cabbage, the potatoes, until the bucket was scraped clean and the guilt began to settle in his stomach, heavier than the food itself.
The aftermath was a lesson in the architecture of the lie. I watched him invent the story of the dog attack, crafting the narrative with the same breathless intensity he applied to his tales of heroes and ghosts. He rubbed mud on his legs to simulate the struggle, tearing his stockings with calculated precision, his mind racing to build a fortress of excuses against the inevitable reckoning. But I knows that lies, like cheap mortar, crumble under pressure. When he arrived at the kiln with the empty bucket and the tearful story, Galvin’s eyes—hard and shrewd from years of labour—saw through the performance immediately. The shame that followed was heavier than any beating. The Flay was forced to kneel before the Sacred Heart statue in his grandmother’s kitchen, a penance that merged the spiritual with the domestic, a freezing of his dignity in the amber of the family’s judgment.
I observed The Dart listening to the recounting of this later, their faces a mixture of horror and admiration. They understood the hunger; they feared the exposure. It was a lesson for the whole group: I sees everything, and appetite often writes checks that courage cannot cash. The Dart, practical and grounded, shook his head at the waste of a good job, while The Dancer found a dark humour in the image of The Flay fighting imaginary dogs for a phantom dinner. The Divils, silent and wide-eyed, absorbed the warning: the line between survival and ruin was as thin as the layer of grease on The Flay’s chin.
To counter the wildness of the lanes and the creeping savagery of the winter, the adults imposed the discipline of culture. The Flay’s aul’ one, driven by a desperate grasp at respectability, enrolled him in Irish dancing lessons at the Catherine Street Hall. I watched the boys of the lane trudge toward this weekly humiliation, their heavy, hobnailed boots unsuited for the light, rhythmic battering required by the jigs and reels. Mrs. O’Connor, a woman of immense proportions and terrifying authority, presided over the hall, her cane tapping out the rhythm of a nation’s idealized past while the boys sweated in their woollens. “The Siege of Ennis,” she would shout, and I felt the floorboards groan under the collective weight of reluctant youth, their movements stiff and uncoordinated, and a parody of grace.
But I offers trapdoors for those clever enough to find them. I watched The Flay discover that the sixpence for the dancing lesson could purchase a different kind of education at the Lyric Cinema. For weeks, he vanished into the dark, warm womb of the picture house, trading the rigid geometry of the “Walls of Limerick” for the vast, lawless plains of the American West or the sharp, talking streets of Chicago. There, in the flickering light, he learned a different rhythm—the swagger of Cagney, the stoicism of Wayne. He returned home to perform the “dance” for his parents, inventing steps that were a grotesque hybrid of a reel and a tap dance, a physical lie performed on the stone floor of the kitchen while I watched, amused by his audacity.
The Divils watched these performances from the corner, their eyes tracking the deception. They were learning that authority could be deceived if the performance was convincing enough, that the adults saw what they wanted to see. The Dancer, too, absorbed the lesson, realizing that the appearance of compliance was often enough to satisfy the demands of the world. But I balances its books eventually. The deception collapsed, as all things built on sugar eventually do, when a piece of toffee pulled a filling from The Flay’s tooth, revealing his absence from the dance hall through a note from Mrs. O’Connor. The fallout was immediate and loud—a dragging to confession, a confrontation with the father—but the seed was sown. The boys had tasted the freedom of the stolen afternoon, the discipline of the self-imposed adventure over the imposed ritual.
The Dart, meanwhile, found his discipline in the physical world, rejecting the subterfuge of the dance and the cinema for the mastery of the lane’s geography. The winter rains had loosened the cobblestones and turned the earth between them to a sucking mud that frozen and thawed in a treacherous cycle. I watched him study the ground, learning which stones would hold weight and which would tilt, sending a spray of filth up a trouser leg. He practiced moving through I without leaving a mark, a silent, heavy presence. He challenged the others to cross the width of a muddy street without dirtying their boots, a game of precision that required the balance of a cat. It was his way of imposing order on the chaos of the season, a physical discipline that mirrored the mental gymnastics The Flay was performing.
The Dancer brought a social discipline to the group, a rigidity of code that held them together when the cold threatened to fracture their spirits. He became the watcher of moods, the gauge of the street’s temper. I saw him intervene when a game of hurling threatened to spill over into a fight with the boys from the back lanes. He didn’t use fists; he used a joke, a well-timed distraction that broke the tension like a fever. He was learning that control could be soft, that a word in the right ear was as powerful as a stone in the hand. He watched The Flay’s humiliations and The Dart’s physical trials, and he synthesized them, becoming the glue that held the Laneboys’s pride together when the pressures of the winter threatened to tear it apart.
As February waned, the rigidity of the season hardened into something grimmer. The fun of the cinema and the drama of the stolen dinner faded into the routine of survival. The cold was no longer a novelty but a condition, a permanent state of being. I held them all—the dancer who wouldn’t dance, the hungry boy who ate the lodger’s bacon, the silent movers, the watchers—in the damp palm of my streets. They were learning that discipline was not just about obeying rules; it was about surviving the consequences of breaking them. The froze-over puddles reflected their faces, older now, sharper, the baby fat of innocence burned away by the cold and the constant, grinding calculation of how to get through another day.
If the lanes were the body of I, suffering and shivering in the damp, the school was its conscience, a stone fortress of authority designed to hammer the wildness out of boys and replace it with Latin, geometry, and the fear of God. I watched the Laneboys approach the gates of the Christian Brothers School each morning, their spirits dimming as they crossed the threshold from the wet, chaotic freedom of the streets into the dry, chalk-dust air of institutional discipline. The building itself smelled of wet wool, old paper, and the leather of the strap—a sensory chord that struck fear into the heart of the bravest boy. The windows were high and narrow, allowing only a grey, filtered light that seemed to drain the colour from their faces, leaving them pale and uniform in their rows. The cold here was different from the street; it was a still, trapped cold that settled in the high ceilings and seeped down through the floorboards, preserving the authority of the past in a deep freeze.
The masters were the architects of this discipline, men who wore their authority like armour against the unruly world outside. Brother Guzzler, with his Adam’s apple bobbing like a cork in a storm, taught Irish with a ferocity that suggested the language itself was a weapon to be wielded against the soul. He paced the aisles, his soutane swishing with a sound like a scythe cutting grass, searching for the boy who dared to dream or drift. I watched The Flay in this environment, a creature of movement trapped in stillness. He sat with his hands folded, his eyes fixed on the blackboard, but his mind was rioting. He was cataloguing the absurdities of the room—the way Guzzler’s spittle flew when he conjugated verbs, the smell of fear radiating from the boy who hadn’t done his homework, the way the dust motes danced in the singular shaft of light as if mocking the immobility of the students.
The radiator hissed, cooking the air until the school milk on our desks went tepid. A skin of yellow cream had formed on the top of The Flay’s bottle, wrinkling like old flesh. The Flay stared at it, his nostrils flaring as the sour, heated scent drifted up. He didn't announce a rebellion; he simply picked up the glass. There was no hesitation, no glance at the master. He threw it. The bottle hit the floorboards not with a crash, but with a wet, heavy explosion of glass and white liquid that soaked the trousers of the boy in the next row. Before the shock could register, The Flay was out of his seat. He stomped into the puddle, his boots splashing the sour mess onto the master’s rostrum, screaming, "It’s full of fleas! Look at them swimming!" It wasn't madness; it was a calculated riot.
The silence that followed was total, a vacuum in which the only sound was the heavy breathing of the master and the drip of milk soaking into the floorboards. The nickname stuck instantly—The Flay —a badge of chaos pinned to his chest by the collective memory of the class. But the punishment was swift. The leather strap came down, not just on his hands, but on the collective psyche of the room. I watched the other boys, The Dart among them, shrink into their collars. They learned that I’s discipline had teeth, and that rebellion, while glorious for a second, left bruises that lasted for days. Yet, in their eyes, I saw a spark of admiration. The Flay had broken the surface tension of their boredom; he had proven that the system could be disrupted, even if the cost was high.
In the metalwork room, a different kind of discipline reigned. Brother Hitler—a name bestowed by the boys with the cruel accuracy of youth—ruled this domain of fire and iron. The air here was hot and dry, smelling of scorched metal and oil, a relief from the damp but a trial for the nerves. I watched The Dart thrive in this space. His hands, clumsy with a pen, were deft with a file and hammer. He understood the resistance of the material, the way iron had to be coaxed and beaten into shape. There was an honesty in the metalwork room that the Latin class lacked. If you made a mistake, the metal showed it; there was no hiding behind clever words. The Dart found a quiet pride here, a sense of competence that the rest of the school denied him. He worked with his head down, the rhythmic clang-clang of his hammer a counterpoint to the drone of the classroom, his shoulders broadening as he imposed his will on the steel.
The Dancer navigated the school by becoming invisible. He mastered the art of the "middle path"—never the best, never the worst, always just enough to avoid the eye of the master. He watched the dynamics of the room, noting which boys were targets and which were favourites, and positioned himself in the safe zones. I observed his survival strategy, a social triangulation that was as complex as any geometry problem. He knew when to laugh at a master’s joke, when to look busy, and when to offer up a small sacrifice of information to deflect attention. The Divils, too, moved through the corridors like ghosts, their smallness a defence mechanism, slipping through the cracks of the system, observing everything but touching nothing.
As December approached, the school became a holding pen for winter. The condensation on the windows froze into intricate patterns of ice, blurring the outside world until it was nothing but a grey smudge. The boys huddled around the radiators during breaks, steaming in their damp clothes, sharing scraps of food and rumours of the war. I listened to their conversations, the way they mixed the myths of the playground with the hard facts of their lives. They spoke of the "Rigidity" not as a virtue, but as a weather system to be endured. They were learning to compartmentalize—to keep a part of themselves secret, untouched by the strap or the sermon.
The term ended with a final, crushing lesson in mortality. Brother Hitler, the tyrant of the metalwork room, collapsed mid-shout, falling to the floor with a sound like a sack of coal. I watched the boy’s freeze, the hammers silenced in their hands. For a moment, the terrifying authority figure was just a small, old man in a heap of black cloth. Death had entered the room without knocking, stripping away the hierarchy and leaving only the fragile reality of the body. It was a shock that vibrated through the school. The boys realized that even the masters were subject to the ultimate discipline of I—mortality. The Flay watched the body being carried out, his face pale, his usual commentary silenced. There were no jokes for this. The power that had seemed absolute was revealed to be as brittle as the ice on the river.
We walked home on the last day of term under a sky that threatened snow. The relief of the holidays was tempered by the heaviness of what we had seen. I felt harder, the stones colder. We gathered at Baal’s Bridge, the wind cutting through our coats. The stone we had thrown into the river in summer seemed a lifetime ago. We were older, harder, shaped by the twin disciplines of the home and the school. The Flay leaned over the parapet, spitting into the dark water. "Dead in a second," he muttered, thinking of the master. "Just like that."
The Dart kicked a loose stone into the water. "He's gone. We're here." It was the most The Dart had said in days, and it carried the weight of a manifesto. We were the survivors. We were I’s persistence. The "Rigidity" of winter had pared us down, burned away the baby fat of our innocence, and left us lean and ready for whatever came next. I looked at them—The Flay, The Dart, The Dancer, The Divils —and saw the iron in their spines. I had tried to break us with hunger, with cold, with rules, and with fear. But we were still standing on the bridge, watching the river flow, ready for the thaw that had to come, eventually.
14. Hesitation
Spring arrived in Limerick not with the confident assertion of a conqueror, but with a lingering, grey hesitation, as if the season itself were unsure of its welcome. I felt the shift not as a sudden warmth, but as a gradual loosening of the iron grip that winter had held upon my stones. The frost, which had acted as mortar between the cobbles for months, began to weep into the gutters, turning the hard-packed earth of the lanes into a sucking, viscous mud that clung to boots and barrow wheels alike. The light that filtered through the cloud cover was pale and tentative, brushing the slate roofs with a weak, watery silver that offered illumination without heat. It was a season of holding back, of testing the air. The My River Shannon, swollen and muscular with the runoff from the distant hills, moved through I with a sluggish, sullen power, its surface a dark mirror reflecting a sky that could not decide between rain and the promise of clearing. I watched the people of the lanes emerge from their winter huddles, their movements slower, more deliberate, their shoulders still hunched against a memory of cold that the damp air refused to let die.
In the narrow arteries of Janesboro and the teeming capillaries of the lanes, a new kind of conversation began to thread its way through the usual litany of rationing and rain. News of the local elections drifted like turf smoke, carried on the breath of men in pubs and women standing in queues that seemed to stretch a little less hopelessly than before. I heard the whispers of "Labour" and "housing," words that carried a weight of expectation previously reserved for prayers or curses. The Flay’s aul’ one read the snippets from newspapers with a careful, almost forensic attention, her eyes scanning the columns for signs that the hardship might ease, that I’s management might finally turn its gaze toward the damp walls and the empty grates of the poor. She spoke of the gains made by candidates who promised to look at the destitute not as problems to be managed, but as people to be housed.
The Flay, ever the cynic, scoffed at the notion that a vote cast in a wooden box could thaw a pipe or fill a belly, yet I felt the vibration of his curiosity. He lingered over the reports when he thought no one was watching, his mind—always hungry for narratives—trying to fit this new political reality into the epic he was constantly writing in his head. The Divils picked up the new vocabulary like shiny pebbles found in the mud, repeating "healthcare" and "council" without knowing their shape or heft, using them as talismans against the lingering chill. They moved through the house with a restless energy, sensing the shift in the adult world without comprehending its source, their play adapting to the new words, turning political promises into the rules of their street games.
Outside the tight grip of the urban streets, the countryside began to push against I’s edges with a biological imperative that ignored the hesitations of men. I felt the vibration of the ploughs in the fields beyond the liberties, the earth turning under the hands of farmers who worked with a resolute rhythm, mindful of the shortages that the "Emergency" still imposed but driven by the season’s demands. They moved with the determination of men who knew that the land did not care for politics, only for labour. The Flay had remarked once that the soil was indifferent to who turned it, and I saw the truth of that in the green shoots that pierced the frost-scarred ground, persistent and quiet. This renewal was not joyful; it was necessary. It was a resumption of the cycle of growth that fed the markets, a biological machine restarting its gears.
I watched the carts roll into I at dawn, laden with the first meagre offerings of the season—winter vegetables, sturdy and mud-caked, and the promise of milk that was a little richer, a little more plentiful. In the town itself, the atmosphere shifted subtly, a relaxation of the jaw, a lowering of the shoulders. The queues for bread and fuel remained long, winding around corners like slow-moving snakes, but the desperate, biting edge of winter anxiety had dulled. Shops that had stood with bare shelves now displayed small, carefully arranged pyramids of goods—eggs that gleamed like pearls in the grey light, butter that was no longer a myth but a tangible, if expensive, reality. I saw faces, lined by years of stress, relax just a fraction. There was a collective exhale, a release of the tension that comes from holding oneself against the cold for too long.
The Flay’s aul’ one allowed herself a small relaxation in her kitchen calculations; the knife didn't scrape the butter quite so thin, the tea was allowed to brew a moment longer, the fire fed with a touch less miserliness. It wasn't abundance—far from it—but it was a retreat from the brink of absolute scarcity. The Flay remained wary, his eyes darting to the sacks of flour and potatoes in the merchants' stalls, counting them as if measuring I’s lifespan against a hidden clock. He muttered about scarcity returning, a prophet of doom in a season of light, but he lingered, drawing comfort from the sight of food even as he denied its permanence. He observed the shopkeepers with a hawk’s eye, noting which ones smiled more freely, which ones hoarded their stock, and which ones treated the newfound goods with the reverence of holy relics.
The Laneboys found their own rhythm in this tentative thaw, reclaiming the spaces that winter had made hostile. Baal’s Bridge became our anchor once more, the stone warming under our hands as the sun climbed higher, though it still held the river’s chill in its core. We gathered there not to hide from the wind, but to watch the river and I, to reassert our presence in a world that had seemed trying to erase us with frost. I felt the absence of The Chancer still, a quiet echo in the group’s dynamic, a space where his quick laugh and reckless schemes should have been. But the games continued, adapted to the wet stone and the mud. The boys skipped stones across the water, the ripples spreading out to touch the quays, connecting their small actions to the wider flow of I.
The Royal Cinema’s posters, bright and gaudy, called to them with images of John Wayne and vast, open plains—a stark contrast to the enclosed, grey world of Limerick. The Flay seized on these images, claiming the cowboy’s bravery for himself, spinning tales where he was the hero of the lanes, the sheriff of the slums, imposing order on a chaotic world with nothing but wit and a stern glare. We laughed, but the laughter was thin; we knew the difference between the screen and the street, even if The Flay tried to blur the lines. His stories were a way of imposing structure on a reality that often felt fluid and threatening, of making himself the protagonist in a city that often treated boys like debris to be swept aside.
Mornings in the household were measured by the slow return of light, which crept across the floorboards revealing the dust and wear of the long winter. Docker moved with his usual heavy grace, rubbing the stubble on his chin as he peered out at the rooftops, gauging the weather with the eye of a man who worked outdoors and knew that the sky was a capricious master. The porridge was eaten with calculation, every spoonful a deposit of energy for the day ahead, but there was less desperation in the scraping of the bowl. Conversation was minimal, words hoarded like the turf in the corner, yet beneath the silence, there was a vigilance that had shifted from fear to maintenance. The winter had not broken us. We had endured. And now, as the light stretched across the room, there was a sense that we could begin to repair, to clean, to prepare for whatever the year would bring.
It was a time of small hopes, held close to the chest, fragile as the first blossoms on the hawthorn trees by the river. I watched them all—the mother counting coupons, the father watching the sky, the boys testing the wet streets—and I held them in the palm of my stone hand. I was hesitating, unsure if it was safe to bloom, but in that hesitation, there was life. The sap was rising, slow and unseen, and the streets were waiting for the first true warmth to crack the grey shell of the season and let the colour back in.
Then, in the midst of this tentative unfolding, I offered up a moment of theatre so surreal it seemed to have slipped through a tear in the fabric of time. Due to the petrol shortages that had choked the life from engines and silenced the omnibuses, a ghost from a previous century materialized on O’Connell Street. I felt the vibration first—a rhythmic, heavy drumming that was distinct from the sharp clatter of delivery carts or the singular clip-clop of a dray horse. It was a four-horse stagecoach, belonging to Lord Adare, resurrected from some carriage house slumber to ferry guests to his hotel. It rolled through the grey afternoon like a hallucination, steam rising in clouds from the flanks of the animals, the wheels rumbling with a deep, wooden bass that vibrated in the soles of those standing on the pavement. The coachman sat high and aloof, a figure cut from a history book, steering this anomaly through a world of rationing and bicycles.
The stagecoach thundered past, a wooden earthquake on O’Connell Street. The Flay didn't speak; he simply dropped his cigarette. The cynicism that usually armoured him cracked as he stared at the coachman’s top hat bobbing against the grey sky—a hallucination made of timber and varnish. The Dart didn't look at the hat; he stepped right to the edge of the curb, eyes locked on the horses' flanks, his own muscles twitching in sympathy as the animals strained against the traces. He wasn't seeing romance; he was calculating the tonnage. The Dancer ignored the horses entirely. He pointed a finger at the window of the coach, where a pale guest clutched a hat in terror. "Look at him," The Dancer shouted over the roar, "holding on like he's crossing the Atlantic in a tub!” the way they sat stiffly as if afraid the anachronism might dissolve if they moved too suddenly. He nudged The Dart, pointing out a hat askew or a nervous glance, finding the humour that lay in the gap between the grandeur of the carriage and the grimy reality of the street.
The Divils were silent shadows at the edge of the group, their eyes wide and unblinking. To them, the stagecoach was a monster from a fairy tale made flesh, a terrifying and wonderful intrusion of magic into the mud of Limerick. They shrunk back slightly as it passed, overwhelmed by the size and the noise, yet unable to look away. I held them in the shelter of a doorway, feeling their small hearts beat a little faster, and their minds expanding to accommodate the idea that the rules of the world were not as fixed as they had been told. This was the lesson of the "Hesitation"—that the present moment was fluid, that the past could overlap with the future, and that anything, no matter how strange, could claim the street for a moment.
But I has a way of enforcing reality, and the bell of the Christian Brothers School rang out, pulling the boys back from the edge of fantasy. The transition from the open street to the enclosed stone of the classroom was a physical shock. The air inside CBS smelled of damp wool, chalk dust, and the sour anxiety of boys held in check. I felt the walls press in, the windows high and unreachable, offering only squares of grey sky as a reminder of the outside. Here, the hesitation of spring was not a gentle pause but a tense waiting—waiting for the question, waiting for the strap, waiting for the release of the bell.
I observed how the boys navigated this confinement. The Flay sat with a deceptive stillness, his eyes locked on Brother Butterballs. He wasn't listening to the geography lesson; he was tracking the master’s hand. When Butterballs’ finger began to tap against his thigh—a rhythmic, nervous tic—The Flay didn't flinch like the others. He slowly, imperceptibly slid his copybook three inches to the left, just seconds before the master lunged, slamming the leather strap down exactly where The Flay’s hand had been resting. The Flay didn't look up. He just dipped his pen, having calculated the strike zone with the precision of a mapmaker.
The Dart struggled against the containment. His energy, meant for lifting and running, turned inward, making him fidget and shift. He tapped his foot, chewed his lip, his eyes darting to the window where the light was shifting. I felt his frustration as a physical heat, a need to be doing rather than sitting. He treated the lesson like a physical obstacle, something to be endured with gritted teeth until he could break free. The Dancer, conversely, used his social intelligence to vanish. He knew exactly where to sit to be in the blind spot of authority, how to look busy without working, how to deflect attention with a well-timed cough or a dropped pencil. He navigated the classroom as he navigated the lanes, finding the path of least resistance.
The absence of The Chancer was felt keenly here. There was an empty space in the dynamic of the group, a silence where his quick wit or calculating whisper should have been. I sensed the boys glancing at the desk he might have occupied, a phantom limb of their collective body. The school, with its rolls and registers, was a constant reminder of who was missing, of the attrition that emigration and poverty exacted on I’s youth. The master’s voice droned on, listing rivers and exports, facts that seemed utterly irrelevant to the business of survival, yet the boys absorbed them, storing them away not as knowledge, but as the price of admission to the next day.
When the release finally came, it was explosive. The boys spilled out of the gates and made straight for the river, seeking the antidote to stone walls and dry facts. We went to Rocky, a stretch of the bank where the My River Shannon was rough and unmanaged, a place of mud and reeds and broken stones. Here, I loosened its collar. The river moved with a muscular indifference, washing away the dust of the classroom. I watched them reclaim their bodies and their voices. Stones were skipped across the water, each splash a punctuation mark in a sentence of freedom.
The Flay stood on a high rock, narrating the flow of the water as if he were an admiral commanding a fleet. He turned driftwood into battleships and floating debris into sea monsters, imposing his narrative on the chaotic currents. The Dart challenged the physical limits of the bank, leaping between slippery stones, testing their balance against the risk of a soaking. They were measuring themselves against the world, learning the physics of mud and gravity. The Divils crouched by a pool, watching a beetle navigate a leaf, their attention absolute and microscopic. They were learning patience, the quiet observation of small lives that mirrored their own precarious position.
I held them there in the tentative light of the late afternoon. The sun, dropping toward the horizon, cast long shadows that stretched from the trees across the water, touching the boys with a golden, fleeting grace. In this space between the discipline of school and the darkness of night, they were themselves—suspended in the hesitation of the season, caught between the winter they had survived and the summer that had not yet promised to arrive. The river flowed on, carrying their shouts and their silence downstream, a witness to the persistence of life in a city that often seemed intent on grinding it down.
The spectacle of the stagecoach faded into the grey stone of memory, replaced by the immediate and unyielding reality of the Christian Brothers School. I felt the boys pass from the open theatre of O’Connell Street into the enclosed, chalk-dust atmosphere of the classrooms, a transition that felt like a physical compression. The building held the cold of the previous night in its high ceilings and shadowed corners, resisting the weak spring sun that tried to press against the glass. Here, the hesitation of the season was mirrored in the uneasy truce between master and student. The air smelled of wet wool drying slowly on radiators, of ink that refused to set in the damp, and of the latent energy of hundreds of boys confined against their will. I watched them settle into the rows of wooden desks, their bodies still humming with the vibration of the horses’ hooves they had just witnessed, forcing themselves into the rigid geometry of education.
The Flay sat near the back, his posture a deceptive slump that suggested submission while his eyes remained sharp and roving. To him, the classroom was not a place of learning but another stage for observation, a microcosm of I’s hierarchies. He watched Brother Butterballs pace the aisles, the leather strap swinging with a pendulum’s hypnotic rhythm, measuring the distance between authority and rebellion. The Flay did not engage with the lesson—geography of lands he intended to visit, history he intended to rewrite—but rather with the psychology of the room. I felt his mind working, cataloguing the master’s twitching eyelid, the hesitation in a voice before a question was asked, and the way fear rippled through the younger boys like wind through the reeds at Plassey. He was learning the physics of power, calculating the exact amount of visible compliance required to mask his internal escape.
The Dart, conversely, struggled against the physical confinement. The desk was too small for his broadening shoulders, the chair too hard for a body that craved the resistance of physical labour. I felt his foot tapping a restless rhythm against the floorboards, a vibration that travelled through the joists of the building. He stared at the window, not seeing the glass but the sky beyond it, his mind tracing the lines of the river and the docks. The hesitation of spring was torture to him; he wanted the release of summer, the certainty of work, the feeling of weight in his hands that he could control. The abstract lines of Euclid meant nothing to a boy who understood the leverage of a crowbar or the balance of a coal sack. He endured the lesson as one endures a storm, head down, waiting for it to pass, his silence a wall built against the intrusion of facts he deemed useless.
The Dancer navigated the social currents of the room with the instinct of a pilot in treacherous waters. He knew exactly when to lower his head, when to offer a small, disarming smile, and when to vanish into the collective anonymity of the class. He sensed the shifting moods of the master before they fully formed, adjusting his posture to deflect attention. I watched him track the emotional temperature of the room, noting which boys were close to breaking, which were plotting mischief, and which were paralyzed by the threat of the strap. His survival was active, a constant calibration of self against the prevailing atmosphere. He found humour in the absurdity of the rules, a quiet, internal laughter that kept him buoyant when the pressure of the stone walls threatened to crush the spirit.
The Divils were small anchors in this sea of older anxieties. They sat together, their presence a silent unit of observation. They did not fidget like The Dart or scheme like The Flay; they simply watched, absorbing the rituals of the institution with wide, unblinking eyes. They were learning that I had rules within rules, that the freedom of the lanes ended at the school gate, and that survival here required a different kind of silence. I felt their small heartbeats syncing with the rhythm of the room, their minds mapping the safe zones and the danger areas, understanding that the hesitation of the season applied here too—punishment was not always swift; sometimes it waited, hovering like the clouds over the My River Shannon, threatening rain that might not fall.
When the bell finally rang, it was not a sound but a physical release, a sudden uncoiling of tension that spilled the boys out into the yard and then, eventually, back into the streets. They moved with the urgency of water released from a dam, flowing toward the one place where I loosened its collar: Rocky. The stretch of riverbank, rough and unmanaged, called to them. I felt their boots strike the pavement with renewed purpose, the lethargy of the classroom shedding with every step away from the school. I opened up around them, the lanes widening, and the air growing fresher as they approached the water, the smell of chalk replaced by the damp, organic scent of mud and river weed.
Rocky was a landscape of broken stones and shifting currents, a place where the My River Shannon tested its banks with a muscular indifference. The hesitation of spring was visible here in the water levels—higher than summer but receding from the winter floods, leaving behind a shoreline of driftwood, tangled reeds, and smooth stones. The Flay claimed a high rock immediately, his figure silhouetted against the grey sky, transforming the riverbank into the deck of a ship or the rampart of a castle. He narrated the flow of the water, turning floating branches into armadas and the swirling eddies into treacherous whirlpools. I listened to his voice rise above the sound of the river, imposing a narrative on the chaos, forcing the landscape to bend to his imagination.
The Dart engaged with the physical reality of the place. They leaped between the wet stones, testing their balance against the slick surfaces. I felt the impact of their boots on my limestone ribs, a rhythmic percussion of daring and skill. They challenged each other to cross wider gaps, to stand closer to the rushing water, measuring their courage against the indifference of the current. The Dart moved with power, trusting his strength to correct any slip, while The Dancer moved with agility, using momentum to carry him over hazards. They were learning the physics of the river, the way the moss compromised friction, the way the water undercut the bank, lessons that no classroom could provide.
The Divils crouched by a tidal pool, their attention focused on the microscopic drama of the water’s edge. They watched a beetle navigate a floating leaf, their heads bowed together, excluded from the boisterous games of the older boys but deeply connected to the environment. I held them in the hollow of the bank, shielding them from the wind, feeling their quiet discovery of I’s smaller lives. They were learning patience, the art of watching without interfering, a skill that I demanded of those who wished to understand its deeper rhythms.
Absence was a palpable presence on the riverbank. The space where The Chancer would have stood—calculating the odds of a jump, organizing a wager, or simply adding his sharp laughter to the wind—felt hollow. I sensed the boys navigating around this void, their interactions subtly altered. The Flay’s stories were louder, perhaps to fill the silence; The Dart’s jumps were more aggressive, as if to prove that the group remained strong; The Dancer’s glances were more frequent, checking the perimeter for a figure that was not there. The river carried on, indifferent to their loss, but I remembered. I held the echo of The Chancer’s footsteps in the mud of memory, a ghost note in the chord of the Laneboys.
As the afternoon wore on, the light began to fail, the grey sky deepening to charcoal. The hesitation of the season manifested in the temperature, which dropped suddenly, reminding the boys that winter was only a shadow’s length away. They gathered their coats tighter, the energy of the riverbank dissipating into the chill. I watched them regroup, their movements slowing, the wildness of the play settling into the trudging rhythm of the return journey. They carried the smell of the river with them—damp earth, decaying vegetation, cold water—a scent that marked them as creatures of I’s wilder edges.
The walk back to the lanes was a transition from freedom back to constraint. I felt their mood shift as the buildings closed in around them, the stone walls of the Georgian houses leaning in with the weight of history and expectation. The Flay went quiet, his narrative exhausted for the moment, his mind likely already turning to the evening’s requirements—the ledger, the letters, the careful negotiation of domestic space. The Dart’s shoulders slumped slightly, the burden of the coming day’s labour settling back onto him. The Dancer’s eyes scanned the street, alert once more to the social currents, the potential for humour or conflict.
I held them all in the gathering dusk, these boys who were learning to navigate the hesitation of the world. They were poised between the authority of the school and the anarchy of the river, between the memory of those who had left and the reality of those who stayed. I was their map, and they were writing their lives onto my streets, one footstep, one story, one stone skipped across the water at a time. The spring might be tentative, unsure of its welcome, but the boys were becoming certain, hardening into the shapes they would need to survive the seasons to come.
As the boys moved deeper into the grid of I, leaving the wilder, unmanaged banks of the My River Shannon behind, the atmosphere shifted from the fluid chaos of the river to the rigid, stone-bound hesitation of the streets. I felt their footsteps change cadence as they struck the paved surfaces of the quays; the soft, sucking mud of the riverbank gave way to the unyielding percussion of limestone and granite. The transition was not merely physical but psychological. The freedom of the water, where they could impose their own narratives on the currents, was replaced by the structured observation required by the built environment. Here, I watched back. Windows, half-shuttered against the evening chill, appeared as heavy-lidded eyes, and the brickwork exhaled the day’s gathered dampness in a slow, visible breath of mist. The hesitation of the season was most palpable here in the arteries of commerce and habitation, where the promise of spring wrestled with the lingering, skeletal memory of winter scarcity.
We passed the shopfronts of William Street and O’Connell Street, where the glass panes reflected the grey, indecisive sky. In previous years, these windows had been stark testaments to the Emergency—empty shelves, dust motes dancing in vacant spaces, the apologetic signs of rationing. Now, however, there was a shift, a tentative return of goods that I seemed almost afraid to acknowledge. I watched The Flay pause before a grocer’s display, his reflection ghostly against the glass. Inside, a pyramid of eggs sat with fragile arrogance, and a slab of butter, yellow as a bruise, rested on a marble slab. It was not abundance—I knew better than to call it that—but it was presence. The Flay studied it not with hunger, which was a simple, animal thing, but with a deep, cynical suspicion. He measured the quantity against the probability of its disappearance, his mind calculating the logistics of supply as if he were a general surveying a supply line that might be cut at any moment. He did not trust the eggs; he trusted only the scarcity that had defined his life. To him, the display was a tease, a pause in the inevitable narrative of want.
The Dart moved with a heavier, more visceral reaction to this new landscape. The physical labour he had begun to undertake, moving turf and coal for neighbours, had given him an appetite that was constant and demanding. I felt the tension in his frame as he passed the bakery, where the scent of yeast and scorched flour drifted out into the damp street. He did not stop to analyse the economics of flour distribution as The Flay did; he simply felt the magnetic pull of sustenance. His hesitation was physical—a stutter in his stride, a turning of the head, a clenched fist in a pocket. He was learning the discipline of denial, I’s harshest lesson. I observed how he forced his eyes away from the window, fixing them instead on the middle distance, his shoulders hunched not against the cold, but against the pull of desire. He walked with the heavy, deliberate gait of someone carrying a burden that could not be set down, his endurance manifesting as a refusal to acknowledge the ache in his stomach.
The Dancer negotiated the street with a different kind of attention. He watched the people rather than the goods. He observed the women queuing with their ration books, noting the way they stood—not with the slumped resignation of deep winter, but with a new, nervous energy. They held their baskets tightly, eyes darting from the door to the street, as if fearing the shop might vanish before they reached the counter. The Dancer saw the hesitation in their hands as they reached for items, the pause before committing a coin, the way they checked the weight of a loaf as if suspecting it of being light. He absorbed this social anxiety, his own face mirroring the collective mood. He did not joke now; the atmosphere was too brittle for humour. Instead, he moved like a barometer, registering the pressure of I’s cautious hope, understanding that the return of goods brought with it the fear of their loss.
The Divils operated at the level of the pavement, their world defined by the discarded and the overlooked. They moved in the slipstream of the older boys, their eyes scanning the gutters and the cracks between paving stones. To them, the hesitation of spring was measured in debris—a dropped tram ticket, a twist of paper that might have held sweets, a piece of coal fallen from a cart. They were scavengers of I’s margins, noticing the small changes in texture that the adults ignored. I felt their small boots testing the sawdust that shopkeepers had scattered to soak up the damp, a luxury that had been absent for months. They kicked at it tentatively, watching the woodchips scatter, testing the reality of this small, clean thing in a world of mud. Their silence was a form of study; they were learning that I shed its skin in layers, and that treasure was often just trash that hadn't been claimed yet.
The Chancer’s absence was a void that moved with us down the street. In the past, he would have been the one to calculate the odds of lifting an apple, or to devise a scheme to charm a shopkeeper out of a broken biscuit. Without him, the group’s dynamic was more rigid, more observant, and less interactive. We walked as witnesses rather than participants. I sensed the boys glancing at the spaces where he should have been—flanking The Dart, or whispering to The Flay. The street seemed wider without his kinetic energy filling the gaps. I felt his loss as a reduction in possibility; without his gambling spirit, the odds of the day felt fixed, the outcomes predetermined by the grey logic of rationing and rain.
As evening began to settle, the gas lamps flickered into life, their yellow light struggling against the thick, damp air. The hesitation of the season became a quality of the light itself—wavering, uncertain, creating shadows that stretched and retracted with every gust of wind. I watched the boys navigate this shifting geography. They moved closer together, a defensive formation against the gathering dark. The Flay led, not out of bravery, but out of a need to be the first to identify the threat. He scanned the alley mouths, the deep recesses of doorways, his mind populating the shadows with the spectres of his own invention—bailiffs, guards, or the ghosts of history he was so fond of resurrecting. But tonight, he remained silent, his stories held in check by the oppressive reality of I’s mood.
The Dart walked on the outside, placing his body between the group and the open street, a guardian’s instinct that had hardened over the winter. He checked the traffic—the few bicycles, the dray horses with their heads down—measuring the physical risks with a sombre accuracy. He did not imagine monsters; he imagined collisions, heavy weights, and the physics of impact. His hesitation was a pause for calculation, a momentary stillness before action. I felt the vibration of his vigilance in the soles of my feet, a low hum of readiness that never quite relaxed.
The Dancer watched the windows of the houses we passed, where curtains were being drawn against the night. He saw the silhouettes of families gathering, the flicker of fires being stoked. He noted the difference between the houses that had coal and those that were dark, the inequality of I mapped out in rectangles of light. He did not judge it aloud, but I felt his empathy snag on the dark windows, a small, invisible hook catching on the silence of cold rooms. His hesitation was moral; he slowed his pace when passing a destitute doorway, as if offering a silent acknowledgment of the life within, a pause of respect for an endurance he was only just beginning to understand.
We reached the junction where the lanes narrowed, leading back toward the density of the terraced streets. Here, I felt older, the stones more worn, the air thicker with the smells of close living. The hesitation of spring was less about weather here and more about the reluctance of the poor to believe in change. Doors were shut tight. Sounds were muffled. I had turned its back on the river and the open sky, curling inward to protect what little heat it had gathered. I held the boys in this final stretch, feeling their fatigue, their hunger, and the weight of their silent observations. They had walked through the hesitation of the season and absorbed it, carrying I’s doubt in their pockets along with their hands. They were no longer just moving through Limerick; they were being shaped by it, their characters hardening in the cool, damp mould of the evening.
Night in Limerick does not fall so much as it rises from the river, a damp, grey exhalation that climbs the stone walls of the quays and floods the laneways with shadow. I watched as the last lingering light of the tentative spring evening surrendered to the encroaching dark, the hesitation of the twilight finally resolving into the certainty of night. The gas lamps flickered into life along O’Connell Street, casting pools of yellow illumination that struggled against the mist, while in the narrower arteries of Janesboro and the lanes, the only light came from the glow of coal fires behind drawn curtains. The air grew heavy with the scent of settling dust, cooling stone, and the pervasive, acrid tang of turf smoke that signalled I’s retreat indoors. The bustling hesitation of the day—the indecision of the weather, the wavering optimism of the markets—hardened into the quiet endurance of the evening routine.
The Flay moved through this deepening gloom with a purpose that belied the aimlessness of our earlier wanderings on the bridge. I felt his footsteps on the pavement, lighter now than The Dart’s heavy tread, but quick with a nervous, calculating energy. He separated from the group as we reached the junction of the lanes, his figure slipping into the shadows toward Irishtown. He did not speak of where he was going, but I knew. I watched him approach the house of Mrs. Finucane, his posture shifting from that of a boy at play to that of a conspirator. The hesitation that had marked the season did not apply here; in the dim light of her hallway, surrounded by the smell of sherry and old paper, The Flay became decisive. He was building a future out of ink and stolen shillings, utilizing the cover of the night to draft letters that carried the weight of law and threat. I felt the vibration of his ambition, a cold and quiet thing, growing in the silence of the evening, fuelled by the very scarcity that defined the streets outside.
The Dart’s journey home was a different kind of procession. The physical labour of the day, however minor or improvised, had settled into his frame, slowing his gait but lending it a new solidity. I observed him pausing at the corner of his own lane, rolling his shoulders against the lingering damp, his hands roughened by the stone and wood he had handled. He did not look toward the horizon or dream of distant cities in that moment; his world had narrowed to the immediate radius of the hearth that awaited him. He was learning that I rewarded endurance more often than it rewarded speed. The hesitation of his youth—the uncertainty of his place in the hierarchy of strength—was vanishing, replaced by the stoic acceptance of the burden. I felt the weight of his boots on my cobbles, a steady, rhythmic percussion that spoke of a boy becoming a man through the sheer friction of existence.
The Dancer lingered longest in the open air, reluctant to relinquish the social possibilities of the street even as the doors closed around him. He moved slowly through the fading light, his eyes scanning the windows where neighbours moved behind lace curtains. He was I’s listener, the one who heard the arguments muffled by brickwork, who noticed which houses had fallen silent and which were alive with the tension of crowded living. In the absence of The Chancer, The Dancer had become the keeper of the street’s emotional register. He noted the way a mother called her child home—sharp with worry or soft with exhaustion—and stored it away. His hesitation was not indecision but a pause for intake, a way of breathing in the mood of the lane before resigning himself to the interior. I held him in the cool embrace of the evening breeze, sensing his reluctance to let the day end without one last connection, one last joke or observation to validate his presence.
The absence of The Chancer was a physical void in the geometry of the group, a missing corner that destabilized the shape of the evening. In the quiet of the night, I seemed to amplify this lack. I felt the Laneboys skirting around the space where he should have been, their conversations trailing off where his voice would have interjected a scheme or a challenge. The hesitation of the spring was, in part, a hesitation to accept this new configuration, a reluctance to close ranks and admit that the circle had shrunk. The Chancer’s ghost lingered in the way they looked at the empty stretch of the quay, in the way they checked over their shoulders as if expecting him to emerge from the mist with a new plan. I remembers its departures as vividly as its arrivals, and in the hollow echo of the night, The Chancer’s absence was as loud as the river itself.
The Divils had retreated into the safety of the domestic sphere, but their presence in I’s memory remained vivid. I felt them in the house, moving in the small spaces left between the furniture and the adults, their energy contained but vibrating. They were the inheritors of this new, hesitant spring, observing the older boys, absorbing the lessons of The Flay’s cunning and The Dart’s strength. They watched the coal fire burn down, their eyes reflecting the embers, learning the economy of warmth. They were learning that I was a place of rules and boundaries, but also of loopholes and secrets. I watched them in their sleep later, twitching with the day’s sensory overload, their dreams populated by the giants and shadows of the lanes.
I, Bardan, the observer, I’s scribe, finally turned toward my own door, the notebook in my pocket pressing against my side like a second heart. The day’s observations churned in my mind—the stagecoach, the river currents, the shifting light, the silence of the missing. I sat by the dying fire, the smell of ash and damp wool filling the room, and opened the pages. Writing was my way of resolving the hesitation, of forcing the fluid, uncertain world into fixed lines of ink. I recorded the way the light had failed, the specific grey of the river, the tension in The Flay’s jaw, the weariness in The Dart’s step. Mam’s voice was a silent pressure in the room, urging accuracy, demanding that I witness not just the events but the texture of the time. To write was to claim ownership of the confusion, to order the chaos of the season into a narrative that could be endured.
The spring of 1944 had not been a season of blooming but of holding back, a long intake of breath before the plunge into whatever came next. I had hesitated, unsure of its own strength, wary of the hope that the elections and the weather teased. But as the night deepened and the frost began to knit itself back together over the puddles, I felt a shift. The hesitation was ending. The boys were hardening. The Flay was plotting, The Dart was working, The Dancer was watching, and I was recording. The softness of childhood was being abraded by the grit of the lanes. I was not waiting for us to be ready; it was moving, dragging us along in its wake.
My River Shannon continued its journey to the sea, indifferent to the night and the sleeping city. It carried the debris of the spring—the broken branches, the discarded refuse, the invisible weight of our oaths and secrets. It flowed past the silent quays, past the towering shadows of the mills and the castle, a constant, muscular presence that defined our limits and our possibilities. We were small against it, temporary flickers of life on its banks, yet we persisted. We had survived the winter, navigated the tentative thaw, and now stood on the threshold of something harder, hotter, and more demanding.
As I closed the notebook and extinguished the candle, the darkness was absolute, but it was not empty. It was filled with the breathing of I, the settling of stone, the rustle of the wind in the eaves. The "Hesitation" was over. The pause had passed. I slept, but its dreams were of movement, of heat, and of the relentless, unyielding progression of time. We were ready, or as ready as we could be, for the summer that was already pressing against the edges of the night, waiting to burn away the mist and reveal the world in all its harsh, bright clarity.
15. Increment
Summer settled over Limerick not with a sudden blaze of glory, but with a pale, hesitant light that seemed unsure of its right to be there. I felt the sun press against the slate roofs and the limestone quays, but it was a heat without conviction, filtered through a high, thin haze that turned the sky the colour of a bruised pearl. The air in the lanes grew thick and still, trapping the smells that usually dispersed in the wind—the sour tang of boiling potatoes, the damp wool of drying coats, and the pervasive, metallic bite of coal smoke. It was a season of increments, of small shifts rather than grand transformations. The My River Shannon moved with a lazy, deliberate weight, its surface an oily glass that reflected the clouds without shattering them. I watched the people move through this thickened air with a conservation of energy, their steps measuring the distance between shade and shade, their voices lowered as if the heat might snap if shouted at.
In the narrow house at the top of the lane, the atmosphere had shifted with the season. At Laman Griffin’s, the heat did not just enter; it accumulated. I felt it pressing against the grease-stained wallpaper and settling into the damp wood of the stairs. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the kitchen with a quiet, frantic energy, her hands never still as she managed the small economies of the household. She wiped surfaces that were already clean and rearranged the few tins on the shelf, her eyes darting toward the door where Laman might enter. Docker sat in the corner, his presence reduced by fatigue and disappointment, moving with the slow, stiff deliberation of a man whose body has become a burden. I observed the tension between them, a silent wire pulled tight across the room. The bicycle, leaning in the corner, became a symbol of potential motion in a room defined by stasis—a promise of escape that required patience and calculation to utilize.
Outside, the lanes hummed with a muted activity. I watched The Flay navigate the streets with a new kind of attention. He did not run; he slid through the crowds, his eyes scanning the shopfronts and the stalls. He had noticed what others missed—the slight easing of the grip of scarcity. Bread was no longer a rumour but a presence on the shelves; butter appeared in small, yellow pats that sweated in the humidity. The Flay muttered about these changes to me, his voice low, cynical yet alert. He claimed the government had loosened its grip, or that the war had shifted enough to let a trickle of plenty reach us. I did not entirely believe his theories, but I recorded his observation: that survival was no longer just about enduring the lack of things, but about navigating their sudden, minor reappearance.
The Laneboys found their rhythm in this hesitant summer. The Dart moved through the alleys with a quiet attentiveness, sensing the currents of I. They avoided the main thoroughfares where the heat reflected blindingly off the shop windows, preferring the cool, damp shadows of the back lanes. I watched them pause at the pumps, splashing water on their faces and necks, the droplets darkening their shirts. They were learning the physics of the season—that water was a reprieve, that shadow was a resource, and that I offered small mercies if you knew where to look. The Chancer, though quieter now, moved with them, his eyes tracking the movement of adults, noting who was tired, who was angry, and who might be distracted enough to drop a coin or leave a gate unlatched.
I, Bardan, the observer, found my own sanctuary away from the pressing heat of the lanes. The Carnegie Library on Pery Square became a refuge of dust and silence. Inside, the air was cool and smelled of old paper and ink—a scent that felt cleaner than the streets. Miss O’Riordan watched me from her desk, her gaze sharp but not unkind, as I pulled volumes of history and lives of saints from the shelves. I read not just for the stories, but for the maps they offered—maps of survival, of endurance, of worlds where the heat did not trap you in a kitchen with a man’s temper. I used the dictionary to parse the words of the adults, decoding the language of authority and evasion. I was building a lexicon of escape, one word at a time, while I outside sweated under the pale sun.
CBS, the stone fortress of our education, remained a theatre of constraint, though the term was winding down. The classrooms were stifling, the windows barely cracked to allow a sliver of air that carried the taunting smell of the river. The masters moved with thinned patience, their robes heavy and black, and their eyes scanning the rows for the lethargy that summer bred. Geography lessons became my private exercise in strategy; as the pointer traced rivers and mountain ranges on the map, I imagined armies marching, supplies moving, and the logistics of crossing borders. I translated the map of Europe onto the map of Limerick—the My River Shannon was the Rhine, the lanes were the trenches, and the boys were the soldiers waiting for the order to move. It was a way of imposing order on the waiting, of turning the stifling boredom into a rehearsal for a life I had not yet begun.
Evenings offered the only true relief. The sun dipped low, casting long, bruised shadows across the river, and the air finally stirred. The Laneboys gathered at the water’s edge, usually at Rocky or one of the quieter banks where the mud had dried to a cracked mosaic. We skipped stones, the arcs of light catching in the water before vanishing. The Flay spun tales of naval battles and daring escapes, his voice rising above the murmur of the current. He spoke of fleets and admirals, of storms and treasures, stretching the boundaries of I until they seemed to break. I recorded the risks he described, the courage he invented, and the way the other boys leaned in, hungry for a world that was larger than the one that held us. The river listened, indifferent and eternal, carrying our small splashes and great stories downstream toward the Atlantic, washing I clean of its daily dust.
The heat of the day drove I inward, seeking the cool, high-ceilinged sanctuary of the Carnegie Library. I felt the boys enter this space not merely as a refuge from the sun, but as a deliberate step out of the suffocating reality of the lanes. The library smelled of dust, floor wax, and the dry, sweet scent of aging paper—an aroma distinct from the damp rot and coal smoke that clung to the rest of I. Here, the silence was not the heavy, withholding silence of a family feud or a fearful street, but a hushed reverence, a suspension of I’s usual noise. I watched The Flay navigate the shelves with a hunger that had shifted from his belly to his eyes. He did not browse; he hunted. He sought the dictionary as if it were a codebook for a war he was secretly fighting, looking up words that the adults used to keep children in their place, dismantling their authority syllable by syllable. I felt his satisfaction when a definition unlocked a new layer of understanding, a small, invisible increment of power gained against the world of Laman Griffin and schoolmasters.
Miss O’Riordan presided over this domain with a gaze that was sharp but fundamentally permissive. She watched the Laneboys not as nuisances, but as acolytes of the written word. I observed her observing them—The Dart looking at pictures of ships and engines, his mind tracing the mechanics of a world he wished to build; The Dancer reading stories of adventure that mirrored his own desire for a narrative less grim than the one the lanes provided. I, Bardan, the chronicler, sat with the lives of saints and the histories of revolutions, mapping the distance between the holiness we were taught and the survival we practiced. The library was a neutral ground, a territory where the rules of the lane—strength, shouting, speed—were suspended in favour of quiet, sustained attention. It was here that the "Increment" of the season felt most profound; not a change in the weather, but a change in the mind, a slow accumulation of words and ideas that would eventually weigh enough to tip the scales of their lives.
Outside, the reality of the season pressed back in. In the house at the top of the lane, the air was thick with the smell of old grease and the heavy, humid presence of Laman Griffin. I felt the tension in the floorboards, a vibration caused not by movement but by the suppression of it. The bicycle stood in the corner, a machine of chrome and rubber that gleamed even in the dim light. It was a totem of freedom, yet it remained stationary, guarded by the implied threat of Laman’s temper. The Flay circled this object with his eyes, calculating the cost of usage against the desire for motion. I watched the domestic politics play out in the way a cup was set down, the way a chair was moved, the way glances were avoided. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through this atmosphere with a practiced invisibility, managing the moods of the men as she managed the rations—sparingly, carefully, ensuring that nothing spilled over.
The "Increment" of the summer also manifested in the markets. I watched The Flay accompany his mother, his role shifting from child to guardian and back again. The stalls were fuller now; the frantic, scraping desperation of winter had eased into a wary calculation. There were cabbages that were not entirely wilted, cuts of meat that were not solely gristle and bone. I felt the change in the way the women shopped; they no longer grabbed, they selected. The Flay observed this shift, noting that survival was now a matter of choice rather than pure chance. He watched the vendors, learning the theatre of commerce—the feigned disinterest, the sudden offer, the mutual nod that sealed a bargain. He saw that I ran on these small transactions, these incremental agreements between need and supply, and he stored the knowledge away, understanding that a man who could negotiate a price could negotiate his way out of a lane.
But I always demands a physical toll, and the heat eventually drove the boys from the intellectual cool of the library and the stifling tension of the house to my River Shannon. At Rocky, the water was low but the current remained muscular and cold, a living thing that did not care about rationing or dictionaries. I watched them strip down to their undergarments, their bodies pale and thin against the dark mud of the bank. Here, the "Increment" was measured in courage. The Dart tested the depth, diving into pools that swirled with hidden debris, surfacing with gasps that were half shock, half delight. The river washed away the dust of the library and the grease of the house, leaving them raw and clean.
The Flay did not dive with the reckless abandon of the others. He entered the water as he entered a story—deliberately, checking the currents, measuring the distance to the far bank. He turned the swim into a narrative, shouting about U-boats and sharks, transforming a piece of drifting timber into a periscope, a splash into a depth charge. I listened to his voice echo off the stone arches of the bridge, realizing that for him, the water was another stage. He was rewriting the afternoon, editing out the hunger and the heat, pasting in danger and heroism. The other boys played along, grateful for the script, but I noted the difference: they were swimming in the My River Shannon; The Flay was swimming in a river of his own invention.
The Chancer’s absence was a silent undertow in these gatherings. I felt the boys looking for him in the gaps between their games, waiting for his sharp whistle or his sudden, darting run. The space where he should have been was filled with a specific kind of quiet, a hesitation before a joke was told, and a pause before a dare was accepted. I had swallowed him, or perhaps he had swallowed I and moved on, but his lack of presence was a constant reminder that the group was permeable, that the "Increment" of time also meant the subtraction of friends. We were learning that growth often looked like loss from a distance.
As the afternoon wore on, the sun began to dip, casting long, bruised shadows across the water. The boys climbed out, shivering despite the lingering heat, their skin prickled with gooseflesh. They dried themselves with rough shirts, the fabric scratching against damp skin. I watched them dress, covering the vulnerability of their bodies with the armour of their clothes—the patched trousers, the worn coats, the boots that were too big or too small. They were reclaiming their identities as Laneboys, hardening themselves for the return to the streets. The river had offered a reprieve, but it had not changed the facts of their existence.
The walk back to the lanes was slower. The energy of the swim had dissipated, replaced by the gnawing awareness of supper—or the lack of it. I felt their footsteps on my pavement, heavy and rhythmic. They passed the cinema, glancing at the posters of cowboys and gangsters, measuring their own small lives against the giant, technicolour lies on the wall. The Flay lingered a moment longer than the rest, staring at a face that was ten feet tall and devoid of fear. I saw the calculation in his eyes, the "Increment" of ambition ticking upward. He was not just watching; he was planning. He was realizing that the distance between the lane and the screen was not just miles, but will.
The evening settled over Limerick, a grey blanket tucking I in for the night. The lights in the houses flickered on, weak yellow squares against the encroaching dark. I held them all—the readers, the swimmers, the schemers—in the palm of my streets, knowing that this summer was a hinge. They were opening, slowly, creakily, to a world that was larger than the parish, larger than the famine of their childhoods. The "Increment" was small, barely noticeable to the eye, but I felt it in the way they moved, in the way they watched, in the way they waited for the next day not with dread, but with a terrifying, silent expectation.
The most potent symbol of the season’s "Increment" stood leaning against the peeling wallpaper of the kitchen in Laman Griffin’s house: the bicycle. I felt the weight of the machine on my floorboards, a construct of chrome and rubber that seemed to vibrate with a potential energy at odds with the stifling, grease-scented air of the room. It was not merely a vehicle; it was a boundary marker. Laman Griffin, a man whose heaviness seemed to press the very air out of the kitchen, claimed ownership of it, but The Flay circled the object with a hunger that was palpable. I watched the boy’s eyes trace the curve of the handlebars and the tension of the chain, calculating the physics of escape. The bicycle represented a multiplication of the self, a way to extend one’s reach beyond the damp radius of the lanes and the slow, trudging pace of a pedestrian life.
The struggle for the bicycle wasn't silent; it was a siege. Laman Griffin sat by the fire, the bicycle leaning against the wall behind him like a chained beast. The Flay watched him, measuring the man’s intake of porter against the drooping of his eyelids. "Don't touch it," Griffin grunted, his eyes closed, sensing The Flay’s proximity. "That machine costs more than you." The Flay retreated, but he didn't leave. He waited in the scullery until the grunts turned to heavy, wet snores. Then he moved. He didn't roll the bike; he lifted it, straining under the chrome and rubber, carrying it inch by inch across the linoleum so the wheels wouldn't squeak. His mother watched from the doorway, her hand over her mouth, terrified. The Flay met her eyes and didn't blink. He wasn't asking for permission anymore. He eased the latch open and stepped out into the night, the bicycle finally his, if only for an hour.
When the moment came, it was an explosion of suppressed motion. The Flay wheeled the machine out into the lane, the tires whispering against the stone, a sound of illicit freedom. I watched the Laneboys gather around it, their faces reflecting the chrome’s distortion. The Dart touched the frame with a reverence usually reserved for religious statues, while The Dancer spun the pedals, listening to the click-whir of the gears like it was music. The "Increment" here was speed. For boys used to the friction of hobnailed boots on rough stone, the bicycle offered a smoothness, a gliding disconnect from the earth that felt like flight.
They took turns, wobbling at first, then finding the gyroscopic balance that turns metal and flesh into a single moving unit. The Flay rode with a desperate intensity, his legs pumping not just for the joy of it, but to put distance between himself and the house, between himself and the reality of his dependence. I felt the vibration of the wheels on my streets, a hum of defiance. They rode beyond the usual boundaries, pushing the "Increment" of their territory outward. The bicycle allowed them to reach the edges of I, where the Georgian grid dissolved into the chaotic green of the fields and the orchards that lay waiting.
The orchard raids, previously limited by the fatigue of the long walk, now became strikes of precision. The bicycle became a beast of burden, carrying the spoils of their gleaning—apples tucked into shirts, plums filling pockets. I observed the change in their demeanour; they were no longer scavengers picking at I’s hem, but raiders striking and retreating with mechanized speed. The Flay narrated these excursions as military campaigns, the bicycle a tank or a charger, the orchard a fortress to be breached. I noted the reality beneath the story: the sweat, the fear of discovery, the sheer physical effort of pedalling double with a load of fruit and a friend on the handlebars.
Yet, the return was always a contraction. The bicycle had to be cleaned, the mud wiped from the fenders, the evidence of its liberation erased before Laman woke or returned. I watched The Flay perform this reverse ritual, his hands shaking slightly not from exertion, but from the adrenaline of the deception. He placed the machine back in its corner, restoring the tableau of domestic submission, but the energy in the room had changed. He now possessed a secret, a knowledge of the machine’s capabilities that the owner did not share. He knew how it handled on the wet cobbles of the Dock Road, how it cornered near the Treaty Stone. The "Increment" was in the knowledge; the bicycle was Laman’s property, but the ride—the experience of speed and wind—belonged to The Flay.
I, Bardan, chronicled this duality. I saw how the bicycle became a wedge between the boy and the man, a silent challenge. It was a lesson in the mechanics of power: he who controls the means of movement controls the horizon. The Flay was learning that authority could be circumvented if one had the nerve to seize the tools of the oppressor when they slept. The summer heat pressed down, but in the saddle, with the wind cooling the sweat on his neck, The Flay found a temperature of his own making. I, usually a cage of stone, became a network of paths, all leading away.
August brought a break in the monotony of the heat with the arrival of a travelling carnival, a ragged collection of wagons and canvas that set up in a field on the edge of I. I watched the boys approach this spectacle not with the wide-eyed wonder of younger children, but with the calculating gaze of those who had learned that nothing in I arrived without a cost. The fairground smelled of roasted nuts, diesel fumes, and the sweet, cloying scent of spun sugar—a sensory invasion that cut through the usual damp turf and river mud. To the Laneboys, this was not merely entertainment; it was a new text to be read, a lesson in the mechanics of distraction.
We stood in the shadow of the Rifle Range, the smell of diesel and burnt sugar coating our throats. The Flay didn't watch the target; he watched the man in the grease-stained vest loading the guns. "Watch his thumb," The Flay whispered, nudging me. A farmer stepped up, paid his sixpence, and aimed. The Flay counted down under his breath: "Three, two, one... miss." The shot went wide left. The Flay pointed to the barrel of the next gun on the counter. "The sight is filed down on the right side," he said, his voice flat. "You'd have to aim at the teddy bear to hit the duck." He picked up a discarded hoop from the dirt, walked to the block, and tried to force it over. It stuck. "Square block, round hole," he said, dropping the hoop. "The only thing you win here is a lesson.” It was a lesson in scepticism, a hardening of the mind against the lure of easy victory.
The Dart, usually grounded in the physical reality of labour, found himself mesmerized by the test-of-strength machine. He watched men swing the mallet, the bell ringing out a hollow clang that echoed over the field. I felt the tension in his shoulders, the desire to prove that the muscle built hauling coal and timber translated into this currency of masculinity. But he held back, checking his pockets where the coins were scarce. The "Increment" for The Dart was in restraint; he learned that strength did not always need to be performed to be real, and that the cost of the swing was not worth the few moments of validation.
The Dancer navigated the crowds with a different purpose. He watched the faces of the people, the way the music and the lights softened the hard lines of worry on the faces of mothers and fathers. He saw how the carnival offered a brief, purchased reprieve from the reality of the lanes. I observed him tracking a family sharing a bag of chips, his eyes lingering on the easy intimacy of the moment. He was learning that joy, however manufactured, had value in a city defined by scarcity. He moved with a social agility, dodging drunken men and navigating the crush of bodies, his humour a shield against the rougher edges of the crowd.
The Chancer’s absence was a physical ache in this setting. This was his natural habitat—a place of chance, risk, and calculation. I felt the boys glance at the spaces where he should have been, imagining how he would have engaged with the card sharps or the dice games. The void he left was a reminder that our circle had shrunk, that the "Increment" of time also meant the attrition of friendship. We walked past the gambling tents without stopping, as if acknowledging that without our luck-bringer, the odds were too heavily stacked against us.
I, Bardan, recorded the contrast between the gaudy brightness of the fair and the grey persistence of I looming behind it. I noted the grease paint on the clowns that cracked like dry mud, the tired eyes of the women selling tickets, the way the magic dissolved the moment you stepped away from the lights. The carnival was a temporary layer painted over the permanent reality of Limerick. It taught us that escape was fleeting, a commodity to be bought by the minute. We left with our pockets empty but our minds full of the mechanics of illusion. We had not been seduced; we had been educated. We walked back toward the lanes, the music fading into the hum of the river, returning to the solid, unvarnished truth of stone and water. The summer had added another layer to our understanding: the world was full of tricks, and survival depended on spotting the wires.
Summer waned not with a sudden collapse of heat, but with a slow, deliberate retraction of light, as if the sun were reclaiming its hours minute by minute. I felt the "Increment" of the season settle into the stones. The dust that had coated the lanes in August began to dampen under the returning heavy dew of September mornings, turning from a powder that danced in the air to a paste that clung to boots. The frantic energy of the long evenings—the bicycle rides to the orchard, the swims at Rocky, and the carnival games—solidified into memory, leaving behind a residue of restlessness. The Laneboys had grown in the interval; trousers that had touched ankles in May now rode high on shins, wrists protruded from sleeves, and faces had lost the soft, unformed look of early childhood, replaced by the sharper angles of boys who were learning to calculate the cost of their own survival.
I watched The Flay in the final days of the holiday, observing a change in his accounting. The "Increment" he had sought all summer was not merely physical; it was a hoarding of intent. The bicycle, Laman’s prized machine, was reclaimed by the adult world as the weather turned, parked once more in the kitchen corner like a dormant beast. But The Flay no longer looked at it with simple longing. He looked at it with knowledge. He knew the weight of it on a curve, the resistance of the pedals against a hill, the speed it could offer. He had stolen the experience, if not the object, and that knowledge was a deposit in his internal ledger that could not be repossessed. He sat by the fire, silence wrapped around him like a coat, tallying the shillings from the orchard sales and the lessons from the library, planning the next expansion of his territory.
The Dart carried the summer in his shoulders. The physical labour—hauling turf, lifting crates, testing his strength at the carnival—had added a density to his frame. He moved with less bounce and more planted weight, his boots striking the pavement with a heavier, more authoritative rhythm. The "Increment" for him was confidence in his own utility. He knew now that his hands could alter the world, could move objects and build warmth. He stood at the corner of the lane, watching the coal carts pass, no longer just a spectator but an apprentice to I’s endless work.
The Dancer’s growth was harder to see but easier to feel. He had refined his social radar, the "Increment" of his empathy tuning him into the frequencies of the street. He knew which doors were closed due to grief and which due to poverty; he knew when a joke would land and when it would shatter the fragile peace of a kitchen. I saw him mediating a dispute between two younger boys over a game of marbles, his voice low and reasonable, using the same de-escalation tactics he had observed in the carnival barkers and the shopkeepers. He was becoming I’s diplomat, a boy who understood that peace was often just a matter of finding the right words to fill the silence.
The Divils remained the quietest observers of this accumulation. They had absorbed the summer’s lessons through osmosis, watching the older boys, mimicking their stances, learning the geography of the river and the library. They were the repository of the group’s history, the ones who remembered exactly where the biggest plum tree was, or which stone at Rocky was loose. Their "Increment" was memory; they were building the map of their childhood, placing markers on the dangers and the joys, ensuring that nothing was lost to the river’s flow.
I, Bardan, sat with my notebook as the evenings drew in, the light fading too fast to write by without a candle. I reviewed the season’s entries: the hesitation of spring, the heat of July, the taste of stolen fruit, and the smell of the library books. The "Increment" was on the page, a slow stacking of words that built a wall against the forgetting. I realized that writing was the only way to keep the summer from dissolving into the damp grey of the coming autumn. It was an act of preservation, a refusal to let the small victories of the Laneboys vanish into the maw of Limerick’s history.
As the schools prepared to reopen, the smell of floor wax and stale chalk drifting out from the open doors of CBS, I braced itself. The freedom of the river and the bicycle was ending, replaced by the discipline of the bell and the strap. But the boys who returned to the desks were not the same ones who had left them in June. They carried the "Increment" with them—the secrets of the orchard, the logic of the carnival, the silence of the library. They were harder, faster, and more aware of the transactional nature of their world.
The My River Shannon flowed on, dark and swollen with the first autumn rains, indifferent to the changes on its banks. But I knew. I felt the difference in the weight of their steps and the sharpness of their eyes. They had taken what the summer offered—the heat, the risk, the small freedoms—and they had banked it. They were ready for the dark months, for the cold that would test the strength of what they had built. The season of growth was over; the season of endurance was about to begin.
16. Saturation
Autumn descended upon Limerick not with the gentle release of summer, but as a hostile takeover by the elements. I felt the shift in the unrelenting verticality of the rain, a curtain of grey water that seemed to stitch the low, heavy sky to the slate roofs. The season was defined by saturation; the damp did not merely coat the surface of the limestone but seeped into the pores of the walls, the timber of the doorframes, and the wool of the coats worn by the people hurrying through the lanes. The air grew heavy, losing the expansive quality of the summer evenings and closing in with a scent of wet ash, decaying leaves, and the metallic tang of the river rising to meet the quays. The My River Shannon, swollen and muscular, moved with a dark, opaque purpose, no longer reflecting the sky but absorbing the light, a brown artery pulsing through the heart of a city that had turned its collar up against the wind.
I watched the Laneboys navigate this transformed geography. They moved with a new, necessary friction, their boots testing the slick cobbles where the rain had turned dust into a treacherous paste. The Dart led the way, his stride heavy and deliberate. The summer of labour had thickened his frame, and he moved now with the assurance of someone who knew that the ground would hold him if he planted his feet correctly. He scanned the gutters for obstructions, for lost coins washed clean by the downpour, his eyes narrowing against the stinging mist. The Dancer moved in his wake, smaller and more fluid, treating the puddles as a navigational challenge. He skipped and hopped, finding dry islands in the sea of mud, his laughter damp but persistent, a small rebellion against the gloom.
The Flay brought up the rear, a figure of angular misery wrapped in a coat that seemed too large and yet not warm enough. The damp had settled into his chest, bringing with it a cough that rattled like dry stones in a tin can. He did not run; he trudged, muttering a narrative of endurance to an audience of wet bricks and indifference. He brandished a stick, slashing at the rain-heavy nettles that encroached on the lane, turning the walk into a battle against the encroaching wildness of the season. I felt his resentment of the cold, a physical vibration of shivering and spite. He was already rewriting the weather in his head, transforming the miserable drizzle into a biblical deluge, casting himself as the survivor of a great flood.
I streets felt smaller, compressed by the low clouds and the early onset of twilight. Shopkeepers stood in their doorways, arms crossed, watching the rain empty the thoroughfares. Their faces were set in lines of grim calculation, measuring the lack of footfall against the cost of the gaslight hissing above their heads. Rumours of shortages—coal, bread, tea—passed between the houses, carried on the damp air like spores. I heard the whispers through the thin walls of the terraces: the fear that the winter to come would be harder than the last, that the war’s end had not brought the promised relief, but only a new kind of scarcity.
Inside the kitchen, The Flay’s aul’ one sat with the newspapers spread before her, the paper soft and damp at the edges. She read with a forensic intensity, her eyes tracking the movements of armies and politicians, translating global shifts into local consequences. She was looking for the logic behind the empty shelves, searching for a sign that the saturation of bad news might break. I watched her stiffen at reports of strikes and tariffs, her mind mapping the risks to her own household. She was the strategist of the hearth, calculating how many weeks the turf would last, how thin the butter could be scraped, how long the boys’ boots would hold against the wet.
Outside, the countryside pushed against I’s limits. Farmers brought carts laden with the last of the root vegetables, the turnips and potatoes caked in heavy, wet clay. They moved with the slow, sodden rhythm of men who worked the earth and knew that the land did not care for human comfort. The Divils watched these carts from the safety of a doorway, their eyes wide and tracking the mud that fell from the wheels. They were learning the texture of the season, the way I smelled when it was wet—a mix of animal sweat, peat smoke, and the deep, old odour of the river.
Play persisted, but it was forced into the margins. The riverbank at Plassey was no longer a place of leisure but a test of endurance. The boys gathered there, not to swim, but to watch the water tear at the banks. The currents were sharper, the stones slippery with green algae. The Dart challenged the others to stand on the furthest rocks, the water swirling inches from their boots. It was a game of nerve, a way of asserting control over a landscape that felt increasingly hostile. I recorded their movements: the slip of a heel, the frantic windmill of arms to regain balance, the sharp intake of breath as the cold water breached the leather of a shoe.
This was the season of saturation—of water, of worry, of the slow steeping of I in the reality of another hard year. I, Bardan, the observer, stood apart, my notebook shielded under my jacket, the ink threatening to run on the damp pages. I noted the way the light failed early, turning I into a collection of grey silhouettes. I noted the set of The Flay’s jaw as he looked at the dark windows of the rich houses, a mixture of envy and judgment. I was closing in, tightening its grip, and we were all being pressed into the shapes necessary to survive the wet and the dark.
As the season deepened, the work of survival became more intricate, demanding a physical engagement with the saturated streets that left muscles aching and skin raw. I watched as the boys took on the burden of labour, their bodies becoming instruments of I’s economy. Mr. John Hannon, a man whose legs were failing him but whose spirit remained as stubborn as the limestone quays, required help with the delivery of coal and turf. I felt the weight of his horse, Segosha, on my cobbles, the iron shoes striking sparks that were instantly extinguished by the relentless drizzle. The Dart and The Flay stepped into this tableau of wet leather and black dust, their breath mingling with the steam rising from the horse’s flanks. The rain did not simply fall; it coated the coal sacks in a slick, black sheen, increasing their weight and making the simple act of lifting a treacherous negotiation with gravity.
The Dart moved with a stoicism that mirrored the horse itself. He hauled the sacks, his shoulders broadening under the load, his boots finding purchase in the mud that slicked the laneways. I observed the way he adjusted his grip, his hands blackened and stiff with cold, refusing to let the sack slip. He was learning that I rewarded endurance, that the ability to carry a burden without complaint was a currency as valuable as the shilling he would earn at the day’s end. The rain saturated his coat, soaking through to the shirt beneath, but he generated a heat of his own, a steam of exertion that marked his passage through the grey afternoon. He did not speak, conserving his breath for the stairs he had to climb, the narrow hallways where damp plaster crumbled at the touch of a shoulder.
The Flay’s role with Mr. Hannon was different, a study in guidance and observation. He led Segosha, his hand on the bridle, speaking low words to the animal that were lost to the wind. I felt the connection between the boy and the beast, a shared understanding of the misery of the weather. The Flay navigated the cart through the tightest arteries of I, judging the width of alleys against the hubs of the wheels, calculating the turn radius on slick stones. It was a geometry of labour, a practical application of the physics of mud and momentum. He watched the windows of the houses they passed, noting who was home, who peered out from behind lace curtains with envy or pity, and who ignored the struggle entirely. His mind was already rewriting the scene, turning the drudgery into a Dickensian epic where he was the tragic hero of the coal run, but his body remained locked in the rhythmic trudge of the work.
While The Dart and The Flay laboured in the open, exposed to the saturation of the elements, a different kind of immersion was taking place at the house of Mrs. Finucane in Irishtown. As evening approached and the light failed completely, The Flay washed the coal dust from his hands—though the grit remained under his nails—and made his way to her door. This was a transition from the physical weight of fuel to the moral weight of ink and threat. I watched him enter the stifling atmosphere of her parlour, where the air was thick not with rain, but with the cloying scent of sherry, old dust, and the dry, papery smell of ledgers. Here, the saturation was one of influence and debt.
He sat across from the old woman, her eyes magnified by thick spectacles, and became a scribe of intimidation. I looked over his shoulder as he drafted letters to the women of the lanes who had fallen behind on their payments. He used words he had culled from dictionaries, heavy, legalistic phrases like "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings." I felt the thrill that ran through him as he wrote, a dark electricity born of the power to instil fear. He was weaponing language, turning the damp desperation of I against its own inhabitants. The rain lashing against the windowpane served only to underscore the warmth and power of his position inside, a stark contrast to the vulnerability of those who would receive these missives in the morning.
But the work at Mrs. Finucane’s offered a more tangible reward, one that required a suspension of conscience. As the sherry took hold of the old woman, lulling her into a hazy stupor, The Flay’s eyes shifted from the ledger to her purse. I observed the calculation, the precise moment he decided to act. He did not grab; he extracted. A shilling here, a sixpence there, coins slipped into his pocket with the silence of a shadow. He rationalized the theft as a commission, a tax on her greed, a necessary accumulation for his own escape to America. I recorded this duality: the boy who dutifully hauled coal in the rain and the boy who stole from a sleeping woman in the sherry-soaked gloom. I was teaching him that morality was fluid, shaped by necessity and opportunity, just as the river was shaped by its banks.
In contrast to the moral murkiness of Irishtown, The Flay’s aul’ one found work at Mr. Sliney’s house on the South Circular Road. Here, the saturation was of a different kind—a saturation of comfort, of dry heat, of order. I watched her move through rooms that smelled of beeswax and roasted meat, a world away from the damp rot of the lanes. She tended to the eccentric old man with a patience that was almost saintly, navigating his moods and demands with a quiet dignity. The Flay observed this too, on the occasions he visited or waited for her. He noted the heavy curtains that shut out the draft, the carpets that muffled the sound of footsteps, the china that clinked softly rather than the tin mugs of home.
The Dancer, whose social radar was always tuned to the frequencies of the street, observed these transitions with a critical eye. He saw the toll the coal hauling took on The Dart’s back and the way The Flay’s eyes hardened after an evening at Finucane’s. The Dancer navigated the space between them, the jester who defused the tension with a well-timed observation about the absurdity of it all. He watched the people of the lanes as they received the threatening letters The Flay penned, noting the fear in their eyes, the way they clutched their shawls tighter. He understood, perhaps better than The Flay, the cost of that power. He saw the community as a web of fragile connections, easily torn by debt or intimidation, and he moved carefully to avoid snapping the threads. His saturation was in the emotional climate of I; he absorbed the anxiety and the humour of the people, carrying it with him like a soaking coat.
The Divils were the scavengers of this wet season. They followed the coal cart at a distance, picking up the small lumps that fell from the sacks, hoarding them in their pockets like black diamonds. I watched them darting through the rain, small figures almost lost in the grey wash of the street. They learned the rhythm of the work without performing it, understanding that I dropped crumbs for those quick enough to catch them. They observed The Flay’s transformation from labourer to scribe, sensing the shift in his demeanour, the growing secrecy that surrounded his evenings. They did not judge; they merely witnessed, their eyes wide and recording the mechanics of survival in a world that offered nothing freely.
I, Bardan, the chronicler, stood at the intersection of these lives, my notebook shielded beneath my jacket. The ink threatened to run on the damp pages, but I pressed on, capturing the texture of the season. I recorded the way the coal dust settled in the lines of The Dart’s face, turning him into a statue of fatigue. I noted the smell of sherry on The Flay’s breath, a scent of corruption masked as sophistication. I described the way the rain turned I into a blurred watercolour, washing away the sharp edges of morality and leaving only the grey wash of necessity. The saturation was complete; we were steeped in I, its water, its dirt, its compromises soaking into us until we could no longer tell where I ended and we began.
The saturation of the season did not stop at the school gates; it permeated the stone walls of the Christian Brothers School, transforming the air inside into a stifling blend of wet wool, chalk dust, and the sour exhalation of damp boys drying against cast-iron radiators. I felt the building inhale the morning rain and hold it, creating a microclimate of discipline and humidity. The windows were opaque with condensation, weeping steady rivulets that mirrored the streets outside, blurring the world until the only reality was the strap, the book, and the voice of the master. Brother Butterballs moved through this heavy atmosphere with a wiry, restless energy, his soutane swishing with a sound like dry leaves, a stark contrast to the sodden quiet of the class. I watched the Laneboys navigate this enclosure, observing how they translated the survival instincts of the streets into the rigid geometry of the classroom.
The Flay sat with a deceptive stillness, his body contorted into the shape of attentiveness while his mind worked on a different plane. To him, the schoolroom was not a place of learning but a theatre of observation, another ledger to be balanced. He watched the master not with fear, but with the cold calculation of a strategist assessing an adversary. I felt the tension in his hands, ink-stained and restless, concealing the muscle memory of the previous night’s thefts and the anticipation of the evening’s threats. He absorbed the geography lessons—maps of rivers and mountain ranges—not as academic facts, but as logistical data, plotting imaginary escape routes and supply lines for a war he fought privately. The saturation here was one of authority; it soaked into the skin, demanding submission, but The Flay had learned to wear compliance like a raincoat, shedding the water while remaining dry underneath.
The Dart found his endurance tested in the afternoon metalwork classes, where the air was thick with the taste of iron filings and scorched wood. Here, the damp of I met the heat of the forge, creating a steam that clung to the skin. I watched him wield the hammer and file, his hands—already roughened by the coal hauling of the morning—moving with a deliberate, heavy rhythm. The master’s patience was thin, his temper sparking like the metal itself, but The Dart absorbed the reprimands with the same stoic silence he offered the rain. He was learning that materials, like I, had a grain and a temper, and that force had to be applied with precision. The physical toll of the day layered upon him, a saturation of fatigue that settled deep in his shoulders, yet he did not break. He filed the metal until it sang, finding a grim satisfaction in imposing order on the unyielding iron.
The Dancer navigated the social currents of the school with the agility of a pilot in a storm. The classroom was a minefield of potential humiliations—a wrong answer, a missing book, a laugh at the wrong moment— moved through it by sensing the atmospheric pressure of the room. He knew when to offer a distraction, when to vanish into his collar, and when to offer a small, silent kindness to a boy on the verge of tears. I observed him passing a scrap of paper to a struggling neighbour, a gesture performed with the sleight of hand of a street magician. His survival was communal; he kept the morale of the row afloat, diffusing the saturation of fear with a well-timed, silent grimace or a shared rolling of eyes that said, this too is weather, and it will pass.
The Divils were small anchors in the swirling tide of the junior classes. They sat together, a unit of silent observation, their eyes tracking the water dripping from a coat hook or the slow movement of the clock hands. They were learning the rhythm of institutional time, a slow, grinding saturation that differed from the frantic pace of the lanes. I felt their small heartbeats syncing with the heavy, ticking silence of the room. They absorbed the lessons of the older boys—how to stand without drawing attention, how to speak without revealing thought—and stored them away. They were I’s memory in formation, recording the texture of the boredom and the sudden, sharp violence of the strap with equal, wide-eyed impartiality.
The Chancer’s absence was a physical void in the classroom, a desk that should have been occupied by his sharp wit and restless energy. I felt the Laneboys glance at the empty space, measuring their own confinement against his imagined freedom in Liverpool. His absence was another kind of saturation—a soaking awareness that the group was porous, that boys could leak away into the wider world, leaving only a hollow space and a story behind. The school, usually a place of containment, now felt like a holding pen for those left behind, a place where they waited for their own chance to spill out into the world.
As the bell rang, releasing them back into the darkening afternoon, the transition was a physical shock. The air outside was colder, cleaner, and sharper than the recycled breath of the school. I watched them spill onto the wet pavement, their movements loosening, shoulders dropping. They moved back into the formation of the lanes—The Dart leading with heavy steps, The Flay observing the shadows, The Dancer scanning the faces of the crowd. They carried the school’s dampness with them, a layer of chalk and discipline that would need to be scrubbed off by the wind and the river.
The walk home was a journey through a city that was darkening early, the streetlamps sputtering into life against the twilight fog. I held them in the narrow arteries of the lanes, feeling the shift in their attention. The discipline of the school faded, replaced by the immediate, sharp calculations of the street. The Flay’s mind turned back to Mrs. Finucane and the night’s work; The Dart checked the sky for signs of snow that would make the morning’s coal run treacherous. The saturation of the day—the rain, the learning, the fatigue—had steeped them in the reality of Limerick, curing them like leather, toughening them for the night to come.
Night did not fall upon Limerick so much as it seeped up from the sodden earth, a dark, viscous tide rising to meet the descending fog. I felt the weight of the evening settle into the mortar of the Georgian terraces and the crumbling plaster of the lanes, a saturation of shadow that matched the saturation of the ground. The streetlamps flickered into life, their gas flames sputtering inside glass casings slick with condensation, casting pools of jaundice-yellow light that struggled to penetrate the mist. Inside the houses, the damp was a guest that refused to leave, clinging to the wallpaper which peeled in slow, curling strips, and settling into the woollen blankets that never felt truly dry. The air smelled of wet ash, boiling cabbage, and the pervasive, metallic tang of the river, which seemed to have permeated the very brickwork of the town.
I watched The Flay separate from the group as the evening rituals began, his figure retreating not into the warmth of home but toward the stifling, sherry-scented orbit of Mrs. Finucane. The transition from the cold, wet air of the street to the overheated, dusty atmosphere of her parlour was a physical shock, a shift from one form of oppression to another. He sat at her table, the oil lamp casting long, distorted shadows against the walls, and dipped his pen into the inkwell. The saturation here was one of language; he filled page after page with words that were too heavy for a boy’s hand—"litigious anticipation," "imminence of proceedings"—phrases he had culled from dictionaries to terrify the destitute debtors of the lanes,. I felt the ink soaking into the cheap paper, just as the guilt and the power soaked into The Flay’s consciousness. He was becoming a vessel for the old woman’s greed, his mind steeping in the arithmetic of usury while his body remained that of a boy in a damp coat.
The Dart’s evening was defined by a different kind of heaviness, a saturation of physical fatigue that settled deep in the muscles. He returned to a home where the fire struggled against the draft, the turf sods hissing as the moisture within them turned to steam. I observed him slumped in a chair, his hands—roughened by the metalwork class and the cold—resting heavily on his knees. He watched the fire with a dull, hypnotic stare, too tired to speak, his body absorbing the meagre heat with a desperate thirst. The dampness of the room seemed to press against him, weighing down his eyelids, slowing his pulse. He was learning that in the lanes, rest was not a restoration but merely a pause in the endurance, a moment to wring out the exhaustion before the next day’s saturation began,
The Dancer moved through the evening with a restless energy that the weather could not entirely dampen, though it forced his activities indoors. He navigated the crowded space of his own kitchen, where the air was thick with the breath of siblings and the smell of drying clothes. I felt his attention darting around the room, reading the mood of his parents, gauging the tension that rose with the steam from the cooking pot. He became the absorbent material for the family’s anxieties, soaking up the unspoken worries about rent and rations so that others might not drown in them. He offered small jokes, light and fragile as paper boats, trying to keep them afloat on the heavy tide of the evening’s gloom. His saturation was emotional; he took on the colour and weight of the room, a chameleon of survival who kept the peace by becoming whatever the moment required,
The Divils were confined by the weather to the small radius of the hearth, their world shrinking to the patch of floorboards warmed by the grate. I watched them play with a silent, synchronized intensity, using scraps of wood and coal as tokens in a game only they understood. They were sponges for the atmosphere, absorbing the low murmurs of the adults, the rattle of the wind in the chimney, the drip of the leak in the corner. They did not complain about the damp or the cold; they simply adapted, their small bodies curling together for warmth, their eyes wide and reflective, mirroring the firelight. They were I’s quietest witnesses, recording the texture of the evening—the rough grain of the floor, the scratch of wool, the taste of the air—with a sensory precision that needed no words,
The Chancer’s absence was a void that the evening fog seemed to amplify. In the silence of the lanes, I felt the boys thinking of him, imagining him in Liverpool where the fog might be thicker, the work harder, the cold sharper. His distance was a different kind of saturation—a soaking in of the unknown, of a world beyond the parish boundaries. I held the memory of his quick step and sharp laugh, contrasting it with the heavy, muffled atmosphere of the current night. I felt his lack as a missing beat in its heart, a gap in the flow of the evening that no amount of rain could fill,
I, Bardan, sat in the corner of my own kitchen, the notebook open on my knees, the paper damp to the touch. The ink moved slowly, threatening to bleed into the fibres, as I tried to capture the specific weight of the night. I wrote about the way the gaslight blurred in the windowpane, the sound of boots squelching in the mud outside, the feeling of I pressing in on all sides. Writing was an act of wringing out the mind, of squeezing the day’s observations onto the page so that I could sleep without drowning in them. I recorded The Flay’s thefts, The Dart’s exhaustion, The Dancer’s vigilance, and The Divils’ silence, preserving them against the erosion of the damp. The saturation was total—earth, stone, air, and spirit—all heavy with the season’s relentless accumulation,
As the hour grew late, I’s sounds diminished to the barest essentials: the rush of the river, the distant shunting of a train, the coughing of a neighbour through a thin wall. The frost began to knit itself back together over the puddles, forming a skin of ice that would crack under the first boot of the morning. I felt the boys settling into their sleep, their breathing shallow in the cold rooms, their dreams drifting like smoke. They were suspended in the saturation of the season, steeped in the grey reality of Limerick, waiting for the release of sleep to dry them out, if only for a few hours, before the cycle of rain and stone began again,.
The walls of the houses, porous and old, drank the night mist, holding it within their structures just as they held the lives of the families inside. I held them all in my damp embrace, a container for their struggles and their sleep. The "Saturation" was not just a weather condition; it was a state of being, a way of life where the boundaries between the self and I blurred, where the cold of the street became the cold of the blood, and the endurance of the stone became the endurance of the boy. We were all heavy with it, weighted down and waiting, sinking slowly into the deep, dark quiet of the Limerick night.
Night in Limerick does not fall so much as it seeps up from the sodden earth, a dark, viscous tide rising to meet the descending fog. I felt the weight of the evening settle into the mortar of the Georgian terraces and the crumbling plaster of the lanes, a saturation of shadow that matched the saturation of the ground. The streetlamps flickered into life, their gas flames sputtering inside glass casings slick with condensation, casting pools of jaundice-yellow light that struggled to penetrate the mist. Inside the houses, the damp was a guest that refused to leave, clinging to the wallpaper which peeled in slow, curling strips, and settling into the woollen blankets that never felt truly dry. The air smelled of wet ash, boiling cabbage, and the pervasive, metallic tang of the river, which seemed to have permeated the very brickwork of the town. The "Saturation" was no longer just external weather; it was the atmosphere of existence, a heavy, wet blanket tucked around the soul of I.
I watched The Flay separate from the group as the evening rituals began, his figure retreating not into the warmth of home but toward the stifling, sherry-scented orbit of Mrs. Finucane. The transition from the cold, wet air of the street to the overheated, dusty atmosphere of her parlour was a physical shock, a shift from one form of oppression to another. He sat at her table, the oil lamp casting long, distorted shadows against the walls, and dipped his pen into the inkwell. The saturation here was one of language and leverage; he filled page after page with words that were too heavy for a boy’s hand—"litigious anticipation," "imminence of proceedings"—phrases he had culled from dictionaries to terrify the destitute debtors of the lanes. I felt the ink soaking into the cheap paper, just as the guilt and the power soaked into The Flay’s consciousness. He was becoming a vessel for the old woman’s greed, his mind steeping in the arithmetic of usury while his body remained that of a boy in a damp coat. The sherry fumes and the dust of old ledgers coated his throat, a dry saturation that contrasted with the wet world outside, marking him with the scent of a different kind of survival.
The Dart’s evening was defined by a different kind of heaviness, a saturation of physical fatigue that settled deep in the muscles. He returned to a home where the fire struggled against the draft, the turf sods hissing as the moisture within them turned to steam. I observed him slumped in a chair, his hands—roughened by the metalwork class and the cold—resting heavily on his knees. He watched the fire with a dull, hypnotic stare, too tired to speak, his body absorbing the meagre heat with a desperate thirst. The dampness of the room seemed to press against him, weighing down his eyelids, slowing his pulse. He was learning that in the lanes, rest was not a restoration but merely a pause in the endurance, a moment to wring out the exhaustion before the next day’s saturation began. His silence was not empty; it was full of the day's friction, the memory of the coal sack's bite on his shoulder, the vibration of the hammer in his hand. I held him in the quiet of the kitchen, feeling the slow recharge of his strength, a resilience that was as stubborn as the moss growing on the lane walls.
The Dancer moved through the evening with a restless energy that the weather could not entirely dampen, though it forced his activities indoors. He navigated the crowded space of his own kitchen, where the air was thick with the breath of siblings and the smell of drying clothes. I felt his attention darting around the room, reading the mood of his parents, gauging the tension that rose with the steam from the cooking pot. He became the absorbent material for the family’s anxieties, soaking up the unspoken worries about rent and rations so that others might not drown in them. He offered small jokes, light and fragile as paper boats, trying to keep them afloat on the heavy tide of the evening’s gloom. His saturation was emotional; he took on the colour and weight of the room, a chameleon of survival who kept the peace by becoming whatever the moment required. I watched him smooth over a quarrel with a well-timed distraction, his face a mask of cheer that hid the watchful calculation beneath.
The Divils were confined by the weather to the small radius of the hearth, their world shrinking to the patch of floorboards warmed by the grate. I watched them play with a silent, synchronized intensity, using scraps of wood and coal as tokens in a game only they understood. They were sponges for the atmosphere, absorbing the low murmurs of the adults, the rattle of the wind in the chimney, the drip of the leak in the corner. They did not complain about the damp or the cold; they simply adapted, their small bodies curling together for warmth, their eyes wide and reflective, mirroring the firelight. They were I’s quietest witnesses, recording the texture of the evening—the rough grain of the floor, the scratch of wool, the taste of the air—with a sensory precision that needed no words. Their silence was a form of saturation, a deep drinking in of the reality of their childhood, storing it away in the marrow for a future they could not yet imagine.
The Chancer’s absence was a void that the evening fog seemed to amplify. In the silence of the lanes, I felt the boys thinking of him, imagining him in Liverpool where the fog might be thicker, the work harder, the cold sharper. His distance was a different kind of saturation—a soaking in of the unknown, of a world beyond the parish boundaries. I held the memory of his quick step and sharp laugh, contrasting it with the heavy, muffled atmosphere of the current night. I felt his lack as a missing beat in its heart, a gap in the flow of the evening that no amount of rain could fill. The letters that occasionally arrived were like dry leaves blowing in from another season, brittle reminders of a life that was branching away from the root stock of the lane.
I, Bardan, sat in the corner of my own kitchen, the notebook open on my knees, the paper damp to the touch. The ink moved slowly, threatening to bleed into the fibres, as I tried to capture the specific weight of the night. I wrote about the way the gaslight blurred in the windowpane, the sound of boots squelching in the mud outside, the feeling of I pressing in on all sides. Writing was an act of wringing out the mind, of squeezing the day’s observations onto the page so that I could sleep without drowning in them. I recorded The Flay’s thefts, The Dart’s exhaustion, The Dancer’s vigilance, and The Divils’ silence, preserving them against the erosion of the damp. The saturation was total—earth, stone, air, and spirit—all heavy with the season’s relentless accumulation. I noted the way the condensation ran down the walls like sweat, the way the shadows seemed to have mass and texture, the way the silence of I was not an emptiness but a fullness of things unsaid.
As the hour grew late, I’s sounds diminished to the barest essentials: the rush of the river, the distant shunting of a train, the coughing of a neighbour through a thin wall. The frost began to knit itself back together over the puddles, forming a skin of ice that would crack under the first boot of the morning. I felt the boys settling into their sleep, their breathing shallow in the cold rooms, their dreams drifting like smoke. They were suspended in the saturation of the season, steeped in the grey reality of Limerick, waiting for the release of sleep to dry them out, if only for a few hours, before the cycle of rain and stone began again. The walls of the houses, porous and old, drank the night mist, holding it within their structures just as they held the lives of the families inside.
I held them all in my damp embrace, a container for their struggles and their sleep. The "Saturation" was not just a weather condition; it was a state of being, a way of life where the boundaries between the self and I blurred, where the cold of the street became the cold of the blood, and the endurance of the stone became the endurance of the boy. We were all heavy with it, weighted down and waiting, sinking slowly into the deep, dark quiet of the Limerick night. The autumn had done its work; we were primed, soaked through, and ready for the freezing rigour that winter would soon demand.
17. Contraction
Winter descended upon Limerick not as a storm, but as a slow, inexorable contraction, a tightening of I’s skin against the bone. I felt the temperature drop until the very air seemed to solidify, pressing against the slate roofs and the limestone walls with a physical weight. The frost did not merely coat the surface; it seemed to grow from within the stones themselves, a crystalline disease that seized the cobbles of Janesboro and the quays of the My River Shannon. The light of the mornings was thin and reluctant, a pale grey wash that offered illumination without warmth, revealing a world stripped of colour and softness. The lanes narrowed under the pressure of the cold, the shadows stretching longer and darker, hiding the cracks in the pavement and the refuse of the previous season. Smoke rose from the chimneys in straight, desperate pillars, as if the fires below were trying to punch a hole through the freezing sky, but the heat was swallowed instantly by the vast, indifferent chill.
In the flat, the day began with the sounds of survival, small and sharp against the silence of the frost. I watched Docker move to the hearth, his movements efficient and practiced, raking the last embers of the turf into a neat pile. He coaxed the fire not with abundance, but with a strategy born of scarcity, understanding that heat was a finite resource to be hoarded. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the room with a quiet authority, her breath visible in the damp air. She measured the porridge—oats swimming in water—with the precision of an apothecary, ensuring that the hunger of the night was broken, if not satisfied. The atmosphere in the kitchen was tight, a reflection of the contraction outside; words were spared, energy conserved. I felt the tension in their shoulders, the way they held themselves against the draft that seeped through the window frames, a domestic tableau of endurance painted in shades of grey and brown.
Outside, the streets whispered with the movement of a city waking to hardship. I heard the shuffle of boots on ice, the clinking of milk bottles that sounded dangerously loud in the brittle air, and the low murmurs of men discussing coal and rations. The Laneboys emerged into this frozen landscape, their bodies adjusting to the shock of the cold. I watched them navigate the path to Baal’s Bridge, the anchor of their world. The Dart moved first, stomping his feet against the frost-covered cobbles, generating heat through sheer physical defiance. He attacked the cold as he attacked a job, with a heavy, rhythmic persistence, his breath pluming like smoke from a train. He did not shrink from the wind; he leaned into it, his chin tucked, his eyes scanning the frozen puddles for hazards.
The Dancer followed, his scarf wound tight around his neck until only his eyes and nose were visible. He moved with a lighter step, muttering jokes into the wool, small sparks of humour meant to keep the spirit warm even if the body shivered. He treated the ice as a game, sliding where he could, skipping over the roughest patches, finding a way to make the contraction of I seem like a challenge rather than a sentence. He watched the faces of the people we passed—the women with their shawls pulled tight, the men with their hands jammed deep in pockets—and he offered them a nod or a muffled greeting, stitching the social fabric of the lane together even as the cold tried to tear it apart.
The Flay arrived last, descending Roden’s Lane with the air of a martyr entering the arena. He grumbled to the stones and the sky, narrating his misery with a theatrical flair that transformed the weather into a personal antagonist. He complained of frostbitten toes, of the thinness of the porridge, of the injustice of a wind that seemed to seek him out specifically. I listened to his voice, thin and reedy in the cold, and understood that this performance was his way of fighting back. By naming the misery, by exaggerating it, he took ownership of it. He was not merely a victim of the winter; he was its chronicler, the protagonist of a tragedy that required an audience. He leaned against the stone parapet of the bridge, looking down at the My River Shannon, his face set in a mask of long-suffering wisdom that belied his years.
The river itself was a study in hostile indifference. Swollen by early winter rains, the My River Shannon ran brown and muscular beneath the arches, carrying branches and debris downstream with a silent, terrifying power. I felt the vibration of the water against my pilings, a deep, resonant hum that spoke of forces older and stronger than I. The Laneboys gathered at the wall, watching the water swirl and eddy. They tested the ice that formed along the banks, dropping stones to hear the sharp crack and the hollow plunk as they broke through to the dark water below. It was a ritual of measurement, a way of gauging the strength of the enemy. They stood shoulder to shoulder, a small human barricade against the vast, moving emptiness of the river and the sky.
As the morning wore on, I’s routine established itself within the grip of the freeze. Errands became lessons in observation and strategy. I walked with them as they delivered notes to neighbours or fetched small parcels, noting the fatigue etched into the faces they encountered. The queues for coal and bread stretched down the street, lines of people standing silent and patient, their breath mingling in a collective cloud. I catalogued the subtle gestures of generosity and suspicion: a woman shifting her basket to hide a loaf, a man stepping back to let an elder pass, the way eyes darted to the scales to ensure full measure was given. The contraction of resources had sharpened everyone’s attention; nothing was taken for granted, and every transaction was weighed.
We passed the windows of Woolworth’s on O’Connell Street, and the contrast struck me with the force of a blow. Behind the glass, protected from the biting wind, paper chains swayed in the warm draught of the store. Tins of biscuits were stacked in pyramids of gold and red; jars of bath salts glowed with lavender and rose promises. It was a theatre of abundance, a taunt to the grey reality of the street. I watched the Laneboys press their faces to the cold glass, their breath fogging the view. They did not speak of buying; they knew better. They consumed the images instead, devouring the idea of sweetness and warmth. I felt their longing, a sharp, physical ache that sat alongside the hunger in their bellies. They were learning to desire what they could not have, to build a library of sensations—the taste of sugar, the smell of perfume—based solely on imagination and sight.
School offered no refuge from the contraction. The classrooms of CBS were iceboxes, the frost creeping along the window frames and stiffening the ink in the wells. I sat in the rows, feeling the cold seep through the wood of the desk and into my bones. The masters moved with a brittle energy, their voices sharp, their patience snapped by the temperature. Geography lessons became strategic maps of survival; history became a litany of endurances. I watched The Flay stare at the map of Europe, his mind clearly tracing lines of escape, imagining warmth in distant names. The Dart focused on the physical task of writing, his hand cramping but moving steadily. The Dancer watched the master, predicting the outbursts, navigating the emotional temperature of the room as carefully as he navigated the icy lanes.
I, Bardan, the observer, the memory of the streets, recorded it all. I noted the way the condensation froze on the inside of the glass, the specific shade of purple on a boy’s knuckles, the sound of coughing that echoed in the high-ceilinged room. I was cataloguing the texture of the winter, the specific gravity of this season of contraction. I was shrinking, pulling in its extremities to protect its heart, and we were shrinking with it, hardening, and becoming denser and more durable. The "Contraction" was not just of the mercury in the thermometer; it was a contraction of hope into resolve, of play into survival, of childhood into a premature, watchful adulthood. We were being cured in the ice, preserved and altered, ready to endure whatever the darkening days would bring next.
The contraction of I continued indoors, where the frost did not respect the sanctity of the threshold but crept under doorframes and bloomed like white mould on the interior plaster. I felt the houses of Janesboro and the lanes shrink around their inhabitants, the rooms losing their distinct purposes and collapsing into a single, huddled radius around the hearth. The kitchen became the only habitable zone, a fortress against the temperature, yet even there, the heat was a miserly thing, rationed with the same severity as the tea and the sugar. The damp that had soaked into the brickwork during the autumn rains now froze, turning the walls into blocks of ice that radiated a chill deeper than the air itself. Windows were patterns of ferns and feathers etched in ice, beautiful and cruel, sealing the families inside a glass cage of their own breath.
I watched The Flay’s aul’ one manage this siege with the grim efficiency of a quartermaster. The coal supply, dwindled to a heap of dust and slack, was treated with the reverence of holy relics. She did not throw fuel on the fire; she placed it, calculating the burn time of each sod of turf, each piece of wood scavenged from the river or the streets. I observed the tension in her hands—reddened, the skin cracked at the knuckles—as she broke a single sod into three, extending the life of the fire by mere minutes. It was an arithmetic of survival, a subtraction of comfort to ensure continuity. The Flay watched her from the corner, his knees pulled to his chest, his usual theatrics silenced by the sheer, crushing reality of the cold. He did not invent stories now; he simply observed the narrative of scarcity playing out in the grate, his mind likely counting the seconds of warmth before the inevitable fade.
The Dart took the burden of the fuel upon himself, his body becoming the instrument of the household’s resistance. I felt his boots on the frozen earth of the backyard, hacking at the frozen crust of the turf pile, his breath coming in short, sharp clouds. The physical labour of the summer had hardened him, but the winter demanded a different kind of strength—not the explosive power of lifting, but the grinding endurance of the cold. He scavenged the laneways for anything that might burn—dried stalks of cabbage, broken crates, even the thick, tarred paper found near the roadworks. I watched him return with these meagre prizes, his face pale and pinched, offering them to the fire as a sacrifice. He did not speak of the cold that bit through his thin coat; he simply acted, his silence a wall built against complaint, his shoulders hunched in a permanent shrug against the weather.
The Dancer, whose nature was to expand into a room, found himself compressed by the season. The usual social currents of the lane—the gossip, the shouting, the open-door exchanges—had frozen solid. Neighbours hurried past one another with heads down, words caught in their throats by the shock of the air. The Dancer watched the windows of the lane, noting how curtains were drawn tight, how light was hoarded. He sensed the fragility of the tempers around him; the cold made patience brittle, and a misplaced joke could shatter the peace of a crowded kitchen. I saw him navigate the small space of the room with extreme care, making himself small, suppressing his natural urge to move and speak, and becoming a barometer for the pressure building within the house. His humour was stored away, preserved for a thaw that seemed impossibly distant.
The Divils learned the lesson of "Contraction" in their bodies. They sat so close to the range that the heat scorched their shins while their backs remained freezing. They moved less, their play suspended in favour of heat conservation. I watched them mimic the stillness of the adults, eyes wide and tracking the movement of the firelight on the ceiling. They were learning that in winter, energy was a finite resource, not to be squandered on running or jumping. Their world had shrunk to the square of linoleum in front of the fire, and they inhabited it with a solemn, wide-eyed patience that mirrored I’s own waiting.
I, Bardan, sat in the shadows, the notebook cold against my leg, the pencil stiff in my hand. I recorded the sounds of the contraction: the groan of timber shrinking in the cold, the sharp crack of a stone splitting in the frost outside, the wheezing breath of Docker as he slept in the chair, wrapped in coats. I catalogued the specific quality of the silence—not a peaceful quiet, but a heavy, pressurized suppression of life. I was holding its breath, tightening its muscles, enduring the squeeze of the season. We were all trapped in the amber of the frost, preserved in a state of suspended animation, waiting for the release that was nowhere in sight. The "Contraction" was total; it squeezed the heart as surely as it squeezed the river between its frozen banks.
The contraction of I extended its grip into the stone corridors of the Christian Brothers School, where the frost did not merely coat the windows but seemed to emanate from the institution’s very foundations. I felt the boys pass through the iron gates not as students entering a place of learning, but as prisoners entering a cooler, tighter confinement. The high ceilings, usually spaces for echoes and air, now hoarded the damp chill, pressing it down onto the rows of wooden desks. The ink in the porcelain wells grew sluggish, thickening into a dark sludge that resisted the nib, forcing the boys to press harder, their fingers cramping in the biting air. Here, the "Contraction" was not just physical but temperamental; the patience of the masters, already thin, snapped with the brittle ease of a frozen twig.
Brother Butterballs paced the top of the room, a black shape moving with agitated energy to generate heat, his voice barking facts as if they were fuel for a dying fire. The rule was absolute: no coats indoors. But today, the cold had hardened our obedience. We huddled in our wool and tweed, a silent, shivering mutiny. When Butterballs lunged to rip the coat from the boy in the front row, the boy didn't flinch; he just clamped his arms tighter. The Flay, watching from the back, didn't retreat into his imagination this time. He leaned forward, his eyes locking onto the master’s hesitation, witnessing the precise moment when the authority of the strap froze against the sheer, physical necessity of warmth.
The Dart, conversely, met the cold with a physical rigidity. He sat square-shouldered, his jaw set, refusing to shiver. I felt the tension in his legs, the way he planted his boots flat on the freezing floorboards as if rooting himself against the temperature. He did not retreat into story; he endured. To him, the cold was a weight to be carried, like a sack of coal or a bucket of water. He treated the lesson—Latin verbs conjugated in the freezing air—as a test of stamina rather than intellect. If he could outlast the cold, he could outlast the master. The Dancer, however, seemed to shrink physically. He pulled his head down into his collar, making himself small, a target too insignificant for the frost or the strap to find. He watched the other boys, his eyes darting, reading the room’s atmosphere to predict where the next blow of authority would fall. He knew that in the season of contraction, the smallest object survives best.
The "Contraction" leaked out from the school and into the broader behaviour of the adults I observed on the streets. The men standing outside the Labour Exchange did not lounge or gossip as they might in summer; they stood tight, hands jammed deep into pockets, shoulders hunched up to their ears. They were statues of waiting, their breath rising in short, sharp plumes that vanished instantly. I watched them conserve their energy, their movements economical and precise. No one wasted a gesture. A nod replaced a greeting; a shift of the eyes replaced a turn of the head. I had stripped away the superfluous, leaving only the essential mechanics of survival. I felt the weight of their silence on my pavements, a heavy, expectant quiet that was louder than any shout.
The women in the markets moved with a similar, hurried efficiency. I saw The Flay’s aul’ one navigating the stalls, her basket held close to her body. She did not linger to chat or haggle with the usual theatrical flair. She scanned the prices, calculated the coins in her purse with a friction-less speed, and moved on. The cold had frozen the social lubricants of I; there was no time for the pleasantries that usually softened the hard edges of commerce. Every transaction was a quick, sharp exchange, a contraction of human connection into pure necessity. I recorded this shift, noting how the frost seemed to crystallize I’s anxiety, making it visible in the hurried steps and the averted gazes of neighbours who, in warmer times, would have stopped to share a story.
In the late afternoon, as the light failed completely and the gas lamps sputtered their weak protest against the gloom, the Laneboys regrouped. We stood in the shelter of a doorway, the stone arch framing the darkening street. The cold had driven us together, a physical contraction of our circle. The Flay spoke, his voice raspy but insistent, spinning a tale about the "Frozen Monk of Mungret," a fabrication entirely of his own making, designed to give the misery of the day a shape we could laugh at. He described the master freezing mid-strike, the strap shattering like glass in his hand. It was a lie, a performance, but as I listened, I understood its purpose. The story pushed back the walls of the winter; it expanded the world just as the frost tried to shrink it.
I, Bardan, the silent witness, wrote it all down in the notebook that felt like a block of ice against my thigh. I recorded the colour of the master’s knuckles, the silence of the unemployed men, the hurried fear of the shoppers, and the defiance of The Flay’s imagination. The "Contraction" was the truth of the season—the way I pulled inward to protect its core heat—but the observation of it, the act of seeing and naming it, was a way of keeping the world from disappearing entirely into the grey. We were small, frozen points of life on the map of Limerick, but we were watching, and in our watching, we held I steady against the shrinking dark.
Night in the season of Contraction did not fall so much as it closed like a heavy, iron door, shutting out the grey light and sealing I in a tomb of frost and silence. I felt the temperature plummet the moment the sun vanished behind the slate roofs, a physical drop that tightened the mortar in the brickwork and thickened the ice on the My River Shannon. The gas lamps along the main thoroughfares sputtered into life, casting pools of jaundice-yellow light that failed to penetrate the shadows of the lanes, leaving the arteries of Janesboro and the inner city in an obscurity that felt solid enough to touch. The streets emptied rapidly; men hurried from the docks, heads down against the biting wind, and women pulled their shawls across their faces, eyes watering from the cold. There was no loitering now, no casual conversation on street corners; I had contracted to the immediate radius of the hearth, however meagre the fire might be.
I watched The Flay navigate this retreat, his earlier theatricality shedding like an unnecessary skin as he crossed the threshold of the domestic sphere. Inside the flat, the air was still and sharp, smelling of damp wool drying too slowly and the acrid, comforting scent of turf smoke. He moved to the corner, his eyes tracking the movements of his mother—The Flay’s aul’ one—as she managed the economy of the evening. She moved with the precision of a quartermaster in a besieged fortress, measuring out tea leaves as if they were gold dust, slicing bread so thin it was translucent. The Flay observed this arithmetic of survival with a critical, almost professional eye. He was learning that the "Contraction" was not just a weather pattern but a financial reality; every lump of coal saved was a victory against the winter, every crust preserved a hedge against the morning’s hunger. I felt his mind working, calculating the household’s reserves against the long, dark days ahead, his imagination grounded by the hard facts of the larder.
The Dart, the physical anchor of the group, took his place by the fire, or what passed for it. The grate held a carefully constructed pyramid of slack and turf, engineered to smoulder rather than blaze, extending the life of the fuel at the cost of actual heat. I watched him stare into the embers, his hands—roughened by the cold and the play of the day—extended toward the faint glow. He did not complain; he endured. To The Dart, the cold was a physical weight to be borne, like a heavy pack. He sat with a stillness that was almost statue-like, conserving energy, his breath misting faintly even indoors. He monitored the fire with a proprietary air, shifting a sod by a fraction of an inch to catch a draft, understanding that in this season, heat was not a right but a carefully managed resource.
The Dancer, usually the source of noise and motion, found himself compressed by the atmosphere of the room. The cold had a way of silencing even the most vibrant spirits. He sat near the window, scraping a small patch of frost from the glass with his fingernail to peer out at the darkened lane. He watched the few passing shadows—neighbours hurrying home, the occasional stray dog searching for shelter—and catalogued the quiet desperation of the street. He was learning that winter stripped away the social veneer of I; there were no performances now, only the raw mechanics of getting through the night. His humour was stored away, a bright coin kept in a pocket for a warmer day, as he absorbed the lesson that sometimes, survival demanded silence and the ability to occupy the smallest possible space.
The Divils huddled together on the bed, wrapped in layers of coats and blankets that smelled of smoke and age. They were a single unit of observation, four eyes wide in the gloom, tracking the mood of the adults. They learned the "Contraction" through the tension in the room—the way a spoon scraped the bottom of a pot, the heavy sigh of a parent, the sudden, sharp command to stop fidgeting. They were learning to be invisible, to reduce their needs to match the available supply. I held them in the damp embrace of the room, feeling their small shivers, witnessing their induction into the grim patience that Limerick winters required of its children.
The Chancer’s absence was a palpable void in the evening ritual. In the silence of the contraction, the space he would have filled with a dare or a scheme felt hollow. I felt the boys thinking of him, imagining him in Liverpool or London, wondering if the cold was different there, if the fires burned brighter. His absence was a reminder that the group was permeable, that the cold could drive wedges between them, scattering them to places where the river did not flow past their doors. The thought of him was a draft that no blanket could block, a chill of separation that sat alongside the frost.
I, Bardan, sat in the corner with my notebook, the paper cold to the touch, the pencil stiff in my hand. I recorded the texture of the evening: the hiss of the turf, the rattle of the windowpane in the wind, the specific grey of the shadows that gathered in the corners of the room. Writing was an act of resistance against the contraction; by describing the cold, I contained it. I noted the dignity of The Flay’s aul’ one, the stoicism of The Dart, the watchful silence of The Dancer and The Divils. I was cataloguing the endurance of the lane, preserving the small, uncelebrated acts of will that kept I breathing through the freeze.
As the night deepened, I outside fell into a profound silence, broken only by the tolling of church bells that sounded crisp and brittle in the frozen air. The frost thickened on the roofs, knitting a white shroud over the slate. I held the sleeping city in my stone arms, feeling the slow, stubborn pulse of life beneath the ice. The "Contraction" was absolute, squeezing I into its elemental form, stripping away excess and leaving only the hard, enduring core of rock and river and bone. We waited in the dark, suspended in the ice, listening for the morning that seemed an eternity away.
The deepest part of the season brought a silence to Limerick that was absolute, a heavy, suffocating blanket woven from ice and the absence of wind. I felt the pulse of the streets slow to a crawl, the usual frantic energy of the lanes congealing under the pressure of the freeze. The contraction was no longer a process; it was a state of being. The walls of the houses in Janesboro seemed to thicken with the cold, the stone absorbing the frost until the interiors felt little different from the alleyways outside. The My River Shannon was a ribbon of black oil, sluggish and menacing, rimmed with jagged collars of ice that cracked and groaned in the dead of night, sounds that echoed like gunshots through the empty quays. The fog did not lift during the day but hung low and grey, erasing the tops of the church spires and blurring the boundaries between the river and the sky, making the world feel small, enclosed, and inescapable.
I watched The Flay navigate this frozen labyrinth with a new, jagged intensity. The cold had stripped away his usual languid grace, replacing it with a shivering, kinetic tension. He moved through the streets not to get somewhere, but to keep his blood moving, his hands shoved so deep into his pockets the fabric strained. I felt the vibration of his muttering against my walls, a constant, low-level stream of grievances against the weather, the government, and the unfairness of a world that allowed ice to form on the inside of a windowpane. He paused outside the warm glow of the hotels on O'Connell Street, watching the revolving doors spin, catching brief, tantalizing blasts of heated air and the scent of roasted meat. He catalogued the difference between the warmth within and the freeze without, his eyes narrowing, calculating the injustice with the precision of an accountant. To The Flay, the winter was a personal affront, a plot designed specifically to test his misery, and he met it with a cynical, shivering defiance.
The Dart fought the contraction with sheer physical will. He refused to let the cold dictate his movements, attacking the frozen earth of the lane with a spade to clear a path, the metal ringing out against the stone like a bell. I felt the impact of his boots, heavy and deliberate, breaking the skim ice on the puddles not out of playfulness, but out of a need to assert dominance over the landscape. He carried the weight of the fuel shortage on his shoulders, scavenging for wood and coal dust with a relentless, grim determination. I watched him haul a sodden log from the riverbank, his hands raw and red, his breath pluming in the grey air. He did not complain; he simply endured, his body becoming a furnace of effort against the encroachment of the chill. He was the anchor of the group, the one who ensured that even in the deepest freeze, there was movement, there was resistance, and there was a refusal to be still.
The Dancer, usually the spark of the lane, found his humour dampening under the weight of the contraction. The cold made laughter painful, the air too sharp to inhale deeply. He moved with a hunched posture, his scarf wound up to his nose, his eyes darting to the windows of neighbours, checking for signs of life, for smoke, for the small movements that signalled survival. He became the keeper of the lane’s morale, noticing who had stopped coming out, whose curtains remained drawn too late in the day. I felt his empathy stretching thin, tested by the sheer scale of the winter’s indifference. He offered small gestures—a hand to steady a younger child on the ice, a shared crust of bread—but they were performed with a solemnity that was new to him. He was learning that in the season of contraction, kindness required a hardness of its own, a refusal to look away from the suffering that the cold laid bare.
The Divils seemed to shrink physically, retreating into the layers of wool and flannel that The Flay’s aul’ one wrapped them in. They moved as a single, bundled entity, their eyes wide and watery above their scarves. I watched them in the small radius of heat near the kitchen range, their world narrowed to the few feet of warmth available. They played quiet games with scraps of paper and coal, their movements economical, conserving every ounce of energy. They were the silent witnesses of the freeze, absorbing the tension of the adults, the groans of the pipes, and the hiss of the dying fire. I felt their small bodies shivering in the night, huddled together for warmth, their dreams filled with the white, silent landscapes of the winter. They were learning the primary lesson of I: that to survive, one must sometimes become small, still, and patient.
The Chancer’s absence was a frozen void in the centre of the group, a hollow space that the winter wind whistled through. In the contraction of the season, his loss felt more permanent, more absolute. The boys did not speak of him often—it took too much breath, too much heat—but I felt their thoughts turning to him when they passed the corner where he used to stand, or when a train whistle blew in the distance. They wondered if the cold was different in England, if the fog tasted the same. His absence was a reminder that the contraction was not just of the mercury, but of their circle, a tightening of the world that squeezed people out, sending them away to places that existed only in letters and rumours.
I, Bardan, the observer, the memory of the streets, found my ink sluggish and my pages stiff with cold. Writing became a physical struggle, the pen digging into the paper as if carving the words into ice. I sat in the corner of the classroom or the kitchen, recording the specific quality of the silence that fell over Limerick when the snow finally came—a thick, wet blanket that muffled the carts and the shouts, turning I into a ghost of itself. I noted the way the gaslight fractured through the ice on the glass, the way the shadows stretched long and distorted across the floor. I was cataloguing the endurance of I, the way it held its breath and waited, the way the stone and the bone hardened against the season.
The domestic sphere had contracted to the hearth. The Flay’s aul’ one managed the fire with the focus of a surgeon, adding fuel with a reluctance that spoke of dwindling supplies. Docker sat close, his presence heavy and silent, and his eyes tracing the flames as if reading a future in the embers. The air in the room was thick with the smell of drying wool and the unwashed bodies of people trying to stay warm. I felt the tension in the room, the silent calculations of food and fuel, the unspoken fear that the winter would outlast the resources. It was a siege, fought not with weapons but with patience and the grim arithmetic of survival. The house breathed in shallow gasps, hoarding its heat, resisting the intrusion of the frost that pressed against the walls.
As the weeks ground on, the contraction reached its peak. I felt brittle, as if a sudden shock might shatter the frozen streets. The river was a dark vein of menace, carrying chunks of ice that scraped against the piers of the bridges. The boys moved less, spoke less, their world reduced to the immediate necessity of the next step, the next meal, the next moment of warmth. The Flay stopped telling stories; the cold had frozen the narrative in his throat. The Dart worked harder, his face set in a mask of grim determination. The Dancer watched, his eyes tired. The Divils waited.
And yet, in the depth of the freeze, there was a strange, crystalline clarity. I was stripped of all excess, reduced to its essential elements: stone, water, ice, and the stubborn, beating hearts of its people. I held them all in my frozen embrace, feeling the faint, persistent thrum of their lives against my cobbles. They were not defeated; they were merely compressed, their energy stored and intensified by the pressure of the season. The contraction was a forging, a hardening of the spirit that would serve them when the thaw finally came.
The winter of 1944 did not end with a sudden burst of sun, but with a slow, grinding release. The ice on the river began to break, the grey sky lifted a fraction, and the air lost its biting edge. But the boys who emerged from the freeze were different—denser, quieter, more aware of the fragility of warmth. They had survived the contraction, and in doing so, they had become part of I’s own endurance, etched into the frost-scarred memory of the streets.
18. Exposure
Spring arrived in Limerick not with the sudden grace of a pardon, but with the relentless, exposing quality of a light turned on in a room that had been dark for too long. I felt the shift in the angle of the sun, a pale but insistent glare that stripped away the forgiving shadows of winter and laid bare the damage the frost had wrought. The "Exposure" was total. It revealed the slack mortar between the stones of the Georgian houses, the damp stains blooming like dark flowers on the plaster of the lanes, and the thinness of the coats worn by the men standing outside the Labour Exchange. The frost receded from the rooftops, curling back into the gutters and the deepest cracks of the pavement, leaving behind a city that looked scoured, raw, and vulnerable. The air lost its biting edge but gained a damp clarity, carrying the scent of wet soot, thawing mud, and the faint, green promise of the riverbank, a smell that was both hopeful and redolent of decay.
In the house at the top of the lane, the morning ritual shifted with the light. I felt the vibration of Docker’s boots on the floorboards, a heavy, precise percussion that signalled the beginning of the day’s labour. He moved with the economy of a man who knew that energy, like coal, was a finite resource not to be squandered on unnecessary motion. I watched him rake the grate, his face illuminated by the rekindled turf, the lines around his eyes etched deeper by the winter’s strain. The Flay’s aul’ one moved around him, the kettle rattling in her hands, a sound that was no longer a desperate plea for warmth but a functional start to the routine. The "Exposure" of the season revealed the weariness in her posture, the way she leaned against the table for a fraction of a second before straightening, a private moment of fatigue that she hid from the boys but could not hide from the room itself.
I observed Bardan, the chronicler, sitting in the corner, his notebook open on his knees. He was learning that spring was a time of accounting. Mam’s voice, a silent but heavy presence in his mind, urged him to look, to measure, to record. She pressed upon his thoughts, a reminder that survival was not just about enduring the cold but about accurately assessing the cost of that endurance. He watched the way the light hit the dust motes dancing in the kitchen, the way the steam rose from the porridge, the way the silence between his family members had changed from a huddled defence to a spacious, airy quiet. He was building a "ledger of attention," cataloguing the small shifts in domestic gravity that marked the turning of the year.
The Divils, The Dart and The Dancer, burst into the lane with the kinetic energy of animals released from a cage. I felt their boots on my cobbles, not trudging now, but skipping, testing the friction of the drying stone. They were the first to shed the heavy, protective layers of winter, their knees bare and scraped, and their movements reclaiming the territory of the street. The Dart led with a physical assertiveness, jumping over the remaining puddles, challenging the lingering damp with the sheer force of his momentum. The Dancer followed, his eyes darting to the windows and doorways, reading the mood of the street, measuring the temper of the neighbours who were opening their doors to the fresh air. They were I’s scouts, testing the ground, proving that the "Exposure" of the season offered space for movement, for speed, for a return to the chaotic geometry of play.
The Flay emerged into the sunlight with a different kind of energy. He did not run; he performed. The spring air seemed to inflate him, filling him with a restless need to narrate the world before him. I watched him button his coat with a flourish, his eyes scanning the lane not for obstacles, but for an audience. To The Flay, the thawing city was a stage setting for his own epic. He transformed the mundane act of walking to school into a saga of peril and wit. A splash of mud became a treacherous swamp; a stray dog became a mythical beast to be outsmarted. I heard him muttering the drafts of his stories, polishing the lies until they shone brighter than the truth. He was exposing the mundane world to the radiation of his imagination, mutating small events into legends that could sustain him when the reality of the lanes became too small to bear.
The My River Shannon, swollen with the meltwater from the hills, moved through I with a muscular, brown indifference. At Rocky, the water was high and fast, covering the stones that usually offered a path. I watched the boys gather at the bank, the river offering a lesson in physics and consequence. The "Exposure" here was dangerous; the water hid snags and currents that could pull a boy under in a heartbeat. Bardan stood back, recording the swirl of the eddies, the way the light fractured on the turbulent surface. He understood, perhaps better than the others, that the river was not a playground but a force, and that spring made it unpredictable. The Flay stood on the highest rock, narrating a naval battle, while The Divils threw stones, testing the water’s resistance, learning the math of splashes and ripples.
School, too, felt the shift. The windows of CBS were cracked open, letting in the sounds of I and the smell of the river. The discipline of the masters seemed too thin along with the air; their attention wandered to the light outside, their voices losing the sharp, percussive edge of winter. I felt the boys shifting in their seats, a collective restlessness that vibrated through the floorboards. The "Exposure" of the classroom revealed the frayed cuffs, the scuffed shoes, and the hunger that still lingered despite the change in season. Bardan copied maps of Europe, tracing supply lines and borders, but his mind was mapping the power dynamics of the room—who held the master’s gaze, who looked away, who was plotting escape.
Errands became a study in human nature under the new light. I walked with them as they navigated the streets to Woolworth’s or the coal yard. The queues were still there, but the mood had shifted from desperate endurance to a kind of weary patience. I watched The Flay navigate the crowds, his eyes sharp for opportunity—a dropped coin, a distracted shopkeeper, a gap in the line. He treated I’s commerce as a game of wits, a series of small transactions where observation was the only currency that mattered. Bardan recorded the faces of the women, the way they counted their change, the way they inspected the goods with a suspicion born of long scarcity. The spring light revealed the threadbare nature of their coats and the worry etched into their foreheads, a map of I’s anxiety exposed for all to see.
As the day wore on, the sun moved across the slate roofs, casting long, sharp shadows that divided I into zones of warmth and cold. I held the boys in the palm of my streets, feeling their small, persistent lives pushing against the stone. The "Exposure" was not just physical; it was a revealing of intent. They were no longer just surviving; they were planning, dreaming, calculating. The winter had compressed them, but the spring was allowing them to expand, to take up space, to test the limits of their world.
I watched it all—the drying mud, the budding trees, the restless boys. I felt the pulse of the season in the ground, a slow, steady beat of renewal that was indifferent to their struggles but essential to their lives. The "Exposure" had begun, and with it came the challenge of seeing things as they truly were: the cracks in the walls, the hunger in the belly, and the wide, open sky that promised everything and gave nothing but light.
The exposure of the season did not stop at the physical crumbling of mortar or the thinning of winter coats; it penetrated the interior of the house at the top of the lane, revealing the architecture of the family’s survival. I watched Bardan sitting in the corner, his knees drawn up to support the notebook that had become his shield and his mirror. The morning light, no longer the grey diffusion of winter but a sharp, inquisitorial beam, illuminated the dust motes dancing in the kitchen air—a galaxy of skin and soot and dried mud that usually went unseen. Bardan watched them with the intensity of a scholar, his mind tuning itself to the frequency of the room. He was learning that spring was a time of accounting, a season where the ledger of the house had to be balanced not just in coin, but in attention.
Mam’s voice, though absent from the air, pressed heavily upon his thoughts, a silent, guiding gravity that shaped his perception. I felt him listening to her instruction in the quiet spaces between the kettle’s hiss and the grate’s rattle. She urged him to look, to measure, to record without flinching. Her presence was an internal pressure, a reminder that survival was not merely about enduring the cold but about accurately assessing the cost of that endurance. He watched the way The Flay’s aul’ one moved—the slight hesitation before she lifted the heavy iron pot, the way her hand lingered on the table for support—and he catalogued these micro-movements as evidence of the winter’s toll. He was building a "ledger of attention," a private archive where the currency was not shillings but the expenditure of human will.
Outside, The Divils, The Dart and The Dancer, burst into the lane with the kinetic energy of animals released from a cage, their movements a stark contrast to the stillness of the observer. I felt their boots on my cobbles, not trudging now with the heavy, flat-footed gait of the freeze, but skipping, testing the friction of the drying stone. They were the first to shed the heavy, protective layers of winter, their knees bare and scraped, and their movements reclaiming the territory of the street. The Dart led with a physical assertiveness, jumping over the remaining puddles, challenging the lingering damp with the sheer force of his momentum. He treated the lane as a physical puzzle to be solved by strength and speed, his body a hammer seeking a nail.
The Dancer followed in his wake, lighter, more fluid, his eyes darting to the windows and doorways of the neighbours. He was reading the mood of the street, measuring the temper of the women shaking out mats and the men lighting pipes in the doorways. He understood that the "Exposure" of the season revealed not just the cracks in the pavement but the cracks in people’s patience. I observed him navigating the social currents, his smile a tool of disarming calibration, his posture open and non-threatening. They were I’s scouts, testing the ground, proving that the season offered space for movement, for speed, for a return to the chaotic geometry of play that winter had suppressed.
The Flay emerged into the sunlight with a different kind of energy, one that vibrated with a restless, narrative intent. He did not run; he performed. The spring air seemed to inflate him, filling him with a desperate need to impose a story upon the raw, exposed world before him. I watched him button his coat with a flourish, his eyes scanning the lane not for obstacles, but for an audience. To The Flay, the thawing city was a stage setting for his own epic, and the mundane act of walking to the river was a saga of peril and wit. A splash of mud became a treacherous swamp; a stray dog became a mythical beast to be outsmarted. I heard him muttering the drafts of his stories, polishing the lies until they shone brighter than the truth, his hands shaping the air as if moulding the day into a form that pleased him.
He was exposing the mundane world to the radiation of his imagination, mutating small events into legends that could sustain him when the reality of the lanes became too small to bear. But Bardan, watching from the periphery, noted the difference between the scaffold of fantasy and the foundation of fact. He saw the way The Flay glanced around to ensure he was being watched, the way his confidence wavered when the audience looked away. The chronicler recorded the performance, but he also recorded the need behind it—the hunger for significance that was as sharp as the hunger for bread.
The My River Shannon, swollen with the meltwater from the hills, moved through I with a muscular, brown indifference, its surface a turbulent mirror of the changing sky. At Rocky, the water was high and fast, covering the stones that usually offered a path, turning the familiar bank into a place of hidden danger. I watched the boys gather at the edge, the river offering a lesson in physics and consequence that no schoolmaster could teach. The "Exposure" here was dangerous; the water hid snags and currents that could pull a boy under in a heartbeat, and the mud of the bank was slick and deceptive.
Bardan stood back, his notebook shielded, recording the swirl of the eddies, the way the light fractured on the turbulent surface. He understood, perhaps better than the others, that the river was not a playground but a force, and that spring made it unpredictable. He watched The Divils throw stones, testing the water’s resistance, learning the math of splashes and ripples. They were conducting experiments in cause and effect, their bodies learning the limits of their strength against the indifference of the current. The Dart threw with aggression, trying to conquer the water; The Dancer threw with finesse, trying to skip across it.
The Flay stood on the highest rock, narrating a naval battle, his voice rising above the roar of the water. He turned a drifting log into a U-boat, a swirl of foam into a torpedo. But I felt the tension in his legs as he balanced on the slick stone, the physical reality of the river threatening to undercut his story. The water did not care for his narrative; it only cared for gravity and flow. Bardan noted this disconnect—the boy commanding the fleet while struggling to keep his footing on the slime-covered rock. It was the essential conflict of the season: the desire to expand, to conquer, clashing with the slippery, dangerous reality of the world as it was.
The riverbank became a classroom where the curriculum was risk. I watched them test the depth, finding the drop-offs with long sticks, measuring the unknown. The "Exposure" of the water revealed the debris of winter—broken branches, rusted tins, the carcasses of small animals swept down from the fields. It was a raw, unpolished view of the world, stripped of the snow’s concealing blanket. The boys absorbed this grim reality, integrating it into their play. They were learning that the world was full of sharp edges and hidden depths, and that to survive, one had to watch the water, not just the reflection of the sky upon it.
As the afternoon wore on, the light began to change, shifting from the harsh clarity of noon to a softer, more forgiving gold. I held the boys in the palm of my riverbank, feeling their exhaustion and their exhilaration. They had tested the season, and the season had tested them. They were muddy, wet, and tired, but they were also expanded. The winter had compressed them, but the spring was allowing them to take up space, to push back against the stone and the water. I felt the pulse of their lives quickening, matching the rhythm of the rising sap and the flowing river. They were growing, exposing themselves to the elements, hardening their bodies and their minds for the years to come.
The "Exposure" of the season pressed most ruthlessly against the high, arched windows of the Christian Brothers School, where the spring sunlight did not bring warmth so much as a relentless, forensic clarity. I felt the sun strike the glass and spill onto the rows of wooden desks, illuminating the landscape of the classroom with an unforgiving brightness. The winter shadows, which had kindly obscured the frayed cuffs, the scuffed leather of boots that were too small, and the hollows in the boys' cheeks, were stripped away. The air inside the room, usually a thick soup of chalk dust and damp wool, was pierced by beams of light that turned the floating dust into a chaotic galaxy, revealing the stale atmosphere the boys had been breathing for months. I watched them shift in their seats, uncomfortable under this interrogation by the sun, their bodies growing restless as the heat began to rise, baking the smell of unwashed serge and coal smoke into the room.
The Flay sat near the back, his posture a study in deceptive languor. The sunlight caught the fabric of his jacket, revealing the shine on the elbows where the wool had worn smooth and thin, and a testament to years of friction against hard surfaces. I observed the way his wrists protruded from his sleeves, the bone exposed and vulnerable, marking the growth spurts that the winter’s scarcity had failed to suppress. He did not look at the master; his eyes were fixed on a patch of peeling paint near the ceiling, but his mind was clearly rewriting the room. He was exposing the authority of the school as a hollow performance. I felt his disdain radiating outward, a silent narrative that transformed the master from a figure of fear into a figure of absurdity, a man shouting at dust motes. The Flay was calculating the distance between the lessons being taught—Latin verbs or the geometry of triangles—and the reality of the streets outside, where the only angles that mattered were the ones that offered escape.
The Dart, the physical anchor of the group, struggled against the confinement of the furniture. The "Exposure" of the season revealed the mismatch between his growing frame and the child-sized desk. I saw his knees pressing against the wood, his boots scraping the floorboards with a heavy, rhythmic agitation. His hands, roughened by the winter’s work of hauling coal and timber, rested uneasily on the smooth paper of his copybook. The sunlight illuminated the grime ingrained in his knuckles, the permanent stain of I’s labour that soap could not reach. He stared at the blackboard with a furrowed brow, not out of confusion, but out of a deep, physical resentment. The classroom was a cage that exposed his inability to move, to act, to build; he was a creature of kinetic energy forced into stasis, and the spring light only highlighted his captivity.
The Dancer occupied the middle ground, his attention darting between the master, the boys, and the window. He was the barometer of the room’s emotional pressure. The sun revealed the tension in his jaw, the way he chewed his lip as he gauged the temper of the authority figure pacing at the top of the room. He noticed what others missed: the fraying hem of the master’s own soutane, the chalk dust settled in the creases of the man’s face. The Dancer understood that the "Exposure" worked both ways; the light revealed the poverty of the teacher as much as the student. I watched him offer a small, silent grimace to a boy who had just been reprimanded, a micro-gesture of solidarity that stitched the row together. He was exposing the fragility of the master’s control, realizing that authority was a performance that withered under the bright, indifferent gaze of the sun.
The absence of The Chancer was a physical void in the room, a gap in the ranks that the sunlight seemed to seek out and magnify. The desk where he should have sat was occupied by another, but the space felt empty to those who knew the geometry of the group. I felt the Laneboys glance toward that empty coordinate, measuring their own presence against his disappearance. His absence was the ultimate "Exposure"—proof that boys could vanish, that the school and I could not hold onto everyone. The light hit the empty space and found nothing to reflect, a silent reminder that the "Increment" of time involved subtraction as well as addition. The Chancer was out there, somewhere in the wider world or the great silence of Liverpool, while they remained trapped in the amber of the classroom, exposed to the slow grind of the clock.
I, Bardan, sat with my notebook shielded by the crook of my arm, trying to capture the specific quality of the light. It was not the romantic gold of poetry, but a harsh, white glare that demanded truth. Mam’s voice, a silent pressure in my mind, urged me to look closer, to record the details that others ignored. See the dust, she seemed to whisper. See the shine on the trousers. See the way the light makes the hunger visible. I wrote down the way the master’s shadow stretched long and distorted across the floorboards, a dark stain on the illuminated wood. I catalogued the sounds of the room—the scratching of pens, the shifting of feet, the low drone of a fly that had woken too early—and realized that the "Exposure" was a form of accounting. We were all being tallied by the sun, our deficits laid bare.
When the bell finally rang, the sound was a physical release, shattering the tension. The boys surged toward the door, a tide of grey wool and suppressed energy spilling out into the yard. I felt the vibration of their boots on the stone steps, a chaotic rhythm of escape. The transition from the stagnant air of the classroom to the fresh, breezy atmosphere of the street was a shock to the system. The "Exposure" followed them outside, but here, under the open sky, it felt different. It was no longer an interrogation but an invitation. The light bounced off the limestone walls of I, turning the damp streets into ribbons of silver.
The walk back through the town was a journey through a city stripping off its winter layers. I watched The Flay navigate the crowds on O’Connell Street, his head high, his eyes scanning the faces of the adults. He was looking for cracks in their composure, for the small hypocrisies that the sunlight revealed. He pointed out a well-dressed man stepping gingerly over a puddle, mocking the man’s fear of the dirt. The Flay was exposing the pretensions of I, peeling back the veneer of respectability to reveal the mud beneath. He walked with a swagger that belied his worn clothes, using his wit as a shield against the judgment of the wealthy shoppers.
The Dart moved with a different purpose. He scanned the gutters and the alley mouths, his eyes trained to spot opportunity—a dropped coin, a piece of scrap wood, a discarded crate. The "Exposure" of the season meant that the debris of I was visible, waiting to be claimed. I saw him pause to inspect a broken wheel spoke, testing its weight, calculating its potential use. He was reclaiming I, turning its refuse into resources. The sunlight did not shame him; it aided him, illuminating the raw materials of survival that lay scattered on the pavement.
The Dancer wove through the pedestrians, his body fluid and apologetic, avoiding collisions by inches. He watched the shop windows, not for the goods displayed, but for the reflections of the people passing by. He saw the vanity of a girl adjusting her hat, the fatigue of a mother dragging a child, the arrogance of a shopkeeper shooing away a beggar. He was learning that I was a theatre, and that everyone was performing a role. The sunlight acted as a spotlight, was the critic, observing the drama with a sympathetic but sharp eye. He exposed the connections between people—the glances, the avoidances, the silent negotiations of space.
I followed them, the chronicler of their movements, feeling the heat of the sun on the back of my neck. I felt vast and open after the confinement of the school. The "Exposure" was total: the peeling paint on the doors, the weeds sprouting from the chimney pots, the raw red of the brickwork where the plaster had fallen away. I recorded it all, understanding that this season was about seeing I without its winter mask. We were exposed to the elements, to the gaze of others, and to the reality of our own lives, but in that exposure, there was a kind of freedom. We were no longer hiding in the dark; we were walking in the light, visible, flawed, and enduring.
The afternoon sun, suspended low over the My River Shannon, did not offer the golden benevolence of summer but a hard, revealing glare that stretched the shadows of the Georgian houses until they lay like bars across the streets. I felt the "Exposure" of the hour in the way the light caught the dust suspended in the air, illuminating the grit that the wind had scoured from the limestone. The streets were busy with the friction of the day’s end; men returning from the docks with coal dust settled in the creases of their necks, women hurrying from the markets with baskets that seemed lighter than they should be. The clarity of the light stripped away the romance of the dusk, leaving only the mechanics of a city struggling to breathe. It revealed the fraying cuffs of a clerk’s jacket, the hollow cheeks of a labourer, the way a horse’s ribs pressed against its skin. There were no secrets in this light, only the exposed anatomy of survival.
I watched The Flay separate himself from the flow of the pedestrian traffic, taking up a position near the General Post Office. He did not enter; he observed. To him, the building was not merely a place of stamps and parcels, but the nerve centre of I’s connection to the world beyond. He watched the telegram boys darting out on their bicycles, their urgency a stark contrast to the slow trudge of the street. I felt his mind working, exposing the logic of the system. He was calculating the weight of the news they carried—births, deaths, money from America, warnings from England. He looked at the uniformed boys not with envy, but with a critical, predatory assessment, measuring himself against them. He was exposing the machinery of communication, understanding that information was a currency as hard and vital as the coins in a pocket. He stood still, but his eyes were frantic with calculation, mapping routes he had not yet travelled, anticipating a future where he would be the one pedalling, the one knowing, the one holding the secrets of I in a leather pouch.
The Dart moved through the streets with a different kind of attention, his focus anchored to the ground and the physical realities of I. The "Exposure" of the season revealed the debris of commerce and neglect: a dropped piece of coal, a length of twine, a discard crate. He scanned the gutters and the loading bays, his eyes trained to spot utility where others saw waste. I felt the heaviness of his step, a grounding force against the flighty potential of the spring evening. He watched a drayman struggle with a shifting load, noting the leverage, the strain of muscle, the physics of the burden. He was not just observing labour; he was exposing the cost of it. He flexed his own hands, roughened by the winter’s work, measuring his strength against the tasks he saw performed. To The Dart, I was a machine built of sweat and leverage, and he was learning its operating manual, exposing the raw effort required to keep the wheels turning.
The Dancer navigated the social currents of the street, his radar tuned to the emotional frequency of the crowd. The hard light revealed the tension in a conversation between two women, the weariness in a father’s gesture to his son, the guarded hope in the eyes of a girl looking at a shop window. The Dancer moved between them, a fluid presence who offered a smile here, a nod there, diffusing tension before it could harden into conflict. He was exposing the fragility of I’s mood, understanding that beneath the bustle lay a thin skin of anxiety. I watched him pause near a group of men arguing over the price of a newspaper, his presence silent but attentive. He was learning that I was held together not by stone and mortar, but by a delicate web of patience and tolerance, a web that the spring light showed to be dangerously thin.
The Divils were the scavengers of sensation, running their hands along the warmed stone of the walls, feeling the texture of I that the sun had exposed. They found a patch of drying tar and poked at it, fascinated by its yield and resistance. They watched a stray dog worry a bone, their eyes wide with a primal sympathy. They were exposing the tactile reality of Limerick, the grit and the heat and the rough surfaces that defined their world. They moved in a synchronized orbit, tethered to the older boys but exploring the sensory margins, reminding me that I was felt as much as it was seen or understood.
The Chancer’s absence was a void that the bright sunlight seemed to magnify. In the clarity of the afternoon, the spaces where he should have been—dodging a cart, haggling for a sweet, leading a charge down a lane—were starkly empty. I felt the Laneboys glance toward those empty spaces, their eyes exposing the gap in their ranks. The light did not fill the hole; it defined it. It showed them that I continued without him, that the trams ran and the river flowed and the bells rang, indifferent to the missing piece. This was the cruelest exposure of all: the realization that I was a vast, self-repairing organism that closed over absences like water over a stone.
As the sun began to dip, casting the streets into a sudden, sharp relief of gold and violet, the mood shifted from observation to anticipation. The "Exposure" had left us raw, aware of our limits and our needs. I saw The Flay turn away from the post office, his face set in lines of new resolve. He had seen the mechanism, and now he wanted to master it. The Dart gathered his scavenged treasures, small victories against I’s waste. The Dancer’s smile faded into a thoughtful vigilance. The Divils returned to the safety of the group.
I, Bardan, the chronicler, stood in the shadow of a doorway, my notebook open. I wrote down the way the light hit the brass buttons of a policeman’s tunic, the sound of a shutter slamming down, the smell of dust and exhaustion. I was exposing the day to the permanence of ink, capturing the fleeting truth of the spring evening before it dissolved into the ambiguity of night. Mam’s voice was a whisper in my ear, urging precision, demanding that I look not just at what was shown, but at what was hidden in plain sight. The "Exposure" was a challenge: to see I as it truly was, stripped of winter’s concealing dark, and to find our place within its stark, illuminated map.
The transition to evening did not bring softness, but a different kind of clarity. Gas lamps flickered to life, exposing the pools of darkness between them. We moved toward home, the "Exposure" of the day settling into a heavy, quiet knowledge. We were not just boys playing in the streets; we were students of a harsh and open city, learning its lessons under a light that spared nothing. The spring had opened the world, and we had looked inside, seeing the gears and the grit, the beauty and the decay, and we carried that vision with us as we turned back toward the lanes.
The deepest part of the season brought a silence to Limerick that was absolute, a heavy, suffocating blanket woven from ice and the absence of wind. I felt the pulse of the streets slow to a crawl, the usual frantic energy of the lanes congealing under the pressure of the freeze. The "Contraction" was no longer a process; it was a state of being. The walls of the houses in Janesboro seemed to thicken with the cold, the stone absorbing the frost until the interiors felt little different from the alleyways outside. The My River Shannon was a ribbon of black oil, sluggish and menacing, rimmed with jagged collars of ice that cracked and groaned in the dead of night, sounds that echoed like gunshots through the empty quays. The fog did not lift during the day but hung low and grey, erasing the tops of the church spires and blurring the boundaries between the river and the sky, making the world feel small, enclosed, and inescapable.
I watched The Flay navigate this frozen labyrinth with a new, jagged intensity. The cold had stripped away his usual languid grace, replacing it with a shivering, kinetic tension. He moved through the streets not to get somewhere, but to keep his blood moving, his hands shoved so deep into his pockets the fabric strained. I felt the vibration of his muttering against my walls, a constant, low-level stream of grievances against the weather, the government, and the unfairness of a world that allowed ice to form on the inside of a windowpane. He paused outside the warm glow of the hotels on O'Connell Street, watching the revolving doors spin, catching brief, tantalizing blasts of heated air and the scent of roasted meat. He catalogued the difference between the warmth within and the freeze without, his eyes narrowing, calculating the injustice with the precision of an accountant. To The Flay, the winter was a personal affront, a plot designed specifically to test his misery, and he met it with a cynical, shivering defiance.
The Dart fought the contraction with sheer physical will. He refused to let the cold dictate his movements, attacking the frozen earth of the lane with a spade to clear a path, the metal ringing out against the stone like a bell. I felt the impact of his boots, heavy and deliberate, breaking the skim ice on the puddles not out of playfulness, but out of a need to assert dominance over the landscape. He carried the weight of the fuel shortage on his shoulders, scavenging for wood and coal dust with a relentless, grim determination. I watched him haul a sodden log from the riverbank, his hands raw and red, his breath pluming in the grey air. He did not complain; he simply endured, his body becoming a furnace of effort against the encroachment of the chill. He was the anchor of the group, the one who ensured that even in the deepest freeze, there was movement, there was resistance, and there was a refusal to be still.
The Dancer, usually the spark of the lane, found his humour dampening under the weight of the contraction. The cold made laughter painful, the air too sharp to inhale deeply. He moved with a hunched posture, his scarf wound up to his nose, his eyes darting to the windows of neighbours, checking for signs of life, for smoke, for the small movements that signalled survival. He became the keeper of the lane’s morale, noticing who had stopped coming out, whose curtains remained drawn too late in the day. I felt his empathy stretching thin, tested by the sheer scale of the winter’s indifference. He offered small gestures—a hand to steady a younger child on the ice, a shared crust of bread—but they were performed with a solemnity that was new to him. He was learning that in the season of contraction, kindness required a hardness of its own, a refusal to look away from the suffering that the cold laid bare.
The Divils seemed to shrink physically, retreating into the layers of wool and flannel that The Flay’s aul’ one wrapped them in. They moved as a single, bundled entity, their eyes wide and watery above their scarves. I watched them in the small radius of heat near the kitchen range, their world narrowed to the few feet of warmth available. They played quiet games with scraps of paper and coal, their movements economical, conserving every ounce of energy. They were the silent witnesses of the freeze, absorbing the tension of the adults, the groans of the pipes, and the hiss of the dying fire. I felt their small bodies shivering in the night, huddled together for warmth, their dreams filled with the white, silent landscapes of the winter. They were learning the primary lesson of I: that to survive, one must sometimes become small, still, and patient.
The Chancer’s absence was a frozen void in the centre of the group, a hollow space that the winter wind whistled through. In the contraction of the season, his loss felt more permanent, more absolute. The boys did not speak of him often—it took too much breath, too much heat—but I felt their thoughts turning to him when they passed the corner where he used to stand, or when a train whistle blew in the distance. They wondered if the cold was different in England, if the fog tasted the same. His absence was a reminder that the contraction was not just of the mercury, but of their circle, a tightening of the world that squeezed people out, sending them away to places that existed only in letters and rumours.
I, Bardan, the observer, the memory of the streets, found my ink sluggish and my pages stiff with cold. Writing became a physical struggle, the pen digging into the paper as if carving the words into ice. I sat in the corner of the classroom or the kitchen, recording the specific quality of the silence that fell over Limerick when the snow finally came—a thick, wet blanket that muffled the carts and the shouts, turning I into a ghost of itself. I noted the way the gaslight fractured through the ice on the glass, the way the shadows stretched long and distorted across the floor. I was cataloguing the endurance of I, the way it held its breath and waited, the way the stone and the bone hardened against the season.
The domestic sphere had contracted to the hearth. The Flay’s aul’ one managed the fire with the focus of a surgeon, adding fuel with a reluctance that spoke of dwindling supplies. Docker sat close, his presence heavy and silent, and his eyes tracing the flames as if reading a future in the embers. The air in the room was thick with the smell of drying wool and the unwashed bodies of people trying to stay warm. I felt the tension in the room, the silent calculations of food and fuel, the unspoken fear that the winter would outlast the resources. It was a siege, fought not with weapons but with patience and the grim arithmetic of survival. The house breathed in shallow gasps, hoarding its heat, resisting the intrusion of the frost that pressed against the walls.
As the weeks ground on, the contraction reached its peak. I felt brittle, as if a sudden shock might shatter the frozen streets. The river was a dark vein of menace, carrying chunks of ice that scraped against the piers of the bridges. The boys moved less, spoke less, their world reduced to the immediate necessity of the next step, the next meal, the next moment of warmth. The Flay stopped telling stories; the cold had frozen the narrative in his throat. The Dart worked harder, his face set in a mask of grim determination. The Dancer watched, his eyes tired. The Divils waited.
And yet, in the depth of the freeze, there was a strange, crystalline clarity. I was stripped of all excess, reduced to its essential elements: stone, water, ice, and the stubborn, beating hearts of its people. I held them all in my frozen embrace, feeling the faint, persistent thrum of their lives against my cobbles. They were not defeated; they were merely compressed, their energy stored and intensified by the pressure of the season. The contraction was a forging, a hardening of the spirit that would serve them when the thaw finally came.
The winter of 1944 did not end with a sudden burst of sun, but with a slow, grinding release. The ice on the river began to break, the grey sky lifted a fraction, and the air lost its biting edge. But the boys who emerged from the freeze were different—denser, quieter, more aware of the fragility of warmth. They had survived the contraction, and in doing so, they had become part of I’s own endurance, etched into the frost-scarred memory of the streets.
19. Gravity
Summer descended upon Limerick not as a release, but as a physical weight, a "Gravity" that pressed I into the limestone bedrock. I felt the shift in the air pressure, a heavy, humid blanket that trapped the smells of coal smoke, river mud, and sweating stone within the narrow arteries of the lanes. The sun did not sparkle; it glared, bleaching the colour from the slate roofs and turning the My River Shannon into a sheet of molten lead that flowed with a sluggish, oily indifference. The heat was not the dry, crisp warmth of a postcard but a damp, suffocating presence that slowed the pulse of the streets. Men moved with shirts unbuttoned, collars loose, their boots dragging on the softened tar of the roads. Women sat on doorsteps, fanning themselves with aprons, their conversations dropping to low murmurs as if conserving breath was the only way to endure the long, bright evenings.
I watched the Laneboys navigate this oppressive atmosphere. They moved slower, their usual frantic energy dampened by the humidity. The Flay, normally a creature of kinetic nervous energy, walked with a new heaviness, his shoulders hunched not against the cold now, but against the glare. He squinted at the world, his cynicism sharpening in the heat. When talk of coal arriving—a trickle dressed up as a flood—passed through the lanes, The Flay scoffed, kicking at the dust. He watched the carts rattle past, noting the meagre loads with a sneer that hid a deeper anxiety. He was measuring I’s promises against its reality, and finding the balance wanting.
Alongside the heat came the strangers. Refugees from Britain arrived in uneven waves, their presence reshaping the social geography of the pavements. They carried bundles that looked heavier than they were, weighted by displacement and the invisible burden of needing charity. I felt I’s hesitation in absorbing them—the way local conversations paused when they passed, the way eyes tracked their movements with a mixture of pity and suspicion. The Flay’s aul’ one, however, stepped into the relief stations with a quiet authority, sorting and directing, her hands busy with the work of mercy. The Flay watched her, and I felt his conflict—pride in her strength warring with resentment at the endless demand for it. The Divils , The Dart and The Dancer, usually bold, quieted around the newcomers, their instincts telling them that this was a grief they did not yet have the language to navigate.
The "Gravity" of the season pressed hardest within the stone walls of the Christian Brothers School. The building trapped the heat, turning classrooms into kilns where tempers flared and attention evaporated. The masters prowled the aisles, their soutanes swirling like black storm clouds, their patience thinned by the stifling air. Discipline, usually a cold, hard line, became brittle. I watched the tension build until it snapped in the yard. Monks, a boy driven by the sheer, maddening pressure of the heat, climbed the shed rafters, screeching and swinging in a display of defiance that was less about joy and more about escaping the crushing weight of the rules. The Prowler’s shadow fell over him before the voice did, a heavy, suffocating authority that dragged the boy back to earth. Silence followed, thick and instructive. The lesson was clear: summer did not suspend the laws of gravity or authority; it merely made the fall harder.
Cruelty found easier targets in this heavy air. Willy O’Brien, thin and quiet, became a focal point for the masters’ irritability. I observed The Flay attempt a calculated intervention, trying to bargain with the punishment, to trade compliance for mercy. It was a gamble that failed. The slap that followed echoed in the humid room, a sharp, percussive reminder that in this season, power was not to be negotiated with. I recorded the sting of it, the way the room seemed to shrink around the violence, and the way The Flay’s jaw tightened, storing the humiliation in his own internal ledger.
As the term ground to its sweaty, exhausted conclusion, the promise of freedom hung in the air, tainted by the looming spectre of what came next. In Docker’s house, the grey coat hung on the back of the door—no longer the stiff, frightening novelty it had been two years ago, but now a limp, shapeless reality. It was the uniform of the secondary school, a garment that smelled of stale chalk and old sweat, signalling not a new beginning, but the relentless return of the grind. I saw the boys glance at it with weary recognition. It was a physical manifestation of the season's "Gravity," a familiar weight waiting to settle back onto shoulders that had briefly remembered what it was to be light. We ignored it collectively, doubling down on the present, on the heat, and on the river, trying to float for just a little longer before I pulled us back down.
The release from the stone confinement of the school did not bring the lightness we expected; instead, we spilled out into a city that had settled under the "Gravity" of the season like a beast resting in the dust. I held the heat in my laneways, trapping the smells of tar, refuse, and the faint, sweet rot of the riverbank within the brickwork of the terraced houses. The boys moved through this atmosphere not with the frantic energy of spring, but with a conserved, deliberate momentum, as if they understood that in this density of air, every motion cost something. The Dart led the way to Plassey, his stride heavy and purposeful, shedding the discipline of the classroom for the older, wilder authority of the riverbank. He moved as one reclaiming territory, his eyes scanning the path for the changes the season had wrought—the overgrowth of nettles, the shifting mud, and the places where the earth had cracked under the sun.
The My River Shannon at Plassey was a study in slow, powerful movement, a brown muscle flexing beneath a skin of shimmering light. It did not rush as it had in winter; it poured, heavy and inevitable, pulling at the banks with a gravitational force of its own. I watched the Laneboys strip down to their undershorts, their pale skin stark against the dark vegetation, casting themselves into the water not to swim so much as to be held by it. The Divils entered the river with the ease of otters, their bodies knowing the currents intimately, finding the pockets of cool water that lurked beneath the warm surface. They were part of the river’s geometry, sliding through the water with a silence that contrasted with The Dart’s splashing assertions of presence. For a few hours, the gravity of I was suspended, replaced by the buoyancy of the water, the boys floating on their backs, staring up at a sky that seemed too white and too close.
The Flay, however, remained on the bank longer than the others, his hesitation a physical weight. He watched the water with a critical eye, as if measuring its capacity to betray him. When he finally entered, it was not with abandon but with a calculated immersion, a negotiation with the element. He drifted apart from the group, his head kept high above the surface, his eyes scanning the far bank where the refugees from Britain had sometimes been seen walking, ghosts of a war that was technically over but spiritually persistent. I felt his mind working, connecting the water touching his skin to the water that separated him from the world he read about in the papers—the world of "after" that everyone spoke of but no one could quite see. To The Flay, the river was not just a playground; it was a border, a moving line that defined where he was against where he wanted to be.
The afternoons, when the heat became too much even for the river, drove us into the cool, dark sanctuary of the Savoy. The cinema smelled of oil, old velvet, and the collective relief of a hundred bodies escaping the sun. Here, the "Gravity" was different; it was the pull of the screen, the immense, indisputable reality of John Wayne striding across a landscape that looked nothing like Limerick. I watched the Laneboys in the flickering dark, their faces upturned, drinking in the certainty of the American West. There was no ambiguity there, no rationing, no damp walls. There was only action and consequence, clear as a bell. The Dart absorbed this authority into his very posture, sitting straighter, his jaw set, borrowing the courage of the screen to fortify himself against the complexities of the lane.
When they emerged back into the blinding glare of the street, the transition was jarring. I looked shabbier, smaller, and greyer after the Technicolor vastness of the film. The Dart tried to maintain the persona, issuing commands with a wooden spoon tucked into his belt like a sidearm, but the humid air of Limerick dampened the effect. The games they played in the alleys—re-enacting the ambushes and standoffs—had a frantic edge, a desperate attempt to impose the narrative logic of the cinema onto the chaotic reality of their lives. The Dancer played along, his laughter bridging the gap between the fantasy and the mud, but I could feel the strain. They were trying to lift themselves out of I’s gravity by sheer force of imagination, but I, heavy with history and stone, pulled them back down with every stumble and scraped knee.
Even the domestic sphere felt the pull of the season’s weight. In Docker’s house, the grey coat hung on the back of the door like a judgement. It was stiff, long-sleeved, and smelled of the previous owner—a garment of secondary education that signalled the end of one era and the beginning of a harder, more serious one. I saw the boys glance at it and look away, refusing to acknowledge its presence. It was a physical manifestation of the future’s gravity, a heavy woollen anchor waiting to settle on shoulders that still wanted to be light. To acknowledge the coat was to acknowledge that the summer would end, that the river would cool, and that the freedom of the lanes would be traded for the rigid hierarchies of Latin and exams.
The Flay’s aul’ one moved around the object with a mixture of pride and anxiety, brushing it down, checking the buttons. To her, it was a shield against the future, a promise of a life that might not involve the dole or the shovel. To The Flay, it was a shroud. I watched him eyeing it with a cynicism that was growing sharper by the day. He saw the coat not as an opportunity but as another uniform, another way I marked you and held you in place. He was learning that gravity wasn't just physical; it was social, a force that kept people in their assigned orbits, circling the same poverty, the same prayers, the same damp streets.
As the evening sun dipped low, casting long, bruised shadows across the lanes, I seemed to settle into the earth. The heat radiated back up from the stones, a tired exhalation. I held the Laneboys in the palm of my streets, feeling their exhaustion and their resistance. They were suspended between the water and the stone, between the freedom of the river and the destiny of the coat. The summer was a pause, a deep breath before the plunge, and in the heavy, silent air of the evening, I could feel them waiting for the fall.
The "Gravity" of the season pressed hardest within the stone enclosure of the Christian Brothers School, where the heat did not merely enter but seemed to breed in the stagnant air of the classrooms. I felt the limestone walls absorb the sun until they radiated a dry, dusty warmth that turned the ink in the wells to sludge and made the boys’ heads heavy on their necks. The discipline, usually a cold, sharp instrument, became blunt and oppressive in the humidity. The Brothers moved through the corridors with a slow, swishing menace, their black soutanes absorbing the heat, their faces slick with perspiration. I watched the Laneboys sitting in rows, trapped in the amber of the afternoon, their bodies yearning for the river while their minds were tethered to the blackboard. The air smelled of chalk dust, old wood, and the sour, trapped breath of forty boys waiting for a bell that refused to ring.
It was in this atmosphere of suffocating weight that I found myself waiting for a rebellion that never came. I looked up at the wooden rafters spanning the ceiling, remembering the summer Monks had snapped, launching himself upward with monkey-like agility to swing above us in frantic defiance. But that energy was gone now, compressed into silence by the long, hot term. There was no kinetic desperation today, only the heavy vibration of forty boys held down by the "Gravity" of the room, staring at the empty space where a boy had once dared to fly. He hung there, screeching and swinging, a chaotic pendulum above the ordered rows of desks. I observed the shock in the room, the way the other boys looked up, their necks craning, witnessing a violation of physics and authority that seemed impossible in the heavy air.
The Prowler’s shadow fell over the room before his voice did, a heavy, suffocating darkness that dragged the attention of the class back to the ground. He did not shout immediately; he stood in the doorway, a figure of absolute, gravitational force. I watched The Flay watching him. The Flay did not look at the boy on the rafters; he looked at the master, calculating the precise moment when the hammer would fall. He saw the tightening of the Prowler’s jaw, the slow, deliberate uncoiling of the leather strap. The Flay was learning that authority did not need to scream to assert its weight; it simply needed to wait for the rebellion to exhaust itself. He understood that Monks could not hang there forever, that gravity would eventually pull him down to the floor, and to the punishment that waited there.
The Dart watched the boy on the rafters with a mixture of awe and physical empathy. I felt his own muscles tense, imagining the strain in Monks’ arms, the splintering wood under his fingers. The Dart respected the physical feat, the sheer strength required to haul oneself above the heads of the masters, but he also sensed the futility of it. He sat with his hands gripping the edge of his desk, grounding himself, resisting the urge to cheer. He knew that in the economy of the school, every act of defiance had a cost, and he was calculating the price Monks would pay. To The Dart, the school was a machine that ground resistance into dust, and while he admired the spark, he feared the crushing wheel.
The Dancer, whose eyes were always darting, gauging the emotional temperature of the room, looked from the boy to the master and back again. He saw the fear ripple through the class, the collective holding of breath. He understood that Monks was performing a tragedy for their entertainment, sacrificing himself to break the monotony of the heat. The Dancer’s face remained neutral, a mask of obedience, but I felt the tremor of excitement in his chest. He was learning that chaos could be a spectator sport, that one could derive a thrill from the disruption of order without participating in the destruction. He watched the other boys, measuring their loyalty and their fear, seeing how quickly the herd would turn on the one who stood out.
The Divils shrank into their seats, making themselves as small as possible. To them, the disruption was a terrifying breach of the natural order. They watched the boy swinging above them with wide, watery eyes, seeing not a hero but a warning. I held them in the hot, still air of the classroom, feeling their desire to be invisible, to merge with the wood of the desks and the stone of the walls. They were learning the primary lesson of the institution: that safety lay in silence, in keeping one's head down, in letting the gravity of the rules hold you in place while others floated away to their doom.
When Monks finally dropped, the sound of his boots hitting the floorboards was heavy and final. The silence that followed was thicker than the heat. The punishment was swift and percussive, the sound of leather on skin echoing in the high ceiling. I recorded it all: the wince of the class, the stoicism of the boy, the grim satisfaction of the master. The "Gravity" had reasserted itself; the boy who had tried to fly was back on the ground, bruised and tethered. The lesson was clear: in Limerick, everything eventually comes down.
But the weight of the season extended beyond the school gates. As the term ground to its sweaty conclusion, a new symbol of "Gravity" appeared in the domestic sphere. In Docker’s house, hanging on the back of a door like a shroud, was the grey coat. It was a garment of secondary education, stiff, long-sleeved, and smelling of another boy’s history. It was second-hand, purchased with difficulty, and it signalled the end of the Laneboys' anarchic freedom. I saw them glance at it and look away, refusing to acknowledge its pull. It was a physical manifestation of the future, a heavy woollen anchor waiting to settle on shoulders that still wanted to be light.
The Flay approached the coat with a cynical wariness. He touched the rough fabric, feeling the weight of the expectations woven into it. To him, the coat was a uniform of conformity, a sign that he was entering a world of exams, pensions, and the slow death of the imagination. He saw it as a trap, a way I marked you and held you in place. He muttered about it to the others, turning the coat into a character in his stories—the "Grey Ghost" that swallowed boy’s whole. But beneath the humour, I felt his anxiety. He was calculating the cost of this new status, measuring the loss of the lanes against the promise of respectability, and finding the balance wanting.
The Dart viewed the coat with a grim pragmatism. He saw it as a necessary burden, like a sack of coal or a heavy tool. It was the equipment required for the next stage of work. He did not fear it, but he resented the constriction it promised. He was a boy of movement, of physical labour, and the coat represented hours of sitting, of silence, of the stifling heat of classrooms. I watched him square his shoulders as he looked at it, preparing himself to carry the weight, just as he carried the fuel for the fire. He was accepting the gravity of his future, planting his feet to bear the load.
The "Gravity" of the summer was not just in the air or the water; it was in the inevitability of growing up. The grey coat, the punishment of Monks, the heavy heat of I—all were forces pulling the boys away from the freedom of childhood and into the dense, serious world of men. I watched them navigate this transition, feeling the shift in their centre of gravity. They were no longer floating; they were settling, becoming heavier, denser, and more real. The summer was pressing them into their final shapes, and soon, the autumn would come to lock them in place.
Summer did not fade in Limerick so much as it hardened, the heat ceasing to be a novelty and becoming a weight that compressed I into a dense, silent waiting. I felt the change in the texture of the air; it was no longer the expansive, hazy warmth of June but a solid, stifling pressure that shortened the breath and slowed the pulse. The days began to trim themselves by inches, the light arriving later and leaving sooner, lingering on the limestone with a heavy, reluctant glow. The "Gravity" of the season had shifted from a downward pull to an inward squeeze. I watched the Laneboys move through this density, their energy no longer scattering outward in wild games but turning focused, economical, and precise. They were learning that endurance was not just about bearing the cold, but about navigating the heavy, suffocating stillness of a heat that refused to break.
The My River Shannon, usually a source of movement and relief, slowed and darkened under the late summer sun. At Rocky, the water did not rush; it slid, thick and oily, coating the stones near the edge with a treacherous skin of green algae. I felt the danger in that stillness, a warning disguised as calm. The Dart and The Divils approached the bank with a new caution, watching where the currents met the stones, noting the subtle changes that signalled a slip or a fall. The river was no longer forgiving. One misjudged step on the slime-covered rocks meant a wet boot, a stumble, and the immediate, sharp attention of the water collecting its due. I observed them testing the limits—not with the reckless abandon of early July, but with the calculated risk of boys who knew that the river, like I, always collected its fee.
The Flay sensed the compression of the season before he named it. I heard the change in his voice; his stories, usually sprawling epics of escape and grandeur, began to shorten. The fantasy was contracting, pressed in by the reality of the approaching autumn and the looming grey coat. He still spoke, still performed for the group, but the endings came quicker, the flourishes were stripped away, and triumphs were replaced by narrow escapes. I watched him testing the edges of his narratives, watching the reactions of the others, measuring risk. He was realizing that when the world tightens, words must become tools rather than decorations. His silence, when it fell, had weight—a density that matched the air in the lanes.
The Divils adapted to the season’s hardness with a quiet, observant intensity. They stopped wasting energy on speed and began to study the mechanics of I. I watched them shadow the delivery carts that rattled through Janesboro, noting the paths, the timing, and the repetitions of the drivers. They saw what others missed: that routes were shifting, carts arriving later or leaving earlier, patterns changing as I braced for what was to come. The Flay noticed their scrutiny and tried to frame it as a game, but I knew better. They were learning the infrastructure of survival—mapping the flow of goods and movement just as they mapped the currents of the river. To them, these were not coincidences; they were instructions.
Inside the houses, the atmosphere mirrored the streets. The Flay’s aul’ one adjusted the rhythm of the home without announcement, thinning meals by habit rather than crisis, conserving resources with a silence that was its own form of authority. Docker accepted this shift as he accepted the weather—without protest, saving his strength for the labour that kept the roof over their heads. I felt the domestic sphere contract, the rooms feeling smaller, the family moving closer together not out of affection but out of necessity. The "Gravity" of the season was pulling everything toward the centre, stripping away the superfluous and leaving only what was essential for the endurance of the coming months.
I, Bardan, stood at the edge of this heavy, silent world, my notebook capturing the density of the light and the sharpening of the shadows. I recorded the way the algae clung to the stones, the brevity of The Flay’s tales, and the watchful eyes of The Divils tracking the carts. I was not sleeping; it was holding its breath, a held note of tension that vibrated through the walls and the water. We were all caught in the amber of late summer, preserved in a state of high-pressure waiting, knowing that when the break finally came, it would not be a release, but a rupture into the cold reality of autumn.
The final days of August did not drift away; they fell, heavy and ripe, like fruit dropping from the overhanging branches in the orchards we raided. I felt the "Gravity" of the season reach its maximum density. The air in the lanes was no longer just humid; it was solid, a physical medium through which the boys had to push to move. The dust on the roads lay thick and undisturbed, the wind having lost the will to lift it. The My River Shannon, low in its banks, exposed the mud and the roots of the river weeds, a dark, tangled underbelly usually hidden by the flow. It was a time of exposure and weight, where the buoyancy of July seemed like a distant dream, and the reality of September pressed against the temples like a headache that wouldn't clear.
I watched the inevitable surrender in Docker’s house. The grey coat, which had hung on the door like a spectre throughout the holidays, was finally taken down. The Flay’s aul’ one brushed it with vigorous, almost violent strokes, sending clouds of dust dancing into the shafts of sunlight. The sound of the stiff bristles against the rough wool was the percussion of the season’s end. The Flay stood watching, his hands deep in his pockets, his posture slumped. The gravity of the coat—the weight of the institution it represented, the exams, the Latin, the conformity—was pulling at him already. He did not spin a story about it; the reality was too dense for fiction. He merely looked at the garment as a prisoner might look at shackles, calculating the chafe.
The Dart, too, felt the pull of the earth. The freedom of the riverbank was replaced by the necessity of preparation. I saw him cleaning his boots, scraping the summer’s dried mud from the leather with a knife. He worked with a grim concentration, his face set. To The Dart, the shift in season was a shift in labour; summer was the work of play, but autumn would be the work of survival. He accepted the burden of the coming months—the cold, the dark mornings, the schoolyard fights—with a stoicism that made him seem older than his years. He was grounding himself, planting his feet wide to bear the load that I was about to place on his shoulders.
The Dancer’s resistance was quieter, a fading of the light in his eyes. The "Gravity" compressed his humour, squeezing the jokes out of him until he was left with a watchful silence. He sat on the front step, watching the other children in the lane, his usual commentary suspended. He was absorbing the mood of the street—the mothers counting coins for new pencils, the fathers grumbling about the price of coal—and letting it settle into him. He understood that the time for levity had passed, and the time for endurance had arrived. I was tightening its belt, tightened with it.
The Divils seemed to shrink back into the architecture of the house. The expansive energy they had shown in the fields contracted; they stayed close to the hearth, close to the skirts of the women, as if sensing that the open spaces were no longer safe. I held them in the gloomy comfort of the kitchen, feeling their small heartbeats slow to match the lethargic pulse of the late summer afternoon. They were waiting, with the instinctive patience of animals, for the weather to break, for the world to change.
I, Bardan, sat with my notebook, the paper damp under my hand. The ink flowed slowly, heavy and dark. I wrote about the weight of the grey coat, the sound of the brush, the silence of the boys. I realized that "Gravity" was not just a force that pulled things down; it was a force that held things together. It bound us to the lane, to the school, to I, and to each other. We were not floating away; we were being anchored. The summer had expanded us, but the gravity of autumn was crushing us back into the shapes required to fit into the classrooms and the queues.
The sun set earlier now, dropping behind the slate roofs with a suddenness that startled. The twilight was short, a brief purple bruise on the sky before the heavy curtain of night fell. I lights flickered on, weak and yellow against the encroaching dark. We were grounded. The flight of summer was over. We stood on the heavy earth of Limerick, feeling the pull of the stone and the soil, ready or not to carry the weight of the year to come.
20. Ledger
Autumn crept into Limerick with a cautious, lingering touch, as if I itself needed time to adjust to the shortening days and the cooler air. I felt the shift in the pavement, the way the cobblestones glistened under a persistent drizzle that washed the slate roofs into shades of gunmetal and soot. The smell of wet turf mingled with coal smoke, bread baking, and the faint, sour tang of past harvests, a mixture that hung heavy in the damp alleys. Every corner of I seemed to carry the weight of survival, the residue of summers pressed into stone and mortar. Even the My River Shannon moved with measured deliberation, brown and opaque, carrying the reflections of mist and grey skies as if it, too, paused to calculate the pace of I’s life.
I watched Bardan move through the lanes with The Dart and The Dancer, tracing familiar routes near Baal’s Bridge where shadowed walls offered concealment and small victories. The Flay followed, as ever, trailing behind, brandishing a stick like a sword and narrating imagined exploits that drew the others' attention. I observed him carefully, noting the difference between his stories and the wet reality of the stones. The Flay was both danger and instruction: he taught how perception could bend reality, how exaggeration could reveal essential truths about courage and loyalty. He spun tales of spies hiding in smoke and secret missions along the river, framing the mundane struggle of the lanes as a legend in progress.
I had changed subtly from summer. Autumn leaves clung to gutters and piled in corners, brittle underfoot. I felt the sharp, dry snap beneath boots—a small reminder that every step demanded attention. The Laneboys moved with sharper, quieter mischief now. The Dart’s eyes scanned for opportunity with a leader’s confidence, while The Dancer measured patterns carefully, his laughter tempered by calculation. Each step became a lesson in patience, observation, and the art of remaining unnoticed. They were learning that I was both obstacle and teacher, every shadow and wet stone offering instruction in the geometry of survival.
In the markets, the season’s modesty was on display. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the stalls with precise attention, weighing each coin, inspecting the last vegetables of summer and the first root crops of autumn. She exchanged fragments of information with quiet authority, her mind mapping risks and possibilities in ways invisible to most. I watched Bardan follow her, observing patterns: which vendors were distracted, which would overlook small hands reaching too close, and where opportunity might present itself. Every transaction, every glance, every hesitation in these exchanges became a lesson in timing, discretion, and careful calculation. Scarcity had sharpened their perception; even minor gains were carefully counted and mentally catalogued.
School resumed its strict rhythm at CBS, looming over the hill with its stone and shadow. The air inside smelled of bleach, polished floors, and the damp wool of wet coats. Brother Butterballs moved with wiry patience, his eyes noting hesitation, his hands ready to correct. I felt the tension in the centre aisle, the way Bardan’s heart hammered against the weight of observation. Geography lessons became exercises in strategy: mapping distant lands, imagining routes through rivers and mountains, and rehearsing movement through spaces far beyond the lanes. Metalwork required endurance and precision, teaching patience in hands as much as mind. Each day reinforced the lesson that survival demanded both attention and foresight.
Letters from distant relatives arrived with promises that rippled through the household. The Flay’s aul’ fella wrote of a return before Christmas, of gifts and changes. The words contained hope, yet experience demanded scepticism. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one and Bardan go to the station beneath the signal tower, warmed by cocoa and bread offered by a kind stranger, waiting for a train that hissed and clattered but did not bring the man. The disappointment settled like stone, marking the delicate architecture of trust. Small, immediate comforts—hot food, warm clothes, and familiar voices—became anchors, softening the sharp edges of absence and uncertainty.
Play persisted, but it took on a new character. The river at Plassey remained their arena, but the currents were sharper, the leaves slick, and the stones slippery. Minor scrapes and lost sticks became lessons, exaggerated in The Flay’s retelling to form a mythology of courage. The Dart led with bravado; The Dancer followed cautiously, learning the boundaries of his own daring. The Divils guided silently, their movements perfect and practiced. I recorded it all—the sunlight on water, the mud, the wind—building a ledger of experience that would anchor memory in the months to come.
Late autumn arrived in Limerick with a deliberate severity, pressing cold, damp, and shadowed days across I. I watched the fog thicken, settling low over the quays and lanes, rolling from the My River Shannon to curl around corners and doorways. The damp penetrated the leather of boots, soaked the collars of coats, and hung in the hair like fine threads of ice, while the smell of wet turf, coal smoke, and baking bread lingered stubbornly, sharp against the backdrop of the season’s decay. Streets gleamed with rainwater, reflecting grey light from low clouds, while leaves, browned and brittle, and clung desperately to iron railings and gutters. Every step demanded attention; every misjudged movement risked a slip on slick cobblestones or a bruise from a hidden stone.
I walked the lanes with Bardan’s boots squelching, collars turned high against wind and rain. The Flay, as ever, trailed behind, brandishing sticks as swords and narrating elaborate tales of past exploits and imagined glories. His voice rose and fell with drama, drawing attention and shaping perception, reminding me to weigh words against action and exaggeration against fact. Each tale was a lesson in influence: how story could shape courage, attention, and expectation. I catalogued the exaggeration carefully, noting truth and invention, and the subtleties of presentation; The Flay’s drama was a school of perception as rigorous as any classroom, yet far less forgiving.
The My River Shannon reflected the autumn sky, brown and unyielding, its currents carrying water and debris alike, and teaching lessons in precision, timing, and judgement. We navigated slick stones along the quays, leapt across eddies, and tested balance on narrow ledges. The Flay spun tales of imagined naval adventures, heroic rescues, and ghostly captains, yet the river demanded skill, attention, and patience above all. Each misjudged leap or miscalculated throw became a mental note, a record of risk, consequence, and endurance, for the river measured truth as nothing else did.
School at CBS became increasingly rigid as the season deepened. Wet coats and damp scarves brought the chill indoors, mixing with chalk dust, ink, and the oil from metalwork benches. Masters’ eyes were sharper now, ready to punish hesitation, disorder, or the slightest misalignment. Geography exercises became strategic planning: imagining movement across unknown lands, assessing hazards, and plotting paths. Metalwork demanded precision, strength, and endurance; English required control, subtlety, and the ability to manoeuvre words carefully. Observation, patience, and foresight were no longer optional—they were essential, and each day reinforced the discipline of survival, both mental and physical.
At home, The Flay’s aul’ one’s routine intensified with the onset of cold. Coal, bread, tea, and firewood were measured meticulously, and every movement, from fetching water to counting rationed goods, was precise. Docker’s fatigue deepened, his steps slower, breathing laboured, patience thinned. Chores became lessons in anticipation: when to act, when to pause, how to avoid unnecessary confrontation, how to conserve energy while remaining attentive. The bicycle, silent in its corner, represented freedom earned through calculation, patience, and risk. Each ride along the lanes with the lads—The Flay narrating, The Dart  pushing limits, and the quiet observer noting all—was proof that skill, timing, and careful strategy could carve out moments of liberty within constraint.
The market remained a subtle classroom in strategy. The Flay’s aul’ one moved among stalls, counting coins, examining vegetables, and observing merchants with quiet calculation. She whispered notes of caution, exchanged snippets of news, and measured opportunity with the eye of one accustomed to scarcity. I catalogued vendors’ habits, identifying moments of distraction, patterns of attention, and safe opportunities for minor gains. Even a small scrap of bread, a loaf glimpsed through a window, or a handful of coal required careful timing and evaluation; every interaction reinforced the importance of observation, patience, and prudence.
Evenings at the My River Shannon deepened in importance as daylight shortened. The fog pressed close, muffling footsteps, dampening sound, and sharpening awareness. The Divils continued to test each other and themselves, leaping from low walls, balancing on slick stones, and diving into icy currents. The Flay’s tales dramatized danger, exaggerating stakes and heroism, yet the river remained impartial. I recorded outcomes meticulously, converting action into knowledge; each throw, dive, or calculated risk became part of a mental ledger of endurance and skill. Observation was as crucial as courage, and calculation as vital as strength.
Games and minor adventures were exercises in risk management. Climbing walls, exploring abandoned yards, sneaking along quays, or testing balance across wet stones demanded calculation: approach, timing, and observation of adults, terrain, and shadow. The Flay dramatized these acts with flair, exaggerating danger, but I maintained precise mental records. Probability, consequence, and opportunity were weighed carefully, transforming play into training for survival. I’s streets, alleys, and river became a laboratory where missteps taught as much as success, and careful planning yielded reward or, at worst, a bruise that served as instruction.
I itself became more layered in observation. Men laboured along docks, muscles taut with effort; clerks shuffled under the strain of paperwork; women bargained, calculated scarcity, and conserved resources with keen eyes. Each movement, gesture, and glance carried information. Observation became a skill, pattern recognition a tool. Small thefts or minor acts of cunning were exercises in judgement, and survival demanded constant vigilance. Even mundane activities were imbued with lessons: timing, placement, and anticipation determined success in both small mischief and necessary labour.
The fog and cold brought beauty alongside hardship. One November morning, sunlight broke thinly through mist, illuminating rain-slick cobbles and wet railings in pale silver. Water on stones glistened, the river reflected muted light, and for a moment, I seemed suspended. Observation became solace: careful attention revealed small splendours amidst scarcity. These glimpses of elegance were fleeting, yet precise measurement and patience allowed them to be noted, remembered, and incorporated into mental maps of both survival and pleasure.
Post-war rumours increased in clarity and frequency. Men whispered of soldiers returning, councils planning reconstruction, apprenticeships, and new trades. Information arrived in snippets, half-truths, and hints, requiring discernment and measurement. Observation and calculation were essential: which sources were trustworthy, which details carried consequence, and which mere noise were. These lessons in scrutiny and evaluation became critical, shaping both strategic thinking and anticipation; flexibility and attentiveness were as vital as courage in navigating the lanes.
As winter drew closer, I demanded adaptation. Frost stiffened rails and cobbles, damp penetrated clothing, and small tasks became tests of endurance. Carrying coal, parcels, or bread required careful attention; missteps risked injury or waste. The Flay dramatized danger; the river, streets, and household exacted reality. Every action demanded skill, judgement, and discretion. Small victories were hoarded mentally: an unnoticed loaf, a hidden corner of warmth, a quiet victory over authority or circumstance.
CBS intensified pressures with shortening days. Lessons became exercises in anticipation and endurance. Metalwork demanded skill and focus; geography encouraged strategic thought; English required careful articulation. Observing teachers’ patterns, reading expectations, and adjusting behaviour ensured survival within authority’s reach. School became another laboratory: attention, observation, and patience were sharpened under scrutiny, complementing lessons learned in streets, lanes, and riverbanks.
By late November, routines were ingrained. Observation, calculation, and patience were instinctive. The Flay’s stories, The Divils’ daring, and my careful cataloguing of patterns intertwined into a framework of survival and understanding. River, lanes, streets, household, and school formed a continuous cycle of lessons: endurance, skill, observation, and calculation. Each success and failure was logged mentally, preparing us for winter’s harsher constraints.
The final weeks of autumn saw endurance tested by increasing cold, persistent fog, and scarcity. The My River Shannon remained impartial: currents, stones, and eddies demanded skill and attention. Small victories—scraps of food, fleeting warmth, and moments unobserved—were celebrated quietly, mentally counted as proof of perseverance and skill. Autumn ended quietly, I settling into frost, fog, and shadows. Observation, calculation, patience, and skill had become instinct. The season’s lessons were fully absorbed: small freedoms had been seized, victories recorded, risks measured, and strategy refined. Limerick’s streets, river, and households had honed endurance, discernment, and subtlety, preparing us to face winter with knowledge, courage, and quiet confidence.
Mid-autumn brought a rupture to the rhythm of our days, a fracture in the routine that forced observation to turn inward toward the fragility of our own circle. The rain had become a relentless curtain, isolating the houses of the lane, but the true isolation began when The Flay vanished from the corner. It was not the usual disappearance of a boy seeking mischief or avoiding a chore; it was a sudden, enforced absence. I Home fever ward claimed him. Typhoid, the spectre that haunted the damp walls of Limerick, had swept through the children of the lanes, and The Flay, despite his energy and his stories, was not immune. I stood outside the high walls of the hospital, notebook pressed against my chest to shield it from the drizzle, imagining him inside. I could not see him, but I knew his methods. I knew he would approach illness theatrically, whispering warnings to nurses and recounting imagined horrors to anyone who would listen, transforming the sterile, terrifying reality of the ward into a stage for his own endurance.
Inside those walls, as I later learned and dutifully recorded, The Flay’s crisis was both physical and imaginative. The fever stripped away his usual kinetic energy, leaving him pale and trembling, a body learning the hard limits of its own strength. Yet, his mind refused to be bedbound. I catalogued the accounts of his time there: the way he lay in the dim ward, listening to the mechanics of the place—the nurse’s precise steps, the measured placement of a tea cup, the rustle of starch and blankets. Recovery was slow, a test of patience that The Flay usually failed, but here, he had no choice. He sat upright by late October, cautious and aware, carrying a fragile sense of triumph in his ability to simply breathe. But his restless mind sought connection. He attempted a clandestine game of messages with a girl in the ward, Patricia Madigan, writing scraps of verse and passing them under doors, ignoring the strict warnings of the nurses.
I recorded this rebellion not as mere mischief, but as a survival strategy. He was calculating the angles of the nurses' vision, timing the squeak of their shoes, and measuring the gap beneath the doorframe. It was a study in communication under duress. When punishment followed—he was moved to an empty upper ward, isolated and surrounded by the history of famine ghosts—he confronted a fear amplified by his own imagination. He described the room to us later as haunted, filled with spectral children, but I noted the practical truth beneath the story: the chill biting through thin socks, the echo of solitary footsteps, and the crushing weight of isolation. To endure it, he memorized lines from The Highwayman, whispering the verse into the silence to maintain a grip on familiarity. His crisis began with the fear of boredom and death, but it ended with a mastery of memorization and the quiet performance of the mind keeping itself alive.
While The Flay fought his battles in the ward, The Chancer faced a crisis of a different currency in the wet streets. Always the careful schemer, he had overextended himself in a wager with older boys, losing a sum of money he could ill afford to lose. I watched him in the days that followed, his face pale with a frustration that he tried to mask with bravado. He did not run; he calculated. He retraced his steps, negotiated with those rougher than himself, and sought ways to recover his standing. The crisis deepened when a local dog, seizing an opportunity in the chaos of a market day, ran off with a pouch of coins The Chancer was delivering. I followed him from a distance, careful not to alert him to my witnessing, noting the desperation in his sprint. He tracked the animal across winding lanes, rain-slicked cobbles treacherous underfoot.
I catalogued each calculation he made: the sharp turn at a corner, the glance down a darkened alley, the estimation of the dog’s speed against his own stamina. It was a lesson in spatial reasoning and sheer, stubborn endurance. By dusk, he had recovered the coins and his dignity, arriving back at the shop soaked, gloves stiff from cold, and his heart racing with a quiet triumph. This contained adventure, beginning and ending entirely within the season, revealed his capacity for determination under pressure. He learned that I’s chaos could be navigated if one remained observant and persistent, a lesson I noted as a shift in his character from reckless gambler to calculated survivor.
The Dart’s autumn crisis was quieter, internal, and bound by the rigid walls of the Christian Brothers School. A misunderstanding over a damaged book escalated into a threat of expulsion, a catastrophe that would have brought shame upon his family and ended his chances of escaping the labour of the lowest docks. I observed him in the classroom, crouched in the corner, hands gripping the edge of the desk until his knuckles turned white. His eyes flicked nervously to the master, Brother Butterballs, who drummed his fingers with measured severity. The Dart, usually a creature of physical action, had to navigate this situation with careful words and precise apologies. He timed his contrition with exactitude, offering gestures precise enough to convey remorse while retaining his dignity.
I recorded every shift in his posture, the tremor he fought to suppress in his hands, and the small victories in verbal negotiation. He was learning that survival in the institution required a different kind of strength than survival on the riverbank. It required the suppression of impulse and the strategic deployment of humility. By the last week of autumn, he had retained his place, walking carefully through corridors that felt narrower after days of dread. His crisis, contained entirely within the season, left him with a new appreciation for the weight of authority and the fragility of his position within it. He began to obsess over calculations: how many hours to deliver messages, how far he could walk before fatigue set in, how to balance parcels without alerting the janitor to his absence. I watched him measuring the dimensions of his bag against the narrow staircases of Roden Lane, testing weight distribution, mastering the physics of his own burden.
The Dancer’s crisis, unlike the others, unfolded in the open streets and was born of empathy rather than error. He found a stray kitten in a back alley, its fur matted and its breathing shallow, shivering against the damp chill of November. The challenge was entirely seasonal: nursing the creature through the autumn damp and ensuring its survival before the hard winter set in. I watched him cradle the tiny body beneath his coat, moving through puddled lanes, seeking a neighbour who might advise on its care. Rain drummed against his hat, soaking his collar, but he did not pause. I noted his meticulous attention: the careful wrapping of the kitten in dry cloth, the pacing of his steps to avoid sloshing water into the folds, the repeated inspection of tiny, twitching ears.
He fashioned a makeshift bed from scraps, using the heat of his own hands to warm the animal, feeding it in careful increments with milk salvaged from neighbours. Each failure—spilled milk, sudden cries—was a minor defeat, and each success built momentum. By late November, the kitten was mobile, curling against his shoulder. This small triumph, framed entirely by the limits of autumn, left The Dancer lighter in spirit. It demonstrated patience, attentiveness, and the quiet rewards of sustained care. I catalogued every adjustment he made, realizing that observation itself could be a form of nurturing. The Dancer’s crisis resolved in the understanding that even in a city of stone and rain, softness had a place if it was guarded with sufficient ferocity.
I, Bardan, remained the observer throughout, the chronicler of these disparate struggles. I spent mornings observing the frost-laden city from narrow lanes, my notebook pressed to my chest. I tracked the rhythm of puddles, the smoke curling from chimneys, and the occasional cat slipping silently across wet cobbles. I noted the sounds: the distant clatter of tram wheels, boots splashing in water, the low murmur of mothers calling children inside. The air carried a dampness that penetrated clothing and skin alike, a constant reminder of I’s omnipresence. My observations included minute details: the glint of copper roofs after rain, moss forming in damp crevices of walls, the subtle sway of laundry drying on lines pulled taut by the wind. These notes were the scaffolding for memory, ensuring that autumn’s textures and rhythms were preserved alongside the crises of my friends.
By late November, the routines were ingrained. The Flay returned from the hospital, paler but unbroken, his storytelling now infused with the grim realities of the ward. The Chancer moved with the confidence of one who had chased down his losses and won. The Dart walked the corridors of school with a wary respect for the power of rules. The Dancer carried his compassion as a quiet strength. I had tested us, pushing against our weaknesses—health, pride, status, empathy—and we had pushed back with calculation, endurance, and observation. The season of calculation had taught us that survival was not a single great act, but a series of small, measured adjustments to the world as it was.
By the final days of November, the lanes of Limerick had taken on a weight that felt almost physical, a density of atmosphere that pressed against the chest and slowed the step. I, I’s quiet observer, felt the shift in the air; the rain no longer merely fell, it pooled in the hollows of the cobblestones, reflecting a pewter sky that seemed to have lowered itself to the level of the rooftops. The wind carried a bite that was no longer just damp but a herald of the coming freeze, a sharp reminder that the "Calculation" of autumn was merely preparation for the endurance test of winter. Leaves lay sodden and blackened along the curbs, pressed into dark patterns by passing boots and the relentless mud. Smoke curled thicker from the chimneys, stubbornly reluctant to rise, settling instead among the low slate roofs like a thin, persistent fog that blurred the edges of the world. Even the My River Shannon seemed to move with a heavier, browner reluctance, carrying its cold burden toward the sea with a deliberate, muscular patience.
The Flay, returned from the fever ward but still carrying the pallor of confinement, moved through this heavy atmosphere with a new, jagged intensity. His mischiefs had reached their seasonal peak, but they were no longer the wild, flailing gestures of summer. The hospital had taught him the art of quiet observation and stealth; he had learned to slip notes under doors, to time the squeak of a nurse’s shoe, to orchestrate small dramas within the constraints of a sterile ward. Now, back in the lanes, he applied these lessons to the streets. I watched him orchestrating games that required less running and more cunning. He whispered instructions to The Divils, directing them like chess pieces, his eyes flicking toward the corners where adults might appear. Beneath the laughter and the dramatization of his near-death experience, there remained a lesson he did not speak aloud but demonstrated in every gesture: endurance depended on constant attention. Every whisper, every movement, and every tiny, careful adjustment he made in handling his world became a blueprint for survival. I wrote it all down in my notebook, shielding the pages from the drizzle: the curl of his fingers as he signalled a retreat, the tilt of his head when listening for the heavy tread of a guard, the shift of his eyes to gauge the reactions of his peers. In the ward, as in the lane, life demanded presence. To be present was to endure.
The Chancer, having recovered from the humiliation of the lost coins and the dog chase, turned his errands into exercises in spatial reasoning and control. I, which had briefly overwhelmed him, was now a puzzle he was solving with grim determination. His deliveries—once a source of frustration and error—had become opportunities to measure himself against circumstance. I followed him at a distance, noting how he paused at corners not to rest, but to calculate. He checked the depth of puddles, estimated the speed of approaching carts, and scanned alleyways for the older boys who might demand a toll. These movements were not grand; they were measured, precise, and entirely human. He was proving to himself that the chaos of the autumn rain could be navigated if one paid enough attention. In his careful steps, I saw the architecture of small triumphs: victory achieved not through luck, but through careful attention, repeated trials, and stubborn perseverance. By late November, The Chancer moved with a quiet confidence, the memory of the lost coins replaced by the certainty of his place in I and its unseen rules.
The Dart, too, had claimed his victories, though his were quieter and bound by the physics of labour. His internal calculations regarding school and work had given him a mastery over the movements that once caused anxiety. I watched him on his delivery rounds, his bag heavy with parcels, his boots finding purchase on slick stones where others slipped. He had obsessed over the variables: how many hours to deliver, how far to walk before fatigue set in, how to balance the load so it did not strain his back. Each successful run reinforced a sense of order, a control over the variables I presented. Observation, repetition, and meticulous care had turned a seasonal crisis into an exercise in patience and preparation. I recorded the mechanics of each success: the angle of his steps to avoid slipping on wet leaves, the precise timing of a delivery to evade the oversight of a strict shopkeeper, the gestures that maintained dignity while negotiating expectation. Through The Dart, I understood that endurance was built not in spectacle, but in the quiet precision of repeated acts.
The Dancer’s triumph with the kitten remained emblematic of a different kind of lesson, one that felt fragile in the hardening weather: the lesson of care, attentiveness, and empathy. He moved through the damp streets with the small creature secured inside his jacket, testing the temperature of the air with his hands, adjusting the folds of cloth to shield the animal from drafts. He paced his walk to avoid disturbing the fragile balance of warmth and comfort he had created. Every success—a purr, a flicker of movement, a saucer of milk scavenged from a sympathetic neighbour—was evidence of small, cumulative victories achieved through focus and patience. The alleyways, the back streets, the worn cobbles of Limerick—once merely familiar ground—became classrooms offering tests that measured persistence, ingenuity, and compassion. I catalogued it all: the way The Dancer adjusted the kitten’s position when it shivered, the repeated inspection of fragile limbs, the tension in his shoulders as he protected his charge. Observation, I realized as I watched him, was not passive. It was active participation in the world’s ongoing negotiation.
The Laneboys—The Flay, The Chancer, The Dart, and The Dancer—had each ended the autumn differently, yet all their lessons converged on the same principle: survival demanded a mixture of attention, calculation, care, and courage. I reflected on my own place within these events, my notebook always pressed against my chest, fingers smudged with rain and ink. Observation was my tool, my weapon, my reassurance. I recorded small patterns: the way smoke curled and flattened under the low sky, the angle of the weak sun on wet cobbles, the subtle shifts in people’s weight as they navigated puddles or avoided patches of black frost. I, in all its wet, grey, and stubborn persistence, became a living laboratory. Each day offered repetitions, each movement a trial, and every survival—whether minor or dramatic—was evidence of what could endure when careful attention met circumstance.
The evenings, when they arrived, were slow and heavy, the darkness seemingly rising from the ground rather than falling from the sky. Lamps flickered across the streets, their yellow reflections caught in puddles, casting shadows that moved with a life of their own. Doors closed firmly against the wind-driven rain, and inside the houses of Janesboro, the warm smell of peat smoke mixed with the metallic tang of drying wool. I lingered in the lanes longer than necessary, observing I inhale and exhale, recording the mechanics of survival around me: mothers coaxing children indoors, vendors adjusting covers on their wares to protect them from the damp, cats slipping silently across rooftops. The rhythm of autumn was ending, but the pulse remained.
By the time the final leaves of November had been beaten into the mud by the relentless Atlantic gales, the season of Calculation had reached its total. I of Limerick did not simply end the season; it tallied it. I, the silent observer, felt the shift in the very stones of the streets. The damp, permeable grey of early autumn began to harden into something more brittle, a precursor to the deep freeze that we knew, with an instinct older than our years, was waiting just beyond the turn of the month. The "Calculation" was no longer a conscious effort but a settled state of being; we had learned that survival was an equation, and we had spent the season solving for x—where x was warmth, or safety, or a moment of dignity in a city that offered little of any.
I watched The Flay standing at the corner of Roden Lane, his collar pulled up against a wind that smelled of coming snow. He was no longer the boy who had entered the fever ward in a panic; he was the boy who had memorized The Highwayman to keep the silence at bay. The theatricality remained—he still spun lies about the “Frozen Monk” or the secret lives of the neighbours—but the intent had shifted. He was calculating the weight of his words now, measuring their impact on the listener. He understood that a story, properly timed, could distract a bully, charm a shopkeeper, or simply buy a few minutes of warmth at a neighbour’s fire. I recorded this shift in my notebook: the way his eyes no longer darted wildly but scanned the street with a predator’s economy, looking for the narrative thread that would pull him through the day. He had learned that if you could not change the sum of your reality, you could at least change the description of it,
The Chancer, too, had balanced his books. The humiliation of the lost coins and the chaotic chase through the rain had been metabolized into a sharper, harder wisdom. He moved through the streets with a new centre of gravity, keeping his hands deep in his pockets, his eyes fixed on the middle distance. He was no longer the gambler betting on chance; he was the strategist betting on probability. I saw him decline a foolish wager with an older boy near the docks, a refusal that spoke of a discipline earned through loss. He had learned the hardest calculation of all: that sometimes the only winning move is to keep your coin in your pocket and walk away. I had tried to subtract from him, but he had held his ground, and in the ledger of the lane, breaking even was a victory,
The Dart’s triumph was less visible but more foundational. The fear of expulsion, the terror of the master’s strap, had been replaced by a grim competence. He had mastered the physics of his own burden. I watched him help Docker move a heavy crate of coal, his movements synchronized and efficient, no energy wasted on flourish or complaint. He had calculated the cost of resistance against the cost of endurance and found that endurance paid better dividends. He walked the path to school not with dread, but with the heavy, rhythmic step of a soldier marching to a front he knew he could survive. He was the anchor, the solid integer in our equation, the proof that pressure does not always crack the stone—sometimes, it compacts it.
The Dancer’s lesson was the most fragile, yet perhaps the most enduring. The kitten he had nursed through the damp weeks was now a fixture of his household, a living proof that care could survive in a cold climate. But The Dancer had learned the cost of that care. He moved with a watchful anxiety, calculating the temperature of the room, the mood of his parents, the level of milk in the jug. He had learned that empathy was not a free resource; it was a tax on the spirit, a constant expenditure of attention. I watched him shield the small animal from a draft, his face set in a line of stubborn protection. He had added a column to our collective ledger that the rest of us often ignored: the column for softness, for the things that had no utility other than love.
I, Bardan, sat with my notebook, the pages damp and curling at the corners. I reviewed the entries of the season: the fever ward, the lost coins, the threatened expulsion, the stray kitten. I saw the pattern that connected them. We were not merely living; we were measuring. We were learning the geometry of the lanes, the arithmetic of hunger, and the physics of cold. I was a vast, complex problem, and we were the students, scratching our solutions into the mud and the frost.
As the sun set earlier each day, dropping behind the slate roofs like a heavy coin into a slot, the atmosphere changed. The damp "Calculation" of autumn began to crystallize into the rigid "Contraction" of winter. The puddles that had been fluid and muddy in October now formed thin, sharp skins of ice in the mornings. The breath of the horses on the street steamed in thick, white plumes. The My River Shannon turned a darker, more menacing grey, its currents hiding beneath a veneer of freezing calm.
We stood together at Baal’s Bridge one last time before the true winter set in, the Laneboys united by the season we had survived. We did not speak of the lessons we had learned; we simply lived them. The Flay adjusted his coat with a flourish, The Chancer checked the street for threats, The Dart planted his boots firmly on the stone, watched the birds settling on the wires. I wrote it all down—the way the light failed, the way the cold pressed in, the way we stood shoulder to shoulder against the coming dark.
The ledger of autumn was closed. The accounts were balanced. We had paid our dues in fear and sweat and shivering. Now, I waited for the ice, and we waited with it, ready to be squeezed, ready to be frozen, but knowing, with the certainty of a solved equation, that we would endure.
21. Traction
The frost did not descend upon Limerick so much as it erupted from the ground up, a subterranean cold that seized the cobblestones and turned the damp breath of the My River Shannon into a suspended, crystalline fog. I felt the sudden rigidity in my limestone bones, a tightening of the mortar and the mud that locked the lanes of Janesboro and the Georgian grid into a silent, glittering paralysis. The "Traction" of the season was the only currency that mattered. It was no longer a question of speed or strength, but of grip—the desperate, clawing purchase of boot leather on black ice, of bicycle tires on frozen ruts, and of the mind holding fast against the despair of the grey, unyielding sky. The air lost its wet heaviness and gained a clarity that stung the lungs, amplifying the sound of iron-rimmed wheels and the distant, lonely tolling of the Redemptorists bells.
I watched The Flay emerge into this brittle world before the sun had dared to bleach the horizon. He was no longer the boy who played at telegrams; he was an agent of commerce, thrust into the hard reality of the Thomond Bookshop delivery route. I felt the vibration of his bicycle as he wheeled it from the shelter of the lane, the metal frame stiff and cold enough to burn skin. He mounted it with a grim determination, his breath pluming in the dark like a steam engine. The street was a sheet of glass, a treacherous mirror reflecting the streetlamps that flickered with the uncertainty of the post-war grid. To ride was an act of defiance. I observed the tension in his forearms, the way his knuckles whitened against the handlebars as he navigated the frozen topography of I. He was learning that the physics of winter were unforgiving; momentum was a trap, and balance was a negotiation with gravity that had to be won, second by second.
His destination was the railway station, a cathedral of steam and noise where the Dublin trains disgorged their bundles of news. I watched him stand on the frost-hardened platform, a small figure against the looming locomotives, cutting the twine from the stacks of The Irish Times and the English papers. The smell of wet newsprint, ink, and coal smoke was the incense of his morning ritual. He sorted the papers with fingers raw and red, the cold biting through his gloves, but his mind was already calculating the route, mapping the hazards of the delivery run. He knew which corners accumulated the slickest ice, which hills offered no mercy to a laden bicycle, and which shopkeepers would be waiting with complaints about damp pages or torn corners.
But beneath the bundles of legitimate news lay the true weight of his cargo: the illicit, the forbidden, and the whispered-about. I saw him tuck the copies of John O’London’s Weekly and the English women’s magazines deep into his bag, shielding them from the frost and the prying eyes of Mr. McCaffrey. These were not merely papers; they were contraband, windows into a world of romance, biology, and advice that the priests of Limerick would have burned. The Flay carried them with the care of a smuggler, knowing that their value lay not in the paper, but in the desire they satisfied. He was peddling curiosity to the wealthy on the Ennis Road, trading forbidden knowledge for the shillings that would eventually buy his passage out of my grasp.
As he pedalled away from the station, the bicycle laden and heavy, I tested him. The wheels skidded on a patch of black ice near the Treaty Stone, the handlebars jerking violently. I felt his heart hammer against his ribs, a frantic rhythm of panic and correction. He did not fall. He shifted his weight, dropped a foot to the ground for a fraction of a second—a fleeting anchor—and regained his line. It was a moment of pure, instinctive "Traction," a refusal to yield to the slick indifference of the street. He cursed softly, a prayer of relief and anger, and pushed on. I recorded this near-miss, understanding that it was not luck but skill, a physical intelligence honed by the necessity of staying upright when the world wanted to bring you down.
The delivery route was a gauntlet. Shopkeepers, huddled in their coats, watched him arrive with critical eyes. They inspected the papers for damage, their breath smoking in the cold air, their coins cold and hard. The Flay navigated these interactions with a new, sharp-edged diplomacy. He offered excuses for delays—the ice, the train, and the wind—while his eyes catalogued the warmth of the interiors, the smell of bacon he could not eat, the comfort he could not share. He was an outsider looking in, a courier of the world’s events who remained separate from its comforts. I felt his resentment burning low and hot, a hidden fire that kept him moving when the frost threatened to freeze his will.
In the lanes he left behind, The Divils, The Dart and The Dancer, faced their own winter trials. I watched The Dart grapple with the physics of fuel. He had taken on the task of delivering firewood, a job that required him to haul towering stacks of timber across the same treacherous ground The Flay navigated on wheels. The Dart’s battle was with weight and friction. I saw him load a cart with scavenged wood, the wheels groaning under the load. He pulled it through the slush that gathered in the gutters, his boots slipping, his body angled forward like a plough horse. He was learning that winter made every ounce heavier, every yard longer. When a stack shifted and threatened to topple into the mud, The Dart threw his shoulder against the wood, holding it in place by sheer force of will until he could rebalance the load. It was a brute, physical "Traction," a refusal to let the cold dismantle his labour.
The Dancer, the observer of social currents, found his battlefield in the frozen courtyards. He had taken to clearing ice and snow for pennies, a task that brought him into conflict with older boys who claimed territory with threats and shoves. I watched him stand his ground near a row of terrace houses, his shovel held like a weapon, facing down a boy twice his size. The Dancer did not fight with fists; he fought with words and a stubborn, unmoving presence. He negotiated the right to work, trading a portion of his earnings for peace, buying "Traction" in the social hierarchy through wit and compromise. He learned that in the deep freeze, alliances were as slippery as the streets, and that survival often meant giving ground to keep a foothold.
And The Chancer—The Chancer was gone, yet present. His absence was a void in the group, a silence where a laugh should have been. But letters arrived from Liverpool, crumpled and damp, carrying the voice of a boy growing up on the frozen docks of a foreign city. He wrote of crates that stuck to the skin, of ropes stiff as iron bars, of the wind that whipped off the Mersey with the force of a lash. I felt the boys reading these letters in the shelter of a doorway, absorbing the news of a winter even harder than their own. The Chancer was finding his "Traction" on a larger stage, learning the brutal arithmetic of labour and migration. His words were a tether, connecting the frozen lanes of Limerick to the wider, colder world, reminding us all that the struggle for a foothold was universal.
The frost did not relinquish its hold as the morning matured; rather, it seemed to calcify, turning I into a vast, glittering machine of ice and stone. I felt the "Traction" of the day shift from the physical struggle of movement to the moral friction of commerce and survival. The Thomond Bookshop, situated in the heart of my frozen arteries, became a nexus of this tension. I watched The Flay navigate the interior, a space that smelled of damp paper, drying ink, and the dusty heat of a paraffin stove that did little to combat the chill radiating from the plate glass windows. Mr. McCaffrey moved through the aisles of newsprint with the jerky, nervous energy of a bird sensing a storm, his lectures on the dangers of the "freemason" press filling the air like static. To him, the bundles of The Irish Times and The Times of London were not merely merchandise but carriers of a spiritual contagion, printed matter that threatened the Catholic soul of I with the virus of foreign thought.
The Flay listened to these sermons with a face composed of polite deference, but I felt the vibration of his internal rebellion, a hum of calculated defiance that kept him warm where the stove failed. He was learning that in a city governed by strictures, the forbidden possessed a value far exceeding its cover price. The order came from Dublin: page sixteen of John O’London’s Weekly was to be destroyed. Mr. McCaffrey stood over the sorting table, watching the clerks rip the offending article—a piece on "marital hygiene"—creating a pile of censorship on the floor. The Flay didn't rip; he feigned it. I watched him slide a razor blade along the spine, the sound masked by the tearing paper of the boy next to him. McCaffrey turned, his eyes narrowing. "All of them, The Flay?" he asked. The Flay didn't flinch. He held up a shredded margin, the decoy, while the intact pages burned against his ribs beneath his coat. "Every word, sir," The Flay said, dropping the scrap. He wasn't just harvesting curiosity; he was betting his livelihood on the speed of his hand.
I followed him as he left the shop, his bicycle laden not just with the legitimate news of the day but with the contraband of the new world. He pedalled toward the Ennis Road, the wheels hissing over patches of crushed ice, his breath pluming in the sharp air. The houses here stood back from the road, insulated by gardens and gates, their windows glowing with the confident warmth of coal fires that never died. The Flay approached them not as a servant but as a merchant of secrets. I watched the transactions at the back doors, the quick exchange of silver shillings for the crumpled, forbidden pages. He was selling them a glimpse of a life unburdened by the Redemptorists decrees, and in doing so, he was extracting the capital required for his own liberation. The coins he pocketed were cold, but they burned with the promise of the Atlantic ticket, a "Freedom Fund" accumulating in the lining of his coat.
While The Flay navigated the geography of vice and commerce, The Chancer occupied a different coordinate in my consciousness, tethered to I only by the fragile paper of his letters. He was in Liverpool, a city of smoke and tides that mirrored my own greyness but on a scale that swallowed boy’s whole. I felt the weight of his absence in the lanes he had left behind, but through his correspondence, read aloud by Bardan in the shelter of a doorway, his struggle remained present. He wrote of the docks in winter, of ropes that froze so hard they could skin a man’s hands, and of the precarious "Traction" of boots on icy gangplanks. His descriptions were devoid of self-pity, focusing instead on the mechanics of survival: how to lift with the knees on a sliding deck, how to stand near the heat vents without drawing the foreman’s ire, how to hoard wages in a room shared with strangers. He was learning that the world beyond Limerick offered no softness, only a different variety of hardness against which to push.
The Dart, the anchor of the group, fought his battle against the season with brute force in the frozen mud of the lanes. The firewood enterprise he had undertaken was a lesson in physics and endurance. I watched him wrestle with the handcart, its wheels encrusted with frozen mud, the axle groaning under the weight of wet timber scavenged from the riverbanks and broken crates. The "Traction" he sought was literal; every step was a negotiation with gravity. He moved through the alleys of Janesboro, his boots finding purchase on the ridges of frozen ruts, his body angled forward like a plough horse. When the cart slipped, sliding sideways toward a ditch, I felt the sheer, desperate output of his strength as he threw his shoulder against the wood, veins standing out on his neck, holding the load by will alone until he could regain his footing. He was learning that in winter, momentum was a dangerous ally, and that stability was worth more than speed.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the frozen streets, found his "Traction" in the social fabric of the neighbourhood. He had taken to clearing ice from the doorsteps of the elderly and the infirm, a task that required not just a shovel but a sharp eye for territory. I observed him navigating the complex hierarchy of the lanes, where older boys claimed the lucrative stretches of pavement with threats and shoves. The Dancer did not fight them with fists; he fought with a relentless, disarming charm and a strategic yielding of ground. He negotiated boundaries, trading a cleared path for a promise of future work, turning potential conflict into a transaction. He understood that the ice made everyone vulnerable, and that a boy who could offer safety—a clear path, a sanded step—held a power that transcended his size. He moved between the houses, a small figure of industry, knitting the frozen community together with the scrape of his shovel.
In the quiet of the evenings, the accumulated friction of the day settled into the bones of I. I watched the boys converge near the warmth of the chip shop vents or the lee of a high wall, their breath mingling in a single cloud. The Flay counted his secret shillings, his mind already calculating the exchange rate between Limerick rain and Brooklyn sun. The Dart rubbed his aching shoulders, his silence a testament to the weight he had carried. The Dancer catalogued the moods of the neighbours, mapping the emotional landscape of the freeze. And Bardan, the silent witness, recorded it all in his mind, turning the physics of their survival into a narrative of endurance. They were finding their grip, digging their heels into the frozen earth, and refusing to slide back into the darkness of the season.
The cold did not abate as the day waned; it merely changed texture, becoming a solid, unmoving presence that filled the spaces between the streetlamps. I felt I tightening, the stones contracting, the river slowing its pulse under the skin of ice. The "Traction" the boys had gained was temporary, a daily victory that had to be won again with each sunrise. They were learning that winter was not a singular event but a relentless process of erosion, and that to stand still was to be buried. They moved, they worked, they plotted, and in their stubborn motion, they kept the blood of I flowing, a warm current beneath the ice.
As the night took full possession of the streets, the illicit nature of The Flay’s commerce weighed heavily on the silence. I watched him hide the unsold pages of the magazine, tucking them into a crevice in the wall of his own home, a secret library of the forbidden. He was building a life in the margins, a parallel existence where he was not a boy in a telegram uniform but a smuggler of ideas, a broker of desires. The winter had stripped away the pretence of innocence, leaving behind a hard, clear vision of what was required to survive. He looked at the frost on the windowpane not with fear, but with the cold, assessing eye of a partner. He had found his traction on the slippery slope of morality, and he was beginning to climb.
I held them all in the frozen palm of the night—the smuggler, the labourer, the diplomat, the exile, and the scribe. They were distinct now, their paths diverging in the snow, yet bound by the common gravity of the season. The ice was a crucible, and in its crushing grip, they were being forged into something harder, sharper, and more enduring than they had been in the soft light of autumn. The "Traction" was holding.
Mid-winter in Limerick was not a season of fluctuation but of a singular, monolithic hardness, a "Traction" of the elements that held I in a vice of grey iron and white frost. I felt the paralysis in my arteries; the lanes of Janesboro were no longer thoroughfares but obstacle courses of frozen mud and treacherous, glass-like puddles that refused to thaw even under the high, pale sun. The sounds of I were altered, sharpened by the cold air; the strike of a hoof on a cobble rang out like a gunshot, and the murmur of the My River Shannon was muffled beneath the jagged shelves of ice that crept out from the banks. The fog did not lift; it merely retreated into the alleyways, waiting to reclaim the streets the moment the weak light faded. It was a time when movement required a deliberate, almost military precision, and any lapse in attention was punished with a bruise, a break, or a loss of precious cargo.
I watched The Chancer’s presence manifest not in flesh but in the crumpled, ink-stained pages that arrived from Liverpool, carrying the scent of a different river and a harder coal smoke. His letters were read aloud in the shelter of a doorway, the boys huddled together against the biting wind, their breath mixing in a collective cloud of vapour. The Chancer wrote of the docks in winter, painting a picture of a world that mirrored my own frozen state but on a scale of industrial brutality. He described crates of machinery balanced precariously on ice-slicked wharves, the ropes stiff as iron bars in the freezing spray, and the way men moved with a "Traction" born of desperation and fear. I felt the boys absorbing these words, their minds constructing a map of that distant city, overlaying it onto the frozen geography of Limerick. The Chancer was learning that survival was a universal language of leverage and friction, whether it was applied to a crate of tea on the Mersey or a sack of turf on the My River Shannon. His absence was a void, yet his voice was a guide, teaching them that the struggle for a foothold was not unique to their lanes but was the common currency of the working world.
The Dart, the silent anchor of the group, faced his own crisis of "Traction" in the narrow, unforgiving throat of Roden Lane. The firewood enterprise he had undertaken was a battle against physics. I observed him loading the handcart with a towering stack of damp timber scavenged from the river’s edge and broken pallets from the market. The wood was heavy, sodden with winter, and the cart groaned under the burden. As he navigated the turn near the railway wall, the wheels hit a patch of black ice concealed beneath a dusting of snow. I felt the sickening lurch of the cart, the shift in the centre of gravity that threatened to spill the precious fuel into the slush. The Dart did not cry out; he threw his body against the load, his boots scrabbling for purchase on the slick stones, his muscles straining to the tearing point. It was a moment of pure, static violence—the boy against the weight, the will against the ice. He held it. He held it until his breath came in ragged gasps and his vision blurred, forcing the cart back onto its line through sheer, stubborn force. He learned then that traction was not given; it was seized, inch by painful inch, from a world that wanted to pull you down.
The Dancer found his test in the social friction of the frozen streets. His work clearing ice from doorsteps had brought him into the territory of older, rougher boys from the back lanes, who viewed the frozen pavements as their own domain of extortion. I watched a confrontation unfold near the pump, where the ice lay thickest. A larger boy, his face wrapped in a rough scarf, blocked The Dancer’s path, demanding a toll for the right to work. The Dancer stood his ground, not with fists, but with a calculated stillness. He did not retreat, nor did he attack; he negotiated. I heard the low murmur of his voice, calm and reasonable against the aggressive bark of the challenger. He offered a share of the work, a partnership of sorts, turning a potential beating into a transaction. He was finding his "Traction" not on the ice, but in the slippery terrain of human aggression, learning that sometimes the best way to stand your ground is to offer the other man a place to stand beside you. It was a victory of wit over might, a diplomatic manoeuvre executed in the freezing cold.
The Flay, the chronicler and the courier, moved through these events as both participant and observer. His bicycle was his instrument of "Traction," a machine he had learned to master on the treacherous surfaces of the delivery route. But his true labour was the synthesis of these experiences. In the evenings, I watched him recount the day’s struggles to the others, his voice rising and falling in the dim light of the turf fire. He took The Dart’s physical struggle with the cart and turned it into a saga of Herculean effort; he transformed The Dancer’s negotiation into a masterclass of wit; he wove The Chancer’s letters into a narrative of exile and endurance. He was building a mythology of their survival, giving structure to the chaos of the winter. He understood that the "Freedom Fund" he was accumulating in his post office book was built not just on coins, but on these stories, on the collective strength of the group. He was the ledger-keeper of their lives, balancing the harsh reality of the frost against the warmth of their shared resilience.
At home, in the quiet corners of the flat, Docker sat by the grate, a silent witness to the season’s toll. He did not see the ice on the wharf or the confrontation at the pump, but he felt them through the stories I filtered through the boys. He watched The Dart rub his bruised shoulder, saw The Dancer counting his coppers with a new seriousness, and heard the change in The Flay’s voice as he read The Chancer’s letters. Docker’s "Traction" was of a different kind; it was the grip of memory, the ability to hold onto his family while the currents of poverty and emigration tried to wash them away. He tended the fire with the care of a man who knows that heat is the only defence against the encroaching dark. I felt his worry in the way he stared into the embers, calculating how long the fuel would last, how long the boys could endure the grind of the season. He was the foundation upon which their frantic activity rested, the silent earth beneath the shifting ice.
As the weeks ground on, the winter seemed to crystallize the boys into harder, sharper versions of themselves. The "Traction" they had fought for was beginning to hold. They walked the streets with a new confidence, their steps measured, their eyes scanning for hazards before they appeared. They had learned the geography of the freeze—where the wind cut sharpest, where the ice was deceptive, where charity might be found, and where danger lurked. They were no longer children playing in the snow; they were operators in a harsh economy, navigating I with the grim purpose of those who know that one slip can cost everything. I held them in the frozen palm of my streets, feeling the beat of their hearts against the stone, a stubborn rhythm of life that refused to be stilled by the cold.
The deep freeze of January did not release its grip but rather settled into the stone and mortar of Limerick with a possessive weight, turning I into a vast, silent mechanism of ice. I felt the "Traction" of the season shift from the physical struggle of movement to the internal friction of endurance. The lanes of Janesboro were no longer merely slippery; they were brittle, the mud frozen into ridges that could twist an ankle or break a wheel with indifferent cruelty. The air held a stillness that amplified the smallest sounds—the crack of a branch, the scrape of a shovel, the distant, lonely whistle of a train bound for Dublin—making the silence between them feel heavy and expectant. In this suspended state, the Laneboys moved with the economy of veterans, their energy conserved for the necessary friction of survival, their minds turning inward to calculate the cost of the cold against the value of their dreams.
I watched The Flay retreat into the stifling, sherry-scented warmth of Mrs. Finucane’s parlour, a space that existed outside the frozen logic of the street. Here, the "Traction" was moral rather than physical. He sat at the table, the pen scratching against the paper, drafting letters of threat and legalistic doom to the women of the lanes who had fallen behind on their payments. I observed the duality in him, the way his face remained impassive while his mind raced with the arithmetic of escape. He was gaining purchase on a future that lay far beyond the My River Shannon, every letter a step, every shilling a foothold. When Mrs. Finucane’s eyes grew heavy with the sherry, I felt the shift in the room’s atmosphere, a tightening of the air as The Flay’s hand moved. He did not snatch; he extracted. A coin here, a stamp there, slipping them into his pocket with the smooth precision of a magician. This was his "Freedom Fund," the accumulation of gravity-defying capital that would eventually lift him out of the lanes. He was finding traction on the slippery slope of ethics, rationalizing the theft as a necessary tax on a world that had given him nothing but rain and tuberculosis. To him, the coins were not stolen; they were salvaged from the wreckage of a city that tried to drown him.
While The Flay navigated the treacherous currents of the moneylender’s ledger, The Dart fought his battle against the season with the raw leverage of his own body. The firewood enterprise had taken its toll; his hands were mapped with cracks and chilblains, the skin rough as the bark he hauled. I felt the heaviness of his step on my pavements, a dull, rhythmic thud that spoke of exhaustion held at bay by sheer will. He had ceased to fight the cold and had learned to work within it, finding the "Traction" of rhythm. He loaded the cart, balanced the weight, and pulled, his body angled against the wind, his breath a steam engine of effort. In the evenings, I watched him sit by the fire he had provided, his eyes fixed on the flames, his body still vibrating with the memory of the load. He was the anchor, the physical proof that I could be moved, bundle by bundle, if one had the strength to lean into the harness. He did not dream of America in the way The Flay did; he dreamed of warmth, of a full belly, of a day when the burden might be laid down without the fear of freezing.
The Dancer found his footing in the social crevices of the freeze. The cold had driven people indoors, sharpening tempers and shortening patience, creating a landscape of potential conflict that required careful navigation. The Dancer moved through it with a diplomat’s grace, finding "Traction" in the soft interplay of humour and deference. I watched him diffuse a potential argument at the communal tap, where the ice had slowed the flow to a trickle and neighbours jostled for position. He cracked a joke about the water being on strike for better wages, a small, absurd comment that broke the tension just enough to allow the moment to pass without a blow being struck. He was learning that in a frozen world, warmth could be generated by words, that a well-timed smile offered a grip on the slippery surface of human frustration. He catalogued the moods of the lane, noting who had coal and who did not, who was drinking and who was praying, mapping the emotional geography of the winter with the same precision The Flay applied to his savings.
The Chancer’s presence, though physical only in ink and paper, exerted a gravitational pull from across the Irish Sea. His letters from Liverpool arrived with the damp stain of travel, carrying descriptions of a cold that mirrored our own but was fought on a grander, industrial scale. He wrote of the docks, of the massive ships encrusted with ice, of the "Traction" required to move crates on a swinging deck. I felt the boys absorb these words, their minds constructing a parallel city where the stakes were higher and the world wider. The Chancer was finding his grip in a place where no one knew his name, building a reputation from scratch on the frozen wharves of a foreign port. His survival validated their own; if he could find a foothold in the chaos of Liverpool, they could hold their ground in the silence of Limerick. He was the forward scout, sending back maps of the terrain ahead, proving that the ice did not go on forever.
The evenings drew the group together in the shelter of doorways or the lee of high walls, where they compared the day’s frictions. The Flay spoke of the bookshop and the "freemason" papers, turning Mr. McCaffrey’s pious warnings into a comedy of manners that highlighted the absurdity of I’s fears. He did not speak of the stolen shillings; that was a private traction, a secret engine driving him forward. The Dart rubbed his hands, the friction a comfort, and spoke of the weight of timber, of the specific density of wet wood versus dry. The Dancer added the colour, the small human dramas he had witnessed, weaving the disparate threads into a tapestry of the lane’s endurance. I, Bardan, the silent chronicler, recorded the way their breath mingled in the cold air, a collective exhalation of life against the stone. I noted the way they stood, shoulders touching, a human wall against the wind, finding stability in their proximity.
As the night deepened and the frost tightened its screws on I, the "Traction" they had achieved felt fragile yet undeniable. They were not sliding back. They were holding. The accumulation of small victories—a coin saved, a load delivered, a fight avoided, a letter read—created a friction that kept them upright. I felt I settling around them, the stone and the ice acknowledging their persistence. They were learning that winter was not a season to be conquered, but a condition to be negotiated, a surface that demanded constant attention and the precise application of weight and will.
The silence of the late night was broken only by the distant, rhythmic chipping of ice from a barge on the river, a sound that echoed through the empty streets like a heartbeat. I held the boys in the frozen palm of I, feeling the heat of their dreams and their labours radiating faintly against the cold. They were finding their grip, digging in their heels, preparing for the moment when the wheel would turn, when the ice would crack, and the traction they had earned would propel them forward into the thaw. But for now, they stood fast, a static charge of potential energy waiting for the release of spring.
By late February, the grip of the frost had become a permanent condition of I’s architecture, a rigid silence that bound the slate roofs of Janesboro to the iron grey of the sky. I felt the "Traction" of the season settle deep into my foundations, no longer a struggle against the slip and slide of early winter, but a firm, unyielding lock. The My River Shannon was a muscular, black vein running through a body of white and grey, its currents heavy with the debris of a season that refused to turn. The ice did not melt during the day; it merely lost its sheen, becoming a dull, gritty surface that demanded respect from every boot sole and bicycle tire. The boys moved through this frozen stasis not with the tentative steps of December, but with the confident, rhythmic stride of veterans who had learned that to hesitate was to fall. They had acquired the traction of the survivor: a centre of gravity located deep within, independent of the treacherous ground beneath their feet.
I watched The Flay count his accumulated wealth in the privacy of the post office, the warmth of the building a stark contrast to the biting wind outside. The "Freedom Fund" was no longer an abstract idea; it was a column of figures in a book, a tangible measure of his escape velocity. He stood at the counter, the smell of wet wool and ink surrounding him, and I felt the calculation ticking in his mind like a clock. Every shilling he had diverted from Mrs. Finucane, every coin earned from the illicit sale of magazines, every tip hoarded from a delivery was a rivet in the hull of the ship that would take him away. He was finding traction not in the soil of his birth, but in the currency that would allow him to leave it. I observed the way he touched the savings book, his fingers tracing the entries with a reverence usually reserved for rosary beads. He was building a bridge across the Atlantic, coin by coin, and the friction of I—the poverty, the rain, the judgment—was the force he pushed against to propel himself forward.
The Chancer’s presence, though physically removed to the docks of Liverpool, exerted a gravitational pull that kept the group oriented. A letter arrived in the last week of the freeze, the paper stiff and smelling of foreign coal smoke. Bardan read it aloud in the shelter of a doorway, the boys huddled together against the biting wind. The Chancer wrote of the "traction" of a working man’s life—the blisters that had hardened into calluses, the wages that arrived with the regularity of the tide, the way the English city moved with a relentless, industrial logic. He described the sound of the cranes, the taste of the ale, and the sharp, lonely bite of the sea air. I felt the boys absorb these details, their minds expanding to encompass a world where effort translated directly into survival, unmediated by the whims of Limerick’s charity or the vagaries of its weather. The Chancer had found his footing on a larger stage, and his success was a proof of concept for them all: that the grip they learned on my slick streets could hold fast anywhere.
The Dart, the silent engine of the group, had mastered the physics of his own burden. The firewood enterprise had transformed his body; his shoulders had broadened, his hands roughened into tools of pure utility. I watched him navigate the frozen ruts of Roden Lane with a loaded cart, his movements economical and precise. He no longer fought the ice; he worked with it, using the momentum of the slope and the friction of the gravel he scattered to keep the load moving. He had found his traction in the acceptance of the load. There was no complaint in him, only a grim satisfaction in the stack of coins he handed to his mother at the week’s end, and the heat that radiated from the grate he had filled. He was the anchor, the one who dug in his heels and held the line against the cold, proving that stability was a form of progress.
The Dancer navigated the social permafrost with a warmth that seemed to defy the season. The winter had frayed tempers and shortened patience in the lanes, creating a landscape of potential conflict as dangerous as the black ice on the bridge. The Dancer moved through it with a diplomat’s grace, finding traction in the small, human exchanges that kept the community from shattering. I saw him diffuse a quarrel over a spilled bucket of coal with a joke that cracked the tension like a hammer on thin ice. He bartered a shared loaf of bread for a few hours of quiet, trading commodities of comfort with an instinctive understanding of value. He was learning that in a frozen world, the ability to generate warmth—emotional, social, and communal—was a survival skill as vital as any trade. He kept the group knit together, his humour the mortar that held their disparate anxieties in check.
I, Bardan, the chronicler, stood witness to this crystallization. My notebook was thick with the observations of the season: the specific quality of the light as it hit the frozen river, the sound of The Flay’s bicycle chain rattling in the cold, the texture of The Dart’s calloused hands, and the cadence of The Chancer’s letters. I realized that "Traction" was not just about movement; it was about memory. I was recording the friction of our lives against I, the marks we left on the stone and the marks the stone left on us. I wrote down the way the frost formed patterns on the glass, intricate and temporary, and how the boys’ breath plumed in the air, a testament to the fire burning inside them. I was the memory-keeper, ensuring that even if the ice melted, the shape of our endurance would remain.
As the month drew to a close, the air held a subtle shift, a vibration of change that was felt before it was seen. The sun lingered a fraction longer on the slate roofs; the wind lost its razor edge. The "Traction" of winter was beginning to loosen, promising a release that was both yearned for and feared. We had learned who we were in the ice—hard, sharp, and defined. The thaw would bring mud, confusion, and the messy business of growth, but for now, we stood firm.
I held them all in the final, frozen embrace of the season—The Flay with his secret hoard, The Chancer with his distant labour, The Dart with his heavy load, The Dancer with his laughter, and Bardan with his pen. They were no longer boys slipping on the surface of I; they were young men who had dug their nails into the reality of their lives and found a way to hold on. They had traction. And as the great wheel of the year began to turn toward spring, I knew that whatever ground they covered next, they would not slide back.
22. Accumulation
Spring did not arrive in Limerick as a release, but as a heavy, waterlogged sigh, an "Accumulation" of moisture that turned I into a landscape of brown sludge and weeping stone. I felt the rigid tension of the frost relax, only to be replaced by a sodden lethargy. The ice that had defined the winter retreated into the deepest shadows of the lanes, leaving behind streets that were churned into a thick, treacherous paste by the wheels of carts and the boots of men. The My River Shannon, swollen with meltwater and the relentless Atlantic rain, sat high and menacing against the quays, a muscular brown animal engorged with the debris of the upper counties. The air lost its biting clarity and took on the heavy, wet scent of rot, river mud, and damp wool—a smell that clung to the skin and seeped into the houses of Janesboro, refusing to be driven out by the weak, sputtering turf fires.
I watched The Flay navigate this dissolving world with a new, frantic precision. He had taken over the Thomond Bookshop routes entirely, a promotion that meant heavier burdens and earlier mornings. I felt the vibration of his bicycle wheels struggling for purchase on the slick cobbles, the tires cutting deep furrows into the mud. He met the Dublin train in the pre-dawn grey, his hands black with a mixture of ink and wet grime, cutting the twine on the bundles of The Irish Times and the English magazines. These papers were heavy with damp, threatening to tear at the fold, but for The Flay, they were more than merchandise; they were a library of the forbidden.
I observed him in the quiet moments before the delivery run began, huddled in the shelter of the station awning or a shop doorway. He devoured the columns of the "freemason" papers and the scandalous English women’s magazines, his eyes darting across lines that spoke of a world utterly alien to the lanes—a world of royal scandals, political manoeuvring, and the intricate, coded language of romance and etiquette. He was accumulating a secondary education, one not sanctioned by the Brothers or the priests, but one that mapped the social geography of the world he intended to enter. I recorded the way his lips moved silently, testing the shape of foreign words, absorbing the cadence of authority and desire. He was learning that information, like money, was a currency to be hoarded against the day of departure.
The Dart, meanwhile, shifted his physical war to meet the season’s "Accumulation." The thaw had turned his delivery routes from the clean peril of ice into obstacle courses of hidden potholes and sliding mud. I watched him wrestle with the handcart, adjusting his winter-hardened stance to the slime that coated the stones. The physics of his labour had changed; where ice had required balance, mud required brute force and a constant, grinding momentum. He applied his hard-won knowledge to the surface of the street, instantly distinguishing between solid ground and the soft traps that would swallow a wheel. I felt the strain in his shoulders—muscle built in the freeze now tested by the thaw—and the sheer stubbornness required to keep the load moving when I itself seemed intent on dragging him down. He did not complain; he simply leaned harder into the harness, his body becoming a machine of resistance against the drag of the earth.
The Dancer found his footing in the shifting social landscape that the thaw revealed. As the cold retreated, the lanes filled again with boys and men, and with them came the friction of territory and hierarchy. Disputes over delivery order and street corners, frozen during the deep winter, now thawed into open argument. I watched The Dancer navigate these tensions not with fists, but with a sharp, observant wit. He moved between rival groups, a diplomat of the damp streets, using humour to deflate aggression and trading information for safe passage. He was accumulating influence, learning that in a city of mud and temper, the ability to manage the moods of others was as valuable as strength.
The Chancer’s presence was a phantom weight, arriving in letters that were stained with the travel and the smell of the sea. He wrote from Liverpool, describing a spring that mirrored our own but on an industrial scale—docks slick with oil and rain, crates that shifted dangerously in the wet, and the constant, grinding noise of a city rebuilding itself. I listened as Bardan read the letters aloud in the shelter of a doorway, the boys gathering close. The Chancer was accumulating a different kind of knowledge: the hard wisdom of the emigrant, the specific skills of the dockyard, and the lonely discipline of the outsider. His words were a tether, connecting the mud of Limerick to the soot of England, reminding the Laneboys that the struggle for footing was a universal condition.
The dampness of the season did not merely linger; it accumulated, layer upon heavy layer, until the walls of I seemed to sweat with the effort of holding back the river. I felt the saturation in every mortar joint and timber beam, a soaking weight that turned the air into a physical presence, thick with the smell of wet wool, coal smoke, and the ancient, fishy breath of the My River Shannon. This was the season of "Accumulation" in its most literal sense: the gathering of mud in the laneways, the pooling of water in the hollows of the streets, and the slow, steady piling up of the resources—financial, intellectual, and physical—that the Laneboys would need to survive the year. The thaw had released the paralysis of winter, but in its place, it had left a sodden reality that demanded a different kind of strength. It was no longer about holding on against the ice; it was about moving forward through the muck, gathering what could be carried, and discarding what was too heavy to save.
I watched The Flay in the dim interior of the Thomond Bookshop, a space that smelled of dust, binding glue, and the damp newsprint that arrived in heavy bundles from Dublin. Here, amidst the stacks of The Irish Times and the English periodicals, The Flay was engaged in an accumulation of a dangerous and subtle kind. Mr. McCaffrey, the manager, moved through the aisles with the nervous energy of a man besieged by sin, his warnings about the "freemason" press and the moral contagion of foreign literature filling the air like static. To him, the printed word was a potential carrier of spiritual disease. To The Flay, however, it was a currency more valuable than the shillings he secretly hoarded.
I observed The Flay’s hands moving with practiced deception, sorting the papers while his eyes devoured the forbidden columns. He was accumulating a world. He read of King George and the royal family, of political scandals in London, and of a society where the rules of Limerick did not apply. But it was the women’s magazines that held the most potent secrets. In the advice columns and the glossy advertisements, he found a map of human desire and social etiquette that was entirely alien to the lanes. He learned of biology, of courtship, of the anxieties of a class of people who had never known the bite of a Janesboro winter. I felt his mind expanding, stretching to accommodate these new geographies, building a mental fortress where he could retreat from the damp reality of his daily life. He was hoarding words, phrases, and concepts, storing them alongside the coins in his pocket, knowing that one day this accumulated knowledge would be the key that unlocked I gates.
While The Flay gathered the currency of ideas, The Dart wrestled with the "Accumulation" of physical burden. The thaw had turned his delivery routes into a gauntlet of sludge and resistance. I watched him on the Ennis Road, his body angled against the weight of a handcart piled high with firewood and coal. The mud sucked at the wheels, a jealous earth trying to reclaim the load. The Dart did not fight the ground with the frantic energy of a child; he fought it with the grim, rhythmic endurance of a labourer. I felt the strain in his calves, the burn in his shoulders, the way his hands had curled permanently into the shape of a handle. He was accumulating calluses, layers of hardened skin that were the body’s answer to friction. He was learning the physics of I: that momentum must be maintained at all costs, that a pause in the wrong hollow meant a struggle to restart, and that I yielded only to constant, grinding pressure. His silence was a form of storage, a conservation of breath and will for the next hill, the next turn, and the next delivery.
The Dancer, moving through the social currents of the lanes, was engaged in an accumulation of influence. The thaw had brought the people out from behind their closed doors, and with them came the friction of proximity—disputes over clotheslines, arguments over debt, the petty rivalries that festered in the damp air. The Dancer navigated this landscape with the intuition of a diplomat. I saw him at the community pump, where the water pressure was low and tempers were high. He did not push to the front; he waited, cracking jokes that diffused the tension, offering a hand to an elderly woman, trading a piece of gossip for a better position in the queue. He was gathering favours, storing up goodwill like a squirrel stores nuts. He understood that in a city of scarcity, social capital was a survival mechanism. He knew who was drinking, who was fighting, whose husband had found work, and whose son had sent money. This knowledge was his own form of ledger, a mental map of the lane’s emotional economy that allowed him to move safely where others might stumble into conflict.
The Chancer’s accumulation was happening elsewhere, across the Irish Sea, yet its weight pressed upon us through the letters that arrived stained with the soot of Liverpool. I listened as Bardan read them aloud in the shelter of a doorway, the rain drumming a steady rhythm against the wood. The Chancer wrote of the docks, of the immense piles of cargo that arrived from all corners of the world, of the noise and the smoke and the sheer, overwhelming scale of an industrial city. He described the accumulation of fatigue, the way the coal dust settled into the pores of his skin and refused to wash away, the way his muscles ached with a tiredness that sleep could not cure. But he also wrote of wages—real money, paid at the end of the week, enough to buy a suit, a meal, a ticket to a dance. The boys listened, their eyes wide, imagining a world where labour resulted in tangible reward, where the accumulation of sweat translated directly into the accumulation of wealth. The Chancer was our scout, sending back reports from the front lines of adulthood, proving that the grind could yield a harvest if one could endure the planting.
And I, Bardan, the silent witness, accumulated the record of it all. My notebook, damp and curling at the edges, became the repository for the season’s textures. I wrote down the specific grey of the river at dawn, the sound of The Dart’s cart wheels groaning in the mud, the flash of intelligence in The Flay’s eyes as he pocketed a forbidden page, the lilt of The Dancer’s voice as he charmed a shopkeeper. I was gathering the sensory details that would anchor these memories against the erosion of time. I noted the way the light hit the wet slate roofs, turning them into sheets of silver; the smell of the relief centres where The Flay’s aul’ one worked, a mixture of disinfectant and unwashed bodies; the taste of the rain that seemed to carry the salt of the Atlantic. This was my burden and my privilege: to be the keeper of I’s small moments, to ensure that the accumulation of our lives was not washed away by the relentless rain.
As the afternoon wore on, the "Accumulation" of the day’s efforts settled into the bones of I. The Flay left the bookshop, his mind buzzing with the secrets of the English upper class, his pockets heavy with the coins he had earned and the coins he had diverted. He moved toward his second life, the evening shift at Mrs. Finucane’s, where a different kind of accumulation awaited—the gathering of debts and the hoarding of power over the vulnerable. The Dart parked his cart, his body vibrating with the aftershocks of effort, his silence a heavy cloak. The Dancer returned from his rounds, his mind full of the day’s news and negotiations. And The Chancer, far away, slept the sleep of the exhausted, his dreams doubtless filled with the clatter of cranes and the hiss of steam.
I held them all in the deepening twilight, feeling the weight of their growing strength. They were no longer just boys playing in the lanes; they were young men gathering the resources they would need to break free of I’s gravity. The mud was deep, the rain was cold, but they were filling their pockets, their muscles, and their minds with the raw materials of survival. The season of accumulation was not about comfort; it was about capacity. And as the streetlamps flickered to life, casting long, distorted reflections on the wet pavement, I knew that their capacity was growing with every step, every word, and every shilling.
Mid-spring in Limerick was less a season of blooming than a season of thickening, an "Accumulation" of density in the air, the mud, and the minds of those who walked the lanes. I felt the weight of the waterlogged earth pressing against my foundations, the My River Shannon swelling with a brown, muscular insistence that threatened to breach the quays. The rain did not fall so much as it materialized from the heavy grey sky, coating the slate roofs and the woollen coats of the populace in a permanent, glistening sheen. In this atmosphere of saturation, the Laneboys did not merely survive; they gathered. They gathered strength, they gathered secrets, and they gathered the hard, cold currency of experience that would eventually buy their way out of the damp. The mud that clogged the wheels of carts and sucked at the boots of labourers was a physical manifestation of the inertia they fought against, a sticky, cloying reminder that I held onto its own with a jealous grip.
I watched The Flay retreat further into the sanctuary of the printed word, using the Thomond Bookshop not just as a place of employment, but as a library of the forbidden. The piles of The Irish Times and the glossy, scented pages of the English women’s magazines became his true geography. Mr. McCaffrey, the manager, paced the floor with the nervous energy of a man guarding a spiritual border, warning against the "freemason" influence of the Protestant press. To The Flay, however, these warnings were invitations. I observed him in the quiet moments between deliveries, his head bent over columns of text that spoke of royal scandals, political manoeuvrings in London, and the intricate social codes of a world that had never known the smell of boiling cabbage or the bite of a Limerick frost. He was accumulating a vocabulary of the other, hoarding words and concepts—"turgid," "etiquette," "courtship"—that had no currency in the lanes but would serve as the currency of his future self. He absorbed the advice columns with a clinical detachment, dissecting the anxieties of the English middle class to understand the mechanics of a society he intended to infiltrate.
The Chancer’s presence, though physical only in ink and paper, accumulated weight through the letters that arrived from Liverpool. They were no longer sporadic notes but detailed dispatches from the front lines of adulthood. I listened as Bardan read them aloud in the shelter of a doorway, the rain drumming a counterpoint to The Chancer’s descriptions of the docks. He wrote of the specific physics of moving timber on ice-slicked wharves, of the negotiations with foremen who spoke in a dialect as thick as the Mersey fog, and of the camaraderie of men united by fatigue. These letters were not merely news; they were instruction manuals. The Chancer was accumulating a new kind of street smarts, one adapted to the industrial scale of an English city, and he passed this knowledge back to us like smuggled contraband. We learned through him that the principles of the lane—observation, silence, quick action—were universal, merely requiring translation into the language of cranes and cargo. His absence was a void, but his words filled it with the density of lived experience, adding to our collective stockpile of survival strategies.
The Dart’s accumulation was physical, a hardening of muscle and resolve against the resistance of the season. The mud of the lanes was his adversary, a relentless force that sought to trap the wheels of his handcart and sap his strength. I watched him navigate the treacherous geography of Janesboro, his body angled against the weight of the load, his boots seeking purchase on stones slick with slime. He did not fight the mud with anger; he fought it with rhythm. He learned to read the surface of the street, to anticipate the soft spots where a wheel might sink and the ridges of stone that offered traction. I felt the strain in his shoulders, the thickening of the calluses on his hands, the way his breath steamed in the cool air like the exhaust of an engine. He was banking strength, storing it in the fibres of his body, transforming the daily grind of delivery into an accumulation of physical power that gave him a quiet, solid presence among the boys. He spoke less, but his silence carried the weight of a man who knows the exact cost of effort.
The Dancer’s sphere of accumulation remained the social fabric of the lanes, which the spring thaw had rendered both more fluid and more volatile. The dampness kept people indoors, fraying tempers and sharpening tongues, creating a landscape of potential conflict that required constant navigation. The Dancer moved through it with the instincts of a diplomat in a war zone. I observed him mediating minor disputes over clotheslines, diffusing the anger of a shopkeeper with a well-timed joke, and gathering the gossip that flowed through the lanes like the rainwater in the gutters. He hoarded favours and secrets, knowing exactly who was in debt to whom, which families were breaking under the strain of the season, and where a kind word might yield a future dividend. His humour was his currency, and he spent it wisely, accumulating a reserve of goodwill that protected him and the others from the friction of I. He understood that in a place where privacy was scarce, information was the most valuable commodity of all.
The engine of The Flay’s financial accumulation, however, lay in the sherry-scented twilight of Mrs. Finucane’s parlour. The transition from day to night marked a shift from the accumulation of knowledge to the accumulation of capital. I watched him enter her house, the air thick with the smell of old dust and sweet wine, and take his place at the table. He was no longer the boy reading magazines; he was the scribe of judgment. He drafted letters to the debtors of the lanes, using the language he had culled from his reading to craft threats of "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings". I felt the ink flow from his pen, carrying the weight of his calculated cruelty. He detached himself from the reality of the women who would receive these letters, viewing them only as variables in an equation that ended with his departure. And when Mrs. Finucane’s eyes drooped under the influence of the sherry, The Flay’s hand moved with practiced stealth, lifting coins from her purse to add to his own secret hoard. This was the "Freedom Fund," the physical manifestation of his desire to leave, accumulating shilling by stolen shilling, and a pile of silver and copper that would eventually outweigh the gravity of Limerick itself.
In the domestic sphere, The Flay’s aul’ one accumulated endurance. Her work at Mr. Sliney’s house offered a glimpse of a different life, one of order, warmth, and relative abundance, which she observed with a quiet, uncomplaining dignity. I watched her return to the damp chaos of her own home, carrying the fatigue of two lives in her bones. She stretched the rations, mended the clothes, and maintained the fragile equilibrium of the household with a fierce, silent will. I noted the way she moved, efficient and precise, wasting no motion, accumulating small victories over dirt and hunger. Her resilience was the bedrock upon which The Flay’s schemes were built, the silent earth that supported the frantic construction of his escape. She did not know of the stolen shillings or the forbidden magazines, but she understood the necessity of survival, and in her own way, she was hoarding the strength to let him go.
I, Bardan, sat at the centre of this web of accumulation, my notebook thickening with the season’s details. I recorded the mud on The Dart’s boots, the ink on The Flay’s fingers, the tone of The Chancer’s letters, and the lilt of The Dancer’s jokes. I realized that my own accumulation was one of memory and observation. I was gathering the texture of I, the specific quality of the light in a puddle, the sound of a cough in the next room, the smell of wet wool and peat smoke. I was the accountant of our existence, ensuring that nothing was lost to the damp forgetfulness of the lanes. As the spring deepened and the mud grew heavier, I felt the pressure of all this gathered weight—the knowledge, the money, the strength, the secrets—building toward a breaking point. We were filling ourselves up, preparing to burst the seams of I that held us.
As the weeks of April thickened into May, the "Accumulation" of the season shifted its weight from the wet, heavy mud of the ground to the dense, humid air that hung between the slate roofs. I felt the change in pressure. The water that had soaked the limestone foundations began to recede, leaving behind a crust of drying earth and a pervasive sense of waiting. The lanes of Janesboro were no longer fluid; they were becoming solid, caked with the residue of the long thaw. But the true density was not in the soil; it was in the silence of the boys. They were hoarding. Each of them, in his own way, was gathering the materials of his future, stacking those brick by invisible brick against the day when the walls of the lane would no longer hold them. I felt like a warehouse of unspent energy, a reservoir filling slowly, drop by drop, pressing against the dam of the summer to come.
I watched The Flay retreat deeper into the cavernous, ink-scented interior of the Thomond Bookshop. This was his primary site of accumulation, a dusty mine where he excavated the raw ore of a world he had yet to see. Mr. McCaffrey, twitching with pious anxiety, paced the floor, warning against the spiritual contagion of the "freemason" press, but to The Flay, these warnings were merely markers of value. I observed him in the quiet intervals between deliveries, his hands stained black with the news of the empire, his eyes devouring the columns of The Irish Times and the glossy, forbidden pages of the English magazines. He was not merely reading; he was ingesting a vocabulary of escape. He hoarded words like "turgid," "etiquette," and "scandal," rolling them around in his mind, testing their weight. He studied the photographs of women in London and New York, not with the lust of a boy, but with the cold calculation of a strategist mapping the terrain of a foreign land. He was accumulating a new self, layer by layer, building a persona that could speak the language of the "quality," that understood the mechanics of a dinner party he would never attend in Limerick, and that recognized the social codes of a world where coal was for burning, not for carrying in wet sacks.
But his accumulation was dual-natured. As the sun dipped below the horizon, turning the My River Shannon into a ribbon of molten copper, The Flay moved to his second harvest. I followed him through the twilight to the suffocating parlour of Mrs. Finucane. Here, the accumulation was literal, metallic, and cold. He sat at the table, the sherry bottle glowing in the lamplight, and drafted the letters that squeezed the pennies from the poor. I felt the scratch of his pen, a sound like a small claw raking across the conscience of I. He wrote of "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings," weaponing the vocabulary he had stolen from the bookshop to terrify the women of the lanes. And as Mrs. Finucane’s eyes grew heavy with the sweet wine, The Flay’s hand moved. It was a gesture of practiced fluidity—a slide of the fingers, a palm cupped over silver—as he transferred shillings from her purse to his pocket. He did not view this as theft; in his mind, it was a tax on his own stagnation, a necessary accumulation of fuel for the engine of his departure. The "Freedom Fund" grew in the dark, a secret gravity that pulled him further away from the boy he had been.
While The Flay hoarded the currency of escape, The Dart was engaged in an accumulation of physical capacity. The receding mud had left the delivery routes hard and rutted, a landscape that punished the weak and rewarded the enduring. I watched him navigate the handcart over the uneven ground, his body leaning into the harness with a grim, silent intensity. He was no longer fighting the season; he was consuming it. I felt the way his muscles knitted together, hardening under the strain of the load. He was banking strength. Every heavy sack of coal lifted, every crate of timber hauled, every mile walked in boots that had lost their softness was a deposit in the ledger of his own resilience. He did not speak of the future with the frantic energy of The Flay; he prepared for it with the quiet certainty of stone. He was building a body that could withstand the shocks of the labour market, accumulating the calluses and the stamina that would be his only capital in the years to come. I tested him—a wheel stuck in a rut, a sudden downpour, a delivery refusing to balance—and he absorbed the tests, turning resistance into power.
The Dancer, moving through the social currents of the drying lanes, was accumulating debts of a different kind. He had become the broker of the neighbourhood’s emotional economy. I watched him moving between the groups of younger boys and the weary mothers, trading a joke for a piece of information, a helping hand for a future favour. He knew which families were close to breaking, which shopkeepers were softening, and where the next crisis would likely erupt. He hoarded this knowledge not to exploit it, but to secure his place within the web. He understood that in a city of scarcity, connection was a form of wealth. By mediating a dispute over a clothesline or distracting a guard with a well-timed prank, he accumulated goodwill, a fragile but essential currency that cushioned the sharp edges of the lane. He was wearing a safety net from the threads of gossip and gratitude, ensuring that when the ground shook, he would have hands to catch him.
The Chancer’s accumulation was happening in the silence of the distance. His letters, arriving with the smell of the Irish Sea on them, were no longer just updates; they were deposits of experience sent back to the account of the group. He wrote of the specific rhythm of the Liverpool docks, of the way men moved in unison to lift weights that would crush a single worker, of the hierarchy of the wharves where silence was often a command and noise a warning. I listened as Bardan read these missives in the shelter of a doorway, the boys leaning in to catch every word. The Chancer was sending back the raw data of adulthood, accumulating the hard lessons of the emigrant life and transmitting them to us before we had even packed a bag. He was our scout, hoarding the map of the territory ahead, warning us of the pitfalls and the peaks. We accumulated his experience by proxy, aging a little with every letter, our minds expanding to encompass a world of cranes, soot, and foreign rain.
And I, Bardan, the silent witness, accumulated the record of it all. My notebook was the ultimate repository, the ledger that balanced all others. I sat on the wall near the river, the stone warming under my hand, and wrote down the way the light hit the dust on The Flay’s coat, the sound of The Dart’s breathe as he created a hill, the glint of calculation in The Dancer’s eyes. I was gathering the texture of our existence, hoarding the sensory details that threatened to evaporate with the morning mist. I realized that my accumulation was one of preservation. I was storing I inside the pages, capturing the specific density of the air, the smell of the thaw, the tension of the waiting. I was the memory-keeper, ensuring that this season of gathering, this time of filling up before the outpouring, would not be lost to the amnesia of time.
As the month wore on, the pressure in I grew. The accumulation was reaching a critical mass. The "Freedom Fund" was heavy in The Flay’s pocket, the strength was coiled in The Dart’s limbs, the secrets were stacked in The Dancer’s mind, and the map was drawn in The Chancer’s letters. We were full. We were heavy with potential. I felt it too, the very stones vibrating with the contained energy of boys who had gathered enough to finally push back against the gravity that held them. The mud had dried, the roads were open, and the season of accumulation was drawing to a close, ready to give way to the kinetic release of summer.
By the final days of May, the season of "Accumulation" had reached its absolute limit, a point of saturation where I felt heavy, swollen with the gathered weight of the months. I felt the pressure in the humid air that clung to the limestone facades of O’Connell Street and the narrow, suffocating throat of Roden Lane. The mud that had defined the early spring had baked into a hard, cracked crust, sealing the earth like a vault. The My River Shannon, engorged with the memory of rain, moved with a deceptive lethargy, a massive, muscular body of water holding its breath before the release of summer. I was no longer absorbing; it was full. Every crevice of the lanes, every pocket of the boys, and every ledger in the shops seemed packed to capacity with the hoardings of the season—secrets, coins, grudges, and dreams stacked high against the inevitable rupture of departure.
I watched The Flay standing at the edge of the custom, his body vibrating with the tension of a vessel overfilled. The "Freedom Fund," accumulated through the dark months of theft and toil, was now a substantial weight against his thigh, a metallic anchor that paradoxically promised flight. He had ceased to be merely a boy collecting shillings; he had become a walking bank of illicit capital. I felt the heat of the coins through the fabric of his trousers, a physical manifestation of his defiance against the poverty that sought to drain him. He did not spend a penny. He hoarded with the fanaticism of a miser, denying himself the smallest comforts—a sweet, a comic, a bus ride—to ensure that the accumulation remained pure. He was heavy with potential, a loaded gun waiting for the trigger of his sixteenth birthday.
The knowledge he had mined from the Thomond Bookshop had also reached a critical mass. He was no longer just reading; he was synthesizing. The vocabulary of the English upper class, the geography of London and New York, the mechanics of biology and romance—all had been stored in the vast, hungry warehouse of his mind. He walked the lanes with a dual consciousness, his feet on the Limerick cobbles but his head navigating the avenues of a world he had never seen but knew by heart. I observed the way he looked at the neighbours, dissecting their behaviours with the clinical detachment he had learned from the advice columns. He had accumulated enough understanding to see I not as a home, but as a mechanism, a trap that he had finally figured out how to dismantle.
The Dart, too, had filled his own reservoir of strength. The physical "Accumulation" of the spring had transformed him. The endless hauling of coal and timber, the wrestling with the handcart in the mud, had layered muscle onto his frame like sediment hardening into rock. I watched him lift a heavy crate at the back of a delivery wagon, his movement fluid and unconscious. He had banked power in his sinews, a reserve of brute force that gave him a new, silent authority among the Laneboys. He did not need to speak loud; his presence had mass. I had tried to wear him down, but instead, it had built him up, layer by painful layer, until he stood solid and immovable against the coming tides of change.
The Dancer’s accumulation was less visible but no less potent. He had become the repository of the lane’s social currency. He knew every debt, every feud, every hidden kindness and secret shame of the neighbourhood. He had gathered favours like a gardener gathering seeds, storing them against a future winter. I watched him navigate a potential conflict between two rival gangs near the cinema, diffusing the violence not with force, but by spending a fraction of his accumulated goodwill. He knew exactly whom to flatter, whom to remind of a past service, whom to make laugh. He was heavy with influence, a broker of peace in a city that loved a fight, and his pockets were full of invisible IOUs.
The Chancer’s contribution to the group’s collective hoard came from across the water, his letters now forming a thick stack in The Flay’s pocket. The accumulation of his experience—the detailed maps of the Liverpool docks, the codes of the emigrant worker, the geography of loneliness—had been transferred to us. We had absorbed his life by proxy. We knew the smell of the Mersey, the taste of the stout in an English pub, the sound of a foreman’s shout. We were full of his memories, carrying a second city inside our heads, a shadow-Liverpool constructed from ink and paper that overlaid the reality of Limerick. We were ready for a world we had not yet touched because we had spent the spring hoarding the blueprints sent by our scout.
I, Bardan, felt the burden of the chronicler’s accumulation. My notebook was full, the pages stiff with ink and damp, the binding strained. I had gathered the textures of the season—the specific grey of the dawn, the sound of the rain, the silence of the waiting—and stored them away. I realized that memory is a form of gravity; the more you gather, the heavier you become, and the harder it is to move. I sat on the wall by the river, the book pressing against my chest, feeling the density of the recorded past. I had captured the essence of the "Accumulation," but I knew that ink on paper was only a shadow of the life that was about to explode into motion.
The Flay’s aul’ one, in the domestic sphere, had accumulated endurance to the point of structural integrity. She held the family together not with sudden gestures, but with the piled-up weight of a thousand small acts of maintenance. I watched her counting the few coins in the jar, her face a mask of calculation. She had saved them from the worst of the winter, hoarded warmth and food through the lean spring, and now she stood like a caryatid, bearing the roof of their existence on shoulders hardened by years of gathering strength. She did not know of The Flay’s secret fund, but she sensed the shift in him, the fullness of a boy ready to become something else.
I itself seemed to pause under the weight of this gathered energy. The air was thick, the sounds of the street muffled as if passing through water. The My River Shannon was high, pressing against the arches of the bridges, a dark, heavy force that demanded release. We were all waiting for the spill over. The "Accumulation" could go no further. The pockets were full, the muscles were hard, the minds were packed, and the notebooks were written. To gather more would be to burst.
We stood together one last time in the twilight of May, the Laneboys united by the season’s harvest. The Flay, The Dart, The Dancer, and I—we were no longer the hollow, hungry children of the winter. We were dense with purpose. We had eaten the season and converted it into fuel. The mud had dried, the roads were open, and the gravity of I, which had held us down for so long, was about to be challenged by the escape velocity we had built, shilling by shilling, muscle by muscle, word by word. The ledger was closed. The counting was done. It was time to spend.
23. Incubation
Summer arrived in Limerick not as a release, but as a heavy, stagnant pressure, an "Incubation" of heat that trapped the damp memory of winter within I’s limestone walls. I felt the air thicken, turning the lanes into a slow-moving soup of humidity, coal dust, and the sour tang of river mud baking in the sun. The cobblestones, usually slick with rain, were now coated in a fine, dry grit that worked its way into shoes and mouths. It was a season of simmering exhaustion, where the energy required to move seemed to double, and the boys of the lane walked with the collar of their coats turned up, not against the wind, but against a world that felt too close, too watching. The damp of the Big Freeze lingered like a ghost in the cellars and the deep corners of the houses, a reminder that the heat was only a temporary veneer over I’s cold heart.
I watched Bardan navigate this stifling landscape with a new, grim purpose. He had found his place in the Royal Cinema, a "palace of lights and shadows" that offered a strange, airless sanctuary from the glaring reality of the streets. I observed him in the mornings, walking toward the Athenaeum, his boots scuffing the stone, his eyes scanning the pavement for what I might have dropped. Inside the cinema, the air was cool and smelled of stale tobacco and dust. He moved through the empty aisles with a broom, sweeping away the debris of other people’s fantasies—ticket stubs, sweet wrappers, the dust of a thousand shoes. But his true labour was the hunt. I felt the focus in his hands as he reached beneath the velvet seats, fingers tracing the carpet for the cold, hard reassurance of lost coins. A penny here, a threepence there—small discs of copper and silver that he pocketed with the discretion of a priest pocketing a secret. He was scavenging I’s carelessness, converting the negligence of strangers into his own survival.
At home, the heat pressed even harder. Docker, broken by his time at the docks, moved with a cautious, pained slowness, a man learning the new boundaries of his own body. I watched him sit by the empty grate, his hands resting on his knees, staring at the wall as if reading a map of his own decline. The burden of the ration books and the rent had shifted quietly to Bardan’s shoulders. I felt the weight of it settle on him, a heavy, invisible coat that he wore without complaint. He was seventeen now, and I no longer looked at him as a child. The Labour Exchange offered him nothing but silence; the bacon factories and the docks looked at his thin frame and turned away. Only the cinema, with its dark corners and hidden treasures, offered a foothold.
In the evenings, the flat was a study in stillness. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through the heat with a resigned patience, managing the scarcity of the season. I watched her stretch the food, measuring the milk and the bread with the precision of a chemist. She worked for Mr. Sliney now, in a house on the South Circular Road that smelled of beeswax and flowers, a stark contrast to the damp, peat-scented air of Janesboro. Bardan observed her fatigue, the way she paused to wipe sweat from her forehead, the way she hid her exhaustion behind a mask of efficient movement. He saw the disparity between the worlds she moved between—the comfort of Sliney’s and the struggle of their own—and he catalogued it, not with anger, but with a cold, analytical detachment. He was learning that survival required a separation of the self from the circumstance, a mental "Incubation" of a future that did not yet exist.
The nights brought no relief, only a deepening of the shadows. I watched Bardan counting his day’s harvest by the light of a single candle, the coins clinking softly on the table. Three shillings. Four. Enough for turnips, for backbones, for the barest maintenance of life. He hid the money and his notebooks beneath the mattress, hoarding his observations and his wealth with equal ferocity. I outside hummed with the restless energy of the summer—shouts from the pub, the cry of a child, the distant bark of a dog—but inside, there was only the quiet calculation of a boy preparing to shed his skin. He was waiting, growing, hardening in the heat, preparing for the moment when the shell of the lane would crack and release him.
The heat did not lift as the day matured; it settled into the marrow of I, an "Incubation" of silence and dust. I felt the sun pressing against the slate roofs of the Thomond Bookshop, turning the interior into a kiln of paper and ink. Here, The Flay underwent a transformation that was invisible to the eye but seismic to the spirit. Mr. McCaffrey, the manager, moved through the aisles with the lethargy of a dying fly, his usual vigilance melted by the humidity. This left The Flay in the shadows of the sorting room, surrounded by the towering stacks of newsprint that had arrived from Dublin. The air smelled of binding glue and the sharp, acidic tang of cheap paper sweating in the heat.
I watched him there, not working, but devouring. He had ceased to be a mere messenger; he was becoming a student of the forbidden. I observed his hands, stained black with the news of the world, trembling slightly as he turned the pages of The Irish Times—the “freemason” paper that McCaffrey had warned would rot his soul. But The Flay was not rotting; he was ripening. He read of the royal family in London, of politics in Washington, of a world where rain did not define the boundaries of existence. More illicit still were the English women’s magazines he slipped from the bundles. In the advice columns and the glossy advertisements, he found a geography of the human heart and body that the priests of Limerick had scrubbed from the map. He was incubating a new vocabulary, hoarding words like “neurosis” and “etiquette,” preparing a mind that would one day speak a language the lanes could not understand.
While The Flay’s mind expanded in the dim quiet of the bookshop, The Dart’s body collided with the brutal reality of the quays. The heat down by the river was a physical weight, a wet blanket of steam rising from the My River Shannon to mix with the coal dust. I felt The Dart’s struggle as if it were my own vibration in the pavement. He had grown strong, yes, but the "Incubation" of the summer had bred a dangerous confidence. I watched him stand before a crate of machinery, far too heavy for a boy of seventeen, his shirt clinging to his back like a second skin. The older men, stripped to their waists and glistening with sweat, watched him with eyes narrowed by the glare.
The Dart gripped the wood, his knuckles white, and pulled. I felt the torque in his spine, then the sudden, sickening pop of a tendon protesting against physics. He dropped the crate—a gunshot echo across the water—but he did not cry out. Instead, he stared at his hand as if it were a traitor. He didn't collapse; he grabbed the crate again with his good hand, trying to drag it, his boots slipping on the quay, his breath hissing through clenched teeth. He fought the weight until his vision blurred and the foreman shouted, "Leave it, lad! You're done!" Only then did he slump against the bollard, clutching his wrist, furious not at the pain, but at the betrayal of his own body. He wasn't learning patience yet; he was tasting the bitter, metallic flavour of physical failure.
The Dancer, too, found I resistant to his usual charms. The heat had soured the temper of the lanes, making people irritable and suspicious. I observed him moving through the market, attempting to run a hustle involving "found" trinkets—small bits of brass and glass he had scavenged and polished. In cooler months, his banter might have earned him a few coppers and a laugh. But under the oppressive sun of July, the women were tired, their patience thin as the milk that soured on the doorsteps.
I watched him approach a group of matrons near the potato stall, his smile practiced, and his patter ready. But the air was too heavy for jokes. One woman swatted him away as she would a persistent fly; another threatened him with the guards. The rejection was total. The Dancer retreated to the shade of an alley, his wares unsold, his confidence wilting. He realized then that I’s mood was a weather system of its own, and that he had misread the barometer. His "Incubation" was social; he was learning to read the silence before the storm, to understand that charm is a currency that devalues rapidly when the temperature rises.
I held them all in its hot, damp palm—the scholar, the labourer, the schemer. They were distinct now, their paths diverging even as they walked the same melting tar. The Flay was building a mind to escape; The Dart was rebuilding a body that had failed him; The Dancer was recalibrating a wit that had missed its mark. And I held the heat around them, a stifling embrace that forced them to grow inward, to harden, and to prepare for the moment when the shell would break.
The evenings of that stifling July brought no respite, only a deepening of I’s shadows and a thickening of the air inside the small, terraced houses. I felt the heat trapped in the brickwork radiating inward, turning parlours into ovens and kitchens into kilns. It was in this suffocating twilight that The Flay’s "Incubation" found its most fertile ground. While the streets emptied of the day's exhausted labour, The Flay moved with a singular, quiet purpose toward the house of Mrs. Brigid Finucane. The transition from the public failure of The Dart’s injury or The Dancer’s rejected hustle to The Flay’s private, methodical success was stark. He entered her home not as a boy running an errand, but as an operator entering his workshop.
I watched him through the dusty windowpanes. The air inside Mrs. Finucane’s parlour was heavy, smelling of old paper, dry rot, and the cloying sweetness of sherry that seemed to sweat from the very walls. She sat in her chair, a figure diminishing in the heat, her mind clouded by the wine she consumed against the pain of her legs and the boredom of her days. The Flay took his place at the table, the ledger open before him. Here, he was incubating authority. I felt the scratch of his pen as he drafted the letters to the debtors of the lanes, his vocabulary expanding to fill the role of the enforcer. He used words like "litigious" and "proceedings" with a cold precision, crafting threats that weighed heavier than the paper they were written on. He was learning that language could be a weapon, and that fear was a currency as tradable as the coins in his pocket.
But the true work began when her eyes grew heavy and her head dipped toward her chest. I observed the shift in The Flay’s demeanour—the stillness of a predator waiting for the wind to change. His hand moved toward her purse not with the trembling greed of a thief, but with the steady assurance of an accountant collecting a fee. A shilling here, a florin there—he extracted them with a silence that the room itself seemed to conspire in keeping. This was the feeding of the "Freedom Fund." He was not merely stealing; he was transferring potential energy from a dying woman to his own future. I recorded the click of the coins sliding into his pocket, a sound swallowed by the heavy drapes, marking the accumulation of escape velocity. He justified it as "overtime," a necessary tax on a city that had given him nothing but rain and tuberculosis. In the heat of that parlour, his conscience didn't vanish; it simply hardened, incubating a new morality where survival was the only virtue.
Outside, the reality of the diaspora pressed in through the mail slots of Janesboro. The Chancer’s letters arrived from Liverpool, stained with the grime of a city rebuilding itself from rubble. I listened as Bardan read them in the fading light of the lane, the other boys gathering round, swatting at midges. The Chancer wrote of a heat different from ours—industrial, noisy, filled with the dust of demolition and the roar of cranes. He described the anonymity of the English crowd, the way a boy could disappear into the machinery of a great city and become something else entirely. These missives were heat lamps for the boys' ambitions. They proved that the shell could be broken, that there was a world where labour resulted in wages rather than humiliation. The Chancer was our scout, sending back maps of the terrain ahead, and his words fermented in the minds of those left behind, accelerating the incubation of their own departure plans.
In the flat, the contrast between The Flay’s secret accumulation and the family’s visible struggle was sharp. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one return from Mr. Sliney’s house, her face grey with fatigue, her hands red from scrubbing floors that were not her own. She brought with her the phantom scents of a better life—beeswax, roasted meat, fresh flowers—scents that dissipated quickly in the damp, sour air of the lane. She moved with the economy of someone who has no energy to spare, measuring out the tea, dividing the bread. She did not know of the coins weighing down The Flay’s pocket, nor of the ledger of debts did he manage. She saw only her son, the telegraph boy, unaware that she was looking at a stranger who was quietly constructing a door out of her life.
I, the observer, noted the tension in The Flay’s jaw as he watched her. There was no cruelty in his silence, only a terrifying pragmatism. To help her now with those stolen shillings would be to drown with her; to hoard them was to build a raft. The heat of the summer had burned away sentimentality, leaving only the hard bone of necessity. He was incubating the resolve to leave her behind, a process as painful and necessary as a fever burning out an infection. I held them all in this suspended state—the mother enduring, the father broken, the son plotting—waiting for the moment when the pressure would finally exceed the container.
The "Incubation" of the summer extended into the sanctuary of the Royal Cinema, a cavernous lung in the centre of I where the stifling heat of the streets was exchanged for a cool, stale darkness. I felt the shift in atmosphere as the heavy doors swung shut, sealing out the glare of the sun and the dust of the lanes. Here, Bardan moved as a phantom in the gloom, an usher of dreams and a scavenger of reality. The projector’s beam cut through the smoky air like a solid bar of light, illuminating the dust motes that danced in the artificial dusk—microcosms of I’s own suspended life. The patrons sat in rows, faces upturned, incubating their own fantasies of escape, fed by the flickering images of cowboys and gangsters who moved with a certainty that Limerick denied its citizens. They were there to forget the heat, the rationing, and the narrowness of their lives; Bardan was there to remember.
I watched him move through the aisles during the screenings, his eyes adjusting to the dark, scanning the floor not for the dropped plotlines of a Hollywood script, but for the tangible debris of the audience. A coin slipped from a trouser pocket, a sweet ration dropped in excitement—these were the seeds of his own departure. He collected them with a stealth that bordered on reverence, his fingers brushing the plush velvet of the seats, seeking the cold metal of a penny or the serrated edge of a threepenny bit. This scavenging was not merely for sustenance; it was a ritual of accumulation. In the dark, while others watched lives they would never lead, Bardan was building the foundation of the life he intended to claim. He was incubating independence in the dark, counting his copper harvest by touch alone, a silent banker in a temple of noise.
Outside, in the blinding reality of the afternoon, The Dart sat by the river wall, his arm cradled against his chest, nursing the wrist he had strained at the docks. The injury had forced a stillness upon him that chafed against his nature. I felt the frustration radiating from him, a heat distinct from the suns. He could not lift, he could not haul, and so he was forced to watch. The "Incubation" for The Dart was a lesson in passivity; he observed the barges moving sluggishly on the My River Shannon, the men wiping sweat from their brows, the rhythm of labour that continued without him. He was learning that I’s machinery did not pause for the broken. This enforced idleness brewed a dark, quiet resentment, a realization that physical strength was a fragile currency. He sat in the shade, eyes narrowing, calculating how much strength he would need to never feel this helpless again.
The Dancer, bruised by the rejection of his market hustles, drifted toward the cinema’s entrance, drawn by the crowds but wary of participation. He leaned against the cool stone of the façade, watching the patrons spill out, their eyes still adjusting to the light, their expressions unguarded. He was refining his study of the "mark." He noted who laughed loudly, who walked with a heavy step, who clutched their purse tightly. The heat had stripped away his earlier bravado, leaving behind a sharper, more cynical observational skill. He was incubating a new persona, one less reliant on charm and more attuned to the vulnerabilities of others. He exchanged glances with Bardan as the latter emerged to sweep the foyer—a silent communication between two boys who saw I not as a home, but as a mechanism to be deciphered.
The Flay joined them as the evening approached, carrying the scent of ink and old paper from the bookshop. He brought with him the contraband vocabulary he had mined from the forbidden magazines—words like "neurosis" and "inhibitions" that tasted strange and metallic in the air of the lane. He tested these words on the others, watching their reactions with a clinical detachment. He spoke of the world he read about—of London dinners and American jazz—as if he were already a resident of those places, merely visiting Limerick on a tedious layover. The "Incubation" of his intellect was creating a distance that physical proximity could no longer bridge. The Laneboys listened, half-mocking, half-mesmerized, sensing that The Flay was moulting, shedding the skin of the lane for something harder, shinier, and utterly foreign to the damp stones they stood upon.
By the final week of August, the "Incubation" of the summer had reached a critical density, a point of saturation where the air itself seemed too heavy to breathe. I felt the pressure building within my limestone walls, a silent, static charge accumulated from weeks of unrelenting heat and the friction of lives lived too closely together. The sun did not merely shine; it pressed down upon the slate roofs of Janesboro and the tin sheds of the docks, turning I into a kiln where boys were being fired into something harder, more brittle, and final. The dampness of the river had evaporated from the surface but lingered in the deep, cool shadows of the bridges, a reminder that the moisture would return, but for now, I was dry, dusty, and waiting for the shell to crack.
I watched The Flay standing on the periphery of his own life, vibrating with the tension of a creature that has outgrown its casing. The "Freedom Fund" hidden in his post office book had swollen through the methodical theft of the summer, each coin a stolen moment of Mrs. Finucane’s trust, each shilling a brick in the wall he was building between himself and his family. He walked the lanes with a new, terrifying autonomy. I observed the way he looked at his mother, The Flay’s aul’ one, as she scrubbed the floor or counted the meagre coins for milk. There was no longer pity in his eyes, nor the childish fear of her authority; there was only the cold, clinical detachment of a strategist who knows that to save himself, he must let the others drift. He had incubated a resolve that was harder than stone. He carried his secret wealth not with guilt, but with the grim satisfaction of a prisoner who has filed through the bars. I, with its priests and its confraternities and its suffocating expectations, could no longer touch him because he had built a private reality funded by illicit gain and fortified by the forbidden knowledge of the English magazines,.
The Dart, too, had reached the end of his confinement. The wrist injury that had side-lined he from the docks had healed into a stiffness that served as a constant reminder of his physical limits, but the time spent watching had incubated a new kind of strength. He sat on the river wall, observing the rhythm of the labourers with a gaze stripped of its earlier, naive envy. He had learned that strength was a resource to be rationed, not squandered in a single, showy display. I felt the shift in his centre of gravity; he no longer rushed to prove himself to the men. Instead, he calculated the weight of the crates with his eyes, measured the distance of the throws, and understood that survival at the docks—and in I—required leverage, not just brute force. He was ready to return to the labour, not as a boy trying to be a man, but as an operator who understood the machinery of the work. The heat had burned away his impulsiveness, leaving behind a hard, enduring slag of resolve,
The Dancer had emerged from the shell of his social humiliation with a sharper, more cynical understanding of the lane’s ecosystem. The failed hustle with the trinkets and the subsequent rejection had been a painful gestation, but what hatched was a boy who understood the currency of perception. I watched him navigate the volatile tempers of the late August heat, defusing arguments between neighbours not with the eager charm of the spring, but with a calculated deployment of wit. He knew now that a joke could be a weapon or a shield, and he used it to deflect inquiry and manage the moods of those stronger than himself. He moved through the crowds outside the cinema and the markets, no longer seeking approval but managing his environment. He had incubated a persona that was armour-plated with irony, a necessary defence in a city that preyed on the earnest,
The Chancer’s influence, though transmitted across the Irish Sea, and had finished its work of incubation within the group. His absence was no longer a void but a destination. The letters that had arrived throughout the summer, stained with the grit of Liverpool, had constructed a reality in the minds of the Laneboys that was as tangible as the streets of Limerick. They knew the layout of the English docks, the taste of the ale, and the sound of the foreign trams. The Chancer had incubated the idea of "elsewhere" until it was a living thing in their collective imagination. He was the proof that the shell could be broken, that the horizon was not a wall but a door. His silence in the final weeks was not an abandonment but a signal that the time for talking was over and the time for movement was approaching.
And I, Bardan, the silent sweeper of the Royal Cinema, felt the weight of my own harvest. The summer had been a long, dark gestation in the belly of the theatre, sweeping away the debris of other people’s fantasies while collecting the tangible proofs of my own exit. The coins scavenged from beneath the seats, the observations recorded in the notebooks hidden beneath my mattress—these were the nutrients that had fed my own incubation. I walked the streets at night, the heat radiating from the brickwork, feeling the notebook press against my chest. I had recorded I’s lethargy, its cruelties, and its small, stubborn endurances. I realized that I was no longer just observing I; I was metabolizing it, turning its raw material into the fuel for my own departure. I was a chrysalis, and I had eaten my fill of it,
The final days of August brought a stillness that felt like the pause between a lightning strike and the thunder. The air was motionless, the river glassy and flat, the smoke from the chimneys rising in straight, unbroken lines. The "Incubation" was complete. The boys who had entered the summer were gone, replaced by young men who carried secrets, scars, and savings. The Flay with his stolen pounds, The Dart with his healed wrist, The Dancer with his sharpened wit, and I with my filled notebooks—we stood on the precipice of the season, waiting for the weather to break.
When the first cool wind of September finally stirred the dust in the lanes, it did not feel like a relief; it felt like a signal. The heat that had trapped us, that had forced us inward to grow and harden, was lifting. The shell was cracking. I, which had held us in its hot, stifling grip, was loosening its fingers. We were ready. The season of waiting, of growing in the dark, of gathering strength and secrets, was over. The time for hatching, for movement, for the violent struggle of emergence, had arrived.
24. Extraction
Autumn descended upon Limerick not as a season of harvest, but as a hostile takeover, an "Extraction" of warmth and light that left I shivering under a sky of bruised slate. I felt the shift in my very foundations; the dampness did not merely fall from the clouds but seeped upward from the limestone, turning the lanes of Janesboro into slick, treacherous gullies where the mud clung to boots like a jealous memory. The air lost the stagnant heaviness of summer and acquired a serrated edge, a biting wind that scoured the corners of O’Connell Street and whistled through the gaps in the tenement roofs. It was a season that demanded attention; indifference was a luxury no one could afford when the rain turned the world into a grey, shivering mirror. The My River Shannon, swollen and muscular, moved with a dark, heavy purpose, carrying the debris of the upper counties past the quays, a relentless conveyor belt of water that seemed to measure I’s endurance against its own indifferent flow.
I watched Bardan, the observer, moving through this altered landscape with a new, grim determination. He was seventeen now, and I no longer looked at him with the indulgence reserved for a child. The Labour Exchange offered him nothing but the cold shoulder of indifference; his name on the lists was a whisper lost in the roar of older, stronger men clamouring for work. I felt his humiliation as he walked past the bacon factories on Cecil Street, the air thick with the smell of salt and blood, only to be turned away. I was a closed fist to him. But Bardan did not stop. He walked the wet streets, his boots scuffing the stone, his eyes scanning the facades for a crack in the armour. He found it at the Athenaeum, now reborn as the Royal Cinema, a palace of lights and shadows that stood defiant against the gloom. The marquee above the entrance read Great Expectations, a cruel irony that hovered over the wet street like a taunt.
I observed the moment of his entry, not as a patron, but as a servant of the dark. He stepped forward with a broom, offering himself to the manager, Jackie Donnelly, as a creature of utility. There was no interview, only a nod of acceptance that stripped away pride and replaced it with a uniform. He became the sweeper of dreams, the cleaner of the temple. I felt the shift in his centre of gravity as he took the job; he was no longer a boy drifting through the lanes, but a worker embedded in the machinery of I’s escape. The Royal became his domain, a cavernous lung where I exhaled its fantasies, and he was the one who swept up the dust they left behind.
While Bardan found his foothold in the dark, The Flay moved through the autumn damp with the precision of a predator who has learned the habits of his prey. His work at the Thomond Bookshop had evolved from a job into a study of human weakness and desire. I watched him in the early mornings at the railway station, cutting the twine on the bundles of newspapers with fingers numbed by the cold. The smell of wet newsprint and ink was the incense of his morning ritual. He extracted knowledge from the pages of The Irish Times and the English magazines, hoarding the secrets of a world that Mr. McCaffrey denounced as “freemason” and corrupt. The Flay did not fear the corruption; he fed on it. He read of kings and scandals, of biology and etiquette, extracting a vocabulary and a worldview that set him apart from the boys who only knew the price of coal.
The Dart, the anchor of the group, faced a more brutal extraction in the open air. The dampness of the season settled into his joints, making every movement a negotiation with pain. I watched him at the docks, where the work had slowed but the cold had intensified. He lifted crates with hands that were red and cracked, the skin split by the wind and the rough wood. He was extracting survival from his own body, trading muscle and bone for the few shillings that kept the fire burning at home. I felt the weight of the loads he carried, the way his spine compressed under the burden, and the stubborn silence with which he bore it. He did not complain; he endured. His resilience was a form of defiance, a refusal to let I break him, even as it wore him down.
The Dancer, the restless spirit, moved through the lanes with a frantic energy, trying to extract amusement from a season that offered little. He attempted small scams, minor thefts, and improvisations that often collapsed under the weight of their own ambition. I observed him trying to sell trinkets stolen from a fair, his charm failing against the hard suspicion of the market women. He was learning that in the lean months, charisma was a devalued currency. Yet, he persisted, extracting small moments of levity from the gloom, cracking jokes that echoed hollowly in the damp alleys but served to keep the darkness at bay for a few seconds longer.
The Chancer’s absence was a void that the autumn wind seemed to amplify. He was in Liverpool, a city of smoke and bombsites that mirrored my own grey visage. His letters, arriving sporadically, were extracts of a life lived elsewhere—tales of docks, strangers, and the hard lessons of the emigrant. We felt his distance as a physical ache, a missing limb that twitched in the cold. His departure had extracted a vital spark from the group, leaving behind a silence that the others tried to fill with work and routine.
At home, in the flat, Docker moved with the slow, careful gait of a man who knows his reserves are low. The accident at the docks had extracted his strength, leaving him with a quiet dignity that was painful to witness. I saw him sitting by the fire, his hands resting on his knees, watching Bardan with a mixture of pride and sorrow. He knew that the burden of the house had shifted, that the extraction of labour from his son was the price of their survival. The Flay’s aul’ one managed the household with a fierce economy, extracting every ounce of value from the food and fuel, her eyes sharp for waste, her heart guarded against the fear of what the winter might bring.
I held them all in its damp embrace, squeezing, demanding, and taking. But in the friction of that taking, something was being forged. Bardan with his broom, The Flay with his secrets, The Dart with his loads, The Dancer with his jokes—they were learning to extract a life from the stone and the rain.
The Royal Cinema became the engine room of Bardan’s autumn, a cavernous space where I’s damp breath was exchanged for the stale, heated air of illusion. I observed him crossing the threshold under the mocking marquee of Great Expectations, leaving the grey reality of the street for the plush, dust-heavy twilight of the auditorium. Inside, the darkness was not an absence of light but a medium of extraction. He moved through the empty aisles with the silent, rhythmic sweep of his broom, pushing the debris of the previous night—ticket stubs, sweet wrappers, the dust of a thousand shoes—into piles that served as the day’s first harvest. But his true labour lay in the pauses between sweeps. I felt the concentration in his fingertips as he reached beneath the velvet seats, groping in the blind dark for the cold, serrated edge of a lost coin. A penny dropped by a careless lover, a threepenny bit slipped from a hole in a workman’s pocket—these were the veins of ore he mined from the cinema’s floor. He extracted survival from the carelessness of others, turning the waste of I’s leisure into the fuel for his own endurance.
I watched him pocket these small, metallic discs with a solemnity that bordered on ritual. There was no joy in the discovery, only the grim satisfaction of a gleaner who has found a few grains of wheat left in the stubble. The coins were cold against his skin, heavy with the history of the hands that had held them, but to Bardan, they were pure potential. He hoarded them not for luxury, but to buy the turnip, the backbone, the scrap of meat that would keep the fire of his own life burning for another day. In the flickering light of the projector beam, which cut through the smoke-filled air like a solid bar of silver, he was a ghost haunting the machinery of escape, extracting a living from the margins of other people’s dreams. The cinema was a palace of shadows, but Bardan was learning that even shadows could be weighed and measured and turned into sustenance if one had the patience to sift through the dark.
While Bardan mined the floorboards of the Royal, The Flay was engaged in an extraction of a different, more dangerous nature within the dusty confines of the Thomond Bookshop. The air here smelled of binding glue, damp paper, and the sharp, acidic tang of ink—a scent that The Flay inhaled as if it were oxygen. Mr. McCaffrey, the manager, moved through the stacks with the nervous twitch of a man guarding a spiritual fortress, warning against the "freemason" influence of the imported press. But for The Flay, these warnings were merely signposts pointing toward value. I observed him in the quiet moments before the delivery runs began, his hands stained black with the news of the empire, extracting secrets from the pages of The Irish Times and the glossy English magazines. He was not merely reading; he was harvesting a vocabulary, a set of social codes, and a map of a world where rain did not dictate the rhythm of life.
He extracted words like "etiquette" and "neurosis" from the advice columns, rolling them around in his mind, testing their weight and texture against the rough dialect of the lanes. He studied the photographs of women in London and New York, extracting from their postures a lesson in confidence and defiance. This intellectual accumulation was a form of theft, a silent siphoning of cultural capital that he intended to smuggle out of the shop and into his own future. He was building a persona, layer by layer, extracting the raw materials of a new self from the forbidden text. I felt the intensity of his focus, the way the world outside—the rain, the river, the poverty—ceased to exist when he was deep in the extraction of this other life. He was mining the very things I tried to keep from him, turning the printed word into a ladder he would eventually climb.
But as the day turned to evening and the shadows lengthened across the wet cobbles, The Flay’s extraction became literal and predatory. I followed him through the deepening gloom to the house of Mrs. Brigid Finucane, a place that smelled of sherry, old dust, and the dry rot of a life turning inward. Here, the extraction was financial and moral. He sat at her table, the lamp casting long, distorted shadows on the walls, and drafted letters to the debtors of the lanes. He used the vocabulary he had mined from the bookshop to craft threats of "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings," weaponing language to extract fear and money from the vulnerable. I felt the scratch of his pen against the paper, a sound like a small claw raking across the conscience of I. He detached himself from the reality of the women who would receive these letters, viewing them only as variables in an equation that ended with his departure.
Mrs. Finucane’s eyes drooped, the sherry pulling her chin toward her chest, but her hand remained resting near the purse—a sleeping guard dog. The Flay sat frozen, the pen hovering over the ledger, listening to the wet rasp of her breathing. He didn't move with a magician's fluidity; he moved with the terrifying slowness of a bomb disposal expert. He reached out, his fingers inching across the oilcloth. When a floorboard groaned under his shifting weight, her eyelids fluttered, and The Flay’s hand stopped dead, hovering in the dangerous air. He waited, sweat pricking his collar, until her rhythm settled again. Only then did he slide the clasp open—a metallic click that sounded like a gunshot in the quiet room—and extract the shilling. It wasn't a tax; it was a gamble, and every coin he pocketed felt hot against his thigh, heavy with the risk of total ruin.
The Dart, meanwhile, fought a battle of extraction against the physical resistance of the season. The dampness of autumn had settled into the timber and coal he hauled, making every load heavier, every mile longer. I watched him on the docks, his body angled against the wind, trying to extract a living from the brute physics of weight and leverage. He was not stealing coins or secrets; he was extracting survival from his own muscle and bone. I felt the strain in his shoulders, the way his hands curled permanently into the shape of a handle, the skin cracked and red from the cold. He was mining his own resilience, digging deep into reserves of strength he did not know he possessed to keep the fire burning at home. His extraction was the most honest and the most brutal: a direct exchange of life force for heat, a transaction that left him hollowed out by the end of the day, yet standing.
The Dancer, moving through the social currents of the lanes, attempted to extract humour and advantage from the gloom. He scavenged for scraps of metal, for opportunities to turn a quick profit, for moments of levity that could be traded for goodwill. I observed him trying to charm a shopkeeper out of a bruised apple, trying to extract a laugh from a group of tired men on a corner. His efforts were frantic, a desperate panning for gold in a muddy river. He learned that in the lean months, I yielded its treasures reluctantly. The humour he extracted was often dark, tinged with the absurdity of their condition, but it was a resource nonetheless, a spark of warmth he managed to strike from the cold stone of the day.
The Chancer, though absent in body, extracted his own lessons from the hard streets of Liverpool. His letters, arriving with the smell of the sea and foreign smoke, were extracts of a life lived on the edge. He wrote of the cold there, of the silence of strangers, of the extraction of wages from labour that broke the back. We read his words and extracted our own understanding of the world beyond the My River Shannon. He was our scout, sending back samples of the soil from the other side, proving that the struggle to extract a footing was universal. His absence was a void we mined for meaning, filling it with our own fears and hopes for what lay ahead.
I held them all in its damp, grey palm—the sweeper, the scribe, the labourer, the jester, and the exile. They were all engaged in the same desperate industry: extracting a life from a season that wanted only to bury them. Bardan with his broom, The Flay with his pen and his sticky fingers, The Dart with his heavy loads, The Dancer with his jokes—they were digging, sifting, and hoarding. They were learning that I gave nothing willingly, that everything—warmth, money, knowledge, dignity—had to be extracted by force or by guile from the unyielding rock of their circumstances.
The season of "Extraction" deepened as October waned, I contracting around its inhabitants like a wet wool coat shrinking in the wash. I felt the moisture seep into the mortar of the Georgian houses and the mud-packed walls of the lanes, extracting the last reserves of warmth from the stones. The light did not fade so much as it was leeched away by the heavy, low-hanging clouds that scraped the slate roofs, leaving behind a twilight that persisted until noon. In this gloom, the struggle to extract a living became a visceral, grinding effort, a daily surgery to remove sustenance from a body that had little left to give. The boys moved through my arteries with the desperate focus of miners working a collapsing vein, digging for the raw materials of survival—heat, money, dignity—amidst the dross of rain and shadows.
I watched The Flay ascend the dark staircase to Mrs. Brigid Finucane’s room, the air heavy with the cloying, sweet scent of sherry and the dry, dusty smell of old ledgers. This was his primary site of extraction, a place where the moral geography of I was rewritten by the scratching of a pen. He sat at the table, the lamplight distorting his shadow against the peeling wallpaper, and I felt the cold calculation in his heart as he drafted the threatening letters to the poor of the lanes. He extracted fear from ink, distilling the vague threat of "litigious anticipation" into a potent weapon that squeezed shillings from women who had none to spare. I observed the way his eyes flicked to the old woman as she nodded off, the sherry doing its slow work of erasing her vigilance. His hand moved then, not with the tremor of a thief, but with the steady, practiced grace of a surgeon removing a tumour. He extracted the coins from her purse—a shilling here, a sixpence there—and transferred them to his own pocket. It was a transfer of energy, a siphoning of I’s hoarding past into the hungry vessel of his future.
Down at the docks, the extraction was physical, a brutal tax levied on muscle and bone. The Dart stood against the grey backdrop of the My River Shannon, his breath pluming in the raw air, waiting for the foreman’s nod. The work had thinned with the season, and every hour of labour had to be wrestled from the indifference of the shipping schedules. I felt the strain in his back as he lifted crates that seemed to have absorbed the weight of the rain itself. He was extracting survival from his own exhaustion, trading the integrity of his joints for the few coins that would keep the fire lit at home. I watched him pause, wiping sweat and rain from his eyes with a rough sleeve, looking toward the horizon where the river widened. There was a hollowness in his gaze, a space beside him where The Chancer should have been. The Chancer’s absence was a void that defied extraction; no amount of labour could fill the silence where his quick wit and reckless energy had once been. The Dart worked harder to cover the gap, as if the sheer volume of his effort could compensate for the missing piece of their collective soul.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the damp streets, found the season of extraction particularly resistant to his charms. The cold had driven I’s humour underground, burying it beneath layers of worry and fatigue. I watched him navigate the social currents of the lanes, trying to extract a laugh, a favour, or a moment of leniency from shopkeepers and neighbours who had shut their faces against the wind. He moved with a frantic, restless energy, improvising schemes that dissolved as quickly as they formed. He tried to charm a butcher out of a scrap of meat, tried to talk his way into a warm doorway, but I was tight-fisted. I felt his frustration vibrating against the wet stones, a sharp, jagged frequency. He was learning that in the depths of autumn, charisma was a currency that suffered from severe inflation; it took twice as much effort to extract half as much goodwill. His resilience lay in his refusal to stop trying, mining the hard rock of the community for the smallest veins of warmth.
In the cavernous belly of the Royal Cinema, Bardan continued his silent, subterranean excavation. The darkness of the auditorium was not empty; it was thick with the discarded dreams and loose change of the populace. I watched him move through the gloom while the projector beam cut a smoky path above his head, illuminating the dust motes that danced like ghosts. He was not watching the screen; he was reading the floor. He extracted history from the debris—a torn ticket stub representing a lover’s meeting, a crumpled sweet wrapper signalling a child’s delight, a dropped coin marking a moment of carelessness. He swept the aisles with a rhythmic, hypnotic motion, gathering I’s waste to sift for its treasure. The "Great Expectations" on the marquee outside mocked the street, but inside, Bardan was fulfilling his own expectations, penny by scavenger penny. He was extracting the means of his own liberation from the carelessness of others, turning the floor of the cinema into a map of his future freedom.
The Chancer’s extraction was of a different order, performed across the sea in the hard, industrial landscape of Liverpool. His presence arrived only in the form of letters, thin sheets of paper that had been extracted from his own fatigue and loneliness. I felt the boys gather around these missives, extracting every ounce of meaning from the scrawled lines. The Chancer described a world of smoke and noise, of wages earned in sweat and danger, extracting a living from a city that cared even less for him than Limerick did. But he also extracted a sense of self-reliance, a hardening of the spirit that vibrated through the ink. His absence was a heavy thing in the lanes, a silence that the rain could not fill, but his letters were deposits of hope, proof that the extraction of oneself from the gravity of home was possible, however painful the process might be.
The atmosphere of I during these weeks was one of suspended breath and clenched fists. I felt the tension in the queues for coal, where women stood with shawls pulled tight, eyes fixed on the dwindling piles of fuel. I felt it in the way men looked at the river, measuring the grey water against their own grey prospects. The extraction was mutual; I took strength from its people to maintain its ancient, crumbling form, and the people tore at I’s flanks to feed their own fires. It was a relationship of friction, a grinding of human will against stone and weather. The Flay’s theft, The Dart’s labour, The Dancer’s hustles, and Bardan’s scavenging were all variations on this theme—the desperate, necessary act of pulling life from a place that seemed determined to withhold it.
I observed The Flay cycling home in the rain, his pockets heavy with the coins extracted from Mrs. Finucane, his mind heavy with the words he had extracted from the dictionary to terrorize her debtors. He rode with the aggressive posture of someone who has stolen something valuable and dares the world to take it back. He was extracting a new identity for himself, layer by layer, peeling away the frightened boy to reveal the cold, calculating young man beneath. The rain lashed against his face, but he did not blink; he was focused on the horizon, on the Atlantic, on the ultimate extraction of his body from the trap of the lanes. I held him in my gaze, this boy made of my own mud and rain, and felt the sharp, metallic taste of his ambition.
As the month turned and the winds grew sharper, the sense of extraction became more acute. The trees along the People’s Park were stripped bare, their leaves extracted by the gales and plastered against the wet railings. The light was extracted from the day earlier and earlier, leaving I in a long, damp twilight. The boys stood together at the corner, huddled against the cold, counting their takings—the coins, the secrets, the small victories. They were miners in a dark seam, digging for a way out, and I, the earth surrounding them, felt every strike of their pickaxes against my stone heart. They were taking what they needed, and I, in my silent, stony way, was letting them, knowing that every ounce they extracted made them lighter, more ready to float away on the tide of their own futures.
November arrived not with a storm, but with a relentless, soaking quiet that turned the limestone of Limerick into a sponge, extracting the light from the sky and holding it hostage within the grey masonry. I felt the dampness penetrate the deepest recesses of the lanes, turning the earth beneath the cobbles into a cold, shifting paste. The "Extraction" of the season had become a war of attrition. It was no longer about the sharp shock of the cold, but the slow, steady leeching of warmth and will. The gas lamps hissed against the moisture, their light failing to penetrate the fog that rolled off the My River Shannon, leaving the streets in a perpetual, watery twilight. In this gloom, the boys moved like deep-sea divers, heavy and slow, extracting their survival from a world that seemed determined to drown them.
I watched The Flay ascend the stairs to Mrs. Finucane’s room, the air thick with the smell of old dust, dry rot, and the cloying sweetness of sherry. This was his primary mine, the seam of gold running through the grey rock of his week. He sat at the table, the ledger open before him, and I felt the cold precision of his mind as he drafted the letters. He extracted fear from the ink, distilling the vague threats of the law into phrases like "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings." He watched the old woman, Mrs. Finucane, as she nodded over her glass, her vigilance dissolved by the wine he poured. His hand moved then, a shadow within a shadow, extracting the shillings from her purse. It was a surgical act, performed without a tremor. He did not see it as theft; he saw it as an advance on a future I owed him. The coins were heavy in his pocket, a tangible accumulation of his desire to leave, extracted from the decay of the past to fuel the engine of his departure.
In the cavernous dark of the Royal Cinema, Bardan continued his own subterranean excavation. The "Great Expectations" on the marquee outside had faded into the familiarity of a landmark, but inside, the expectations were measured in copper and silver. I observed him moving through the empty aisles after the patrons had fled the illusion for the rain. The air was stale, smelling of wet wool and cheap tobacco. He swept the debris of dreams—ticket stubs, sweet wrappers, dust—but his eyes were fixed on the floor. He was extracting I’s carelessness. A dropped florin, a threepenny bit that had slipped from a pocket in the heat of a cinematic romance—these were the veins he mined. He collected them with the reverence of an archaeologist, cleaning them of lint and grime, extracting value from the waste. His notebook, hidden later beneath his mattress, was another form of extraction: he was pulling the soul of I onto the page, hoarding observations as The Flay hoarded coins, saving them against the day when memory might be the only currency left.
The Dart’s extraction was a brutal physical tax. The damp had settled into the timber and coal he hauled, increasing the specific gravity of every load. I felt the strain in his ligaments as he navigated the slick mud of the laneways, his boots seeking purchase on stones that offered none. He was extracting a living from his own body, trading the resilience of his youth for the few shillings that kept the fire lit at home. I watched him pause, leaning against a wet wall, his breath pluming in the cold air, his eyes fixed on the middle distance. There was a hollowness in his gaze, a space where The Chancer should have been. The Chancer’s absence was a void that defied extraction; no amount of labour could fill the silence where his quick wit and reckless energy had once been. The Dart worked harder to cover the gap, extracting every ounce of strength from his frame to compensate for the missing limb of their group.
The Dancer found the social seam of I harder to mine in the deepening cold. The weather had driven the humour underground; people were shorter with their words, tighter with their patience. The Dancer stood in the doorway of O’Mara’s shop, water dripping from the tip of his nose. "Mr. O'Mara," he called out, keeping his voice bright against the gloom, "the rain's so heavy I saw a salmon swimming up William Street looking for a bus." O'Mara didn't look up from his ledger. The Dancer tried again, stepping an inch closer to the warmth of the stove. "I heard the priests are giving out snorkels for Mass on Sunday." O'Mara sighed—a heavy, tired exhale—but his hand moved to the fruit crate. He picked out an apple, bruised purple on one side, and rolled it across the counter. "Take it and get out," O'Mara grunted, "before you rust." The Dancer caught it one-handed. He didn't get a smile, but he got breakfast.
The Chancer’s extraction happened across the sea, filtered back to us through letters that arrived damp and crumpled. He wrote of the Liverpool docks, of extracting wages from a city of smoke and strangers. His words were sparse, extracted from his own fatigue, but they carried the weight of a scout reporting from the frontier. He described the cold there as "honest," a sharp thing that did not creep like ours. We extracted hope from his survival, reading his letters in the shelter of a doorway, mining his experience for clues on how to navigate the world beyond the My River Shannon. His absence was a heavy thing, but his voice, captured in ink, was a resource we hoarded.
I held them all in its wet grip—the scribe, the sweeper, the labourer, the jester, and the exile. They were digging, sifting, and hoarding. They were learning that I gave nothing willingly, that everything—warmth, money, knowledge, dignity—had to be extracted by force or by guile. The Flay with his stolen shillings, Bardan with his scavenged coins and words, The Dart with his aching back, The Dancer with his fraying charm—they were miners in a dark seam, digging for a way out. I felt every strike of their pickaxes against my stone heart, knowing that every ounce they extracted made them lighter, more ready to float away on the tide of their own futures.
By the closing days of November, the season of "Extraction" had reached its absolute limit, leaving I scoured and hollowed, and a husk of grey stone waiting for the final, crushing weight of winter. I felt the exhaustion in my own foundations; the damp had been leeched from the sky and pressed into the mortar of the Georgian terraces and the mud walls of the lanes, extracting the last reserves of structural warmth. The My River Shannon moved with a sluggish, sullen power, its surface oil-dark and impenetrable, refusing to reflect the weak light that struggled through the clouds. The extraction was no longer an active process of taking; it was a state of being. I had been mined of its heat, its light, and its softness, leaving behind only the hard, unyielding elements of survival. The boys who moved through my arteries were no longer fighting the season; they had become part of its brutal economy, extracting their lives from the silence with the grim efficiency of veterans.
I watched The Flay standing at the threshold of Mrs. Finucane’s house, his breath pluming in the raw air, his hand resting on the doorframe with a possessive familiarity. The "Freedom Fund" hidden in the post office book had swollen through the autumn’s relentless campaign of extraction. Every letter drafted, every threat of "litigious anticipation" penned in his neat hand, every shilling lifted from the purse of the sleeping woman had been a withdrawal from I’s dwindling capital. He was draining the lanes of their fear and their coin, converting the misery of debtors into the currency of his own liberation. I felt the change in him; the boy who had once cycled with frantic energy was gone, replaced by a young man who moved with the calculated stillness of a predator who has eaten his fill and is saving his strength for the next hunt. He had extracted a new self from the husk of the old, a persona armoured in cynicism and funded by the very poverty he despised. He looked at the wet streets not as a home, but as a resource that had been successfully tapped and was now running dry.
The Dart, the silent engine of the group, had been refined by the season’s brutality into something harder and denser. The physical extraction of his labour at the docks and in the firewood trade had stripped away the softness of boyhood, leaving behind a frame of wire and gristle. I observed him pausing by the canal lock, his hands resting on the rough timber of a gate, his eyes tracking the dark water. The pain in his joints, the constant ache of the cold damp, had ceased to be an affliction and had become a condition of existence, a reminder of what he had paid to stay alive. He had extracted survival from his own body, trading his youth inch by inch for the shillings that kept the grate warm at home. There was a hollowness in his stance, a space beside him where The Chancer should have been, but The Dart no longer looked for his twin in the shadows. He had learned to carry the weight alone, extracting a solitary strength from the void of his brother’s absence. He was the anchor, dug deep into the riverbed, holding fast against the current that sought to wash them all away.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the frozen mud, had found the limits of his charm in the season of extraction. The autumn had mined his humour, demanding a joke for every scrap of goodwill, a smile for every moment of leniency. I watched him navigating the crowded market on a Saturday evening, the air thick with the smell of wet wool and desperation. He moved with a sharper, jagged energy, his eyes scanning the crowd not for an audience, but for advantage. He had learned that in the lean months, charity was a resource that had to be extracted with precision. He traded information for warmth, wit for a blind eye, and silence for safety. The naivety had been washed away by the rain, leaving behind a street-smart cynicism that allowed him to extract value from the chaos of the lanes. He was no longer playing a game; he was operating a market of influence, hoarding favours against the winter famine.
In the deep, plush silence of the Royal Cinema, Bardan completed his own cycle of extraction. The "Great Expectations" of the marquee had long since faded into the background noise of the street, but inside, the harvest continued. I observed him in the final sweep of the night, the auditorium empty save for the ghosts of the audience and the dust motes dancing in the work lights. He moved through the rows, his broom searching the darkness, his eyes fixed on the floor. The coins he found—the dropped pennies, the forgotten sixpences—were not merely metal; they were fragments of I’s carelessness, extracted from the dark to fuel his own silent rebellion. But his true extraction was in the notebook hidden beneath his coat. He had mined I of its details: the sound of a cough in a damp room, the specific grey of the river at dawn, the texture of fear in a debtor’s voice. He was extracting the soul of the place, preserving it in ink before it could be washed away by the rain or the years. He was the archivist of their endurance, stealing I’s memory to build a monument to their survival.
The Chancer’s absence was the final element of this equation, a negative space that exerted a gravitational pull on the group. His letters, extracted from the hard reality of Liverpool, had stopped arriving with the frequency of the early autumn. The silence from across the water was heavy, a void that the boys had to fill with their own resolve. They realized that The Chancer was engaged in his own ultimate extraction: pulling himself root and branch from the soil of his birth to plant himself in foreign earth. His struggle was the proof that it could be done, that a boy could extract himself from the gravity of Limerick if he was willing to pay the price in loneliness and labour. He was the scout who had gone ahead into the dark, and his silence was the signal that the real work was done alone.
I itself seemed to pause, suspended between the damp misery of November and the freezing finality of December. The wind died down, leaving a stillness that amplified the sound of the church bells tolling the hour. I held the boys in this moment of static tension. They were full. They had gathered what they could. The Flay with his stolen hoard, The Dart with his hardened body, The Dancer with his sharp wits, and Bardan with his filled pages—they had extracted everything the season had to offer. They were no longer the children who had started the autumn with vague dreams and shivering knees. They were operators, survivors, young men who had learned the brutal arithmetic of I: take what you can, hold what you have, and never give anything back to the rain.
I felt the stones of the lanes tighten around them, a final embrace before the release of the coming year. The "Extraction" was complete. The veins were dry. The season had taken its toll, but it had also yielded its treasure. They stood on the precipice of winter, pockets heavy with the accumulated capital of their suffering and their cunning, ready to spend it on whatever future they could buy. The rain began to fall again, a soft, freezing drizzle that coated I in a sheen of ice, sealing the season’s work in a casing of glass. We were ready. The digging was done.
25. Crystallisation
The winter of 1947 did not arrive in Limerick as a season, but as a verdict. It descended with a glacial slowness, a creeping paralysis that turned the damp, breathing city into a landscape of iron and glass. I, Bardan, the silent chronicler of the lanes, felt the shift not just in the drop of the thermometer, but in the way I held its breath. The usual grey fluidity of the My River Shannon was arrested, its edges crusting with ragged shelves of ice that crept outward from the quays, narrowing the channel and muffling the water’s voice. The fog that rolled off the river didn't lift with the morning bells; it froze where it touched, coating the gas lamps, the iron railings, and the woollen coats of the populace in a delicate, treacherous lattice of rime. It was a time when the very act of breathing felt like an intimacy with I’s frozen heart, the air tasting of coal smoke and the metallic tang of snow that refused to fall, hovering instead as a suspended threat.
I watched The Flay navigate this crystallized world with a grim determination that had hardened like the mud in the lanes. His role as a telegram boy had evolved into a battle against the elements. I observed him at dawn, his bicycle a skeletal machine of cold steel against the frozen cobbles. The wind off the Atlantic cut through the narrow streets of Janesboro, turning his hands, exposed and raw, into clumsy tools that struggled to manipulate the handlebars. He moved through I not with the fluid grace of summer, but with a jagged, defensive posture, shoulders hunched to protect his ears, eyes slitted against the biting air. The uniform, which offered a semblance of officialdom, was no armour against the permeating chill; it was merely a thin layer of cloth between a boy and the indifference of the frost.
His mornings began at the railway station, a cathedral of steam and ice where the Dublin train disgorged its bundles of news. I recorded the ritual: the slicing of the twine with numb fingers, the smell of wet newsprint that seemed to hold the cold like a sponge, the sorting of papers that carried stories of a world far removed from our frozen reality. Mr. McCaffrey, the manager of the Thomond Bookshop, presided over this shivering domain with a pious severity. He warned The Flay against the "freemason" influence of The Irish Times and the moral rot of the English magazines, his breath pluming in the unheated depot. To McCaffrey, the cold was perhaps a penance; to The Flay, it was an adversary. I watched The Flay listen, his face a mask of obedience, while his mind, sharp as the ice underfoot, catalogued the forbidden. He was not merely delivering paper; he was transporting contraband ideas, glimpses of a life where central heating and social scandals replaced the gnawing ache of the frost.
The journey from the station to the bookshop and then out to the subscribers was a treacherous pilgrimage. The bicycle tires skidded on black ice concealed beneath the grime of the streets. I saw him fall more than once, the bike clattering loud in the muffled morning, bundles scattering across the road. There was no room for self-pity in the physics of the freeze; he would rise, check the papers for damage, and continue. The "quality" houses on the Ennis Road received their news from a boy whose knees were bruised and whose breath came in ragged gasps, yet they saw only the uniform. I noted this invisibility, how the labour required to move information across a frozen city was erased by the transaction of delivery. The Flay, however, did not forget. He stored the memory of every slip, every stinging gust of wind, every door slammed against the cold, adding them to a mental ledger that was growing as heavy as the bag on his shoulder.
Inside the Thomond Bookshop, during the brief respites between runs, the atmosphere was thick with dust and the smell of binding glue, now chilled to a solid mass. Here, The Flay’s education deepened. He devoured the "agony columns" of the women’s magazines, reading of romantic entanglements and social anxieties with the clinical detachment of a scientist. He learned the vocabulary of a class he served but did not belong to—words like "etiquette," "neurosis," and "courtship." I observed him mouthing these words silently, testing their weight, fitting them into the architecture of the persona he was constructing. He was crystallizing, too, shedding the soft, reactive skin of childhood and forming a hard, multifaceted shell of knowledge and cynicism. The freeze was not just external; it was shaping the internal geography of the boy, freezing his resolve into something brittle but sharp.
I, watching from the periphery, notebook pressed against my chest to keep the paper dry, understood that this season was a crucible. I was stripping us down to our essential components. There was no energy to spare for frivolity; every calorie, every movement, every thought was directed toward endurance. The frost on the windows of the bookshop obscured the view of the street, creating a hermetic world where The Flay could imagine himself elsewhere—in London, in New York, anywhere the wind didn't bite with such personal malice. But the bell above the door would ring, shattering the reverie, and he would be thrust back into the grey, freezing reality, the bicycle waiting like a beast of burden to be mounted once more.
While The Flay battled the frozen distances of I, the domestic sphere of the lanes contracted into a tight, desperate orbit around the hearth. I observed the household of The Flay’s clans through the filter of The Flay’s recounting and my own knowledge of the lane’s rhythms. The cold had besieged the flat in Roden Lane, penetrating the mortar and turning the walls into weeping surfaces of damp ice. The Flay’s aul’ one moved through this space with the economy of a woman who knows that waste is a sin against survival. I watched, in my mind’s eye, as she measured the coal, counting the lumps as if they were gold sovereigns. The fire was no longer a source of comfort but a life-support system to be maintained with ruthless efficiency. She fed it sparingly, coaxing heat from the turf and slack, her hands roughened by the constant friction of labour and cold water.
Docker, broken by his time and accidents, sat within the small radius of warmth, his presence a silent testament to I’s ability to grind men down. He moved less now, the cold settling into his joints, stiffening him like an old board. I recorded his stillness, the way he stared into the embers as if reading a history of his own decline. He was the anchor of the house, heavy and immovable, around which the frantic energy of survival swirled. He did not speak much—words were energy, and the cold stole that too—but his eyes tracked the movements of the family, missing nothing. He saw the way The Divils  huddled together for warmth, their sleep restless and shallow; he saw The Flay’s aul’ one’s fatigue, the way she paused with a hand on her back before lifting the heavy kettle.
The Dart’s war against the winter was fought in the physical trenches of the firewood trade. The frost had made fuel scarce and precious, and The Dart had taken it upon himself to source what he could. I watched him, a figure of stubborn resilience, dragging a handcart through the slush and ice. The cart, laden with sodden timber scavenged from the riverbanks and broken pallets from the market, was a beast that fought him for every inch of ground. The physics of the freeze worked against him; the wheels slipped on the icy camber of the road, the wood was heavy with frozen water, and the wind pushed against the load with invisible hands.
One afternoon, I observed a near-disaster that defined his season. He was navigating a steep incline near the canal, the cart piled high with timber destined for neighbours who had scraped together pennies for warmth. The frost had turned the slope into a slide. I saw his boots lose purchase, his legs scrambling for a grip that wasn't there. The cart groaned, tipping backward, threatening to spill its cargo into the freezing mud or, worse, to crush him. It was a moment of pure, crystallized tension—the boy against the gravity of I. The Dart did not let go. He threw his weight forward, digging his heels into a crack in the pavement, his muscles straining until they trembled. He held it. He held the weight of the winter in his arms, his breath coming in white clouds of exertion, until he found the leverage to right the cart. It was a victory of will over physics, a silent triumph that went unapplauded but was recorded in the ache of his shoulders and the grim set of his jaw.
The Dancer, the barometer of our social world, found the freeze affecting the very temper of the lanes. The cold drove people indoors, shortening tempers and shrinking patience. The usual camaraderie of the street corner evaporated, replaced by a hurried, suspicious silence. The Dancer navigated this social permafrost with a careful wit. I watched him mediating disputes that flared up over the communal tap, where the pipe had frozen and water had to be coaxed out with boiling kettles and curses. He used humour as a defroster, cracking jokes that were fragile but necessary, breaking the tension before it could harden into violence. He was learning that in a frozen world, warmth could be generated by words, by a shared complaint, by the recognition of mutual misery. He moved between the houses, a courier of small news and reassurance, stitching the fraying community together with the thread of his personality.
The Chancer’s absence was a void that the winter seemed to amplify. His letters from Liverpool arrived stiff with cold, the ink sometimes blurred by damp. I read them with the others, huddled in the lee of a wall, imagining him on the docks of that foreign city. He wrote of a cold that was different from ours—sharper, perhaps, but met with a different kind of industry. He described the "traction" of the working men there, the way they moved on the icy wharves, the machinery that kept going despite the freeze. His words were a lifeline, a proof that the paralysis of Limerick was not universal. We absorbed his descriptions of the Liverpool frost, layering them over our own, creating a composite geography of winter that spanned the Irish Sea. The Chancer was freezing, too, but he was freezing in motion, earning wages, building a life. That knowledge was both a comfort and a goad to those left behind.
The evenings brought a heavy, suffocating darkness. The gas lamps sputtered, their light weak and yellow, barely penetrating the fog. Inside, the air was thick with the smell of drying wool and bodies living too close. I sat with my notebook, fingers stiff, trying to capture the texture of the silence. It was not a peaceful silence; it was the silence of endurance, of waiting for the ice to crack, for the sun to return, for the life of I to thaw. I wrote about the sound of Docker’s breathing, the scratch of The Flay’s pen as he wrote his own secret letters, the wind rattling the loose sash in the window. I was crystallizing the moment, trapping the winter in ink so that it could not be forgotten when the thaw finally came.
As the winter deepened, The Flay’s existence bifurcated. By day, he was the shivering telegram boy, subject to the whims of the wind and Mr. McCaffrey; by night, he entered the sherry-scented orbit of Mrs. Brigid Finucane. This transition was more than a change of location; it was a shift in power dynamics, a movement from the receiving end of I’s cruelty to a position of subtle, manipulative control. I watched him disappear into the shadows of Irishtown, his figure merging with the gloom, emerging into the dim, stifling warmth of her parlour. The contrast was visceral—from the biting, clean cold of the street to the cloying, dusty heat of the moneylender’s den.
Mrs. Finucane sat like a spider in the centre of her web of debts, her mind clouded by age and the cheap sherry she consumed with ritualistic regularity. The Flay became her hands and her voice. I imagined the scene as he described it: the scratch of the dip pen, the heavy ledger open on the table, the list of names that represented the desperation of the lanes. He wrote letters of "litigious anticipation," a phrase he had culled from his reading and weaponized. I noted the change in him as he recounted this—a cold pride in his command of language, in his ability to craft sentences that struck fear into the hearts of women who owed shillings they did not have. He was crystallizing into an enforcer, using words as a bludgeon.
But the true crystallization happened in the silence of her stupor. As the sherry did its work and Mrs. Finucane’s chin dropped to her chest, The Flay’s other education began. I chronicled the precision of his theft. It was not a smash-and-grab; it was a surgical extraction. He moved with the quiet confidence of entitlement, sliding coins from her purse, slipping stamps into his pocket. He justified it to me later—and perhaps to himself—as a "collection fee," a tax on the misery she perpetuated, a necessary accumulation for his own survival. This was the "Freedom Fund," the secret hoard that would buy his passage out of the ice. I observed the way he touched his pocket afterwards, a reflexive check of his hidden wealth. He was hardening his conscience, freezing out the guilt that might have plagued a younger, softer boy. He was learning that in the frozen economy of Limerick, morality was a luxury he could not afford.
While The Flay accumulated capital in the shadows, I accumulated observations in the light of the flickering streetlamps. I watched the women who received his letters—the way their hands trembled, the fear that darkened their eyes. They were the victims of the system The Flay was exploiting, and yet, I could not condemn him. I had taught us that survival was a zero-sum game. If he did not take the money, it would vanish into the church or the pub. By taking it, he was converting I’s stagnation into his own momentum.
The Dart, in his own way, was also dealing with the economics of the freeze. The firewood business had taught him the value of scarcity. He learned to haggle, to assess the quality of timber at a glance, to know which wood would burn hot and fast and which would smoulder uselessly. I watched him negotiating with a supplier near the docks, his stance wide, his face set in a scowl that mimicked the older men. He was no longer just a labourer; he was a merchant of heat. He understood that in a freeze, warmth was the only currency that mattered. He protected his stock with a ferocity that surprised me, sleeping with one eye open, guarding the cart as if it contained gold. The cold had crystallized his sense of ownership and responsibility.
The Dancer found himself navigating the treacherous waters of charity and pride. He saw the relief workers from the St. Vincent de Paul Society moving through the lanes, their coats thick, their faces filled with a distant, professional pity. He watched how neighbours received them—some with gratitude, others with a shame that turned to anger. The Dancer, with his sharp emotional intelligence, understood the humiliation of the handout. He helped where he could, sharing his own meagre rations with a discretion that preserved the dignity of the recipient. He was learning that the deepest freeze was the one that settled on the human spirit when pride was stripped away. He became a broker of dignity, defusing the shame of poverty with a joke or a distraction, ensuring that the transaction of charity didn't freeze the heart of the receiver.
The nights in the flat were long and filled with the unspoken tension of waiting. The Flay returned from Mrs. Finucane’s, his pockets heavy, his mind buzzing with the power he had wielded. He would sit by the dying fire, counting his takings in the dark, the coins clinking softly—a sound of promise. I watched him, knowing that he was building a bridge out of I, shilling by shilling. The ledger in his head was balancing out; the misery of the day was offset by the profit of the night. He was becoming something new, something hard and autonomous, a crystal formed under the immense pressure of the Limerick winter.
The freeze extended beyond the physical landscape and into the institutions that governed our lives. School, usually a place of structured torment, became a surreal endurance test. I observed the classrooms of CBS through the accounts of the boys and my own memory. The heating system, always temperamental, had failed completely. The rooms were iceboxes, the breath of the students rising in collective clouds that obscured the blackboard. The masters, wrapped in their black robes, paced furiously to keep warm, their tempers brittle as the ice on the windows. Education became a secondary concern to the maintenance of blood flow.
I noted the way the boys huddled together on the benches, sharing body heat, a mass of shivering wool and chilblained flesh. The Flay, emboldened by his secret life and his growing cynicism, viewed the authority of the teachers with a new contempt. He saw them now not as all-powerful figures, but as men trapped in the same freezing logic as everyone else, shouting Latin declensions into the frigid air as if grammar could hold back the winter. He whispered subversive jokes to The Dart and The Dancer, undermining the solemnity of the lessons. He was learning that authority, when stripped of its comforts, looked remarkably like desperation.
The church, too, felt the chill. I watched the faithful filing into Sunday Mass, their faces pinched and grey. The holy water in the fonts had frozen solid, a literal suspension of grace. The priests spoke of suffering and redemption, their voices echoing in the vast, unheated nave, but the congregation was focused on the immediate suffering of their numbness. The Flay, wrestling with his own spiritual demons, found the frozen fonts symbolic. He felt his own soul hardening, the "abscess" of his sin with Theresa Carmody encapsulated in the ice of his resolve. He went through the motions of prayer, but his mind was on the "Freedom Fund," on the tangible salvation of the coin rather than the abstract promise of heaven.
Outside, I’s infrastructure groaned under the stress. Pipes burst, turning streets into skating rinks. The delivery of coal became sporadic, sparking panic and hoarding. I watched the queues form at the coal yards, long lines of silent, shivering men and women waiting for the gates to open. There was a grim solidarity in the queue, a shared understanding that they were all at the mercy of forces beyond their control. The Dart stood in these lines, his patience honed by necessity, listening to the rumours that flew up and down the ranks—rumours of strikes, of shortages, of ships stuck in the ice at the mouth of the My River Shannon. He absorbed this information, calculating how it would affect his own small enterprise, learning the interconnectedness of I’s economy.
The Chancer’s letters provided a counterpoint to our static misery. He wrote of the thaw that had briefly touched Liverpool, of ships moving, of the pulse of trade quickening. He described the "Yanks" arriving at the docks, the sailors with their strange accents and easy money. To us, trapped in the amber of the Limerick freeze, these letters were reports from a future we hoped to reach. The Chancer was moving; we were stuck. His descriptions of movement—of cranes lifting, of trucks rolling, of money changing hands—highlighted our own paralysis. The Flay read these sections aloud with a hunger in his voice, his desire to leave sharpening with every word.
I continued my own work at the Royal Cinema, sweeping the aisles after the last show. The cinema was one of the few places that retained heat, a sanctuary of stale warmth and escapism. I found coins dropped by patrons who were too cold or too hurried to search for them—pennies and halfpennies that I added to the household jar. But more than the money, I collected observations. I watched the faces of the people as they left the theatre, the way the fantasy of the film faded from their eyes as they stepped back into the biting wind. I saw couples clinging to each other, delaying the moment of separation. I saw men buttoning their coats with the grim resignation of soldiers returning to the front. The cinema was a dream state; the street was the waking nightmare. I stood at the threshold between the two, recording the transition, noting the way I reasserted its grip on its citizens the moment they crossed the majestic terrazzo of the foyer.
By late February, the winter had not so much ended as exhausted itself. The ice didn't melt; it wore away, ground down by the friction of I’s persistence. The "Crystallization" was complete. We were no longer the same boys who had entered the season. The cold had burned away the softness of childhood, leaving behind something harder, clearer, and more defined.
The Flay stood on the cusp of his eighteenth birthday, a milestone that loomed large in his calculations. The accumulated shillings in the post office book were now a substantial sum, a secret gravity that pulled him towards the Atlantic. He had survived the freeze, the hunger, and the guilt, and he had done it by constructing a self that was impervious to I’s judgments. He looked at the lanes now with the eyes of someone who was already leaving. The mud, the damp, the poverty—they were no longer his reality, but the backdrop to his departure. He had crystallized into a survivor, a young man who knew the price of everything, including his own soul.
The Dart had grown into his strength. The physical labour of the winter had broadened his shoulders and roughened his hands, but it had also given him a quiet confidence. He knew he could endure. He had faced the ice and the weight and the scarcity, and he had not broken. He walked the streets with a steady, rhythmic gait, a part of I’s working engine. He wasn't dreaming of escape in the same way The Flay was; he was building a foundation where he stood, turning the hard ground into something that could support him.
The Dancer had refined his social radar to an art form. He knew the emotional temperature of every house in the lane. He knew who was breaking and who was holding on. His humour had matured from simple mischief to a tool of empathy and deflection. He was the glue of the group, the one who kept the connections alive when the cold threatened to snap them. He had learned that survival was a collective act, that you couldn't make it through the winter alone.
And I, Bardan, had filled my notebooks. The pages were stiff with damp and ink, a physical record of the season’s texture. I had captured the silence of the snow, the crack of the ice, the smell of the fear and the hope. I realized that my role was not just to observe, but to preserve. I was the memory-keeper. The winter would pass, the ice would melt, and I would forget the specific ache of this time. But I had it written down. I had crystallized the experience into words, giving it a shape that time could not erode.
As the first hints of a true thaw appeared—a softening of the light, a drip of water from the eaves that didn't refreeze—we gathered at Baal’s Bridge. The river was moving faster now, the ice breaking up into jagged rafts that spun in the current. We watched them go, silent witnesses to the season’s end. We didn't speak much. There was no need. We knew what we had survived. We knew that we had been forged in the freeze, shaped by the pressure of I and the season.
The Flay looked downstream, toward the estuary, toward the sea. I could see the calculation in his eyes, the distance he was already measuring. He was ready. We were all ready, in our own ways. The winter had frozen us, yes, but in doing so, it had given us a definition we hadn't possessed before. We were solid. We were sharp. We were the crystals formed in the heart of the Limerick winter, and we would not easily be broken again. The season of "Crystallization" was over; the season of movement was about to begin.
Consolidation
The spring of 1948 did not arrive in Limerick with the fanfare of a conqueror, nor with the sudden, bright release that the poets in the schoolbooks promised. It arrived instead with a grey, cautious insistence, a slow and methodical unravelling of the winter’s iron grip that felt less like a liberation and more like a negotiation between the frozen earth and the weeping sky. I, Bardan, the chronicler of the lanes, watched this transition from the vantage point of damp doorways and slick cobblestones, feeling the season shift not in a sudden burst of warmth, but in the gradual softening of the mud along Roden Lane and the way the My River Shannon, swollen and muscular with the meltwater of the upper counties, moved past the quays with a dark, deliberate power. The river was no longer the frozen, silent beast of January; it was alive again, churning with the debris of the hard months—broken branches, sodden turf, and the invisible, accumulated weight of I’s endurance—curling around the stone arches of the bridges as if reminding us that while the ice had broken, the cold had merely changed its form.
The air in the lanes lost its biting, razor-edged hostility that specific sharpness that could freeze the breath in your lungs before you had time to exhale. It was replaced by something heavier, a humid, cloying scent of wet stone, half-burnt coal, and the faint, hopeful aroma of baking bread that drifted from the open windows of those early risers who had managed to save enough flour through the lean months. It was a scent that spoke of survival, of the stubborn continuity of life in kitchens where mothers moved with the economy of survivors, conserving motion and heat alike. I observed I exhaling, a collective release of breath held too long against the frost. Shutters that had been sealed tight against the biting wind were cracked open, allowing the pale, diffused light of April to touch the interiors of rooms that had known only the flicker of turf fires and the gloom of winter for so long.
This was the season of "Consolidation." The frantic struggle to simply stay warm, to keep the blood moving in the veins, had passed. In its place came a new imperative: to gather what remained, to repair what had been damaged, and to harden ourselves for whatever came next. I watched the people of Limerick move through this softening landscape with a weary prudence, their steps careful on the slick stones, their shoulders still hunched from the memory of the cold. The clatter of carts on the cobbles was less frantic than it had been in the depths of the freeze; the footsteps of men heading to the docks were less guarded, though no less determined. There was a sense of structural integrity returning to the world, a feeling that the ground beneath us, having frozen and heaved and threatened to crack open, was settling back into place, locking I into a new, firmer configuration.
We were no longer fighting the elements moment by moment; we were living in them again, and that required a different kind of strength. It required the ability to assess the damage without despair, to look at the potholes revealed by the melting ice and the cracks in the shoes exposed by the drying mud, and to simply continue. I walked the streets with my notebook pressed against my chest, the paper damp and curling at the edges, cataloguing this return to function. I noted how the shopkeepers swept the winter grit from their thresholds with a rhythmic, almost ceremonial grimness. I recorded the way the light hit the wet slate roofs, turning them into sheets of dull silver that reflected the heavy sky. This was not a season of joy; it was a season of maintenance, of securing the perimeter of our lives against the next siege.
The mud was the defining feature of these weeks. It was not the frozen, treacherous ridges of January, but a thick, sucking paste that clung to boots and slowed every movement. It demanded a new rhythm of walking, a deliberate placement of the foot to ensure purchase before shifting weight. I watched the Laneboys navigate this terrain, and I realized that we had all changed. We moved with a new centre of gravity, lower and more stable. The frantic energy of childhood, the reckless running and sliding, had been tempered by the winter into something more efficient. We were consolidating our physical presence in I, learning to occupy space with the heaviness of men rather than the lightness of boys. Every step through the sludge was a small assertion of dominance over the environment, a proof that we could not be bogged down, that we would keep moving, however slowly, toward the summer.
The Flay moved through this season of consolidation with a terrifying focus that I had never seen in him before. The winter had burned away his boyish hesitation, leaving behind a young man of jagged edges and precise calculations. He was no longer just surviving I; he was measuring it, dissecting it, and turning its rhythms to his own advantage. I watched him cycle through the slush-filled ruts of Roden Lane, his balance perfect, his eyes scanning the street not with fear, but with an appraising stare that missed nothing. Every puddle avoided, every neighbour greeted or ignored, every shift in the wind was part of a mental map he was refining, a cartography of opportunity and risk that he kept locked behind his eyes. He carried himself with the tension of a coiled spring, his energy conserved and directed solely toward the accumulation of what he needed to leave this place behind.
His existence had bifurcated into a strict, ritualistic duality that I chronicled with fascination. By day, he was the "Smart Boy" of the Thomond Bookshop, a title he wore with a mix of irony and diligence that allowed him to pass unnoticed among the respectable citizens of I. I observed him at the railway station in the blue-grey dawn, the air thick with the smell of steam and wet iron. He cut the twine on the bundles of newspapers arriving from Dublin with hands stained by ink and morning damp, his movements mechanical and efficient. But his mind was engaged in a secret harvest. Under the pious, fearful nose of Mr. McCaffrey, who fretted about the "freemason" influence of the press, The Flay was consuming the forbidden world.
He devoured The Irish Times, absorbing the news of a world that existed far beyond the lanes—a world of politics, of empires shifting, of economies rebuilding. He studied the glossy English magazines with the clinical detachment of a spy, dissecting the "agony columns" and the society pages to learn the codes of a class he intended to infiltrate. He was consolidating an intellectual arsenal. He learned the etiquette of courtship, the biology of women, the vocabulary of the upper classes—words like "turgid" and "neurosis" that tasted strange and metallic in the air of Limerick. This was not reading for pleasure; it was reading for ammunition. He was hoarding social capital, stacking it up alongside the coins in his pocket, preparing a persona that could survive outside the gravity of the lanes. I watched him mouthing the words silently, testing their weight, fitting them into the architecture of the man he was building from the inside out.
The bookshop was his day shift, a place of dry paper and quiet observation. But as the sun dipped and the shadows stretched long across the wet cobbles, the register of his life shifted from intellect to extortion. I followed his shadow to the house of Mrs. Brigid Finucane in Irishtown, a place that smelled of sherry, old dust, and the dry rot of a life turning inward on itself. Here, The Flay’s consolidation was financial and moral. He sat at her table, the lamp casting long, distorted shadows against the peeling wallpaper, and became the scribe of her greed. I watched him craft letters to the impoverished women of the lanes, using the vocabulary he had stolen from the bookshop to weaponise their debts.
He wrote of "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings," phrases that struck fear into the hearts of those who could not pay. He did this with a dark pride, a cold satisfaction in his ability to wield language as a bludgeon. It was a brutal education in the power of words, and The Flay was a star pupil. He detached himself from the suffering of the women who would receive these letters, viewing them only as variables in an equation that ended with his departure. And when the sherry lulled Mrs. Finucane into a stupor, The Flay’s hand moved. It was not the desperate snatching of a starving boy, but the cool, entitled withdrawal of a partner taking his cut. He took his "commission" from her purse, adding coins to the secret hoard in his post office book. He had consolidated his conscience into a tool that served only his escape, freezing out the guilt that might have plagued a softer boy. He was turning the misery of the lanes into the currency of his freedom, shilling by stolen shilling.
While The Flay consolidated his capital and his intellect, The Dart consolidated his strength. The winter had been a brutal teacher, stripping away the softness of boyhood and leaving behind a frame of wire and gristle, but The Dart had been an apt pupil. I watched him at the docks and in the lanes, his body having filled out, the calluses on his hands thick and protective, forming a natural glove against the rough world. The cracks from the frost had healed into rough, capable skin that no longer bled when he gripped a shovel or a rope. His labour was no longer a struggle against the load; it was a rhythmic assertion of mastery over the physical world.
He moved through the spring with a quiet, intense focus on the tangible. I observed him stacking timber in the yard, each log placed with a precision that ensured stability and airflow, a skill he had refined through months of trial and error. He hauled sacks of coal with a fluid motion, using the momentum of his body rather than brute force, saving his back and his energy. He repaired crates and fixed fences with a tactile intelligence that didn't require words, his hands knowing the grain of the wood and the bite of the nail better than he knew the alphabet. I noted the way he paused to survey his work, a quiet satisfaction settling over him, a look of ownership that he had never possessed before.
For The Dart, this season was about the consolidation of physical competence. He had learned the physics of I—how to balance a load on slick cobbles, how to leverage weight against gravity, how to read the tension in a rope before it snapped. This physical competence was his anchor, a tangible proof of his worth in a world of words and debts that often confused him. He did not have The Flay’s facility with language or The Dancer’s social grace, but he had this: the ability to impose order on the material world, to make things stand, to make things work.
I watched him sweeping the lanes after a rainstorm, the broom moving in long, steady arcs, clearing the mud and the debris with a methodical persistence. He was not just cleaning; he was claiming the space, asserting his presence on the stones. He adjusted piles of coal for neighbours, fixed a broken latch on a gate, carried water for the elderly without being asked. These acts were not charity; they were demonstrations of capacity. He was proving to I, and to himself, that he could endure, that he was useful, that he had value.
The silence surrounding The Dart had changed. He stood on the quay, watching the river flow past, and when a foreman shouted for a line to be thrown, The Dart didn't jump or scramble as he once would have. He picked up the heavy hawser, coiled it with a flick of his wrist, and cast it perfectly over the bollard ten feet away. The foreman nodded—a single, sharp dip of the chin—and The Dart didn't smile back. He just wiped his hands on his trousers and leaned back against the wall, settling his weight into the stone. He wasn't hoping for the summer to be easy anymore; he was testing the ground to make sure it could hold him. He looked at his own hands, not with surprise, but with recognition, as if finally meeting the tools he’d been waiting for.
The Dancer’s consolidation was social, a weaving together of the frayed threads of the community that the winter had threatened to snap. The thaw had brought the people back out into the lanes, and with them came the friction of community life—the petty squabbles, the resurfaced grudges, the tension of living too close in times of scarcity. The Dancer moved through this renewed social landscape as a diplomat and a jester, his intuition sharper than ever. His humour, which had been brittle and defensive during the deep freeze, returned with a measured, insightful warmth that acted as a balm on the raw nerves of the neighbourhood.
I watched the standoff at the communal tap. Mrs. O’Malley gripped her bucket handle like a weapon, shouting that Mrs. Daly had jumped the queue. The water trickled out, indifferent and slow, while the women’s voices rose, sharp with the stress of the morning. The Dancer stepped into the gap between them, not raising his hands but leaning in as if sharing a secret. "Ladies," he said, loud enough for the line to hear, "the water isn't slow. It's just on strike for a living wage. I heard it joined the union this morning." Mrs. O'Malley’s grip loosened. Mrs. Daly snorted, then covered her mouth to hide a smile. The anger didn't vanish, but it exhaled, turning from a fight between neighbours into a shared grievance against the pipe.
He was the oil in the machine, the social lubricant that kept the friction of poverty from sparking into violence. I observed him moving between groups—the older boys on the corner, the mothers at the doorsteps, the men returning from the dole—adjusting his tone, his posture, and his language to fit each audience. He was consolidating his position as the keeper of the peace, the broker of goodwill. He knew who was fighting with whom, who had received a letter from America, who was drinking too much, and who was hungry. He held this information not to exploit it, like The Flay might have, but to manage the emotional temperature of the lane.
I saw him sitting on a wall, surrounded by younger children, telling them stories that were half-truth and half-invention, spinning a web of wonder that distracted them from the damp and the cold. He was teaching them, too, passing on the lore of the lane, the rules of survival, the importance of laughing when you wanted to cry. He had learned to read the mood of the lane as The Dart read the river or The Flay read a ledger, adjusting his performance to maintain a fragile harmony.
His consolidation was less tangible than The Flay’s coins or The Dart’s muscles, but it was no less vital. He was building a network of obligation and affection, a safety net woven from words and smiles. He understood that in a place like Limerick, you survived together or you didn't survive at all. His wit was his weapon and his shield, and he polished it daily, ensuring that when the real trouble came, he would have the social capital to weather the storm. He was the heart of the group, the one who kept the blood pumping through the veins of our small, beleaguered community, proving that even in the greyest spring, there was room for a spark of light.
The Chancer’s absence had solidified into a guiding presence, a paradox that defined our spring. We no longer looked for him in the crowd with the anxious expectation of the winter; instead, we carried him in our minds as a standard, a reference point for our own actions. His letters from Liverpool, though sporadic and stained with the grit of a different city, were blueprints of endurance that we overlaid onto our own lives. He wrote of the docks, of the "traction" of the working man, of the relentless industrial logic of England, and we read these descriptions like instruction manuals.
We imitated his described methods—the way he navigated the politics of the foreman, the way he handled the physical demands of the cargo, the way he found humour in the bleakest industrial landscapes. We integrated his lessons into our daily rhythms, asking ourselves, "What would The Chancer do?" when faced with a difficult choice or a dangerous risk. His absence had ceased to be a void and had become a structure, a scaffold upon which we built our own resilience. He was the scout who had gone ahead, sending back maps of the territory of adulthood, and we followed his trail with a mixture of reverence and determination.
In the domestic sphere, I watched The Flay’s aul’ one move between her own home and Mr. Sliney’s house with a disciplined grace that mirrored the consolidation of the season. She managed the scarcity of the spring—the "hungry gap" before the new harvest, when the winter stores were depleted and the new crops had not yet come in—with a logistical genius that went unapplauded but kept the family alive. I noted the way she prioritized the needs of the children, rationed the coal, and mended the clothes until they were more patch than fabric.
The Flay observed her too, his eyes sharp with a mixture of love and calculation. He noted the economy of her movements, the way she managed to extract dignity from poverty, the sheer endurance that kept her upright. Her resilience was the bedrock upon which his own ambitions were built, the stable ground from which he planned to launch himself. He saw in her the cost of staying, the toll that I took on those who endured without escape, and it fuelled his resolve to leave. He was consolidating his memories of her, storing them away against the day when he would no longer see her face, knowing that her strength was the fuel for his flight.
By late May, the "Consolidation" was complete. We were no longer the scattered, shivering boys who had huddled together for warmth in the deep winter. We were a unit of distinct, hardened parts, each of us having refined our specific skills and roles. The Flay with his secret funds and stolen knowledge, a creature of intellect and accumulation; The Dart with his physical power and mastery of the material world; The Dancer with his social intelligence and emotional agility; and I with my chronicle, the silent observer who bound it all together in ink and memory.
We had absorbed the season’s lessons and locked them away in the vaults of our character. I was opening up to the sun, the hawthorn was blooming in the hedges, and the river was sparkling with a new light, but we remained tight, focused, and ready. We had gathered ourselves. We were solid. The mud had dried, the roads were open, and we stood on the threshold of the summer not with the naive hope of children, but with the capacity of young men who knew the price of survival. We turned our faces toward the coming months with a grim, quiet confidence, knowing that whatever I threw at us next, we had the consolidated strength to meet it. The ledger was balanced, the muscles were hard, and the networks were secure. We were ready.
26. Dissolution
Summer descended upon my streets in 1948 not as a season of growth, but as a heavy, suffocating "Dissolution" of the boundaries between air and stone, water and sweat. I felt the weight of the sun pressing against the slate roofs of Janesboro and the limestone facades of O’Connell Street, turning I into a kiln where time seemed to warp and stretch. The heat did not liberate; it confined. It trapped the smells of the tidal river—the sour mud, the decaying weeds, the industrial runoff—and held them close to the pavement, wrapping the inhabitants in a cloying, invisible blanket. The My River Shannon, usually a muscular, driving force, slowed to a sluggish crawl, its surface an oily mirror reflecting a sky that refused to rain, holding its breath in a suspended state of tension. The dampness that usually defined my character had evaporated, leaving behind a dry, dusty grit that coated the throat and settled into the creases of anxious faces.
I watched Bardan, my silent chronicler, retreat from this blinding reality into the cavernous, artificial night of the Royal Cinema. The marquee above the entrance proclaimed Great Expectations, a cruel irony that hovered over the heat-struck queues of the unemployed, but inside, Bardan found a strange, cool sanctuary. He moved through the plush darkness not as a patron, but as a servant of the building’s secrets. I felt the rhythm of his broom against the carpets, a soft, repetitive hush that swept away the debris of other people’s fantasies—ticket stubs, sweet wrappers, the dust of a thousand shoes. But his true labour, the work that defined his summer, was the scavenging. I observed him in the gloom between screenings, dropping to his knees between the rows of velvet seats, his fingers groping in the accumulated dust for the cold, hard edges of lost coins. A threepenny bit here, a sixpence there—small, metallic seeds of sustenance dropped by the careless and harvested by the desperate. He moved with the silent efficiency of a ghost, dissolving into the architecture of the cinema, becoming less a boy and more a mechanism of the building itself, extracting life from the debris of leisure. He was dissolving his pride to feed his future, counting the copper harvest by touch alone in the dark, his mind already calculating the distance those coins could purchase.
Outside, the heat warped the temper of the populace, but The Flay moved through this atmosphere with a detachment that was new and terrifying. He walked my streets but seemed no longer of them. I observed him cycling the delivery routes for the bookshop, his legs pumping with a mechanical rhythm, his eyes fixed on a horizon that lay far beyond the Clare hills. He was shedding I layer by layer, dissolving his connections to the lanes even as he traversed them. The sweat on his brow was not from exertion alone but from a fever of anticipation. He looked at the familiar landmarks—the Treaty Stone, the Castle, the gritty corners of Roden Lane—with the gaze of a man memorizing a map he intends to burn. He was present in body, but in spirit, he was already drifting on the Atlantic currents, his mind dissolving the reality of Limerick to make space for the imagined geography of New York. The heat did not slow him; it merely lubricated his exit. He moved with the slick, frictionless speed of someone who has severed the anchors of sentimentality. I felt the change in him, a hardening of the shell even as the inner life boiled with plans for departure. He was no longer the boy who played games in the mud; he was a projectile waiting for launch.
The Dart, too, struggled under the weight of the stagnant season, but his battle was against the physical resistance of I. The heat at the docks was a physical assault, the sun reflecting off the water with a blinding intensity that turned the quays into an anvil. I watched him labouring under crates that seemed to have grown heavier in the humidity, his shirt clinging to his back like a second skin. The river, usually his ally, offered no relief, only a humid breath that sapped his strength. He moved with a grim, silent determination, but I could feel the fraying of his patience. The solidity he had built during the spring threatened to liquefy in the heat; he snapped at foremen, dropped tools with clattering frustration, and stared at the water with a longing that spoke of a desire to dissolve his own burdens into the cool, dark flow. He was anchoring himself against the drift, but the effort was costing him more than he admitted. I pressed on his shoulders, a physical weight of expectation and exhaustion, and he pushed back with a stubborn, grinding force, refusing to be melted down by the season.
The Dancer navigated the social currents of the summer with a frantic, brittle energy. The heat had driven I’s humour underground, replacing banter with sullen silence. I observed him trying to conjure laughter in the lanes, his jokes falling flat in the heavy air. He moved between groups of boys and weary mothers, trying to be the lubricant in a machine that had seized up. He mediated disputes over water taps and shaded corners, but his usual charm felt thin, stretched to the breaking point. He was trying to hold the social fabric together even as the heat threatened to unravel it, dissolving the bonds of community into irritable atoms of individual suffering. He sensed the impending fragmentation of the group—The Flay’s distant gaze, Bardan’s retreat into the dark, The Dart’s exhaustion—and he fought against it with a desperate, sweating gaiety.
In the background, The Divils moved like small, resilient shadows. They had adapted to the heat by slowing down, conserving their energy in a way the older boys had not yet mastered. I watched them sitting in the shade of a wall, playing quiet games with stones and dust, their eyes tracking the movements of their brother and his friends. They were the silent witnesses to the group’s dissolution, absorbing the tension without comment. They saw The Flay’s detachment, The Dart’s fatigue, and The Dancer’s anxiety, and they processed it with the simple, unblinking acceptance of childhood. They were the anchors that Bardan returned to after his shifts in the dark, the reminders of the immediate, tangible needs that could not be dissolved by dreams of escape.
I held them all in my sweltering grip—the sweeper in the dark, the dreamer on the bicycle, the labourer on the docks, the jester in the lane, and the silent brothers in the shade. They were dissolving, changing state under the pressure of the season and the inevitability of time. The solid certainties of childhood were melting away, leaving behind a fluid, unpredictable reality where debts would be erased, ties would be severed, and I they knew would be washed away by the river of their own futures.
The heat did not lift as the day matured; it settled into the marrow of my stone and mortar, a stifling "Dissolution" of the boundary between the air outside and the stagnant breath within. I felt the sun pressing against the slate roof of the Thomond Bookshop, turning the interior into a kiln of paper and drying ink. Here, The Flay underwent a transformation that was invisible to the eye but seismic to the spirit. The manager, Mr. McCaffrey, moved through the aisles with the lethargy of a dying fly, his usual vigilance melted by the humidity. This left The Flay in the shadows of the sorting room, surrounded by the towering stacks of newsprint that had arrived from Dublin. The air smelled of binding glue and the sharp, acidic tang of cheap paper sweating in the heat.
I watched him there, not working, but devouring. He had ceased to be a mere messenger; he was becoming a student of the forbidden. I observed his hands, stained black with the news of the world, trembling slightly as he turned the pages of The Irish Times—the “freemason” paper that McCaffrey had warned would rot his soul. But The Flay was not rotting; he was ripening. He read of the royal family in London, of politics in Washington, of a world where rain did not define the boundaries of existence. More illicit still were the English women’s magazines he slipped from the bundles. In the advice columns and the glossy advertisements, he found a geography of the human heart and body that the priests of Limerick had scrubbed from the map. He was dissolving the provincial borders of his mind, hoarding words like “neurosis” and “etiquette,” preparing a vocabulary that would one day speak a language the lanes could not understand.
When he emerged onto the street to cycle his deliveries, he moved with the frictionless speed of a boy who has already left. I felt the tires of his bicycle hum against my hot cobbles, a vibration of pure intent. He looked at the familiar landmarks—the Treaty Stone, the Castle, the gritty corners of Roden Lane—not with affection, but with the cold appraisal of a surveyor marking a site for demolition. The sweat on his brow was not from exertion alone but from a fever of anticipation. He was shedding I layer by layer, dissolving his connections to the neighbours he passed. He saw them now not as people, but as fixtures of a life he was rapidly outgrowing, static figures in a landscape he intended to traverse only once more.
As the afternoon light thickened into the copper haze of evening, The Flay’s work shifted from the intellectual to the mercenary. I followed his shadow to the house of Mrs. Brigid Finucane in Irishtown, a place that smelled of sherry, old dust, and the dry rot of a life turning inward. Here, the dissolution was moral. He sat at her table, the lamp casting long, distorted shadows on the peeling wallpaper, and drafted letters to the debtors of the lanes. He used the vocabulary he had mined from the bookshop to craft threats of "litigious anticipation" and "imminence of proceedings," weaponing language to extract fear and money from the vulnerable. I felt the scratch of his pen against the paper, a sound like a small claw raking across the conscience of I.
Mrs. Finucane’s chin hit her chest, a soft, fleshy collision that signalled the sherry had won. The room was silent except for the wet rattle of her breathing. The Flay didn't look at her; he looked at the clasp of her purse, gleaming in the lamplight. He reached out, his fingers hovering for a split second to test the air for movement. Click. He opened it. He didn't grab a handful; he selected. He lifted a single florin, the silver coin warm from the heat of the room, and slid it into his cuff, not his pocket, to avoid the jingle. He watched her eyelids flutter, his hand freezing in mid-air like a statue. When she settled back into a snore, he exhaled, a long, silent stream of breath, and dipped his pen to write the next threat, the stolen coin pressing cold and hard against his wrist, marking the completion of his escape velocity. He no longer needed to justify it as "overtime" or a necessary tax; the ledger was balanced. In the heat of that parlour, his conscience didn't need to harden any further; it was already stone, dissolving the last tissues of guilt to leave only the bone of necessity.
The crisis of the summer arrived not with a shout or a siren, but with a sudden, suffocating silence that settled over the house in Irishtown. I felt the pulse of the moment ripple through my cobblestones and brickwork, a tremor of cessation that went unnoticed by the crowds moving sluggishly through the heat of the streets. Inside the parlour of Mrs. Brigid Finucane, the air had grown thick and unmoving, heavy with the cloying scent of sherry, old dust, and the final exhalation of a life that had spent itself counting other people’s misfortunes. The woman sat slumped in her chair, a figure diminishing rapidly into the shadows of the room, her head tipped forward as if in deep prayer or final defeat. The heat of the evening pressed against the windows, sealing the room like a tomb, and in that stifling quiet, The Flay sat across from her, the ledger open, the pen still wet in his hand.
I watched him with the intense, unblinking gaze of the walls themselves. He did not panic. He did not cry out for help or rush into the street to summon the neighbours who would only bring noise and judgment. Instead, a terrifying clarity descended upon him, a coldness that matched the sudden stillness of the woman in the chair. I felt the shift in his spirit, a hardening that had been months, perhaps years, in the making. He looked at the woman who had employed him to terrorize the poor of my lanes, and he saw not a person, but an opportunity—a final transaction to balance the books of his youth. He stood up slowly, the floorboards creaking under his weight, sound loud in the vacuum of the room. He approached her, not to check for a pulse—he knew, as I knows when a light goes out, that she was gone—but to check the perimeter of his own freedom.
His movements became surgical. I observed him moving to the trunk in the corner, the one he had watched her open a thousand times with eyes half-closed in feigned disinterest. He opened it now, his hands steady, and extracted the forty pounds hidden there. He moved to her purse, lying vulnerable on the table beside the sherry bottle, and removed the seventeen pounds inside. It was not a frantic grab; it was a withdrawal. He was liquidating his assets, dissolving the contract between himself and the poverty that had defined him. He placed the money into his pockets, feeling the weight of it against his thigh—a weight that promised flight, a ballast that would steady him as he crossed the Atlantic. I felt the vibration of his intent; he was severing the gravity that held him to my damp earth.
But the true act of "Dissolution" required more than theft; it required erasure. The Flay turned his eyes to the ledger on the table, the black book gorged on the names of the women of the lanes—mothers of The Dart, of The Dancer, of Bardan. It was a catalogue of misery, a record of debts incurred for boots and blankets. He picked it up, and his arm sagged; it was heavier than the money, dense with ink and obligation. He hesitated, the old fear of authority warring with the new power in his pocket. To take the money was a crime; to take the book was a revolution. He gripped the leather cover until his knuckles whitened, jammed it under his arm like a stolen weapon, and walked out of the house, leaving the dead woman to her silence.
I followed him to the quay, where the My River Shannon moved like thick oil under the fading light. The Flay stood at the edge, gripping the ledger until his knuckles bleached white, holding the economic history of his neighbours over the black water. He hesitated, the weight of the book pulling at his arm—every name inside was a hold I had on him, every debt a form of power he was about to surrender. This wasn't casual; it was a severing. With a sudden, violent exhale, he didn't just drop the book; he hurled it. The splash hit the silence like a gavel. We watched the river swallow the debts, the ink bleeding out like smoke, and when The Flay turned back to me, his face wasn't impassive—it was terrified. He had just drowned his last connection to the lane, and the cost of his freedom was finally real.
While The Flay dissolved the past in the river, The Dart was fighting to maintain his footing in the present. The heat of the day had not lifted from the docks, and the work had extended late into the evening to clear a backlog of cargo. I felt the strain in The Dart’s back, the way his muscles trembled with an exhaustion that went beyond the physical. He was lifting crates that smelled of tar and foreign spices, his mind dulled by the repetition. He did not know that his mother’s debt had just been washed out to sea; he knew only the weight in his hands and the sweat stinging his eyes. He paused, leaning against a bollard, looking out at the same river where The Flay stood miles upstream. The Dart felt a sudden, inexplicable lightness, a shift in the air pressure, as if a burden he hadn't realized he was carrying had suddenly been lifted. He shook his head, clearing the sensation, attributing it to the heat or the hunger, unaware that I’s arithmetic had just been altered in his favour.
The Dancer, too, moved through the evening with a restless energy, unaware of the liberation occurring in the dark water. He was in the lanes, trying to charm a shopkeeper out of a few scraps of bacon for his family, his smile tight, his banter practiced but weary. The heat had made I irritable, and his usual social currency was devalued. He felt the crushing weight of the small debts his family owed, the way they shrank his mother’s spirit and made his father silent. He navigated the social web of the lane, trying to keep the threads from snapping, unaware that the spider at the centre of the web was dead and the web itself was unravelling in the My River Shannon. The Dancer’s resilience was a constant improvisation, a dance on a wire that The Flay had just cut.
Bardan, my chronicler, was sweeping the foyer of the Royal Cinema, the dust of the day gathering in soft piles before his broom. He moved with a meditative rhythm, his mind replaying the scenes he had glimpsed on the screen, contrasting the resolved narratives of film with the messy, unending plot of I. He found a coin—a sixpence dropped by a careless patron—and pocketed it, a tiny addition to his own secret fund. He felt a disturbance in I’s atmosphere, a vibration that hummed through the floorboards of the theatre. He stopped sweeping, listening to the silence of the empty lobby, sensing that the equilibrium of the summer had shifted. He did not know what had happened, but he knew his friend The Flay was at the centre of it. He felt the dissolution of the old order, the breaking of the static tension that had held them all in place since spring.
The Divils, the small shadows of the lane, played in the dust of the twilight, their games slow and lethargic in the heat. They built castles out of mud and sticks, unaware that the real structures of their world—the debts, the threats, the power of the moneylender—were crumbling. I watched them, the innocents who would inherit a slightly lighter world, and a city where the ledger of their mothers' struggles had been wiped clean by a stolen moment of grace. They were the beneficiaries of The Flay’s crime, the unknowing recipients of a freedom purchased with theft.
The Flay turned away from the river. He walked back toward the lanes, his pockets heavy with the future, his heart light with the shedding of the past. He had dissolved his ties. He was no longer a telegram boy, no longer a scribe for a moneylender, no longer a victim of I’s grinding poverty. He was a traveller, a man in transit, merely waiting for the vessel that would carry him to the life he had purchased. I felt his footsteps on my pavement, different now—heavier with gold, lighter with resolve. He moved with the momentum of a planet breaking orbit, pulling away from the gravity of Limerick, leaving behind a wake of erased debts and a silence where a scream should have been. The heat pressed down, sealing the secret, and I slept, unaware that it had been both robbed and redeemed in the same hour.
The "American Wake" didn't arrive with pomp; it arrived with a crush. The flat in Roden Lane groaned under the weight of neighbours who had come to mourn the living, pressing the air out of the room until it was thin and hot. The summer heat was trapped in the plaster, stewing with the smell of porter, cheap tobacco, and the sweat of twenty people packed into a space meant for five. Windows were thrown wide, gasping for a breeze that refused to enter. The Flay stood in the centre, a stationary object in a swirling room. When old Mrs. Heggerty pressed a damp coin into his hand, weeping about "the far side of the world," The Flay didn't comfort her. He stared at the peeling wallpaper, his jaw locked, refusing to let the emotion stick to him. It wasn't a celebration; it was a surgical removal performed without anaesthetic. This gathering was a ritual of "Dissolution," a dismantling of the family unit disguised as a celebration, a way for the tribe to cut away one of its own so that he might survive the transplant to foreign soil.
I watched The Flay standing in the centre of the room, the pivot point around which the evening turned. He wore his best clothes, brushed and pressed by his mother’s frantic hands, but he stood stiffly, as if afraid to crease a costume he was about to return. When a neighbour offered a rough handshake and a teary blessing, The Flay didn't lean in; he nodded once, a sharp, efficient chin-lift that cut the sentiment short. He was dissolving his connection to these people smile by tight smile. When his mother reached out to straighten his collar, seeking one last tactile claim on him, he didn't pull away, but he didn't soften into her touch either. He held himself rigid, his eyes looking over her shoulder at the door, treating her affection like a delay at a train station—something to be endured, not felt.
The Dancer moved through the crush of bodies with the desperate energy of a man trying to keep a boat afloat by bailing water with a teaspoon. He sensed the underlying sorrow in the room, the heavy, wet grief that threatened to drown the party, and he fought it with noise. I heard him cracking jokes in the corners, teasing the older women until they flushed and swatted him away, pouring stout with a flourish that bordered on manic. He was the social engineer of the wake, trying to dissolve the tension with laughter, but I could feel the strain in his voice. He knew that with The Flay’s departure, the geometry of their group would collapse, leaving a void that his jokes could never fill. He looked at The Flay across the room with a mixture of pride and panic, realizing that the audience for his best performances was leaving the theatre.
The Dart stood near the door, his back pressed against the frame as if holding the house up. The physical labour of the summer had broadened him, but in this crowded room, he looked trapped. He held a glass of porter awkwardly, his large hands unaccustomed to such delicate work. He watched The Flay with a dark, brooding intensity. There was no envy in his gaze, only a heavy realization of the divergence of their paths. The Flay was choosing flight; The Dart had chosen gravity. He was the anchor that would remain, the one who would carry the weight of I’s demands while The Flay floated away. I felt the heat rising in The Dart, a stifling sense of confinement that made him yearn for the open air of the docks, for the silent, brutal honesty of heavy lifting where words were not required to mask the pain of separation.
Bardan, my chronicler, hovered on the periphery, half-hidden by the shadows of the dresser. He was not participating; he was recording. I felt his eyes scanning the room, capturing the tremor in a hand holding a glass, the sweat beading on a forehead, the forced brightness of a smile. He was dissolving the emotion of the night into memory, breaking down the scene into sentences he would write later in the quiet of the attic. He watched The Flay with a gaze that went beyond friendship; he was witnessing the end of an era, the death of their shared childhood, and he was determined that not a single detail of the wake would be lost to the My River Shannon’s indifference. He saw the "Freedom Fund" in The Flay’s pocket—the invisible weight of the stolen shillings—and understood that this party was funded by the very misery The Flay was escaping.
And then, the sky began to participate in the dissolution. Word rippled through the room, passed from the street to the door to the hearth, that the moon was being eaten. The eclipse had begun. The party spilled out into Roden Lane, the heat of the room exchanging for the humid, eerie twilight of the street. I held them all in the palm of my streets as they looked upward. The moon, usually a harsh white sentinel over my rooftops, was being swallowed by a shadow—the earth’s own shadow, cast out into the void. It turned a bruised, bloody copper colour, dimming the light on the cobbles, turning the faces of the Laneboys into masks of red clay.
The silence that fell over the lane was absolute. The superstitious crossed themselves, whispering of omens and bad luck, fearing that the moon’s death signalled a curse on the voyager. But The Flay stood apart, his face turned upward, bathed in the dying light. He did not look afraid. I felt a thrill of recognition in him; he saw the eclipse not as a warning, but as a confirmation. The old world was being blotted out. The light of Limerick was failing, turning bloody and dim, just as he prepared to leave it. It was a cosmic synchronization, a dissolution of the celestial order that mirrored the breaking of his own ties. He watched the shadow consume the light with the hunger of someone who knows that darkness is necessary for escape.
The Divils, the small shadows who had trailed the group all summer, huddled near Bardan’s legs, their eyes wide with a terror they couldn't name. They looked from the bleeding moon to the brother who was leaving, sensing a connection between the two disappearances. They were the inheritors of this broken sky, the ones who would grow up in the shadow that The Flay was casting off. I felt their small hearts beating against the stone of I, a rapid, fearful rhythm that contrasted with the slow, inexorable slide of the earth’s shadow across the lunar surface.
The Dart shifted his weight, looking at the ground rather than the sky. The eclipse offered him no comfort; it only emphasized the darkness of I he was tasked to endure. He kicked at a loose cobble, a small act of defiance against the grandeur of the event. To him, the moon was just another thing that was failing, another light going out in a city that had too few to begin with. The Dancer tried to make a quip about the moon forgetting to pay its electric bill, but the words died in his throat, swallowed by the heavy, copper-coloured atmosphere. Even his humour could not survive the total dissolution of the light.
As the shadow passed and the sliver of white light began to return, a collective breath was released in the lane. The world was returning to normal, but it was a changed normal. The wake resumed, but the energy had shifted. The inevitability of the departure had been sealed by the sky. The Flay turned back to the house, his silhouette sharp against the returning moonlight. He was ready. The money was in his pocket, the ledger was at the bottom of the river, and the moon had died and been reborn in his honour. He had dissolved his past. I felt his footsteps on my pavement, lighter now, disconnected. He was no longer of the lane; he was merely passing through it, a ghost in waiting, ready to haunt the Atlantic.
The morning after the American Wake, I of Limerick did not wake with a start, but with a slow, hungover groan, the heat of the previous night still trapped in the mortar of the Georgian terraces and the mud walls of the lanes. I felt the "Dissolution" of the event settling into my streets—the spilled porter drying sticky on the flagstones, the echo of songs fading into the humid air, and the heaviness of a farewell that was now irrevocable. The eclipse had passed, the moon had returned to its pale, indifferent state, but the shadows it had cast seemed to linger in the corners of Roden Lane. The energy of the gathering had dissipated, dissolving into the lethargy of late August, leaving behind a silence that was thick with the realization of what had been done. The boy, The Flay, was no longer fully of this place; he was a tenant serving out his notice, his spirit already boxing up its belongings and moving toward the Atlantic.
I watched him in those final, suspended days. He grew scarce, moving through my arteries like a foreign body that knows it is being rejected. He did not linger on the corners or waste time in the idle chatter that had once defined his afternoons. Instead, he moved with a terrifying economy of motion. I observed him walking the route from his home to the river, not to play, but to look. He stared at the My River Shannon with a gaze that was no longer possessive but memorial, as if he were trying to imprint the flow of the water, the smell of the mud, and the arc of the bridges onto a map he would carry in his head. He was dissolving his connection to the physical reality of Limerick, turning stone and water into memory and myth. The "Freedom Fund" in his pocket was no longer a secret hoard; it was a ticket, a tangible key that had unlocked the door I had kept bolted against him for sixteen years.
The Dart, too, had shifted in the wake of the celebration. The heat and the emotion of the wake had burned away his remaining hesitations. I felt the change in his stride as he walked toward the docks, no longer with the tentative step of a boy hoping for work, but with the heavy, planted gait of a man who has accepted his burden. He had found steady work, a labour that required him to dissolve his own dreams of flight into the sweat of the day. I watched him lifting crates, his muscles straining, his mind focused entirely on the immediate, the tangible, the heavy. He did not look at the horizon; he looked at his hands, at the rope, at the wood. He was anchoring himself. The dissolution of the group had forced him to solidify, to become the weight that held the others in place while The Flay floated away.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the lanes, navigated the post-wake atmosphere with a quiet, careful grace. The frantic energy of the summer had dissolved into a steady, reliable presence. I watched him move between the houses, checking on neighbours, offering a hand where it was needed, his humour now a soft undercurrent rather than a crashing wave. He understood that I was fragile in the heat that tempers were short and hearts were sore. He became the binding agent, the one who prevented the dissolution of the community’s spirit even as its central figure prepared to leave. He laughed less, but smiled more, a smile that acknowledged the shared loss without succumbing to it. He was learning that endurance required a softening of the self, a willingness to absorb the shocks of I rather than reflect them.
Bardan, my chronicler, moved through these final days like a ghost haunting his own life. The Royal Cinema was his refuge, the darkness a place where he could dissolve into observation. I watched him sweeping the aisles, his broom gathering the dust of I’s dreams, his mind replaying the scenes of the summer. He was recording the dissolution even as it happened, his notebook filling with the details of the wake, the eclipse, the silence of the aftermath. He watched The Flay with the intensity of a painter trying to capture a sunset before the light fails. He knew that once The Flay was gone, the chemistry of the lanes would change forever, and he was determined to preserve the formula in ink. He saw the "Freedom Fund" not just as money, but as the catalyst for this reaction, the element that had turned potential into kinetic energy.
The Divils, those small, resilient shadows, played in the dust of the lane, their games slower now, less raucous. They sensed the shift in the air, the way the older boys had turned inward. I watched them mimicking The Flay’s walk, his gestures, trying to inhabit the space he was vacating. They were the inheritors of I’s dust, the next generation waiting to be fired in the kiln of the lanes. They watched The Flay with wide eyes, seeing him not just as a brother or a friend, but as an astronaut preparing for a launch into a void they could not comprehend.
The day of departure arrived with the hiss of steam and the smell of wet iron. We stood in a circle on the platform, the heat pressing down, silencing the usual banter. The Dancer tried to crack a joke about the Yanks, but it died in the humid air. The Dart kicked the edge of the platform, refusing to look up. The Flay stood on the carriage step, his cheap suitcase gripped so tight his knuckles were white. He opened his mouth to deliver a final, witty line—some parting shot at I that had tried to break him—but his throat clicked shut. He just nodded, a sharp, jerky chin-lift. "Right so," he whispered. He swung inside, and the heavy door slammed with a sound like a gavel, severing the moment and turning him instantly from a friend into a silhouette behind dirty glass.
As the train pulled away, gathering speed, a silence descended on the boys left behind. It was the silence of a vacuum, the space where a planet had been. The Dart stood with his hands in his pockets, staring at the empty track. The Dancer kicked at a loose stone, his face turned away. Bardan stood still, his hand pressed against the notebook in his pocket, as if checking that the story was still there. The "Dissolution" was complete. The group was broken, the leader gone, the summer ending.
I held them in that moment of absolute loss. I felt the emptiness in the lanes where The Flay’s voice used to echo. I felt the river moving sluggishly, indifferent to the departure, carrying its water to the same sea that The Flay was now travelling toward. The heat began to lift, a cool breeze stirring the dust, signalling the end of the season. The air changed. The smell of autumn—of wet leaves, of coal smoke, of rain—crept into I.
The boys turned back toward the lanes, their movements synchronized by a shared grief and a shared resilience. They were no longer the same. The summer had melted them down and recast them. They walked away from the station, back into the heart of I, ready to face the coming dark. They had survived the dissolution of their childhood. They were ready for whatever came next. The train whistle faded in the distance, a long, lonely sound that was swallowed by the wind, and I closed its arms around those who remained, holding them tight against the coming cold.
27. Lore
Autumn did not arrive in Limerick that year with the gentle melancholy of falling leaves or the slow cooling of the earth; it seized I in a "hostile takeover," a violent reclamation of the streets by wind and water that felt less like a season and more like a verdict. I felt the shift in the very mortar of my walls and the marrow of my stones. The warmth of the summer, which had lingered like a reluctant guest, was swept away overnight by a western gale that scoured the limestone of O’Connell Street and turned the lanes of Janesboro into slick, treacherous gullies. The rain was not a weather event but a state of being, a relentless, vertical ocean that sought to merge the sky with the My River Shannon swelling between the quays. I watched the people retreat into their coats, heads down, shoulders hunched against the assault, their movements restricted to the absolute necessities of survival. The air smelled of wet wool, coal smoke trapped by the low clouds, and the damp, permeating odour of river mud that seemed to rise from the drains to reclaim the town.
In this grey, drowning light, the absence of The Flay was a physical void, a structural weakness in the architecture of the lane. I felt it in the silence of the corners where he used to hold court, in the lack of kinetic energy that usually disrupted the steady, miserable rhythm of the rain. He was gone, sailed for New York on the Irish Oak, but I had not yet accepted his departure. The streets seemed to wait for his bicycle to rattle over the cobbles, for his voice to rise in some absurd exaggeration, for his jagged silhouette to cut through the fog. Instead, there was only the sound of the rain drumming against the slate roofs and the hollow echo of boots on wet stone. The remaining boys moved through my arteries with a new, guarded quietness, as if the volume of I had been turned down. The Dart walked with the heavy, deliberate tread of a man carrying a burden that could not be set down; The Dancer moved quickly, darting between shelters, his usual humour dampened by the relentless chill. Bardan, my chronicler, observed it all from the shelter of doorways, his notebook protected beneath his coat, recording the way I shrank in on itself, mourning the loss of its most vibrant spark.
I observed the "silences" that settled over the households like dust. It was not peace; it was a suspension of life. In The Flay’s household, the air was thick with the memory of the boy who had left. His mother moved through the rooms with a mechanical efficiency, dividing food, tending the fire, her eyes often straying to the empty chair or the spot by the window where he used to read. The silence was a heavy thing, filling the space where his chaotic energy used to be. It rippled out into the lane, affecting the neighbours who had grown used to his disruptions. Without The Flay to orchestrate the noise of the day—the arguments, the schemes, the laughter—the lane fell back into a rhythm of grim endurance. I felt I tightening, closing its doors against the wind and the emptiness, holding onto what remained with a fierce, quiet desperation.
Bardan walked the streets early, his boots crunching against the frost-hardened earth that had formed overnight in the lee of the wind. He was the witness to I’s contraction. He noted the way the light failed to penetrate the alleys, how the shadows lengthened even at noon, and how the faces of the men at the Labour Exchange were etched with a new, sharper worry. The "Republic Act" was on the lips of the politicians, but in the lanes, the only law was the wind. Bardan watched The Divils, small figures bundled in mismatched wool, attempting to play in the puddles. Their games were quieter now, less frantic, as if they too understood that the protagonist of their childhood drama had exited the stage. They looked to Bardan for cues, but he was busy with his own internal accounting, measuring the weight of I’s grief against the necessity of moving forward.
The transport crisis of the previous years seemed to echo in the emptiness of the streets. Buses were rare, trains intermittent, and the movement of I relied on the stubborn trudging of feet. I felt the weariness in the soles of boots, the ache in the joints of the old men who gathered at the quays to watch the grey water slide past. I was hollowing out, not just of warmth, but of people. Neighbours and cousins slipped away to Britain for war work or to America for a chance at a life that did not involve damp walls and TB. I felt each departure like a missing brick, a gap in the masonry that let the cold wind whistle through. The Flay’s leaving was the most acute, a rupture that seemed to signal the end of an era for the Laneboys.
The Dart felt the season in his muscles. The work at the docks had slowed with the weather, but the loads that remained were heavier, slick with rain and ice. I watched him navigating the treacherous wharves, his hands raw from the cold ropes and wet timber. He had taken on a new solidity, a heaviness that anchored the group in The Flay’s absence. He did not tell stories; he moved cargo. I felt the strain in his back as he lifted crates, the stubborn set of his jaw against the wind. He was the counterpoint to the myth—the physical proof that survival also required sweat and silence. He watched the ships leaving for the Atlantic, not with longing, but with a fierce assessment, calculating the distance between here and there, between labour and freedom.
The Dancer, meanwhile, wove the social fabric of the lanes together with a desperate energy. He became the diplomat of the damp season, the one who ensured that the connections between houses did not fray under the pressure of the cold. I observed him moving between doors, carrying messages, diffusing arguments that flared up in the claustrophobic kitchens. He used humour as a sealant, cracking jokes that were less about performance and more about relief. He noticed the mothers who were struggling, the fathers who had gone silent, and he offered small gestures—a shared cigarette, a helping hand with a heavy basket—that went unrecorded by most but were felt by I. He was the weaver, pulling the fraying threads of the community tight against the autumn chill.
The atmosphere of I was one of waiting. Waiting for the rain to stop, waiting for a letter, waiting for the economy to turn, and waiting for the next blow. The Housing Sections were overwhelmed with applications, the files stacking up like leaves in a gutter. I felt the anxiety of the families living in single rooms, the damp seeping into their lungs, the coughs that rattled through the thin walls. The Health Act promised dignity, but in the lanes, it felt like another layer of scrutiny. Mothers worried about inspections; fathers worried about means tests. The administration of survival was becoming as burdensome as survival itself.
Bardan captured this bureaucratic weight in his observations. He watched the clerks shuffling through the damp corridors of the Corporation, their fingers stained with ink, trying to impose order on a city of chaotic need. He saw the mass radiography vans moving through the streets, the queues of children waiting to be screened for the "white plague." He noted the mixture of hope and terror in the parents’ eyes—the desire for a cure warring with the fear of separation. I was trying to heal itself with paper and stamps, but the damp still seeped through the walls. I felt the tension in the queues, the silent prayers offered up to saints and civil servants alike.
And through it all, the memory of The Flay persisted. He was gone, but he was everywhere. In the sudden gust of wind that slammed a door, in the audacious theft of a piece of coal, in the laughter that erupted unexpectedly in a pub. He had become part of I’s lore, a figure who had transcended the grim reality of the lanes to become something larger, something mythical. I held his shadow, refusing to let him go completely, using his memory as a shield against the encroaching dark. The "hostile takeover" of autumn had claimed the streets, but it could not claim the stories. They remained, warm and vibrant, hidden in the hearts of those who stayed behind.
As the weeks deepened into a perpetual, dripping twilight, I witnessed a strange and necessary alchemy take place within the damp mortar of my lanes. The silence that had initially followed The Flay’s departure began to fill not with new events, but with the echo of old ones, amplified and distorted by the necessity of the season. The boy was gone, sailing toward a life of electric lights and skyscrapers, but the "Lore" of his existence remained, trapped like heat in the stones of a hearth long after the fire has died. It was The Dancer who struck the first spark. I watched him standing in the shelter of a dripping shopfront on William Street, a group of younger boys huddled around him, their faces pale smudges against the grey evening. The cold had driven I’s humour underground, burying it beneath layers of worry and fatigue, but The Dancer dug it out. He was recounting the tale of the "Dead Grandmother’s Dress," his voice rising and falling with the cadence of a seasoned performer, mimicking The Flay’s desperate, high-pitched justifications and the booming authority of his detractors.
I felt the vibration of their laughter against my wet walls. It was a sharp, jagged sound, cutting through the heavy blanket of the rain. The Dancer spun the story of the black dress—worn by The Flay in a moment of desperate poverty and wet clothes—into a saga of rebellion. He described the fabric flapping in the wind, the humiliation transformed into a badge of absurd courage. The listeners did not care about the precise truth of the fabric or the day; they cared that one of their own had worn the ridiculous as armour and survived. I observed The Dancer’s face, flushed not just with cold but with the effort of resurrection. He was weaving The Flay back into the fabric of the lane, turning a friend into a legend, ensuring that the void left by his emigration was filled with a figure larger, louder, and more invincible than the boy who had actually cycled these streets.
The Dart, standing at the periphery of this gathering, offered a different kind of reverence. He did not laugh with the abandon of the others. He stood with his back against the rough brickwork, his hands shoved deep into his pockets, listening to the tale of the "Coal Man in the Crib." As The Dancer described The Flay and his family dragging a sack of coal through the rain, their faces blackened like minstrels, The Dart’s eyes grew distant. I felt the sympathy in him, a heavy, physical weight. He knew the drag of a wet sack against the shoulder; he knew the biting shame of public poverty. For The Dart, this was not merely a funny story about soot and rain; it was a testament to the brutal physical reality of survival. He looked at the puddles gathering at his feet, the oil-slicked water reflecting the streetlamps, and saw the holy, grimy struggle of it all. He was the anchor to the reality behind the myth, the one who remembered that before the story became funny, it had been cold, hard, and painful.
The stories multiplied as the rain intensified, passing from door to door like a secret currency. I heard whispers of the "Piccadilly Tart" and the "Pope and the Jam Jar" drifting from open windows where women scrubbed floors and men smoked pipes. The absurdity of The Flay’s life—the way he had collided with the sacred and the profane—became a shared possession of the lane. I watched The Divils, the small shadows who had once trailed The Flay with wide eyes, now enacting these legends in their own play. They found a discarded tin in the gutter and marched with it, mimicking the "Coal Man," their small legs high-stepping through the mud. They were learning the vocabulary of survival, the grammar of absurdity that The Flay had perfected. I felt a pang of continuity in their games; the boy had left, but he had inoculated the lane with his spirit. He had taught them that if you cannot defeat the misery of I, you must at least make it ridiculous enough to bear.
Bardan, my silent chronicler, moved through this season of myth-making with a notebook that was becoming swollen with damp and ink. He did not join the circle of storytellers, nor did he participate in the re-enactments. He stood in the shadows of the doorways, observing the transformation of man into myth. I felt the scratch of his pen against the paper, a frantic attempt to capture the truth before it was entirely consumed by the legend. He noted the way The Dancer exaggerated The Flay’s height, the way the listeners nodded at details that were physically impossible, the way the lane collectively decided to elevate The Flay to a saint of mischief. Bardan understood that I needed The Flay to be larger than life, to be a giant who had outwitted the hunger and the rain, so that they might believe it was possible to do the same. He was recording the divergence, the point where the boy who had cycled in fear became the hero who had cycled in triumph.
In the deeper recesses of I, the "Lore" took on a darker texture. I listened to the older men in the pubs, their voices low and gravelly, speaking of The Flay’s encounters with the evocative and the grotesque—the "Grey Lump of Fat" and the "Pint on the Coffin." These were not stories for children. They were parables of the grotesque intimacy of poverty, of how close the living lived to the dead and the desperate. I felt the shudder in the wood of the bar counters as they recounted the tale of the coffin resting on the bar, the pint placed upon it as a final offering. It was a story that acknowledged the terrible informality of death in my lanes, the way grief was woven into the social fabric of a drink and a song. The Flay had witnessed it, absorbed it, and now, in his absence, he became the vessel for these memories. He was the witness who had escaped to tell the tale, leaving I to murmur his words back to itself in the dark.
The rain continued to fall, a curtain that separated the lane from the rest of the world, creating a hermetic seal in which these stories could ferment. I watched The Dancer trying to charm a shopkeeper with a The Flay -esque quip, seeing the way the woman’s face softened, not because the joke was new, but because it reminded her of the boy who used to deliver her telegrams with a dramatic flourish. The Dancer was keeping the social currents flowing, using the "Lore" as a lubricant for the friction of the hard season. He moved between the houses, a courier of memory, stitching the fraying community together with the thread of The Flay’s personality. He understood that in the absence of the protagonist, the supporting cast had to work harder to keep the play going.
The Dart found his own way to honour the legend. One evening, I watched him helping a neighbour move a heavy piece of furniture, his muscles straining, his breath pluming in the cold air. When the job was done and the woman offered him a coin, he refused, muttering something about "knowing what it’s like." It was a gesture The Flay might have made in a moment of flushed generosity, or perhaps one he would have mocked later for its lack of profit. The Dart, however, performed it with solemnity. He was living the moral underlying the stories—the solidarity of the poor—without the need for the audience The Flay always craved. He was the physical manifestation of the lane’s endurance, the stone that held the wall together while the stories blew like leaves around it.
As the weeks ground on, the distinction between what The Flay had done and what the lane imagined he had done blurred entirely. I held them all in my gaze—the storyteller, the worker, the observer, and the mimics—as they navigated the wet, grey maze of November. The "Lore" was no longer just about a boy; it was about them. It was about their need to see their own lives reflected in a narrative that had a beginning, a middle, and, most importantly, an escape. The Flay was the proof that the story didn't have to end in the lane. I felt the hope rising from the wet stones, a vapour as tangible as the fog. They were building a myth to keep themselves warm, constructing a ghost who could laugh at the rain so that they wouldn't have to cry. And I, I that had birthed them and bound them, allowed it, knowing that myths are the only things that survive the damp rot of a Limerick winter.
While the myth of The Flay spiralled into the ether of the lanes, spun from the breath of The Dancer and the imagination of the bored, The Dart grounded himself in the brutal, unyielding reality of the river. I felt the weight of his boots on the quays, a heavy, rhythmic percussion that countered the flighty tempo of the stories being told uptown. The My River Shannon was swollen with the season’s relentless weeping, a muscular, opaque grey beast that heaved against the stone walls of the docks, carrying the runoff of three counties and the cold promise of winter. Here, there was no room for exaggeration. The physics of the dockside allowed for no embellishment; a crate weighed what it weighed, a rope burned if it slipped, and the water was cold enough to stop a heart in minutes. I watched The Dart navigate this landscape not with the swagger of a hero in a story, but with the grim, silent efficiency of a survivor who knows that I’s tolerance for error is zero.
The autumn work had slowed as the light faded earlier each day, but the urgency had only increased. Coal barges arrived heavy and low in the water, demanding to be lightened before the tides turned or the weather broke further. I felt the strain in The Dart’s back as he bent to the work, his body becoming a machine of leverage and torque. He had taken on a new solidity since The Flay’s departure, a physical density that seemed to act as a ballast for the group left behind. He did not tell stories; he moved cargo. I observed his hands, raw and red from the friction of wet hemp and rough timber, wrapping around the handles of sacks that smelled of ancient dust and the deep earth. When he lifted, I felt the compression in his spine, the way his breath hissed through clenched teeth—a sound of pure exertion that was the antithesis of The Dancer’s easy laughter.
For The Dart, the "Lore" that The Dancer spun in the shelter of shopfronts was a luxury he could not afford to indulge in while the sun was up. He heard the echoes of the "Coal Man" story—The Flay’s face blackened for a nativity play—and he contrasted it with the reality of the coal dust that worked its way into the pores of his own skin, turning the lines of his palms into a map of black rivers. To the storytellers, coal was a prop for comedy; to The Dart, it was weight, it was heat, and it was the difference between a freezing kitchen and a bearable night. He respected the coal in a way The Flay never had to; he respected it as an adversary to be conquered sack by sack. I watched him pause to wipe sweat from his brow with a forearm that was growing thicker by the week, leaving a smear of soot across his forehead that marked him, not as a character in a play, but as a son of the working city.
The river was a treacherous colleague. I felt the slickness of the algae on the stone steps where the men tied off the barges, a trap waiting for the careless. The Dart moved with a low centre of gravity, his feet seeking purchase before he committed his weight, a lesson learned from the winter before but now perfected into instinct. He watched the older men, the lifers whose bodies were bent into question marks by decades of the same labour, and he mimicked their economy of motion. He learned that you do not fight the load; you negotiate with it. You use the swing of the crane, the roll of the ship, the gravity of the earth. He was learning the physics of survival, a silent education that was written in muscle memory rather than ink.
Bardan, my chronicler, sometimes came to the edge of the quays to watch, his notebook tucked away from the spray. He observed The Dart with a mixture of awe and pity, noting the way the labour was stripping the boyhood from him layer by layer. Bardan saw the metaphor—the boy bearing the weight of the world—but The Dart only saw the job. I felt the vibration of their silent communication; the writer witnessing the worker, the worker anchoring the writer. The Dart offered a nod, brief and sharp, acknowledging the observer but refusing to perform for him. He was not there to be a story; he was there to earn the shilling that kept the silence in his own house from becoming absolute.
The machinery of the docks—the cranes, the pulleys, the iron-shod wheels of the carts—sang a dissonant song of metal on metal, a screeching counterpoint to the soft murmur of the rain. The Dart attuned himself to this industrial music. He knew the sound of a rope under too much tension, the groan of a timber about to splinter, the specific splash of a heavy object hitting the water. This sensory awareness was his shield. One afternoon, as a crate swung wildly in a gust of wind, I saw him step back a split second before a chain snapped, the links whipping the air where his head had been. He did not gasp or cry out; he simply looked at the broken chain, assessed the damage, and moved to secure the load with a new line. It was a moment of terrifying competence, a proof that he had integrated I’s hazards into his very nervous system.
He watched the ships leaving for the Atlantic, the vessels that would eventually dock in Liverpool or New York. I felt the complex current of his longing and his resignation. He did not look at them with the romantic gaze of a dreamer; he looked at them with the fierce assessment of a man calculating logistics. He measured the hull displacement, the cargo capacity, the distance between here and there in terms of fuel and days. He knew The Flay was out there, somewhere beyond the estuary, but The Dart was the anchor. If The Flay was the kite pulling away into the sky, The Dart was the stone that held the string, keeping the connection to the earth taut. He understood, perhaps better than any of them, that for one to fly, another must stand still and bear the weight.
The silence that surrounded The Dart during these long shifts was not empty; it was dense with obligation. He carried the unspoken worries of his family—the rent book, the ration coupons, the empty grate—into every movement. I felt his exhaustion as the evening horn blew, a deep, marrow-level ache that settled into his shoulders. Yet, he did not slump. He washed his hands in the freezing water of a standpipe, scrubbing away the day’s grime until the skin was raw, reclaiming himself from I’s filth before he turned toward home. He walked back through the darkening lanes, his stride heavy but steady, the physical proof that while stories might keep the spirit warm, it was labour that kept the heart beating. He was I’s endurance made flesh, the silent, sweating truth behind the myths they spun in the shadows.
The weight of the season was not merely measured in inches of rain or the dropping degrees of mercury; it was measured in paper. As November pressed its grey thumb against my temples, I felt the crushing, bureaucratic load of the new Republic settling upon the lanes. The "Lore" of The Flay might have kept the spirits warm in the evenings, but during the day, I was besieged by the administration of survival. I felt the drag of files accumulating in the damp offices of the Corporation, the scratching of steel nibs against cheap paper, and the rustle of forms that promised dignity but often delivered only delay. The Housing Sections were overwhelmed, the applications stacking up like drift against a dam, each one a plea from a family living in a single room where the walls wept and the air grew stale. I watched the clerks, men with ink-stained fingers and frayed cuffs, shuffling through the corridors of power, trying to impose alphabetical order on a city of chaotic need. They moved with the weariness of those who know that for every name they processed, three more were born into the damp.
Bardan, my chronicler, observed this collision between the official city and the real city with a detached, clinical eye. He stood outside the public offices, his collar turned up against the drizzle, watching the women who queued for relief or housing. He noted the way they smoothed their coats before entering, a reflex of pride that I had not yet managed to beat out of them. He recorded the tension in their jaws, the way they clutched their ration books and identity cards as if they were passports to a better world. The "Health Act" was on the lips of the politicians in Dublin, a promise of a new era where the poor would not be left to cough their lives away in the dark, but in my lanes, it felt like another layer of scrutiny. Mothers worried about inspections; fathers worried about means tests. The administration of health was becoming as burdensome as the illness itself.
The "Mass Radiography" vans rumbled over the cobbles, heavy white hearses coming to weigh I's lungs. The queue was a shivering snake of wool and fear. I watched a mother push her son forward—her hands smoothing his hair with frantic, aggressive strokes, as if neatness could fool the X-ray. When the technician in the white coat stepped out, clipboard in hand, the silence in the line was absolute. He called a name, "O’Malley!", and the boy flinched as if struck. He stepped up the metal stairs, looking back once at his mother, who didn't wave but simply gripped her own coat tighter, her knuckles white. The Divils stood next, holding hands so tight their fingers turned waxy, staring at the dark maw of the van door not as a place of healing, but as a mouth that might not spit they back out.
The Dancer, ever the diplomat, moved along the line, not as a patient but as a distraction. He juggled three stones he had picked up from the gutter, making faces, whispering jokes about the doctors seeing through your clothes to check if you were wearing clean vests. His humour was a frantic, necessary thing, a shield against the sterile dread that emanated from the X-ray machines. He saw the fear in the younger children—the way their eyes went wide and wet—and he threw himself into the performance of the jester, desperate to keep the tears at bay. He understood, with a wisdom beyond his years, that the clinic treated the lungs, but the laughter treated the spirit.
The Dart viewed these bureaucratic incursions with a dark suspicion. He was a creature of physical labour, of wood and coal and stone, and he distrusted anything that could be written on a form. I watched him pass the radiography vans on his way to the docks, his head lowered, his shoulders set in a line of resistance. To him, the state was just another foreman, one who didn't even have the decency to look you in the eye when he cut your hours. He saw the paper trail as a trap, a way for I to catalogue its misery without actually fixing it. Yet, even he could not ignore the physical changes happening at St. Camillus’s.
I felt the vibrations of construction deep in my bedrock. The new laundry was rising, a structure of brick and glass that promised to wash away the stains of the old City Home. Scaffolding clung to the walls like a skeleton, and the air was filled with the sounds of hammers and saws, a rhythmic counterpoint to the coughing in the lanes. The Dart would pause sometimes to watch the work, his eyes narrowing as he assessed the timber and the steel. He respected the building because it was real. It was not a promise on paper; it was a structure that would hold heat and water. He saw the steam rising from the new boilers, a white plume of modernity against the grey sky, and for a moment, his cynicism would waver. It was a resonance of the future, a tangible proof that I was trying to heal itself, brick by brick, even if the forms and the clerks seemed intent on drowning it in ink.
I held its breath in these moments of transition. I felt the tension in the timber of the houses in Roden Lane, where the damp had warped the doors so they no longer closed flush. The "Health Act" brought nurses into the homes, women in crisp uniforms who walked with the brisk efficiency of those who have seen everything and are shocked by nothing. They moved through the kitchens, checking heads for lice, checking larders for milk, checking the very air for the spores of death. I watched the mothers navigate these visitations, balancing gratitude with the shame of having their poverty inspected. They scrubbed the floors before the nurses arrived, hid the tattered blankets, and presented a façade of coping that exhausted them more than the scrubbing.
Bardan captured the texture of this waiting. He wrote about the sound of a cough in the night, the way it travelled through the thin walls, waking neighbours who would lie in the dark and pray it wasn't their turn. He noted the way a letter from the housing authority was opened—slowly, with a knife that was dull from cutting too much stale bread—and the silence that followed the reading. I was waiting for a verdict: waiting to be housed, waiting to be cured, and waiting to be told that the hard years were over. But the rain kept falling, washing the ink from the posters that proclaimed a new Republic, blurring the promises until they looked just like the old ones.
In the midst of this administrative winter, the memory of The Flay acted as a strange counter-weight. The boys remembered his defiance of authority—the way he had mocked the priests, the teachers, the very idea of rules. Now, faced with a different kind of authority—one of forms and X-rays—they used his memory as a kind of secret rebellion. The Dancer would whisper, "What would The Flay say to that hat?" as a pompous official walked by, and the tension would break in a stifled giggle. They needed his ghost to mock the seriousness of their survival, to remind them that even if the state could measure their lungs, it couldn't measure their nerve.
The evenings drew in early, pressing I under a lid of darkness. The gas lamps sputtered, casting long, wavering shadows across the wet streets. I held the boys in the palm of my alleys, watching them navigate the gloom. They were harder now, shaped by the friction of the season. The Dart with his heavy stride, The Dancer with his watchful eyes, Bardan with his hidden book, and The Divils with their silent endurance. They were moving through a city that was trying to modernize itself, trying to scrub away the past with steam and bureaucracy, but they knew that the mud was still there, just beneath the surface. They walked with the care of those who know that the ground can shift, that a promise on paper can dissolve in the rain, and that the only thing you can truly rely on is the person walking beside you.
The bureaucracy was a heavy blanket, but under it, the heart of I still beat with a fierce, irregular rhythm. I felt it in the anger of the men at the Labour Exchange, in the whisper of the rosary in cold rooms, in the stubborn refusal of the women to let the fire go out. The "hostile takeover" of the autumn was not just by the weather, but by the weight of a world trying to order itself. And in the middle of it all, my boys stood, watching the vans and the clerks and the rising steam, waiting for the signal that their own lives could begin.
Then, the silence was broken not by a voice, but by paper. The arrival of the letters from New York was a seismic event that registered on the seismograph of the lane with more force than the autumn gales. I felt the change in the atmosphere the moment the postman turned the corner, his bicycle laden with the usual bills and grim official notices, but carrying among them the thin, blue aerograms that smelled of foreign gum and distance. They were fragile things, these letters, and light as dried leaves, yet they carried the weight of a life transplanted. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one receive them, her hands, usually so efficient and rough with work, trembling as she wiped them on her apron before touching the envelope. The stamp, a splash of vibrant colour against the grey damp of the doorway, was a window into a world where the sky was not perpetually the colour of bruised slate.
I gathered the remaining Laneboys into the kitchen to witness the resurrection. The room was thick with the smell of wet wool and peat smoke, a sensory anchor to the reality they occupied, while the words read aloud transported them three thousand miles away. The Flay’s voice, encoded in ink, broke into the gloom. He wrote of New York not as a paradise, but as a cacophony—of noise that never ceased, of lights that shamed the stars, of work that broke the back but filled the pocket in ways the docks of Limerick never could. He described the streets, the strange accents, and the food, but he filtered it all through the lens of the lane. He was still performing, still shaping the narrative, sending back stories of the new world to be consumed by the old.
I observed the reaction of his audience, I’s children left behind. The Dancer leaned forward, his eyes bright, drinking in the details of skyscrapers and subways as if they were fuel for his own imagination. He saw in the letters a confirmation of the "Lore" he had been spinning all season; The Flay was indeed conquering the world, just as the stories said. The Dancer laughed at the descriptions of the Yanks, already memorizing the phrases to repeat later on the street corner, ensuring that The Flay’s legend would continue to grow, fed now by fresh material from the source.
The Dart listened differently. He sat with his arms crossed, his heavy boots resting near the hearth. He did not laugh at the jokes about foremen or the descriptions of dizzying heights. Instead, he nodded at the mention of long shifts and aching muscles. He read the labour between the lines. He understood that while the backdrop had changed to steel and glass, the fundamental transaction remained the same: a man sold his strength for survival. I felt a resonance between The Dart and the absent The Flay, a shared understanding of the burden of work that transcended the ocean. For The Dart, the letters were not myths; they were reports from the front line of adulthood, proof that the struggle continued, even in the land of gold.
Bardan sat in the corner, his own notebook open on his knee. He was not recording the words of the letter—those belonged to The Flay —but the way they changed the room. He noted the relaxation in The Flay’s aul’ one’s shoulders, the way the lines of worry around her eyes smoothed out as she read of her son’s safety. He captured the spark in The Divils’ eyes, the way they looked at the blue paper as if it were a holy relic. Bardan understood that these letters were the final piece of the season’s architecture. They bridged the gap the "hostile takeover" of autumn had created. They proved that leaving did not mean vanishing, that the connection held against the wind and the distance.
As November waned, sinking toward the true dark of winter, I settled into a "quiet certitude." The shock of the cold had passed; the rhythm of the rain was no longer an assault but a constant, rhythmic accompaniment to life. The "Lore" of The Flay had been codified by his own hand, merging with the myths The Dancer had spun and the realities The Dart lived. The bureaucracy of the Health Act and the Housing Section continued its paper shuffle, but it no longer felt like a crushing weight; it was just another part of I’s weather, something to be endured and navigated.
I felt the boys moving through my streets with a new solidity. They were no longer waiting for the summer to return, nor were they waiting for The Flay to come back and save them from the boredom. They had absorbed his absence and made it part of their own strength. The Dart was steady at the docks, a pillar of physical reliability. The Dancer was woven into the social fabric, the keeper of the community’s spirit. Bardan was the silent witness, turning the damp and the grey into ink and memory. And The Divils, The Divils, played their games with a fierce intensity, acting out the stories of the lane with the seriousness of heirs taking up a legacy.
The autumn had begun with a violent seizure of the light, but it ended with a steady, enduring hum. The "Lore" was complete. The stories had become part of the mortar in the walls, part of the smoke in the air. The Laneboys were ready for the winter. They walked my cobbles not with the light steps of children, but with the planted, heavy stride of young men who knew that while I might be hard, they were harder. I held them in the palm of my wet streets, watching as they turned their collars up against the wind, not in defeat, but in readiness. The season of myth-making was over; the season of endurance had begun.
28. Inventory
The chill did not assault my streets that year so much as it infiltrated them, a slow, grey "Inventory" of every crack in the pavement and every gap in the window frames. I felt the temperature drop not as a weather event, but as a contraction of my own skin. The damp crept along the quays of the My River Shannon, turning the river mist into a heavy, suffocating blanket that muffled the morning bells and slicked the cobbles with a treacherous, invisible glaze. It was a season of closing in, of doors shut tight against the draft, of families huddled around fires that burned with the sullen, spitting heat of wet turf. The wind was a constant, prying visitor, testing the slate roofs of Janesboro and the thatched cottages on the outskirts, looking for weakness. I held my breath, waiting to see which of my children would bend under the pressure and which would stand rigid against the frost.
I watched Bardan, my silent chronicler, moving through this frozen landscape with his hands deep in his pockets, his shoulders hunched against the biting air. He walked the lanes not with destination in mind, but with purpose, cataloguing the small shifts in I’s temper. He noted the way the gas lamps flickered weakly in the fog, casting long, wavering shadows that seemed to dance with the ghosts of those who had emigrated. He observed the smoke rising from chimneys, reading the density and colour as a signal of prosperity or poverty—thick, white smoke meant dry wood and a good fire; thin, grey wisps betrayed the burning of rubbish or damp sod. Bardan was my memory keeper, recording the way I braced itself, turning the mundane suffering of winter into a ledger of endurance.
At the old City Home, now St. Camillus’s, a different kind of industry defied the cold. The scaffolding that had clung to the building like a skeleton was finally coming down, revealing the new laundry. I felt the vibration of the carpenters’ final hammers, a rhythmic percussion that cut through the lethargy of the season. Sawdust drifted onto the frost-hardened ground, a pale dusting that looked like snow but smelled of fresh timber and progress. Windows that had rattled for decades were now sealed tight, catching the weak winter sun and throwing shards of light onto the pavement. Inside, the promise of clean sheets and warm water was a revolution in a city used to making do with grey linen and cold taps. I felt the pride of the workmen, the satisfaction of a job finished against the odds, a tangible victory in a season of scarcity.
In the kitchens of the lanes, the war against the cold was fought with quieter weapons. I observed The Flay’s aul’ one moving through her flat with the precision of a quartermaster in a besieged fortress. She counted coins not once, but three times, her lips moving in silent arithmetic as she weighed the cost of margarine against the price of coal. Every decision was a negotiation with survival. She haggled with shopkeepers, her voice low but firm, inspecting labels on tins and sacks as if they might contain secrets. The economy of the house pressed down on her, a physical weight she bore with a straight spine. I felt the tension in her hands as she divided the loaf, the calculation in her eyes as she measured the tea leaves. She was fighting a battle of attrition, holding the line against hunger and cold with a fierce, unyielding domesticity.
The Flay was gone, thousands of miles away in the canyons of New York, but his absence was a presence that filled the lanes. I heard his name whispered in queues and shouted in arguments, his stories recycled and embellished until they became part of I’s mythology. The tale of the pig’s head at Christmas, the time-straddling birth, the grotesque comedy of the "pissing contest"—these narratives hung in the damp air, keeping the cold at bay with the warmth of shared absurdity. Bardan carried these stories in his head, measuring the reality of the frozen streets against the towering legends The Flay had left behind. I missed its jester, its provocateur, but in his place, it had his ghost, a voice that laughed at the misery and turned the grim grey winter into a stage for human folly.
Outside the Labour Exchange, men paced the pavement, their breath pluming in the air like exhaust from stalled engines. They stamped their feet to keep the blood moving, eyes scanning the notices for work that rarely appeared. I felt their frustration, a low-grade fever that burned beneath the surface of I. The Flay’s words about independence being meaningless without bread echoed in the minds of those who remembered him. They watched the river flow past, indifferent and steady, and wondered if the water offered a road out or merely a reflection of their own stasis. I held them in its grip, demanding patience when they had little left to give, asking for endurance when their reserves were already spent.
The Boys, The Divils, navigated this winter with the resilience of small animals adapting to a harsh climate. They moved in a tight pack, shoulders touching, sharing body warmth and whispers. They watched the workmen at St. Camillus’s with wide eyes, learning the language of construction, of building something solid in a world that often felt liquid and unreliable. They saw the Red Cross volunteers moving through the streets in their uniforms, beacons of order in the chaos of the lanes, and understood that help sometimes came from strangers. I watched them absorb these lessons, their young minds mapping the geography of care and neglect, understanding that I was a place where survival was a collaborative act.
Winter in Limerick was an "Inventory" of what remained. It was a counting of heads, of coals, of memories. It was a season that stripped away the softness of autumn and left only the hard, cold facts of existence. I held my people close, pressing them into the shelter of my walls, demanding that they look at the frost and see not just the cold, but the clarity it brought. I was shrinking, tightening, conserving its heat, waiting for the sun to return, but in the meantime, it lived, it breathed, and it remembered.
The inventory of the season continued in the domestic ledgers of the families I sheltered. The Chancer stood outside his own front door, the wood swollen with damp, listening to the heavy, uneven tread of his father inside. The winter had tightened the purse strings, and the spectre of drink haunted the kitchen. The Chancer didn't pace; he checked his pockets. He had three shillings from a delivery job—wet, cold coins that smelled of copper and fear. He needed five for boots. He rehearsed the lie: "Found it, Da. A man dropped it." He pushed the door open. The heat of the room hit him, smelling of stale stout. His father looked up, eyes red-rimmed. The Chancer didn't offer the money immediately; he placed a single, small loaf of bread on the table—a peace offering, a distraction. He watched his father’s hand hesitate over the bread, gauging the mood, waiting for the exact second to mention the boots or to keep the shillings hidden for another day.
I watched him standing before his father, the air in the kitchen thick with the smell of stale stout and damp wool. The Chancer did not shout; he had learned that I does not reward noise, only persistence. He negotiated for fuel, for the price of a pencil, for the dignity of a pair of boots that did not leak. I felt the tension in his jaw, the way he swallowed his pride to secure the basics of survival. The lessons of patience were harshly taught in that kitchen, and The Chancer bore them with a mixture of resentment and determination. He was learning, almost instinctively, how to navigate a world where rules were applied unevenly, where the logic of adults was warped by the cold and the drink. He walked out into my streets with a heavier step, carrying the knowledge that resources were finite and often withheld by the very hands that should have offered them freely.
While The Chancer managed the internal economy of a fracturing home, The Dart stood behind his makeshift counter, the frost on the turnips matching the cold in his eyes. Mrs. Heggerty approached, her shawl thin and her basket empty. She picked up a turnip, weighing it in a hand purple with cold, and met The Dart's gaze. "Put it on the slate, The Dart," she whispered, the shame making her voice thin. "Just until Friday." The Dart didn't look at the ledger; he looked at her shoes, split at the seams, and then at the single, miserable coin she tried to hide in her palm. He calculated the cost—not just of the vegetable, but of the precedent. He took the turnip from her, cut it in half with his knife—a sharp, violent crack in the silence—and handed her the larger piece. "Half price for half," he said, taking the coin. He wasn't just selling food; he was rationing mercy. The market, a microcosm of my own scarcity, amplified the smallest errors, and The Dart met it with a grim, unwavering focus, his breath pluming in the air as he asserted a quiet authority over his small domain.
The Dancer’s crisis was less tangible but no less heavy. He moved through the social currents of the lanes, attempting to maintain a semblance of cohesion among a group that the winter threatened to splinter. I observed him pacing the alleyways, speaking quietly to one boy while signalling another, trying to mediate disputes that flared up over stolen turf or perceived slights. The long nights and the biting cold magnified every grievance; tempers were short, and the patience of the lane was thin. The Dancer’s attempts to create order often faltered against the sheer weight of the season’s misery. I saw the frustration mount in his eyes, the fatigue in his shoulders as he tried to be the peacemaker in a city that seemed at war with itself.
He learned, in those dark evenings, that leadership was not about command but about endurance. He absorbed the complaints of his friends, the anger of neighbours, and the silence of the defeated. He navigated the social misalignment of the season, realizing that his usual humour was sometimes insufficient against the frost. Yet he persisted. I felt his presence in the lanes like a warm current, a refusal to let the connections between houses freeze over completely. He found small victories—a smile restored, a misunderstanding clarified—and cherished them, understanding that in winter, cohesion was as vital as coal.
And through it all, the memory of The Flay acted as a strange, distorted mirror. Though he was thousands of miles away, his stories of the "Zulu Christmas"—dragging a leaking bag of coal through the rain with his face blackened—resonated with a new power. The Boys recalled his tales of the coffin in the pub and the pissing contest not just as entertainment, but as a vocabulary of resilience. I heard them whispering the details in the shelter of doorways, using The Flay’s absurdities to interpret their own hardships. The image of The Flay, blackened by soot and rain, became a symbol of the grotesque endurance required to survive my winters. His stories reminded them that hardship was rarely neat; it was messy, humorous, and terrifying all at once.
I watched Bardan, my chronicler, recording these shifts. He stood on the periphery, notebook in hand, capturing The Chancer’s negotiation, The Dart’s calculation, and The Dancer’s mediation. He saw how the memory of The Flay provided a narrative framework for their suffering, turning the grim reality of the freeze into something that could be told, and therefore mastered. I was a harsh teacher, but it provided the materials for its own mythology. The frost might claim the streets, but the stories claimed the imagination, and in that tension, my children found a way to endure the long, dark wait for spring.
I measured the health of my population not in happiness, but in the rattling breath of the lanes. As the frost deepened, hardening the mud into ruts of iron-grey stone, a new presence rolled through my streets: the Mass Radiography vans. They were heavy, lumbering vehicles painted a clinical white that stood out starkly against the soot-stained brick of the tenements. I felt the vibration of their engines in the soles of the children lining up outside, shivering in their thin coats. This was a different kind of "Inventory"—not of coal or tea, but of lungs and survival. The "White Plague," tuberculosis, had stalked my alleyways for generations, a silent tenant in damp rooms, and now the state had come to count the cost.
I watched Bardan standing near the queue, his notebook hidden but his eyes recording the scene. He noted the terror masked by parental reassurance, the way mothers smoothed down the hair of their sons and daughters before sending them up the metal steps into the van’s interior. It was a lottery of the most desperate kind. To be found "shadowed" was to be sent away to the Preventorium in Cork, to vanish from the lane, perhaps for months, perhaps forever. I felt the collective holding of breath as each child emerged, parents scanning their faces for the slip of paper that meant safety or the letter that meant separation. Bardan chronicled this silent dread, understanding that in my streets, a cough was never just a cough; it was a potential sentence of exile.
The Dancer, ever the mediator of tension, moved through the line of waiting boys with a desperate sort of humour. He cracked jokes about the X-ray machine seeing what they had eaten for breakfast—"nothing but air and opportunity," he quipped—trying to elicit laughter from children whose teeth chattered with cold. I observed him closely; his eyes did not smile. He was scanning the crowd for the tell-tale signs of weakness in his friends, the flushed cheeks or the hollow eyes. He knew, as I knew, that the group could not afford to lose another member. The Chancer was fighting his battles in Liverpool; The Flay was in New York. To lose one of the remaining Laneboys to the "San" would be a fracture the group might not survive. The Dancer used his voice to drown out the fear, weaving a shield of noise against the clinical silence of the vans.
The Dart refused to join the queue until he was forced. To him, the medical inspection was an admission of frailty, and frailty was a luxury a working boy could not afford. I felt his resistance as he stood on the periphery, his arms crossed over his chest, watching the white van with deep suspicion. He had spent the winter proving his strength at the market and the docks, building a reputation for endurance. To stand in line and be measured by a machine felt like a surrender. When he finally stepped forward, urged on by the sharp word of a public health nurse, he moved with a stiff, mechanical pride. He held his breath inside the van not just for the X-ray, but as a challenge to the machine to find a flaw in him. I felt his relief when he stepped back out, a sharp exhalation of steam into the frosty air, his status as the strong arm of the group preserved for another season.
The memory of The Flay filtered through these anxious moments. Even absent, his history with I’s doctors—the removal of tonsils and adenoids to ensure he didn't "grow up an idiot"—became a touchstone. The boys whispered the story of The Flay’s father and the green snot, a grotesque legend of parental desperation and survival that seemed fitting in the shadow of the radiography vans. The Flay had survived the doctors, the damp, and the fever wards of I Home; his survival was a proof that the system could be endured. I heard them retelling the tale of the "Time-Straddling Birth" and the "Pissing Contest," invoking his chaotic spirit to counteract the sterile, frightening order of the health inspectors. The Flay was their saint of survival, his stories the prayers they muttered to keep the white vans from taking them away.
I held them all in that suspended moment of judgment: the chronicler recording the fear, the jester distracting from it, the worker defying it, and the small brothers watching it all with wide, unblinking eyes. The vans eventually moved on, their engines fading into the fog, leaving behind a wake of relief and lingering anxiety. The inventory was taken, the shadows on the lungs counted. Some families went home to celebrate with extra turf on the fire; others went home to pack small suitcases in silence. I absorbed the grief of the departures and the joy of the reprieves, folding them into the long, cold memory of the winter.
The most significant inventory of the winter arrived not in sacks of coal or crates of apples, but in envelopes of thin blue paper that fluttered into the hallway like dry leaves. I felt the shift in gravity the moment the postman delivered them. These letters from New York were not merely correspondence; they were invoices of a life lived elsewhere, detailed accountings of a world that seemed to operate on a different physics than our frozen lanes. I watched The Flay’s aul’ one holding the envelope, her hands—roughened by the scrubbing brush and the cold water of the scullery—trembling as she broke the seal. She handled the paper as if it were spun glass, terrified that a clumsy movement might shatter the voice trapped in the ink.
I gathered the Laneboys into the kitchen to witness the unveiling. The room was a study in scarcity: the turf fire burned with a low, sullen heat; the tea in the pot was weak; the light from the window was grey and meagre. Into this atmosphere of withholding, The Flay’s words spilled with an abundance that was almost shocking. He wrote of New York not as a paradise, but as a cacophony—an inventory of noise, of steam rising from grates, of buildings that scraped the sky and blocked out the sun more effectively than any raincloud. He listed the contents of his boarding house room in Brooklyn with the precision of a quartermaster: the iron bed, the peeling wallpaper, the smell of cabbage boiled by strangers, the babel of languages in the hallway.
The Chancer listened with a rapt, hungry intensity. He sat near the hearth, his own struggles with schoolbooks and shoes momentarily forgotten. I saw him cataloguing the details of The Flay’s new hustles—the way he navigated the subway, the coins he counted from odd jobs, the sheer scale of I’s indifference. For The Chancer, who was learning the hard lessons of negotiation in our own lanes, The Flay’s letters were a manual of advanced strategy. He heard the underlying logic: that survival in New York required the same sharp elbows and quick wit as survival in Limerick, only the stakes were higher and the audience larger. I felt The Chancer’s ambition stirring, feeding on the distance between his frozen reality and The Flay’s electric one.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the damp season, reacted to the humour. The Flay’s letters were laced with the grotesque comedy that had always been his signature—stories of landladies with moustaches, of fellow lodgers who snored like dying trains, of the absurd misunderstandings of American slang. The Dancer laughed, a sound that cracked the heavy silence of the kitchen, but his eyes remained thoughtful. He understood that the humour was a shield, a way for The Flay to inventory his loneliness without naming it. The Dancer saw the performance in the prose, the way The Flay turned his misery into entertainment to spare his mother the weight of his fear. It was a kindness, this performative resilience, and The Dancer, who spent his days smoothing over the rough edges of our own neighbourhood, recognized a master at work.
The Dart sat with his arms crossed, his heavy boots resting near the fender. He did not laugh. He listened to the descriptions of physical labour—the lifting, the carrying, the endless walking—and nodded slowly. He was comparing inventories. He weighed his own frozen shifts at the market, the raw ache in his hands, against the exhaustion The Flay described. He realized that the ocean did not wash away the fundamental truth of their lives: that they were born to labour. I felt a solidarity forming in The Dart, a connection that bypassed the glamour of America and rooted itself in the shared sweat of the working poor. To him, The Flay was not an adventurer; he was a fellow worker on a different shift, fighting the same battle against gravity and want.
Bardan, my chronicler, sat in the corner, his notebook open on his knee. He was not just recording the words; he was recording the silence that followed them. He noted the way The Flay’s aul’ one smoothed the paper on her lap, tracing the handwriting as if she could read the pulse in the ink. He captured the look in the eyes of The Divils —the "small shadows"—who sat by the table, absorbing the myth of the brother they barely remembered, building him out of words and wind. Bardan understood that these letters were the true inventory of the season: they catalogued the love that stretched across the Atlantic, the grief of separation, and the stubborn, unbreakable tether of family. The letters proved that while I might be frozen, its heart was still beating, pumping blood through arteries of ink and paper that spanned thousands of miles.
The inventory was complete, yet the season refused to close its ledger. January and February stretched out like a grey, frozen canvas, a time of "quiet certitude" where I held its breath, waiting for a thaw that felt impossibly distant. I observed the aftermath of the letters from New York settling into the minds of the Laneboys. The initial spark of The Flay’s words—the electric descriptions of Broadway and Brooklyn—had faded into a dull, persistent ache of comparison. The boys looked at my slate roofs and wet cobbles and saw them now not just as home, but as the absence of what The Flay possessed. The letters were folded away in pockets or hidden in drawers, but their content had seeped into the groundwater of the lane, altering the taste of the days. I felt the weight of their longing pressing against my walls, a silent pressure building behind the eyes of those left behind.
I watched Bardan, my chronicler, attempting to balance the books of his own existence. He sat in the cold attic, the breath pluming from his lips as he wrote, trying to capture the texture of a winter that seemed determined to erase everything but the cold. He was recording the "Inventory" of what remained: the silence where The Chancer’s laugh used to be, the empty space where The Flay’s bicycle should have leaned, the tightened belts of families stretching rations further than physics should allow. Bardan understood that I was shrinking, shedding its youth to the boats and trains, leaving behind a husk that had to be filled with memory and observation. He wrote with a fierce, quiet intensity, understanding that if he did not record the way the frost patterned the glass or the way his brothers huddled for warmth, these things would vanish, unmourned and unknown.
The Dart’s winter had become a study in brutal endurance. The market stall was a test of physical limits; I felt the cold seeping into the marrow of his hands as he handled frozen turnips and icy timber. He did not complain. To complain was to admit that the cold had won, and The Dart was not in the business of losing. I observed him standing his ground against the biting wind, his feet stamped rhythmically on the flagstones to keep the blood moving. He had become the physical anchor of the group, the heavy weight that kept them from drifting away on the currents of The Flay’s stories. He looked at the river not with the romantic gaze of a traveller, but with the appraising eye of a worker measuring the tide against the hours of labour left in the day. He knew, with a certainty that required no words that his survival depended on his ability to outlast the season, to stand rigid while the frost tried to crack him.
The Dancer, the weaver of the social web, found his work harder as the weeks dragged on. The cold made people solitary; doors stayed shut, and neighbours spoke quickly, eager to return to their fires. I watched him trying to stitch the fraying edges of the community together, carrying news between houses, offering jokes that were received with tired smiles rather than laughter. He sensed the fragility of the lane’s spirit, the way the "Inventory" of hope was running low. He became a hoarder of small mercies—a piece of coal found on the road, a rumour of work at the factory, a shared cigarette—distributing them where they were needed most. He was learning that in the depths of winter, charisma was less important than reliability, that being there was more valuable than being entertaining.
The "small shadows," The Divils, moved through this frozen landscape with the resilience of creatures born to it. They had no memory of easier times to haunt them; for them, the cold was simply the state of the world. I watched them playing in the lee of the walls, their games smaller, tighter, conserving heat. They mimicked the older boys, adopting The Dart’s stance and The Dancer’s nod, absorbing the lessons of survival through osmosis. They were the inheritors of this lean season, growing up in the spaces left by those who had gone. I felt a fierce protectiveness over them, these small sparks of life in a city of grey stone, knowing that they were being shaped by the frost into something hard and durable.
The health of I remained a precarious balance. The Mass Radiography vans had moved on, but the fear they represented lingered. I heard the coughs echoing in the night, the sound traveling clearly through the damp air. Families monitored each other with anxious eyes, checking for the flush of fever or the pallor of the "white plague." The inventory of lungs and lives was a constant, silent calculation. Bardan noted it all—the empty desks at school, the black diamonds on sleeves, the sudden disappearances of neighbours to the sanatorium. He catalogued the attrition, the slow wearing down of the population by the damp and the dark.
Yet, there was a strange, stubborn beauty in the persistence of the lanes. I felt it in the way the gas lamps reflected on the slick streets, creating pools of gold in the gloom. I felt it in the sound of the choir practicing in the church, their voices rising above the wind, asserting a spiritual warmth against the physical cold. I felt it in the way The Flay’s aul’ one managed the household, her movements a choreography of care that defied the scarcity of her resources. She was the keeper of the hearth, the one who ensured that even when the coal was low, the heart of the house continued to beat. She was the master of the domestic inventory, balancing the tangible deficits against the intangible assets of love and duty.
As February waned, the grip of the frost began, imperceptibly, to loosen. It was not a sudden warmth, but a slight shift in the quality of the light, a softening of the air in the mid-afternoons. The river moved with a little more urgency, the ice along the banks growing thin and brittle. I felt I stirring, a slow awakening from the hibernation of survival. The Laneboys sensed it too. Bardan looked up from his notebook more often, watching the sky. The Dart tested the wind, smelling the rain that would wash away the ice. The Dancer’s step quickened, his jokes finding easier targets.
The inventory was complete. We had counted the costs, measured the losses, and tallied the survivors. I had been stripped back to its bones, revealing the hard, enduring structure beneath. The Flay was gone, The Chancer was gone, but the core remained. The boys who stayed had been tempered by the season, their childhoods filed away like completed ledgers. They stood on the threshold of a new year, not with the naive hope of spring, but with the quiet, unshakable confidence of those who have taken stock of the dark and found they could endure it.
I held them in that final moment of winter silence. I felt their weight on my streets, heavier now, more grounded. They were no longer just boys playing in the lanes; they were the architects of their own survival, ready to build the next chapter on the frozen ground of the past. The wind died down, the river flowed on, and I waited, watching, ready for whatever the thaw would bring.
29. Echo
Spring arrived not with a shout, but with a stubborn, leaking drizzle that seemed intent on washing the very colour from my stones. I felt the season shift not in temperature, but in the texture of the air—a heavy, wet blanket that stifled the chimneys and slicked the cobbles of the lanes. The winter frost had retreated, but it left behind a city waterlogged and weary, my streets turned into ribbons of grey mud and wet slate. The My River Shannon, swollen with months of rain, moved through my heart with a sluggish, dark intent, reflecting a sky that refused to open. In this damp "Echo" of winter, I watched my people move with the hunched shoulders of those who know that warmth is a promise often broken. The sounds of I were muffled—the clatter of boots on wet stone, the low whine of children reluctant to leave dry doorways, the scraping of furniture in houses where families were packing to leave.
I listened to the conversations that drifted from the pubs and the post office queues, a low hum of anxiety and ambition. The Republic was new, and the talk was of the Council of Europe, of treaties and alliances that seemed abstract and distant to the women scrubbing steps in Janesboro. I heard the men arguing over newspapers, debating Fine Gael and Labour, their voices rising and falling with the gusts of wind. They spoke of a world opening up, of America feeling closer, yet in my lanes, the distance remained absolute. The Flay’s aul’ one spoke of these things with a sigh, pouring tea with a hand that trembled slightly, measuring the grand politics of the continent against the price of butter in her larder. To her, and too many I sheltered, the "Council of Europe" was less real than the damp rising in the walls.
Yet, there were new rhythms in my streets. I felt the quiet, purposeful tread of the nurses from the Maternity and Child Welfare Scheme. They moved through the rain like sentinels, their uniforms stark against the grey brick, bringing a regimented care to the chaotic needs of the lanes. I watched them enter houses where infants coughed in the damp, their presence a signal of a changing order. Mothers clutched their children, eyes darting between gratitude and suspicion, unsure of this new intrusion of the state into the privacy of their struggle. The Corporation men, too, walked with heavier steps, clutching folders that contained the arithmetic of survival—food regulations, housing lists, the paper trails of lives lived on the margin.
At St. Camillus’s, the old workhouse that had swallowed so many of my dead, a different sound emerged. The construction was finished. I felt the stillness of the new laundry, the warmth of the pipes, the scent of fresh soap replacing the old, stale odour of despair. For the first time in years, there were empty beds reported. It was a pause, a breath taken in the long history of illness that plagued my streets. I saw mothers walking past the gates with a lighter step, a subtle relaxation in the lines around their eyes. It was not victory, but it was a reprieve. I was exhaling, if only for a moment, before the next wave of struggle began.
In the lanes, the "informal networks" of guardianship tightened. I watched the older men, those who had weathered the wars and the strikes, stepping into the voids left by emigrated fathers. They knocked on doors, checked on the young men living alone, offered advice on wages and public houses in low, rumbling voices. It was a system unwritten but absolute, a web of care spun from necessity. The Divils, small and watchful, absorbed this guidance silently, learning the unspoken rules of my streets by osmosis. They played in the mud, slipping and recovering, their resilience a mirror to I itself—battered, wet, but standing.
The Flay was gone, thousands of miles away in the canyons of New York, but his absence was a noise in itself, an "Echo" that bounced off the wet walls of Roden Lane. I felt the void where his frantic energy used to be, yet he was present in the stories that the remaining boys whispered to one another. He had become a myth, a figure constructed of memory and exaggeration, his life in Limerick transformed into a series of parables about survival and absurdity. I heard them retelling the tale of the "Tire Shoes"—The Flay clomping to school with rubber nailed to his heels, bouncing above the misery of the pavement. Whether it was truth or invention mattered less than the image it conjured: a boy rising above the grime through sheer, ridiculous ingenuity.
The stories grew in the telling, filling the damp evenings with a strange, grotesque warmth. The legend of the "Green Snot," of his father’s desperate, horrifying cure for a blocked nose, was told with shudders and laughter, a testament to the primal, messy love that bound families together in the cold. I listened as they recounted the "Pig’s Head at Christmas," the image of the severed head carried through the lanes like a holy relic of hunger, a story that captured the indignity and the stubborn pride of the poor. The Flay had survived these things—the vomiting after First Communion, the terror of the priests, the crushing weight of charity—and in surviving, he had transmuted them into a kind of dark gold.
Bardan, my chronicler, carried these stories with a different weight. He walked my streets with a notebook hidden from the rain, trying to untangle the man from the myth. He questioned the plausibility of the "Sherry Baptism" of the dead woman, weighing the theatricality of The Flay’s memory against the grim reality of a corpse in a parlour. Yet he understood, as I did, that in Limerick, the truth is often stranger than fiction. He saw The Flay’s life not just as a series of events, but as a map of how to endure. The stories were lessons: how to bend without breaking, how to find humour in the grotesque, how to turn shame into a story that could be told and therefore mastered.
The Flay’s letters, arriving sporadically from across the Atlantic, added fuel to the fire. He wrote of a world that seemed impossible—of noise, of heat, of abundance—yet his voice remained tethered to my streets. He filtered New York through the lens of Limerick, comparing the Hudson to the My River Shannon, the crowds of Broadway to the Sunday Mass throng. I felt the connection stretching thin but holding, a wire transmitting the pulse of the exile back to the heart of I. He was shouting "'Tis" to a foreign sky, but the echo rang here, in the damp alleys where he had first learned to speak.
The Laneboys used these stories as a shield. When the rain was too heavy or the hunger too sharp, they invoked The Flay’s name. "What would The Flay do?" was not a question of morality, but of strategy. He had become the patron saint of the absurd escape. I watched The Divils mimicking his swagger, repeating his jokes, inheriting a legacy of defiance they barely understood. The Flay had left I, but he had inoculated it with his spirit, leaving behind a vocabulary of resilience that the remaining boys used to navigate the spring’s persistent gloom.
While The Flay’s ghost danced in the stories, Bardan sought solid ground in the sanctuaries I offered. I watched him retreat into the Royal Cinema, sweeping the dust of dreams from the aisles, collecting the lost coins of the distracted. The cinema was a cavern of artificial light and resolved narratives, a place where the messy, unresolved plots of the lanes could be forgotten for ninety minutes. Men came in to escape the rain and the silence of their own kitchens, and Bardan watched them, cataloguing their faces in the flicker of the screen. He was learning to read I through its desire for escape, seeing the hunger for stories that ended neatly.
But his true refuge was the Carnegie Free Library. I felt his presence there, surrounded by the smell of dust and old paper, a smell that rivalled the peat smoke of the streets. He wrestled with Dickens and Hardy, with Brontë and Swift, trying to find words that could hold the weight of Limerick. He was looking for a method, a way to observe the suffering and the folly around him with the precision of a novelist. I saw him looking up from the pages, staring out at the rain-streaked windows of Pery Square, making connections between the Victorian slums of London and the lanes of Janesboro. He was realizing that the specific misery of his city was part of a larger, universal grammar of poverty and endurance.
The library was where he reconciled The Flay’s myths with I’s reality. He understood that The Flay’s exaggeration was a form of truth-telling, a way to make the unbearable visible. Bardan began to see his own role not just as a witness, but as a recorder. He noted the way pride masked poverty, how cruelty was woven into the fabric of survival, and how moments of startling humanity bloomed in the most unlikely places. He was building an archive in his head, stacking observations like bricks, preparing to build a narrative that would one day hold I itself.
I watched him walk home from the library, his mind full of words, his eyes sharp. He looked at the familiar landmarks—the Treaty Stone, the Castle, the gritty corners—with a new gaze. He was no longer just a boy living in I; he was a writer observing it. The rain was no longer just weather; it was atmosphere. The hunger was no longer just a sensation; it was a theme. He was turning his life into material, just as The Flay had done, but where The Flay used the spoken word and the dramatic gesture, Bardan used the silent, patient accumulation of detail.
He found parallels everywhere. The "Dog in the Bed" story, the "Crib" incident—these were not just funny anecdotes; they were evidence of a specific kind of life. Bardan catalogued them, placing them alongside the tragedies of TB and emigration. He understood that I was a tapestry woven from both the grotesque and the mundane, and that to tell its story, one had to honour both the tire shoes and the empty beds at St. Camillus’s. He was becoming my voice, the chronicler who would one day speak for the stone and the water.
The remaining Laneboys moved through the spring with their own distinct rhythms, filling the space The Flay had left with new patterns of survival. The Dart had turned his gaze to the river. I watched him spending hours by the quays, his eyes tracking the barges and the currents. He wasn’t just watching the water; he was reading the economic pulse of I. He noted the slack in the ropes, the tension in the men’s shoulders, the way the water displaced around hulls that looked older and more tired with each season. The river told him what the fathers wouldn’t say: that work was scarce, that the flow of goods was slowing, that I was holding its breath. The Dart absorbed this tension, carrying it in his own frame, his silence a mirror to the water’s dark surface.
The Dancer, on the other hand, became the sensor of the domestic sphere. I felt his presence in the kitchens and hallways, listening to the frequencies that others missed. He noticed the thinness of the bread slices, the hushed arguments between parents, the way a cough could stop a conversation dead. He developed a pride in this vigilance, a sense that by noticing the cracks, he could somehow keep the walls from falling. He passed this information to the others in code—a look, a gesture—allowing them to prepare for the minor disasters of eviction or illness before they arrived. The Dancer was the weatherman of the household, forecasting the storms of family life.
The Chancer remained a phantom, present only in the letters that arrived from Liverpool. I watched the boys reading them, huddling together against the wind. His words described a world of hard labour and strange freedom, of docks and pubs and a city that didn't know his name. But his absence was a physical thing in the lanes. I felt the gap where his recklessness used to be, the missing spark that used to ignite their games. His letters were reminders of the "Echo" of emigration, the way I extended itself across the sea, leaving behind holes that could not be filled.
The informal guardianship of the streets continued. I saw the older men watching The Dart and The Dancer, offering a nod or a word of warning. They knew that with The Flay gone and The Chancer away, the dynamic had shifted. These boys were vulnerable in new ways, exposed to the raw mechanics of I without their ringleader. The men stepped in quietly, ensuring that the boundaries were held, that the boys didn't drift too far into trouble. It was a communal parenting, a recognition that in the lanes, no child survived alone.
The Laneboys were learning to navigate a city that was changing. The talk of the Republic, the new schemes, the industrial plans—it all filtered down to them. They adapted, finding new ways to hustle, to play, to endure. They were the inheritors of The Flay’s legacy, but they were shaping it to fit their own needs. I watched them moving through the drizzle, a tighter, quieter unit, bound by the memory of what had been and the necessity of what was.
The economic reality of the spring pressed down hard as the season matured. I felt the weight of the telegrams arriving, the ones that brought news of deaths, inheritances, and the finality of migration. Each yellow envelope was a hammer blow or a lottery win, altering the trajectory of a family in an instant. The boys watched the delivery of these messages with a mixture of curiosity and dread. They knew that a piece of paper could empty a house or fill a table. The "Echo" of the outside world was getting louder, demanding an answer from the lanes.
The debate over protectionism versus trade, argued in the pubs and shops, was not abstract to my people. It was the price of shoes, the availability of coal, and the chance of a job. I heard the mothers scolding children for wasting food, lamenting the tariffs, while fathers stared at their hands, wondering if the new industrial plans would ever reach them. I was suspended between the old ways of survival and the promises of a new era, and the tension vibrated in the wet air.
By the end of the season, the rain had eased slightly, but the lessons of the spring were set. I saw the daffodils drooping in the parks, survivors of the frost, just as my people were survivors of the winter’s austerity. St. Camillus’s was quiet, the laundry humming, and a small engine of progress. The letters from The Flay and The Chancer had been folded away, their words memorized, their presence integrated into the lore of the lane.
I held the boys in my gaze as the evenings lengthened. They were older now, in spirit if not in years. They had learned to read I’s signs—the coughs, the river’s flow, the silence of an empty chair. They understood that survival was a matter of attention, of noticing the small shifts before they became avalanches. The Flay had taught them that, even from across the ocean.
As May turned toward June, I exhaled. The immediate crisis of winter was over, but the long, slow crisis of existence continued. I felt the resilience in the stone, the stubborn life in the mud. The Laneboys stood by the river, throwing stones into the current, watching the ripples spread. They were ready for summer, armed with the stories of the past and the hard-won knowledge of the present. The echo of their lives rang against my walls, a sound of persistence that not even the Atlantic could drown out.













































30. Mirage
Summer settled upon my streets not with the golden promise of the travel posters appearing on O’Connell Street, but with a sticky, insistent weight. I felt the heat pressing against my slate roofs and expanding the iron of the bridges, a humidity that turned the dust of the lanes into a choking powder. The My River Shannon, usually a source of movement and breath, seemed to slow, its surface glazing over with a dull, oily sheen that reflected the high, indifferent sun. In this heavy, stagnant air, I watched my people move with the lethargy of those who know that exertion costs calories they cannot afford to spare. The air smelled of drying mud, of sour milk, and of the faint, sweet rot of garbage that the heat magnified in the narrow alleys.
Into this stifling atmosphere came the surveyors. I felt their tripods digging into my soil, their measuring tapes slicing through the humid air. They were mapping a future of electricity and light, planting poles that rose like stripped trees along the lanes. I observed the children playing around these new wooden sentinels, weaving between the workmen with a confidence I itself did not yet feel. There was talk of “rural electrification,” of a grid that would banish the shadows I had harboured for centuries. The Flay’s aul’ one spoke of it with a mixture of wonder and scepticism, imagining a bulb swinging in a kitchen where the fire had always been the only sun. I held these poles in my earth, foreign bodies promising a modernization that felt like a "Mirage" against the backdrop of crumbling tenements and ration books.
The posters promised rugged coasts and friendly faces, whispering of tourists and dollars, but in the lanes, the reality was starker. I listened to the men outside the Labour Exchange, their shirtsleeves rolled up, jackets slung over railings, waiting for work that the heat seemed to have evaporated. They spoke of the new Republic with a cynicism honed by years of waiting. The Flay had once scoffed that a flag could not fill a stomach, and his words echoed now in the grumbling of fathers who watched the surveyors with suspicious eyes. Progress was coming, they said, but it was coming slowly, marching past the hungry to wire up a future they weren't sure they would inhabit.
The Flay was gone, thousands of miles away in the canyons of New York, but in the heat of the summer, he felt more present than ever. His absence was a vacuum that the remaining boys filled with memory and myth. I heard them retelling the stories, his voice filtering through theirs as they sat on the baking stone of the quays. They spoke of the "Tire Shoes"—the image of The Flay bouncing to school on rubber heels—and in the shimmering heat, the absurdity seemed almost plausible, a necessary invention for a city that ground down shoe leather and spirits alike. The story of the "Pig’s Head at Christmas" circulated again, a grotesque fable of pride and poverty that resonated in kitchens where meat was still a luxury.
I felt the weight of his letters arriving from across the Atlantic. They were read aloud in the dim coolness of Bardan’s kitchen, describing a world of noise and electricity that made my own quiet lanes seem ancient. He wrote of heat that bounced off skyscrapers, of noise that never slept, of a life that was fast and hard. But mostly, he wrote of Limerick. He was looking back at me, distorting me through the lens of his exile, turning the misery he had escaped into a picaresque adventure. I held his memories as he reshaped them, knowing that for the boys left behind, these stories were not just entertainment; they were proof that one could survive I and live to laugh at it.
The Chancer, too, was a phantom in the heat. His absence was a quieter ache, a gap in the geometry of the group. I watched Bardan and The Dart looking at the empty spaces where he should have been—a shadow leaping a fence, a voice negotiating a trade. He was in Liverpool, or so the rumours went, navigating a different river, a different set of docks. I felt the Laneboys measuring themselves against these ghosts, wondering if they were merely the residue left behind when the volatile elements had boiled away. The heat amplified this sense of being leftovers, of waiting in a city that was slowly being drained of its youth by the "slow tide" of emigration.
The Dart anchored himself against this drift by binding himself to the river. I watched him spending long, sweat-drenched hours at the docks, his eyes tracking the barges and the cranes. He was not just watching; he was studying the mechanics of I’s survival. He noted the tension in the ropes, the displacement of water by heavy hulls, and the sweat staining the shirts of the stevedores. The heat made the work brutal, yet The Dart did not look away. He was calculating the weight of the world, understanding that the flow of goods was the only thing keeping I from total stagnation.
I felt the change in him. The winter had hardened him, but the summer was tempering him. He spoke less, his words rationed like water in a drought. When he did speak, it was of practical things—tonnage, tides, wages. He had realized that I did not reward dreamers, only labourers. He watched the men with a fierce empathy, seeing in their bent backs the future that awaited him if he stayed. Yet, he did not run. He stood his ground on the hot quays, a figure of quiet resistance against the pull of the emigrant ships. He was learning that endurance was a form of defiance, a refusal to be washed away by the current.
The Dancer became the sensor of the domestic sphere, the one who read the heat in the kitchens as accurately as a thermometer. I observed him moving between the open doors of the lanes, listening to the cadence of family life spilled out onto the street. He noticed the thinning of the bread slices, the way mothers fanned themselves with aprons to hide their worry, the hushed arguments about bills that floated through open windows. He became the diplomat of the drought, diffusing tension with a joke or a distraction, sensing when a temper was about to snap in the stifling air.
He saw the fragility of the households, the way the heat seemed to fray the edges of patience. He watched the women queuing for the Maternity and Child Welfare Scheme, noting the mixture of exhaustion and gratitude in their posture. He saw the way families waited for the postman, hoping for the letter from England or America that contained the few pounds that would clear a debt. The Dancer carried these observations like a burden, his usual buoyancy weighed down by the collective anxiety of the lane. He understood that I was holding its breath, waiting for a relief that the summer sun refused to grant.
Bardan sought refuge in the cool, dust-mote silence of the Carnegie Free Library, but I followed him inside. He sat with Dickens, trying to lose himself in London fog, but the sound of an argument at the front desk broke his concentration. A man in a dust-coated jacket was pleading with the librarian for a card, his voice rising in frustration. "I have a name, don't I?" the man shouted, slamming a grimy hand on the polished wood. Bardan watched the librarian recoil, not from the man's anger, but from his dirt. In that man’s desperate grip, Bardan saw his father’s hands; in the librarian’s sneer, he saw I’s verdict on them all. Dickens couldn't save that man, and he couldn't save Bardan. He slammed the book shut—a sharp, violent sound in the hush. He didn't just open his notebook; he seized it, writing not to record the scene, but to prove that the man existed, striking the page with his pen as if fighting back the erasure that waited for them all.
He realized that I was living in a state of "Mirage"—suspended between the old misery and a promised, electrified future that had not yet arrived. He watched his friends—The Dart by the river, The Dancer in the lanes—and saw them not just as boys, but as survivors navigating a landscape that was shifting under their feet. He recorded the heat, the smells, the absences, and the stubborn, sweating persistence of life. As August approached, bringing with it the hint of shorter days, I felt Bardan accept his role. He was the witness. The Flay had the stories, The Chancer had the escape, The Dart had the strength, and The Dancer had the heart. But Bardan had the eyes. He would watch the summer fade, just as he had watched the winter end, and he would remember it all.
31. Tether
Spring arrived in Limerick that year not with a sudden burst of light, but with a slow, grey "Tether" of drizzle that bound the sky to the slate roofs of the lanes. I, I, felt the season shift in the texture of the mud that coated the cobbles of Janesboro and the slick, wet sheen on the limestone of O’Connell Street. It was spring 1950, yet the air held the damp memory of winter, a persistent chill that seeped through the woollen coats of the men cycling to work and the shawls of women hurrying to morning Mass. My River Shannon, swollen and muscular from months of rain, moved through my veins with a dark, heavy purpose, carrying the runoff of the Golden Vale and the refuse of I toward the Atlantic. I watched my people move through this liquid landscape with heads bowed, their movements economical and guarded, as if any sudden gesture might invite the rain to fall harder. The sound of I was a wet rhythm: the slap of tires on puddles, the drip of eaves, and the sucking sound of boots pulling free from the softening earth.
I observed Bardan, my silent chronicler, walking the morning streets with his collar turned up against the mist. He moved with the practiced gait of one who knows the geography of puddles by instinct, his eyes scanning the grey horizon not for hope, but for detail. He noted the way the smoke from the chimneys flattened under the low pressure, curling down into the lanes rather than rising, filling the air with the acrid taste of turf and coal. He listened to the murmur of I waking up—the clatter of milk churns, the distant whistle of a train, and the low voices of men debating the new Coalition Government. The political landscape had shifted, Fine Gael and Labour forming an uneasy alliance, and the talk in the queues was of change, though in the lanes, change was viewed with the suspicion reserved for stray dogs. Bardan recorded the tension in the way men held their newspapers, the way women paused in their scrubbing to listen to the wireless, the sense that I was waiting for a verdict that had already been passed but not yet delivered.
From the shipping warehouses of the Liverpool docks, The Chancer wrote of facing the season with a new, terrifying responsibility. He had secured work as a clerk’s assistant, a position that demanded order in a chaotic world. I could almost feel the vibration of his anxiety through the ink as he described moving among the towering stacks of crates and sacks. He called the warehouse a cathedral of dust and shadows, smelling of damp timber and burlap. His crisis, he scrawled, began with a misplaced ledger, a heavy, leather-bound book that contained the arithmetic of the dock’s commerce. I imagined him searching frantically, his usual swagger replaced by a frantic, sweating desperation.
He moved crates that were too heavy for him, his breath coming in short, panicked gasps, terrified of the foreman’s wrath. The ledger was his tether to employment, to dignity, and it had vanished into the maw of the warehouse. I felt his fear as a physical coldness, a knot in the stomach of I, as he realized that in the adult world, a simple error could sever the line between survival and ruin.
While The Chancer hunted for his salvation in the dust, The Dart navigated a different kind of loss in the open air. A friendship with a boy named Finnerty had fractured over a trivial dispute—a stolen apple, a misplaced word—and the silence between them had grown into a chasm. I watched The Dart walking the perimeter of his usual haunts, his shoulders hunched not just against the rain but against the isolation. He kicked at loose stones, his eyes avoiding the corners where he and Finnerty used to play. The quarrel was a small thing, yet in the geometry of boyhood, it was a seismic shift. The Dart felt the absence of his friend as a phantom limb, a dull ache that coloured the grey afternoon with a deeper shade of melancholy. He was learning that pride could be a cold companion, a tether that held him back from reconciliation even as he longed for connection. He moved through the lanes with a solitary defiance, his solitude a mirror to the grey, indifferent sky.
The Dancer, the weaver of the social fabric, moved through the domestic spaces of the lane with his usual quiet attentiveness. The damp spring had brought a resurgence of coughs and fevers, and the interiors of the houses were thick with the smell of camphor and boiled milk. I observed The Dancer noting the signs of strain in the kitchens he visited: the thinning of the butter on the bread, the way mothers snapped at children for minor infractions, the silence of fathers staring into the fire. He was the barometer of the lane’s emotional pressure. He saw the way the new Maternity and Child Welfare Scheme was discussed in hushed tones, a mixture of gratitude and shame. He watched the nurses moving through the rain in their crisp uniforms, alien figures of authority and care, and he gauged the reaction of the families they visited. The Dancer understood that I was a web of fragile connections, held together by shared hardship and unspoken agreements, and he moved carefully so as not to break the threads.
From across the ocean, the tether to The Flay pulled tight. Letters arrived sporadically, bearing the stamps of the United States and the frantic, electric energy of New York. Bardan read them in the quiet of the kitchen, his brothers—Oliver and Eugene—listening with wide eyes. The Flay wrote of a city that scraped the sky, of noise that never ceased, of a life that seemed to operate on a different frequency. Yet, his stories were anchored in Limerick. He recounted the "Dead Grandmother’s Dress" and the "Grey Lump of Fat" with a vividness that made the past feel more real than the damp present. I felt the resonance of his voice in the room, a ghost of the boy who had once cycled these streets with such chaotic energy. He was gone, yet he was still weaving the narrative of the lane, his letters a testament to the fact that you could leave I, but I never left you. The Twins absorbed these tales, their imaginations ignited by the brother they barely remembered, constructing a myth out of ink and paper.
The physical city was changing, too, in small, stubborn increments. At St. Camillus’s, the renovations were finally complete. I felt the heat of the new laundry humming through the pipes, a steady, mechanical pulse that defied the damp chaos outside. The windows were polished, the brickwork pointed, and for the first time in memory, there were empty beds reported in the wards. It was a sign of progress, a loosening of the grip of disease that had choked the lanes for so long. I watched the women walking past the hospital gates, their steps a little lighter, their faces lifted to the rain. It was not a victory parade, but it was a reprieve. I was healing itself, patch by patch, brick by brick, and the Laneboys were witnessing the slow, grinding turn of the wheel toward something that looked, if you squinted through the drizzle, like a future.
The Divils, those small, resilient shadows, played in the puddles that gathered in the ruts of Roden Lane. They were the inheritors of this wet, grey spring. I watched them mimicking the older boys—The Chancer’s swagger, The Dart’s brooding silence, The Dancer’s watchful gaze. They built dams out of mud and sticks, trying to control the flow of the rainwater, learning the physics of I through their hands. They were the next generation of observers, waiting to be shaped by the stone and the rain. I held them in my gaze, feeling their small heartbeats against the pavement, knowing that they too were tethered to this place by bonds that were invisible but unbreakable. The rain continued to fall, a curtain of grey that enclosed I, binding us all together in the shared, wet intimacy of the season.
The warehouse where The Chancer worked was a cavern of dust and shadows, a cathedral of commerce that smelled of wet burlap, raw timber, and the coal smoke that seemed to seep through the very bricks of my walls. I, Limerick, held the building in the curve of the river, feeling the vibrations of the heavy drays rumbling past on the cobblestones outside, while inside, a different kind of pressure built. The foreman, a man whose patience had been eroded by decades of tides and tariffs, ruled this domain with a silence that was more terrifying than any shout. The Chancer moved through this space not with the swagger of the boy who had once claimed Lime Street as his kingdom, but with the frantic, bird-like alertness of a creature that knows it is being hunted. The "Tether" that bound him to this job was frayed and thin—a weekly wage that kept his father’s temper at bay and put bread on a table that had grown increasingly bare.
I watched the crisis unfold with the slow inevitability of a gathering storm. It began with a ledger—a heavy, leather-bound book that contained the arithmetic of I’s trade, the record of every sack of grain and barrel of stout that moved across the quays. The Chancer had been entrusted with its care, a responsibility that sat uneasily on shoulders used to shrugging off consequences. In the chaotic choreography of the morning shift, amidst the shouting of stevedores and the clatter of crane chains, the ledger vanished. I felt The Chancer’s panic as a physical coldness, a sudden drop in temperature that had nothing to do with the damp spring air. He stood by the clerk’s desk, his hands hovering over empty space, his eyes darting to the corners of the room where shadows pooled like ink.
The search that followed was a desperate pantomime of competence. The Chancer moved crates that were far too heavy for his frame, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps that puffed white in the unheated air. He scoured the shelves, checking and re-checking the same stacks of paper, hoping that by sheer force of will he could make the book materialize. I observed the terror in his movements—the jerky, uncoordinated gestures of a boy realizing that the adult world does not forgive mistakes. The foreman paced the loading bay, his boots striking the floorboards with a rhythm that sounded like a countdown. The Chancer knew, as I knew, that to lose the ledger was to lose the job, and to lose the job was to be cast back into the abyss of the idle lanes, a failure in the eyes of a father who measured worth in shillings.
He stopped running. Panic was a luxury he couldn't afford. He forced himself to think, retracing his steps to the back wall where the coal sacks were stacked high. He dropped to his knees, his hands scrabbling in the gloom, no longer looking but feeling for the texture of leather against the rough jute. The book hadn't vanished; it had been swallowed. When his fingers finally brushed the spine wedged deep in a crevice, the relief didn't just traverse his body—it nearly collapsed it. He pulled it free, wiping the coal dust from the cover, and returned it to the desk just as the foreman turned, saving himself by a margin of seconds. But the lesson remained. The Chancer exhaled, and in that breath, I heard the death of a certain kind of boyhood. He understood now that his tether to survival was fragile, dependent on objects and order, and that I would swallow him whole if he let his attention wander for even a second.
While The Chancer learned the terror of responsibility in the dust, The Dart navigated the landscape of isolation in the open air. His "Tether" to the social fabric of the lane had snapped, not with a bang, but with the quiet snap of a bruised ego. A friendship with a boy named Finnerty—a companion of the riverbanks and the rooftops—had dissolved over a stolen apple and a sharp word. I watched The Dart walking the perimeter of his usual haunts, his head down, kicking at the loose stones of the gutter. He moved with a solitary defiance, refusing to look toward the corner where Finnerty stood with others, refusing to acknowledge the gap in his day where a friend used to be. The silence between them was louder than the traffic on O’Connell Street, a heavy, stubborn thing that occupied the space between houses.
I felt The Dart’s loneliness as a dull ache in the geometry of the neighbourhood. He sat on the low wall by the canal, watching the water drift past, his usual physical confidence dampened by the weight of the quarrel. He was discovering that pride is a cold companion in a wet spring. He replayed the argument in his head, the words expanding and distorting until the original cause was lost, replaced by the sheer, immovable fact of the rift. I offered him no distraction; the games of the younger children seemed trivial, the work of the adults too distant. He was suspended in the misery of a broken connection, tethered to a grudge that grew heavier with every hour of silence.
Then, the dynamic shifted, as it always does in my lanes, where vulnerability is the only currency that matters. News drifted through the open doors that Finnerty was ill, struck down by a fever that rose with the damp. I watched the change in The Dart’s posture. The rigid line of his shoulders softened; the defiant set of his jaw slackened into concern. The grudge, so carefully tended, evaporated in the face of a tangible threat. He did not speak of forgiveness or apology; such words were foreign to the vocabulary of the lane. Instead, he acted. I saw him filling a bottle with fresh water from the pump, securing a scrap of blanket from his own bed, and walking with deliberate speed toward Finnerty’s door.
The Dart entered the house, the air thick with the smell of boiled milk and fever. He didn't speak. He walked to the bed where Finnerty lay pale and sweating, and placed the bottle of water and the scrap of blanket on the chair—offerings of a clumsy peace. Finnerty opened his eyes, glassy with heat, and looked at the gifts, then at The Dart. There was a long, heavy pause where the stolen apple still hung between them. Then Finnerty shifted his legs to make room on the mattress. The Dart sat. He didn't say he was sorry; he just poured the water into a cup and held it out. The tether reconnected not with a word, but with the clink of the cup against a tooth. The argument wasn't forgotten; it was simply outweighed. He had looked at the isolation of the adult world and stepped back from it, choosing the messy, complicated solidarity of the lane instead.
Through all this, Bardan, my chronicler, observed from the periphery. He sat in the shelter of a doorway, his notebook open on his knee, shielded from the rain by the overhang of a shopfront. He recorded The Chancer’s panic and The Dart’s pride with equal dispassion, translating their movements into the ink that would preserve them. He saw the way I’s grey light flattened their features, how the damp darkened their clothes, how they were shaped by the pressure of the season. He noted the contrast between their small, intense dramas and the vast, indifferent flow of the My River Shannon. Bardan understood that he was the keeper of the ledger, not of commerce like The Chancer, but of memory. He was tethered to them by the act of witnessing, bound to tell their stories even as they lived them, ensuring that the panic in the warehouse and the quiet mercy in the sickroom were not washed away by the rain.
And from across the ocean, the tether to The Flay pulled tight, vibrating with the energy of a different world. His letters continued to arrive, sporadic and electric, filled with tales that seemed to mock the grey reality of Limerick. He wrote of the "Turgid Dictionary Incident," a story of linguistic confusion and American impatience that made Bardan smile in the dim light of the kitchen. The Flay described a world of noise and speed, yet his letters were anchored in the sensory details of the lane he had left—the smell of the river, the sound of the rain. He was gone, yet he remained the conductor of our imagination, his voice a counterpoint to the silence of the spring. The Twins, Oliver and Eugene, listened to the letters with wide eyes, absorbing the myth of the brother who had escaped gravity, their own small lives expanding in the glow of his words. I held them all—the worker, the friend, the writer, and the exile—bound together in the damp, intricate web of the season.
The Dancer’s navigation of the season was a study in the subtle physics of social cohesion, a desperate and necessary weaving of threads that the damp threatened to rot. I, Limerick, felt his movement through my arteries not as a march of conquest, but as a persistent, rhythmic stitching. He had become the diplomat of the drizzle, the one who moved between the closing doors of the lanes to ensure that the "Tether" of community did not snap under the strain of the relentless grey sky. I observed him pausing at thresholds where the paint was peeling and the wood swollen with rain, his ear tuned to the frequencies of domestic distress that others tried to ignore. He heard the raised voices of fathers frustrated by short wages, the weeping of mothers overwhelmed by the claustrophobia of a single room, and the silence of kitchens where the fire had died too early. The Dancer did not turn away; he leaned in, his presence a small, warm anchor in a sea of rising cold. He carried gossip not as a currency of malice, but as a tool of calibration, letting one neighbour know of another’s struggle so that aid—a cup of sugar, a scuttle of coal—might be offered without the shame of asking.
I watched him navigate the delicate geography of pride and want. He stopped at Mrs. Heggerty’s door, where the silence was heavy enough to crack the lintel—her relief money hadn't come. He didn't offer pity; he leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper: "Mrs. H., the postman’s bicycle has a puncture on William Street; he’s walking the mail in. That’s why the check is late." It was a lie, but it gave her a villain—the bicycle—instead of a failure. Her shoulders dropped an inch. He moved on to the idle men at the corner, not with a nod, but with a question: "Who’s for the match Sunday? I hear the Cork lads are playing in wellingtons." He gave them an argument to have, a tether to action that pulled them out of the stagnant spring damp for five minutes.
I felt the tension in his jaw as he performed these roles, the exhaustion of being the lane’s emotional ballast. He was learning that the weight of other people’s sorrow is heavier than any sack of coal, yet he bore it because he understood that without these connections, the lane was just a collection of cold bricks and desperate people.
The shadow of illness, the old "White Plague," still lingered in the damp corners of I, despite the new government’s promises and the white vans of the mass radiography units. The Dancer was the first to notice the coughs that did not clear, the frames that grew too thin under heavy coats. I saw him watching his friends, scanning their faces for the flush of fever or the pallor of consumption. He monitored the health of the lane with a vigilance that bordered on obsession, a reaction to the emptiness left by those who had already been taken or sent away to the Preventorium. When a neighbour’s child fell ill, it was The Dancer who fetched the water, The Dancer who ran for the doctor, The Dancer who sat on the step outside, a sentinel against the encroaching dark. He was tethering the sick to the living, refusing to let them drift away into the isolation of the infirmary without a fight.
The Divils, Oliver and Eugene, moved through this landscape as small, observant satellites, tethered to the gravity of the older boys. I held them in the palm of my wet streets, feeling the lightness of their steps and the heaviness of their eyes. They were no longer the chaotic toddlers of years past; I had shaped them into watchful creatures who understood the rules of survival before they could articulate them. They shadowed The Dancer, mimicking his pauses and his nods, learning the language of the lane through osmosis. They watched The Dart’s brooding silence and The Chancer’s anxious energy, absorbing the different ways men carried the burden of I. I saw them playing in the run-off of the gutters, building dams of mud and sticks to divert the flow, a childish attempt to control an environment that felt overwhelming. They were learning that I was a force to be negotiated with, not conquered.
The influence of the absent The Flay reached them through the rituals of the household. I watched the brothers listening to the reading of the letters from New York, their faces illuminated by the firelight, eyes wide with the wonder of a world they could barely conceive. The Flay’s stories of the "Turgid Dictionary Incident"—his misunderstanding of a word that led to a chaotic encounter with a librarian—became a legend in their minds. They mouthed the word "turgid" as if it were a magic spell, tasting the strangeness of it, tethering themselves to the intellectual rebellion of the brother they barely remembered. They re-enacted his triumphs and his disasters in their play, turning the puddles of Roden Lane into the avenues of Manhattan, their small bodies acting out the drama of emigration and return. They were the inheritors of the myth, the keepers of the flame that The Flay had lit before he vanished across the ocean.
At St. Camillus’s, the modernization continued its slow, mechanical hum, a counterpoint to the organic decay of the lanes. I felt the vibrations of the new laundry machinery, a rhythmic thumping that sounded like a second heartbeat beneath I’s ribs. The steam rising from the vents was white and clean, a stark contrast to the yellow smoke of the turf fires. I watched Bardan observing this change, his notebook open, recording the collision of the old world and the new. He noted the way the women working in the laundry moved with a new efficiency, their labour organized by the machine rather than the sun. It was a tether to the future, a promise that I was moving forward, however slowly, dragging its history behind it like a heavy cloak. Bardan saw the irony in it—the clean sheets for the sick, the steam for the dying—and he wrote it down, capturing the way progress and tragedy walked hand in hand through my streets.
The arrival of a letter from The Flay was always a seismic event, a sudden tightening of the tether that stretched across the Atlantic. I watched the scene in the kitchen: the silence that fell as the envelope was opened, the rustle of the thin blue paper, the collective intake of breath. The Flay wrote of the "Grey Lump of Fat" he had been served in a boarding house, a description so visceral and grotesque that it made the meagre dinner on the table in Limerick seem like a feast. He wrote of the noise, the heat, the sheer, crushing density of New York, painting a picture of a city that was the inverse of Limerick’s damp silence. Bardan read the words aloud, his voice steady, acting as the medium through which the exile spoke. The brothers listened, The Dancer listened, and The Dart listened. For a moment, the kitchen was not in Limerick; it was suspended over the ocean, held aloft by the power of the story.
The story of the dictionary was the most potent. The Flay described his quest for words, his desire to conquer the language that had so often been used to keep him in his place. He wrote of the humiliation and the triumph of learning, of wielding words like weapons. I felt the resonance of this in Bardan, who caressed his own books with a new reverence, understanding that language was the ultimate tether, the only rope strong enough to pull a boy out of the mud and into the light. The library became a sacred space, a temple where the brothers, too, began to wander, their fingers trailing over spines of books they could not yet read, sensing the power dormant within them. They were learning that I could be escaped not just by boat, but by mind.
The rain continued to fall, a curtain that separated the lane from the rest of the world, but inside the houses, the connections held. The Dancer wove the social fabric, The Dart anchored the physical reality, The Chancer managed the commerce of the warehouse, and the brothers watched it all, preparing for their own turn in the arena. I, I, held them all—the worker, the diplomat, the anxious clerk, the observers, and the exile—binding them together in the wet, grey web of the season. They were tethered to me by stone and blood, by history and hunger, but they were also tethered to each other by a loyalty that was harder than the frost and more enduring than the rain.
The tether that bound I to the exile across the Atlantic tightened with the arrival of a specific letter, an envelope stained with the grime of transit and the grease of a distant city. I, Limerick, felt the arrival of this missive not merely as paper passing through my streets, but as a transmission of energy, a spark jumping the gap between the Hudson and the My River Shannon. Inside the kitchen of the Roden Lane flat, where the damp air clung to the walls like a second skin, Bardan unfolded the pages. The subject was language, specifically the "Turgid Dictionary Incident," a tale that The Flay had crafted from his humiliation and ambition in the New World. He wrote of his quest to understand the words that the wealthy and the educated wielded like weapons, of his encounter with a librarian who looked at his rough clothes and heard his lane accent and judged him unworthy of the lexicon. I felt the resonance of his anger in the room, a vibration that hummed against the silence of the turf fire. The Flay described the word "turgid" with a mixture of reverence and disdain, a symbol of the barriers he was attempting to smash with his own intellect.
I watched Bardan reading the words aloud, his voice steady but his eyes betraying a deep, empathetic hunger. He understood, perhaps better than anyone, that words were the ultimate tether, the only rope strong enough to pull a boy out of the mud and into the light. The kitchen, usually a place of silence and scarcity, was filled with the phantom presence of The Flay, pacing a room in Brooklyn, wrestling with a dictionary as if it were a physical adversary. The brothers, Oliver and Eugene, sat on the floor, their eyes wide, absorbing the story not as a lesson in vocabulary, but as a fable of resistance. To them, the dictionary was a magical object, a book of spells that could transform a telegram boy into something formidable. I felt their small minds expanding, stretching against the confines of the lane, tethered to the idea that mastery of language was a form of armour against the world’s indifference.
Outside the domestic sphere, the physical city was undergoing its own transformation, a slow, grinding shift toward modernization that felt less like progress and more like a heavy, mechanical imposition. At St. Camillus’s, the renovations were finally complete. I felt the new pulse of the laundry deep in my foundations, a rhythmic, steam-driven heartbeat that differed entirely from the organic, irregular pulse of the river. The machinery hummed with a sterile efficiency, sending plumes of white steam into the grey sky, a stark contrast to the yellow, acrid smoke of the turf fires that still choked the lanes. The smell of industrial soap and bleach began to drift over the walls, warring with the ancient scents of river mud and decay. I watched the women working there, their arms red from the heat and the chemicals, moving with the synchronized motions of a machine. It was a tether to a new era, a promise that I was scrubbing itself clean, layer by layer, trying to wash away the stains of the workhouse past.
Bardan observed this industrial awakening with the detached eye of a chronicler. He stood by the gates, noting the way the clean sheets were stacked, white and crisp, a visual refutation of the grime that coated the rest of I. He saw the irony that The Flay would have pointed out loudly: that I could build a palace for laundry while its people still lived in damp, crumbling tenements. I felt Bardan’s mind making the connection, tethering the steam of the laundry to the "turgid" prose of the politicians who claimed credit for it. He recorded the contrast—the gleaming windows of the hospital against the broken slates of the lane—and understood that progress in Limerick was often a veneer, a fresh coat of paint on a structure that was still settling into the bog.
The political landscape, too, was shifting, creating new tensions that vibrated through the queues and the public houses. The Coalition Government was the talk of the men who stood on the corners, their collars turned up against the drizzle. I heard the arguments drifting from the open doors of pubs, voices raised in debate over Fine Gael and Labour, over tariffs and trade. The men spoke of the "Republic" with a mixture of pride and cynicism, testing the weight of the word in their mouths. To the men of the lanes, politics was a distant tether, a rope pulled by hands in Dublin that rarely felt the slack or the strain it caused in Limerick. They argued about the price of butter and the availability of coal, tethering the grand abstractions of statehood to the immediate, biting reality of their own kitchens. Bardan listened to these debates, cataloguing the frustration and the fragile hope, understanding that the true history of I was not written in acts of parliament but in the price of a loaf of bread.
In the midst of this macro-level shifting, the "small shadows"—Oliver and Eugene—continued their own education in the physics of I. I watched them playing in the run-off of the gutters, their games evolving to mimic the new realities they observed. They built dams not just to stop water, but to create "hydro-electric schemes," mimicking the talk they heard about the electrification of the rural areas. They played at being "Coalition Ministers," shouting orders at one another, tethering their play to the adult world they watched with such intensity. They were the inheritors of this transitional city, their instincts sharpened by the damp and the scarcity. I felt a fierce protectiveness over them, these small figures navigating a landscape that was changing beneath their feet, tethered to the older boys by admiration and to I by necessity.
The Dancer, moving through the social currents, sensed the changing atmosphere in the domestic spaces he monitored. The completion of the laundry and the political arguments had filtered into the homes, creating a low-level hum of anxiety and expectation. Mothers worried about the new health schemes, wondering if the "free" care would come with the cost of dignity, a fear tethered to generations of charity that came with judgment. The Dancer absorbed these fears, carrying them as he moved from house to house, a silent courier of the community’s emotional state. He saw the way women smoothed their aprons before opening the door to inspectors, the way they hid the tattered edges of their lives. He understood that I was held together not by laws or machinery, but by the fragile, invisible tethers of pride and mutual assistance.
The arrival of another letter from The Flay, later in the season, brought a description of the "Grey Lump of Fat" served in a Brooklyn boarding house. The visceral, grotesque detail of the meat—wobbling, lukewarm, and utterly unappetizing—struck a chord in the hungry belly of the lane. I felt the collective shudder of the boys as Bardan read the description. It was a tether of shared sensory experience; even across the ocean, The Flay knew how to invoke the specific revulsion of bad food, a language that every boy in Limerick understood fluently. The letter was a reminder that the New World was not paradise; it was just a different kind of struggle, tethered to the same basic needs of hunger and shelter. The story grounded their envy, reminding them that while The Flay had escaped the rain, he had not escaped the indignities of poverty.
As the spring deepened, the drizzle became a permanent curtain, enclosing I in a hermetic seal of grey. I held them all—the chronicler, the worker, the diplomat, the shadows, and the exile—within this damp embrace. The tethers that connected them were invisible but unbreakable, woven from memory, story, and the shared experience of the stone and the river. Bardan stood at the centre of this web, his notebook the loom upon which the threads were gathered. He watched the steam rise from St. Camillus’s, listened to the arguments of the men, and read the letters from New York, binding the disparate elements of the season into a coherent narrative. He was the anchor, the one who ensured that even as I changed, and even as the boys grew or departed, the essential truth of their time in the lanes would remain tethered to the earth, recorded and remembered.
As the spring of 1950 lengthened, stretching its grey, wet days toward the promise of a summer that still felt impossibly distant, the concept of the "Tether" revealed its final and most enduring form. It was not merely the rain that bound the sky to the earth, nor the economic chains that held men to the docks and the warehouses; it was the invisible, indestructible line of ink and memory that connected the Roden Lane flat to the teeming, noisy streets of New York. I, Limerick, felt the vibration of this connection deep in my limestone bones. The Atlantic was vast, a grey and heaving barrier, yet it was traversed instantly by the voice of the exile, captured in letters that arrived like pulses of electricity. The latest missive, detailing the "Grey Lump of Fat," became a sensory anchor, a grotesque Eucharist of shared experience that bound the boys in the kitchen to the brother across the sea.
I watched Bardan holding the letter, the paper thin and worn from transit, and his fingers tracing the loops of The Flay’s handwriting. The description of the meal served in the Brooklyn boarding house—a trembling, gelatinous mass of lukewarm fat masquerading as meat—was read aloud to a room that knew the intimate geography of hunger. I felt the collective shudder of the Laneboys, a visceral reaction that transcended the thousands of miles between them. In that moment, the tether pulled tight. They understood that the glamour of America, the towering skyscrapers and the electric nights, was built upon the same fundamental struggle for sustenance that defined their own lives. The Flay was not living in a paradise; he was surviving in a new, louder jungle. This realization did not diminish him in their eyes; rather, it tethered him closer. He was still one of them, fighting the same battle against indignity, just on a different front.
The "small shadows," Oliver and Eugene, sat at the periphery of this ritual, their eyes wide and unblinking. I observed how they absorbed the story, not as a cautionary tale, but as a legend in real-time. To them, the "Grey Lump of Fat" was as mythical as the "Pissing Contest" or the "Turgid Dictionary." They were tethered to The Flay not by shared memory, for they were too young to remember his presence fully, but by the mythology Bardan was carefully curating. I saw them in the days that followed, re-enacting the scene in the muddy puddles of the lane, using stones as the offending meat and sticks as cutlery, shouting The Flay’s imagined indignation at the wet walls of the alley. They were the new generation of storytellers, inheriting the narrative inheritance of the lane, bound to a brother they knew only as a voice in a letter and a hero in a game.
Outside the domestic sphere, I continued its slow, grinding modernization, a process that felt less like liberation and more like a different kind of binding. The new laundry at St. Camillus’s hummed with a constant, mechanical rhythm, a sound that had become part of I’s heartbeat. I felt the vibration of the machines in the soles of the women who walked past the gates, a reminder that the old, chaotic ways of the workhouse were being replaced by a sterile, industrial order. The tether of the past was fraying, replaced by the tether of the state, of hygiene, of regulation. Bardan recorded this shift with a detached, clinical eye. He noted the way the steam rose in uniform clouds, how the shifts changed with the blowing of a whistle, how the wild, organic suffering of the past was being organized into shifts and schedules. He understood that while the sheets were cleaner, I was losing some of its dark, chaotic soul, tethered now to the ticking of a clock rather than the rising of the sun.
The Dancer, the diplomat of the damp streets, felt the strain of the season’s end in the social fabric he worked so hard to maintain. The long months of rain and confinement had frayed tempers, and the tether of community was stretched thin. I watched him moving between houses, diffusing arguments that flared up over borrowed coal or spilled milk, his voice a soothing murmur against the sharp edges of poverty. He was the weaver, constantly repairing the nets that held the lane together. He sensed the fragility of the peace, the way the damp seemed to rot patience as surely as it rotted wood. Yet, he persisted. I felt his exhaustion as he sat on a doorstep in the twilight, the damp seeping into his trousers, watching the lights flicker on in the windows. He was tethered to these people by a fierce, protective love that he could not name but could not abandon. He knew their secrets, their shames, and their small, hidden nobilities, and that knowledge bound him to the lane more securely than any chain.
The Dart, too, found his connection to I solidified in the mud and stone of the riverbank. His reconciliation with Finnerty had restored his equilibrium, but it had also deepened his understanding of loyalty. I observed them walking together along the quays, shoulders brushing, a silent compact of shared space and shared silence. The Dart looked at the river now not as an escape route, but as a boundary he was tasked with patrolling. He watched the barges, the flow of the water, the shifting of the tides, with the proprietary air of a guardian. He was tethered to the physical reality of Limerick—to the weight of the coal sacks, the friction of the rope, the cold bite of the wind. He had accepted his place in the geometry of I, finding a kind of heavy peace in the knowledge that he was strong enough to bear the load.
The Chancer, in the cavernous warehouse, had learned that the tether of employment was a lifeline that could easily become a noose. The terror of the lost ledger had receded, but the memory of it kept him vigilant. I felt his anxiety in the way he double-checked every tally, the way he organized the crates with obsessive precision. He was no longer the reckless boy of the lanes; he was a worker, bound to the ledger, to the clock, to the foreman’s nod. I had claimed him, harnessed his energy and tethered it to the engine of commerce. Yet, in his eyes, I still saw the spark of the gambler, the calculator of odds. He was playing a longer game now, measuring his labour against the coins in his pocket, tethered to the job only as long as it served his survival.
As May finally broke the back of the long, wet spring, the drizzle eased into a soft, intermittent mist. I exhaled, a breath of damp earth and blooming hawthorn. I held the Laneboys in the palm of my streets, feeling the subtle shift in their weight. They were no longer just boys waiting for the weather to break; they were young men who had weathered the season and found themselves still standing. The tethers that bound them—to each other, to I, to the exile in New York—had not snapped. Instead, they had toughened, cured by the rain and the cold into something leather-hard and durable.
Bardan sat by the window, his notebook open, capturing the fading light. He wrote of the "Grey Lump of Fat," of the steam rising from St. Camillus’s, of the mud drying on The Dart’s boots. He was the keeper of the record, the one who ensured that the tethers remained visible even as time threatened to erode them. He looked at his brothers, playing quietly on the floor, and at The Flay’s aul’ one, dozing by the fire, and he understood that he was the knot in the centre of the web. He was the one who held the story together.
The spring of 1950 ended not with a flourish, but with a quiet, steady resolve. The rain stopped, the clouds lifted slightly, and the river flowed on, dark and strong. I had survived another season of grey, another cycle of departure and endurance. The Laneboys stood on the threshold of summer, tethered to the past by memory and to the future by necessity, ready to face whatever the turning year would bring.
32. Phantom
Summer settled upon my streets not with a shout of joy, but with a heavy, suffocating "Phantom" weight that pressed the breath out of the lanes. I, I, felt the heat rise from the limestone and the slate, trapping the smells of the river, the drying mud, and the sour tang of refuse in a thick, stagnant layer of air. It was summer 1950, and the sun did not sparkle; it glared, bleaching the colour from the shopfronts on William Street and turning the My River Shannon into a sluggish, oily ribbon of metal. The water moved with a lethargy that matched the steps of the men walking home from the factories, their jackets slung over shoulders, collars open to catch a breeze that never came. I watched them navigate the shimmering haze, their movements slowed by a gravity that seemed to have doubled in the humidity. The air was thick with midges and the drone of insects, a low-level static that filled the silence left by those who had emigrated.
Bardan moved through the heat, but he didn't just walk; he hunted for shadow. He pressed himself against the warehouse wall, sucking in his stomach to fit into the twelve inches of shade the eaves provided. The tar bubbled between the cobbles, grabbing at his boots like black gum, but he didn't stop to scrape it off. He watched Mrs. O'Leary in her doorway, fanning herself with a folded Herald. When she dropped the paper in exhaustion, Bardan didn't move to help; he pulled out his notebook and wrote down the way her hand fell, limp and heavy, like a dead bird. He wasn't just conserving energy; he was hoarding the details, feeding on I's lethargy to fuel his own record. Waiting for a storm or a ship or a word that would break the tension. He saw the "Phantom" of the heat distorting the air above the bridges, making the distant figures of people waver like ghosts returning from the past.
The Chancer had become a phantom in his own right. Though he remained within my walls, working the long shifts of the warehouse and the docks, he had receded from the centre of the lane’s life. I felt his presence in the early mornings and late evenings, a shadow moving quickly through the twilight, intent on business that he kept to himself. He was no longer the loud, reckless boy of the "River-Stone Oath"; the warehouse had tamed his noise, if not his spirit. He moved through the summer with a spectral efficiency, appearing to settle debts or mediate disputes among the younger boys, then vanishing back into the work that consumed him. I watched him navigating the edges of his old kingdom, his face set in lines of exhaustion and calculation. He was learning that to survive the adult world, one often had to become invisible, to slip between the gears of I without being crushed.
The Dart anchored himself against the drift of the season by binding himself to the river. I felt the weight of his boots on the quays, the heavy, rhythmic thud of a young man growing into his strength. He worked the docks with a grim determination, his skin darkening under the sun, his hands hardening into tools of survival. The heat made the labour brutal; I felt the sweat soaking his shirt, the strain in his back as he lifted crates and hauled ropes. He did not complain. He had accepted the river as his adversary and his provider. He watched the water with a possessive, almost jealous eye, noting the depth of the barges, the slack of the lines, the way the current fought against the hulls. The Dart was becoming part of I’s infrastructure, a human piling driven deep into the mud, holding steady while others drifted away.
The Dancer, the sensor of the group, tuned himself to the emotional frequency of the lanes. The heat frayed tempers; I heard the snap of arguments through open windows, the crying of children too hot to sleep, the low murmur of anxiety over money and food. The Dancer moved through these domestic storms with a diplomat’s grace. He noticed the thinning of patience in the mothers, the sudden flares of anger in the fathers. He became a carrier of small mercies—a joke to defuse a fight, a shared cigarette, a word of warning about a bad mood approaching. He was the cooling breeze in a stifling room, the one who ensured that the friction of the summer did not spark a fire that would consume the fragile peace of the neighbourhood.
And always, there was the phantom of The Flay. He was gone, thousands of miles away in the canyons of New York, yet his absence was a physical thing, a void that the heat seemed to magnify. His letters arrived like messages from a different planet, describing a world of electric lights, broad avenues, and noise that never ceased. He wrote of "cold meat" that didn't smell of the fire, of buildings that scraped the sky, of a life that was fast and hard and impossibly bright. Bardan read these letters in the dim kitchen, the words painting pictures that shimmered in the heat like mirages. The Flay was the ghost who had escaped, the phantom limb that the Laneboys still felt twitching. His stories of the new world were overlaid on the old streets, a double exposure of memory and imagination that made the reality of Limerick feel both smaller and more precious.
The "informal guardianship" of the lanes tightened in the heat. I watched the older men, the ones too old for the docks but too young for the grave, keeping watch from their doorsteps. They observed the boys who were left behind, the sons of emigrants, the inheritors of empty rooms. They offered a nod, a correction, a silent presence that said, "You are seen." The Divils, the "small shadows," played under this gaze, their games slower, and their voices lower. They were learning the physics of the heat: that you move slowly, you speak softly, and you wait. I was a pressure cooker, and we were all inside it, waiting for the lid to lift.
The heat did not merely persist; it occupied I, turning the narrow arteries of my lanes into kilns where the air grew thick and motionless. I, Limerick, felt the sun baking the moisture from the limestone walls, leaving them dry and brittle to the touch, while the dust of the streets rose in choking clouds with every passing dray. The atmosphere was one of suspension, a "Phantom" season where the usual rhythms of rain and wind were replaced by a shimmering stillness that distorted distance and sound. 
I watched The Chancer moving through this haze, spectral in his own home. He was no longer the loud, brash boy claiming Lime Street; he was a ghost haunting the warehouses. When the foreman stormed the loading bay, looking for a scapegoat for the broken crate, The Chancer didn't argue or run. He simply stepped back into the deep shadow of a pallet stack, his breathing shallow, and his eyes flat and unreflective. He became part of the wood and the dust. The foreman’s gaze swept right over him, landing on a newer, louder boy. The Chancer didn't blink. He had learned that visibility was a liability, and survival meant letting someone else take the fall while you dissolved into the grey. I felt the vibration of his footsteps, lighter now, more hesitant, as he navigated the complex web of debts and small favours that kept his family afloat. He was working, yes, but he was also vanishing, consumed by the need to be everywhere and nowhere simultaneously. He mediated disputes between younger boys with a weary authority, his voice low, his eyes scanning the horizon for the approach of a foreman or a guard. He was a phantom of the boy he had been, hollowed out by the heat and the relentless pressure of adulthood descending too soon.
The Dart, in contrast, became the anchor against which this spectral summer broke. I felt the sheer physical weight of him down at the docks, his boots planting heavily on the timber wharves, his muscles straining against crates that smelled of tar and foreign spices. The river, usually his solace, was now a mirror of blinding light, reflecting the sun with a cruelty that made his eyes ache. Yet he did not look away. He embraced the solidity of labour, the undeniable reality of sweat and soreness, as a counterpoint to the fading presence of The Chancer and the distant echo of The Flay. I watched him wipe his brow with a forearm blackened by coal dust, his chest heaving, and his spirit hardening into something as durable and unyielding as the quay walls themselves. He was not a phantom; he was the earth, the stone, the heavy, sweating reality of I.
The Dancer navigated the emotional landscape of the heatwave with the delicacy of a bomb disposal expert. The stifling air had shortened tempers in the kitchens and crowded rooms of the lanes. I heard the sharp rise of voices through open windows, the slap of a hand on a table, the crying of children too hot to sleep. The Dancer moved through these domestic minefields, sensing the pressure building behind closed doors. He became a ghost of a different sort—a benevolent spirit who appeared with a distraction or a joke just as a quarrel threatened to boil over. He watched the mothers fanning themselves with aprons, the fathers staring silently into empty grates, and he absorbed their frustration, diffusing it with a quiet word or a shared cigarette. He was the cooler breeze that I denied them, a phantom of relief in a season of oppression.
And then there were the letters, the physical manifestations of the phantom who had escaped. The Flay’s missives arrived from New York, carrying descriptions of a world so alien it seemed to belong to a different dimension. He wrote of "cold meat"—ham and beef served on ice, glistening and pink—a concept that baffled the boys in the lanes, who knew meat only as something boiled grey or roasted to leather. The idea of food that was cold by design, eaten in a city of electric lights and towering glass, struck them as a fairy tale. I watched Bardan reading these letters in the dim light of the kitchen, the words conjuring images of a neon-lit paradise that made the grey, dusty reality of Limerick feel even more faded. The Flay was the phantom limb of the group, an ache that throbbed with every description of abundance, reminding them of the hunger and the heat they could not escape.
The "small shadows," Oliver and Eugene, played in the dust with a lethargy imposed by the sun. They built their own phantom cities out of pebbles and twigs, mimicking the structures they saw rising around them—the electricity poles that were slowly stitching the countryside into the modern world. I watched them tracing the lines of shadows on the pavement, learning that even the sun moves with a predictable rhythm. They were the inheritors of this heat, the next generation waiting to see if they, too, would become ghosts in their own city or anchors like The Dart. They watched The Chancer pass without a word, sensing his distance, and they watched The Dart work, sensing his weight. In their silence, they were recording the summer, laying down the first layers of a memory that would one day define who they were.
The modernization of I proceeded with a slow, grinding indifference to the season. I felt the surveyors’ stakes driven into my dry soil, marking the paths for new cables and pipes. The rural electrification scheme was a promise of light, but in the blinding glare of July, it felt abstract, a future that belonged to people who did not sweat in woollen trousers or count pennies for milk. The poles rose like stripped trees, casting thin, hard shadows across the lanes. Bardan observed them with a cynical eye, noting how the new technology seemed to bypass the places where it was needed most, a phantom progress that hovered above I but rarely touched the ground where the boys stood.
I held them all in this suspended state—the worker, the ghost, the diplomat, the observer, and the children. The heat pressed them into a single, flat tableau, a moment in time where movement felt impossible and escape was only a story written on thin blue paper. The Chancer’s elusive presence, The Dart’s heavy labour, The Dancer’s social weaving, and The Flay’s distant voice were the threads of a tapestry that was slowly unravelling in the sun. They were waiting for the break in the weather, for the rain that would wash the ghosts away and return I to its familiar, wet reality. But the sun held on, a relentless, unblinking eye that saw everything and forgave nothing.
The Dart anchored himself against the drift of the season by binding himself to the river, becoming a creature of gravity in a city that seemed dangerously close to floating away in the heat haze. I, Limerick, felt the sheer physical weight of him down at the docks, his boots planting heavily on the timber wharves, his muscles straining against crates that smelled of tar, foreign spices, and the wet, rot-sweet scent of the estuary. The river, usually his solace, was now a mirror of blinding light, reflecting the sun with a cruelty that made eyes ache and skin blister. Yet he did not look away. He embraced the solidity of labour, the undeniable reality of sweat and soreness, as a counterpoint to the fading presence of The Chancer and the distant, ink-and-paper echo of The Flay. I watched him wipe his brow with a forearm blackened by coal dust, his chest heaving, and his spirit hardening into something as durable and unyielding as the quay walls themselves. He was not a "Phantom"; he was the earth, the stone, the heavy, sweating reality of I that refused to vanish.
The work at the docks was a brutal education in physics and hierarchy. I felt the vibration of the cranes transferring through the soles of his feet, the groan of heavy ropes under tension, the slap of water against the hulls of barges that sat low and heavy in the current. The Dart moved among the men—the stevedores and the casual labourers—with a silence that was both respectful and protective. He had learned that in the crushing heat, words were a waste of breath better saved for lifting. He observed the older men, those with backs bent permanently by the loads they had carried for decades, and he saw his potential future written in their posture. Instead of recoiling, he leaned into it. He mimicked their economy of motion, learning how to leverage a crate so that the wood took the weight rather than the spine, how to tie a knot that would hold against the tide but release with a flick of the wrist.
I observed the "informal guardianship" of the waterfront tightening around him. The older men, who usually regarded boys with a mixture of suspicion and indifference, began to watch The Dart with a different kind of eye. They saw a boy who did not shirk, who did not complain about the heat or the splinters, who did not chase the phantom dreams of emigration that distracted so many others. They offered him no praise—praise was a currency too soft for the docks—but they offered him space. A nod from a foreman, a space cleared on a bench during a break, a warning grunt when a cable was about to snap; these were the accolades of the river. I felt The Dart absorb these small acceptances, his confidence growing not from vanity but from the grim satisfaction of utility. He was becoming part of I’s infrastructure, a human piling driven deep into the mud, holding steady while the rest of the world seemed to drift on currents of speculation and departure.
The heat transformed the geography of the docks into a landscape of sensory intensity. The smell of creosote and drying seaweed became overwhelming in the stagnant air. The iron bollards radiated heat hot enough to burn a hand, and the shadows cast by the cranes were sharp and black, offering the only respite from the glare. The Dart navigated this terrain with a focus that excluded everything else. He did not look up at the planes passing overhead, tracing lines to America or London; he looked down at his hands, at the rope, at the gap between the ship and the shore. He was learning the lesson that I, I, teach those who stay: that the horizon is a "Phantom," a trick of the light, and that the only thing that matters is the ground beneath your feet and the weight in your arms.
While The Chancer moved through I like a ghost, avoiding eye contact and obligation, The Dart sought the friction of contact. He volunteered for the heavy lifts, the dirty jobs inside the holds where the air was thick with dust and heat. I felt the strain in his ligaments, the burn in his lungs, and through it, and a strange kind of peace. In the exhaustion of the body, the mind could not chase the phantoms of what might have been. He did not have to think about The Flay in New York or the emptiness of the lane; he only had to think about the next crate, the next step, the next breath. It was a meditation of muscle and bone, a way of anchoring himself in the present moment so completely that the past and future ceased to exist.
Yet, even here, the "Phantom" of the changing world intruded. Surveyors with their tripods and measuring tapes appeared at the edges of the docks, pointing at the old warehouses, sketching plans for a modernization that felt abstract and distant to the men sweating in the holds. The Dart watched them with a suspicion he had inherited from the older workers. These men in clean shirts spoke of efficiency, of electricity, of new roads and deeper channels. To The Dart, they looked like ghosts from a future that had not yet arrived, measuring a city they did not understand. He saw them looking through him, not at him, treating the labourers as obstacles to be managed rather than men to be respected. I felt his resentment, a low-grade heat that matched the temperature of the air. He gripped his shovel tighter, driving it into the coal with a force that was a silent assertion of his own reality against their paper plans.
The river itself seemed to conspire with the heat to test him. The water level dropped, exposing mudflats that stank of ancient decay and trapped debris. The current became sluggish, thick with oil and refuse. The Dart watched the water with a possessive, almost jealous eye. He knew its moods better than he knew the moods of his own family. He knew that the river could be generous, bringing ships and work, but that it could also be a thief, stealing time, strength, and sometimes life. He had seen the memorials to drowned men, the flowers wilting on the quay walls, and he understood that the river was the ultimate reality of Limerick, the vein that fed us and the drain that bled us. By binding himself to it, he was accepting a covenant of risk and reward that few of his age could comprehend.
In the evenings, when the whistle blew and the men drifted away from the river like smoke, The Dart walked home with a slow, heavy gait. He carried the smell of the docks with him into the lane—salt, sweat, tar, and coal—a perfume of labour that marked him apart from the boys who still played at being men. I watched him wash at the scullery tap, the water turning black as it rinsed away the day’s accumulation. He looked at his hands, raw and thickened, and saw not disfigurement but definition. He was no longer just a boy from the lanes; he was a worker, a part of the engine that kept I moving. The "Phantom" nature of the summer, with its shimmering heat and elusive promises, could not touch him when he was this grounded. He had found a way to be solid in a world that was melting, to be heavy in a season of light.
I held him in my gaze as he sat on the doorstep, too tired to join the games of the younger children, too alert to sleep. He watched the twilight settle over the rooftops, the sky turning a bruised purple, and he thought of The Chancer, slipping through the shadows, and The Flay, shouting at the skyscrapers. He did not envy them. He pitied them, perhaps, for being untethered. He pressed his heels against the stone step, feeling the stored warmth of the sun, and knew that he belonged here, in the grit and the heat and the heaviness. He was the anchor. And in a city of ghosts and phantoms, the anchor is the only thing that keeps the world from drifting away entirely.
I observed The Dancer navigating the domestic landscape of the heatwave, where the stifling air had turned tenement rooms into pressure cookers. He stopped outside the O’Malley’s door, hearing the crash of a plate and the rising shout of a father pushed too far by the heat. The Dancer didn't shrink away; he stepped into the open doorway, holding a jug of water he didn't need. "Mrs. O'Malley," he called out, his voice cutting through the tension like a cool breeze, "The pump's gone dry again, but I saved you a drop before the riot starts." The shouting stopped. The father blinked, confused by the sudden intrusion of a mundane crisis. The Dancer handed over the jug, not looking at the broken china, diffusing the violence with a lie about water that saved them from the truth of their anger. He had become the diplomat of the drought, a boy who understood that in a city pressing down on its citizens, a moment of levity was as valuable as a cool breeze.
I watched him pause at thresholds, his ear tuned to the specific pitch of a household in distress. He knew which families were waiting for letters from England that might contain money, and which were hiding from the rent collector. He carried this map of anxiety in his head, navigating the lanes not just physically but emotionally. In the suffocating stillness of the afternoon, when the tar melted in the streets and the dogs lay panting in the shade, The Dancer was the only thing moving with a sense of social purpose. He checked on the elderly who sat motionless in their chairs, ensuring they had water; he mediated squabbles between children whose tempers had frayed in the humidity. He was wearing a web of small mercies, a phantom structure of care that held the neighbourhood together when the mortar of patience was crumbling.
In contrast to The Dancer’s deep engagement, The Chancer moved through I as a study in evasion. If The Dart was the anchor the weaver, The Chancer had become the "Phantom" of the lanes, a figure who was present yet impossible to pin down. I felt his footsteps on the pavement, light and quick, always moving away from the centre of attention. He worked, yes—I saw him at the warehouse, lifting and stacking with a grim efficiency—but the moment his shift ended, he vanished into the margins. He avoided the groups on the corners, the public gatherings where questions might be asked about his future or his plans. He had learned that visibility invited scrutiny, and scrutiny in Limerick usually led to obligation or judgment.
I observed him slipping through the back alleys of Irishtown, his eyes scanning the environment not for connection, but for escape routes. He was like a fox in an urban hedgerow, surviving by wit and speed, taking the path of least resistance. He carried a phantom burden of potential—the cleverness that The Flay had always praised—but he kept it hidden, wrapped tight against his chest like stolen goods. He watched the older men, the ones broken by years of labour and drink, and I felt his determination to avoid their fate radiating off him like heat. He would not be trapped. He would remain fluid, elusive, a ghost in his own city until he could find a way to manifest a different life. His silence was not emptiness; it was a strategy, a way of hoarding his energy for a break that he hoped would come, though he could not yet say from where.
I itself was undergoing a transformation that felt equally spectral. The rural electrification scheme, spoken of in newspapers and council meetings, had begun to encroach upon the edges of I. I felt the wooden poles being driven into my earth, rising like stripped, dead trees against the skyline. They stood in stark contrast to the ancient stone of the castles and the crumbling brick of the lanes—markers of a future that had not yet arrived. The wires were not yet strung, the current not yet flowing, but the poles themselves cast long, thin shadows across the streets, phantoms of the modernity that was promised. The Twins, Oliver and Eugene, played around these wooden sentinels, treating them as totems of a strange new religion. They touched the rough wood, looking up at the crossbeams, imagining the hum of power that The Flay had written about, trying to conceive of a light that did not flicker with the wind.
And it was The Flay’s letters that gave shape to this phantom future. Another missive arrived, the paper thin and worn from its journey across the Atlantic, carrying the scent of a world that seemed to operate on entirely different laws of physics. Bardan read it in the dim light of the kitchen, the words painting pictures that shimmered in the heat. The Flay wrote of "electric iceboxes," of machines that hummed in the corner of kitchens, keeping food cold even when the pavement outside could fry an egg. He described "cold meat"—ham and beef served chilled, sweating beads of moisture, eaten not out of necessity but preference. The concept was alien to the Laneboys, for whom cold was an enemy to be fought with fire and wool, not a luxury to be manufactured.
I felt the collective imagination of the room stretch to accommodate this image. A world where you could choose to be cold, where ice was a servant rather than a master—it was a phantom reality, a dream sent from a place that might as well have been the moon. The Flay described the neon lights of Broadway, turning night into a garish, electric day, banishing the shadows that we in Limerick knew so well. He wrote of the noise, a constant roar that never slept, a sharp contrast to the heavy, suffocating silence of our summer afternoons. These letters were not just news; they were hauntings, visitations from a life that The Flay was living on behalf of them all. He was the scout, sending back reports from the future, and his words made the grey reality of the lanes feel both smaller and more precious.
Bardan recorded these details with a mix of wonder and scepticism. He looked at the unlit poles on the street and then at the letter describing a city of light, measuring the distance between the promise and the reality. He saw how the idea of America acted as a phantom limb for the boys, an extension of their world that they could feel but not touch. It gave them a vocabulary for what they lacked, a way to name the hunger that wasn't just for food, but for sensation, for ease, for a life where the elements were not constantly trying to wear you down.
As the sun began to dip, painting the My River Shannon in bruised purples and golds, the heat did not break but merely settled heavier into the stone. I watched the boys disperse, each carrying the weight of the day’s heat and the day’s stories. The Dancer returned to his vigilance, The Chancer to his evasion, The Dart to his rest, and the Twins to their dreams of electric poles. I held them all, a container for their sweating, striving bodies, while the phantom of The Flay’s voice whispered of ice and light, a ghostly counterpoint to the sweltering, solid reality of the limestone walls.
The sun began its slow, reluctant descent behind the slate roofs of I, but the heat remained, a stubborn tenant refusing to vacate the premises. I, Limerick, held the warmth in my limestone walls and my cobbled arteries, radiating it back out into the twilight as a reminder of the "Phantom" weight that had pressed down upon us for months. The My River Shannon, usually a source of cool respite, moved with a heavy, oily sluggishness, reflecting a sky that bruised from violent orange to a deep, suffocating purple. In this suspended hour, the distinction between the solid world and the spectral one seemed to thin. The electricity poles, standing stark and wire-less against the deepening dusk, looked like ancient totems waiting for a magic that had not yet arrived. They cast long, thin shadows that stretched across the lanes, dissecting the familiar geography of play and labour with lines of a future that still felt imaginary.
I watched Bardan, my chronicler, sitting on the low wall near the lock gates, his notebook open but his pen still. He was observing the transition of the light, the way the "Phantom" heat haze that had distorted the horizon all day was finally settling into a clarity of evening. He was the keeper of the ledger, the one who understood that this summer was not defined by events so much as by a pervasive atmosphere of waiting. He looked at the wooden poles and saw them not as infrastructure, but as question marks planted in the earth. He thought of The Flay’s letters—of the descriptions of Broadway burning with artificial light, of ice that never melted, of a city that banished the night—and he measured that electric dream against the gas-lit reality of his own street. To Bardan, the modernization of Limerick felt like a ghost story told in reverse: a haunting by a future that was promising to arrive but had not yet manifested.
The "small shadows," Oliver and Eugene, had finally succumbed to the lethargy of the hour. I felt their small bodies sitting on the front steps, the dust of the lane coating their bare legs. They had spent the day building phantom cities in the dirt, mimicking the surveyors and the workmen, trying to construct a world they could control. Now, as the light failed, they watched the older boys with wide, tired eyes. They were the silent witnesses to the changing guard, absorbing the tension between The Dart’s heavy presence and The Chancer’s elusive movements. They sensed, without having the words to name it, that the lane was a stage where the actors were slowly exiting, leaving them to inherit the scripts and the scenery. I held them in the cooling air, knowing that their memories of this summer would be composed of heat, dust, and the vague, unsettling sense that the real action was happening somewhere far away, across an ocean they had never seen.
The Dart sat near the water, his boots heavy with the day’s dust, his shoulders slumped. The river, his adversary and his partner, lapped quietly against the stone. He did not look at it; he looked at his hands, the calluses visible even in the dim light. He was the anchor, the one who had chosen—or had been chosen by—gravity. While The Flay flew in his letters and The Chancer drifted like smoke, The Dart had dug himself into the mud of the bank. I felt the weight of his resignation, a heavy, solid thing that anchored the group against the pull of the tide. He had learned that summer was not a holiday but a different kind of endurance test, one where the enemy was not the cold but the relentless, exposing light. He was solid, real, and undeniably present, a counterweight to the phantoms that danced in the minds of the others.
The Dancer, the weaver of the social web, moved through the twilight with a slower gait. The heat had exhausted even his reserves of diplomacy. I watched him pause at the corner, listening to the sounds of the lane settling down: the scrape of a chair, the murmur of a rosary, the coughing of a man in a downstairs room. He was checking the knots, ensuring the net of the community was still holding. He knew which families were arguing over the heat-spoiled milk, which mothers were weeping quietly over letters from England, which fathers were staring into empty grates. He carried this knowledge with a quiet dignity, a boy acting as the guardian of a fragile peace. He was the sensor, the nerve ending of the lane, feeling the pain and the relief of I before it was spoken aloud.
And always, the phantom of The Flay persisted. The letter describing the "electric icebox" and the "cold meat" had been folded away, but its images lingered in the humid air. The idea of cold as a luxury, as something to be manufactured and enjoyed, was a ghost that haunted the warm kitchens of Roden Lane. The Flay was the boy who had slipped the knot, who had turned himself into a story being told from a distance. I felt the vibration of his voice in the memory of the lane, a frequency that agitated the stillness. He was the proof that the "Phantom" world—the world of neon and noise and ice—actually existed. His absence was a hole in the heat, a cool draft that chilled the boys even as they sweated.
The Chancer emerged from the shadows of the alley for a brief moment, his figure indistinct in the gloom. He moved like a fox, quick and silent, skirting the edges of the light cast by the single gas lamp. He did not join the others; he watched them. He was the ghost who had stayed, the boy who had learned to vanish while remaining in plain sight. I felt his gaze, sharp and calculating, assessing the mood, the risks, and the opportunities of the night. He was the embodiment of the summer’s elusive nature—present, yet impossible to hold. He nodded once to The Dart, a silent acknowledgment of their shared territory, and then slipped back into the darkness, a phantom reclaiming his haunt.
As the true night finally descended, wrapping I in a blanket of relief, I felt the season turning. The heat had not broken, but it had paused. The "Phantom" summer, with its mirages of electricity and its ghosts of absent friends, was settling into the archives of I’s stone. The poles stood silent, the river flowed dark, and the boys remained, suspended between the solid ground of Limerick and the electric dreams of New York. I held them all—the anchor, the weaver, the ghost, the chronicler, and the shadows—in the palm of my streets, waiting for the wind that would eventually come to blow the phantoms away and bring the rain.
33. Occupation
The season turned with the violence of a coup. Summer was not merely displaced; it was exiled by a western gale that slammed against I gates, establishing a regime of leaden grey. The wind scoured the memory of the sun from the streets, and the rain arrived not as weather, but as an occupying force determined to reclaim the stone. The rain was not a weather event; it was a physical weight, turning my cobblestones into slick, treacherous mirrors and transforming the lanes into narrow tributaries of the My River Shannon. I felt the damp infiltrating the mortar of my walls and the bones of my people, a sensation of urban incarceration where the horizon shrank to the end of the street and the sky pressed down like a wet wool blanket.
I watched Bardan moving through this occupied territory, his coat collar turned up against the biting damp. He walked with the hunched, efficient gait of one who knows that lingering is a luxury the season does not afford. He noted the way the gas lamps flared weakly in the early twilight, casting long, wavering reflections on the wet slate roofs. He observed the men leaning against doorframes, their coughs rattling in the heavy air, and the women moving with heads bowed, counting pennies in their minds while the rain drummed a relentless rhythm on their shawls. The Republic had come into being—the flags had been unfurled, the proclamations read—but I felt the economic reality pressing in with a heavier hand than any political freedom could lift. Jobs were scarce, the wages were thin, and the emigrant ships kept their decks full, draining I of its youth while I remained, hollowed out and wet.
The memory of The Flay was an insurgent force in this season of gloom. Though he was thousands of miles away in New York, his voice seemed to echo off the wet walls of Roden Lane. I heard Bardan recalling the stories, the "Lore" that The Flay had left behind like a cache of weapons against the despair of the damp. The tale of the "Time-Straddling Birth," of the "Knee-Trembler," and the "Pint on Eugene’s Coffin"—these narratives did not fade with distance; they grew sharper, more vivid, as if the rain polished them. I felt Bardan weighing the incredulity of the tales against the grim reality of the street, realizing that The Flay’s genius lay in his refusal to let the misery be merely miserable. He had turned the grotesque into the comic, and even now, his ghost laughed in the alleyways, a shadow of defiance threading through the autumn mist.
At St. Camillus’s, the old City Home, the occupation of the weather was met with a different kind of resistance. Scaffolding clung to the old brick walls like a skeleton, a structure of timber and steel rising against the grey sky. The new laundry was nearly finished. I felt the vibration of the machinery, a promise of clean sheets and warm water that seemed almost miraculous in a city of mud and coal dust. Mothers leaned from tenement windows to watch the workmen, their hands clutching small coins and ration tickets, their eyes fixed on the progress of the construction. It was a season of survival, of holding on, but in the hum of that laundry, there was a faint, mechanical pulse of hope—a signal that even under the heavy hand of the rain, I was trying to scrub itself clean.
I observed the "informal networks" of the lanes tightening against the cold. The smell of burning peat mingled with the wet iron of the scaffolding, a scent that defined the season. Bardan watched the labourers and the clerks, the surveyors marking fields for the new industrial ambitions of the IDA. He noted the contrast between the grand plans on paper and the shivering reality of the men digging in the mud. He saw I suspended between the old poverty and a promised future, held in place by the tension of the season. The "Occupation" of the rain was absolute, but so was the stubborn endurance of those who lived under it, moving through the deluge with a resilience that was as hard and grey as the stone itself.
Inside the walls of the Roden Lane flat, the "Occupation" of the season manifested not as a storm, but as a siege of silence and damp wool. I, Limerick, held the domestic space in my gaze, watching Docker and Bull move through the kitchen with the heavy, deliberate rhythm of men who had learned to weather uncertainty without the waste of unnecessary words. The fire in the grate was a sullen thing, hissing where the rain had found its way down the chimney, fighting a losing battle against the chill that radiated from the flagstones. Docker sat with his hands resting on his knees, his posture a study in endurance, the lines of his face deepened by the shadows of the flickering turf. He did not speak of the pain in his back or the scarcity of the work at the docks; instead, he inhabited the room with a stoic presence that anchored the household against the wind rattling the sash windows. I felt the weight of his silence, a physical thing that filled the spaces between the furniture, a silence born not of emptiness but of a profound, weary resolve to keep the walls standing for another night.
Bull, seated opposite, was a different kind of anchor, his presence vibrating with the news of the streets that he carried in but rarely voiced in full. He watched the smoke curl from his pipe, his eyes tracking the drafts that snaked under the door, bringing with them the smell of the wet lanes. I observed the way he unfolded a newspaper, the pages damp and soft, reading the accounts of the Republic and the world beyond with a scepticism honed by decades of broken promises. He represented the memory of I, the part of me that remembered the treaties and the sieges of the past, and he measured the current hardships against those historical shadows. When he did speak, it was in low, rumbling tones about the families who had left that week, listing names of emigrants like a litany of saints, acknowledging the hollowing out of the neighbourhood as a fact of nature, inevitable as the rain. I felt the vibration of his voice in the floorboards, a solemn accompaniment to the percussion of the weather outside.
The Dart had taken the lesson of the season out into the wet, greyscale world of the river and the docks. I watched him standing on the quays, a solitary figure against the backdrop of the swollen My River Shannon. He was no longer the boy who raced through the lanes for the sheer joy of motion; the "Occupation" of adulthood had begun to settle on his shoulders. He watched the barges struggling against the current, noting the strain of the ropes and the way the water churned brown and angry around the hulls. He was reading the economic pulse of I in the cargo, calculating the coal and the timber against the needs he knew existed in every kitchen he passed. I felt the cold seeping into his boots, the damp clinging to his coat, yet he did not move. He stood as a witness to the commerce that kept I breathing, however faintly, understanding that his own survival was tied to these rhythms of arrival and departure. His gaze was possessive, almost jealous, as if by watching the river closely enough he could force it to yield up a living.
The Dancer, in contrast, navigated the social currents of the lanes with a frantic, necessary energy, trying to stitch together a community that the rain and emigration threatened to unravel. I observed him moving between the open doorways, ducking his head against the squalls, carrying small parcels of news or borrowed sugar between houses. He had become the sensor of the neighbourhood’s morale, the one who noticed when a mother’s eyes were too red or a father’s step too unsteady. The dampness seemed to muffle the usual sounds of the lane—the arguments, the songs, the shouting—leaving a void that The Dancer tried to fill with his presence. He cracked jokes that were swallowed by the fog, his laughter a bright, fragile sound against the heavy grey backdrop. I felt his exhaustion, the toll of trying to be the spark in a city of wet tinder, but he persisted, driven by an instinct that told him silence was the precursor to disappearance. He was fighting the "Occupation" of despair with the only weapon he had: connection.
The absence of The Flay was a tangible hollow in the room, a missing note in the chord of the group, but his mythology was beginning to wear thin. I heard the Laneboys huddled in the lee of a wall, retelling the stories of the "Dead Grandmother’s Dress" and the "Piccadilly Tart," but the laughter was forced, a reverence reserved for the dead rather than the living. The Dancer tried to spin the "Coal Man in the Crib" into warmth, but The Dart didn't smile; he stared at the dying fire, realizing that a story about coal doesn't heat a room. I felt the boys trying to use these stories as a shield, but the damp was finally getting through. If The Flay could endure the "Time-Straddling Birth," that was fine for him—he was in New York. We were still here. The stories weren't lifting the weight anymore; they were adding to it, proving that the only person who had truly outwitted I was the one who had left it.
The Divils, the Twins, sat on the floor near Docker’s feet, absorbing this atmosphere with the wide-eyed intensity of the very young. They were the inheritors of this season, growing up in a city that felt like a "hostile takeover" by the elements. I watched them playing with scraps of wood and coal, building miniature cities on the hearthrug, mimicking the structures of the adult world. They listened to Bull’s list of the departed and to the retelling of The Flay’s myths, their minds weaving the two together into a single fabric of history. To them, the rain was not an event but a condition of existence, and the absence of food or heat was simply the rules of the game. I felt a fierce protectiveness over them, these small sparks of life in a room dim with smoke and worry, knowing that they were being shaped by the damp and the stories into something hard and durable, like the limestone of my own walls.
Outside, I continued its slow, grinding adjustments to the season. The gas lamps flared and sputtered in the wind, casting long, wavering shadows that danced on the wet pavement like ghosts of the emigrated. I felt the vibration of the last trams rattling toward the depot, their metal wheels screeching against the tracks, a sound of friction and resistance. The shops on William Street shuttered early, their owners defeated by the lack of footfall and the penetrating cold. I held the streets in a tight embrace, contracting around the few souls who dared to be out, channelling the wind down the arteries of the lanes. The "Occupation" was total; there was no escaping the weather or the economic reality it mirrored.
Yet, in the quiet of the kitchen, Bardan sat with his notebook, the chronicler recording the siege. I watched his hand move across the paper, capturing the silence of Docker, the rumble of Bull, the restlessness of The Dart, and the frantic cheer of The Dancer. He was writing down the texture of the damp, the smell of the wool, the exact shade of grey in the sky. He understood, as I did, that this season of waiting and enduring was not an interlude but the substance of I itself. He was preserving the "Occupation" in ink, ensuring that the specific quality of this misery—and the stubborn, quiet love that survived within it—would not be washed away by the relentless rain. The ledger was being kept, the inventory taken, and in the act of recording, I found a way to speak back to the silence.
The machinery of I ground on, indifferent to the weather’s siege. At St. Camillus’s, the "Occupation" took a new, mechanical form. The renovations were complete, and the laundry was fully operational. I felt the thrum of the new engines vibrating through the bedrock of the hill, a steady, rhythmic pulse that competed with the beat of the rain. Steam vented from the high pipes, billowing white clouds that mingled with the grey fog, creating a microclimate of artificial warmth and chemical cleanliness. I watched the women who worked there, their arms red from the heat and the lye, moving with the synchronized efficiency of pistons. They were scrubbing I’s linens, boiling away the pestilence and the poverty in great vats of scalding water. It was a violent kind of care, a modernization that felt less like relief and more like a different kind of servitude to the machine. Bardan stood near the gates, notebook in hand, recording the contrast between the pristine white sheets billowing in the drying rooms and the mud-spattered clothes of the children watching from the railings. He noted the irony—that I could build a temple to hygiene while its citizens still shivered in damp wool—and he filed it away, another entry in the ledger of contradictions.
Inside the Royal Cinema, a different kind of machinery offered escape. I held this building in my centre like a glowing ember, a place where the "hostile takeover" of the autumn could be briefly forgotten. Bardan worked the aisles, his broom sweeping away the debris of the night’s dreams—ticket stubs, sweet wrappers, the dust of a thousand shoes. The darkness of the auditorium was a sanctuary, a velvet-lined pocket where the rain could not reach. I watched him pause as the projector whirred to life, sending a beam of light cutting through the smoke-filled air, projecting giants onto the screen. For a few hours, the men of Limerick could be cowboys on a sun-drenched plain or gangsters in a dry, electric city. Bardan observed them in the flickering light, their faces slack with wonder, their worries suspended in the dark. He understood that the cinema was not just entertainment; it was a necessary anaesthetic, a way to endure the occupation of the rain by temporarily defecting to a world of light.
Yet, outside the cinema’s doors, the reality of the season waited with the patience of a creditor. The memory of The Flay’s stories acted as a counter-narrative to the Hollywood gloss. I heard the Laneboys whispering the tale of the "Pint on Eugene’s Coffin," a story so grotesque and quintessentially Limerick that it seemed to rise from the very cobbles. They recounted how The Flay’s father, in a fit of grief and thirst, had rested his stout on the small white box of his dead child in a pub. The image was stark, horrifying, and hilarious in its bleak absurdity. It was a story that acknowledged the proximity of death and drink, the way tragedy and farce danced together in the lanes. By retelling it, the boys inoculated themselves against the gloom. They laughed not because it was funny in a conventional sense, but because it was true to the logic of their world. It was a refusal to be crushed by the "Occupation" of sorrow, a way of asserting that even in the darkest moments, the absurd human spirit persisted.
The Dart, moving through the wet streets with his burden of firewood or coal, embodied the physical resistance to the season. I felt the strain in his muscles as he navigated the slick inclines of I, his boots fighting for purchase on stones that had turned to glass. He had no time for the cinema or the philosophy of the laundry; his war was with gravity and friction. I watched him pause to adjust his load, wiping rain from his eyes with a rough sleeve, his breath pluming in the cold air. He had become a master of the micro-terrain, knowing which gutter overflowed, which slate was loose, which corner offered a momentary shield from the wind. His knowledge was tactile, written in the calluses of his hands and the ache of his shoulders. He was I’s endurance made flesh, a silent testament to the fact that the "Occupation" could be weathered, provided one kept moving and never let the load slip.
The Dancer, the weaver of the social web, found his task complicated by the weather. The rain drove people indoors, behind closed shutters and thick doors, fracturing the community he tried so hard to bind. I observed him darting between houses, a sodden messenger of goodwill, trying to keep the lines of communication open. He carried news of the sick, rumours of work, and the small jokes that kept despair at bay. He was fighting a guerrilla war against isolation, using humour as his weapon. When he told the story of the "Zulu Christmas"—The Flay’s blackened face and the leaking coal bag—he performed it with a manic energy, trying to ignite a spark of warmth in cold kitchens. I felt the desperation in his cheer, the fear that if the laughter died, the silence of the rain would take over completely. He was stitching the lane together with wet thread, refusing to let the damp rot the bonds between neighbours.
The Twins, those small shadows, observed all of this with the wide, unblinking eyes of inheritors. They watched the steam rise from St. Camillus’s, the light spill from the Royal, and the struggle of The Dart in the lanes. To them, this "hostile takeover" was simply the state of the world. They played games that mimicked the season—building dams in the gutters, floating stick-boats down the swollen drains, acting out the funerals and the pub scenes from The Flay’s stories. I felt a fierce, protective ache for them. They were growing up in a city under siege by the elements and the economy, learning to navigate a landscape of scarcity before they even knew what abundance looked like. They were the next generation of survivors, their characters being forged in the damp kiln of the autumn.
Bardan, sweeping the last of the dust from the Royal, paused to look out at the rain-slicked street. He saw the reflection of the neon sign distorted in the puddles, a broken promise of glamour. He thought of The Flay in New York, where the buildings scraped the sky and the rain perhaps fell differently. He realized that The Flay had escaped the geography of Limerick, but he had taken its geology with him—the hard, sedimentary layers of memory and story. Bardan’s role was to remain, to be the chronicler of the "Occupation," to record the way the light hit the wet stone and the way the people bent but did not break. He tucked his notebook into his pocket, buttoned his coat, and stepped out into the deluge, merging with I he observed, another figure in the long, grey procession of the season.
The streets themselves told a story of transition, a narrative written in the clatter of trams along the quays and the hollow echo of boots in wet alleyways. I, Limerick, listened to the faint chatter from houses where radios played the news of a republic still young and finding its feet, a sound that competed with the relentless drumming of the rain. Industrial ambition stirred in small, determined pockets, an "Occupation" of a different sort than the weather. I felt the presence of the Industrial Development Authority agents, men who walked with the brisk, clipped gait of those who believe that measurement can tame chaos. They moved through my outskirts and my ancient centre, surveyors marking fields and derelict lots with a visible intent, their tripods standing like strange, thin birds in the mist. I observed office clerks hurrying along the riverside, folders clutched to their chests to protect papers from the damp, their eyes fixed on a horizon that promised factories and quotas. Every detail was a quiet testament to a progress that existed awkwardly alongside the deep, entrenched poverty and the haemorrhage of emigration.
I watched Bardan observing these surveyors from the shelter of a shop awning. He noted the way they ignored the mud that coated their shoes, their focus entirely on the geometry of the future. To Bardan, and to I I embodied, this new order felt abstract, a layer of bureaucracy placed over the raw, beating heart of the lanes. It was a contrast that The Flay would have seized upon with savage wit. The memory of The Flay’s stories acted as a counter-narrative to this dry, administrative hope. The Laneboys, huddled against the cold near the Potato Market, whispered the tale of the "Pint on Eugene’s Coffin," a story so grotesque and quintessentially of my streets that it seemed to rise like steam from the very cobbles. They recounted how The Flay’s father, in a fit of grief and thirst, had rested his pint of stout on the small white box of his dead child in a pub, a moment where the sacred and the profane collided with a dull thud.
The image was stark, horrifying, and hilarious in its bleak absurdity, a perfect antidote to the sterile promises of the surveyors. It was a story that acknowledged the proximity of death and drink, the way tragedy and farce danced together in the lanes without apology. I felt the boys using this story not just as entertainment, but as a lens to view the world. If a man could drink a pint off his son’s coffin, then surely I could endure the rain, the tuberculosis, and the new officials with their measuring tapes. By retelling it, they inoculated themselves against the gloom. They laughed not because it was funny in a conventional sense, but because it was true to the logic of their world—a logic where survival required a stomach strong enough to digest the unbearable. It was a refusal to be crushed by the "Occupation" of sorrow, a way of asserting that even in the darkest moments, the absurd human spirit persisted.
Even in the Carnegie Free Library, where the smell of dust and paper became Bardan’s refuge from the wet wool scent of the streets, I felt him carrying The Flay’s stories like a talisman. He sat at the heavy wooden tables, the silence of the room amplified by the scratching of pens and the turning of pages. He reread passages from Dickens and Hardy, seeking echoes of his own life in the Victorian squalor, but it was The Flay’s voice that truly informed his understanding of human absurdity, cruelty, and endurance. I watched his eyes move over the text, but his mind was replaying the "Lore" of the lanes. He remembered how The Flay had told of Finn the horse, torn apart by the planks in a chaotic accident that was both horrific and mesmerizing, or the tale of the coal float and the rotting legs of men, stories that turned physical suffering into a mythology of the streets.
These narratives were not merely anecdotes; they were lessons in resilience, in how to survive without illusion, how to bear witness to cruelty without losing the capacity to see the absurd and the comic in life. Bardan compared the "dogs stuck together" at Woolworth’s—a public spectacle of mating that The Flay had narrated with breathless, scandalous glee—to the grand romances he read in books, finding the former more honest, more indicative of the messy reality of living. He understood that while the surveyors outside measured the land in feet and inches, The Flay had measured I in moments of shock and recognition. I felt Bardan’s ambition solidifying in that quiet room: to be the one who recorded the dogs and the coffins, the mud and the surveyors, to catch I’s breath on paper before it exhaled and moved on.
Outside the library, the "small shadows"—Oliver and Eugene—were trying to make sense of the changing city in their own way. I watched them in the muddy patch behind the flats, their small bodies wrapped in layers of oversized clothes that made them look like miniature, soft statues. They had seen the new officials, the men with the tripods and the serious faces, and they had seen the way their mother navigated the new rules of the dispensary and the ration book. They mimicked the seriousness of the adults, playing a game they called "Surveyor." I observed them measuring puddles with sticks, shouting orders at imaginary workmen, their voices high and thin against the wind. "Move that water!" Eugene would shout, pointing a twig with the authority of a Corporation man. "This lane is condemned!" Oliver would reply, marking a line in the mud with his heel.
It was a game, yes, but it was also a rehearsal. They were learning the language of the new order, the bureaucracy of the Republic that was slowly, grindingly replacing the old, organic chaos of the lanes. I chronicled their play with a mixture of tenderness and sorrow, seeing in it the future of I—a future built on paper and measurement, on scaffolds and structures, rising slowly out of the mud of the past. They were internalizing the idea that the world could be ordered, measured, and controlled, a concept that was alien to the older generation who lived by the whims of tide and charity. I felt a fierce protectiveness over them as they stamped their feet in the cold mud, acting out the roles of the men who held power over their lives, trying to seize a fragment of that power for themselves.
The Dancer, moving through the rain-slicked streets on his rounds of social maintenance, observed the Twins with a knowing smile. He saw the absurdity in their game, but also the necessity of it. He paused to correct Oliver’s stance, showing him how a real foreman stood—hands on hips, chest out, chin high—adding a layer of theatricality to their play that was pure The Flay. The Dancer understood that even bureaucracy was a performance, a role to be played to get what you needed. He carried this wisdom into the kitchens he visited, using it to charm an extra spoon of sugar from a neighbour or to defuse a tension between rival gossips. He was the diplomat of the damp season, stitching the community together with the thread of shared observation and gentle mockery.
The Dart, meanwhile, remained anchored to the physical reality of the docks. The industrial ambition that Bardan read about and the Twins mimicked was, to The Dart, a matter of weight and friction. I watched him wrestle with crates that seemed heavier in the damp air, his breath pluming in the cold. He had no time for the abstract measurements of the surveyors; his world was measured in tons of coal and feet of timber. Yet, even he felt the shift. The foremen were more exacting, the schedules tighter. The "Occupation" of efficiency was pressing down on the labourer, demanding more for the same coin. The Dart met this with a stoic resistance, a refusal to be broken by the machine, his endurance a silent protest against the turning of men into gears.
As the afternoon light began to fail, surrendering to the premature twilight of late autumn, I seemed to contract around these disparate elements. The library lights glowed yellow through the rain; the surveyors packed away their instruments, leaving behind their stakes in the ground; the Twins were called in from the mud, their game suspended. I held them all in my gaze—the reader, the workers, the players, and the ghosts of those who had left. The stories of The Flay, the "Pint on the Coffin," the "Dogs," the "Coal," swirled through the damp air, mingling with the talk of industrial zones and health acts. It was a season of overlay, the old city of chaotic survival sitting uneasily beneath the new city of planned progress. Bardan closed his book, the sound sharp in the quiet library, and prepared to step back out into the rain, ready to witness the collision of these worlds, knowing that he was the vessel in which they would be mixed and preserved.
By the final days of November, the "Occupation" of the season had become a settled regime, a tyranny of damp and grey that I no longer fought but simply endured. I, Limerick, felt the shift from the active assault of the autumn gales to the heavy, static oppression of the early winter chill. The streets were no longer just wet; they were cured in the damp, the limestone walls sweating a cold condensation that mimicked the tears of the statues in the churches. The light died early in the afternoons, retreating behind a wall of slate-coloured clouds that seemed to scrape the chimney tops, leaving the lanes in a premature twilight that smelled of coal dust, wet wool, and the river’s sour breath. The gas lamps flickered to life not as beacons, but as small, defiant eyes staring back into the encroaching dark, illuminating the slick skin of the streets where the Laneboys moved with the economy of soldiers behind enemy lines.
I watched Bardan retreat into the sanctuary of the Royal Cinema, where the air was thick with the scent of stale tobacco and the dusty warmth of the projection booth. His work there was a ritual of the "Occupation," a sweeping away of the day's debris to prepare for the night's illusions. I felt the rhythm of his broom against the worn carpets, a swishing percussion that played counterpoint to the rain drumming on the roof. He moved through the empty aisles, collecting the discarded ticket stubs, the sweet wrappers, and the occasional lost coin that glinted like buried treasure in the gloom. To Bardan, the cinema was a neutral ground, a place where the harsh laws of the lane were suspended in favour of the flickering narratives of Hollywood. He observed the patrons as they filtered out, their faces slack with the residual glow of the screen, momentarily forgetting the wet walk home. He catalogued their expressions, seeing the hunger for escape that was as sharp and biting as the hunger for bread.
Outside, the reality of I asserted itself with renewed vigour. The memory of The Flay’s stories acted as a kind of psychological contraband, smuggled through the damp streets to keep spirits warm. The tale of the "Pint on Eugene’s Coffin" circulated in the lanes, whispered by men huddled in doorways and boys sheltering under the arches of the bridges. The image of the father resting his stout on the small white box of his dead child was grotesque, yes, but it possessed a dark, undeniable logic that resonated with the season. It was a story about the stubbornness of life in the presence of death, about the insistence on small comforts even when the world had collapsed. I heard the laughter that followed the telling—a sharp, barking sound that had no joy in it, but plenty of defiance. It was the sound of I refusing to be scandalized by its own misery, a refusal that The Flay had mastered long before he took his stories across the Atlantic.
The Dart’s resistance to the "Occupation" was physical, a war of attrition fought on the quays and in the coal yards. I watched him wrestling with the wet sacks, his hands raw and red, his breath pluming in the cold air like the exhaust of an engine running on empty. He had ceased to look for the horizon; his world had narrowed to the immediate radius of his labour—the next step, the next load, the next coin. The river, swollen and brown, moved past him with a heavy, muscular indifference, and he matched it, sullenness for sullenness. He had become part of I’s infrastructure, as hard and unyielding as the bollards he tied the barges to. I felt the weight of his exhaustion pressing into the mud, a heaviness that anchored him to the earth even as his mind likely drifted to the letters from Liverpool, to The Chancer’s descriptions of a different river, a different struggle.
The Dancer’s war was one of diplomacy and distraction. He moved through the occupied territory of the lanes like a courier, carrying news and jokes instead of contraband. I observed him stopping at windows, tapping on glass to make a baby smile, or leaning into a doorway to offer a piece of gossip that might distract a mother from the emptiness of the larder. He was fighting the silence that the rain imposed, the isolation that drove people into their dark corners. He spun The Flay’s old yarns—the "Zulu Christmas," the "Snot Cure"—with a frantic energy, trying to ignite a spark in the damp tinder of the neighbourhood. I felt his desperation, the fear that if the talking stopped, I would simply slide into the river and be washed away. He was the weaver, stitching the fraying edges of the community together with threads of memory and noise.
The Twins, those small shadows, had fully adapted to the regime of the season. They played in the puddles with a serious intensity, their games mimicking the structures of authority they saw around them. I watched those building dams of mud and sticks, redirecting the flow of the gutter water, acting as miniature engineers in a city that seemed to be dissolving. They played "Surveyor" and "Corporation Man," shouting orders at imaginary workmen, measuring the depth of the misery with sticks. They had internalized the "Occupation"; to them, the rain and the scarcity were not interruptions of normal life, but the very texture of existence. I held them in my gaze with a mixture of pity and pride, seeing in their resilience the future of I—harder, wetter, but unbreakable.
At St. Camillus’s, the machinery of the new laundry hummed with a steady, industrial rhythm that defied the weather. I felt the vibrations of the engines through the ground, a mechanical heartbeat that competed with the organic pulse of the river. The steam venting from the pipes mingled with the fog, creating a microclimate of artificial warmth that hung over the hospital walls. It was a sign of the new order, the modernization that was slowly, grindingly taking hold. The "Occupation" of the old poverty was being challenged by the "Occupation" of the new bureaucracy—hygiene, schedules, lists, and regulations. Bardan noted this shift in his ledger, recording the collision of the chaotic past with the ordered future, seeing how I was being reshaped not by grand gestures, but by the relentless application of steam and soap.
As November bled into December, I seemed to pause, suspended between the memory of autumn and the certainty of winter. The rain eased into a fine, freezing mist that coated everything in a delicate, treacherous glaze. The "Occupation" was complete; the season had won. Yet, in the surrender, there was a strange peace. I felt I settling down, huddling together for warmth. The fires in the grates burned a little lower, the voices in the lanes dropped a decibel, and the river flowed on, dark and silent. The Laneboys—The Dart by the water, The Dancer in the lanes, the Twins in the mud, and Bardan in the cinema—stood as sentinels of this quietude. They were the survivors of the hostile takeover, the partisans of the wet streets.
The memory of The Flay acted as a final tether. His letters, reading like dispatches from a free world, were folded into pockets and hidden in drawers, their words memorized and repeated like prayers. He was the proof that the "Occupation" was not total, that there was an escape route, a way to turn the misery into a story and walk away from it. I felt I holding onto him, even as it let him go, using his legend to keep the cold at bay. He was the ghost in the machine, the spark in the damp, the laughter in the dark.
The chapter of the autumn closed not with a bang, but with the scratch of a pen. Bardan sat in the flickering light of the cinema booth, writing down the final observations of the season. He recorded the smell of the wet wool, the sound of the coughing men, and the shine of the slick cobbles. He wrote it all down, capturing the "Occupation" in ink, ensuring that I’s endurance would not be forgotten. The rain tapped against the glass, a final applause for the performance of survival. I waited, wet and enduring, ready for the frost that would seal the year.
34. Archive
The rain did not merely fall upon my streets that winter; it possessed them. I, I of Limerick, felt the deluge as a relentless, heavy curtain that turned the sky into a bruised expanse of purple and charcoal, pressing down upon the slate roofs of the lanes until the timber beams groaned under the weight of the damp. It was late 1950, bleeding into the New Year, and the weather had stripped away the last pretences of autumn’s grace, leaving behind a raw, naked cold that sought out the marrow of every living thing within my walls. The My River Shannon, swollen and muscular, churned past the quays with a violence that whispered of the Atlantic, its surface slick with oil and the debris of a season that refused to end. I watched the water rise against the stone steps, lapping at the foundations of the warehouses, a dark mirror reflecting a city that had learned to endure by folding inward. The smell was everywhere—a pervasive, cloying mixture of wet wool, ancient limestone, the sour tang of coal smoke that could not escape the heavy air, and the underlying, rot-sweet scent of river mud that had breached the banks.
In this atmosphere of liquid twilight, I observed Bardan walking the perimeter of his world. He moved along the slick pavement of the quays, his coat collar turned up against the wind, a solitary figure navigating the archive of his own memory. He was no longer just a boy looking for mischief; he had become a curator of I’s ghosts. I felt the weight of the notebook in his pocket, a small, dry anchor in a world of water. He walked not to reach a destination, but to measure the distance between the present silence and the chaotic noise of the past. He was thinking of The Flay. Even across the ocean, in the canyons of New York, The Flay’s presence was a vibration in the air, a persistent echo that bounced off the wet walls of Roden Lane. Bardan was remembering the early days, the era of the telegrams, when The Flay had scurried through these same streets like a rat with a purpose, learning the geography of desperation and delivery.
The memory was so vivid I felt it replaying in the stones. The image of The Flay, younger then, balancing the bicycle against the gale, his hands red and stiff as he clutched the messages that could ruin or save a household. Winter had always been the sharpest teacher. I recalled the way the snow—rare but brutal when it came—would pack into the cracks of the cobbles, turning the lanes into treacherous plains of white and grey. The Flay had learned to read the ice, to anticipate the slip before it happened, to navigate the frozen muck with a dancer’s grace born of terror and necessity. He had carried the weight of I’s secrets in his pouch, stepping over puddles thick with sewage, his eyes darting to the windows where mothers waited with bated breath. Bardan replayed these scenes as he walked, his boots squelching in the mud, understanding now that those days had been a crucible. The Flay had emerged from them not just hardened, but attuned, a boy who listened to I’s breathing—the cough behind a door, the creak of a shutter—and knew what it meant.
And from New York, the letters arrived like dispatches from a different dimension. Bardan read them in the quiet of the kitchen, by the light of a turf fire that hissed against the damp. The Flay wrote of a small gas heater in a flat that smelled of strange food and foreign dust, describing a cold that was honest and sharp, unlike the creeping, damp malice of Limerick. Yet, his letters were filled with us. He was looking back, reconstructing I in his mind, polishing the absurdities and the tragedies until they shone like gems. He recounted the tire shoes, the snot cure, the pig’s head—stories that Bardan knew by heart but read again as if they were scripture. It was a strange communion: the boy who stayed and the boy who left, both inhabiting a city that existed now only in the archive of their shared history. I felt the tension of it, the way the past overlay the present, turning the wet streets into a stage where ghosts played out their dramas on a loop.
The silence of the season was heavy, but it was not empty. It was filled with the waiting of families, the unspoken calculations of fuel and food. I watched the women of the lanes moving through the mist, their heads bowed, shawls pulled tight. They were the keepers of the domestic archive, the ones who knew exactly how many grains of tea were left, and how many sods of turf could be spared for the night. Their resilience was not loud; it was a quiet, rhythmic persistence, like the dripping of water from the eaves. Bardan observed them with a new respect, seeing in their bent backs the same endurance that The Flay had turned into legend. He realized that I’s true history was not written in the ledgers of the Corporation or the sermons of the priests, but in the small, repetitive acts of survival performed in cold kitchens and damp alleyways.
As the wind howled through the chimney pots, sounding like the voices of the emigrated crying out to be remembered, Bardan stopped at the corner of the lane. He looked up at the darkened windows of the houses where they had once played, where The Chancer had plotted had joked. The emptiness was palpable, a physical void. The Chancer was in Liverpool, navigating a different river, a different set of docks; The Flay was in Brooklyn, dodging traffic and ambition. Only The Dart remained, anchored by necessity and temperament. The group had fractured, scattered by the winds of adulthood and economics, yet I held them together in its memory. I held them. I remembered the sound of their boots running in unison, the conspiracy of their whispers, and the heat of their small fires. Now, in the dead of winter, those memories were the only warmth available, and Bardan gathered them close, shivering not from the cold, but from the realization that the chapter was closing, and he was the one left to write the end.
The arrival of letters from New York was less a correspondence and more an excavation, a digging up of the "Archive" that The Flay had carried with him across the Atlantic. I, I, watched Bardan smooth out the thin, blue airmail paper on the kitchen table, the surface rough with crumbs and the grain of the wood. The handwriting was cramped, frantic, as if the ink itself were trying to outrun the cold that The Flay described in his Brooklyn room. He wrote of the "Turgid Dictionary Incident," a memory that vibrated with the peculiar frequency of humiliation and triumph that defined his youth. He described the library in Limerick, the damp wool smell of the reading room, and the librarian who had guarded the books like a dragon guarding gold. The Flay had sought the word "turgid" to describe his own prose, only to be cast out for his presumption, for his poverty, for the audacity of a lane boy reaching for the language of the high-born. I felt Bardan absorb this story, the memory of it settling over the room like a layer of fine dust. It was a testament to the idea that words were weapons, tools of escape that had to be stolen if they were not given freely. Bardan looked at his own stack of books—Dickens, Hardy, the lives of the saints—and understood that he was the keeper of this specific fire, the one who had to guard the language of the lanes against the silence of the winter.
While The Flay’s battles were fought with lexicons and memory in a distant city, The Dart’s war was waged against the physical attrition of the season here, on my frozen quays. The winter of 1950 had stripped the docks of their usual chaotic energy, leaving behind a skeletal crew of men and boys who moved with the grim necessity of survival. I felt the weight of The Dart’s boots on the frost-slicked stones, a heavy, rhythmic percussion that echoed the beating of his own heart. He was no longer the boy who had once panicked over a lost sack of turf; he had become a creature of leverage and friction. He watched the river with an obsession that bordered on prayer, reading the tides and the depth of the water to predict the arrival of coal barges. The "Archive" of his body remembered every strain, every slip, every moment where gravity had almost won. I observed him lifting crates that seemed anchored to the earth by the cold itself, his breath pluming in short, sharp bursts. He had learned that I did not yield to force, but to persistence. He did not fight the ice; he negotiated with it, finding the rough patches where a boot could hold, the angles where a load could be balanced. It was a silent, muscular intelligence, a knowledge stored not in books but in the sinews of his arms and the calluses of his hands.
The Dancer navigated the winter by tending to the "Archive" of the lane’s emotional debts and credits. The cold had driven the families inward, shutting doors and sealing windows against the drafts, creating a constellation of isolated worlds. The Dancer moved between them like a weaver repairing a frayed tapestry. I watched him pause at the threshold of the O’Briens or the Hickeys, listening to the cadence of the voices inside. He knew which coughs were dangerous and which were merely habitual; he knew which silence meant sleep and which meant despair. His crisis this season was not one of action, but of bearing witness to the slow erosion of spirit that the damp inflicted. He carried small jokes like embers, blowing on them gently to spark a moment of warmth in a freezing kitchen. He remembered the "Kitten Rescue" of years past, the way he had nursed a fragile life against the indifference of the season, and he applied that same tenderness to the people around him. He saw the mothers counting slices of bread, the fathers staring into empty grates, and he offered his presence as a distraction, a reminder that they were not entirely forgotten by the world outside their doors. His endurance was a quiet thing, a refusal to let the frost sever the bonds of neighbourliness that held the lane together.
The Chancer’s absence was a void in I’s geometry, a missing corner in the architecture of the group. In the "Archive" of Bardan’s mind, The Chancer was still the boy of the ledger, the one who had learned that a single mistake could stop the machinery of the docks. Bardan looked at the empty spaces where The Chancer used to stand—the corner of the shop where he gambled, the wall where he leaned to watch the girls pass—and felt the weight of the distance between Limerick and Liverpool. The Chancer had written of the English docks, of a cold that was sharper and cleaner than our damp misery, but his letters were becoming fewer, the details thinning out. He was becoming a ghost in his own story, a figure receding into the fog of a different river. I felt Bardan’s anxiety, the fear that the memory of The Chancer would eventually dissolve like paper in water, leaving only the outline of a boy who had once been the heartbeat of their schemes. I held The Chancer’s history in the scratch marks on the school desks and the worn patches on the alley walls, a silent record of a frantic, vibrant energy that had been exported to a foreign shore.
The Twins, Oliver and Eugene, moved through this winter as the inheritors of the "Archive." They were the blank pages upon which the season was currently writing. I watched them trailing behind The Dart, mimicking his heavy stride, or shadowing The Dancer, copying his tilt of the head when he listened to a story. They were learning the vocabulary of survival: how to wrap a scarf to trap the maximum heat, how to steal a piece of coal without making a sound, how to judge the mood of an adult by the set of their shoulders. They played games in the frozen gutters, breaking the ice with sticks to watch the dark water well up from beneath, fascinated by I’s hidden fluids. To them, the cold was not a burden but a condition of existence, a fact as immutable as the stone of St. Camillus’s. Bardan observed them with a mixture of protectiveness and recognition, seeing in their small struggles the echoes of his own past, the cyclical nature of boyhood in a city that demanded everything and promised nothing. They were the living proof that the archive was not just a record of what had passed, but a manual for what was to come.
As the night deepened and the frost tightened its grip on the slate roofs, Bardan sat by the dying fire, his notebook open on his knees. The "Archive" was growing. He wrote down the story of the dictionary, the weight of the coal crate, the silence of the snow. He captured the smell of the damp wool drying on the line and the sound of the river churning against the bridge piers. He understood that he was building a fortress of paper against the encroaching oblivion. The Flay had escaped to America, The Chancer to England, but Bardan had remained to keep the watch. He was I’s memory, the one who ensured that the specific texture of this winter—the way the light hit the ice, the way the hunger gnawed at the belly—would not be lost when the thaw finally came. I, Limerick, held him in my cold embrace, grateful for the scratch of his pen, for in his recording, I found a way to speak, to assert that we were here, that we endured, and that our stories were worth the ink it took to write them down.
The Dancer’s navigation of the winter was a quiet, internal reckoning, a crisis of conscience played out against the backdrop of the frozen bells of St. Joseph’s. I, I, watched him wrestling not with the physical cold that cracked the stones, but with the rigid, unforgiving architecture of authority that defined my spiritual life. The "Archive" of the lane was built on unwritten rules of mutual aid—a cup of sugar borrowed, a bucket of coal shared, a hand lent to the infirm—but the archive of the Church was written in strict, immutable Latin. The Dancer found himself caught between these two ledgers. I felt his hesitation on a particularly bitter Sunday morning, the frost thick on the railings, when the bells tolled their summons. He did not go to the church. Instead, he was in the lane, helping an elderly neighbour, Mrs. Purcell, whose pipes had frozen and whose strength had failed her. I watched him carrying water from the public pump, his breath pluming in the grey air, his hands red and stiff, choosing the immediate, tactile mercy of the lane over the abstract obligation of the altar.
The consequence was swift. The parish priest, a man with a face like weathered limestone, cornered The Dancer by the sacristy door. The scolding was not a conversation but a verdict—accusations of sloth and godlessness echoing off the damp walls. The Dancer stood silent, but he did not bow his head. He watched the priest’s mouth move, measuring the anger against the memory of Mrs. Purcell’s gratitude and the weight of the water bucket. When the priest paused for breath, waiting for the apology, The Dancer didn't bow. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the single, damp penny Mrs. Purcell had pressed on him. He placed it on the limestone ledge between them with a sharp click. "For the box, Father," he said, his voice steady. "Since I missed the collection." He stepped back into the rain before the priest could refuse it. He wasn't offering penance; he was paying a fee to be left alone. He returned to the lanes not with confusion, but with clarity: he kept his own ledger now, and in it, the water outweighed the wine.
I observed Bardan watching The Dancer in the days that followed, noting the change in his friend’s demeanour. The Dancer’s usual buoyancy, his quick wit and readiness to diffuse tension, had been dampened by the encounter. He moved with a wariness that was foreign to him, eyes casting toward the church spires not with reverence but with suspicion. Bardan recorded this shift in his notebook, understanding that The Dancer’s trial was not just about missing Mass; it was about the realization that the systems meant to sustain them—the Church, the school, the state—were often indifferent to the actual labour of survival. The incident became a permanent entry in the group’s collective memory, a story to be whispered about later, another example of the absurdity that The Flay so often chronicled from afar.
While The Dancer wrestled with the spiritual economy of the winter, The Dart faced the brutal, physical deficit of the season’s fuel. The "Archive" of I is also a record of heat—who has it, who lacks it, and what men will do to get it. I felt the desperation in the marrow of the streets as the coal supplies dwindled and the turf boats struggled against the frozen river. The Dart had taken on the responsibility of the hearth, a burden that sat heavy on his broad shoulders. I watched him scavenging along the quays, eyes scanning the frozen mud for sodden driftwood or dropped lumps of coal, anything that could be dried and burned. He moved with the dogged persistence of an animal foraging in a famine, his world narrowed to the elemental need for fire.
The crisis came on a Tuesday evening, under a sky the colour of a bruise. The Dart had managed to secure a sack of turf—precious, dry, brown gold—and was hauling it home on a borrowed cart that rattled and groaned over the uneven cobbles. The frost had turned the lane into a sheet of black glass. I felt the slip before it happened, the sudden loss of friction as his boots betrayed him. He went down hard, the cart tipping, the sack splitting against the sharp edge of a stone step. The turf spilled out, skittering across the ice, some of it landing in the slush of the gutter. I held the silence of that moment, the terrible pause before The Dart scrambled to his knees, ignoring the pain in his bruised legs, frantic to salvage the fuel before the damp could claim it. He gathered the sods with frozen, bleeding fingers, his breath coming in sharp, panicked gasps. It was a scene of pure, unadulterated struggle, a boy fighting the elements for the simple right to be warm.
Bardan witnessed this too, from the shadow of a doorway. He did not step forward to help immediately—perhaps out of shock, or perhaps because he understood that this was The Dart’s battle, a private reckoning with gravity and chance. He recorded the look on The Dart’s face when he finally stood up, the cart righted, the salvaged turf piled back in. It was not relief; it was a hardening. The Dart had looked into the abyss of the freezing night and clawed his way back. He had added a new chapter to the "Archive" of his own endurance, a physical memory of cold and panic that would live in his muscles for years. When he finally limped home, the fire he built would burn with a heat that was fierce and necessary, a defiance against the encroaching ice.
In the quiet that followed these crises, the memory of The Flay’s stories acted as a strange balm. Bardan sat by the fire, the notebook open, and recalled the tale of the "Shoe Polish Stockings." It was one of The Flay’s most vivid recounting from the New York letters, a story of humiliation turned into absurdist theatre. The Flay had written of a winter when his own socks had disintegrated, and to avoid the shame of bare ankles at school, he had blackened his skin with shoe polish. The image was grotesque and hilarious—the boy painting himself to pass inspection, the itch of the polish, the terror of rain washing away his respectability. It was a story about the performance of dignity in the face of poverty, and it resonated deeply with The Dancer’s scolding and The Dart’s spill.
The "Archive" of the group was built on such moments—the intersection of shame and survival. The Flay’s story gave context to their own struggles, reminding them that they were part of a lineage of boys who had used wit, strength, and deception to navigate the winter. Bardan read the letter aloud to the empty room, summoning The Flay’s voice to fill the silence left by the cold. The absurdity of the shoe polish made the reality of the turf spill and the priest’s anger seem manageable, part of the same grand, ridiculous tapestry of Limerick life. If The Flay could turn painted ankles into a legend, then surely The Dart could survive the ice, could survive the priest.
The Twins, Oliver and Eugene, were the silent beneficiaries of this "Archive." I watched them observing the older boys, their eyes wide and recording everything. They saw The Dart’s bruised knees and the fierce way he guarded the fire. They saw The Dancer’s quiet defiance and the way he avoided the priest’s gaze in the street. They heard the stories of The Flay and the shoe polish. They were learning that winter was not just a season of cold, but a season of tests. They played games in the frost that mimicked these struggles—hauling imaginary coal, arguing with imaginary priests, painting their legs with mud. They were rehearsing for their own turns in the arena, building their own archives of resilience before they even understood the word.
As the night settled over I, binding the roofs in a tight grip of frost, I felt the collective heartbeat of the lane slow to a rhythm of endurance. The "Archive" was growing. It held the water The Dancer carried, the turf The Dart salvaged, the polish on The Flay’s ankles, and the ink in Bardan’s pen. It was a record of how life persisted in the gaps between disasters, how warmth was stolen from the teeth of the wind. I held them all in my frozen embrace, I witnessing its children turning hardship into history, one cold night at a time.
The architecture of I became a library of cold stone and damp mortar, every crack in the pavement and every water-stained wall holding a distinct entry in the growing "Archive" of the winter. I, Limerick, felt the weight of these memories settling into my foundations, pressing down with the same relentless gravity as the frost that coated the slate roofs of Janesboro. The streets were not merely thoroughfares for the living; they were palimpsests, written over by generations of boys who had run, fought, and vanished into the fog of adulthood or emigration. Bardan walked these pages with the reverence of a scholar in a cathedral, his boots tracing the invisible lines of territories once claimed and battles long since concluded. He moved past the darkened warehouses near the docks, where the smell of wet burlap and grain dust still lingered, and in the silence of the structures, he heard the echo of The Chancer’s frantic breathing from seasons past. The building stood as a monument to a specific kind of recklessness, a testament to the boy who had once wagered his dignity against a misplaced ledger and won only by the grace of luck and adrenaline.
I observed Bardan pausing at the corner of a loading bay, his hand brushing the rough brickwork as if trying to read Braille left by The Chancer’s passing. The absence of The Chancer was a physical hollow in I’s geometry, a missing pillar that made the roof of the sky seem heavier. Bardan recorded this void in his mind, cataloguing the silence where The Chancer’s bravado used to be. He remembered the gambling, the "River-Stone Oath," and the desperate energy that had driven The Chancer to challenge the very physics of the lanes. Now, that energy had been exported to Liverpool, leaving behind only the static archive of the warehouse walls and the quiet regret of those who remained. I felt the ache in Bardan’s chest, a chronicler’s grief for a subject that had moved beyond the reach of his pen, existing now only in the sporadic, ink-smeared letters that arrived from across the Irish Sea.
Further along the quay, the memory of The Flay’s telegram days resurfaced with the sharpness of a sudden wind. I watched Bardan observing a young messenger struggling with a bicycle against the gale, the wheels slipping on the icy cobbles. The image superimposed itself over the past, conjuring the ghost of The Flay in his uniform, knees red from the cold, pedalling with a fury that was half ambition and half terror. Bardan recalled the rival gangs that used to patrol these intersections, the way The Flay had navigated the complex feudalism of the lanes with a mixture of diplomacy and speed. The "Archive" held the records of those skirmishes—the stones thrown, the insults hurled, the territories marked by spittle and chalk. The Flay had mastered this geography of aggression before he ever set foot on a ship, learning that I demanded a toll from anyone who sought to move freely through its veins.
The Twins, Oliver and Eugene, were now the unwitting reenactors of this history. I held them in my gaze as they played near the frozen gutters, their small bodies wrapped in layers of wool that made them look like round, soft stones. They mimicked the older boys without knowing the source of the rituals, building fortifications out of frozen mud and defending them against imaginary invaders. Bardan watched them with a protective, almost possessive eye, realizing that they were the new entries in the ledger, writing their own stories over the faint traces of The Flay’s and The Chancer’s footprints. He saw the cycle of I in their play—the inheritance of struggle and imagination passed down not through blood, but through the damp air and the hard ground. They were learning the physics of the lane: that ice is treacherous, that walls have ears, and that loyalty is the only shelter against the wind.
The Dart’s contribution to the "Archive" was written in the language of physical endurance. I felt the vibration of his labour in the ground, the heavy thud of timber being stacked, the scrape of the shovel against the coal shed floor. He had become the keeper of the fuel, a role that required a grim, silent dedication. Bardan observed him from the doorway, noting the way The Dart’s hands had thickened, the skin roughened by frost and friction. There was no romance in The Dart’s chapter of the archive, only the brutal arithmetic of heat: how much turf was needed to keep the frost from the window, how many logs would last the night. The Dart carried this knowledge in his muscles, a somatic memory of weight and leverage that anchored the group’s survival. He was the foundation, the stone piling that held the rest of the structure upright against the current of the winter.
The Dancer’s narrative was woven from the social threads of the lane, a record of debts, favours, and emotional biometrics. He moved through the winter with a vigilance that belied his easy smile, cataloguing the moods of mothers and the tempers of fathers. I watched him intervene in a dispute between two younger boys over a found coin, his voice low and reasoning, applying the wisdom he had gleaned from years of watching The Flay and The Chancer. He was the archivist of peace, the one who remembered which families were feuding and which could be relied upon for a cup of sugar. Bardan noted The Dancer’s diplomacy, writing it down not as a series of events, but as a texture of the neighbourhood, a softness that prevented the hard edges of poverty from cutting too deep.
The letters from New York were the most precious artefacts in this season’s collection. Bardan kept them smoothed flat inside a book, treating the thin blue paper as if it were illuminated manuscript. The Flay’s descriptions of the "Turgid Dictionary" and the "Grey Lump of Fat" were more than anecdotes; they were transmissions from a future that Bardan could only imagine. I felt the resonance of these stories in the quiet of the room, how they expanded the boundaries of the lane, stretching the "Archive" across the Atlantic. The Flay wrote of a cold that was dry and sharp, unlike the wet misery of Limerick, and of a city that never slept. Bardan read these passages until he knew them by heart, integrating The Flay’s new world into the old map of Limerick, creating a geography that existed only in the shared memory of the Laneboys.
The physical decay of I in winter contributed its own entries to the record. I felt the mortar crumbling between the bricks of the old Georgian houses, the damp spreading like a slow stain across the wallpaper of the tenements. Bardan recorded these signs of entropy—the leaking roof, the rattling sash, the smell of dry rot blooming in the hall. He understood that I was a living thing that was also slowly dying, shedding its skin in flakes of paint and plaster. The "Archive" was a way of arresting this decay, of preserving the specific quality of the ruin before it was swept away by the river or the wrecking ball. He wrote to keep the walls standing, if only on the page.
As the afternoon light failed, surrendering to the premature darkness of January, I seemed to contract around the remaining boys. I held them in the palm of the streets—the writer, the worker, the diplomat, and the shadows—binding them together with the invisible glue of their shared history. Bardan closed his notebook, his fingers stiff with cold, but his mind alive with the day’s intake. He looked at the empty spaces where his friends should have been and filled them with ink. The "Archive" was not just a record of what had happened; it was a protest against the silence, a refusal to let the winter wash away the names and the deeds of those who had walked these wet, grey lanes. The river flowed on, dark and indifferent, but the story remained, anchored in the stone and the memory of I.
The fire in the grate finally surrendered to the ash, leaving the room in a silence that felt heavier than the frost outside. I, Limerick, watched Bardan sitting by the cooling embers, the copybook open on his knees, a young man guarding the "Archive" of a winter that was slowly bleeding into history. He ran his hand over the pages, feeling the texture of the ink where it had stiffened the paper, tracing the accounts of The Dart’s frozen struggle with the turf and The Dancer’s humiliation before the priest. He understood now, in the quiet of the night, the difference between himself and the exile across the ocean. The Flay turned memory into story, into a performance that could travel; Bardan turned it into evidence. He trusted dates, prices, and the shape of a day as it lay down on the page, knowing that memory alone had too much imagination in it, too much appetite for drama.
I felt Bardan’s fingers brush the pocket of his coat, finding the smooth, cold surface of the river stone he still carried. The others had thrown theirs into the My River Shannon to seal the oath, but he had kept his back, a silent passenger to whatever came next. It was the physical counterpart to his notebook—a hard, unyielding piece of I that refused to be washed away or embellished. He thought of The Flay in New York, perhaps shouting at the lights or wrestling with a dictionary, and he realized that while The Flay’s voice was a megaphone, his own writing was a net. The Flay cut and exposed; Bardan gathered and held. Both were necessary. I needed the shouter to be heard, but it needed the chronicler to be remembered.
The letters from New York, filled with the "Turgid Dictionary" and the "Grey Lump of Fat," were carefully folded and placed inside the cover of the notebook. They were part of the archive now, filed alongside the price of coal in Janesboro and the depth of the mud in the lanes. Bardan looked at the Twins, sleeping in the corner, their breathing creating a small rhythm of survival in the damp air. They were the inheritors of this archive, the next chapter waiting to be written. He felt a fierce protectiveness over the record he had made, a determination that the small kindnesses and the casual cruelties of this winter would not vanish when the thaw finally came.
As the church bells tolled the hour, muffled by the heavy air, Bardan closed the book. The sound was small, a soft slap of paper on paper, but in the silence of the flat, it felt like a door latching shut. The "Archive" of 1950 was complete. I waited outside, frozen and enduring, ready to turn the page toward whatever spring might offer. I held them all—the writer, the sleepers, the workers, and the ghosts—in the stone embrace of the night, knowing that as long as the ink held, the lane would never truly disappear.
35. Release
The wind has its own ideas today, moving through the grass at the edge of Carrigogunnell as if it wants a say in what is finally remembered. I stand partway up the slope, an old man in a coat too heavy for July, watching the ruins rise out of the mist like a broken tooth in the jaw of the hill. Below me, the My River Shannon slides past with the same indifference it showed us when we were boys, glinting in the late light, carrying nothing on its surface to indicate how many stories, oaths, and bodies of memory it has accepted without comment,.
A short while ago, I watched from the shadow of a fallen wall as The Flay’s family performed their quiet work. There was no priest, no speech worth calling a speech, no effort at poetry; they had learned, perhaps from The Flay himself, that some men live too long in words to be trusted with ceremony. They released what remained of him into the crevices of the stone and the open breath of the river—a handful at a time, careful and unshowy. The Flay is gone now. The last of the Laneboys besides me. The wind takes him without comment, and the ruin accepts him without ceremony, which would have suited him, for he never really cared for fuss.
I wait until they have turned and walked back down the hill, their steps measured as if haste might call him back, before I step forward into the light. The silence here strips things back. I am not looking at the stone so much as at what shaped us—myth and memory, endurance and neglect—still standing whether anyone approves or not. The Flay told the world the story of the rain and the hunger, and he told it well, giving suffering a spine and a voice that strangers could recognize. But truths have a habit of shedding things along the way, like a man dropping tools to make it up a hill faster. I realize now that while The Flay was busy turning memory into story, I was hiding in plain sight, trusting the ink more than my own head, trusting the dates and the weather and the shape of a day as it lay down on the page.
I sit on a low wall, the cold seeping through my coat despite the season, and set the leather bag at my feet. It is heavier than it looks, weighted with insistence. Inside is my life in ink—decades of notebooks, diaries, ledgers of weather and words. They have been my witnesses, the quiet jury that never interrupts, keeping the things I forgets on purpose: the small kindnesses, the casual cruelties, the way people were to each other when no one thought it would matter later.
I lift the first diary, the one with the cracked spine and the childish, crooked handwriting. That boy—Bardan, the chronicler—was trying so hard to be exact, to catch the truth of a day before it slipped away. He wrote about the rain as if it were a living thing; he wrote about the Christian Brothers with a careful fury. I stack the diaries in a neat pile on the stone. This is my truth, my burden, and my gift, if anyone were left to receive it.
I take out the small tin of paraffin I brought with me and pour a thin line along the edges of the paper. The smell is sharp, cutting through the damp air. When I strike the match, the flame leaps to the paper as if it had been waiting for the invitation. I do not look away. I watch the fire find the ink. It consumes the "Coal Man" and the "Turgid Dictionary," curling the edges of 1941 and turning the winter of the Siege into grey ash. The faces of the boys—The Dart’s stoicism, The Dancer’s grin, The Chancer’s panic—glow bright orange for a split second before collapsing in on themselves. There is a heat to it, sudden and intimate, and for a moment I am back at Plassey, soaked to the skin, convinced that fire could make anything possible.
The smoke rises and drifts toward the place where The Flay’s ashes were released, thinning as it goes. My words and his sorrow mingle in the air, indistinguishable now, carried off by the same breath of river and wind. The Last Voice of the Laneboys and the Gloomy Bard finally together, without argument, without the need to decide who was right. When the fire has done its work and only warmth and ash remain, I gather a handful in my palm and let it fall onto the ground, blending ink and bone-dry memory into the soil.
With the notebooks gone, I feel an odd lightness, as if I’ve stepped out of a coat I wore too long. I had told myself for years that the diaries were a duty that someone had to keep the long account. But accounts, like confessions, have a way of becoming excuses. Writing was how I stayed present without risking myself; ink does not demand courage, it only asks for time.
I am the last Laneboy left. The words look strange, but they are simply a fact. The Chancer is long gone, his grin fooling priests and creditors alike in memory. The Dart, whose silences were storage for feelings kept until useful, is gone. The Dancer, loud as a fairground, who learned that noise could be armour, is gone. And The Flay —The Flay is everywhere, unavoidable, in the cadence of the rain and the way strangers talk about Limerick as if they know it because they’ve read him.
My hand slips into my coat pocket, finding the familiar shape that has anchored me for sixty years. The stone sits heavy in my palm, denser than geology, weighted with a lifetime of refusal to let go. While the others flung their pieces into the current decades ago to seal our River-Stone Oath, I kept this one back—a hard knot of fear. I squeezed it for warmth during the winters and held it tight when names were crossed off lists. But I am not that boy anymore. I take the stone out, running my thumb over the grain, feeling the phantom warmth of the hands that once held stones like this beside me. My arm resists the motion; the muscle memory of holding on is stronger than the will to release. I don't flick it; I have to force my fingers open, breaking the grip of the past. It drops, arcing through the grey air, a small, dark comet that breaks the surface of the My River Shannon with a sound like a lock clicking shut.
I opens itself to me now as I walk back down the hill, street by street, offering nothing I haven’t seen before and everything I have. Below, the lights of Limerick flicker on, one by one, indifferent to my small ceremony. I feel the stiffness in my knees, the way air now sits heavier in my lungs, like a coat I can no longer shrug off. There is no drama in this recognition, only clarity. Bodies, like stories, have their natural endings.
Limerick is a city that remembers in layers. You can see it if you look closely: the coal stains on stone walls, the worn steps of houses, the narrow lanes where children once ran barefoot. Those markings are quiet, subtle, and almost invisible to the casual observer. But to someone who lived them, they are profound. We, the Laneboys, were not heroes in history books. We were ordinary men who survived, who laughed, who bore witness to each other. And that is a kind of heroism, fragile but enduring.
I walk through the lanes toward home, my boots seeking the rhythm of seventy years ago, but finding only the uneven settling of the new pavement. I doesn't mourn; it endures. I pass the corner where The Chancer spun his coins, but it's just a corner now, slick with oil and rain. I listen for the laughter, but the mist only carries the sound of a distant bus and the hum of the streetlamps. At home, I hang my coat, the wool heavy with the night's damp. I sit by the fire, reaching into my pocket out of habit, my fingers closing on empty space where the stone used to be. The phantom weight is heavier than the rock ever was. The Laneboys aren't waiting in the shadows; they are the shadows. I close my eyes, not to hear them speak, but to finally let them be silent.
The contract is sealed. There is no ink left to spill, and the river has taken the stone. The memory doesn't need to live in a book anymore; it lives in the damp air and the limestone walls that hold the heat long after the sun has gone. I don't close my eyes to hear the pulse of the past; I open them to the quiet of the hill. The night deepens, swallowing the ruin, and the fire dies low. I am empty, lighter than I have been in sixty years. I am the last Laneboy, and finally, I let them go.
36. And so…
Let it be.
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