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T Y Bernard MacLaverty

Between Two Shores -

IT was dark and he sat with his knees tucked up to his
chin, knowing there was a long night ahead of him. He
had arrived early for the boat and sat alone in a row of seats
wishing he had bought a paper or a magazine of some sort.
He heard a noise like a pulse from somewhere deep in the
boat. Later he changed his position and put his feet on the
floor.

For something to do he opened his case and looked again
at the presents he had for the children. A painting by
numbers set for the eldest boy of the Laughing Cavalier, for
the three girls, dolls, horizontal with their eyes closed, a
blonde, a redhead and a brunette to prevent fighting over
who owned which. He had also bought a trick pack of cards.
He bought these for himself but he didn’t like to admit it. He
saw himself amazing his incredulous, laughing father after
dinner by turning the whole pack into the seven of clubs or
whatever else he liked by just tapping them as the man in
the shop had done. '

The trick cards would be a nice way to start a conversation
if anybody sat down beside him, so he put them on top of
his clothes in the case. He locked it and slipped it off the seat,
leaving it vacant. Other people were beginning to come into
the lounge lugging heavy cases. When they saw him sitting
in the middle of the row they moved on to find another. He
found their Irish accents grating and flat.

He lit a cigarette and as he put the matches back in his
pocket his fingers closed around his wife’s present. He took
it out, a small jeweller's box, black with a domed top. As he
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clicked back the lid he saw again the gold against the red
satin and thought it beaufiful A locket was something
permanent, something she could keep for ever. Suddenly his
stomach reeled at the thought. He tried to put it out of his
mind, snapping the box shut and putting it in his breast
pocket. He got up and was about to go to the bar when he
saw how the place was filling up. It was Thursday and the
Easter rush had started. He would sit his ground until the
boat moved out. If he kept his seat and got a few pints inside
him he might sleep. It would be a long night.

A middle-aged couple moved into the row - they
sounded like they were from Belfast. Later an old couple with
a mongol girl sat almost opposite him. The girl was like ail
mongols. It was difficult to tell her age - anywhere between
twenty and thirty. He thought of moving away to another
seat to be away from the moist, open mouth and the beak
nose but it might have hurt the grey-haired parents. It would
be too obvicus, so he nodded a smile and just sat on,

The note of the throbbing engine changed and the lights
on the docks began to move slowly past. He had a free seat
in front of him and he tried to put his feet up but it was just
out of reach. The parents tock their mongol daughter ‘to see
the big ship going out’ and he then felt free to move. He
found the act of walking strange on the moving ship.

He went to the bar and bought a pint of stout and took it
out on to the deck. Every time he travelled he was amazed at
the way they edged the huge boat out of the narrow channel
- a foot to spare on each side. Then the long wait at the lock
gates. Inside, the water flat, roughed only by the wind - out
there the waves leaping and chopping, black and slate grey
in the light of the moon. Eventually they were away, the boat
swinging out to sea and the wind rising, cuffing him on the
side of the head. It was cold now and he turned to go in. On
a small bench on the open deck he saw a bloke laying out his
sleeping bag and sliding down inside it.

He had several more pints in the bar sitting on his own,
moving his glass round the four metal indentations. There
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were men and boys with short hair, obviously British
soldiers. He thought how sick they must be having to go
back to Ireland at Easter. There was a nice looking girl sitting
alone reading with a rucksack at her feet. She looked like a
student. He wondered how he could start to talk to her. His
trick cards were in the case and he had nothing with him.
She seemed very interested in her book because she didn’t
even lift her eyes from it as she sipped her beer. She was nice
looking, dark hair tied back, large dark eyes following the
lLines back and forth on the page. He looked at her body, then
felt himself recoil as if someone had clanged a handbell in his
ear and shouted ‘unclean’. Talk was what he wanted. Talk
stopped him thinking. When he was alone he felt fnghtened
and unsure. He blamed his trouble on this.

In the beginning London had been a terrible. place.
During the day he had worked himself to the point of
exhaustion. Back at the digs he would wash and shave and
after a meal he would drag himself to the pub with the other
Irish boys rather than sit at home. He drank at half the pace
the others did and would have full pints on the table in front
of him when closing time came. Invariably somebody else
would drain them, rather than let them go to waste. Everyone
but himself was drunk and they would roar home, some of
them being sick on the way against a gable wall or up an
entry. Some nights, rather than endure this, he sat in his
bedroom even though the landlady had said he could come
down and watch TV. But it would have meant having to sit
with her English husband and their horrible son. Nights like
these many times he thought his watch had stopped and he
wished he had gone out.

Then one night he’d been taken by ambulance from the

digs after vomiting all day with a pain in his gut. When he .

wakened they had removed his appendix. The man in the next
bed was small, dark-haired, friendly. The rest of the ward had
nicknamed him ‘Mephisto’ because of the hours he spent
trying to do the crossword in The Times. He had never yet
completed it. His attention had first been drawn to Nurse
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Mitchell's legs by this litle man who enthused about the
shortmess of her skirt, the black stockings with the seams,
clenching and unclenching his fist. The littie man’s mind
wandered higher and he rolled his small eyes in delight.

In the following days in hospital he fell in love with this
Nurse Helen Mitchell. When he asked her about the funny
way she talked she said she was from New Zealand. He
thought she gave him special treatment. She nursed him back
to health, letting him put his arm around when he got out of
bed for the first time. He smelt her perfume and felt her
firmness. He was astonished at how small she was, having
only looked up at her until this. She fitted the crook of his
arm like a crutch. Before he left he bought her a present from
the hospital shop, of the biggest box of chocolates that they
had in stock. Each time she came to his bed it was on the tip
of his tongue to ask her out but he didn't have the courage.
He had skirted round the question as she made the bed,
asking her what she did when she was off duty. She had
mentioned the name of a place where she and her friends
went for a drink and sometimes a meal.

He had gone home to Donegal for a fortnight at
Christmas to recover but on his first night back in London he
went to this place and sat drinking alone. On the third night
she came in with two other girls. The sight of her out of
uniform made him ache to touch her. They sat in the corner
not seeing him sitting at the bar. After a couple of whiskeys
he went over to them. She looked up, startled almost. He
started by saying, ‘Maybe you don’t remember me .. .’

“Yes, yes | do,” she said laying her hand on his arm. Her
two friends smiled at him then went on talking to each other.
He said that he just happened to be in that district, and
remembered the name of the place and thought that he
would have liked to see her again. She said yes, that he was
the man who bought the huge box of chocolates. Her two
friends laughed behind their hands. He bought them all a
drink. ‘And then insisted again. She said, ‘Look 1'm sorry 1've
forgotten your name,” and he told her and she introduced
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him to the others. When time was called he isolated her from
the others and asked her if she would like to go out for a
meal some night and she said she’d love to.

On the Tuesday after carefully shaving and dressing he
took her out and afterwards they went back to the flat she
shared with the others. He was randy helping her on with
her coat at the restaurant, smelling again her perfume, but he
intended to play his cards with care and not rush things. But
there was no need, because she refused no move he made
and her hand was sliding down past his scar before he knew
where he was. He was not in conirol of either himself or her.
She changed as he touched her. She bit his tongue and hurt
his body with her nails. Dealing with the pain she caused
him saved him from coming too soon and disgracing himself.

Afterwards he told her that he was married and she said
that she knew but that it made no difference. They both
needed something. He asked her if she had done it with
many mern.

‘Many, many men,” she had replied, her New ‘Zealand
vowels thin and hard like knives. Tracks of elastic banded
her body where her underwear had been. He felt sour and
empty and wanted to go back to his digs. She dressed and he
liked her better, then she made tea and they were talking
again.

Through the next months he saw her many times and

they always ended up on the rug before the electric fire and
each time his seed left him he thought the loss permanent
and irreplaceable.

This girl across the bar reminded him of her, the way she
was absorbed in her reading. His nurse, he always called her
that, had tried to force him to read books but he had never

read a whole book in his life. He had started several for her

but he couldn’t finish them. He told lies to please her until
one day she asked him what he thought of the ending of one
she had given him. He felt embarrassed and childish about
being found out.

There were some young girls, hardly more than children,
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drinking at the table across the bar from the soldiers. They
were eyeing them and giggling into their vodkas. They had
thick Belfast accents. The soldiers wanted nothing to do with
them. Soldiers before them had chased it and ended up dead
or maimed for life.

An old man had got himself a padded alcove and was in
the process of kicking off his shoes and putting his feet up on
his case. There was a hole in the toe of his sock and he
crossed his other foot over it to hide it. He remembered an
old man telling him on his first trip always to take his shoes
off when he slept. Your feet swell when you sleep, he had
explained,

The first time leaving had been the worst. He felt some-
how it was for good, even though he knew he would be
home in two or three months. He had been up since dark
getting ready. His wife was frying him bacon and eggs, tip-
toeing back and forth putting the things on the table, trying
not to wake the children too early. He came up behind her
and put his arms round her waist, then moved his hands up
to her breasts. She leaned her head back against his shoulder
and he saw that she was crying, biting her lip to stop. He
knew she would do this, cry in private but she would hold
back in front of the others when the mini bus came.

‘Don’t,” she said. ‘I hear Daddy up.’

That first time the children had to be wakened to see
their father off. They appeared outside the house tousle-
headed and confused. A mini bus full of people had pulled
into their yard and their Granny and Granda were crying.
Handshaking and endless hugging watched by his wife,
chalk pale, her forearms folded against the early morning
cold. He kissed her once. The people in the mini bus didn’t
like to watch. His case went on the pryamid of other cases
and the mini bus bumped over the yard away from the
figures grouped around the doorway.

The stout had gone through him and he got up to go to
the lavatory. The slight swaying of the boat made it difficult
to walk but it was not so bad that he had to use the handles
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above the urinals. Someone had been sick on the floor,
Guinness sick. He looked at his slack flesh held between his
fingers at the place where the sore had been. It had all but
disappeared. Then a week ago his nurse had noticed it. He
had thought nothing of it because it was not painful. She

asked him who else he had been sleeping with — insulting

him. He had sworn he had been with no one. She explained
to him how they were like minute corkscrews going through
the whole body. Then she admitted that it must have been
her who had picked it up from someone else.

‘If not me, then who?” he had asked.

‘Never you mind,’ she replied. ‘My life is my own,’

It was the first time he had seen her concerned. She came
after him as he ran down the stairs and implored him to go
to a clinic, if not with her, then on his own. But the thought
of it terrified him. He had listened to stories on the site of
rods being inserted, burning needles and worst of all a thing
which opened inside like an umbrella and was forcibly
dragged out again. On Wednesday the landlady had said
someone had called at the digs looking for him and said he
would call back. But he made sure he was out that night and
this moming he was up and away early buying presents
before getting on the train.

He zipped up his fly and stood looking at himself in the
mirror. He looked tired - the long train journey, the sand-
wiches, smoking too many cigarettes to pass the time. A
coppery growth was beginning on his chin. He remembered
her biting his tongue, the tearing of her nails, the way she
changed. He had not seen her since.

Only once or twice had his wife been like that — changing
that way. He knew she would be like that tomorrow night. It
was always the same the first night home. But afterwards he
knew that it was her, his wife. Even though it was taut with
lovemaking her face had something of her care for his
children, of the girl and woman, of the kitchen, of dances, of
their walks together. He knew who she was as they devoured
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each other on the creaking bed. In the Bible they knew each
other.

Again his mind shied away from the thought. He went
out on to the deck to get the smell of sick from about him.
Beyond the rail it was black night. He looked down and could
see the white bow wave crashing away off into the dark.
Spray tipped his face and the wind roared in his ears. He
took a deep breath but it did no good. Someone threw a
bottle from the deck above. It flashed past him and landed in
the water. He saw the white of the splash but heard nothing
above the throbbing of the ship. The damp came through to
his elbows where he leaned on the rail and he shivered.

He had thought of not going home, of writing to his wife
to say that he was sick. But it seemed impossible for him not
to do what he had always done. Besides she might have
come to see him if he had been too sick to travel. Now he
wanted to be at home among the sounds that he knew.
Crows, hens clearing their throats and picking in the yard,
the distant bleating of sheep on the hill, the rattle of a bucket
handle, the slam of the back door. Above all he wanted to
see the children. The baby, his favourite, sitting on her
mother’s knee, her tulle nightdress ripped at the back, happy
and chatting at not having to compete with the others.
Midnight and she the centre of attention. Her voice, hoarse
and precious after wakening, talking as they turned the pages
of the catalogue of toys they had sent for, using bigger words

~ than she did during the day.

A man with a woollen cap came out on to the deck and
leaned on the rail not far away. A sentence began to form in
his mind, something to start a conversation. You couldn’t
talk about the dark. The cold, he could say how cold it was.
He waited for the right moment but when he looked round
the man was away, high stepping through the doorway.

He followed him in and went to the bar to get a drink
before it closed. The girl was still there reading. The other
girls were falling about and squawking with laughter at the
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slightest thing. They were telling in loud voices about former
nights and about how much they could drink. Exaggerations.
Ten vodkas, fifteen gin and tonic. He sat down opposite the
girl reading and when she looked up from her book he smiled
at her. She acknowledged the smile and looked quickly down
at her book again. He could think of nothing important
enough to say to interrupt her reading. Eventually when the
bar closed she got up and left without looking at him. He
watched the indentation in the cushioned moquette retum
slowly to normal.

He went back to his seat in the lounge. The place was
smoke-filled and hot and smelt faintly of feet. The mongol
was now asleep. With his eyes closed he became conscious
of the heaving motion of the boat as it climbed the swell. She
had said they were like tiny corkscrews. He thought of them
boring into his wife’'s womb. He opened his eyes. A young
woman’s voice was calling incessantly. He looked to see. A
toddler was running up and down the aisles playing,.

‘Ann-Marie, Ann-Marie, Ann-Marie! Come you back
here!”

Her voice rose annoyingly, sliding up to the end of the
name. He couldn’t see where the mother was sitting. Just a
voice annoying him. He reached ocut his feet again to the
vacant seat opposite and found he was still too short. To
" reach he would have to lie on his back. He crossed his legs
and cradled his chin in the heart of his hand.

Although they were from opposite ends of the earth he
was amazed that her own childhood in New Zealand should
have sounded so like his own. The small farm, the greenness,
the bleat of sheep, the rain. She had talked to him, seemed
interested in him, how he felt, what he did, why he could
not do something better. He was intelligent — sometimes. He
had liked the praise but was hurt by its following jibe. She
had a lot of friends who came to her flat - arty crafty ones,
and when he stayed to listen to them he felt left outside.
Sometimes in England his Irishness made him feel like a
leper. They talked about books, about people he had never
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heard of and whose names he couldn’t pronounce, about
God and the Government.

One night at a party with ultra-violet lights someone with
rings on his fingers had called him ‘a noble savage’. He didn‘t
know how to take it. His first impulse was to punch him, byt
up till that he had been so friendly and talkative - besides it
was too Irish a thing to do. His nurse had come to his rescue
and later in bed she had told him he must think, She had
playfully struck his forehead with her knuckles at each
syllable.

“Your values all belong to somebody else,’ she had said.

He felt uncomfortable. He was sure he hadn’t slept. He
changed his position but then went back to cupping his chin.
He must sleep.

‘Ann-Marie, Ann-Marie.” She was loose again. By now
they had turned the lights down in the lounge. The place was
full of slumped bodies. The rows were back to back and some
hitch-hikers had crawled on to the flat floor beneath the apex.
He took his raincoat for a pillow and crawled into the free
space behind his own row, Horizontal he might sleep. It was
like a tent and he felt nicely cut off. In the next row some
girls sat, not yet asleep. One was just at the level of his head
and when she leaned forward to whisper her sweater rode
up and bared a pale crescent of her lower back. Pale down
hairs moving into a seam at her backbone, He closed his eyes
but the box containing the locket bit into his side. He turned
and tried to sleep on his other side.

One night when neither of them couid sleep his wife had
said to him, ‘Do you miss me when you're away?’

He said yes.

‘What do you do?’

‘Miss you.” :

‘I don’t mean that. Do you do anything about it? Your
missing me.”

‘No.’

‘If you ever do, don’t tell me about it. I don’t want to
know.’
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‘Inever have.’

He looked once or twice to see the girl’s back but she was
huddled up now sleeping. As he lay the floor increased in
hardness. He lay for what seemed all night, his eyes gritty
and tense, conscious of his discomfort each time he changed
his position. The heat became intolerable. He sweated and
felt it thick like blood on his brow. He wiped it dry with a
handkerchief and looked at it to see. He was sure it must be
morning. When he looked at his watch it said three o’clock.
He listened to it to hear if it had stopped. The loud tick
seemed to chuckle at him. His nurse had told him this was
the time people died. Three o’clock in the morning. The dead
hour. Life at its lowest ebb. He believed her. Walking the
dimly lit wards she found the dead.

Suddenly he feilt claustrophobic. The back of the seats
closed over his head like a tomb. He eased himself out. His
back ached and his bladder was bursting. As he walked he
felt the boat rise and fall perceptibly. In the toilet he had to
use the handrail. The smell of sick was still there.

How could his values belong to someone else? He knew
what was right and what was wrong. He went out on to the
deck again. The wind had changed or else the ship was
moving at a different angle. The man who had rolled himself
in his sleeping bag earlier in the night had disappeared. The
wind and the spray lashed the seat where he had been
sleeping. Tiny lights on the coast of Ireland winked on and
off. He moved round to the leeward side for a smoke. The
girl who had earlier been reading came out on deck. She
musin’t have been able to sleep either. All he wanted was
someone to sit and talk to for an hour. Her hair was untied
now and she let it blow in the wind, shaking her head from
side to side to get it away from her face. He sheltered his
glowing cigarette in the heart of his hand. Talk would shorten
the night. For the first time in his life he felt his age, felt older
than he was. He was conscious of the droop in his shoulders,
his unshaven chin, his smoker’s cough. Who would talk to
him - even for an hour? She held her white raincoat tightly
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round herself, her hands in her pockets. The tail flapped
furiously against her legs. She walked towards the prow, her
head tilted back. As he followed her, in a sheltered alcove he
saw the man in the sleeping bag, snoring, the drawstring of

his hood knotted round his chin. The girl turned
’ d
back. They drew level. glir ed and came

“That's a cold one,” he said.

‘Indeed it is,” she said, not stopping. She was English.
He had to continue to walk towards the prow and when he
looked over his shoulder she wag gone. He sat on an empty
seat and began to shiver. He did not know how long he sat
but it was better than the stifling heat of the lounge.
Occasionally he walked up and down to keep the life in his
.feet. Ml.}C]'l later going back in he passed an image of himself
in a mirror, shivering and blue lipped, his hair wet and
stringy.

In the lounge the heat was like 2 curtain, The sight
reminded him of a graveyard. People were meant to be
straight, not tilted and angled like this. He sat down deter-
mined to sleep. He heard the tremble of the boat, snoring
hushed voices. Ann-Marie must have gone to sleep - fina]]yf
That guy in the sleeping bag had it all worked out - right
from the start. He had a night’s sleep over him already. He
tilted his watch in the dim light. The agony of the night must
soon end. Dawn would come. His mouth felt dry and his
stomach tight and empty. He had last eaten on the train. It
was how six o’clock.

Once he had arranged to meet his nurse in the Gardens.
It was early morning and she wasg coming off duty. She came
to him starched and white, holding out her hands as she
would to a child. Someone tapped him on the shoulder but
he didn’t want to look round. She sat beside him and began
to stroke the inside of his thigh, He looked around to see if
anyone was watching. There were two old ladies close by but
they seemed not to notice. The park bell began to clang and
the keepers blew their whistles They must be closing early.
He put his hand inside her starched apron to touch her
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breasts. He felt warm moistness, revolting to the touch. His
hand was in her entrails. The bell clanged incessantly and
became a voice over the Tannoy. :

‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. The time is seven
o’clock. We dock at Belfast in approximately half an hour’s
time. Tea and sandwiches will be on sale until that time. We
hope you have enjoyed your ..

He sat up and rubbed his face. The woman opposite, the
mongol’s mother, said good moring. Had he screamed out?
He got up and bought himself a plastic cup of tea, tepid and
weak, and some sandwiches, dog-eared from sitting over-
night. :
It was still dark outside but now the ship was full of the
bustle of pecple refreshed by sleep, coming from the bath-
rooms with toilet bags and towels, whistling, slamming
doors. He saw one man take a tin of polish from his case and
begin to shine his shoes. He sat watching him, stale crusts in
his hand. He went out to throw them to the gulls and watch
the dawm come up. :

He hadn't long to go now. His hour had come. It was
funny the way time worked. If time stopped he would never
reach home and yet he loathed the ticking, second by second
slowness of the night. The sun would soon be up, the sky
was bleaching at the horizon. What could he do? Jesus what
could he do? If he could turn into spray and scatter himself
on the sea he would never be found. Suddenly it occurred to
him that he could throw himself over the side. That would
end it. He watched the water sluicing past the dark hull forty
feet below. ‘The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak.” If only
someone would take the whole thing away how happy he
would be. For a moment his spirits jumped at the possibility
of the whole thing disappearing — then it was back in his
stomach heavier than ever. He put his face in his hands.
Somehow it had all got to be hammered out. He wondered if
books would solve it. Read books and maybe the problems
won't seem the same. His nurse had no problems.

The dark was becoming grey light. They must have
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entered the Lough because he could see land now on both
sides, like arms or legs. He lit a cigarette. The first of the day
— more like the sixty-first of yesterday. He coughed deeply,
held it a moment then spat towards Ireland but the wind
turned it back in the direction of England. He smiled. His
face felt unusual.

He felt an old man broken and tired and unshaven at the
end of his days. If only he could close his eyes and sleep and
forget. His life was over. Objects on the shore began to become
distinct through the mist. Gasometers, chimney-stacks, rail-
way trucks. They looked washed out, a putty grey against the
pale lumps of the hills. Cars were moving and then he made
out people hurrying to work. He closed his eyes and put his
head down on his arms. Indistinctly at first, but with growing
clarity, he heard the sound of an ambulance.
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