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The practice of an art demands a man’s whole self. Self-dedication is a duty for those who are genuinely in love with their art.


Eugène Delacroix







I thought, everything can be used in a lifetime, can’t it, and went on walking.


Joseph Cornell







My Aunt Mary was very kind and asked me to come and stay with them in Massachusetts. Jack Kerouac said that hardly any American artist can survive without an Aunt Mary.


Charles Brady 
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Prologue





When she was a child, she used to wake early in the winter, when it was still dark; and she remembers that she used to lie there and make believe that she was at once both inside and outside the house. The hall light would be left on all night, but instead of quenching her imagination, which was the reason for it, it gave her something upon which to fasten by illuminating the semicircle of glass above the front door. She believed that she was a bird in a tree opposite the house. In the utter dark of night only that fragile fan of yellow light was visible, and it was the only proof that the house was there, standing against the sky like a black ship on a black ocean. She could feel the branches rise and stir under her as she waited for dawn, when the light would thicken and coagulate, and when that happened she would see that the yellow fan of light was not something floating in space, but that it was part of the solid rectangle of a house. The sky would continue to lighten and the darkness to melt away, and the big black shape of the house with the arc of light wedged in it would be standing hard against the bare sky. There might yet be the odd star; and she was the watching bird who, when the sky attained a certain degree of paleness, sang first, sang alone; and she was also the child who lay under the patched and faded quilt and heard the bird singing, heard and imagined; the child who thought of the plates and bowls sitting on the table in the dim kitchen; the child who had fallen asleep the night before to the sound of those same plates and bowls being lifted from the press and set out in preparation for breakfast; the child who drifted off to sleep again, to dream about a set table in an empty room, about a bird in a tree, about a fan of yellow light. 



















Chapter One





‘A strange thing happened to me yesterday.’


‘Mmmn.’ There was no point in continuing: he was still asleep. Julia turned, her neck tight in the crook of his arm, and stared at where the morning light fell on the wall between the bookcase and the window. She thought of how, painted, it would appear as pure abstraction: the sharply defined oblong of lemon light on the pale surface, the two dark lines that bound the planes. It would be understood according to the titles one might give it: Dawn Light: Window, Wall, Bookcase, or simply a number.


‘Mmmn? Well?’ Roderic said. He was awake after all, but his voice was still slurred with sleep. ‘Go on. Pleasant strange or horrible strange?’


She thought for a moment. ‘Neither,’ she said. ‘Just strange.’


She told him that she had been walking across Stephen’s Green, on her way home from having met a friend. Passing the ponds and the flowerbeds she reached into her bag for a cigarette and stopped only momentarily to light it. Her lighter was a cheap disposable thing made of transparent red plastic, and she flicked at it once, twice, three times. Nothing: not so much as a spark. Only then did she notice that she was standing level with a man who was sitting on a bench. Julia didn’t even speak to him, simply held out the unlit cigarette with a quizzical smile. The man reached mechanically into his pocket and pulled out a heavy silver lighter. At the first touch it sent up a hard bright flame around which Julia cupped her hand to shield it from the breeze as she leant down and lit up. She exhaled deeply. The lighter snapped shut. ‘Thanks.’ She turned away, but had gone no more than three steps along the path when the man called after her.


‘Excuse me?’ She glanced back over her shoulder. He was looking at her with an expression of utter desolation, such as one rarely saw, an expression that literally stopped her in her tracks. ‘Excuse me, please, would you do me a favour?’ The voice was trembling and hesitant. ‘Would you mind … would you just sit beside me here for a few moments?’


Julia did not reply, but stared hard at the man, taking stock of him and of the situation. They would not be alone or isolated, for the Green was far from deserted. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to talk or anything, just sit beside me.’ There would be no danger with this man, of that she now felt sure. Julia trusted her own intuition as far as men were concerned. She said nothing, just nodded and retraced her last few steps to sit down beside him. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you so much.’ His voice was still shaking, and so low now as to be almost inaudible.


‘So we sat there,’ Julia said, turning over in bed so that she could rest her head upon Roderic’s chest, ‘and we didn’t say anything.’


It was exceptionally sunny for February and the railings of the nearby summerhouse cast dense, regular shadows upon its own ceiling, but between them flowed glittering, rippling light reflected from the surface of the pond. The quacking of the ducks made mad laughter in the distance. Julia opened her bag and took out her cigarettes, offered them to the man, who took one gratefully. He lit it with his own silver lighter, but his hands shook, and lacked the assured fluency of her own actions. He dragged desperately on the cigarette, narrowing his eyes, as though he had been parched and she had offered him cool, pure water. As they sat there smoking Julia stared straight ahead, drawing her own conclusions from what she had seen of him before she sat down. A businessman, that was clear from his suit and briefcase. He was in his mid to late forties, she guessed, although she always found it difficult to judge someone’s age. The impression he gave was of painstaking exactitude, with everything buttoned and fastened and polished and correct. No greater contrast could have been possible with her own wild style, her loose velvets and dangling earrings, her barely controlled mop of hair tied back with a green ribbon. Why was he there? Why was he so upset?


The world in which Julia lived was so far removed from the life of a middle-aged businessman that she didn’t expect to fathom him. Her best guess was that he had been fired from his job. Given the boot. Not that it would have been put like that, of course. Let go. That’s what they would have said to him. I’m afraid we’re going to have to let you go. A man like this didn’t do a job, he was his job. No wonder he was distraught. Later tonight he would go to a pub where he wasn’t known and would drink and drink and drink, and as she thought this, she remembered Roderic. The man was crying now, very quietly and discreetly; she could hear him sniffle and gulp beside her. ‘What am I going to do?’ he said. ‘What am I going to do?’


Having no adequate response to this, she answered his question with a question.


‘Where do you live?’


‘Dalkey,’ he said.


‘You might think to head for home.’ He shook his head.


‘Well you can’t stay here all night,’ Julia said reasonably.


‘Have you a car with you?’


‘I came on the DART.’


Julia thought about this for a moment. ‘I’m going out in that direction. We can go together, if you like. Would that help?’


‘That’s very kind,’ the man said. He was making a significant effort now not to cry, wiping furiously at his eyes and clearing his throat harshly. ‘That’s very kind,’ he said again as they stood up. 


They left the park and crossed the road, walked down Dawson Street together and turned right, continued on to Lincoln Place. As they passed a pub, Julia half thought he might suddenly dart into it and that would be the last she would see of him, but he didn’t seem to have registered it at all. He walked with his gaze fixed on the pavement. She was struck at how there was no tension between them; thought how strange it was that this should be the case, that she should be here in the unexpected company of this anguished stranger. At Westland Row they entered the station, bought tickets and boarded the green train that was heading south. Julia settled down opposite the man, who sat bolt upright and stared blankly out of the window. She was struck again by how tense and exact he looked, how overly correct and how thoroughly miserable. People boarded the train and others left, children shouted and laughed, and none of them paid any attention to Julia and the man, were probably not even aware that they were travelling together as they did not speak to each other until the train stopped at Monkstown. Then the man said, ‘You weren’t coming out in this direction at all, were you? You’re doing this just for me.’


Julia considered lying, but didn’t think she’d be able to carry it off. So she shrugged, said lightly, ‘You looked like you couldn’t be trusted to go straight home on your own. When I start something, I like to see it through to the end.’ She had thought he might remonstrate with her, but instead he gave a brief, weak smile, which astonished her. Up until then, he hadn’t looked capable of smiling. ‘You really are,’ he said, ‘tremendously kind.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ Julia said, embarrassed, and now it was she who turned to stare out of the window.


They didn’t speak again for the rest of the journey until they arrived in Dalkey. Even then, they walked in silence, the man now leading the way down the main street. He turned into a quiet road and pointed at an elegant house painted the colour of buttermilk, with a flight of steps leading up to the front door.


‘That’s it?’ He nodded and held out his hand. ‘Good luck,’ she said. The man said nothing. She was glad he didn’t thank her again, but when he took her hand he held it for slightly longer than was usual for a handshake, and so tightly that he crushed her ring into her fingers and hurt her. It was the first, the only thing about him that had made her feel ill at ease. Then he crossed the street and walked towards the pale house. She watched him go up the steps, fumbling in his pocket for his keys, but before he could find them someone inside opened up. He went in and the door closed. Julia watched for a moment longer, then turned and walked back slowly to the train station.


Roderic had been listening to all of this with great interest. ‘And he gave no clue as to what the problem was?’


‘None whatsoever. To tell you the truth, I didn’t want to know.’


‘You’re tremendously kind, do you know that? Tremendously kind.’


She was taken aback that he repeated so completely the stranger’s compliment: out of modesty she had omitted this detail from her account. Uncomfortable with praise for such a small act, she sought to change the subject. ‘Look at the wall,’ she said, ‘how the light falls there.’


But while she had been talking, the sharply defined edges of the rectangle she had noted earlier had expanded, grown softer as the light became more diffuse, dissolving completely now to fill the room with the clear light of a new day.



















Chapter Two





As was his habit, William sat up late that night after Liz had gone to bed. He poured himself a whiskey as he did every Friday, but a larger one than usual. Often he listened to music at this time but tonight he didn’t want it, couldn’t bear it. In silence he sat, and in darkness, but for the single lamp which burned beside his armchair. Through the shadows all the familiar objects glimmered: the brass fender before the ashes of the fire, the paintings and the mirror, the silver tray with its bottles and decanters. After such a day it seemed to William miraculous that he was there, at home in his own drawing room.


Why today? What had triggered it? It was absurd but, looking back, the only way he could define it was to say that he had never properly woken up that morning. All day he had been in a strange way half asleep, in a kind of waking drowse so that everything had seemed curiously unreal, like a dream, even as he lived it There had been more to it than a simple lack of sleep, although that was something from which he often suffered, because of his insistence on being always the first to rise in the house and the last to go to bed. Liz used to say he was the only person she knew who was both a lark and an owl, used to marvel at his energy. She didn’t realise how much it took out of him. He followed this pattern because the early mornings were the pursuit of hope, the late nights a quest for consolation. Liz thought it was kind of him to bring her coffee to bed, not realising it was a way to buy time alone.


Even in a suburban garden there was a kindness, a mercy, in the freshness of the day, the purity of the light; and from the kitchen window he would watch the birds at the wooden bird table, where the children put out fat and nuts in the winter. Magpies chattered and fought, a robin came often, and a pair of thrushes, but the bird he liked best was the blackbird, with its vivid eye and orange beak, with its liquid river of song. On dark mornings he would simply watch the light seep into the sky. He knew in his heart that it was foolish to draw comfort from such things, that if such a notion as banal transcendence was possible then this was it, for the day would not ultimately be redeemed. And yet, he had come to depend to an extraordinary degree on these little islands of peace. Then he switched on the radio and started to prepare breakfast for Sophie and Gregory.


He listened to one of the commercial stations and there was comfort, too, in the fake urgency of the news reports and the traffic updates, as there was fellowship in seeing the lights come on in the houses across the street. Yes, life is a struggle, these things seemed to imply, but we’re all in it together. Now he could feel the day breaking like a wave around him, could feel the tension between the pristine silence of the early morning and the increasing tide of the world that would gradually engulf it. The idling radio, the racket as the children clattered downstairs demanding cereal and juice, the rush of the shower when Liz rose, even the very thought of people all over the city rummaging for clean shirts, making tea and toast; he valued the tremendous pathos of this shared necessity.


So what had gone wrong this morning? He had failed utterly to make the transition from the night world into the day. Right from the start, everything had been grey and unclear, as though he were looking through a veil or a mist. He hadn’t even felt particularly unhappy, hadn’t felt anything, just a strange numbness. William remembered now that Liz had noticed something was wrong, had paused in helping Gregory on with his shoes to say, ‘Are you all right? Are you not feeling well?’ ‘I’m just a bit tired,’ he’d said, ‘that’s all,’ although he’d known even then there was more to it than that. Liz was too busy to pursue the matter. She looked in the hall mirror and slicked on her lipstick, then left the house with the children in a flurry of car keys and school bags, anoraks and lunch boxes. William heard the car doors slam and they drove off.


A short time later he picked up his briefcase, typed in the code of the house alarm and set off for the DART station. On the train into town he looked out across the great sweep of Dublin Bay. He noticed how clear Howth Head was on this fine morning at the end of the winter, the houses white and evident on the vast dark hump of the promontory. They drew into Booterstown station and he gazed at the patch of wetland on the other side of the wall, at herons and oystercatchers. The idea that came to him now was one that had played at the edges of his consciousness for years. The first time it had entered his mind as a personal possibility rather than as an abstract concept it had frightened him. Appalled, he pushed it away, forced it down. That he had largely succeeded in doing so was because William was an expert in mental control, in will, in closing out things that were too painful, too difficult to bear. But the idea had always been there from that day on. Perhaps his control over it had been too complete, for when it broke it was like a dam exploding. This was the moment. The idea sprouted before him like a huge, dark, marvellous poisoned flower. The train moved off. Why had he resisted until now? It was the obvious solution. It would be a relief. It would be best for all concerned. He believed that nothing had been farther from his mind when he boarded the train in Dalkey, and yet, by the time he got out, together with crowds of other people at Westland Row, the idea was fully formed and resolved in his mind.


He kept exactly to his usual routine, buying a copy of The Irish Times in the station shop, then crossing the road into Trinity, past the herb garden outside the botany department, past the physics building, and then up between the playing fields. He turned right, as always, into New Square, past the garden with its benches and roses, and looked up at the first-floor window that he always liked to think of as his, ever since the year he had had a room there as a student. It gave him pleasure to think back to his time in Trinity; he had been happy then. As he walked past the end of the Rubrics into Front Square, he thought of how little it had changed over the years, unlike other places he had known in Dublin, and how he liked that, because it meant he could pretend that time had not passed, could pretend that at any moment he might see Liz as she had been then, with her files and her books, on her way to a French lecture. Even as William thought this he saw ahead of him, as if to deliberately point up the foolishness of such a thought, one of his own former lecturers crossing the square. He wore in his face and body every day of the twenty years and more that had passed since he taught William land law. He walked between the two small lawns with their boundary of chains to which many bicycles were fastened, into the darkness of the front arch, with its glass-fronted notice boards and its floor of wooden blocks, past the security office and out again into the brightness of the day, through Front Gate and into College Green.


The law firm for which William worked was in a side street off Dame Street, up near Dublin Castle, and as he approached it this morning he could smell hops from the brewery. When he stepped into the building Martin Kane was there, laughing uproariously at something the doorman Declan had just told him. ‘It’s a good one that, isn’t it?’ Declan was saying. ‘It’s a good one.’


Speechless with mirth, Martin stepped into the lift with William. ‘Jesus, your man’s a turn,’ he said, pressing the button for their floor. ‘He’s lost in this place, he should be in the Gaiety.’


There was a mirror in the back of the lift, and William could not but be struck by the contrast between his own face and that of his colleague. They were like the masks for comedy and tragedy, Martin relaxed and jolly, still chuckling at whatever it was Declan had said; William tense and grim, with a frown cleft deep in his forehead.


‘Few jars after work tonight, what do you say?’ Martin asked as the lift stopped and the doors opened.


‘I’m not sure,’ William replied.


‘No bother,’ Martin said, heading off down the corridor to his office, ‘I’ll give you a shout later in the day, see how you feel.’


The fog that enveloped him still did not affect his capacity to work and William quickly settled down to dictate letters and read reports. No one else seemed to notice anything unusual about him today, and he was aware that his comportment and behaviour were exactly as always. But he felt distant from everyone: cut off. Sometimes it was as if there was a thick sheet of plate glass around him, sometimes it felt as though he was underwater, and was looking up through the refracted light at people who gazed down calmly at him. It was wretched. He was relieved to know that it would soon be over. At eleven o’clock there was a lull in his tasks, and on an impulse he picked up the phone, dialled the direct line to the office where Liz worked. ‘Kelly and Begley, good morning.’ Her voice was formal and crisp. He hadn’t thought through what he was going to say and so he said nothing. ‘Hello?’ she said. A pause then ‘Hello?’ again, with a note of irritation now. Then the line went dead. He imagined her sitting at her desk in her stone-coloured suit and her lipstick.


He went for a late lunch to a sandwich bar which he liked because no one else from his office ever patronised it. The circular table at which he sat was cluttered with the debris of other people’s food: tea stains, broken crusts, pieces of bitten apple. An elderly waitress who often served him came over and began to dear away the mess.


‘Are you tired, love?’ she asked. 


‘I am,’ he said. ‘I’m absolutely and completely exhausted.’


‘Good that it’s Friday,’ the woman said. ‘You’ll have the weekend to rest up.’


He thought of the weekend: he saw a blank; he said nothing.


When William went back to the office he continued to work diligently and mechanically. It was important to him that everything should be left in good order. Someone brought him a cup of coffee at three o’clock, and as he drank it he took time to look around the office. How strange it was to think that after twenty years of coming in here, day after day, he would never see the place again. On his desk there was a framed picture of Liz and the children, and taped up beside the filing cabinet were some of Gregory’s paintings. His colleagues genuinely admired the child’s work, but William knew, too, that behind his back they laughed at the photo. The only person who dared to make any comment about it was a sly temp from the North, who had worked there for a fortnight. ‘So that’s what you looked like when you were a wee fella,’ she said, pointing at Gregory in the photo on her last day with the firm, as though she hadn’t noticed the resemblance until then. He disliked displaying the photo and paintings, recognising that they were nothing more than signifiers of a conformity against which he increasingly chafed. It was like having to play golf or talk about the Six Nations. There were certain things about which you weren’t supposed, under some unspoken but iron rule, to express an interest. He remembered the insouciance with which the temp did embroidery during her tea break.


Just at that moment, Martin’s bright face appeared around the door. ‘Are you game for a pint later?’


‘Think I’ll give it a miss, if that’s all right.’


‘Fair enough. Another time.’ William made no reply. He logged off, put his papers in his briefcase and ensured that everything in the office was in perfect order before leaving. 


After the stifling atmosphere in the office the air of the street was agreeable to him, and he stood for a moment before walking down to the river. The fine weather enhanced the classic colours of the city, the grey stone of the churches and the Four Courts, the green copper dome of Adam and Eve’s. He walked along the thronged quay in a daze, past the Ha’penny Bridge and down towards D’Olier Street, aware of the contrast between the absolute ordinariness of the day and the singular nature of what he was going to do. Or rather, what was about to be done, so passive did he feel by this stage. That was what he found so terrible about life – its brutal inevitability, while always there was the illusion of liberty, of free will. Still in a waking dream, he wandered through the city streets, not quite sure where he was going. Afterwards he would remember the oddly circuitous route he took to Stephen’s Green, going first to Merrion Square then up to Baggot Street and eventually to the place that had become, for no particular reason, his destination.


William sat down on a bench and thought seriously about how he would proceed with the task in hand. He had no idea how long he had been there when he realised that someone was standing in front of him. He glanced up vaguely. It was a woman, and she was holding out an unlit cigarette, with a quizzical smile. Mechanically he reached into his pocket and pulled out his lighter. The woman put the cigarette in her mouth and leaned down towards the flame he offered her, cupping her hand against the breeze.


And as he looked at her, something extraordinary happened. The fog, the dreamlike state in which he had been wrapped all day, suddenly melted away. The woman’s face: her fine skin, her Half-closed grey eyes, startled him utterly and woke him up, like the kissed princess in his daughter’s storybook. It was as though this woman was the first real person he had seen all day, the first he had seen for years. She straightened up and blew out a long column of smoke, smiled her thanks and turned away. 


The enormity of what he had been contemplating broke over him; stunned and winded him. The thought of being alone for a second longer was terrifying. ‘Excuse me.’ He heard his own voice, hesitant and trembling. The woman turned round, and he heard himself tearfully asking her to sit beside him for a moment. She stood looking at him, sizing him up. Her face was inscrutable. She was young, in her early twenties: flat shoes, big coat, dangling earrings, remarkable hair. If she said no, he did not think he would be able to bear it. But she nodded, retraced her steps and sat down beside him.


Sitting now, past midnight, in the dimly lit drawing-room of his own home, his mind shrank from what had happened next. Thinking about it was like touching a wound, as if not just the unfelt pain of the early part of that day hit him, but of all his life. The young woman had actually seen him home and he’d meekly, gratefully gone with her. The whole day had fallen apart by that time, and with it, he realised, his life.


When he arrived at the house Liz opened the door before he had time to put his key in the lock. Her face showed surprise to see him home so early, that quickly modulated into concern when he said, ‘I feel ill. I feel wretched.’


‘You certainly look it. Do you want to go and lie down?’


He’d stumbled up the stairs to the bedroom and at once, to his own later astonishment, fell into a deep and mercifully dreamless sleep from which he awoke only at midnight, when Liz came up. And he’d gone down, in spite of her protestations, to drink and to sit in silence, to cling again to the old, familiar rituals of his life, even though he knew now that they were utterly useless. He had still barely grasped what had happened to him, but he was aware that, from here on out, things could never be the same again.



















Chapter Three





‘Cliona rang me this morning, said she was having a little get-together for the family Sunday week. She asked me to pass the invitation along.’


Roderic threw him the look of a hunted animal. “‘A little get-together.” Jesus, Dennis, those are some of the most terrifying words in the English language.’


‘I take it that means no?’


Anyone seeing Dennis and Roderic sitting drinking together at the back of the pub that early February evening could easily have surmised that they were brothers. The similarities they shared were in nuance and gesture, in the way they spoke and sat and lifted their drinks from the table rather than in any physical aspect. Roderic, considerably bigger than Dennis, was a robust, big-boned giant of a man. He was wearing a thick moss-coloured jumper that had seen better days, and he managed to look both ravaged and vital, was dark-haired and striking. Fair-haired and lightly built, Dennis was neat this evening, as ever, in his herringbone tweed jacket and tie. They were in their late forties, early fifties, and life had clearly taken its toll on both of them, in its own way.


‘Ah, you know how it is. Poor Cliona, she must be the last woman in Ireland with a heated hostess trolley.’


‘I don’t think she really expects you,’ Dennis said, ‘but she wanted you to know that you’re invited, that you’d be more than welcome to come along.’


‘I’m a heel, I know. I’ll call her myself to thank her and tell her I can’t make it. Maybe I’ll arrange to see her in town for a coffee. I like to keep in touch with the family, but it has to be one at a time. I can’t hack it in a group.’ 


‘I think she’s still annoyed with you about that time last September, when you forgot you’d been invited and didn’t show,’ Dennis said. To his surprise, Roderic smiled at this as though the memory gave him pleasure.


‘I did, didn’t I?’ he said. ‘I forgot. Still, I did go along for Arthur’s birthday at the end of the year, do you remember?’


‘I do indeed,’ Dennis replied, taking a long slug of his Guinness.


Immense amidst the chintz and bric-à-brac of Cliona and Arthur’s front room in Loughlinstown, Roderic had looked like a golden eagle that had landed by chance upon a suburban bird table, beside the sparrows and finches, and instead of laying waste to all around him had decided to try to fit in. He’d eaten prodigious quantities of home-made shortbread from a triple-decked cake-stand – another of Cliona’s anachronistic household items – as the conversation washed around him. Property prices, the difficulty of finding parking spaces in Dublin, political scandals, golf, the new Polo Arthur had recently acquired as a second car for Cliona’s use, and its merits compared with the Renault Clio that Maeve was thinking of buying; everyone painfully aware that Roderic had no particular opinions on any of these matters. But when Arthur finally cleared his throat and said, ‘How’s the work going, Roderic?’ he’d looked, if anything, even more ill at ease and stared at the carpet. ‘Grand, grand,’ he said, ‘the work’s going grand.’ Everyone was relieved, even Dennis, when he finally made his excuses and lumbered out.


‘I do try,’ he protested, ‘and I do like them, you know that. I’ve always been particularly fond of Arthur, and I’m even getting on fairly well with Maeve these days. Speaking of families,’ he went on, reaching for his jacket which was folded on the couch beside him, ‘this arrived last week.’ From an inside pocket he took an envelope with an Italian stamp and passed the colour photograph it contained to Dennis. As his brother studied it, Roderic sat behind his coffee cup with his arms folded, pleased by Dennis’s admiring comments. When he handed back the photo Roderic himself looked at it for a few moments before replacing it in the envelope, and then they sat in silence for a few minutes.


‘I’m going to a concert later this evening,’ Dennis eventually remarked, ‘and I have to eat first. I wondered if you would like to come and have a plate of pasta with me, somewhere near here.’


‘Now that’s an invitation I would like to take up, but I’m afraid I can’t.’ Dennis again drank from his Guinness, leaving a pause he hoped Roderic might fill by divulging his plans for the evening. But Roderic was up to this trick.


‘What are you going to hear?’ he asked, picking up his cup in turn.


‘Beethoven Piano Concerto. The Fifth.’


‘Great stuff. You’re so well organised. Have you a season ticket again for this year?’ Dennis nodded. ‘We must arrange to go to something together soon. And I’m really sorry I can’t eat with you tonight.’


‘Another time.’


‘I’m going to have another coffee, what can I get you?’


Dennis put his spread palm over the top of his glass. ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ he said, and he watched as his brother unfurled himself from his seat and went over to the bar. Roderic never had any trouble getting served in pubs, no matter how busy, for he towered over all around him, and it was impossible for any barman not to notice him. Not that there was any difficulty today, for it was early in the week and although a few office workers, like Dennis, had filtered in for a drink, it was a quiet evening. Contented and relaxed, he gazed down the length of the long, dim room with its marble counter, its elaborate lamps and wooden fittings, and watched the smoke from someone’s cigarette twist and drift in the quiet air.


‘I like this pub,’ he said, as Roderic made his way back to the table, a cup and saucer clutched gingerly in his big paw. ‘It’s good to be able to meet you in a place like this,’ he added carefully. ‘You’re looking ever so well these days.’


‘Aren’t I great?’ Roderic said with no discernible irony. ‘It’s three years now. I never take it for granted, Dennis, not for a minute.’


‘Nor do I.’ They had almost said too much. They fell silent as Roderic emptied two packets of sugar into his coffee. ‘Work’s going well too. Sold a painting last week, a big one. What about yourself, how’s it going in the bank?’


‘Much as ever; it’s fine.’


‘What about the hill walking, are you getting out at all these days?’


‘I’d be lost without it. I was up in Glencree on Sunday. Walk for miles then stand, just listen to the silence. Magical.’


Roderic had changed his position slightly when he sat down again, leaving Dennis a clear view of the length of the room. As they talked about his day in Wicklow, the front door of the pub opened and a young woman came in: scruffy, and wild haired. He casually watched her progress. Although there were plenty of empty places at the front and middle, she was moving down towards the corner beside the back door, where Dennis and Roderic were sitting. By the time the penny dropped, and Dennis realised what was happening, she had come up right behind Roderic who, sitting with his back to her, was oblivious to her presence until the moment she put her hand on his shoulder.


‘Julia!’


‘I came early. I didn’t expect you to be here for an hour yet, so I thought I would sit and read my book for a while. You don’t mind if I join you?’


‘Not at all, not at all,’ Roderic said. Flustered, he moved his jacket from beside Dennis to make room for her, replacing in the pocket, Dennis noticed, the letter from Italy which had remained on the table until then.


‘This is Dennis, my brother – Dennis – Julia.’ 


‘Roderic has told me lots about you,’ she said, a politeness Dennis couldn’t in honesty return. They shook hands and he gave her the tight little smile that was, in the circumstances, all he could manage. Julia took out her purse and dumped her velvet shoulder bag on the couch. ‘Can I get either of you a drink?’ she asked as she moved towards the bar. Roderic had barely touched his coffee, and Dennis again demurred. He was relieved when he heard her ask for a glass of Smithwicks, which was quickly served, for he didn’t know how he and Roderic could have easily filled the awkward minutes it would have taken the barman to pour a Guinness.


‘We were just talking about Wicklow,’ Roderic said when she sat down.


‘Oh really? That’s where I’m from,’ she added, addressing Dennis. ‘What were you saying about it?’ They tried to flog the conversation back into life, but without success. Subjects were raised – hill walking – concerts – Julia’s forthcoming exhibition – but they rapidly foundered on the brothers’ lack of ease. Only Julia remained calm, evidently bemused at the effect of her arrival. Eventually Dennis looked at his watch, drained his glass and said he would have to be off.


‘So that’s the famous Dennis,’ she said when they were alone. ‘He’s attractive, but I don’t think he knows it himself,’ a comment Roderic found remarkably shrewd. His brother’s habitually stern manner usually masked his looks, something people generally failed to see through until they knew him well ‘Why was he so uptight? What was all that about?’


‘Oh Dennis is Dennis, you know. It’s a long story.’


Julia turned over in her mind this not particularly illuminating response and decided not to pursue the matter for now. They relaxed into Dennis’s absence and talked about all that had happened to them in the days since they had last seen each other, Roderic’s big booming laugh occasionally causing people to turn and look at them. 


After a time Julia opened her bag and took out a few sheets of paper. ‘This is the text for the catalogue,’ she said. ‘Have a look through it and tell me what you think. I hate things like this,’ she added as he smoothed out the pages on the table.


‘Everyone hates this side of it,’ Roderic replied, ‘except vain, silly people, and perhaps even some of them find it a chore.’


He picked up Julia’s curriculum vitae. He ran his eye over the list of qualifications and exhibitions. A page easily held all she had done so far.


‘Every time I look at it I think how false it is,’ she said. ‘I look between the gaps and see all the things left out: all the projects that didn’t come through, the failed exams, the rows, the relationships that didn’t work, the whole bloody lot.’


He glanced at her over the top of the page, thinking of his own CV: the long list of hard-won achievements; and its shadow side, the unspoken horrors between the lines. Julia didn’t know what it was to have broken hearts and wrecked lives, including one’s own. Poor Dennis. No wonder he was so easily spooked by anything to do with Roderic by this stage.


‘That looks fine.’ He turned his attention to the essay entitled ‘Julia Fitzpatrick: Found Objects for a New Millennium’, and started to read. He had almost finished it when he noticed that someone had come up and was standing beside them.


‘Roderic.’


‘Brendan.’


Brendan stood staring down at Roderic. He bit his lower lip, frowning slightly and nodding. ‘So how are things? Tell me everything you’ve been up to. What’s new?’


‘Things are fine,’ Roderic said evenly. Brendan didn’t respond, but continued to bite and stare and nod and frown, hoping that Roderic would be made to feel uneasy, and blurt further information into the protracted silence. Instead, he sipped his coffee and stared insolently back at Brendan. 


‘Good,’ Brendan said eventually. ‘Good.’


‘Julia, do you know Brendan? Brendan Halpin, the art critic? Julia Fitzpatrick.’


Until Roderic spoke to her, Brendan had paid no attention whatsoever to Julia. He looked at her now with unfriendly curiosity, and he didn’t respond to her greeting – ‘Hello, Brendan’ – but turned back to Roderic and gave him a sly smile.


‘Julia’s in a group exhibition that opens in March,’ Roderic said. ‘Go and see it,’ and he named the gallery.


Brendan considered this information, still nodding and frowning. ‘So everything’s fine?’ he said eventually.


‘Everything’s fine.’


‘Good. Good. Well, see you around, Roderic.’ Julia was not included in this farewell, by either word or gesture. They watched him as he made his way through the pub to the front door, weaving his way between the tables.


‘I always regard meeting Brendan as a spiritual exercise,’ Roderic said, ‘and I’d advise you to do the same. He’s got a good sharp mind, but no heart. Don’t fret about his ignoring you. It’s only in the past year or so, since my star has been somewhat in the ascendant, that he’ll give me the time of day. The good thing about having been at the bottom of the heap is that you have no illusions left when you start to move up.’


He finished reading the essay and made a few suggestions, including a change of title; she thanked him for his help.


‘Do you know anything about the other artists in the show?’


‘One is a photographer, whose work I must confess I don’t like at all. She demythologises women too completely, I think.’


‘So you’d like them to be just a little bit mythologised?’ he teased her, and she smiled.


‘I’m not explaining it well. I mean, if you reduce everything to the purely physical, you’re missing the point At least, that’s my view. You’ll see what I’m getting at when you see the photos themselves. And as for the other artist, I don’t know her work. She isn’t a painter, she makes constructions. I’ve been told that she’s good; we’ll see in due course. What are you doing for the rest of the evening?’


‘I’m heading back to the studio myself for a few hours now,’ he said, ‘I got very little done when I was over there this morning. What about you?’


‘I think I’ll sit here and read my book a while, as I didn’t get to read it earlier.’


He took her hand. ‘I’m sorry about Dennis,’ he said.


‘Put it out of your mind. There’s nothing to be sorry about.’


‘Oh but there is, Julia,’ he said, ‘that’s the problem. There’s lots and lots to be sorry about.’


As he walked towards the front door of the pub he shrugged on his jacket, almost knocking a pint glass from a table as he passed. William caught it just in time and looked up, annoyed. The person who had unwittingly almost spilt the drink was such a giant, however, with the face of a hardened drinker that he decided to let discretion be the better part of valour, and to let it pass. Martin, whose drink it actually was, hadn’t even noticed, as he yammered away. It was William who had suggested to Martin that they go for the drink that they hadn’t had on the Friday. It put off the time when he would have to go home, something which was becoming an increasing strain. He had managed to get through the weekend somehow, after that shocking Friday. Mainly, he’d stayed in bed, pleading illness, but Liz knew by Saturday that there was more to it than that. It was only a matter of time before he stopped functioning completely. She knew he was in trouble, had urged him this morning to take the day off work. ‘Why?’ he’d asked, interested to see what she would say. Perhaps she might be able to throw some light on it, but she had folded her arms and looked at him shrewdly. ‘Why don’t you tell me?’ she said. He wondered listlessly how much longer he would be able to struggle on before it all fell comprehensively apart. Today was Tuesday. He knew he wouldn’t make it to the end of the week. 


Martin, a man who noticed nothing, was tremendously relaxing company. He chattered away brightly beside William about everything and nothing: it was like sitting dozing under a songbird’s cage. No more than the occasional nod or the odd murmur of consent was necessary to maintain the illusion that a conversation was taking place. Martin fascinated William, even as he bored him: his gift for happiness, the way he plunged and sparkled through every facet of his own life like an otter in a mountain stream was a source of wonder. What was so strange was that his life was so eerily like William’s own in everything except this contentment. His wife Elaine was Liz’s best friend; they also had a boy and a girl, although their children were older than Gregory and Sophie; their home in Clonskeagh was fashionably austere, while William’s own was more traditional in both architecture and furnishings. They worked in the same office, had both gone to Trinity, he was also the son of a lawyer … and yet, and yet … Many people considered that Martin was William’s best friend. In his darkest hours even William would allow himself to go along with this ridiculous notion in his own mind, but in general he realised that this was nothing more than perfect evidence of the false nature of the life he had made for himself. In the deepest, most fundamental points they had, he thought, little in common. There were even times when he despised Martin, particularly when he talked about women as he was doing now.


He had focused on a woman who was sitting up at the counter, out of earshot, in a pale blue suit and drinking gin and tonic.


‘I could buy her a drink, what do you think, do you think she’d join us? I think she’s drinking on her own, just waiting for somebody to take pity on her, wouldn’t you say? I’d say she’s desperate for a bit of company.’


This talk was typical of Martin, and that was all it ever amounted to: talk. William couldn’t bear it, and used to marvel that someone of Martin’s age – on the short road to fifty, like himself, and with twenty years of marriage behind him – could gain any satisfaction from it. He would have called it adolescent were it not for the fact that even adolescents nowadays would have gained no thrill, and expected more action.


‘There now,’ he said, as a young man in a sharp suit swept into the bar, kissed the woman. ‘There’s my chance gone.’ He sounded delighted. The woman said something to her companion and nodded towards Martin, who abruptly turned away.


All gong and no dinner, as William had heard one of the women in the office describe him. It was William himself who had almost wrecked his own marriage with a stupid fling that had caused misery all round, and left a crack in his life with Liz that he now realised would be with them for ever. It was Martin who had seen what was happening, who had tried to stop him. It had been a reckless affair; he intended it to be destructive. Martin had hauled him off for drinks, had told him he was mad, that it wasn’t worth it, to stop now before any more harm was done. After Liz found out and wanted to leave him Martin had asked his own wife to talk to her, to coax her to stay. Elaine had told William in no uncertain terms that she was only doing it because she thought it was in Liz’s best interests, and to this day when she was in William’s company made no effort to conceal that she thought him beneath contempt. Martin, to his credit William thought, had never made any further allusion to the matter.


‘I’ll tell you this, though,’ he said now, nudging William, ‘you’re in with a chance down there.’ He nodded towards the back of the bar. ‘She’s pretending to read a book but she’s been giving you the eye this past ten minutes and more.’ William glanced wearily in the direction indicated and was utterly thrown to see the woman whom he had met on Stephen’s Green a few days earlier. He felt his face grow hot, and to his mortification Martin noticed it ‘Fancy her, do you? She’s young, but I’ve seen better. I wouldn’t have thought she was your type. Fierce head of hair.’ William was so embarrassed he couldn’t speak, picked his glass up and almost dropped it. Martin looked at him narrowly. ‘Do you know her?’


‘Does she look like the sort of person I would know?’ William said: an inspired remark in the circumstances, for it was enough to put Martin off the trail.


‘Not likely,’ he said. Getting bored with the subject of women now, he unfolded the evening paper he had bought earlier. ‘More scandals,’ he said, pointing at the headline. ‘Will it never end?’ and he was off again on another rambling line of conversation.


William was still consumed by the thought of the woman at the far end of the room. Should he go over and thank her? If he did, he would have to wait until Martin was gone, and that might be hard to arrange without looking suspicious. Worst of all, what if she came over to him, when he had more or less denied knowing her to Martin? His mind played over increasingly labyrinthine possibilities and complications.


Martin jumped to his feet. ‘I’d better fly,’ he said, putting his paper in his briefcase. ‘You take your time, finish your drink.’ He nodded again towards the back of the bar and winked. ‘And behave yourself. Good luck.’


Left alone, William gazed at the table, almost frightened, imagining that the woman’s gaze was boring into him. But when he did finally look up and saw that she was gone, that she had slipped out the back door, he was far more disappointed and confused than he would have expected.



















Chapter Four





This is why Julia thinks she became an artist: because of a game she used to play with her father when she was a child. He devised it himself to occupy her on winter evenings. He would show her a picture, usually from an old greetings card or an outdated calendar, for a short, fixed period of time, and then she would have to describe it to him in as much detail as she could recall. She was good at this game. Her mind became quick and sharp; it was difficult for her father to find images complex enough to challenge her. She remembers one in particular, an old Christmas card, with a scene of men and women in old-fashioned clothes, skating on a frozen river, and wonders now at her father’s patience, sitting peering at it as she reeled off as much as she could recall. From time to time he would ask her leading questions to nudge her along. ‘The man you mentioned on the left, skating between the two women: can you describe how they’re dressed?’ How vexed she was when she said that both the women were in scarlet dresses and her father said no, it was the man who was wearing a red coat.


When she was too familiar with the image to have any further use for it in the game, still she liked looking at it. The painting had a peculiar atmosphere, frozen, golden, wistful, that drew her into the world of the picture in the way a photograph could never have done. She used to stare and stare at it, and imagine that if she looked at the picture long enough and hard enough, she would be able to break its spell. Then she would be able to see into that lost world, and the diminutive skaters would begin to move across the ice. Some of them would slip and fall, and those who were shown as having tumbled over in the painting would pick themselves up, and wobble away on their bladed feet, and the vanes of the icy windmill would turn, and the tiny crow would fly from the tree.


Her father noticed that she got enormous pleasure from the picture, and what he did next was a stroke of pure genius: from a barrow of second-hand books in a street market he brought home a large book full of colour reproductions of old-master paintings. They used it for the memory game, and even she felt that she had met her match in Bruegel’s proverb painting: the running egg! The roof slated with fruit tarts! But afterwards, she was quite happy to sit on her own and leaf through the book, looking at the pictures and entering those other worlds, as she saw them, where things were similar to the world she knew, but different too, in a way she found impossible to define but which she knew to be real. In this frame of mind, it was not the most detailed pictures that interested her, but the still life paintings. A wooden platter of curled, frail wafers and a bottle of wine sheathed in wicker. Lobsters and oysters, a cut lemon, its pared peel hanging off the edge of the table. A streaked tulip, translucent grapes and a songbird’s nest. She stared and stared at these things, wondering how it was that they seemed more exact, more true, than the apples that grew in their orchard, than the cakes and biscuits her father provided for them. Her beloved father! He acted from the purest of motives; did not wish her to ‘get on’ in life, was not covertly trying to educate her. He had handed her the book with the words, ‘You’ll enjoy that.’


But even this was not enough. He led her on, further and further, like a blind man leading his companion to the very gates of a palace that he himself cannot see. ‘What do you like so much about these pictures?’ he asked her one day, glancing over her shoulder. ‘The things in them are realer than real things,’ she replied, which she knew her father would not challenge or ridicule, even though she didn’t expect him to understand. He nodded gravely and continued to stare at the page for a few moments before pointing to one particular picture and saying, ‘Just imagine someone sitting down and painting that.’


It was a casual observation but she took it as an instruction. For days afterwards, she studied intently the painting he had been looking at when he had spoken. Two chased silver vessels, two drinking glasses, one long, ribbed, upright and full; the other elaborate, fluted and empty, lying tilted on the tabletop; and two plates, one of which bore an elaborate fruit pie and the spoon which had broken it up to serve it. The other plate held the portion that had been served, and stood at the edge of the table, so precariously positioned that it looked as if it might at any time fall forward, spilling the pastry and fruit on the floor. (Because there was a floor, there had to be a floor, didn’t there, even if she couldn’t see it.) What else? A few scattered hazelnuts and walnuts, a few shattered nutshells and a knife with a bone handle; the whole bathed in a rich buttery golden light that made much of the curves of the tilted fluted glass, and the soft lights hidden in the silver vessels.


The artist had set all these things out on the table, spent a considerable period of time arranging them to pleasing effect, and then begun to paint. She thought of the concentration it must have required, of how he would have stared at the things to get to their essence, but how he then managed to translate that to the canvas in paint was beyond her understanding. She could imagine, though, his thrill of satisfaction when the work was complete, in that short interval when the two existed together: the arrangement of objects on the table and, a few feet away, the painting that would preserve them for ever, perfected. And then the painter would have broken that link between the objects and their image, by leaning over and lifting up the tall ribbed glass, and the plate that contained the portion of pie. She imagined that he topped up the glass of wine, and perhaps served himself a more generous portion of the dessert. Maybe he took the silver spoon with which to eat. 


She knows that he went out into the garden of his house, for by now she has entered so fully into his world that she can feel how stiff his fingers are, and his eyes are strained. For all that, he has the deep satisfaction of work well done, done as best he possibly could. She can feel the sun on his neck and shoulders, taste the short pastry and the sharpness of the apples and blackberries that the pie contained. She imagines him chewing, drinking, wiping the back of his hand across his mouth and lifting his face to the sun, its power and heat.


So deep was her pleasure in the scene she had conjured up that she decided to share something of it with her father. ‘I like to think,’ she said to him, ‘about how, when the painter had finished this picture, he ate the pie.’


His response knocked her flat. ‘Maybe there never was a pie,’ he said. ‘Maybe the painter made it all up.’


For a moment she literally couldn’t speak, so extraordinary was the idea. ‘What do you mean?’ she said at last. ‘How could there not have been a pie?’


‘Maybe he just imagined one from all the pies he had seen and eaten in his life. He might have painted it from a sort of picture he had in his head, rather than from a real thing. If he was as good a painter as all that he probably just made up what he painted, having in his mind all the pies – and glasses and knives and tables and silver cups – that he had ever seen in his life. Don’t you think that’s possible?’


She didn’t know. The idea had never occurred to her. She only knew that what he said destroyed at a stroke the pleasing image she had cultivated in her own mind, of the man with paint on his hands and crumbs on his lips, sitting in the sunshine, as delighted with himself and his work as she had been. But the man she was left with now, taking his ease having finished making a pie out of nothing but paint and imagination: that someone could do that seemed more extraordinary still. That night she couldn’t get to sleep for thinking about it, and she raised the subject again with her father the following morning. 


‘You remember this picture?’ and she pointed it out again in the book. ‘Are you sure it’s as you say?’


‘I never said I was sure of anything,’ he replied. ‘And what does it matter? There’s a pie there now made of paint and canvas, what more do you want? What do you mean by real, anyway?’ He leafed through the book. ‘I don’t know why you like those ones so much,’ he said. ‘They’re too ordinary. I never see the sense when people go on about something being lifelike in a painting. Where’s the point in that? This is the sort of picture I love,’ he said. He was pointing at a picture of a bearded man suspended in midair, and she could see what her father meant when he said he wondered if the angels who were clinging to him, his legs gripped firmly in their arms, were trying to carry him off into the sky, or if he had wished to ascend to the heavens before his time was due and the angels had been dispatched to haul him back down to earth where he belonged.


‘You’re not going to tell me that’s real,’ he said, ‘that it all happened in front of the person who painted the picture.’


‘How do you know?’ The idea of just such a scene delighted her, and seemed to her mind no less likely than the painter of the still life having no objects before him to copy. She loved the thought of the painter working at his easel with the group of figures floating before him, beams of light coming through the ceiling to illuminate the scene, a light breeze keeping their vivid draperies in an exact, billowing arrangement.


‘So what happened then when the painter stopped painting?’ her father challenged her.


‘They floated down to the floor of the room and rested themselves. And then all of them – the saint, the angels and the painter – sat down together and ate a fruit pie that didn’t exist.’



















Chapter Five





The cacophony of the tuning-up died away. Silence, then applause as the conductor came to the podium, followed moments later by the soloist. And in that instant, something strange happened to Dennis: it always did at this point. He fancied that he was the pianist in evening dress walking on to the stage. The illusion was brief but complete. He looked out into the blackness of the auditorium beyond the footlights, and bowed to acknowledge the applause; was aware of the musicians behind him. Dennis liked to think of himself as utterly unimaginative. It was one of the flaws in his self-knowledge. Other people saw him as dull and unfanciful and he, oddly, colluded in this, even to himself. He was seemingly unconscious of his rich inner life, something that he could at times barely keep under control. He had a remarkable memory, and an astonishing imagination. The conductor tapped his baton and Dennis was back in his seat, beside a woman whose pearls gleamed in the dimness. Then the music started, pure, complex, sublime; and Dennis vanished into it.


The interval came and he shuffled out of the auditorium with everyone else, collected the small bottle of Chardonnay he had booked and paid for before the concert started, and stood alone drinking it in the crowded foyer under the majestic crystal chandelier. He felt his solitude keenly tonight; noticed that, apart from himself, everyone appeared to be part of a couple. Usually this was not something that troubled him, for Dennis did not believe in the concept of the Perfect Stranger, the person to whom one could become closer than to the siblings with whom one had grown up. ‘The thing about Beethoven,’ a man standing near him was saying loudly, ‘in fact, the thing about all Romantic music …’ His female companion threw in the odd murmur of assent but was otherwise silent as the man droned on. It was Roderic who had first drawn his attention to these one-sided supposed conversations. He thought that one of the reasons women were so fond of Roderic was that he never held forth in this way: he was a good conversationalist, but more than that, he was a good listener.


He regretted now that he had been unable to hide his shock and dismay on meeting Julia. She had noticed it, he felt sure, although it had been impossible to read what she made of him.


Dennis had guessed not long before Christmas that Roderic was involved with a woman again. Nothing was said, but Dennis knew his brother too well to think otherwise. He and Roderic understood each other in an almost animal fashion. They were like dolphins clicking and chittering at each other in the deep, or like bats sending out high frequency signals through the silence of the night. Their understanding of each other was uncanny, at times it even unnerved them. So Dennis knew that the air of contentment and relaxation Roderic suddenly manifested could have only one meaning, and that worried him. Women had never been the root cause of Roderic’s troubles, but they had always been so deeply implicated that Dennis could not, in his mind, disassociate them from disaster. And yet Roderic loved women, seemed to need to always be involved with someone. He had been on his own for three years now, something of a record in his adult life.


The crisis that had finally come to a head three years ago had clearly taken its toll on Roderic – it had almost destroyed him – but it had exacted a heavy price from his brother too. A doctor had pointed this out to Dennis, had advised that as far as he possibly could he cultivate psychological detachment from Roderic. Roderic acknowledged this, and had promised in a fumbling and contrite fashion never again to burden Dennis with his problems. At the time Dennis had been glad, and would never have believed that the day would come when he would miss the deep involvement he had had in his brother’s life; that he would even resent being spared Roderic’s woes.


He’d known something was up from around the time of the Paris trip at the end of last October. In the months leading up to it, Roderic had been cheerful and fairly relaxed, better than Dennis had seen him for a long time. He’d put it down to the Italian trip in June having been a success, even though Roderic admitted it had been far from easy. Still, he’d been happy during the summer, but then in September something definitely went wrong. Roderic became tense and despondent, right up until the time he went to France; yet on his return he was transformed. A mere holiday wasn’t enough to explain his elation. There was a woman at the back of it, there had to be.


‘Were you in Paris by yourself?’ The question came out one day over the Christmas holidays before Dennis could help it, but Roderic seemed grateful for the opening. ‘I was alone there, yes,’ he said, ‘but as a matter of fact I have been seeing someone over the past while. All very low key, you know, no heavy duty stuff. She’s a fine woman though, Julia, completely authentic. Solid. Yes, it’s good, Dennis, it’s going well.’


Solid. From this one adjective and from what he thought Roderic needed, Dennis tried in spite of himself to construct an image of this Julia. A mature woman, he thought, that was the first thing. She would be at least Roderic’s age, perhaps even older. A widow, or someone who was separated from her husband: in any case, someone who had been through her own dark marital experience, who had no illusions left, and for whom a part-time, take-it-or-leave-it, like-it-or-lump-it relationship was ideal. She wasn’t bitter. Kind hearted but tough, she lived alone in a big townhouse, where Roderic went to stay for a few days every couple of weeks. All very low key, you know. She would cook him dinner, big feeds of chops and spuds, and the puddings and sweets he had become addicted to since he stopped drinking, and then she would take him up to her bed for companionable, unthreatening sex. No heavy duty stuff. No, he was glad for Roderic, he thought, really glad.


And then tonight Julia – the real Julia – had marched into the pub and sat down beside them. He had barely been able to conceal his shock and dismay. She was too young, he thought, far, far too young. Why, she could almost be his daughter. Did she know about Roderic’s past life? As Roderic had attempted to keep some semblance of conversation going, Dennis had stared appalled at this slim woman, with her wild hair, her wispy scarf and her easy manner. He thought back with some bitterness to the darkest, most wretched days that he and Roderic had been through together. Did she imagine for a moment she could have coped with all that? And as for the fond domestic images he had conjured up, it was laughable. She looked like she existed on a diet of tea, toast and cigarettes, this Julia. With uncanny prescience he imagined her kitchen: the sink clogged with teabags, the rancid butter, the cans of tuna and packets of orange lentils, the cartons of sour milk. He would be cooking for her, more like. What on earth, he thought, could this girl give to Roderic? In his head, clear as an auditory hallucination, he heard Roderic’s voice. Intellectual companionship. Good humour. Compassion. Complete sexual fulfilment. Need I continue? Dennis had left the pub as soon as he decently could.


A shrill bell rang, announcing that the second half of the concert was about to begin. He drained his glass and returned to his seat.




*





The tall, redbrick house in a leafy road near Seapoint to which Dennis returned after the concert had been bought many years earlier, shortly after he started working in the bank. It had stretched his finances at the time but his father had strongly advised him to do it, saying it would be a good investment, and had even helped out with a discreet but considerable loan. Property prices had of late risen to such a degree that it was now worth more than his father could ever have possibly imagined. It was a much bigger house than Dennis needed, and apart from the few years when Roderic had occupied the attic he had lived alone there. The house was warm when he went into it: he had the heating system on a timer. He paid a man to come and cut the grass, he paid a woman to come and do the housework. In the past few years, sometimes he felt as if the house was living a life of its own. He tapped in the code for the alarm and a deep silence fell, calling forth the same unusual loneliness that had cut into him in the concert hall. It was better that Roderic and he lived apart now: they both knew that, but that didn’t stop him from regretting it at times.


A smell of bleach and furniture polish reminded him that Mrs Hughes, his housekeeper, had been there today. When he went through to the kitchen there was further evidence of her labours in the form of seven crisp white shirts hanging from the backs of chairs and doors. Momentarily their still presence startled him, so strange did they look. It reminded him of a work of art he had seen at a group show in which Roderic had participated, where empty cotton dresses were suspended from the ceiling of a darkened room and lit eerily by lamps. Because he didn’t know anything about contemporary art he couldn’t understand why he had found it so disturbing, but Roderic said that was the whole point.


Dennis felt restless tonight. He went into the drawing room where his piano was, his fiftieth birthday present to himself, but couldn’t settle to play and so he went back to the kitchen. A cautious drinker, he reckoned that the Chardonnay and Guinness he had had earlier in the evening were enough for one day, so he eschewed the half bottle of Chianti that was sitting on the counter and opened the fridge for some cranberry juice. The lit interior was full of chilled meals – lasagne, ratatouille, salmon in a lemon butter sauce – and bags of salad leaves, for Mrs Hughes also did his shopping for him. He stood at the sink as he poured and drank his juice; saw his own face reflected back in the black mirror that night made of his kitchen window.


Glass in hand, he wandered aimlessly through the house, looking at his paintings. Over the years, almost by default, he had amassed a considerable collection of his brother’s work. The earliest, a small, fluent watercolour of the house itself that Roderic had painted and framed as a housewarming gift when he was an art student, was, perhaps, Dennis’s favourite, although Roderic dismissed it as a trifle, and would even be faintly annoyed if its merits were too much insisted upon. The drawing room was dominated by a huge canvas, and that too had been a gift, given to him by his brother shortly after he left hospital. Roderic was an abstract painter. His mature style, which had evolved in the years after his return to Ireland and for which he had recently achieved much acclaim, consisted of stripes executed in pastel colours; his canvases likened memorably by one critic to ‘the pale flags of imaginary countries’. ‘lntelligent’, ‘haunting’ and ‘luminous’ were words frequently used to describe his work. Dennis thought the critics were at a loss to know what to say about paintings with no subject.


For the truth was, and Dennis would admit this to no one, didn’t even like to admit it to himself, he didn’t particularly like abstract art. Even though he had actually bought some of the paintings he owned, he had done so only out of kindness, only to help Roderic out of the occasional financial black hole. He wouldn’t have given them house room had they been painted by anyone else, and yet his attachment to them was considerable, although emotional rather than aesthetic. He couldn’t imagine now living without his paintings. 


Even so, he hadn’t wanted the big painting in the drawing room, in truth he hadn’t Looking at it as he sipped his cranberry juice, at the bands of pink oils melding into cream, into soft blue, he remembered the day Roderic had summoned him to the studio, pointed at the canvas and said simply, ‘It’s for you.’ Dennis hoped that his immediate reaction – ‘God no, Roderic, I can’t, I can’t possibly accept such a gift’ – had sounded like consternation at his brother’s generosity rather than simple alarm. But he’d insisted; wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘It’s for you, Dennis. I want you to have it. If you like, I’ll come to your house and help you hang it, advise you how to show it to best effect.’ It had taken the three years that had passed since then for Dennis to understand what Roderic had been doing in giving him the painting. It was, as he said at the time, a thank you gift for everything he had done for him down the years, ‘Not that anything could ever adequately repay you.’ But it was also, Dennis gradually realised, a farewell present. Roderic was withdrawing from him in a particular and final way, becoming distinctly separate from him for perhaps the first time in their adult lives. And although he had always thought that this would be a good thing, that it was something he actively wanted, now that it was actually happening he wasn’t quite so sure, no, not sure at all.


In all of this the actual painting was somehow incidental to Dennis: a symbol rather than a thing in itself. He didn’t understand what it meant until Roderic borrowed it back, together with a couple of his other canvases, for the retrospective of his work that had taken place a year ago. It had been a remarkable critical success and had definitively confirmed his reputation as a painter. Dennis was the only member of the Kennedy family to attend the opening of the exhibition and in this there was nothing new. His sisters had always shown scant interest in Roderic’s work. Watercolours framed and given to Cliona and Maeve for Christmas many years earlier had been coolly received and never displayed. Dennis suspected they might even have destroyed them; and his sisters’ indifference annoyed him more than it troubled Roderic. That they didn’t understand the paintings, simply hadn’t a clue what their brother meant by his daubs and were amazed that anyone else saw merit in his work was, as far as Dennis was concerned, no excuse, because he didn’t understand the work either. ‘Forget about understanding,’ Roderic used to implore him. ‘There is nothing to understand. Just look at the damn thing and enjoy it.’ It was no reason not to be supportive. If Roderic believed in what he was doing, that was enough for Dennis. It was an act of faith, like believing in some particular religious teaching to do with, say, the fate of the dead and life to come, that ran in complete opposition to common sense and logic but which was irresistible. At least, Dennis found it so.


At the opening of the retrospective he stood with a glass of white wine in his hand watching Roderic from a distance as he moved through the room accepting kisses and praise, shaking hands with people, smiling and laughing, loathing every minute of it. Only Dennis knew this, Dennis who adored such occasions, with their odd mix of people – some wilder than Roderic, some squarer still than Dennis. He loved the glamour of it all. (‘Glamour!’ Roderic exclaimed. ‘Sweet Jesus, are you serious?’)


‘Hello, I don’t know you,’ said a voice at his elbow. The man who had addressed him was one of the most correctly dressed people in the room. Normally a shy man, Dennis was happy to chat to people tonight, his pride giving him courage. The man introduced himself. His name meant nothing to Dennis, but the man gave the impression that it ought to.


‘I’m Roderic’s brother.’


‘Are you indeed?’ They fell to talking of the works in the exhibition, to which people were generally paying scant attention. How moved Dennis was to see his own painting in this context. The fact that it was being ignored served only, Dennis thought, to enhance qualities that he had never appreciated until today, most particularly its remarkable presence. The painting created its own well of calm in the hubbub of the room. If people were indifferent to it, well, it was indifferent to them. Its cool, magisterial stillness astounded him, and when he told the man it belonged to him, his response, ‘I hope you have it insured for plenty,’ struck him as tawdry. ‘Don’t you think,’ Dennis said, ‘that’s a rather vulgar line to take?’


His wanderings through the house tonight had brought him, still holding his glass of cranberry juice, to the attic. It was cold: he only put the heat on there occasionally now. This had been Roderic’s room at the period when he lived with Dennis. It was still ‘his’ room in a certain sense, for he still stored there many things for which there was room neither in his studio nor in the small rented house in the Liberties, where he now lived. Tea-chests with the names of Indian plantations stencilled on their sides; stacked canvases, old sketch books, a folding easel; there were even, Dennis knew, some clothes still hanging in the wardrobe, a cord jacket and a blue shirt. Over in the corner was a pair of boots: absurdly big, they looked. Roderic’s ‘stuff’. Every so often when visiting he would ask if he might go up to look for something, would come back downstairs twenty minutes later shamefaced. ‘I simply must do something about all that junk, truly I must. It’s ridiculous after so many years. Half of it could go straight into the bin, you know. As soon as I have a free afternoon I’ll come over and sort it out.’ But he never would, Dennis knew. If he ever did, he didn’t think he could stand it. Books everywhere: art books, poetry, thrillers. He picked up a volume on French Gothic and leafed through it, looking at the grainy black and white pictures of dizzyingly high cathedral naves and gently smiling angels; at the coloured plates of stained glass. 


It was only when he was at the bottom of the stairs that he realised he had left his drink up there. It didn’t matter: he would fetch it later.


Going into the drawing room Dennis sat down at the piano. Carefully he opened the lid, paused for a few moments. And then he began to play.
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