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It occurred during that long grey haze when I was on the dole and spent each day crawling from pub
to pub in Cork, that damp, dismal city named after the marshy ground on which it was built. I was
twenty-five and completely lost. I was trying to drink the whole city dry. That’s when I met the old
wino.
The day would have been as unremarkable as every other vague, drink-fuelled day in my
downward-spiralling life had it not been my birthday, so I knew it was 21 February and I knew it
was Friday. It was late in the afternoon and I was smoking in the shelter of the Oval’s doorway.
The permanent grey dome over the city had torn open and unleashed a relentless torrent, the
drops bouncing ankle-high and sending everyone running for shelter – women ducked into shops,
schoolboys hurried to bus shelters, addicts returned to their squats, and winos … some of them
stepped into doorways like mine. Shaggy yellow-white hair fell from under the wino’s black wool hat,
while his face lay hidden beneath a matted grey beard. I’d seen that bearded, weather-beaten face
in old water-stained photos of California prospectors and Confederate soldiers – the cragginess of it,
the wildness of it.
‘’Tis fuckin’ pissin’,’ he said with an air of resignation.
I sighed and nodded my head.
‘What a feckin’ country, eh?’
‘Just a wet rock in the Atlantic,’ I replied, my voice strange and harsh on my own ears,
unaccustomed as it was to conversation.
‘Would yeh mind if I borrowed a fag?’
I smiled to myself. ‘Ah, no problem.’
He lit up and took a long, almost spiritual drag, exhaling the smoke through his nostrils. ‘One
of the wettest Februaries on record. Up in Dublin, anyway.’
‘Really?’
‘Yeah, ever since the weather station in the Phoenix Park started keepin’ records. A pain in
the arse for fellas like me.’
I nodded solemnly. ‘Anyway, nice meetin’ yeh.’ I tossed my butt in a puddle and went back
inside.
Soon afterwards he followed me into the Oval. I was nursing a pint of stout in the nearly
empty pub when I saw him approach the wary barman and order the same. He then took some coins
out of his pocket with a trembling hand, but fumbled and spilled them all over the floor. Sloth-like,
he kneeled down and tiredly clawed these together. Something about him both moved and amused
me, so I got up, helped him to his feet and paid for his drink. Then I invited him to sit with me,
perhaps because a feeling of unbearable loneliness had clung to me all day and I felt the need for
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company.
‘You’re a gentleman,’ he said fawningly.
More like a gravy train, I thought wryly.
The old wino drank greedily from his pint glass, leaving white foam smudged on his veiny,
misshapen whiskey nose. A suffocating smell like that of a wet dog drifted across the table from him.
He began talking in depth about weather systems, of which he seemed to have first-hand
knowledge, ultimately focusing his monologue on the Night of the Big Wind in 1839, apparently the
biggest storm on record. He had a taste for the theatrical, painting near-biblical pictures of entire
crops wiped out, ships tossed about like corks on the sea, cattle and sheep dead in the fields, and
people fleeing to churches for shelter. It seemed to me he was trying to earn his pint, and possibly
a second, by performing. His face was a twisted wreck: uneven yellow teeth in a tired downturned
mouth; a big bulbous nose like a sun-dried tomato; a ploughed forehead where rainwater remained
trapped in the deep-cut furrows of his habit; and exhausted pink-veined eyes that had seen too
much, that had seen enough.
I was near the end of my pint, so he sped up to synchronise our drinking. I bought him another
because there was something warmly familiar about him, like some old uncle returned from abroad
bearing tales of adventure. After the second pint he rose to leave, comically muttering about things
he needed to do. He shook my hand warmly and for a long time, one dirty, gnarled paw enclosing
mine, the other gripping my wrist.
‘You’re a decent fella, Jim.’
‘You too, my friend. By the way, I didn’t catch your name.’
I saw a crazy yellow smile from within the matted wool of his beard. He winked at me and
shuffled out of the pub, while I sat back and took out my wallet to see how much dole money was left.
Suddenly I paused. How had he known my name? I was sure I hadn’t told him because it usually
had to be pried from me. A queasy wave washed over me as I stood up in an impulse of concern and
followed him outside. The downpour had stopped, the whole city was dripping, and the old wino was
gone.
****
I woke up next morning and saw blood on my pillow. Muddy-minded, I stumbled to the bathroom
to see a sizeable gash on my forehead encrusted with dried blood. I had no clear recollection of the
previous night’s events. Isolated curiosities washed up on the shores of my mind like flotsam from
a midnight shipwreck: the Castle Inn, a strange ruddy face shouting at me, a soggy burger, dim
forms on Princes Street, a live band, a broken glass, a red-haired woman, a stony-faced bouncer,
Costigan’s, lying on my back in an alley. Jesus … some birthday.
Saint that she was, my long-suffering mother cleaned and bandaged the wound without a word.
In terms of my behaviour, she’d long since moved on from outraged condemnation to disappointed
acceptance. She didn’t know what was going on inside my head – I barely knew myself. All she saw
were the catastrophic outcomes of my debauchery: the injuries, the physical decline, the job dismissal,
the failed romance, the broken friendships. I couldn’t tell her how life had lost all meaning for me,
how the mechanical mundanity of the everyday world was killing me inside, how I saw my future
as a hopeless repetition of work and distraction stretching for years towards a featureless horizon.
I couldn’t tell her how the adolescent promise of a deep romantic connection and a meaningful,
interesting life had receded to the point of oblivion, how all my dreams of personal fulfilment had
rotted away over time, how I’d come face to face with my lot in life and surrendered to its mediocrity.
I couldn’t tell her how I lived with no real understanding of myself or the world, how my own life
seemed a burden to me, how I cried at night in the desolation of my lonely bed. I couldn’t explain to
her that drink was my only way to deaden this choking sensation of misery and futility.
An afternoon bender wasn’t an option since I’d run out of money, so I went back to bed, partly
to sleep off my hangover and partly to escape the bitter disappointment of my existence.
****
Tuesday, day of days. No matter that it was a stern grey affair with dirty clouds scudding across
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the sky; no matter that a steady drizzle soaked me as I walked to the post office to collect my dole
payment. My spirits couldn’t be dampened, since I’d have plenty of drinking money for a few days.
I was walking eagerly towards the Mutton Lane Inn, just off Cork’s main street, when I saw the old
wino again. He was fishing around in a bin, his sodden misery prompting feelings of disgust and pity
to well up inside me. I tried to skirt him, but he saw me sneaking by.
‘Ah, ’tis yourself,’ he called out in his rough joviality.
‘Nice to see yeh again,’ I replied, continuing on my way.
He casually blocked my path, the reek of his body and clothes suffocating me. ‘Weather for
ducks, eh?’
‘Bloody miserable.’
‘Jesus, who did that to your head? Are yeh all right?’
‘Ah, my own fault unfortunately.’
‘Yeh wouldn’t have a few bob on yeh, by any chance?’
‘Ah, no, I don’t really –’
‘It bein’ Tuesday and all,’ he said, measuring me with a roguish, unapologetic stare.
I grudgingly took my wallet out but he stopped me. ‘Better still – how about we get in out of
this rain and have a pint?’
He was an incorrigible schemer and I couldn’t help but relent. One pint wouldn’t drain my
funds, so I brought him along to the Mutton Lane Inn, ensuring we sat at the very back on account
of his embarrassing smell. I immediately broached the subject that had been playing on my mind.
‘The other day in the Oval … how did yeh know my name?’
‘What day was that?’
‘Doesn’t matter. Friday, I think. How did yeh know?’
‘Did I?’
‘Yeah, you did. You called me Jim, but I never told yeh that.’
‘Yerra, I’m in the habit of callin’ everyone Jim,’ answered the old wino.
‘Why?’
‘Why not? When you’re in my situation, what does it matter what yeh call people?’
‘And how did yeh get in your … situation? If yeh don’t mind me askin’.’
‘Not at all,’ he replied readily, perhaps glad he’d found a topic with which he could entertain
me. ‘Well, believe it or not, boy, I was once like you. I had it all, as they say. But you and me both
know that’s a loada bollocks. “Havin’ it all” just means you’ve collected some tokens on the board
game of life: a steady job, a mortgage, a wife, a feckin’ baby. But the funny thing about those bloody
games is that yeh work your way around the board with the sole aim of finishin’ right back where
yeh started. Funny, isn’t it? Or ironic, if that’s a better word. So I says to meself, hang on a minute
now, what’s the feckin’ point in all this? Milestone after milestone, ’twas all mapped out for me till
me dyin’ day.’
‘So what did yeh do?’
‘Up and left! Yerra, you only have one life, says I to meself. So I went down the docks and
looked for the first ship that was short of a man. Spent many a year on cargo ships and tankers
and got to see the world. All over the Orient and the Middle East, down to South America as well.
And good bloody shore leave too, if yeh know what I mean. The women in Shanghai … you wouldn’t
believe. And in feckin’ Brazil … you have no idea, boy.’
He pulled up the sleeve of his mangy coat and showed me a tattoo of an anchor on his forearm.
‘A few more on me chest and back as well. After that, went to Canada and worked as a logger.
Hard feckin’ work – too hard – so I went back to sea.’
He went on to earn a second pint by regaling me with accounts of various voyages and incidents:
a near-death experience in the South China Sea, a glorious night of hedonism with two Shanghai
prostitutes, a brief spell in a Cuban jail for assaulting a police officer, several episodes in which his
wages were docked for bad behaviour, an incident involving a lost anchor, a detailed description
of the Port of Singapore, disfiguring accidents on deck, fights over card games, drinking on board,
drinking on shore, a sadistic captain, venereal diseases, thieving prostitutes, violent crewmen. I was
so enraptured that I ordered round after round of beer, so that by the end we’d passed several hours
in the pub and drunk six pints each. I went to order a seventh round but he stopped me, mumbling
absurdly about an ‘appointment’ he had.
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‘Tell me, what’s your name, anyway?’ I asked before he left.
The old wino leaned his ragged elbows on the table and pushed his wrecked face towards me,
a strange light shining from his eyes. ‘Arthur. Well, “Arthur” on me birth cert, but everyone calls me
Artie.’
‘Strange,’ I said, the mere mention of that name tightening my throat.
‘Is it?’ he challenged. ‘You know deep down it’s not, boy.’
My composure was slipping. ‘Whatcha mean?’
‘Whatcha mean?’ mocked the old wino. ‘Whatcha mean?’
Chuckling and shaking his head, he rummaged around inside his ripped, stinking coat and
pulled something out, laying it on the table before me. It was an old orange-tinged photo of a young
man holding a baby, the same man who stood awkwardly beside my mother on her wedding day
in a different photo, the same man whose face I saw on my inner eyelids at night in bed. The pub
crumbled into darkness around us. The sounds and images of the world had fallen away – all I now
heard was the erratic pulsing of my heart, all I now saw were those suddenly familiar eyes shining
something on my soul, something like knowledge or truth.
I never lost that picture, boy.’ He patted his breast. ‘All these years ’tis been right here.’
Each word he spoke was like a concussive blow to the head. I reached out and grabbed the
table to anchor myself as wave after wave of nausea swamped me.
The old wino stood up stiffly. ‘By the way, the real reason I ran into yeh last Friday was that
I hate to see a fella drinkin’ alone on his birthday. Happy birthday, boy.’
With that he shuffled out of the pub into the cold gloom of the city. This time I didn’t follow
him. I could do nothing but sit there trying not to fall off my chair.
****
A thousand conflicts raged inside me, confused questions battling angry runaway thoughts. Was it
even true? Why now after all these years? And what a disappointment! I’d been told my father had
left when I was a baby to pursue a life at sea, and over the years I’d constructed a lantern-jawed
fantasy figure who captained tankers and commanded seamen, who saved his crew by manoeuvring
his ship skilfully through tempests, who traded goods with natives in far-flung islands, who was
simply too manly for domesticity and could be forgiven – even grudgingly admired – for following
his true calling. But that long-reigning ideal had just been brutally assassinated before my eyes,
usurped by this most unworthy specimen.
While this war continued to rage inside of me, something of an existential crisis also developed.
Did half of my genetics come from this walking, talking glass of whiskey? Was I fated to stumble in
his vagrant footsteps and become a slave to the bottle – in fact, was it already too late? Was I the
recipient of any hereditary talent whatsoever, or had I simply been dealt the worst genetic hand
imaginable? I had to know.
****
The next day I hunted for my father all over Cork. Despite the dark, bulging clouds resting atop
the city’s washed-out Georgian and Victorian buildings, it remained dry, which meant there was a
better chance of finding him wandering about. The city began to reveal more of its bleak self to me
as I searched grimy alleyways I’d always avoided, and examined the faces of down-and-outs I’d never
paid attention to before. Finally I spotted him on Sullivan’s Quay with two other winos.
‘If ’tisn’t yourself,’ he said amiably. ‘I had a feelin’ yeh might come lookin’ for me.’
‘Well, you scarpered off on me yesterday.’
‘You shoulda seen your face, boy. Shur I had to leave yeh alone to digest it.’
‘Well, we should have a chat, I suppose.’
‘Agreed.’
I suggested we go to a pub, but he scratched his filthy beard noisily. ‘Yerra, ’tis dry. Let’s stay
outside. Shur we can take a walk around. Just one thing – would yeh mind gettin’ us a bottle of
whiskey? A large one … I’m gaspin’! And a pack of fags.’
I bought a bottle of Paddy and a packet of John Player Blue. Then we walked along the quay,
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passing the bottle in its brown paper bag back and forth between us, gazing down at the swollen Lee
as it moved slowly alongside. I winced as I drank, but he gulped it back like water.
‘You have some nerve,’ I ventured at last, making a conscious effort to hide a life’s worth of
pain.
‘I suppose I do. I suppose I don’t have a leg to stand on.’
‘Then why show up now?’
‘As good a time as any, isn’t it?’
I didn’t like how casual he was being about the whole affair. ‘Listen, let’s just cut the shit. You
don’t owe me anything. I’m not lookin’ for any apologies.’
‘Who said I was goin’ to apologise?’ he chuckled.
‘I just want to know why you came lookin’ for me. Us meetin’ like this was hardly a coincidence.
Like, what’s the fuckin’ point after all these years?’
‘Ah, fair enough, boy. You deserve a few answers, I can’t argue with that.’
He stopped and handed me the bottle, then rested his elbows on the railing running alongside
the river.
‘’Tis like this, boy. They tell me you’re goin’ off the rails, drinkin’ your head off every day. And
now that we’re here face to face, I can see ’tis true. Just look at the state of yeh!’
‘The state of me? Look at the state of you! You’re a disgrace.’
‘At least I’m honest about what I am, boy. You, on the other hand, are an alkie in denial.’
‘There’s a world of difference between you and me,’ I snapped. ‘For a start, I don’t smell like
piss.’
‘No need to get personal now, Jim. I was just bein’ honest.’
‘Honest?’ I sneered. ‘Was it honest to leave my mam and me in the lurch back then? Just so
you could play out your sailor fantasy?’
‘All right, all right, just calm down. There’s no call for –’
‘Hang on a minute, who told yeh I was goin’ off the rails?’
‘Your good mother. And your Uncle Martin.’
‘Wait, wait, wait! Wait just one fuckin’ minute. They knew where you were all these years?’
‘No, nothin’ of the sort. Shur they only tracked me down last month. I’m a hard man to find,
as yeh can imagine. I was up in Dublin, actually. ’Tis very rough up there these days with all the
junkies – I got the shit beaten outta me last month by two feckin’ heroin addicts. Although ’tis gettin’
as bad down here now, truth be told. Anyway, they got a message to me through Social Services, and
ta-da … here I am.’
Standing beside him at the river, I threw him a cynical sidelong glance. ‘The cavalry, eh? But
what exactly do they want yeh to do?’
Frowning, he ran a finger across the trenches of his forehead, dug there from decades of selfneglect and alcoholic excess. ‘Not sure, boy. I think they want me to give yeh a pep talk or somethin’
like that. Here, gimme a sup.’ He grabbed the bottle roughly out of my hand and swilled the whiskey
back.
‘Well, you needn’t worry about me. You never have in the past, so why start now?’
We walked further up the quay, my head floating ever more lightly on my shoulders with
each swallow of whiskey. He dutifully asked about my life, but I refused to engage because I felt he
had no right to that level of intimacy. After a while I understood the intentions of my mother and
uncle. Unknown to him, my father wasn’t here to serve as counsellor, but as some kind of washedup bogeyman whose appearance alone would be enough to correct my errant ways – now in his late
forties, he had the battered face and bent body of a man twenty years older.
****
Evening fell hard on the city with a hissing rain and a chill that stung the tips of my ears. We ended
up in the darkness of the unwelcoming alleys behind the College of Commerce, an area that smelled
of piss and was haunted by prostitutes, addicts and down-and-outs. I suspected my father planned
to sleep somewhere around here. We were both drunk. I knew this would be the last time I’d want to
see him, so I asked him straight out why he’d really left all those years ago. He leaned back against
a graffitied metal shutter under a shelter and lit a cigarette.
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‘Tough question, boy. Didn’t I already answer it the other day?’
‘You abandoned us just to see the world?’ Shuffling my feet from side to side in the dampness,
I softened my voice. ‘It’s okay if it’s true, but just tell me. You may as well. It’s too late now anyway.’
‘Too late. Too late,’ he repeated with a sigh. ‘Never a truer word …’
‘Tell me the story … of how it was back then … of how you and Mam were.’
‘Tell yeh a story,’ he repeated. He laughed mirthlessly. ‘I never got to tell yeh a story all those
years ago. And now you’re lookin’ for one from me? Is that what they call irony?’
‘Go on,’ I urged gently.
‘Well, ’twas like this, boy.’ It was hard to see each other in the darkness of the unlighted alley.
Maybe the difficulty in clearly seeing my face allowed him to speak candidly, as I felt for the first
time that the words he uttered weren’t plucked from his bag of superficial charm but hauled up from
the depths of his being. His voice became low and breathy – the humour was gone from his tone,
replaced by a wistfulness edged with an ancient pain. Gone was the Dickensian rascal, for another
man rose in the darkness to speak to me across the silent decades that had separated us.
‘’Twas so long ago … a lifetime ago … seems like it happened to someone else, a different man.
I was a bit younger than you … twenty-one, twenty-two, somethin’ like that … workin’ on an oil rig
off Kinsale, so I was two weeks on the rig, and two weeks off. On me two weeks off I’d hang around
the city, drinkin’ and chasin’ women, just to pass the time.’
‘So Mam was just something to pass the time?’
‘No, not at all, boy. Your mother was a lady, a real class act … not beautiful, but pretty, if yeh
know what I mean. No … that’s not right. She was beautiful, I’ll give her that. We met in a nightclub
and I took a shine to her straight away. Course women in those days weren’t as casual as they are
today … or liberated, if that’s the right word. They were all lookin’ for a husband, whereas I was just
lookin’ for a bit of fun, if yeh know what I mean. Yerra, long story short … I got her in trouble.’
‘Pregnant?’
‘Yeah … she feckin’ caught me, boy … she caught me fair and square. Look, I’ll be honest … I
wanted to take her to England to get the job done … but she wanted to keep it, to keep you, I mean.
So I had a decision to make … in the end I did what I thought was the right thing and married her
… I’ll always remember how upset she was that her bump was showin’ in the weddin’ photos.’
He stopped talking, and now all I heard in the alley was the sound of his laboured breathing.
Eventually there was a prolonged sigh that sounded like a human being deflating.
‘When I held yeh in me arms the day you were born … I … I fell in love for the first and only
time in me life. I’d never seen anythin’ so … so perfect … just so small and perfect. I loved yeh the
instant I laid eyes on yeh … don’t know if you believe that, boy, but ’tis true. We called yeh James
after me father.
I was contented … for a while. Two weeks away on the rig, two weeks at home with you and
your mother. But I don’t know what happened, boy … I started gettin’ the feelin’ I’d been conned …
trapped. Gone were all me dreams of adventure and seein’ the world … I’d been feckin’ shackled.
Then … the worst of all happened. I … I started to hate you.’
I could hear him swallowing in the darkness. I could feel him suffering in the darkness.
‘You … a little ball of pink flesh lyin’ helplessly there in your cot … you were the cause of all
me problems … you were the bloody anchor weighin’ me down. If your mother was out – God, ’tis
hard bringin’ all this bloody stuff up again – if your mother was out … I’d deliberately leave yeh lyin’
there in a dirty nappy … uncomfortable … just to get back at yeh. Or knowin’ you were hungry, I’d
leave yeh cry till you were red in the face before givin’ yeh your bottle. Christ, how fuckin’ pathetic!
Unbeknownst to your mother, I’d turn off the heat in your room … strip yeh naked … hope you’d
catch pneumonia or somethin’. I’d look at yeh in your cot sometimes and – God forgive me – I’d hope
you’d stop breathin’ … hope you’d start turnin’ blue … so that I’d magically be free again.
I started drinkin’ an awful lot just to cope … just to silence those terrible thoughts. That’s
the way ’twas every bloody night … me drunk, your mother screamin’, you bawlin’ in your cot. The
more we fought, the more I drank … and the more I drank, the more we fought. Physically too …
I’m ashamed to say I laid me hands on her on more than one occasion. ’Twas impossible, boy … just
impossible.
Then … on the last night …’
His voice dipped in the darkness as though he couldn’t bear to hear himself.
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‘… on the last night I came home drunker than usual. The usual scene started … she wouldn’t
stop arguin’ … you wouldn’t stop bawlin’. Inside me … I suppose … I suppose somethin’ snapped. I
ran into your room … I … I took yeh out of your cot and I … I suppose I shook yeh … not only to shut
yeh up … I was hopin’ your neck would break or somethin’. Your mother screamed and screamed
… you bawled and bawled … and I just shook harder, hopin’ this would be the last time I’d ever
hear yeh cry … till eventually, thank Christ, your mother hit me hard on the back of the head with
somethin’.’
His voice was now quavering with emotion, and he cleared his throat several times to regain
control.
‘When I woke up a few minutes later … the front door was open and your mother had run off
with yeh … thank Christ for that, I thought. I felt sick … I’d nearly killed me own bloody son … I was
disgusted with meself … I hated meself in that moment more than anythin’, even more than you,
a real hatred that got into me bones like a feckin’ cancer. For your protection I swore I’d stay away
from the both of yeh. So I left that night … I ran … and I’ve been runnin’ ever since.’
I heard him sobbing in the darkness, sobbing and sniffling. ‘Forgive me … I don’t deserve it …
but can yeh forgive me?’
I said nothing because I couldn’t tell him what he longed to hear. Had he dropped to his knees
and begged at my feet, I still wouldn’t have been able to.
‘I’m so sorry, boy … please forgive me … please … I don’t deserve it … but if yeh can find it in
your heart …’
As the rain hissed pitilessly down in the alley, I pulled out all the cash I had and stuffed it in
his pocket. As I did, his hands groped in the darkness and came to rest on my wet cheeks, which he
pinched and caressed with trembling fingers. I said nothing, but stood there and let him touch me,
just listening to the rain and his wheezy, shallow sobbing.
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