
By the time Daddy returned, mellowed by a couple of pints of Guinness, Mam had as good as packed her bags. She took the train to Dublin the following morning. Maud came over after tea and announced she was sleeping over. Daddy just grunted and slapped open his Limerick Leader.
“O’Casey’s here we come,” Maud declared after Daddy had gone out for his habitual pint. She rubbed her hands together.


“I thought you hated O’Casey’s.”


“It’s a crack if the crowd is there.”


“Crowd. God the very idea,” I groaned. 


“It’ll be great. The music is brilliant and the barman doesn’t give a shit how old you are.”


I groaned again. 


“Hey, this is life, Sheila. Let’s call it part of your education.”


“I don’t want to . . . You know how people stare. I’m just not in the mood.”


Maud slapped the armrest of the chair. “Didn’t worry you in Fanore, did it?” She threw open the wardrobe doors. “Now, what are you going to wear?” She asked as she messed up the neat pile Mam had made of the clothes I had brought home for the holidays. Maud threw a white grandfather shirt onto the bed. “What about that?”


“No, I can’t. It looks awful if I dribble on it.”


“Right, then this one.” She threw a black sweater to follow the shirt.


“Better.” 


“And a black pants to go with it,” she said, tossing a pair onto the sweater.”


“Maud, give it a rest.”


“No way. Come on, I’m buying.” She flashed two ten-pound notes. 


I gaped. “Twenty quid!” 


“Great, eh?” Her good humour was infectious.


I sighed. “I give in,” I told her. 


“ We’ll have a ball. And tomorrow . . .”

“Nothing tomorrow. I have to . . .”


“Oh, right, Michael said he was calling.”


“He said to you?”


“Sure. He tells me lots.” 


“Oh, you’re very pally,” I snapped.


“He’s a laugh. I like him. But don’t worry, I have no intention of cramping your style.”


“Don’t be a bitch, Maud.”


“The guy is a priest,” Maud said, and spun me unceremoniously in the direction of the front door. “What would I want chasing a priest?” 


Maud liked to sing to herself as she pushed the wheelchair. Helped shorten the journey into town. “On the first part of the journey, I was looking at a river bed,” she sang, practicing for the session that would be undoubtedly be in full swing by the time we arrived at O’Casey’s. Sometimes, when he was home, Tommy Nealon played there. He was a proper one-man band. He played guitar, and mouth organ, and thought he could top Bob Dylan. Maud thought so too, and had stroked his already inflated ego by telling him so. That had happened on our last visit to O’Casey’s and I was mortified just to witness it.


We could here the music as we turned the corner off Patrick Street and into Cruises Street and O’Casey’s. 


“I hope it’s not Tommy,” I said. “I don’t think I could bear it.”


“Oh, he’s not that bad,” Maud assured. 


“Musically maybe. As a person, well, less said the better.”


Maud shoved the wheelchair through the double swinging doors. The stench of musty, beer soaked carpet rose to meet me, and the smoke from numerous roll-ups and possibly joints, stung my eyes. And besides that, I could just distinguish the aroma of stale armpit. 


We made our entrance between songs, and could just make out Derval’s and Oona’s voices. It was hard to see much in the dim light. Maud pushed me towards them, slamming into a couple of anonymous limbs on the way, and calling out apologies at the top of her voice as she ventured on. Derval moved a couple of chairs aside to make room for me. I was glad I had some space between me and her grubby boyfriend who, as I recalled, had dreadful halitosis and BO. I had never seen him wearing anything but a grotty black tee shirt and ditto leather jacket. This occasion was no exception. How Derval endured, I do not know. 


Oona had the pick of the bunch, if the choice is between a rock and a hard place. Her beau prided himself on his fashion sense, and invariably wore a crispy, well-pressed Ben Sherman. He reeked of Old Spice, which was marginally preferable to BO.


Once Maud had planted me out of harm’s way, she left me to worm her way to the bar. When she’d been gone for more than ten minutes, I began to suspect she might not return at all, and cursed inwardly. Meantime, Derval and Oona were devouring their boyfriends, and the crap band was murdering Neil Young at top decibels. After fifteen minutes, I wanted to scream, and when Maud returned after twenty minutes with a smile cracking her face, I would have cheerfully murdered her.


“Thanks a lot,” I told her. “Some night out this is.”


“Well, can I help it if Tommy Nealon is home for the holidays, and mad to chat me up?” She pulled a straw out of her jacket pocket and put it in my drink, which she then held under my chin.


I bit down on the straw, so hard I practically split it in two, sucked then spluttered as the spiked cola seared my throat. 


Maud laughed. “Let me introduce you to BaCo,” she said. 


“That’s not bloody funny, Maud,” I told her between coughs. “You should have warned me.”


“You wouldn’t have drunk it if I had. Now you have at least tasted it. Here, have some more.” She winked. “Come on, I was only teasing.” She discretely wiped the droplets from my chin. 


I took another sip, more carefully this time. I had to admit it tasted good, like an ice cream float. The Bacardi added bite to the Coke, but sweetened it too, made it more luscious. I took another sip, and another. Maud meanwhile sipped on her own, and kept her gaze fixed on the bar, waiting for Tommy to emerge from the crowd. Predictably he did. 


“Hey, you two,” he said, and straddled the chair next to me. He pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his jeans and wiped a stray drop of BaCo from my chin. “That’s better,” he said, smiled, and for a fleeting instant lost the arrogance I detested so much. Then he looked up at Maud, put a hand on her bum, and reverted to form. She sat on his knee, bobbed up and down to the rhythm of the music. Every now and then he nibbled her neck, usually just before he stood up to buy her another BaCo. She let him. Then just before closing time, he patted her on the thigh, said he had to leave. 


“Where are you off to?” She asked, doing her best to sound nonchalant. I knew better.


“That’s for me to know, and you to find out, maybe,” he said, kissed her on the cheek and was gone. Maud’s mood slumped. When Derval and Oona asked us to go to Dick’s café with them, she said no. Said she was tired, wanted to go home. 


She didn’t sing on the walk home.

“Why do you do it, Maud?”  I ventured to ask.


“Do what?”


“Let Tommy, and other fellas treat you like that. It’s so . . .”


“So what? Cheap? It’s only a bit of fun. Means nothing.”


“Must mean something. You wouldn’t be so down now, if it didn’t.”


“I don’t like being brushed off like that. I like . . .”


“Like the attention?”


“Like living my life to the full.”


“Hah, full life, that’s a joke.”


“And it’s a filler when I can’t be with . . .”


“The elusive older man . . . You are a nutter, Maud.”


“You’re a bore.” She said it with a lilt in her voice. 

I breathed a sigh of relief that she had pulled herself out of her bad mood. She even managed to laugh when my wheelchair toppled off the kerb.


I hollered, then giggled too. “Get me home in one piece.”


“I will, I will,” she said, stumbling as she manoeuvred the chair to face the right direction. 


We made the rest of the journey quietly. When we reached home, Maud sneaked us softly into the bedroom just in case Daddy was already home. She had sobered up a little. 


“I’m dying for a pee,” I said. 


“Me too,” she replied.


“I bags first.”


“Have to say please.”


“Please,” I begged.


Maud puffed and panted with the exertion of getting me onto the toilet. It had me gasping for breath too. I was glad when I had finished and she had thrown me roughly down onto my bed. She rushed off again, her hand clasping her crotch. It had been some day. I was exhausted. But just as sleep wrapped its warm, safe arms about me, Maud bounded back into the bedroom, and fell onto the bed beside me. 


“Hey, no falling asleep,” she urged, shaking me. 

“I’m knackered.”


“You don’t get out enough.”


“How can I?”


“You have to want it badly enough. If it were up to me I’d have you out there in the thick of things all the time. I want you to live a great life, Sheila.” She took the place of my ethereal sleep merchant and wrapped her arms around me, holding my head close to her firm, teenage breasts. “Promise me you’ll not hide away. Promise me you’ll grab all that you can out of life. I know I will. And as long as you’ll let me I’ll do it for you, too.”


“Stop being silly, Maud. You’ve had too much booze. I am fine, really.”


“Sure, hidden away up there in Dublin. You have no idea . . .”


“I will when the time comes.”


“We’ll do it together.”


“You can do it alone.”


She held me more tightly. “I don’t want to. You’re the best friend I have. You’re the only one I trust with all my thoughts, and fears. The rest, well, they’re just for the crack.”


“Yeah, but I cramp your style, too. If . . . I hadn’t been there you might have been able to go off with Tommy.”

“Tommy could have asked both of us, couldn’t he? Or he could have walked both of us home.” She squeezed me tightly. “I might want to have a good time, but I can see Tommy for what he is.”

I thought of how lucky I was to have Maud. “Maud, listen to me. If you can see Tommy for who he really is, then stop messing about. It’s not good for you. Come to that, Matty isn’t either.”


“It’s hard to explain. It just makes me feel better when people notice me.” She sighed. “I don’t think I’m like other people. I feel so different.”


“I feel different too. When I lie in bed and my legs and arms ache, you know, they go all sore and stiff and I can’t sleep, then I think mad things too, like I could stand up and walk all by myself right into Liam Gallagher’s arms.”

“Liam and his Bohràn, eh? Fancy you being that serious.”


“Why not?”


“So.” The word came out on the tail of a long drawn out yawn. “Yeah, why not?”


I smiled wryly and attempted to move to a more comfortable position. I felt the ache as the muscles of my limbs contracted. And I waited for my fantasy to lift me up and put me onto my feet. 

