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ENDLESS MARCHING FEET

Battie White

ADJUDICATORS COMMENTS: A wonderful story and a beautiful piece of writing, superbly
told: a young man_falls between the cracks through no_fault of his own and is rescued by an
angel. The title is perfect: the view from the ground that a beggar sees day in day out of people
rushing past. This writer seems to have access to such a person’s experiences, such as endless
questions,_from do-gooders, probing officialdom and well-meaning offers of help. This is a good
story. Well done, keep up the writing.

HE SAT IN his usual spot on
Capel Street Bridge, paper cup in
hand. The bitter east wind blew
up the Liffey. Joe’s cheap anorak
offered little protection, but he
was past caring. The snowflakes
fell softly all around him, melting
to slush in the steady march of
feet. For two months now, since
old Eddie had died on Christmas
Eve, this was Joe’s spot.

Eddie had looked after him
when he first came on the streets,
and he would never forget him
for that. He wondered what age
old Eddie had been when he
died. Frank in the hostel said
he was only fifty, but Joe
thought he looked seventy.
Twenty years living and sleep-
ing on the Dublin streets had
left their mark.

Joe sometimes stayed in the
Iveagh Hostel when he had
the money, if they let him in,
which wasn’t very often. You
couldn’t stay if you had a jar,
you couldn’t talk to people in
case there was a row, you
couldn’t bring a few cans in,
you had to be in bed by eleven
and out the door by half nine
next morning. Joe gave up in
the end and most nights just
slept in a doorway in Jervis
Street.

The methadone was beginning
to wear off. The cold wet seeped
through the cardboard, soaked
from the melting snow. It

travelled up his back. He began
to shiver. The few coins in the
paper cup rattled.

‘Help the homeless’, he
muttered. He pulled his hoodie
tighter and tried to hold the
cup steady.

It was after five o’clock. All
he could see was feet, endless
marching feet. Feet going to
cars, to buses, to the Luas and
the Dart. Men in good coats
and polished black shoes,
women in furs and boots with
Arnotts and Brown Thomas
bags swinging in the wind.

Sometimes a coin or two was
dropped in the cup. Sometimes
even someone would stop to
talk, usually young people,
students.

‘Have you nowhere to stay?
Are you hungry? Why are you
here?’ Questions, questions.
For five years Joe had had
nothing but questions. Guards,
social workers, council workers,
do-gooders, hostel managers,
questions and forms, forms
and questions.

Why can’t they just leave me
alone?

He’d had a job once, as a
courier. For three years he cycled
the streets, delivering packages
to offices and businesses all
over the city. Fumbally Lane,
Crow Street, Setanta Place,
Coppinger Row...he knew every
street and lane in Dublin, at least

every one within the canals. It
was a good life. Between the
dole and the money from the
courier work, Joe always had
money. Back then he lived in a
house in Stonybatter with his
girlfriend Doris, and another
couple, Tony and Suzy. The
rent was okay, six hundred
euro a month between the four
of them. Doris worked part
time in the Centra shop in
Parnell Street. He had known
Doris since the time he left
school, after Junior Cert. Doris
was more ambitious, and had
stayed on to do the Leaving
Cert. One day maybe they
would buy their own place.

A two bedroom apartment in
town would be great.

It was Tony who had introduced
him to Jimmy Clark, one night
they had slipped out to Kavanaghs
for a few pints. Tall and tanned,
with a well trimmed beard and
a crombie coat, Jimmy looked
every inch the successful
businessman Tony said he was.

Joe and Jimmy went out for a
smoke to the street.

‘What business are you in?
Joe asked him.

‘Well, mainly computer parts.
I import them from Taiwan and
distribute them throughout
Ireland. I also have a computer
repair shop in Essex Street.
And what about yourself, what
do you do?’
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Joe wanted to lie, couldn’t
think of a good answer, so he
just told the truth.

‘I'm a bike courier’.

They had finished their
cigarettes. Jimmy took out a
pack of Benson & Hedges,
gave one to Joe and they lit up.

‘How much a week do you
earn?’

This was embarrassing. If
he tried to bluff it might be
obvious.

‘On average, including the
dole, I clear about three hundred
a week.’

‘Would you like to earn a
couple of hundred more?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Let’s go back in, we’ll talk
more inside.’

Jimmy’s business was boom-
ing. He needed someone to
deliver packages to regular
customers in the city centre.
Joe could do the drops along
with his other work.

‘How much would you pay?
Joe asked.

‘Well, these parts are very
expensive. Usually it would be
microprocessors, worth a couple
of hundred euro each. You'd
need to be very careful with
them, never let them out of
your sight. I could start you off
next week. If all goes well, you
could deliver say ten packages
a week, for which I'd pay you
thirty euro each.’

Joe nearly fell off his bar
stool with shock.

‘That’s three hundred a
week?’

‘Keep your voice down, this
is confidential business. If the
wrong people got to hear about
the valuable stuff you were
carrying around you could be
robbed, or worse. So, are you
interested?’

‘l sure am. When can I start?’

‘You can start next Monday.
Give me your mobile number
and I'll call you about the first
deliveries. But remember; keep
your mouth shut about this for
all our sakes.’

Jimmy bought them both
another drink and left.

‘This is your lucky day,” said
Tony. ‘I told you he was a good
guy to know.’

He almost ran home that night,
couldn’t wait to tell Doris.

‘Now love, we can start saving
the deposit for our very own
apartment. I'm going to be
making six hundred a week!”

‘But why is he giving you all
this work, he’s only just met
you?’ she asked.

Tony explained. ‘He needs
someone he can trust, this stuff
is valuable. When I told him
about Joe, that he was a bike
courier, he said he’d be perfect.
With all the traffic in town a
bike is faster than any van.’

For six months Joe delivered
the packages for Jimmy, as well
as his usual courier work. Jimmy
was as good as his word, and
paid Joe his money every Friday.

The packages turned out to be
even more valuable than Jimmy
had said. Joe discovered this
one Friday evening as he was
about to drop a package to a
man in an apartment off Mount
Street. He had just locked his
bike to the railings when two
Garda detectives arrested him.
Next day he was in Court Number
Six in the Bridewell, charged
with the possession of cannabis
with a street value of twelve
thousand euro.

Joe was sentenced to two
years in Mountjoy.

He was released after sixteen
months—sixteen months that
changed his life. When he got
out he had nowhere to go. Doris
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had stopped calling to see him
long ago. His mother Angela
had moved out of the house in
Drimnagh and was living with
a man in Ringsend.

His younger brother Sean
was living with his girlfriend
and baby in the Drimnagh
house, and didn’t want him
back. Joe was truly alone.

He couldn’t remember now
the first time he had taken drugs
in jail. Locked in a small cell
for most of the day, he thought
he was going mad. He had to do
something to relieve the pain.
On the streets Joe had needed
his heroin even more, until he
started going to the methadone
clinic on Merchants Quay.

There were some good days,
especially in summer. One June
day Joe had collected sixty
euro, and that was only up to
six o’clock. He’d had a few
pints that night with old Eddie
and Murph in the Stag’s Head,
and then fish and chips from
Burdocks. Food had never tasted
so good.

It was time to move on. Nobody
had given him anything for
ages. Joe emptied the paper
cup. Including what was in his
pocket, he had about ten euro,
enough for two pints, but no
fish and chips. He wanted to
get up from the wet ground
and start moving, but he knew
that when he did he’d feel
colder, with that bitter wind
whipping along the dark dreary
river.

Maybe he could get a bed in
the Iveagh for the night, if they
would take him.

It was then that he heard her
voice, soft, friendly and yet firm.

‘Get up from there before
you catch pneumonia, you're
shivering all over’.

Joe looked up. The woman
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standing over him was wrapped
in a long black coat overlapping
her black boots. She held an
umbrella to keep the snow off,
and several shopping bags. Joe
was working himself up to tell
her to piss off when she spoke
again.

‘C’mon, I'll get you something
to eat; you must be starving.’

‘I'm alright, just go away and
leave me alone.’

‘No, you're not alright. You've
been here all day, I've seen
you. Come with me and I'll get
you something to eat.’

Joe stood up, robot-like, and
saw the woman’s face for the
first time. She was young and
pretty. What was she up to?
Must be from Simon or the
Salvations.

She looked at Joe from top to
bottom, drips falling from his
baseball cap on to his anorak,
and then to the ground. His
whole body was cold; he shivered
in the still falling snow. He
thought to walk away, but he
didn’t. There was something
about her.

“You can’t go anywhere looking
like that. We're going to have to
get you some clothes first. Let’s
go, Clery’s will still be open.’

They were an unlikely pair
walking along the boardwalk,
the tall elegant girl with the Zara
bags and the scruffy unshaven
man, carrying the bulging
Tesco plastic bag, trailing after
her, a mongrel without a leash.

In Clery’s she had a quick
word with the young man in
menswear, telling him to Kit Joe
out in new clothes from top to
bottom. She would pay for it.
She wandered off to ladies
fashions to pass the time. When
she came back half an hour
later Joe was sitting on a chair
waiting for her, dressed in a

new sweater, shirt and slacks,
complete with new leather shoes
and overcoat. He smiled at her
as she went to pay at the desk.

Why is she doing this? God
I must smell awful, I haven’t
had a shower for weeks.

‘Okay, let’s go for something
to eat, I'm starving too. You
can dump your old things in a
bin when we get outside.’

He followed her out to the
street and dumped his old stuff
in the nearest bin, leaving him
with just the new purchases
from Clery’s.

‘Now, let’s eat.’

They crossed the street to the
Kylemore, and took a table at
the window.

‘Tl get the food, you keep
the table. What would you like?’

‘I wouldn't mind a fry if they’re
still doing breakfasts. I'm not
fussy, whatever they have.’

She went and joined the
queue. It was snowing hard.
Joe watched the people passing
by his window. The crowd was
thinning out. They seemed to
be moving even faster now,
heads down and umbrellas up,
trying to beat the wind and
snow. Some weren't moving so
fast. Sometimes an old man
would shuffle past, carrying a
plastic bag or two in one hand,
trying to hold his hood up with
the other. Joe was scared at the
thought of being out there
again, alone.

She came back to the table
with a full tray, a king size
breakfast for Joe and lasagne
with salad for herself. Joe was
ravenous; he hadn’t eaten a
proper meal for days.

‘Now’, she said, when he
had finished, ‘how come you’'re
homeless?’

And he told her, everything.
She listened, without asking

any more questions.

‘I think I might know some-
one who would give you a part
time job doing deliveries. If
you're interested I'll ring them
tomorrow and you can call in
to see them.’

For the first time in years the
clouds were beginning to lift.

‘There’s no way I'd get a job
without an address,” he said.

“That won't be a problem,
you can book into a B&B for a
few days, and I'll pay for it.’
Why is she doing this?

They left the Kylemore and
walked down Talbot Street, Joe
and his new friend Julie.

Just around the corner in
Gardiner Street, she booked
him into a clean looking B&B
and paid X120 for three nights.

‘I'll ring here tomorrow and
leave a message with Reception
about the job.’

Joe shook her hand, hesitantly.
‘Thanks, thanks very much for
doing this.’

She turned to leave. ‘Don’t
forget to check for my message
tomorrow.’

Joe went upstairs to his room.
He shaved and showered, enjoy-
ing the luxury of the warm water,
being able to take his time, with
nobody banging on the door to
hurry him up.

Later he slept in a warm
comfortable bed, with clean
sheets, in a room all to himself,
with no noise or shouting.

Back home in her apartment
in Grand Canal Quay, Julie
poured herself a glass of
Shiraz, and switched on the TV,
but wasn't really watching.
Instead she was remembering
her twin brother Shane, who
had died one year ago to the
day, aged twenty Six.

It was too late for Shane.
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