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“To the old, the new world of Belfast around them is generally too great for their grasp or comprehension.”


“The fleeting show moves on without intermission.” 
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A Short Note on Some Long Names





George Augustus Chichester, 2nd Marquis of Donegall, Knight of St Patrick, was more often referred to as Lord Donegall.


George Hamilton Chichester, 1st Baron of Ennishowen and Carrickfergus, the Marquis’s first-born son, was known by the honorary title of Lord, or the Earl of, Belfast.
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Friday, 24th December 1897 





The telephone rang this morning.


Despite having rehearsed with me how to behave in such an eventuality, Mrs Mawhinney ran through the house, banging doors and calling my name, as though pursued by the hounds of Hell. In truth I was alarmed enough by it myself – I had been leaning forward straining to catch the final bars of “L’île inconnue” from a cylinder worn almost smooth from playing – that I dropped my spectacles on to the carpet as I started from my chair. In another instant I had trodden on them.


Mrs Mawhinney all but collapsed through the library door, collected herself, backed half out, and was making to knock as the ringing at last stopped.


I told her, please, to come in, take a seat, calm down.


The suddenness of the thing . . . she was saying between breaths . . . it had “put the heart sideways” in her.


I showed her my glasses. The bridge was bent and when I tried to straighten it I heard the faintest of creaks. Mrs Mawhinney would have had me let her go at once to Lizars, but with Christmas Day upon us there seemed little chance that her haste would be rewarded. Besides, I remembered some years ago having consigned a second pair to the back of a bureau drawer. They would tide me over to Monday.


We waited together another half an hour, going through the drill several more times, before resuming our occupations.


I was right about the bureau, but not about the drawer: the spectacles were in the fourth one I opened. The lenses were a little dulled, my eyes more than a little weaker than when last I put them on, but so long as I held my book to catch the light coming in at the window – I had given up on the musical accompaniment – I could see well enough to read. (I have left them aside as I write this: the hand, I trust, after all these years, does not require such close scrutiny.) I held the book for two pages then lowered it and allowed my eyelids to close.


Towards luncheon the telephone rang again. I had managed half of the stairs, without the aid of my stick, before Mrs Mawhinney appeared in the hallway from the kitchen. She looked up at me. I nodded and her hand went out decisively towards the box bracketed to the oak panelling. She dropped a curtsy (unrehearsed) as she spoke my name then dropped another as she turned to me and said, “Mr Erskine, sir.”


I negotiated the remainder of the stairs and took the earpiece.


“Well, well, well, what do you make of this?” said Erskine, with the pride of an inventor, or at least of a privileged custodian, reprising the role he had last performed when he presented me, on my birthday, with the gramophone, and the Berlioz cylinders that I now have to accept have been played out.


“Remarkable,” I said, as I had said then, and meant it every bit as much. His voice this morning might have been coming from the next room and not the far side of the river.


Mrs Mawhinney was still in attendance. I signalled to her that I was quite all right.


Erskine, meanwhile, was inviting me to dinner at the Reform Club this evening – “unless you have already made another arrangement?” It was kind of him to allow me the possibility of refusal, even though he knows as well as any man living that I would not otherwise have crossed the doorstep from now until New Year, nor been troubled by anyone approaching it, save possibly Erskine himself.


He was getting up a little party for his nephew, who was recently returned from a visit to London, in the course of which he had made photographs of the places alluded to in Mr Wells’s “scientific romance” The Time Machine, which caused such a sensation when it was first published – what, a year, two years ago, now? These photographs the nephew had had turned into slides, which he intended to project by means of a magic lantern. It was all very short notice, Erskine realised (again the opportunity to refuse if I wished), but he had only heard late last evening that the room had become free at the club. He could send a carriage if I wished it . . .


Mrs Mawhinney was none too pleased when I told her I had accepted. (Mrs Mawhinney, as I have noted, I am sure, many times previously in these pages, is not endowed with a face for dissembling.) She had a pair of sole fresh delivered.


I told her they would keep to breakfast.


She had a haddock for breakfast.


“It is Christmas, we will have both,” I said.


I will be sorry in the morning that I did. They do not stint on their courses, or their portions, at the Reform Club. The smelts, with which we began, would alone have made a decent dinner for Mrs Mawhinney and me.


An audience of nine, not counting Erskine and his nephew, gathered in the Antrim Room afterwards with their port and cigars. I knew them all. In the case of most of them I had known their fathers (Erskine’s being a notable exception), in the case of some their grandfathers.


A large board with a tablecloth tacked to it had been mounted on two chairs against the back wall. There was some business with the electric lights, which even two years after they were installed are the cause of some confusion and, on occasion, misgiving among staff and members alike; that switching off the lights, for instance, might cause a permanent disruption to the supply, or, worse, electrocution. Off, though, eventually, they went. (Switch-throwers happily unharmed.) The nephew himself oversaw the drawing of the curtains – they had to be “just so” – before declaring that we were ready to proceed with the slides.


We saw the park in Battersea, we saw Lavender Hill; we saw, as an aside, the new Battersea Bridge, the last of Sir Joseph Bazalgette’s grand designs. (I knew Bazalgette, too; visited him once in Morden. He talked for two solid hours about sewerage.) We saw the wrought-iron entrances to several of the underground railway stations and listened to Erskine’s nephew’s ingenious equation of these with the burrows wherein the Morlocks dwelt; we saw the South Kensington Museum, the Alexandra Palace at Muswell Hill – Wells’s “Palace of Green Porcelain”.


The final photograph accompanied the passage in which the Time Traveller and his companion Weena proceed over a hill crest towards Wimbledon as the “hush of evening” creeps over the world. There was an answering silence in the Antrim Room as Erskine’s nephew read of that great pause that comes upon things before dusk, when even the breeze stops in the trees. So vivid were the trees in the photograph – they had been tinted by hand – that I fancied our breath would have set their leaves moving, had any of us been breathing out at that moment. Erskine’s nephew continued to read. His voice had a grating quality, but Wells’s words got the better of it, impressing themselves on my memory: “To me there is always an air of expectation about that evening stillness. The sky was clear, remote, and empty, save for a few horizontal bars far down in the sunset.” (These too with a tint applied to them.) “Well, that night the expectation took on the colour of my fears.”


For nine people we gave a rousing round of applause. For eight people they did, I should say, at least to begin with. I remained staring at the blank tablecloth for some moments after the lights had been switched on in the room, remembering how the story ran on: the loss of Weena, the Time Traveller’s desolation on his return, alone, to his workshop in Richmond.


When all the congratulations had been extended, all the questions asked about the equipment the nephew had used and the chemical processes he had employed – an inquisitiveness in matters of equipment and processes of one form or another being what had brought most of those present into membership of the Reform Club: them and their fathers and grandfathers – the discussion moved on to the future of our own city. (Thompson: “Perhaps at the end of eight hundred thousand years we will at last have our new City Hall.”) Erskine, whose own career, and fortune, has been founded on the knack of never missing anything, tried to draw me into the conversation. Given the changes I had witnessed in my own lifetime, did I not think it foolish in the extreme to speculate on even eighty years hence? I replied that I sometimes felt as though it would be presumptuous of me to speculate on even eight weeks hence. “Nonsense, you will outlive us all,” he said. In which case, I said, it would be our mutual misfortune. Rev. Dr Cathcart said, as he was after all bound to say, that we none of us knew the day or the hour – “no, not the angels of heaven,” as the Apostle would have it – and reminded us that there was still a large body of opinion that would robustly contend with Mr Darwin that the world had seen, or would ever in the future see, the multiple thousands of years that had so fired the imagination of this Wells.


I opened my mouth to respond, but the nephew cut across me. We were, with the greatest respect, rather straying from the point. He was of the firm opinion that the city was on the brink of a new Golden Age. The genius of our manufacturers, the skill of our workforce, had made Belfast a byword for quality and innovation. He spoke of the Cymric and her sister, the second Oceanic, construction of which, we would be aware, had already begun on the Queen’s Island, not a mile from where we were talking, and which, when completed, would exceed in length Brunel’s Great Eastern. (Exceed it too, it was to be hoped – between the maiden-voyage explosions and run-ins with rocks – in good fortune.) The one-thousand-foot liner was no longer a possibility, it was an inevitability for the Belfast shipyards, and let the competition try and catch them.


Never mind one thousand feet, Thompson said, if the rumour was to be believed the one-million-pound liner was already with us. Rodgers, at the rear of the room, said through that wheeze that has become habitual with him that if ships continued to grow at the rate they had grown in the last fifty years then by the next century’s end we would be crossing the Atlantic on vessels a mile long . . .


My dinner was sitting heavily in my stomach – I really do, as a rule, eat so little these days – and now that the conversation had become general I thought that Erskine would not take it amiss if I asked to have the carriage brought round for me. It was not quite half past nine o’clock. Erskine himself saw me down the stairs (watched me, I should say, his eyes never once leaving my shoes) and out on to the kerb. It was all I could do, after he had handed me up into the carriage – it was a new-model brougham – to stop him tucking the blanket around my legs. He thanked me for coming; told me that he hoped his nephew’s manner had not been too irksome. It was a common failing in the young, imagining they were the first ever to think or feel these things.


I thought to tell him that it was considered a failing when I was young not to have built a church or written a history by the time you were twenty-one; then thought better of it. “There are far worse failings,” I said instead.


He put his hand on the door as the driver gathered the reins for departure.


“You know you would be more than welcome, tomorrow . . .”


I stopped him. He makes the same offer every year, and every year, I am sure, I make the same reply: “It is terribly kind of you, Erskine, but Mrs Mawhinney has all the preparations made.”


Mrs Mawhinney, in fact, is under strict instructions – this year, every year – to take herself off to her cousin’s as soon as we have finished breakfast (haddock and sole!), and not to return until Boxing Day.


Erskine lifted his hand from the door in a gesture of surrender, or farewell, and the driver snapped the reins.


“If you change your mind you can always telephone,” he called after me, down Donegall Place.


The street, despite the hour and the locked metal gates across the doorways, was as thronged as on a summer Saturday afternoon, the shop windows almost as bright. (I glanced higher up, would have sworn I caught sight at a top-floor sash window of a ghostly face, looking out.) Before the builder’s hoardings where a year ago the White Linen Hall stood and where eight, or eight hundred thousand, years from now will stand the City Hall, fir trees and mistletoe were still being sold, and as the carriage turned down towards the Academical Institution I witnessed a group of boys – perhaps from the “Inst” itself – trying to hoop-la with a holly wreath the statue of the Rev. Henry Cooke. That gentleman, of course, had been no friend to the school in life, which is why it is supposed his statue stands with its back to it. A stream of pedestrians was coming towards this group, loosed on the night by the Grand Opera House, where the pantomime had just ended: Dick Whittington, if memory served. On an impulse I leaned forward in my seat and asked the driver, worthy citizen, to turn about and take me back the way we had come. He thought by this I meant that I had forgotten something at the club, but as we came again into Castle Place from Donegall Place I told him to carry on, up Royal Avenue, on, at length, to York Street, thence – turning right at Ship Street, right again – into the narrower confines of Sailortown.


The driver slowed the horse to a walk. Some of the rooftops here reached to not much higher than the crown of his hat; hardly a one of them had its full complement of slates, a chimney not in need of repair. He cast a look back over his shoulder at me. I urged him on – please – a little further and then a little further again until we had come out at last at a patch of waste ground below Garmoyle Street, looking across the Victoria Channel to the Queen’s Island and the Harland and Wolff yard. “Here,” I said.


The driver helped me alight. “You don’t mind if I stay by the carriage?” he asked. The sound of its wheels had drawn several patrons out of the public house on the corner of the street. They gathered beneath the solitary functioning street lamp, watching with the driver as I made my hesitant way to the water’s edge. Weeds had pushed up between the cobbles, mingling with the coal dross and the rusting iron and the remains of a thousand crates that had somehow fallen, just here, from ships coming in to dock.


“Sir?” said the driver, a caution dressed up as a question.


He may have had in mind the story, in the papers of late, of the woman who ran the length of the Newtownards Road to throw herself off the Queen’s Bridge, a little upriver of us, her body, despite much searching of the shoreline, yet to be found.


“I can manage, thank you,” I said, gratitude wrapped around rebuke. I steadied myself with both hands on the head of my stick. The fog that has been wreaking such havoc this past week along the coast of Scotland had been halted somewhere out in the North Channel by winds blowing across Belfast from the south-west. My view, notwithstanding the paucity of street lighting, the dulling of my lenses, was tolerably clear.


A voice called out from beneath the lamp, “You down to see the big boat, Mister?”


I waved a hand – “yes” – and peered out as though searching among the masts and the gantries for the Oceanic’s slipway, but hoping instead for a glimpse of something that predated the first ship to bear the Oceanic name, the whole White Star line, Harland’s yard, the Queen’s Island itself.


Behind me, the driver cleared his throat; asked if he might smoke a cigarette, “for warmth, like.” I realised that in the time I had been standing there a fine rain had begun to fall.


I told him I had no objection whatever, then, seeing the flare of the match, catching the scent of tobacco on the air, asked if I might have one, too. For companionship, like. He offered me the package – Gallaher’s Green – and I hesitated on seeing there were only two cigarettes left in it, but he shook his head to say I was not to let it concern me. I pinched the end of the cigarette between my forefinger and thumb while he struck the match, so that when I inhaled the shaft was drawn back to rest against the tip of my nose. It had indeed been a very long time since I had done this. The smoke was as sharp as grief, as searing as desire. My thoughts turned liquid and I felt for a moment that I had actually begun to fall. I leaned more heavily on my stick; inhaled again, deeper; inhaled again, deeper still.


When there was nothing left to inhale I let the ember fall, to fade between my feet.


“The world is too good,” I murmured and touched my fingers to my lips. The driver was watching still. I plucked at a phantom shred of tobacco. He turned away. I allowed myself a few seconds more then picked my way back to the carriage.


“Thank you for the cigarette,” I said as he helped me into my seat.


Our audience beneath the street lamp had dwindled to two women in shawls. One of them asked me was I some sort of Yankee.


“He’s as Belfast as you or me,” the driver surprised me by saying before I had a chance to speak. I pulled the blanket around my chest. The reins snapped, the hooves rang, the wheels rattled, and soon we had joined again the general stir.


The boys were gone from in front of the Academical Institution, but, however they had managed it, they had succeeded before they left in crowning Cooke with their holly wreath. He looked as ridiculous as they could have wished, as impotent.


Mrs Mawhinney must have been waiting in the hallway, so quickly did she appear at the door. She came right out to the carriage step. “Look at you, you are chilled to the bone,” she said and asked the driver, as his master’s representative there in her world, what Mr Erskine could have been thinking, calling on that telephone contraption, keeping me out till all hours in the depths of winter. (That was the order of her complaint, telephone before weather.) The driver, to his great credit, held his peace. I gave him ten shillings of a tip, which he was kind enough to say would keep him in “smokes” for some considerable time.


“Smokes!” said Mrs Mawhinney and took hold of my arm, as much to save me from corrupting influence as assist me to the door.


Inside, she warmed a pair of water bottles while I undressed for bed then left me here, propped against the bolster with my writing board and my journal. She paused in the doorway to wish me a happy Christmas.


“A happy Christmas to you, too, Mrs Mawhinney,” I said.


I listened to her footsteps receding down the landing, as I have listened to them time without number in the years that we have spent alone here together, and for a moment – just for a moment – I imagined getting out of bed (imagined myself a man for whom the act of getting out of bed was as fleet as the thought), going to the door and calling after her . . . But what, and to what end?


On down the landing she plodded, and – a creak as the door opened, a click as it shut – into her apartments, so that now there is only the hiss of the lamp for company, the scratch of my nib, and, somewhere across this great, perplexing city, bells chiming the midnight hour.
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Saturday, 25th December 1897





Oh, G—!


Water . . .


Mrs Mawhinney may have been right. I awoke a quarter of an hour past, at ten after two, drenched in sweat, yet shivering. The bottles were cold against my feet; my head throbbed to bursting. I thought to ring the bell, but having untangled the bedclothes and sipped from the glass at my bedside I began to feel a little better (till that stab of pain just now). And it is – for all that it appears to be the dead of night – Christmas morning. Mrs Mawhinney’s sixty-sixth. My eighty-fifth.


 


 


I rested the nib of my pen on the paper, looking at those last two words – eighty-fifth – breathing hard, until the full stop became a blot, spreading.


 


 


Water.


Where did I read of it: the young woman with an aversion amounting almost to the hydrophobic? A journal in the library at the Reform Club, maybe: an account of a book by a Viennese doctor – Bauer, or Breuer? Yes, Breuer and a colleague, whose name escapes me. The young woman was suffering from a form of hysteria, existing only on fruit, until with Dr Breuer’s encouragement she was able to “wind off backwards” the thread of memory and arrive at the day when she walked into a room and saw, to her horror, her governess’s little dog, lapping out of a glass on the table. And, like that, the symptom disappeared.


The “talking cure”, the young woman called it. Perhaps one day the experiment will be extended, to men as well as women, old as well as young, and all will be enabled to understand the inner logic of the stimuli that caused them to act as they did at any given moment of their lives. It will come too late for me. I must in the time that is left to me be my own physician.




*





My mother, “a slip of a girl”, died on the evening of the day that I was born. My father remarried her sister, and his cousin, within the year, but within another year this wife too had died, trying to bring forth a child, my brother that would have been, had he not died with her. Fortunately, it might be thought, there were no more sisters, or eligible cousins, after that. In the spring of 1817 my father himself succumbed to the typhus that had followed the failure of crops in the previous “year without a summer”. I was not quite four years old. For many years after I carried a memory of watching the gravediggers lower my father’s casket into its shaft in the New Burying Ground and calling down cheerfully that I would join him, and all the others, soon, although my grandfather, which is to say my great-uncle, with whom I was sent to live, did his best to disabuse me of this notion. I never did see the open grave, for I never did attend the funeral. The rain that day was torrential. I was a croupy child, who had only just pulled through the winter. My grandfather had no desire to pay the undertakers to open the grave a fourth time in as many years.


Whatever the truth of it – and I have, as I say, no Dr Breuer to assist me – the dead, at that early age, held no terrors for me. Not so the living. My grandfather was a severe man (did it occur to me to reflect that he had lost two children of his own before unexpectedly acquiring me? It did not) whose idea of society was the Society for Discountenancing Vice and Promoting the Knowledge of the Christian Religion, of which he was a founding member, or, for a little light relief, the Religious Tract and Book Society for Ulster. Of that other Society for which the town had once been so renowned, however, he almost never spoke. It was but a short walk from his house at the northern end of Donegall Place, or the “Flags”, as all who lived there then called it, to the corner of High Street and the Corn Market, where Henry Joy McCracken, leader of the Society of United Irishmen in the town, was hanged fewer than fifteen years before I was born (although as with everything before one’s birth it might as well have been a thousand), and where the first Union flag was hoisted on the opening day proper of this fast-fading century of ours.


McCracken’s sister, Miss Mary, who had received his body down from the scaffold, was still much abroad in my childhood days: a small woman in her middle years – old, I would have said then, not knowing how much older she would become, or that I would one day look back over a distance of some four and a half decades to my own middle age. It was said of her that she could not stand still for more than two minutes in the one place without a committee forming around her. My grandfather was a governor of the Belfast Charitable Society – the “Poorhouse” – when Miss Mary stood still there for two minutes, allowing a Ladies’ Committee to form and urge the Gentlemen to introduce a less punitive regime for the younger inmates: candles “sufficient for the hours of darkness”, warm water for the washing of clothes; toys; blackboards; counting frames; a pole in the yard to play around . . . He remembered her as a child herself, walking through the town from the Manson School on Donegall Street (for that was the sort of the family: even in those far-off days, before legislation, they submitted their daughters to be educated), and later at entertainments in the Exchange. “As marriageable a girl as was to be found in the town,” he pronounced, with unusual warmth and candour, on the one occasion when I pressed him on the subject; then almost at once he cooled, closed up. “But too devoted to the brother, finally.”


My own education was, for the most part, conducted within the doors of my grandfather’s house. Once in a while he would take a notion to send me out – to Mrs Davis’s Classical School on Castle Street, to Messrs Acheson and Lyons in Castle Lane – but always within a matter of weeks, on occasion days, something would occur to prejudice him against the establishment in question, or its proprietor (my grandfather’s schoolmaster, a Mr Eccles, had once composed an opera of such ambition he called it simply The World; anyone else was always likely to be a disappointment to him), and I would find myself once more in the schoolroom under our own eaves, working my way through whichever book my grandfather had seen fit to leave out for me that morning: Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, The Pilgrim’s Progress, or, not infrequently, the Bible itself.


As for the Academical Institution, which had opened its doors not long after I was born, it was less a school than a theological battleground and my grandfather did not then or afterwards want for battlegrounds.


The house on Donegall Place had gardens at the rear running down to Fountain Street, a gate there that as a matter of principle my grandfather refused to have barred. (“Blessed is the man that endureth temptation,” the Scriptures said, not “blessed is the man that hath temptation withheld from him.”) The house, too, had anyone but thought to try the door, was almost always unlocked. It was tall, elegant, and as sparsely populated as the High Alps. My grandfather kept few servants – a housekeeper, who would have nothing but “Molly”, a maid of all work, or rather a succession of maids (they could have little of Molly), and a man, Nisbet, who was closer to a secretary than a butler and closer to a companion than either – and with my grandfather either confined to his study, or out on what he called simply his “visits”, it was possible for me to go from the day’s beginning to its end without seeing a living soul indoors. Fortunately, my grandfather also encouraged exercise – the only carriage I ever saw him in was the one that bore his coffin – and had more fear of my health shut up in the house all day than my safety out walking alone. (Dr Trotter’s View of the Nervous Temperament had attained with him the status of fifth Gospel: a healthful body houses a healthful mind etc.) In all but the foulest of weather, therefore, I would strike out each day the moment my reading was done, often along the Mall Ditch, which ran for the best part of a mile from the White Linen Hall to the Saltwater Bridge, and which had the advantage of being raised (“ditch” was a frank misnomer) above the quagmire that the land round about became after even a little rain; and we had, even then, more than a little rain. Along here passed the bulk of the traffic from the south, and I grew to anticipate the farmers and traders whom I would encounter according to the market being held that day, the pig men and the butter men, although most often by the time I was finished with Newton or Bunyan or the Minor Prophets, they would be making their way home again, their goods sold, their profits, or a large portion of them, evidently drunk.


The Falls Road was another favourite walk, as was, in a more northerly direction, the Shankhill Road as far as the old cemetery, the foothills practically of Black Mountain, where the names had already faded from the more ancient headstones centuries before anyone dreamed of a town called Belfast with a Mall Ditch, a Saltwater Bridge and an Academical Institution. In warmer weather I might cut across the meadows at the rear of the White Linen Hall to the Mill Dam at Cromac, and on the very hottest days might even strip to my undergarments and join with the other children kicking up water in the shallows, with never a thought for which of us came from a townhouse and which from a cottage on Sandy Row.


Often I went no further than the market at Smithfield Square, some two hundred yards from my grandfather’s door, but so well screened by Castle Street and Hercules Street (for there was no Royal Avenue yet) as to seem five times more distant. I would wander among the stalls, persuading myself I was in as open a space as the town had to offer, and, now and then, if I was feeling especially emboldened, or derelict in self-persuasion, would venture into the narrower streets opening off the market square.


Smithfield then, three score years before the Corporation was provoked, or shamed, into improvements, had the air of a gold-rush camp, with this obvious exception: there was no gold, nor much likelihood of it, only prospecting without cease for a claim on tomorrow. Whatever could be traded legitimately was traded; whatever could not be was traded anyway in the entries and laneways. My shoes were enough to attract the attention of the boys of that district, so that I was at every moment prepared to run, and was occasionally obliged to, although the chase itself, the calling of names, seemed, thankfully, to content them. A point was being made: I was there under sufferance.


On one such occasion – I was by then eleven – blown off course by a particularly persistent pursuit, I came upon a girl, three or four years older, to look at her, squatting in a court at the rear of a public house in the full flow of passing water. So astonished was I that I was unable to turn my head, or even avert my eyes. The girl’s own eyes never left my face. There was a challenge in them, a challenge that, at eleven, I did not fully comprehend, although that it was sterner than any the boys had offered I was in no doubt. And still her water flowed. When at last it stopped the girl stood straight and wiped herself with some stuff, which she afterwards tossed on the ground at her feet. She remained longer than she need have with her skirts raised, or perhaps it was only my fascination that prolonged the moment of their fall. The courtyard was so dark that I could see nothing beyond the white of her thighs, but even that was almost too much for me. I staggered back, recoiling from the reaction of my own body, and in that instant the girl was gone, whether into the public house or into another doorway I could not have said, any more than I could have said where, in my agitated state, I myself went next, or how long I walked before I was sufficiently composed to return home, although I do remember that my grandfather had got in a little before me. I see him turning on the stairs as I walk along the hallway. I hear him asking what way I went and whom I met on my travels. (I do not hear my lie in reply.) I feel his finger beneath my chin as he turns my face towards the fanlight, peering.


“It has put a bit of colour in your cheeks,” he says.


The following day I returned to walking the Mall Ditch, and the day after that, and the day after that. I walked along the Falls, I walked to the cemetery at Shankhill. (It still had its “h” when I was a boy, and even now that I know the name to be a derivation from the Irish sean cill, “old church”, I still feel that absent spirant in my calves.) I pushed myself further and faster each day, but by the end of a fortnight I had given up the pretence and was back among the market stalls, trying to lose myself sufficiently that I might find my girl again. Because at night that was how I thought of her, on all those walks to places that were definitely not Smithfield that was how I thought of her. My girl. Would that all my obsessions had been so innocuous.


I had been poking about for some time, making essays into this entry and then that, retreating again, trying to reorient myself, or disorient myself anew, when I became aware of a boy on my tail. Beyond the fact that he was wearing a sort of military cap, I could get no accurate impression of him without stopping and turning about – an unwise course of action on past experience – but I had a sense of a height and build similar to my own. I gave him a minute or two more in which to overtake me, then I made a sharp turn to the left and another almost at once to the right that brought me face to face with a red hen perched on a butt before the half door of a cottage, from within which came the sound of a pestle being pounded against a stone mortar. The hen raised itself to its full height, showed me its tongue, the underside of its wings. I held up a finger – somewhere between “shush” and “stay” – and the hen jabbed out its head and bit me. I jumped, wheeling about, and there was the boy. I wedged the injured hand under my arm.


“Who are you?” he asked me outright.


He was, I judged, now that we were almost toe to toe, a good half a head taller than me. More importantly, unless his companions were a deal less agile in wit or limb, he was also on his own. I had nothing to lose.


“Who wants to know?” I said and stuck my chin out. He brought a fist up to rest against the point of it. Behind me the red hen settled itself discontentedly. The fist rose by degrees from my chin to the tip of my nose then, all unexpectedly, blossomed into an open hand with which its owner mussed the front of my hair.


“John Millar,” he said.


“In which case” – I tugged the cap down over his eyes – “Gilbert Rice.”


I ran past him, jinked left then right, slowing only when I had regained the market square. He caught up with me fifty yards further along, in the direction of the Flags, by a stall selling patched-up kettles and pans. He had taken the hat off and was making a great show of inspecting the peak, scowling the while.


“You needn’t have been so rough with it, I was only having a bit of sport,” he said. To which I might have retorted, “It is sport when you dole it out, but not when you receive it back,” had not the black look already begun to lift from his face. Impetuousness ranked – ranks still – below surliness in my hierarchy of character flaws.


He had without further invitation or acknowledgement fallen into step beside me, hands clasped behind his back. We might have been two old acquaintances meeting of a Sunday evening for a promenade around the grounds of the White Linen Hall, with a military band for accompaniment and not the cries of the Smithfield hawkers.


“So, Gilbert Rice . . .”


“So, John Millar . . .”


“Where have you been hiding all this time?”


He told me he had lately come to stay with his grandfather (my ears, needless to say, pricked up at this), who kept the marble yard on nearby Berry Street. The yard’s existence was news to me, although I knew the street well enough, for my own grandfather would take me there twice in the year to be measured by Mr Dalton, his tailor, for a suit of clothes, and twice in the year would ask the same question as he pored over the bill: “How much more growth can there be left in the boy?”


I adopted my gravest expression. “Are your parents then . . . ?”


“In Newtownards,” Millar said.


“Ah.”


“My father has the quarry there.”


Despite his use of the definite article, the quarry at Newtownards had hitherto as much substance for me as the marble yard on Berry Street. We all make the mistake when children, of course, of fancying that we are at the very centre of the universe, that other people’s lives take their coordinates from our own, but even as a full-grown man John Millar never quite understood how the rest of the world could fail to share his family’s passion for stone. If anything his bafflement grew more pronounced with age. Every building we erected, he once said to me, contained the whole of history, because every piece of rock we cut was as old as the First Day of Creation. We could not bake a brick but we gave form to the very earth our earliest ancestors had trod. “Only imagine.”


That, however, lay far in the future. (Mr Darwin farther still.) Back on that First Day of Our Acquaintance we had completed a lap of the square together. We stopped, facing one another.


“Will I see you here at the same time tomorrow?” Millar asked.


Something told me it would not do to be too quick to assent. I furrowed my brow; I scratched my ear. I almost, in the end, overdid it.


“Of course, if you would rather not . . .” He started to turn away.


“All right, three o’clock by the bedpans,” I said, and like the old fellows who walked around the grounds of the White Linen Hall we solemnly shook on it, or as solemnly, on my part, as a person can whose forefinger feels as though it has in it suddenly a whole hand’s worth of blood. As soon as I was alone again I inspected it properly. The skin was not broken, but the knuckle, where the hen had caught it, was as swollen as a worm’s saddle. I hunted on the ground as I walked, kicking over paper and straw and cabbage leaves, until I spied a wizened green potato, which I instantly scooped up. Perfect! I hurried back to the entry where John Millar had cornered me. I barely broke stride before pitching the potato side-arm at the hen, fully expecting the thing to take flight in fright. It did not. One moment there was a living creature on the butt by the half door, the next there were feathers in the air. I stared in astonishment. A cry went up within. I ran.


It was not until I was getting undressed for bed that I remembered why I had gone to Smithfield in the first place that day. I decided once and for all to unburden myself of that particular obsession. Which is where I had rather leave the subject.


Millar’s other passion, I discovered at our very next meeting, was handball. His grandfather’s yard was just along Berry Street from a ball-alley run by a man called Billy Pollard, with whom Millar had in the short time since his arrival from Newtownards reached an understanding. In return for Millar’s sweeping the half-moon of street before the front door, morning and night, Billy Pollard waived the sixpence a game he normally charged, providing, of course, that there were no paying customers wanting to play. I could not count the hours I spent in the months that followed sitting on a bench at the back of the court beside my new friend, shoes off, awaiting our chance, because nothing would do Millar but that I would love the sport as much as he, although to begin with, such was my bewilderment at the speed of the ball, the height and angle of the bounce, I offered as much challenge as one of his grandfather’s slabs of marble.


I got better, though, much, much better. It was the one sport at which I think I might truly have excelled had not fate, in the shape of my grandfather’s man Nisbet, intervened.


There were also in Berry Street, or in Charlemont Street, which opened off it, a number of fishmongers – “clan” would not be too strong a word, since they all seemed to hail from the same part of the world, that is to say below Newry, the townland of Omeath. They were, as Billy Pollard himself said, “the very divil for handball”, and for the related activity of betting on the outcome of handball matches, although Billy did his level best to keep gambling from encroaching on that half-moon my friend Millar swept so assiduously; or at least from being seen to encroach.


One afternoon while Millar and I were sat on our bench an Omeath man approached and asked us, in that curious accent that they had (for amongst themselves they spoke only Gaelic), if we would mind his handkerchief while he played his friend. Millar, who had put out his hand to accept, nearly dropped the handkerchief in his surprise: it was tied in a knot around a pound’s weight of coins. The two were at it for more than an hour, so evenly matched were they, with four or five changes of serve between each point scored. When the game had finished the friend came and demanded the handkerchief of us. Millar and I refused, but the man who had given us the thing to mind nodded (when he could raise his head from between his knees, he nodded) that we were to hand it over, whereupon his friend gave us each a penny. “Maith na buachaillí,” he said: “Good lads.”


Handkerchief minding thereafter became a regular occupation for Millar and me. Sometimes we would have several handkerchiefs to mind in the one game. Sometimes the person who had given us the handkerchief would take it back at the end, sometimes not. We asked no questions. A penny apiece was our usual reward, practically the first money I had ever handled: whatever I needed, in so far as I had any conception then of need beyond food and clothing, my grandfather bought for me, as he bought everything, on account, settling the bills on a grand tour of the town on the last day of every quarter.


The coins, as a result, presented me with something of a dilemma. One or two I could spend (half a minute took us – frequently – from Billy Pollard’s to Gribben the confectioner’s on Hercules Street), but only on what could be consumed before I returned home, where I could equally not display my earnings openly. After long deliberation I chose to hide the surplus in my room, next to the schoolroom at the very top of the house, in the space between the chest of drawers and the wall, where, the evidence of my eye suggested, no human hand, or its duster extension, had ever reached.


Millar had no such difficulties. He was saving to buy a book on Tuscan marbles, which he had seen on display in Hodgson’s the bookseller, another of our afternoon destinations. For myself, I would have bought there The World Turned Upside Down; or, No News, And Strange News, with its cover of a dog seated at a table, playing the flute: “Here you may see what’s very rare, the world turned upside down, a tree and a castle in the air, a man walk on his crown . . .” Except, as I have said, I could not buy anything for myself.


From time to time the Charlemont clan paid us in honeycomb, another of the specialities of that unusual street. (To this day I am unable to make a connection, beyond the phonic, between bee and sea.) It was on one of these occasions, an afternoon in early spring, when Millar and I were sitting against the outer wall of the alley, barefoot, honey dripping from our chins, that Nisbet chanced by on some errand. I scrambled to my feet, which was a mistake, because the sudden movement not only alerted him to my presence, but also advertised my guilty conscience. Nisbet’s face registered first alarm (had someone drugged me and carried me here against my will?) then, as an Omeath man came out from Billy Pollard’s and asked us for his friend’s handkerchief, “minus the tax”, a sorrowful determination.


He continued on his way towards Hercules Street, pausing just once to look over his shoulder as if to confirm that his eyes had not deceived him. I finished my honeycomb and licked each finger in turn before pulling on my boots. Already I had the feeling that it would be a long time before I had another.


The house when I returned was silent, as it often was, although now the silence seemed to have a greater intensity, not the mere absence of noise, but the deliberate withholding of it. I went to my room, three flights up, and sat down at the table before the window to wait. Far below, the town went about its affairs without me, a pantomime of productivity and politeness, hats doffed, hands offered, horses urged on, on, on. Inside, the bell for dinner did not ring. The lamps were not lit. I had begun to wonder if there was anyone at home after all when my grandfather called my name from the foot of the next stairs down but one.


Nisbet was leaving the study as I descended. He glanced up at me without expression then carried on down towards the hallway.


My grandfather closed the door behind us.


I was rarely admitted to this room and the novelty of it at any other time would have been enough to hold my fear in check. On one wall hung a view of a windmill on a hill, a cart passing beneath it, trying to reach the shelter of a village before the thunderclouds massing on the right closed in; on another, in a plain oak frame, the only painting anywhere in the house of my mother and stepmother, or so, by virtue of their proximity to his desk, I assumed them to be: two near-waifs with their arms clasped around one another’s necks, as though for protection from the calamity that, their wide eyes had just foreseen, the future held in store for them. The globe on the desk itself called to mind the opera my grandfather’s old teacher had composed, so that I would not have been surprised if it had by some mechanical means cleft open and a miniature player emerged, as I had once heard people sometimes appeared from cakes and all manner of unlikely things in the entertainments at royal courts.


My grandfather did not invite me to sit. He did not at first look at me directly.


Whatever of resolve that I had when I left my bedroom shrivelled to nothing the moment he shook his head, a single, sorrow-laden sweep. I had fallen short of his expectations, that shake informed me, far, far short.


“My first concern,” he said at length, “from the day and hour I took you under this roof, was for your health and well-being. You were, as I have often told you, a sickly infant. That you survived those first years at all was a constant source of wonder to me, except that the Almighty had clearly ordained it.”


A clock was ticking on the mantelpiece, disproportionately loud. Judgement Day, I thought, would be like this, the torment all within.


My grandfather told me that he had had an earlier report of my being seen running from an entry near the Market, which he had chosen to believe at the time was a case of mistaken identity. This new sighting, however, at the ball alley, could not be gainsaid.


He looked me square in the eye. “Without shoes?”


The idea clearly baffled him. I opened my mouth, but my tongue failed me. He shook his head again.


How I elected to use the precious gifts Providence had bestowed on me was, finally, between me and my Maker, although I should not be in any doubt that I would have to account for it. (The clock ticked. The accounting had already begun.) What was of more concern to my grandfather – for he had to accept now that the boy seen previously hurtling about Smithfield was indeed me – was that I appeared to have been treating that part of the town as an exotic playground. I had chosen to be there, unlike the unfortunates who inhabited the meanest of its hovels.


“It is not your disrespect for me that distresses me so much as your disrespect for them,” he said, at which point I could restrain myself no longer, but began to cry, out of self-pity, no doubt, although there was something else in there too. It was, I thought long afterwards, perhaps the first time that I had truly grieved for my father and my brother, for the two girls clinging to one another on the study wall.


My grandfather watched me, unmoved. Tears in themselves were no atonement; they merely washed away the debris of the original fault.


I asked, when I had recovered myself a little, if I might be excused. I went then to my room where even without the aid of a lamp I was able to locate the columns of pennies behind my chest of drawers. It required two trips to carry them, their accumulated fluff and mouse droppings, down to the study. There were two hundred and nine of them in total: seventeen shillings and five pence. They might as well have been gold sovereigns, from the astonishment on my grandfather’s face.


I spared him no detail in the story of their provenance and asked him if he thought, tainted though they were by gambling, God might nevertheless see fit to use them.


My grandfather laid his hand on mine. It felt like the hand of God Himself. “You will make a good boy yet,” he said, and I cried twice as hard as before.


Some days later, Agnes, the maid, brought a letter to me in the schoolroom, the first I had received in all my eleven years. I do not know why it did not occur to me until I had unfolded it that it would be from Millar. He was back with his parents at the quarry in Newtownards. Our grandfathers, it seemed, had spoken together. He was sorry that he had not seen me before he left. He was sorry that he would not have the opportunity to show me the sandstone slab that had been cut there earlier in the week with the trail of a scorpion clearly visible, although how that might be no one was able to say, unless, as one of the quarrymen suggested, the scorpions had clung to the backs of the snakes when St Patrick drove those creatures from the island. He added a P.S.: “I got the book from Hodgson’s!”


I wrote back that I was sorry too that events had taken the course that they had. I added a P.S. of my own: “I will remember you in my prayers,” and many times I did. The way that my life went on over the next few years I had a lot of prayers to fill.


There was a saying in our town – bruited to the world at large by the Rev. Henry Cooke, in his address to a Parliamentary Committee on the state of Ireland – that when a man first arrived in Belfast he walked to an “Old Light” House; a few years later when he could afford a gig he rode in it to one of the “New Light” Houses, which were more fashionable; and when at last he had a carriage he permitted himself to be driven to Church.


The Rev. Cooke attributed all the ills of this world – or at least of this town, where he was just then beginning to make a name, loudly – to the spiritual softening to which gigs and carriages and fashionable ideas gave rise.


My grandfather, as I have said, was a stranger to all things horse-drawn. In the years that followed I walked with him to Sunday-morning worship in a House whose light, strained through windows set high in the walls, failed even in summer to banish the gloom below. I walked with him there in the evening; I walked with him in between to the House of Correction on Howard Street, where the small number of women prisoners could be heard singing behind a screen, above the distracted mumbles of the men. Every visit to there, to the House of Industry, the Fever Hospital, and later – dreadfully – to the Lunatic Asylum, every second of every sermon through which I struggled to remain alert, brought me, I felt, a second closer to the boy my grandfather had it in mind for me to be.


And then in the blink of an eye, as it seems to me now, I was a boy no longer.


Shortly after I turned sixteen my grandfather secured for me an introduction to the Ballast Board, or, as it was known in the statute books, the Corporation for Preserving and Improving the Port and Harbour of Belfast. The Board itself, of which my grandfather had for several of his less senior years been a member, met once a fortnight to formulate the policies that were executed from a modest building (the “Ballast Office”) on the spit of land separating the Town Dock and the Lime Kiln Dock, at the eastern end of High Street and close to the town’s very origins, the ford between the County Antrim and County Down sides of the River Lagan. One of the Board’s first tasks, indeed, in the latter years of the previous century, had been to remove the remains of this ford, in the shadow of the Long Bridge, as an obstruction to river traffic. Commerce did not then – any more than it does now, when the Long Bridge itself is a fading memory – admit of sentimentality in Belfast.


A wooden observatory, accessed by means of a ladder in the attic of the building, afforded the Ballast Master – “Sir Clueless”, as I was soon taught to call him – an uninterrupted view downriver and out into Belfast Lough; and, I was assured by two of the younger fellows, Ferris and Bright, effectively blinded him to whatever was occurring on the three storeys beneath his feet. “Which is not always very much,” Bright informed me, and proceeded to cross his legs on a table strewn with tide charts, greatly pleased with himself.


Ferris for his part, besides furnishing me with the Ballast Master’s sobriquet, ran through the names of the various other higher-ups – the Dock Master and Harbour Masters, north-side and south-side, the Pilot Master, the Constable, the Superintendent of Quarantine and their respective deputies – dismissing this one as a drunkard, that one as a glutton, the whole lot as nincompoops, and emphasising how rarely any of them were in the office to disturb his leisure and Bright’s. Ferris’s father had lost a small fortune in the Panic of 1825, but since he had only got his wealth in the speculations that preceded the Panic it had barely had time to distort the family’s expectations. It had been like an uncommonly rich meal, Ferris would tell me: in one end and all too quickly out the other.


He crossed his legs on the opposite side of the table to Bright, fingers laced behind his head.


“So, young Rice, any questions?”


I understood that it was all a show, but it was a very entertaining one.


“Is there room on that table, do you think, for another pair of boots?” I asked, entering into the spirit, and Bright, in his delight (my grandfather’s reputation, I rather suspect, had preceded me), almost fell backwards off his seat.


At some point in the forty years between the Board’s constitution and my arrival there, one ingenious person had proposed that the improvement of the port and the provision of ballast to merchant ships putting back out to sea could be simultaneously effected. In those days the water before the town retreated to a depth of two or three feet at the lowest spring tides, at which point the docks on either side of our office were revealed for what they were, which was nothing more nor less than open sewers. The ballast sand and stone, sold at two shillings the ton, was therefore dredged from the riverbed, and month by month, year on year, the docks and the Board’s coffers deepened, the atmosphere in the town grew a little less offensive.


Even then, however, the course from the Lough up the Lagan was too circuitous, the mudflats bordering it too extensive, for any but the lightest vessels to berth the greater part of the time. Larger ships were more often than not obliged to anchor at the Pool of Garmoyle, a full three miles from the town, there to await a favourable tide, or to offload their cargo into lighters (we called them “gabbards”), whose pilots, and the rowboat “cab-drivers”, were possibly the only people to profit from the whole rigmarole. “A sixpence to take you up the river. Last one: a sixpence to take you up the river . . . All right, room for three more standing at thruppence . . .”


Greater ingenuity still was required. Not a year went by but a new, foolproof scheme was heralded – ship canals, floating docks, enclosed basins, lock gates – and then six months later abandoned for want of government support or, which amounted to the same thing, finance. The town’s merchants and mill owners were becoming restless. Belfast had through their industry and application turned itself into one of the foremost towns in the kingdom, rivalling even Cork and Dublin, Liverpool and Manchester, with upwards of two thousand ships annually, and against all odds, entering the harbour; but there was a limit to how far its trade could grow while the port remained in its present primitive state.


I had not been many months in my position – below Ferris and Bright and a little above the office cat – when the Board engaged Mr James Walker, heralded as “the second greatest engineer in the Empire” (Telford then being still alive, Telford himself having surveyed us in 1814), to devise another scheme. Although he had long been resident in London, Walker was by birth a Scot, like so many of those who were prominent in the commerce of our own town, and our port in particular. Some of them, indeed, he already numbered among his friends and acquaintances. For the evening of his arrival in Belfast the Board had organised a dinner in the Commercial Buildings on Waring Street, to which, it need hardly be said, I was not invited, although my grandfather by virtue of his past service was. His first instinct was to decline, being of the firm opinion that the majority of such occasions were excuses for excessive drinking, dressed up as “toasting”. When they had run out of worthies to toast at the last dinner he had attended, the guests fell to toasting the proposer of the previous toast and then the proposer of that toast, and the proposer of that, and so on till there was not a drop left to be drunk, or a proposer capable of getting to his feet. My grandfather was a teetotaller avant la lettre. The Rev. Dr John Edgar, who stirred the Temperance Movement into life in the town when he emptied the remains of a gallon of whiskey out his manse window, frequently acknowledged my grandfather’s example; as frequently as those who eschewed it lamented that the Reverend Doctor had not given prior notice of his intention to waste good whiskey like that, else they would have been standing beneath the window with their tumblers at the ready.


That my grandfather accepted the Board’s invitation in the end was, I have no doubt, more for my benefit than Walker’s. The dinner had been the talk of the office for weeks – Ferris and I had been tasked with copying the letters of invitation, all one hundred and eight of them – and had therefore occupied my thoughts and conversation in that small portion of the day that I spent in my grandfather’s company, much to his, and Nisbet’s, evident exasperation.


Nisbet it was who walked with him to Waring Street on the evening in question and who waited in the news-room of the Commercial Buildings until after the toasts had been made to the King (God grant him a speedy recovery from his most recent illness), the Duke of Clarence (God keep him in good health, just in case) and the Marquis of Donegall . . . and my grandfather felt able to make his exit.


I had been listening at the door of my room for their return and flew down the stairs to the hallway, but my grandfather was too tired to talk. “It will keep,” he said, and I had no option but to let it.


I was waiting in the morning when he came into the dining room for his breakfast and waited patiently for several more minutes while he picked every last fragment of shell from the pair of boiled eggs that Agnes set before him. Then and only then did he tell me – pausing to dip the first egg in a little salt – that the Marquis himself had not been present to hear his health being drunk the night before, having had some urgent business in Doagh to attend to, although Lord Belfast – “the older son”, as my grandfather referred to him – did put in an appearance, in the course of which he managed repeatedly to be discourteous to the guest of honour, several times addressing him as “Walters” until Walker offered to write the name down “that he might have less trouble remembering it in future”.


“Anyone would think Mr Walker meant the town harm,” my grandfather said, and bit the top off his egg.


Lord Belfast had for the previous ten years been the town’s one and only Member of Parliament, having before that been the Member for the neighbouring borough of Carrickfergus, where he was succeeded, as he would in a short time be succeeded in Belfast (for the King, and the Parliament, did not long survive the toast in the Commercial Buildings), by his father’s cousin, Sir Arthur Chichester, who would in turn be succeeded by Lord Belfast’s own younger brother, Lord Arthur. There was a crude joke, indeed, with which I doubted my grandfather was familiar (I had got it from Ferris), that a visitor to the Donegalls was told that the Marquis was unable to see him at present “being upstairs with the Marchioness making a Member of Parliament”.


“Of course,” my grandfather went on, “if ever the port is improved the town will quickly outgrow the Chichester family. The Earl might yet have an inheritance, but he will have scant influence.”


So great had the influence of the Chichester family been historically that its name in the person of the first Sir Arthur (the “Donegall”, like the “Marquis”, was a later addition) was written into Belfast’s very charter. For close on one hundred years their castle had stood at the foot of High Street until, the story went, a servant too enthusiastic in the airing of a room she had been washing started a blaze that killed three of the sisters of the latest Arthur Chichester to reside there, after which he and his heirs preferred to live in London, leaving the day-to-day running of the place to their appointees, the Sovereign and the Seneschal. A portion of the castle’s outer wall stood yet. I only had to look past my grandfather that morning to see it and, beyond, the overgrown gardens, known as Montgomery’s market, currently lashed with rain, where fruit and vegetables were now sold three days in the week.


The family’s return to the town, in the year after the Act of Union, had been wholly unexpected. The present Marquis had spent his youth amassing debts, many of which were “post-obit”, that is to say repayable when he came into his title, and none of which he had the slightest intention of repaying if he could avoid it. Coming again to live in Belfast in modest circumstances (for a Marquis) on the Flags, nearest the White Linen Hall, was one tactic in the avoidance. It had not worked. Within a matter of years he had been forced to auction the entire contents of the house and flee again to Scotland. In a short while, however, he was back, having sold off the majority of his other holdings in Ireland, at which point, to the amazement, frustration, and finally outrage of his creditors, he diverted the funds into a country estate at Ormeau, scarcely a mile and a half from his town house. (He held on, too, to Fisherwick Lodge at Doagh, some ten miles to the north; it was always advisable to keep a second bolthole from bailiffs, and tiresome dinners.) When his grand plans for rebuilding Ormeau outstripped even these new revenues, “Lord Done’em all”, as he had come to be known, began selling leases all over the town at rock-bottom prices. “The older son” was powerless to stop him, but he appeared to be drawing the line at the port. This was one asset that he would be sure his father did not give up cheaply, if indeed he gave it up at all.
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