
H
E TOLD ELIZABETH HE’D 
bring home a cake for 
the girl’s birthday, but 
he was slipping now, he 
was already falling, and 
he knew there would be 
no cake. The ships were 

stacked three deep at the quay and packed tight 
out over the canal like paving stones. They swayed 
with the weight of men heaving barrels and crates 
from deck to deck, they creaked up against each 
other, winches and cranes, booms swinging with 
rigging. In this place there were plenty of ways 
every day to be knocked from your feet, but John 
Clarke had simply stepped back on the gangboard 
and lost his balance. 

It might have worked out differently. He 
was a stevedore, a foreman; he was the one who 
decided who worked that day and who didn’t. He 
would call out the names to the straining crowd 
of husbands and sons, old men with broken backs 
who needed the work, boys lying about their age, 
drunks, men with disease, with children at home. 

He never took a bribe. He would read the names 
of the steady ones first, the ones he could count 
on, then the others, pluck a few from the lot, 
and send the rest scurrying down the quay to the 
next ship, the next call. When all the crews were 
picked, the spares would start the long walk home 
to accusing looks, or they’d go for a pint on credit: 
“Aw go on, Boyo, would you spot us til tomorrow, 
there’s a big ship coming in from Liverpool and 
I’m on for certain.” They’d always get served 
because they were paid through the publican, 
who took what was his before he gave them the 
rest. And if they didn’t get served the worst of 
them would walk down by the barrels of stout, 
the empties, checking for dregs. 

He’d just helped the last man up, a new man 
named Hayes with thick wrists and a clearheaded 
look to him, and Hayes had taken John’s whole 
arm in his, so happy was he to have heard the 
sound of his name, Anthony Hayes, and John 
could tell he’d wanted to hug him. “What’s she 
carrying?” this Hayes asked, but John didn’t 
hear him at first. He gave him a smile and a nod 

instead, and as Hayes walked past him up the 
gangboard John thought It’s that kind of man 
who’ll suffer if they strike, the strong man who can 
make his way in the world. John turned his head 
to say something to him, not about the strike but 
about anything, about the morning, about the 
sun already warm on their brows. About Talbot 
Street, he thought he’d seen him on Talbot 
Street, and he didn’t say anything, but if he had 
the chap might have turned and grabbed his arm 
again before he fell sideways off the board. 

Amazing how things break themselves down 
into parts, how you feel the smallest pieces 
of things. He felt the rubber of his right boot 
scraping on that edge, that waterlogged board 
that was new once with edges freshly cut. It had 
gone black now with sea spray and air, mold 
and soot tracked up from a thousand coal ships. 
He could feel his boot catching on that edge, 
too little of it on the board, he knew, but for a 
moment it might have been enough, the splinters 
on the sogged edge might have held their ground. 

But they did not, they held and then they 
cracked, came up out of the grain, and his right 
boot turned over and out into the morning air. 

It would be cold, the water beneath him. Just 
past the days in June now when the sun rose 
at five and it was no trouble getting out of bed 
because the air was warm. On the street on the 
way to the docks, only the bottom floor of the 
houses would be in shadow. The rest were lit up 
in sun, a sharp line across the square row, and 
you could see some things taken aback by it, 
not ready for that glare off the bricks that was 
almost hard to look at, the way the bricks melted 
together in sun. In some windows a candle still 
lit, casting light into light, a waste of wax. It felt 
so good, the sun on his face, and if he could slow 
time now he’d reach up and take off his hat, let 
the heat settle on his balding thirty-six-year-old 
head one last time, let his forehead sweat. But his 
back was arched at an unnatural angle, his arms 
outstretched, his list of names already floating 
in the breeze. Someone shouted “There!” as if 
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that would do it, as if by getting his attention or 
someone else’s they could stop his body from 
turning sideways off the board. He felt the sick 
sensation of changing directions too fast, and 
he might have looked graceful cutting through 
the air shoulder-first, but his left boot was stuck 
on the plank and it was bending his ankle and 
turning his body like the hand of a clock. You fall 
faster when a part of you still touches something 
solid. He could balance on one leg so easily all 
his life—why couldn’t he have done it just now? 
On the walk to work this morning, when he 
kicked that stone from Spencer’s Row to Mabbot 
Street, didn’t he have to balance every time he 
threw out his toe and kicked, past houses with 
their filth out front, through the legs of a cat that 
scurried away? He kicked it until it fell into the 
gutter, just before he met Yo Yo at the corner, 
stuttering Yo Yo the craneman, and he wondered 
whether a cat, having lost one foot beneath him, 
would be heading for the water too. 

He was twisted around, the inside of his left 
boot caught on the board as he fell, his body 
turning to face the water, even as his left foot 
pointed toward the ship. For a moment he was 
stretched out flat over the water, and while he 
was level with the dock wall he saw straight up 
Marlborough Street. An unobstructed view. No 
crates before the road, no carts, just a few horses 
up the hill, and he saw the morning shadows on 
houses pushing downward toward the street. By 
the time the shadows hit the ground the children 
would all be up, looking for their tea, and soon 

they’d be out swinging on the lampposts, the 
lamps having already been lit. So many people in 
such little space, all dying for air, choking for it, 
the buildings spitting them out in the mornings. 
The girls, sitting in a circle at the top of the street. 
His own, running around the outside of them, all 
of them hiding their eyes, singing, “I sent a letter 
to my mother, and on the way I dropped it.” A 
birthday today. Elizabeth, his wife, coming quiet 
up behind him as he tapped his trouser pockets 
for his sixpence change. “I spent the last of it at 
the butcher’s,” she said. “It’s in your belly with 
your breakfast, and here’s a rasher sandwich for 
your lunch.” The sandwich was in his pocket 
now. With her hand on his shoulder she gave 
him a kiss, soft on the neck, and he knew she 
was not angry for what little they had. She was 
worried, that was all, and she had a right to be. He 
returned the kiss on her firm, dry lips. Something 
with icing, with ginger or currants, she said. He 
tipped below the top of the wall and the view of 
the street was gone. His left foot released.

The bricks of the wall were tall as a man’s 
head and neck, and they passed by in front of him 
with what felt like a friendly nod. Those bricks 
that God only knows how many men it took to 
lift and set in place. There’s nothing can’t be done 
with enough time. This whole place was muddy-
soft once, or sandy, a riverbank not far from the 
sea where people came to wash or fish or shit or 
fell ash for building forts. What people had been 
here? Who was it had first settled? In a few short 
lifetimes the shores had been changed utterly, 

made solid and straight. He could reach out and 
with his right arm almost touch the wall as his 
left shoulder scraped against the hull of the ship, 
a hull that seemed to push against him even as he 
fell headfirst through the air. In his twenty years 
working he’d never felt a ship beneath its water 
line, never put his hands that far down against its 
timber frame, but he’d been around the quay long 
enough to know that all of them stretched and 
breathed. Below decks, they had lungs. 

  

H
IS FACE IS THE FIRST 
thing that hits. His head 
jerks up, not from the 
sting on the cheek but 
because he does not, for 
some reason, want the 
water in his eyes. He can 

do nothing and he knows it, but it is involuntary, 
this jerk of his head; it happens because he knows 
the river is full of scum. He has seen countless 
men spit into it, great snorting snot-filled spit 
hacked up to clear the acrid dust from their heads, 
and they send it over the edge. Men pissing off the 
bow on their lunch, pissing out what little water 
they have left in them. He’s seen the river receive 
it, his own garbage, he knows no other place for 
it, and the sweeping boys sending all the rest 
overboard before the ships set sail, bodies of rats 
bludgeoned for sport, rotted husks of grain, and 
so on down the line of ships stacked all morning 
against the quay. The river takes it all into herself, 
greenish-black even in the highest light, moving 
slowly out to sea, sweeping slowly past the half-
sunk hulls and pulling into itself all the swept-up 
filth and drawing it out of sight.

So he does not want it in his eyes, the 
infection. He does not mind his ears or his nose 
or even his mouth, but his eyes he squeezes shut. 
He feels the burn in his nasal cavity as he moves 
farther underwater upside down and the air 
leaves his sinuses and is replaced by water. Liffey 

water in through his nostrils and burning. The 
river wraps itself around the front of his brain, 
mingling with his mucus, pushing itself as far as 
it can manage, and he regrets closing his eyes, 
not seeing the water before he hit. Not knowing 
if any sun made it to the surface to be broken 
up into bits, if he might have seen a fractured 
reflection of the ship, of any head peering over 
the dock, of his own curious face. Or if it might 
have hit him entirely by surprise, if it would have 
been so dark down there between the ship and 
the wall that the moment before he hit he would 
not see water at all, but a deeper kind of shadow. 
If hitting the water would have been a relief, if 
only for the sense of space it drew for him, for 
the bearings given, the reassurance that there  
was something else in front of him to touch. 

There are blackened places in this city, and 
only recently has he seen them clearly. Marked 
places on the map where disease festers in every 
unwashed sheet. Back courts and streets where 
every slice of space is claimed and cesspools 
overflow with seventy-odd persons to two closets, 
and all underneath the rear windows of a class 
of people with influence. Tuberculosis is the 
new worry. The Murrays in Wood’s Court have 
it—their whole building has it. It takes you slowly, 
and it won’t be long before it finds its way into 
the houses on Gardiner Street, the stockinged 
rich, and you can smell the fear in the homes 
they leave abandoned for new tenants, squatters, 
families of ten to a room. They had a little table in 
Wood’s Court for the Murray baby when it died, 
a neighbor woman said, and another little table 
on top of it like a canopy, and they had it all done 
in white and then all around they had blue paper 
done in bows and crosses, all in blue. And a little 
white pillow, and the baby lying on it. A baby on 
a table. “Gorgeous,” she said.

But as his boots fill up with water and their 
weight exerts its steady pressure downward, 
he opens his eyes. The green-black disease he 
expects is not there. Instead he sees the long 
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outline of the ship. He hears the rhythm of its 
heaving ribs, and the water is lighter, more green 
than black, thinner than he thought it would be.

He cannot swim, of course. He knows no one 
who can. He moves headfirst toward the bottom, 
hands stretched out in front of him. There is 
something like seaweed. Thick, dark blades of it. 
He moves so slowly through the water that he 
could be coming to a stop. But he is not, because 
he can nearly reach the seaweed now. He’s 
against the wall. He should use it to turn over, or 
his boots should turn him over, but the hull and 
the wall are covered in the same slippery moss 
and his hand slides down it, bumps at each seam, 
and that’s another way he knows he’s moving. 
Even though the wall is slick and he is weightless 
there in front of it, he knows it holds the whole 
city back. The silt dredged up for better depth, 
all the stacks of shipping crates, and each stone 
laid to build the path, the street. Boyo’s and 
Donnovan’s and every house that’s built with 
brick. The whole weight of it, the great sweep 
down to the river and the sea and the immense 
push of it, all against this wall that he feels with 
his cheek now, how cool it is, how every tap in 
every yard that ran today sent its water against 
this wall, tickling his cheek, and he has slid nearly 
to the bottom. An arm sinks elbow-deep into 
mud. Seaweed fans against the small of his back, 
his neck. Puffs of silt cloud up from the riverbed. 
Momentum keeps his legs moving downward 
even as he is stopped now, hand dug in mud, 

and his boots wing around and pop him loose, 
and he is facing skyward now, and there is some 
light up there. A second chance to see the surface 
unbroken, that’s how he thinks of it. It is a long 
strip of white. Then something punctures it—an 
arm? But it could not be an arm, the wall is too 
high. It must be a board. A kind gesture. A board. 
There is no one jumping after him. 

His clothes could float right off his body, so 
freely do they hang about him in the water. He 
could not call it wearing them. How good would 
it be if they did float off, just slipped right over his 
head? He lifts his arms to this idea. How better 
it would be to stand naked here than any other 
place he has been naked, any other time he lay 
in bed without clothes and felt only the stillness 
of the air around him. Its stale potential for 
sickness, and his vulnerable child whom he does 
not understand. Not because she is a girl and he 
is a man, but because she has taken from him the 
luxury of guilt-free air, the privacy to lie naked 
and not think about what trials the morning might 
hold, what medicines. Her threadworn jumper, 
hanging on a hook. Instead he wants his Elizabeth 
to be here now, in front of him, arms raised to the 
light, clothes drifting up to the surface. Not a scrap 
of cloth left on their skin, palm to palm, belly to 
belly, and instead of stillness a swirling flourish 
of current. The River Liffey making her way to 
the sea. If he could not have that, he would want 
to crawl inside one sharp-edged shell stuck to 
the starboard hull of this ship, what is her name, 

this ship, and what is she carrying? He cannot 
remember, but he would curl up and attach 
himself to her and let her pull him out to sea. 

As he stands there with his arms raised 
imagining that sea, something slides itself against 
his wrist and he grabs it, a piece of paper, his list. 
They will strike on the first of August if the trade 
unions are with them. They will strike. He holds 
the list up to his face and thinks of the names, 
blurred now, forty-five of them for eight hundred 
tons. What is it she carries? He hasn’t thought  
of air, not once, but it occurs to him as he holds 
the list like an artifact that it was a mouth and 
throat he’d always breathed through, that air  
and water could be made to flow together, and 
so he does, he lets it flow out of him and just as 
easily takes the water back in. And though his 
lungs are seizing, he looks up to the light and 
takes another, a long breath, fuller and calmer 
and more whole than any he’s known, and  

the surface explodes now, a whole body comes 
through, and the bubbles at the edge of the tear 
in the light are distinct and clear. John blows out 
again and in, and he knows that they’ve stopped 
working. He can’t make out their shapes, but he 
knows the whole ship has cleared and other ships 
have lost their crews as well, all of them running 
to see it, staring over the edge, the prospect of a 
body. And he knows it wouldn’t happen, but he 
imagines people from the nearby streets, from 
behind the Custom House, the whole parish 
clearing out and streams of people sick and rich, 
poor and clean, coming out of their rooms to see 
what the noise is, and for one good day the place 
would be clear and something could wash it out. 

The man swam to him. It would be too late. 
What was it she carried? He looked at his list.  
It was soft and white and it was flour. Sacks  
of flour. She carried flour, enough for a city  
of cakes. MM 
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He’d never felt a ship beneath its water line, never put his 
hands that far down against its timber frame, but he’d been 

around the quay long enough to know that all of them stretched 
and breathed. Below decks, they had lungs.
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“My mother is from Dublin,” Richard Hermes said 
when asked about the genesis of his story. “In the 
summer of 2002, I went there to do research, and 
I saw a photo of my great-great grandfather, a 
square-shouldered man with a broad mustache. 
Like the character in this story, his name was John 
Clarke and he drowned while at work on the docks. 

“That’s where the facts end, however. John Clarke 
left no diary or account of his thoughts. I sat on my 
image of that man falling to the water for nearly a 
year, until a time of sadness in my life when I wasn’t 

writing much of anything. When the story came, it 
did so in a rush, nearly whole. I was skeptical about 
it at first, because writing has always been a slow 
process for me, and this one seemed to be imagin-
ing itself.

“Next month, my Grandpa Clarke will turn nine-
ty. He told me something beautiful once that never 
made it into a piece of fiction. He said that when 
they pulled his own grandfather, John Clarke, out 
of the river, they found a silver watch in his breast 
pocket. It was engraved with his name, and it was 
still running.”
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outline of the ship. He hears the rhythm of its 
heaving ribs, and the water is lighter, more green 
than black, thinner than he thought it would be.

He cannot swim, of course. He knows no one 
who can. He moves headfirst toward the bottom, 
hands stretched out in front of him. There is 
something like seaweed. Thick, dark blades of it. 
He moves so slowly through the water that he 
could be coming to a stop. But he is not, because 
he can nearly reach the seaweed now. He’s 
against the wall. He should use it to turn over, or 
his boots should turn him over, but the hull and 
the wall are covered in the same slippery moss 
and his hand slides down it, bumps at each seam, 
and that’s another way he knows he’s moving. 
Even though the wall is slick and he is weightless 
there in front of it, he knows it holds the whole 
city back. The silt dredged up for better depth, 
all the stacks of shipping crates, and each stone 
laid to build the path, the street. Boyo’s and 
Donnovan’s and every house that’s built with 
brick. The whole weight of it, the great sweep 
down to the river and the sea and the immense 
push of it, all against this wall that he feels with 
his cheek now, how cool it is, how every tap in 
every yard that ran today sent its water against 
this wall, tickling his cheek, and he has slid nearly 
to the bottom. An arm sinks elbow-deep into 
mud. Seaweed fans against the small of his back, 
his neck. Puffs of silt cloud up from the riverbed. 
Momentum keeps his legs moving downward 
even as he is stopped now, hand dug in mud, 

and his boots wing around and pop him loose, 
and he is facing skyward now, and there is some 
light up there. A second chance to see the surface 
unbroken, that’s how he thinks of it. It is a long 
strip of white. Then something punctures it—an 
arm? But it could not be an arm, the wall is too 
high. It must be a board. A kind gesture. A board. 
There is no one jumping after him. 

His clothes could float right off his body, so 
freely do they hang about him in the water. He 
could not call it wearing them. How good would 
it be if they did float off, just slipped right over his 
head? He lifts his arms to this idea. How better 
it would be to stand naked here than any other 
place he has been naked, any other time he lay 
in bed without clothes and felt only the stillness 
of the air around him. Its stale potential for 
sickness, and his vulnerable child whom he does 
not understand. Not because she is a girl and he 
is a man, but because she has taken from him the 
luxury of guilt-free air, the privacy to lie naked 
and not think about what trials the morning might 
hold, what medicines. Her threadworn jumper, 
hanging on a hook. Instead he wants his Elizabeth 
to be here now, in front of him, arms raised to the 
light, clothes drifting up to the surface. Not a scrap 
of cloth left on their skin, palm to palm, belly to 
belly, and instead of stillness a swirling flourish 
of current. The River Liffey making her way to 
the sea. If he could not have that, he would want 
to crawl inside one sharp-edged shell stuck to 
the starboard hull of this ship, what is her name, 

this ship, and what is she carrying? He cannot 
remember, but he would curl up and attach 
himself to her and let her pull him out to sea. 

As he stands there with his arms raised 
imagining that sea, something slides itself against 
his wrist and he grabs it, a piece of paper, his list. 
They will strike on the first of August if the trade 
unions are with them. They will strike. He holds 
the list up to his face and thinks of the names, 
blurred now, forty-five of them for eight hundred 
tons. What is it she carries? He hasn’t thought  
of air, not once, but it occurs to him as he holds 
the list like an artifact that it was a mouth and 
throat he’d always breathed through, that air  
and water could be made to flow together, and 
so he does, he lets it flow out of him and just as 
easily takes the water back in. And though his 
lungs are seizing, he looks up to the light and 
takes another, a long breath, fuller and calmer 
and more whole than any he’s known, and  

the surface explodes now, a whole body comes 
through, and the bubbles at the edge of the tear 
in the light are distinct and clear. John blows out 
again and in, and he knows that they’ve stopped 
working. He can’t make out their shapes, but he 
knows the whole ship has cleared and other ships 
have lost their crews as well, all of them running 
to see it, staring over the edge, the prospect of a 
body. And he knows it wouldn’t happen, but he 
imagines people from the nearby streets, from 
behind the Custom House, the whole parish 
clearing out and streams of people sick and rich, 
poor and clean, coming out of their rooms to see 
what the noise is, and for one good day the place 
would be clear and something could wash it out. 

The man swam to him. It would be too late. 
What was it she carried? He looked at his list.  
It was soft and white and it was flour. Sacks  
of flour. She carried flour, enough for a city  
of cakes. MM 
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He’d never felt a ship beneath its water line, never put his 
hands that far down against its timber frame, but he’d been 

around the quay long enough to know that all of them stretched 
and breathed. Below decks, they had lungs.
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summer of 2002, I went there to do research, and 
I saw a photo of my great-great grandfather, a 
square-shouldered man with a broad mustache. 
Like the character in this story, his name was John 
Clarke and he drowned while at work on the docks. 

“That’s where the facts end, however. John Clarke 
left no diary or account of his thoughts. I sat on my 
image of that man falling to the water for nearly a 
year, until a time of sadness in my life when I wasn’t 

writing much of anything. When the story came, it 
did so in a rush, nearly whole. I was skeptical about 
it at first, because writing has always been a slow 
process for me, and this one seemed to be imagin-
ing itself.

“Next month, my Grandpa Clarke will turn nine-
ty. He told me something beautiful once that never 
made it into a piece of fiction. He said that when 
they pulled his own grandfather, John Clarke, out 
of the river, they found a silver watch in his breast 
pocket. It was engraved with his name, and it was 
still running.”
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