LAsT RITES

Place: London, Harrow Road, Kensal Rise Baths

Time: June, a hot Friday

Characters: Irish Labourer, an adolescent immigrant

Cockney, caretaker of the bath
Overseer, an asbestos worker
Trinidadian man, a carpenter

Glossary:

Kensal Rise Tontine and Workingmen’s Association: a tontine
is an insurance system; historically, an annuity shared by a group
whose last surviving member inherits the whole; eg.: the 1967
British film comedy, The Wrong Box

Kensal Rise: a vintage London neighborhood; the Pre-Raphaelite
painter, J. W. Waterhouse (1849-1917) is buried at Kensal Rise
Cemetery

navvy, navvies: an unskilled labourer on canals, railways, public
works; from the word, navigator

Cockney: a dialectically colorful native of the East End of London;
eg.: My Fair Lady

dodgem: a bumper car ride at an amusement park

ras, rassman: male Rastafarian, someone from the Carribean
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NEIL JORDAN

LAsT RITES

o’clock a young builder’s labourer crossed an iron rail

way overpass, just off the Harrow Road. The day was
faded now and the sky was a curtain of haze, but the city
still lay hard-edged and agonisingly bright in the day’s undi-
minished heat. The labourer as he crossed the overpass took
note of its regulation shade of green. He saw an old, old negro
immigrant standing motionless in the shade of a red-bricked
wall. Opposite the wall, in line with the overpass, he saw the
Victorian facade of Kensal Rise Baths. Perhaps because of the
heat, or because of a combination of the heat and his tempera-
ment, these impressions came to him with an unusual clarity;
as if he had seen them in a film or in a dream and not in real,
waking life. Within the hour he would take his own life. And
dying, a cut-throat razor in his hand, his blood mingling with
the shower-water into the colour of weak wine he would take
with him to whatever vacuum lay beyond, three memories: the
memory of a green-painted bridge; of an old, bowed, shadowed
negro; of the sheer tiled wall of a cubicle in what had originally
been the wash-houses of Kensal Rise Tontine and Working-
men’s Association, in what was now Kensal Rise Baths.

The extraordinary sense of nervous anticipation the
labourer experienced had long been familiar with him. And,
inexplicable. He never questioned it fully. He knew he antici-
pated something, approaching the baths. He knew that it
wasn’t quite pleasure. It was something more and less than
pleasurable, a feeling of ravishing, private vindication, of ex-
posure, of secret, solipsistic victory. Over what he never asked.
But he knew. He knew as he approached the baths to wash off

@ne white-hot Friday in June at some minutes after five
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the dust of a week’s labour; that this hour would be the week’s
high-point. Although during the week he never thought of it,
never dwelt on its pleasures — as he did, for instance on his
prolonged Saturday morning’s rest — when the hour came it
was as if the secret thread behind his week’s existence was
emerging into daylight, was exposing itself to the scrutiny of
daylight, his daylight. The way the fauna of the sea-bed are
exposed, when the tide goes out.

And so when he crossed the marble step at the door,
when he faced the lady behind the glass counter; handing
her sevenpence, accepting a ticket from her; waving his hand
to refuse towel and soap, gesticulating towards the towel in
his duffle-bag, each action was performed with the solemnity
of an elaborate ritual, each action was a ring in the circular
maze that led to the hidden purpose — the purpose he never
elaborated, only felt; in his arm as he waved his hand; in his
foot as he crossed the threshold. And when he walked down
the corridor; with its white walls, its strange hybrid air; half
unemployment exchange, half hospital ward, he was silent.
As he took his place on the long oak bench, last in a line of
negro, Scottish and Irish navvies his expression preserved the
same immobility as theirs, his duffle-bag was kept between
his feet and his rough slender hands between his knees and
his eyes upon the grey cream wall in front of him. He listened
to the rich, public voices of the negroes, knowing the warm
colours of even their work-clothes without having to look.
He listened to the odd mixture of reticence and resentment
in the Irish voices. He felt the tiles beneath his feet, saw the
flaking wall before him the hard oak bench beneath him, the
grey-haired cockney caretaker emerging every now and then
from the shower-hall to call ‘Shower!’, ‘Bath! and at each call
the next man in the queue rising, towel and soap under one
arm. So plain, so commonplace, and underneath the secret
pulsing — but his face was immobile.

As each man left the queue he shifted one space forward
and each time the short, crisp call issued from the cockney he
turned his head to stare. And when his turn eventually came
to be first in the queue and the cockney called ‘Shower!” he
padded quietly through the open door. He had a slow walk
that seemed a little stiff, perhaps because of the unnatural
straightness of his back. He had a thin face, unremarkable
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but for a kind of distance in the expression; removed, glazed
blue eyes; the kind of inwardness there, of immersion, that is
sometimes termed stupidity.

The grey-haired cockney took his ticket from him. He nod-
ded towards an open cubicle. The man walked slowly through
the rows of white doors, under the tiled roof to the cubicle
signified. It was the seventh door down.

‘Espera me, Quievo!’.

‘Ora, deprisa, ha?’.

He heard splashing water, hissing shower-jets, the smack
of palms off wet thighs. Behind each door he knew was a naked
man, held timeless and separate under an umbrella of darting
water. The fact of the walls, of the similar but totally separate
beings behind those walls never ceased to amaze him; quietly
to excite him. And the shouts of those who communicated
echoed strangely through the long, perfectly regular hall.
And he knew that everything would be heightened thus now,
raised into the aura of the green light.

He walked through the cubicle door and slid the hatch into
place behind him. He took in his surroundings with a slow
familiar glance. He knew it all, but he wanted to be a stranger
to it, to see it again for the first time, always the first time:
the wall, evenly gridded with white tiles, rising to a height
of seven feet; the small gap between it and the ceiling; the
steam coming through the gap from the cubicle next door; the
jutting wall, with the full-length mirror affixed to it; behind it,
enclosed by the plastic curtain, the shower. He went straight to
the mirror and stood motionless before it. And the first throes
of his removal began to come upon him. He looked at himself
the way one would examine a flat-handled trowel, gauging its
usefulness; or; idly, the way one would examine the cracks on
a city pavement. He watched the way his nostrils, caked with
cement-dust, dilated with his breathing. He watched the rise
of his chest, the buttons of his soiled white work-shirt strain-
ing with each rise, each breath. He clenched his teeth and his
fingers. Then he undressed, slowly and deliberately, always
remaining in full view of the full-length mirror.

After he was unclothed his frail body with its thin ribs,
hard biceps and angular shoulders seemed to speak to him,
through its frail passive image in the mirror. He listened and
watched.
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Later it would speak, lying on the floor with open wrists,
still retaining its goose-pimples, to the old cockney shower-
attendant and the gathered bathers, every memory behind the
transfixed eyes quietly intimated, almost revealed, by the body
itself. If they had looked hard enough, had eyes keen enough,
they would have known that the skin wouldn’t have been
so white but for a Dublin childhood, bread and margarine,
cramped, carbonated air. The feet with the miniature half-
moon scar on the right instep would have told, eloquently, of
a summer spent on Laytown Strand, of barefoot walks on a
hot beach, of sharded glass and poppies of blood on the sum-
mer sand. And the bulge of muscle round the right shoulder
would have testified to two years hod-carrying, just as the light,
nervous lines across the forehead proclaimed the lessons of an
acquisitive metropolis, the glazed eyes themselves demonstrat-
ing the failure, the lessons not learnt. All the ill-assorted group
of bathers did was pull their towels more rigidly about them,
noting the body’s glaring pubes, imagining the hair (blonde,
maybe) and the skin of the girls that first brought them to life;
the first kiss and the indolent smudges of lipstick and all the
subsequent kisses, never quite recovering the texture of the first.
They saw the body and didn’t hear the finer details — just
heard that it had been born, had grown and suffered much
pain and a little joy; that its dissatisfaction had been deep;
and they thought of the green bridge and the red-bricked walls
and understood —.

He savoured his isolation for several full minutes. He
allowed the cold seep fully through him, after the heat of
clothes, sunlight. He saw pale, rising goose-pimples on the
mirrored flesh before him. When he was young he had been
in the habit of leaving his house and walking down to a busy
sea-front road and clambering down from the road to the
mud-flats below. The tide would never quite reach the wall
and there would be stretches of mud and stone and the long
sweep of the cement wall with the five-foot high groove run-
ning through it where he could sit, and he would look at the
stone, the flat mud and the dried cakes of sea-lettuce and see
the tide creep over them and wonder at their impassivity, their
imperviousness to feeling; their deadness. It seemed to him
the ultimate blessing and he would sit so long that when he
came to rise his legs, and sometimes his whole body, would
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be numb. He stood now till his immobility, his cold, became
near-agonising. Then he walked slowly to the shower; pulled
aside the plastic curtain and walked inside. The tiles had that
dead wetness that he had once noticed in the beach-pebbles.
He placed each foot squarely on them and saw a thin cake of
soap lying in a puddle of grey water. Both were evidence of the
bather here before him and he wondered vaguely what he was
like; whether he had a quick, rushed shower or a slow, careful
one; whether he in turn had wondered about the bather before
him. And he stopped wondering, as idly as he had begun. And
he turned on the water.

It came hot. He almost cried with the shock of it; a cry of
pale, surprised delight. It was a pet love with him, the sudden
heat and the wall of water, drumming on his crown, sealing
him magically from the world outside; from the universe
outside; the pleasurable biting needles of heat; the ripples
of water down his hairless arms; the stalactites gathering
at each fingertip; wet hair; the sounds of caught breath and
thumping water. He loved the pain, the total self-absorption
of it and never wondered why he loved it; as with the rest of
the weekly ritual — the trudge through the muted officialdom
of the bath corridors into the solitude of the shower cubicle,
the total ultimate solitude of the boxed, sealed figure, three
feet between it and its fellow; the contradictory joy of the first
impact of heat, of the pleasurable pain.

An overseer in an asbestos works who had entered his
cubicle black and who had emerged with a white, blotchy, grey-
ish skin-hue divined the reason for the cut wrists. He looked
at the tiny coagulation of wrinkles round each eye and knew
that here was a surfeit of boredom; not a moody, arbitrary
adolescent boredom, but that boredom which is a condition
of life itself He saw the way the mouth was tight and wistful
and somehow uncommunicative, even in death, and the odour
of his first contact with that boredom came back to him. He
smelt again the incongruous fish-and-chip smells, the smells
of the discarded sweet-wrappings, the metallic odour of the
fun-palace, the sulphurous whiff of the dodgem wheels; the
empty, musing, poignant smell of the seaside holiday town,
for it was here that he had first met his boredom; here that
he had wandered the green carpet of the golf-links, with the
stretch of grey sky overhead, asking, what to do with the long
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days and hours, turning then towards the burrows and the
long grasses and the strand, deciding there’s nothing to do, no
point in doing, the sea glimmering to the right of him like the
dull metal plate the dodgem wheels ran on. Here he had lain
in a sand-bunker for hours, his head making a slight indenta-
tion in the sand, gazing at the mordant procession of clouds
above. Here he had first asked, what’s the point, there’s only
point if it’s fun, it’s pleasure, if there’s more pleasure than pain;
then thinking of the pleasure, weighing up the pleasure in his
adolescent scales, the pleasure of the greased fish-and-chip bag
warming the fingers, of the sweet taken from the wrapper, the
discarded wrapper and the fading sweetness, of the white flash
of a pubescent girl’s legs, the thoughts of touch and caress, the
pain of the impossibility of both and his head digging deeper
in the sand he had seen the scales tip in favour of pain. Ever
so slightly maybe, but if it wins then what’s the point. And
he had known the sheep-white clouds scudding through the
blueness and ever after thought of them as significant of the
pre-ponderance of pain; and he looked now at the white scar
on the young man’s instep and thought of the white clouds and
thought of the bobbing girls’ skirts and of the fact of pain —.
The first impact had passed; his body temperature had
risen and the hot biting needles were now a running, mass-
aging hand. And a silence had descended on him too, after the
self-immersed orgy of the driving water. He knew this shower
was all things to him, a world to him. Only here could he see
this world, hold it in balance, so he listened to what was now
the quietness of rain in the cubicle, the hushed, quiet sound of
dripping rain and the green rising mist through which things
are seen in their true, unnatural clarity. He saw the wet, flap-
ping shower-curtain. There was a bleak rose-pattern on it, the
roses faded by years of condensation into green: green roses.
He saw the black spaces between the tiles, the plug-hole with
its fading, whorling rivulet of water. He saw the exterior dirt
washed off himself, the caked cement-dust, the flecks of mud.
He saw creases of black round his elbow-joints, a high-water
mark round his neck, the more permanent, ingrained dirt.
And he listened to the falling water; looked at the green roses
and wondered what it would be like to see those things, hear
them, doing nothing but see and hear them; nothing but the
pure sound, the sheer colour reaching him; to be as passive
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as the mud pebble was to that tide. He took the cake of soap
then from the grilled tray affixed to the wall and began to rub
himself hard. Soon he would be totally, bleakly clean.

There was a dash of paint on his cheek. The negro painter
he worked beside had slapped him playfully with his brush.
It was disappearing now, under pressure from the soap. And
with it went the world, that world, the world he inhabited, the
world that left grit under the nails, dust under the eyelids. He
scrubbed at the dirt of that world, at the coat of that world,
the self that lived in that world, in the silence of the falling
water. Soon he would be totally, bleakly clean.

The old cockney took another ticket from another bather
he thought he recognised. Must have seen him last week. He
crumpled the ticket in his hand, went inside his glass-fronted
office and impaled it onto a six-inch nail jammed through
a block of wood. He flipped a cigarette from its packet and
lit it, wheezing heavily. Long hours spent in the office here,
the windows running with condensation, had exaggerated a
bronchial condition. He let his eyes scan the seventeen cubicles.
He wondered again how many of them, coming every week for
seventeen weeks, have visited each of the seventeen showers.
None, most likely. Have to go where they’re told, don’t they.
No way they can get into a different box other than the one
that’s empty, even if they should want to. But what are the
chances, a man washing himself ten years here, that he’d do
the full round? And the chances that he’'d be stuck to the one?
He wrinkled his eyes and coughed and rubbed the mist from
the window to see more clearly.

White, now. Not the sheer white of the tiles, but a hu-
man, flaccid, pink skin-white. He stood upwards, let his arms
dangle by his sides, his wrists limp. His short black hair was
plastered to his crown like a tight skull-cap. He gazed at the
walls of his own cubicle and wondered at the fact that there
were sixteen other cubicles around him, identical to this one,
which he couldn’t see. A man in each, washed by the same
water; all in various stages of cleanliness. And he wondered
did the form in the next cubicle think of him, his neighbour;
as he did. Did he reciprocate his wondering. He thought it
somehow appropriate that there should be men naked, wash-
ing themselves in adjacent cubicles, each a foreign country
to the other. Appropriate to what, he couldn’t have said. He
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looked round his cubicle and wondered: what’s it worth, what
does it mean, this cubicle — wondered was any one of the other
sixteen gazing at his cubicle and thinking, realizing as he was:
nothing. He realized that he would never know.

Nothing. Or almost nothing. He looked down at his body:
thin belly, thin arms, a limp member. He knew he had arrived
at the point where he would masturbate. He always came to
this point in different ways, with different thoughts, by dif-
ferent stages. But when he had reached it, he always realised
that the ways had been similar; the ways had been the same
way, only the phrasing different. And he began then, taking
himself with both hands, caressing himself with a familiar;
bleak motion, knowing that afterwards the bleakness would
only be intensified after the brief distraction of feeling — in
this like everything — observing the while the motion of his
belly muscles, glistening under their sheen of running water.
And as he felt the mechanical surge of desire run through him
he heard the splashing of an anonymous body in the cubicle
adjacent. The thought came to him that somebody could be
watching him. But no, he thought then, almost disappointed,
who could, working at himself harder. He was standing when
he felt an exultant muscular thrill run through him, arching
his back, straining his calves upwards, each toe pressed pas-
sionately against the tiled floor.

The young Trinidadian in the next cubicle squeezed out a
sachet of lemon soft shampoo and rubbed it to a lather between
two brown palms. Flecks of sawdust — he was an apprentice
carpenter — mingled with the snow-white foam. He pressed
two handfuls of it under each bicep, ladled it across his chest
and belly and rubbed it till the foam seethed and melted to
the colour of dull whey, and the water swept him clean again,
splashed his body back to its miraculous brown and he slapped
each nipple laughingly in turn and thought of a clean body
under a crisp shirt, of a night of love under a low red-lit roof,
of the thumping symmetry of a reggae band.

There was one intense moment of silence. He was stand-
ing, spent, sagging. He heard:

‘Hey, you rass, not finished yet?’

‘How’d I be finished?

‘Well move that corpse, rassman. Move!’

He watched the seed that had spattered the tiles be swept

©Palm Drive Publishing, All Rights Reserved
HOW TO LEGALLY QUOTE FROM THIS BOOK



http://jackfritscher.com/Drummer/Research%20Note.html

Last Rites 187

by the shower-water; diluting its grey, ultimately vanishing
into the fury of current round the plug-hole. And he remem-
bered the curving cement wall of his childhood and the spent
tide and the rocks and the dried green stretches of sea-lettuce
and because the exhaustion was delicious now and bleak,
because he knew there would never be anything but that
exhaustion after all the fury of effort, all the expense of pas-
sion and shame, he walked through the green-rose curtain
and took the cut-throat razor from his pack and went back to
the shower to cut his wrists. And dying, he thought of nothing
more significant than the way, the way he had come here, of
the green bridge and the bowed figure under the brick wall
and the facade of the Victorian bath-house, thinking: there is
nothing more significant.

Ofthe dozen or so people who gathered to stare — as people
will — none of them thought: ‘Why did he do it?’ All of them,
pressed into a still, tight circle, staring at the shiplike body,
knew intrinsically. And a middle-aged, fat and possibly simple
negro phrased the thought:

‘Every day the Lord send me I think I do that. And every
day the Lord send me I drink bottle of wine and forget bout
doin’ that’.

They took with them three memories: the memory of a thin,
almost hairless body with reddened wrists; the memory of a
thin, finely-wrought razor whose bright silver was mottled in
places with rust; and the memory of a spurting shower-nozzle,
an irregular drip of water. And when they emerged to the world
of bright afternoon streets they saw the green-painted iron
bridge and the red-brick wall and knew it to be in the nature
of these, too, that the body should act thus —
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