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Mrs Reegan darned an old woollen sock as the February night came on, her head bent, catching the threads on the needle by the light of the fire, the daylight gone without her noticing. A boy of twelve and two dark-haired girls were close about her at the fire. They’d grown uneasy, in the way children can indoors in the failing light. The bright golds and scarlets of the religious pictures on the walls had faded, their glass glittered now in the sudden flashes of firelight, and as it deepened the dusk turned reddish from the Sacred Heart lamp that burned before the small wickerwork crib of Bethlehem  on the mantelpiece. Only the cups and saucers laid ready on the table for their father’s tea were white and brilliant. The wind and rain rattling at the window-panes seemed to grow part of the spell of silence and increasing darkness, the spell of the long darning-needle flashing in the woman’s hand, and it was with a visible strain that the boy managed at last to break their fear of the coming night.


“Is it time to light the lamp yet, Elizabeth?” he asked.


He was overgrown for his age, with a pale face that had bright blue eyes and a fall of chestnut hair on the forehead. His tensed voice startled her.


“O Willie! You gave me a fright,” she cried. She’d been sitting absorbed for too long. Her eyes were tired from darning in the poor light. She let the needle and sock fall into her lap and drew her hand wearily across her forehead, as if she would draw the pain that had started to throb there.


“I never felt the night come,” she said and asked, “Can you read what time it is, Willie?”


He couldn’t see the hands distinctly from the fire-place. So he went quickly towards the green clock on the sideboard and lifted it to his face. It was ten past six.


The pair of girls came to themselves and suddenly the house was busy and full with life. The head was unscrewed off the lamp, the charred wicks trimmed, the tin of paraffin and the wide funnel got from the scullery, Elizabeth shone the smoked globe with twisted brown paper, Willie ran with a blazing roll of newspaper from the fire to touch the turned-up wicks into flame.


“Watch! Watch! Outa me way,” he cried, his features lit up with love of this nightly lighting. Hardly had Elizabeth pressed down the globe inside the steel prongs of the lamp when the girls were racing for the windows.


“My blind was down the first!” they shouted.


“No! My blind was down the first!”


“Wasn’t my blind down the first, Elizabeth?” they began to appeal. She had adjusted the wicks down to a steady yellow flame and fixed the lamp in its place—one side of the delf on the small tablecloth. She had never felt pain in her breasts but the pulse in the side of her head beat like a rocking clock. She knew that the aspirin box in the black medicine press with its drawn curtains was empty. She couldn’t send to the shop for more. And the girls’ shouts tore at her patience.


“What does it matter what blind was down or not down? —only give me a little peace for once,” was on her lips when her name, her Christian name—Elizabeth—struck at her out of the child’s appeal. She was nothing to these children. She had hoped when she first came into the house that they would look up to her as a second mother, but they had not. Then in her late thirties, she had believed that she could yet have a child of her own, and that, too, had come to nothing. At least, she thought, these children were not afraid of her, they did not hate her. So she gripped herself together and spoke pleasantly to them: they were soon quiet, laughing together on the shiny leatherette of the sofa, struggling for the torn rug that lay there.


Una was eleven, two years older than Sheila, almost  beautiful, with black hair and great dark eyes. Sheila was like her only in their dark hair. She was far frailer, her features narrow and sensitive, changeable, capable of looking wretched when she suffered.


They were still playing with the rug when Elizabeth took clothes out of a press that stood on top of a flour bin in the corner and draped them across the back of a plain wooden chair she turned to the fire. They stopped their struggling to watch her from the sofa, listening at the same time to find there was no easing in the squalls of rain that beat on the slates and blinded windows.


“Daddy’ll be late tonight?” Sheila asked with the child’s insatiable and obvious curiosity.


“What do you think I’m airin’ the clothes for, Sheila? Do you hear what it’s like outside?”


“He might shelter and come home when it fairs?”


“It has no sound of fairin’ to me—only getting heavier and heavier.…”


They listened to the rain beat and wind rattle, and shivered at how lucky they were to be inside and not outside. It was wonderful to feel the warm rug on the sofa with their hands, the lamplight so soft and yellow on the things of the kitchen, the ash branches crackling and blazing up through the turf on the fire; and the lulls of silence were full of the hissing of the sap that frothed white on their sawed ends.


Elizabeth lowered the roughly made clothes-horse, a ladder with only a single rung at each end, hanging high over the fire, between the long black mantelpiece and the ceiling.


“Will you hold the rope for me?” she asked the boy and he held the rope that raised and lowered the horse while she lifted off a collarless shirt and felt it for dampness. She spread it on the back of a separate chair, the sleeves trailing on the hearth. He pulled up the horse again, hand over hand, and fastened the loop of the rope on its iron hook in the wall.


“Do you think will he be late tonight?” he asked.


“He’s late already. You can never tell what hold-up he might have. Or he might have just taken shelter in some house. I don’t know why he should have to go out at all on a night like this. It makes no sense at all! O never join the guards when you grow up, Willie!”


“I’ll not,” he answered with such decision that she laughed.


“And what’ll you be?”


“I’ll not join the guards!”


They looked at each other. She knew he never trusted her, he’d never even confide his smallest dream in her. She seemed old to him, with her hair gone grey and the skin dried to her face. Not like the rich chestnut hair of his mother who had died, and the lovely face and hands that freckled in summer.


“It’s time you all started your homework,” Elizabeth ordered. “If your father sees a last rush at night there’ll be trouble.”


They got their schoolbags and stood up the card-table close to the lamp on the laid table. There was the usual squabbling and sharpening of pencils before they gave themselves to the hated homework, envious of their stepmother’s apparent freedom, aware of all the noises of the barracks. They heard Casey, the barrack orderly, open the dayroom and porch doors, and the rattle of his bucket as he rushed out for another bucket of turf: the draughts banging doors all over the house as he came in and the flapping of his raincoat as he shook it dry like a dog in the hallway, then his tongs or poker thudding at the fire after the door had closed.


“Will I be goin’ up to sleep with Mrs Casey tonight?” Una lifted her head to ask.


“I don’t know—your nightdress is ready in the press if you are,” she was answered.


“Guard Casey said this evenin’ that I would,” the child pursued.


“You’ll likely have to go up so. You’ll not know for certain till your father comes home,” she was abruptly told. Elizabeth was tired to death, she could not bear more questions.


Casey’s wife was childless and when barrack orderly fell to his turn and he had to sleep nights in the dayroom, on the official iron bed between the phone and the wall of the lockup, Una would often have to go to sleep with her, for she couldn’t be got to stay alone in the house on these nights. Una would get sweets or pennies, the slice of fruit cake and the glass of orange if she went and she didn’t care whether Sheila had to sleep alone in their cold room or not, even when the smaller girl began to sob.


“What’s wrong, Sheila?” Elizabeth was quick to notice.


“I’m afraid. I don’t want to sleep on me own.”


“Oh, you’re a small girl no longer, Sheila. Una mightn’t be going yet at all. And even if she is we can leave the lamp lit! Shure you’ll not be afraid then, Sheila?”


Elizabeth coaxed and she was quietened. They turned to work again at their exercises, Elizabeth kneading dough in a tin basin on the table beside them, her arms bare to the elbows and a white dusting of flour on the back of her hands and wrists.


It was their father’s tyres they first heard going past on the loose gravel and, “Daddy’s home”, they said to Elizabeth. He’d leave his high policeman’s bicycle in the shed at the back and come in through the scullery.


His black cycling cape and pull-ups were shiny with wet when he came, his face chafed red with wind and rain. The narrow chinstrap held the cap firmly on his head, the medallion between the peak and the crown with its S twined through the Celtic G shining more vividly tonight against the darkened cloth. He carried his carbide bicycle lamp in his hand, big and silver, its blue jet of gas still burning, he left it to Willie to quench, quickly discarding his cycling clothes. The rain had penetrated the cape and pull-ups. There were dark patches of wet on the trousers, and on the tunic with its array of silver buttons, the three stripes of his rank on the sleeve.


“Wet to the bloody skin,” he complained. “A terrible night to have to cycle about like a fool.”


The children were very still. He had an intense pity for himself and would fly into a passion of reproaches if he got any provocation. They watched him take off his tunic and boots. His socks left wet prints on the cement when he stood up.


“All the clothes are aired,” Elizabeth said as she gave them to him off the back of the chair. “You’d better change quick.”


He changed in the dark hall that led down to the dayroom door at the bottom of the stairs and was soon back at the fire in his dry shirt and trousers. He towelled his face, then the back of his neck, then his feet. He pulled on socks and a pair of boots he didn’t bother to lace.


“A terrible night,” he muttered at the fire. “Not fit for a dog to be out in.”


“In what direction were you?” Elizabeth asked.


“Round be Derrada,” he answered.


He disliked talking about his police work in the house. He only answered Elizabeth because he needed to talk.


“And you’d never guess who I met?” he went reluctantly on.


“Who?”


“The bastard Quirke.”


“The Superintendent!” Her exclamation seemed a faint protest against the coarseness. “What had him out, do you think?”


“He was lukin’ for a chance he didn’t get, you can be sure!”


He began to recount the clash, speaking with a slow, gloating passion and constant mimicry.


“He stopped in front of me and pulled down the window and asked, ‘Is that you, Reegan?’


“‘That’s me, sir,’ says I.


“‘And is there some trouble?’


“‘No, sir,’ says I.


“‘And what has you out on a night like this?’


“‘I’m out on patrol, sir,’ says I.


“‘But are you mad, Reegan? Are you stone mad? No man in his senses would be out cycling on a night like this  without grave reason. Good God, Reegan, don’t you realize that all rules and regulations yield at a certain point to human discretion? Do you want to get your death, man, cycling about on a night like this?’


“‘Aye, aye, sir,’ says I. ‘But I’ll not get the sack, sir.’”


No word was lost on the children who pretended to be busy with their exercises. It was an old feud between their father and Superintendent Quirke. They loved this savage mimicry and it frightened them. They heard him laugh fiendishly, “That shuk him! That’s what tuk the wind outa his sails! That’s what shut him up, believe me!”


Then he repeated Quirke in a high, squeaky voice, the accent so outrageously exaggerated that it no longer resembled  anything human.


“‘Even regulations, Reegan, must yield at a certain point to human discretion—even the law!—even the law, Reegan! —must yield at a certain point to Human Discretion.’”


“But you’re only causing annoyance and trouble for yourself,” Elizabeth interrupted. “You’ll be only bringing him the more down on you. For the sake of a few words couldn’t you let it go with him? What does it all matter?”


“You mean it’ll be all the same in the end?” he asked shrewdly. “We’ll be all nice and quiet when we’re dead and gone—and nothin’ll matter then? Is that it?”


She did not answer. She felt she could care no longer. She knew he’d go his own way, he’d heed no one, opposition would make him only more determined.


“You never give a thought for anybody,” spun angrily over in her mind but she did not speak it. She feared she still loved him, and he seemed to care hardly at all, as if he had married a housekeeper. She watched him pull the jumper she had knitted for him over his head and draw on his old tunic, leaving the collar unclasped at the throat, the silver buckle of the belt swinging loosely on its black catches. It was more than four years now since she’d first met him, when she was home on convalescence from the London Hospital, worn out after nursing through the Blitz. She had come to the barracks to get some of her papers put in order. He happened to be on his own in the dayroom when she came. It was twelve, for the Angelus had rung as she left her bicycle against the barrack wall.


“It must have been a terror there in London durin’ the bombin’?” he had asked, a conventional thing to ask any one who had been there at the time and she smiled back the equally conventional, “You get used to it after a time. You go on almost as if nothing was happening after the first few scares.”


“It’s like a fella hangin’, I suppose,” he laughed. “He hasn’t much of a choice. But what amazes me, though, is that one of those rich Americans didn’t run off with a girl like you on us.”


She blushed hot at the flattery. He seemed so handsome to her in his blue uniform. He came to the door to see her out. She saw him watch from the barrack window as she cycled out the short avenue and turned left up the village.


The desire for such a day could drag one out of a sickness, it was so true to the middle of the summer. She felt so full of longing and happiness that she crossed from the shop to the chapel when she’d got the groceries for the house. The eternal medals and rosary beads were waiting on the spikes of the gate for whoever had lost them; the evergreens did not even sway in their sleep in the churchyard, where bees droned between the graves from dandelion to white clover; and the laurelled path between the brown flagstones looked so worn smooth that she felt she was walking on them again with her bare feet of school confession evenings through the summer holidays.


The midday glare was dimmed within, the church as cool as the stone touch of its holy water font, but she could get herself to say no formal prayer, all her habits and acceptances lost in an impassioned tumult of remembering.


A cart was rocking past on the road when she came out, its driver sunk deep in the hay on top of the load, a straw hat pulled down over his face. The way his body rolled to every rock and sway of the cart he could have been asleep in the sunshine. The reins hung slack. A cloud of flies swarmed about the mare’s head and her black coat was stained with sweat all along the lines of the harness, but they rolled on as if they had eternity for their journey.


Whether he was ashamed or not to pass the shops so sleepily in the broad middle of the day, he started awake at the chapel gate and noticed Elizabeth.


“Powerful weather we’re havin’,” he shouted down, and it came to her as a prayer of praise, she never had such longing to live for ever.


She was helping her mother and brother on their small farm then, and they had opposed her marriage to Reegan from the beginning.


“There’s three childer and his wife is barely cauld in the grave, remember. That’s no aisy house to be walkin’ into! An’ what’ll the neighbours say about it? Himself can be no angel neither, not if quarter of the accounts be true,” her brother had said one autumn night in the kitchen while their mother stirred the coals on the hearth and supported him by her half-silence.


“Take heed to what he says! Marryin’ isn’t something, believe me, that can be jumped into today and outa tomorrow. It’s wan bed you have to sleep on whether it’s hard or soft, wance you make it. An’ remember, as he tauld you, it’s no aisy house to be walkin’ into, but I’m sayin’ nothin’. It’s for your God above to direct you!”


Elizabeth knew it would suit them if she stayed, stayed to nurse her mother as she crippled, the mother who had seemed so old when she died three months ago that not even her children had wept at the funeral, she meant as little as a flower that has withered in a vase behind curtains through the winter when it’s discovered and lifted out on a day in spring.


And it would have suited her brother who’d never marry if she had to stop and keep house for him, but she did not stop. She married Reegan. She was determined to grasp at a life of her own desiring, no longer content to drag through with her repetitive days, neither happy nor unhappy, merely passing them in the wearying spirit of service; and the more the calls of duty tried to tie her down to this life the more intolerably burdensome it became.


She’d not stay on this small farm among the hills, shut away from living by its pigsties and byres and the rutted lane that twisted out to the road between stone walls. She would marry Reegan, or she’d go back to London if she could ever forget the evening she came away from the operating theatre with Sister Murphy.


“I lit three candles today in St. Anne’s before the Blessed Virgin,” the frail Sister had said.


“Are you praying for something special? Or is there something worrying you, Brigid?” Elizabeth asked out of politeness.


“If I tell you, you’ll not mention it to anybody, will you?”


“No. Why should I want to? But, maybe then it might be better not to tell me at all.…”


“But you’ll not mention it to anybody?”


“No! No!”


“I am praying to Her to send me a man—some nice, decent person.”


Elizabeth stared at her in astonishment, but this frail woman of more than fifty had never been more serious in her life. She had blurted it out with such sudden, confiding joy. It seemed obscene for a minute; yet, when Elizabeth thought, the desire itself was not ludicrous, no more than a young girl’s, but only the ferocious ruthlessness of life had made it in time seem so. Hardly fifteen years separated the two women. Elizabeth had blanched before this vision of herself growing old and blind with the pain of ludicrous longing. She had few hesitations about marrying and she believed she loved Reegan. The children weren’t hostile, even if they’d remained somewhat reserved. And for a time she was happy, extremely happy at first.


When Reegan had his clothes changed he felt new and clean before the fire, drowsily tired after miles of pedalling through the rain. He was in high good humour as he pulled his chair up to his meal on the table, but he wasn’t easy until he had asserted himself against Elizabeth’s, “Couldn’t you let it go for once with the Superintendent? You’ll be only bringing him down on top of you?”


“When we’re dead it’ll be all the same,” he asserted. “But bejasus we’re not altogether in that state yet! It’s still God for us all and may the devil take the hindmost. Isn’t that right, Willie?”


Elizabeth said nothing. She gathered up his wet clothes and put them to dry. She listened to him talk with the three children.


“What did ye learn at school today?”


They were puzzled, nothing new or individual coming to their minds out of the long, grey rigmarole that had been drummed all day in school, one dry fact the same as the next.


“English, Irish …” Willie began, hesitant.


“And sums,” continued Reegan, laughing. “Shure that tells nothin’. Did ye learn anything new? Did ye learn anything that ye didn’t know yesterday?”


He saw by the boy’s embarrassment that he’d be able to tell him nothing, so he turned to the girls, almost clumsily kind, “Can the lassies tell me anything when this great fool of ours only goes to school to recreate himself?”


Neither could they think of anything. They had experienced nothing. All they’d heard was fact after fact. That nine nines were eighty-one. That the London they didn’t know was built on the Thames they didn’t know.


“Shure ye might as well be stoppin’ at home and be givin’ Elizabeth here a hand about the house,” he teased, rather gently, a merriment in his blue eyes.


“Do ye know why ye go to school at all?”


“To learn,” Willie ventured again, with renewed courage.


“To learn what?”


“Lessons.”


Reegan laughed. He felt a great sense of his superiority, not so much over the children, he took that for granted, but over every one who had anything to do with them.


“You’ll never get wit, Willie! Were you never tauld that you go to school to learn to think for yourself and not give two tuppenny curses for what anybody else is thinkin’?”


“And a lot of good that’d do them,” Elizabeth put in dryly; it shook Reegan, then amused him.


“A lot of good it did for any of us,” he laughed.


“We might as well have been learnin’ our facts and figures and come out in every other way just as God sent us in—as long as we learned how to bow the knee and kiss the ring. If we had to learn how to do that we were right bejasus! And we’d have all got on like a house on fire! Isn’t that right, Elizabeth?”


“That’s perfectly right,” she agreed, glad he was happy.


He made the sign of the cross as he finished his meal. He’d never known mental prayer, so his lips shaped the words of the Grace as he repeated them to himself. He sat facing the fire again, beginning to feel how intimate he’d been with them ever since he came into the house tonight, his mind still hot after the clash with Quirke, and he fiercely wanted to be separate and alone again. The pain and frustration that the shame of intimacy brings started to nag him to desperation. He didn’t want to talk any more, nor even read the newspaper. He would have to go down to Casey in the dayroom before ten and fill his report into the Patrol Book, but that could wait its turn. All he wanted now was to lounge before the fire and lose himself in the fantastic flaming of the branches: how they spat or leaped or burst in a shower of sparks, changing from pale red to white to shifting copper, taking on shapes as strange as burning cities. The children’s steel nibs scratched in the silence when Elizabeth wasn’t moving. She knew the mood he was in and lingered over the little jobs tonight, stirring the porridge for the morning and watching the cake brown in the oven, putting off the time when she’d take her darning or library book and sit with him, when the drowsy boredom of the hours before bedtime would begin.


Down the hallway the dayroom door opened and Casey’s iron-shod boots rang on the cement. They thought he might be rushing out again into the rain for a bucket of turf, but the even, ponderous steps all policemen acquire came towards them in the kitchen. He tapped on the door and  waited for the disturbed Reegan’s, “Come in”, before he entered. He was over six feet, as tall as Reegan, but bald, and his face had the waxen pallor of candles. The eyes alone were bright, though all surface, without any resting-place. He carried the heavy Patrol Book under his arm.


“God bless all here,” he greeted.


“And you too, Ned,” they returned.


Reegan was glad of the disturbance. Minutes ago he’d wanted nothing but to be left alone, but he was more than glad by this to be disturbed out of broodings that were becoming more lonely and desperate. He pulled his own chair to one side, eager to make room at the fire.


“Don’t trouble to move yourself, Sergeant,” Casey assured, “I’ll work me way in all right, don’t you worry. I just thought that if I carted you up the book it’d save you the trouble of comin’ down.”


“That’s powerful,” Reegan praised. “I’d be down long ago only I couldn’t tear meself away from the fire here.”


“And small blame to you! The devil himself wouldn’t venture down to that joint on a night like this. I stuffed a few auld coats against the butt of the door but the draughts still go creepin’ up the legs of yer britches like wet rats.


“God’s truth,” he continued, “I was gettin’ the willies down there on me own: lukin’ at the same bloody wonders all the evenin’ in the fire and expectin’ to be lifted outa me standin’ at any minute be the phone!”


Then suddenly he felt he was complaining too much about himself and stopped and tried to turn the conversation with all the awkwardness of over-consciousness.


“And tell me, did you meet anything strange or startlin’ on your travels, Sergeant?”


“Aye!” Reegan tried to joke. “I met something all right —whether you can call it strange or startlin’ or not is another matter.”


He was attempting a levity he didn’t feel, it left greater feeling of anger and frustration behind it than violent speech.


“What did you meet with, Sergeant?”


“Did you ever hear of His Imperial Majesty, John James Quirke? Did you?”


“Jay,” Casey exclaimed in real amazement. “You never met the Super, did you? What was takin’ him out on an evenin’ like this?”


Reegan began to recount the clash; and it had become more extravagant, more comic and vicious since the first telling. When he finished he shouted, “That shuk him, believe me! That’s what tuk the wind outa his sails!” and as he shouted he tried to catch Casey’s face unaware, trying to read into his mind.


“Bejay, Sergeant, but he’ll have it in for us from this on. He’ll do nothing but wait his chance. You can sit on that for certain comfort. As sure as there’s a foot on a duck, Sergeant!”


“But what do I care? Why should I care about the bastard?” Reegan ground back.


Elizabeth drifted from between them. She gathered the sagging fire together and heaped on fresh wood. The blast of heat on her face made her sway with sleep. She felt how ill she was—and still Reegan’s voice stabbed into the quiet of the big barrack kitchen, harsh with mockery and violence.


She lifted the kettle and filled it from the bucket of spring water on the scullery table, cold and damp there, the table littered with cabbage leaves and the peelings of turnips that she’d been too tired to tidy away; if anything, the rain drummed more heavily on the low roof—sometimes it seemed as if it might never cease, the way it beat down in these western nights. She replaced the old raincoat of the children’s against the bottom of the door as she came in and lowered the kettle so that it hung full in the flames.


Soon it would start to murmur over the blazing fire, then break into a steady hum, as if into song. She saw the lamplight, so softly golden on the dark blinds that were drawn against the night. And she could have cried out at Reegan for some peace.


Were their days not sufficiently difficult to keep in order as they were without calling in disaster? Quirke had the heavy hand of authority behind him and Reegan could only ruin himself. And if he got the sack! What then? What then?


Her woman’s days had no need of change. They were full and too busy, wanting nothing but to be loved. There was the shrill alarm clock at eight in the barracks morning and the raking of the ashes over the living coals close to midnight: between these two instants, as between tides, came the retreating nights of renewal and the chores of the days on which her strength was spent again, one always unfinished and two more eternally waiting, yet so colourless and small that only on a reel of film projected slowly could they be separated and named; and as no one noticed them they were never praised.


She cleared her throat as she stooped over the fire, reached for the hankie in the fold of her sleeve. It wasn’t there. She spat softly, without thinking. The mucus hissed against the hot ashes. She shuddered as a tiny mushroom of the pale timber ash drifted up. How she’d always hated Reegan’s spitting on the floor, then trying to rub it into the cement with a drag of his boot! Now she was no better! And to plague her, a vision of herself in London before the war flashed on her mind, a spring Sunday in London, when the light is grey and gentle as anything on earth. She had come out the great black hospital gates, a red tartan scarf thrown back on her shoulder; and turned right, up the marvellous width of Whitechapel Road, away from the crowds milling into the Lane, for it was the morning. Now she was spitting like any common slut in a barrack kitchen. It was with the abjection of a beaten animal that she lifted her knitting and sat down close to Casey and the three children, who had finished their exercises and come into the circle about the fire.


Reegan sat at the table, filling his report into the Patrol Book. They were silent as he wrote till Casey asked the children:


“Ye’re finished the auld lessons?”


“All’s finished,” they told him quietly.


“And ye have them all off?”


“Aye.”


“Well, that’s the way to be. Be able to puzzle the schoolmaster.”


“I wouldn’t be sure they’re that well known,” said Elizabeth.


“Well, you’ll get nothin’ without the learnin’ these days. Pass the exams. That’s what gets people on. That and swindlin’. I didn’t do much of either meself. More’s the pity. And signs are on it!”


They laughed at Casey’s rueful grin. He brought a wonderful ease with him sometimes into the house, the black hands of the clock would take wings. They loved to sit with him at the fire, listening to the talk, feeling the marvellous minutes melt like sweetness in the mouth for ever.


Reegan wrote quickly at the table, to the well-practised formula, and only when he came to describe the weather had he to pause. He wasn’t sure of the wind’s direction. He remembered catching his breath at the way it clawed at his face and chest as he turned downhill from Ardcare; and then a mile farther on of the same straight road it came behind him, making the bicycle shift like a boat in full sail, its course warped in some way by the solid beech trees behind the demesne wall.


“What way is the wind blowin’, Ned? Is it from the south-west?”


“About that,” Casey pondered to answer. “It was comin’ from Moran’s Bay when I was out for the turf. It seems about the only direction it knows how to blow from,” he added with a dry laugh.


Reegan was satisfied and turned back to finish his report but the wind’s direction continued to amuse Casey.


“Where does the south-west wind come from, William Reegan?” he asked in the tones of a pompous schoolmaster.


“From the Atlantic Ocean,” Willie entered into the game, all the children’s faces, and even Elizabeth’s bright at the clown’s face Casey had on for the performance.


“Very good, young Reegan! And can you tell me now what it gathers on its long journey across the oceans?”


“It gathers moisture,” Willie choked.


“Very right, my boy! I see you are one boy who comes to school to learn something other than villainy and rascality. And then as I have repeated day-in, day-out, while the hairs of me head turned grey, it strikes against the mountains, rises to a great height, and pisses down on the poor unfortunates who earn their daily bread by the sweat of their brows in this holy, catholic, and apostolic country of Ireland.”


There was a stifled roar of laughter as Reegan wrote, frowning to keep his concentration.


“You’re a terrible man, Ned,” chaffed Elizabeth.


“But it’s the God’s truth!” he protested. “You know what Cromwell said: Get roasted alive in hell or drownded and perished in Connaught.”


Naturally timid, the little comic success seemed to release him from the burden of himself. Everything was relaxed and easy as Reegan closed the Patrol Book and pulled his chair in among them, but even so Casey shirked asking for Una to spend the night with his wife, and he’d have to ask soon or it would be too late. Reegan could be moody and strange. At any time he might resent this constant call on Una. A refusal could shatter Casey’s ease of mind for the whole night. His nervous fear came out in the painfully roundabout, “The Missus was wonderin’ if it’d be all right for Una to come up with me when I’m goin’ up for the bit of supper, for to stop the night.”


Tonight he had no cause for fear.


“Shure she can go. But that’s the woman’s territory. Whatever she says,” deferred Reegan.


Elizabeth had no real say, though this social deference pleased her so, and she tried to catch Reegan’s eyes with a smile of gratefulness as she assented, “She can, of course. Her nightdress is ready there in the press.”


Una couldn’t conceal her delight, though she tried. Nor could Sheila conceal her terror of the loneliness in the cold room. Both tried to suppress any expression of their feelings. They knew their places. They were simply pawns. And this world of their father and Casey and Elizabeth was as unknowable to them as the intolerable world of God is to the grown, if they have not dulled their sense of the mystery of life with the business or distractions of the day and the hour. All the two black-haired girls could do was sit there and wait, coming and going as they were willed.


“I don’t like troublin’ you all the time like this,” Casey shuffled.


Elizabeth stopped it. “Don’t be talkin’ foolish. Una thinks she can’t get up half quick enough. Isn’t that right, Una?”


The dark child smiled and blushed. No more.


“We don’t know what we’d do only for Una. We’d be lost. That woman of mine would go off her head if she had to stop all night in that house on her own.”


“And no one would blame her,” Elizabeth managed to end.


Casey’s embarrassment was over. He was as happy as he could be. He looked at the clock and it was already nine. He had nothing more to do before he slept, nothing but the repetitions that had become more than his nature. He’d bring Una with him when he went for his supper; kiss his wife at the door when he left again for the barracks a half-hour later: she’d stand with her hand on the edge of the door until she had heard the white gate that led on to the avenue clang behind him, it was her habit. Then the rest of the night was plain sailing: bring down the mattress and blankets from upstairs and make up his bed beneath the phone, lock the door, put the key on the sill, take out his beads to say a decade of the rosary with his few night prayers, set the alarm for the morning, rake the fire, turn down the oil lamp on the wall before he got into bed. He was at least master of these repetitions, they had no power to disturb him, he knew them in his blood; and they ran there like a drug.


“What about a game of cards? It’s ages since we had a game,” he said, now that he was no longer troubled. A pack of cards was found behind a statue of St Therese on the sideboard, the folding card-table fixed in the centre of the hearth. The cards were dealt and played. Elizabeth kept the scores on the inside of a torn Gold Flake packet. There was no tension in the play, no stakes, only the children excited as the night was cheated and hurried to its mid-hour.


From the outside the heavy porch door was shouldered open, small stones wedged beneath its bottom grinding on the concrete, the knocker clattering through the barracks. Steps lingered about the door of the dayroom before they came up the hall. They held their hands instinctively upright to listen.


“That’s Jim’s steps for sure,” Casey said before Brennan knocked and entered.


He was small for a policeman, the bare five feet nine of the regulations, his face thin, and the bones standing out. He looked overcome in the heavy woollen greatcoat.


“A terrible night that’s in it,” he said.


“A terrible night.”


The voices echoed him, more or less in unison, the hoarse chant of a prayer.


“I saw the light turned low in the dayroom. I was thinkin’ ye’d all be here.”


And he left his flashlamp down on the window-sill, his greatcoat and cap on the pedal sewing-machine just beneath. There was no further need of the cards. They were raked up and the green table lifted out.


“You let no grass grow under yer feet tonight, Jim?” he was asked, for it wasn’t yet ten, and it was always later than ten when the policemen came to make their reports and sign themselves out for the night.


“I was makin’ a bird cradle all the evenin’ with the lads,” he explained. “We just managed to make it a minute ago there. So I thought it might be as well to face out for here at wance and be finished with it for the night.”


They could see him on his knees in the kitchen of their rooms across the river, most of his eight children gathered round, building the cradle out of sallies and the cement coloured rods of elder. When the snow came they’d set it on the street. And all through the hard weather they’d have cold thrushes and blackbirds.


“We got a great strong cradle med,” he added. “None better in Ireland!”


The others smiled, Brennan’s intense pride in everything that came into his possession was a barrack joke, it was artless as a child’s.


“The best woman in Ireland to get a bargain,” he’d say when his wife came from town on a shopping Saturday; and when he came home himself with the little yellowed bundle of Early York in spring, the plants still knotted in their ragged belt of straw, he had already, “A hundred of the best heads of cabbage in Ireland. Without question or doubt!”


“And how is Mrs Brennan’s cold?” asked Elizabeth quietly.


“She’s still coughin’ away. A fierce rasp in her chest. But nothin’ll get that woman of mine to stay up in bed,” he complained proudly.


“She’d be wiser to stop. Is she takin’ anything for it?”


“She rubs on a bit of Vick at night. That’s all I ever see her do. She always says a cauld has to run its course.”


“The bed’s the only man,” advised Casey. “It’s the only place you can keep your temperature even. She needn’t think that she can’t be done without—the very best of us can be done without. So she’s as well to take it aisy. Time and tide, they say, waits for no man, nor woman neither.”


It was the end, this litany of truisms, draining away whatever little life the conversation ever had. In the way women are so quick to sense, Elizabeth knew it was the time to do things. She got cups and saucers from the dresser, bread from the white enamelled bread box, tea out of a paper bag on the mantelpiece. They took the cups in their hands at the fire, and a plate of buttered soda bread was passed about.


Mullins came as they were eating. He was no older than the others, but red and swollen, a raw smell of porter on his breath, though he appeared more depressed than tipsy.


“A wild night!” he said. “It seems I’m the last of the Mohicans.”


“But the last shall be first, remember,” Casey couldn’t resist quoting. With his weak laugh it came like a sneer of derision. Mullins stiffened at the door with resentment.


“Aye!” he answered inarticulately back. “And the first might be last.”


“Don’t be standin’ there, John. There’s a cup of tea just waiting for you,” Elizabeth urged.


She pulled out a chair and Reegan, who had been taking less and less part in the conversation, just lying in a bored stupor in the chair, laughed, “It’s not who’s first or last counts in this house. It’s to be in time for the tay. That’s what counts. And you couldn’t have timed it nicer, John!” as the ungainly old policeman sat down.


It took all the hatred that the gibe brought. Mullins laughed so tipsily that the cup rocked over and back on his saucer.


“Bejasus!” he swore. “It seems I med it on the eleventh hour, surely.”


Reegan began to tell his clash with Quirke to Brennan and Mullins, Casey forced to listen again; and the tones of violence had now taken the resonance of a constant theme repeating itself through the evening.


They listened nervously to his frustration and spleen wear itself to the end of its telling. When he finished Mullins burst out in drunken passion that, “They can’t ride roughshod over us these days. Them days are gone. They can try it on. But that’s all—bejasus!”


“You’d be surprised what they can do,” Casey argued with unusual conviction. “Things don’t change that quick. They might luk different, that’s all. But if you wance cross them they’ll get rid of you, no matter whether they can or they can’t. They’ll find ways and means, don’t worry. Who do you think the Chief Super’s goin’ to stand up for? For John Mullins or Mr. Quirke? Power, let me tell you, always stands up for power.”


“But what do I care? What the hell do I care?” Reegan shouted and it was another argument.


Examples began to be quoted, old case histories dragged up for it to end as it began—with nothing proven, no one’s convictions altered in any way, it becoming simply the brute clash of ego against ego, any care for tolerance or meaning or truth ground under their blind passion to dominate. And the one trophy they all had to carry away was a gnawing resentment of each other’s lonely and passing world.


Even that resentment went quickly as a sudden liking can when Brennan steered the antagonism to a safe stop against the boy, “What does young Willie think of all this? Will he join the Force when he grows up?”


“Not if he has any sense in his skull,” Reegan intervened. He spoke with the hotness of argument. The others were cooled and tired of it now.


“But do you think will he be the measurement?” Casey asked, preferring to ignore the challenge.


“We’ll have to put a stone on his head, that’s what we’ll have to do soon with the way he’s growin’ up on us,” Mullins said kindly and then he laughed. “But I’m afraid he’ll never be thick enough.”


“Thirty-six inches across the chest, Willie, and a yard thick with solid ignorance like the fella from Connemara; then five feet nine inches against the wall in your stockin’ feet and you’re right for the Force, Willie. All the requirements   laid down by the regulations.”


The pun was a favourite that never grew worn, always bringing back to them the six months they spent training in the Depot when they were nineteen or twenty, in the first days of the Irish Free State.


The British had withdrawn. The Capital was in a fever of excitement and change. New classes were forming, blacksmiths  and clerks filling the highest offices in the turn of an hour. Some who had worried how their next loaf or day might come were attending ceremonial functions. There was a brand new tricolour to wave high; a language of their own to learn; new anthems of faith-and-fatherland to beat on the drum of the multitude; but most of all, unseen and savage behind these floral screens, was the struggle for the numbered seats of power.


These police recruits walking the Phoenix Park in the  evenings, or on the lighted trams that went down past Phibsboro’ to the music halls, what were their dreams? They knew that lightning promotion could come to the favoured. They saw the young girls stand to watch them from the pavements as they marched to Mass on Sunday mornings.


Now they sat and remembered, thirty years later, waiting to go to their homes in the rain.


“Some of the auld drill sergeants were a terror,” Casey comically mused as if he was enjoying bitterness itself. “Do ye remember By Garrup?”


“Ah, Jasus,” Mullins swore. “As if any mortal could forget him.…


“‘By Garrup, look at the creel of turf on Mullins’s back,’ he used roar, the auld bastard! ‘You’re not on the bog now, Mullins—By Garrup! Head to the front! Right wheel! Chests out! Ye’re not carryin’ yeer auld dyin’ grandmothers up the stairs on yeer backs now, By Garrup! Mark time! Lift the knees!’


“Oh, the auld bastard,” Mullins roared. They all joined him, loving few things better than these caricatures. The night that had hung about them like a responsibility seemed now too short, it was nearly wasted now and it seemed to be so quickly on the march.


“Do you mind Spats at the law classes,” Casey continued. “The concate of the boyo!


“A legal masterpiece, gentlemen of the jury, is the proper distribution of the proper quantity of ink on the proper number of white pages. That, gentlemen, is simply, solely and singularly the constitution of any masterpiece.”


“But wasn’t he said to be wan of the cleverest men in Ireland?” Brennan interrupted suddenly. “Wasn’t he a B.A. and a barrister?”


The interruption annoyed Casey intensely. He had been a conductor for a few months on the Dublin trams before joining the police.


“A barrister! What’s a barrister? A chancer of the first water,” he derided. “Hundreds of them are walkin’ round Dublin without a sole on their shoes. They’d hardly have even their tram fare!”


“But don’t some of them make more than £5,000 a year?”


“Yes—some of them!—many are called, James, but few are chosen, as you and I should know at this stage of our existence,” Casey quoted in such a funereal and sanctified tone that it left no doubt about what he thought of Brennan’s offering.


Brennan had been silent till then. He was a poor mimic. Neither could he sing. He had often tried, patrolling the roads alone, but catching the flat tones of his own voice he’d grow embarrassed and silent again. He envied Casey and Mullins their flow of talk, their ability to shine in company, and he did not know that those content to listen are rarest of all. He felt bored to distraction at having to sit silent for so long. He was determined to get a foothold in the conversation.


“Isn’t it strange,” he said, “that with all the men that ever went into the Depot none of them were exactly six feet?”


“That’s right,” Mullins asserted. “No man ever born was exactly six feet. It’s because Jesus Christ was exactly six feet and no man since could be the same height. That’s why it’s supposed to be!”


He had taken the words out of Brennan’s mouth, who twisted on the chair with annoyance and frustration.


“I often heard that,” Elizabeth joined, more to counteract Reegan’s bored restlessness and silence than any wish of her own to speak.


“It’s like the Blessed Virgin and Original Sin,” Brennan rushed out again and went on to quote out of the Catechism. “The Blessed Virgin Mary by a singular privilege of grace was preserved free from original sin and that privilege is called her Immaculate Conception.”


“Six feet is the ideal height for a man,” Mullins asserted again. “Anything bigger is gettin’ too big. While anything smaller is gettin’ too small. It’s the ideal height for a man.”


“Kelly, the Boy from Killann,” said Casey, “was seven feet with some inches to spare.







“Seven feet was his height with some inches to spare And he looked like a king in command,”





he quoted out of the marching song.


There was immediate feeling of blasphemy. The song connected up with Jesus Christ, though Casey had meant no harm, he said it just because it happened into his head and he’d decided to say something. In the subsequent uneasiness the time was noticed. It was five to eleven.


“There’ll be murder,” Casey jumped. “That woman of mine’ll be expectin’ me for this past hour.”


He put on his cap and coat in the dayroom. Elizabeth hurried Una so that she was waiting for him at the door. She wore Wellingtons and had the parcel of her nightdress clasped inside her blue raincoat.


“It’s time for any respectable man to be makin’ home,” either Brennan or Mullins said and they went down to sign the books and left almost on the others’ heels.


Reegan rose from the fire and pulled back the circle of chairs. His hair was tousled from scratching it with sleep, the collar of the tunic still unclasped, his feet loose in the boots.


“It’s a good cursed job that those don’t decide to come up many nights,” he complained.


His face was ugly with resentment.


“Oh, it wasn’t so much harm, was it?” Elizabeth pleaded. “The nights are often long enough on us.”


“But were you listenin’ to that rubbish?—Jesus Christ and Kelly, the Boy from Killann. Sufferin’ duck, but did you hear that rubbish?”


He was shouting. Elizabeth had to gather herself together before answering quietly, “It’s only a saying that He was six feet tall. Does it matter very much? Did you never hear it?”


“Of course I heard it,” he cried, beside himself. “I’m not deaf, unfortunately. If you listened long enough to everything said around here you’d soon hear the Devil himself talkin’.”


Then he grew quieter and said without passion, as if brooding, “Surely you’re not gettin’ like the rest of them, girl?”


She drew closer. She felt herself no longer a woman growing old. She wasn’t conscious of herself any more, of whatever beauty had been left her any more than her infirmities, for she was needed.


“No, but does it matter what they say?” she said. “Hadn’t the night to pass?”


The night had to pass, but not in that manner, was how he reacted. He turned towards the radio that stood on a small shelf of its own, some bills and letters scattered beside its wet battery, between the sideboard and curtained medicine press.


“Such rubbish to have to listen to,” he muttered. “And in front of the childer.… And the same tunes night-in, night-out, the whole bloody year round.”


He switched on the radio. The Sweepstake programme was ending. To soft music a honeyed voice was persuading, “It makes no difference where you are—You can wish upon a star.”


It should all make you want to cry. You were lonely. The night was dark and deep. You must have some wish or longing. The life you lead, the nine to five at the office, the drudgery of a farm, the daily round, cannot be endured without hope.


“So now before you sleep make up your mind to buy a Sweepstake ticket and the first prize of £50,000 out of a total of £200,000 in prizes on this year’s Grand National may be yours.”


The music rose for the young night. It was Venice, the voice intoned. There was moonlight on the sleeping canals as the power of longing was given full sway. A boy and a girl drift in their boat. There is a rustle of silken music from the late-night taverns. They clasp each other’s hands in the boat. The starlight is in her hair and his face is lifted to hers in the moonlight. He is singing softly and his voice drifts across the calm water. It is Venice and their night of love.…


In spite of themselves they felt half-engulfed by this induced flood of sentimentality and sick despair. Reegan switched it off as the speaking voice faded for a baritone to ease the boy’s song of love into the music. The house was dead still.


“The news is long over,” he said. “Are ye all ready for the prayers? We should have them said ages ago.”


He took a little cloth purse from his watch pocket and let the beads run into his palm. He put a newspaper down on the cement and knelt with his elbows on the table, facing his reflection in the sideboard mirror.


Elizabeth’s and the children’s beads were kept in an ornamental  white vase on the dresser. Willie climbed on a chair to get them from the top shelf. Elizabeth’s beads were a Franciscan brown, their own pale mother-of-pearl with silver crosses that they’d been given for their First Communion.


They blessed themselves together and he began:


“Thou, O Lord, will open my lips”,


“And my tongue shall announce Thy praise,” they responded.


They droned into the Apostles’ Creed. Then Our Fathers and Hail Marys and Glory be to the Fathers were repeated over and over in their relentless monotony, without urge or passion, no call of love or answer, the voices simply murmuring away in a habit or death, their minds not on what they said, but blank or wandering or dreaming over their own lives.


Elizabeth’s fingers slipped heedlessly along the brown beads. No one noticed that she’d said eleven Hail Marys in her decade. She had tried once or twice to shake herself to attention and had lapsed back again.


She felt tired and sick, her head thudding, and she put her hands to her breasts more than once in awareness of the cysts there. She knelt with her head low between her elbows in the chair, changing position for any distraction, the words she repeated as intrusive as dust in her mouth while the pain of weariness obtruded itself over everything that made up her consciousness.


She knew she must see a doctor, but she’d known that months before, and she had done nothing. She’d first discovered the cysts last August as she dried herself at Malone’s Island, a bathing-place in the lake, not more than ten minutes through the meadows; and she remembered her fright and incomprehension when she touched the right breast again with the towel and how the noise of singing steel from the sawmill in the woods pierced every other sound in the evening.


What the doctor would do was simple. He’d send her for a biopsy. She might be told the truth or she might not when they got the result back, depending on them and on herself. If she had cancer she’d be sent for treatment. She had been a nurse. She had no illusions about what would happen.


She had been only away from the house once since she was married. She shuddered at how miserable she’d been those three days, the first blight on her happiness.


A cousin had invited her to her wedding in Dublin. She’d no desire to go, but that she had been remembered so surprised her with delight that she told them about the letter at the dinner hour.


“You might as well take the chance when you get it. It mightn’t be offered again. It’d be a break for you. It’d take you out of yourself for a few days,” she was pressed to go.


“But look at the cost! The train fare. The hotel. A wedding present for Nuala. And how on earth would I get past those shop windows full of things without spending every penny we have?” she laughed.


“Never you mind, girl. If the money’s wanted it’ll be always found,” Reegan said.


“Why don’t you go, Elizabeth, when you get the chance?” Willie asked wonderingly.


“Who’d look after the place while I was away, Willie?”


“That’s a poor excuse,” Reegan said. “There’s no fear of the auld barracks takin’ flight while you’re away, though more’s the pity!”


“And what if some one ran away with you when I was gone?” she asked flirtatiously.


“Not a fear, girl,” he laughed. “Every dog for his day but you, you girl, it’s your day.”


She was flattered and satisfied. She would not go. Here they had need of her. What would she be at the wedding? A seat at the bottom of the breakfast-table, a relative who had married a widower in the country, a parable to those who had known her as a young girl.


“I think you should go, Elizabeth. I’d go if I was in your place, definitely,” Willie persuaded with obstinate persistence.


“But who’d cook and wash and bake and sew, Willie?”


“We would, Elizabeth. We’d stop from school in turn. We could buy loaves.…”


“You only think you could, Willie,” she tried to laugh it off nervously.


“We’d manage somehow,” he enthused, heedless of his child’s place in the house, he gestured excitedly with his hands and went on too quickly to be stopped.


“I think you’d be foolish to miss Dublin. Not many people ever get to Dublin. For the few days we’d be well able to manage. Shure, Elizabeth, didn’t we manage for ages before you ever came?”


It fell as natural as a blessing, “Didn’t we manage for ages before you ever came?” And they’d manage, too, if she was gone. She stood with the shock. She must have been holding something for she remembered not to let it fall. Then she broke down.


She thought she’d never be able to climb the stairs to her room, the things of the house gathering in against her; she thanked God that the dayroom door wasn’t open on her way.


She heard Reegan shout in the kitchen.


“Now do you see what you have done? Now do you see what you have done? Jesus Christ, can you not keep your mouth shut for wan minute of the day?”


Then the boy’s terrified protest, “I didn’t mean anything! I didn’t mean any harm, Daddy.”


Reegan’s shouts again, “Will you never understand? Will you never grow up? Will you never understand that women look on things different to men?”


She heard his feet follow her on the hollow stairs. She was sitting on the bed’s edge when he came into the room. She could not lift her head. He’d look as unreal as all people pleading.


“The lad meant nothing. He was only thinkin’ that we’d be able to give you a holiday at last. Shure you know yourself that we’d never be able to get on without you?”


He put his hands on her shoulders, she’d no wish to create a scene, she dried her face with her sleeve.


“I couldn’t help it,” she said, looking at him with a nervous smile. “But it doesn’t matter. It was only that it came so sudden.”


“Would you like to go to the wedding? The lad was only wantin’ to please you.…”


“Maybe, I should go,” she had tried to look bright. She had not wanted to go. It had been simply easier to go than to stay then.


She felt the pain at last was easing. The rosary was droning to its end in the kitchen. The decades were over. Reegan was sing-songing,




Mystical Rose 


Tower of David 


Tower of Ivory 


House of Gold.






His face a mask without expression, staring as if tranced at its image in the big sideboard mirror, his fingers even now instinctively moving on the beads, the voice completely toneless  that repeated Her praises, their continual “Pray for us”, like punctuating murmurs of sleep.


“The Dedication of the Christian Family,” began the last prayers, the trimmings.


Prayer for the Canonization of Blessed Oliver Plunkett—whose scorched head, they remembered reading on the leaflet, was on show in a church in Drogheda.


Prayers for all they were bound to pray for in duty, promise or charity.


Prayer for a happy death.


And the last prayer, the last terrible acknowledgement, the long iambic stresses relentlessly sledged:


O Jesus, I must die, I know not where nor when nor how, but if I die in mortal sin I go to hell for all eternity.


The newspapers were lifted, the beads and chairs returned to their places. They heard Casey come back from his supper. “Rush! Rush!” Reegan said to the boy and girl. “Off to bed! Ye’ll be asleep all day in school tomorrow if you don’t rush.”


Some red bricks had been set to warm at the fire. Willie slipped them into a pair of heavy woollen socks with the tongs. He lit the candles in their tin holders and they were ready to be kissed good night.


Sheila ran to Elizabeth. Reegan was sitting in front of the fire and the boy went close up to him, between his open knees. Hands came on his shoulders.


“Good night, Willie. God guard you.”


“Good night, Daddy.”


He lifted the hot bricks and said at the door, “Good night, Elizabeth.”


“Good night, Willie.”


At last they were in the hall, their fluttering candles lighting up the darkness. Casey was coming down the stairs, a pile of the dark grey police blankets in his arms, the top and bottom edges braided with official green thread. He had to feel out his steps very carefully because of his load. They waited on him at the foot of the stairs with the candles.


“Ye’re off to bed,” he said. “Hot bricks and all to keep ye warm.”


“Good night, Guard Casey,” they answered simply.


He turned to them laughing, the whiteness of his bald head thrust over the pile of blankets into their candlelight.







‘Good night,  


Sleep tight,  


                        And mind the fleas don’t bite,”





he recited.


They smiled with polite servility, but it was the end of the night, and his pleasantness went through them like a shiver of cold. They watched him cruelly as he shaped sideways to manœuvre his load of blankets through the dayroom door. They took his place on the stairs, the paint completely worn away in the centre of the steps, and even the wood shredding and a little hollowed by years of feet. They climbed without speaking a word. When they got near the top they could see their images with candles and bricks mounting into the night on the black shine of the window. It was directly at the head of the stairs, facing out on the huge sycamore between the house and the river. There was no sign of moon or star, only two children with candles reflected out of its black depth, raindrops slipping down the glass without, where the masses of wind struggled and reeled in the night.


Willie went with Sheila into her room. On nights like these they were never at ease with each other.


“Will you be afraid now, Sheila?” he asked.


“I’ll leave the candle lit,” she said.


“And do you want the door open?”


He knew by the way she said “Aye” that she was almost dumb with fear.


“Well, you want nothing else so?”


An importance had crept into his voice, the situation making him feel and act like a grown person.


“No,” Sheila said. “Nothing.”


“Well, good night so, Sheila.”


“Good night, Willie.”




   





Downstairs Elizabeth strained Reegan’s barley water into a mug with a little blue circle above its handle. He drank it sitting before the dying fire, blowing at it sometimes, for it was hot. He loved drawing out these last minutes. The thought of Quirke didn’t trouble him any more than the thought of his own life and death. All things became remote and far away, speculations that might involve him one day, but they had no power over him now, and these minutes were his rest of peace.


“Is the cat out?” he asked.


“She didn’t come in at all tonight,” Elizabeth answered.


“Are the hens shut in?”


“They are.”


“Do you want me to go out for anything?”


“No. There’s nothing wanting.”


He rose, put the mug down on the table, and went and bolted the scullery door. She was setting the table for the morning when he came in.


“Don’t stay long now,” he said on his way to bed, because she’d found it hard to sleep since she grew uneasy about her breasts, and often sat reading for hours in the stillness after he’d go, books Willie brought her from the lending library in the school, a few books she’d brought with her from London and kept always locked in her trunk upstairs, books that’d grown in her life as if they’d been grafted there, that she’d sometimes only to handle again to experience blindingly.


“No. I won’t be a minute after you. When I rake the fire.”


At the hall door he noticed the intense strained look on her face.


“You look tired out. You’re killin’ yourself workin’ too hard.”


And then he asked as if he had been given vision, “Are you sure you’re feelin’ well, girl?”


“Don’t be foolish,” she tried to laugh. “How could I work too hard with the few things that’d have to be done in this house! When I rake the fire I’ll be in bed.”


“Don’t be long so, that readin’ at night’d drive a person crackers,” he said and left for his bed.


She put a few wet sods of turf on the fire, then covered it with ashes. She heard Casey noisily shifting his bed down in the dayroom, soon Reegan’s boots clattered overhead on the ceiling and she blew out the lamp and followed him to their room.
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