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In late March 1922, the following item appeared in the columns of the Gaelic American, a journal published in New York City, price 5 cents:




AMERICAN CITIZEN


LATEST MARTYR TO IRISH CAUSE


Word has been received by relatives in New York and by The Friends of Irish Freedom of the death of one of their delegates to the Old Land. John Chrysostom Spartacus (Sparky) Driscoll was killed while performing his mission which was to observe the fighting being fomented in Ulster by agents of the Crown. The time-honoured tactic, ‘divide and rule’, has set Irishman against Irishman in a last-ditch try by the old usurper to strangle the new Free State at birth. This act of perfidy strikes at John Bull’s oft-aired claim to ‘justice and fair play’.


Do the tyrant-masters think such acts will stop Irish men and women from taking part in the onward march for the regeneration of their country? Do they believe that the sight of young Driscoll’s corpse going through the streets of Dublin will make Irish people more loyal to the English connection? What fools they are! What fools they must remain so long as they believe so!


The sympathy of a wide circle of friends and business acquaintances in New York, Massachusetts and other parts of the United States will go to the parents and relatives of this new martyr to an old cause. Sparky Driscoll could have lived a life of ease and comfort if he had so wished. Instead, he felt that the Old Land needed him and hearkened to her call. Deliberately, he chose the road of the Patriot and it led him, as it has led many, to a tragic end.


His father, Mr Aloysius Driscoll, has always been prominent in the Republican movement in New York as has Sparky’s mother, Mrs Mary Driscoll, whose children have not forgotten the lessons in Irish Nationalism received at her knee. All have remained identified with the IRΒ Veterans’ Association, the Gaelic League, the Clan na Gael and other similar organizations working for Irish freedom.


At the last meeting of the Robert Emmet Club a resolution was passed sympathizing with the family in their irreparable loss.


Beannacht De le h-anam.





1979


They didn’t call it ‘Children’s Hour’ any more but the ingredients were the same: two children, a dog, some mystery – what? Sister Judith was galvanized in her chair, her mind jerking from the screen before her to one whose picture curdled as though she had failed to adjust the setting. There was tension in her stomach and in the back of her neck.


Something was wrong.


She must – what must she do? Oh God, she begged, let me remember before it’s too late. Please, Jesus, I know it’s important. Remember, Oh Most Gracious Virgin – something appalling was about to happen. A knifing? There was a gap in her brain: a hole, and meanwhile … A hole?


Terror ebbed. Like water from a basin. Like blood. There had been a redness before her eyes but now it was all right. She was sitting here watching television and the well-spoken children were laughing with their dog. It was ‘Children’s Hour’ and she must have dropped off, got confused. The dog was the link.


Hers had been called Bran. A red setter. Dog? Digging? That was it. A hole. She closed her eyes and the image steadied. Bran’s bright body rippled like a feather boa, doubled, laboured. His chocolate nose was down, his feathered feet digging in the backyard of their house long ago. The soil flew. It was suspect, too soft, recently tampered with. Oh Jesus, Bran, stop! Judith was seventeen and the country in a perilous state. She hauled at the dog’s collar, screamed. She was seventy-five and wanted to see what happened next but the image had gone jumpy and her seventeen-year-old self pulled the dog from the hole. She was sweating. Both Judiths were clammy and terrified inside their clothes.
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She had been found wandering the corridors and once – though that was years ago – naked at the convent gate. In the moment between sleep and waking, she had felt her nightdress – flannel – muffling the doors to her soul and had twitched it off. You could hardly explain such a thing by daylight, though could you? Especially to unflappable nuns! So she’d let them think she’d done it in her sleep.


Her fear was that they’d make her undergo more electro-shock.


‘Look,’ a doctor had told her. ‘I accept what you say. You’ve lost or nearly lost a memory. Well, why not let it go? Just relinquish it?’


Cheerily smiling at her, he might have been proposing to remove an old tooth. ‘Poison your system to hold on to it,’ he might say, ‘not so pretty any more either. Why don’t we get you a nice false set, h’m?’


Old tooth? Old heart? Your memory was you.


‘You think someone might fear your testimony?’


He was humouring her. Did he think her senile? The next thing she said sounded it. ‘The past can kill,’ she told him. ‘There’s an urgency,’ she said, ‘about this anxiety. I feel it.’


‘Ah, that’s nerves,’ he told her. ‘Tension. The urgency is in yourself. I won’t say “relax” because I’ve found that that only makes people tense up. Worrying about worry, ha ha, has half the population on pills. I’ll let you have some if you like, mind, but what I tell my patients is “a little worry keeps off worse”.’ Laughing. Pleased with himself. Did she want pills, he asked.


No, she did not. What about her dreams now, he wondered.


‘Do you think you see Christ?’


She was astonished. ‘I’m not mad.’


No, no, but she’d said, hadn’t she, that she dreamed of a man who held his guts in his hand. ‘Now, that would remind you of the statue of Christ showing his sacred heart, h’m?’ After all, he must be thinking, she was a nun and who else would nuns dream of?


She refused to see any more doctors and Reverend Mother said all right. That had been years ago. The side door to the building was kept locked so that she couldn’t get out in her sleep even if she had wanted to.


‘We’ll have to pray that there’s never a fire,’ said Reverend Mother.
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Sister Judith told Sister Gilchrist that she would no more think of going to confession to that new pipsqueak of a chaplain than she’d fly. ‘With all respect, Sister,’ she’d said, it’s what he is. How old is he? A teenager?’


‘He’s an ordained priest, Sister.’


‘Well, they must be badly off for priests.’


‘They are.’


Sister Gilchrist made an effort to explain, although, with Sister Judith you never knew whether it was worth while. ‘There aren’t enough to go round the religious houses,’ she told her, ‘so we share him with the Dublin Juvenile Prison. It must be hard for him to change his style when he comes to us, and style,’ said Sister Gilchrist, speaking against her convictions, ‘is but a superficial thing.’


‘Poor Father Merryman, God rest him,’ said Sister Judith, ‘was helping me with my therapy before he died. He became very involved in helping me to track down my buried trauma.’


‘He had great patience,’ said Sister Gilchrist absently.


‘He was fascinated,’ Sister Judith corrected her. ‘He thought that it might turn out to be of National Importance if only I could remember it. It was a setback to me when he died. Recently, however, I’ve made some advance. I’m back on the track, thanks to television.’


‘I see you’ve been watching it a lot.’


‘I watch the murders,’ said Sister Judith. ‘I get a fizzle in my extremities whenever I watch an axe or sword murder. Ha!’ she cried in a muted shout and shook her fingers at Sister Gilchrist. ‘A tremor in the tips,’ she said, ‘like in a diviner’s rod. What do you say to that, Sister? I watched The Seven Samurai again last night and afterwards my dream was several degrees clearer. Almost understandable.’


‘How do you know the television didn’t cause the dream in the first place?’


‘I’ve been having my dream for fifty-five years, Sister Gilchrist, as you know right well, and for how long have we been allowed to watch television? Tell me that? I told you that they gave me shock treatments years ago to destroy my memory.’ Sister Judith managed to nod her head and at the same time roll her eyes. ‘What do you say to that?’ she insisted. ‘Was there a plot or was there not? I see blood,’ she added, ‘in all my dreams. Gushing in a jet, Sister Gilchrist. Red.’


Sister Gilchrist had other things on her mind. Poor Sister Judith was in her manic mood, as she had been before, but more important things were going on in the convent. ‘Maybe,’ she said repressively, ‘you’re remembering a visit to a butcher’s shop? Or you might have lived on a farm? People slaughtered their own animals in your young day.’


‘And the guilt?’ Sister Judith demanded. ‘What about the guilt?’


‘Were you ever a vegetarian?’


Sister Judith would not dignify this by a reply. She continued to flap her fingers and nod.


Sister Gilchrist signed. Something would have to be done about her. ‘Are you coming to the meeting?’ She hoped Sister Judith wasn’t.


‘I may. Depends what’s on “Children’s Hour”.’


Reverend Mother had decided a year or so back that Sister Judith might as well spend her days in the television room as getting in everyone’s way. There was merit to the argument, though things had perhaps gone too far, for the poor thing was becoming detached from reality. But what could one do? The old mechanical tasks like lace-making and pea-shelling had been abandoned and she was too old for heavy work. Best leave her to her hobbies.


Unfortunately, recent developments in the Order as a whole were threatening such individual arrangements. A new Savonarola had arisen and instead of being burnt at the stake was being allowed to disrupt a great number of lives.




*





Sister Judith’s life had been disrupted before. Her lost memory was disruptive and the ones which did come to mind were of being bundled from pillar to post without having much say in the matter. Her mother had died when she was small and Judith had been boarded out early. Between the ages of five and seventeen, she had attended a school with the ugly name of Mucklea. It was run by nuns and housed in a sharp-angled, Gothic structure built of Victorian brick. Her clearest, least-troubled memories went back to the time spent there where not much had happened. The grounds were kept in rigorous trim. Topiaried trees and slices of lawn contrasted with the surrounding landscape which was a bog. This region was as active as a compost heap and here the millennial process of matter recycling itself was as disturbing as decay in a carcass. Phosphorescent glowings, said to come from the chemical residue of bones, exhaled from its depths. ‘Bog’ was the Gaelic word for ‘soft’ and this one had places into which a sheep or a man could be sucked without trace.


The bog was pagan and the nuns saw in it an image of fallen nature. It signified mortality, they said, and the sadness of the flesh, for it had once been the hunting ground of pre-Christian warriors, a forest which had fallen, become fossilized and was now dug for fuel.


Sometimes, in later life, Judith would say ‘my memory is a bog’, referring as much to its power of suction as to its unfathomable layers.
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The dog’s nails scratched on metal and Judith’s first thought was: guns. A truce with England had been signed in July and there were caches of arms all over the country. Her brother and her sister’s fiancé would certainly not tell her what they’d got hidden in the backyard. The best strategy was ignorance if a house was raided and – suddenly it came back to her – the reason nobody had noticed the fresh softness of the soil before this was because she herself had taken a flagstone from on top of it two days ago to make a tombstone for her pets’ graveyard. There had been nobody to notice or stop her because Seamus was off drilling men in the hills, their elder brother, Eamonn, had been killed two years before and Kathleen’s fellow, Owen, was in prison. Probably Kathleen didn’t know.


Cover it then? Yes. Quickly. Her throat contracted painfully at the danger, for a neighbour could burst in, someone who’d been drinking in her father’s pub, a spy, someone pretending to need the privy and be lost. At the same time – she recognized Eve’s and Pandora’s evil curiosity in herself – she knew she’d never sleep peacefully in the house again if she hadn’t satisfied herself as to what was there. It was twilight, misty, as good a time as any to be digging here among the crazy pavement. Why should anyone see? Bran would alert her if they came.


‘Who’s there, Bran? Get him, boy,’ she whispered, while her Pandora fingers scrabbled in wormy soil. Better get a spade. The dog’s ears pricked. He moaned questingly, ran round in a foolish little circle, then came back to the hole.


The metal was part of a tea chest. Inside was a fisherman’s bag lined with rubber and inside that were wads of green notes. American dollars. Twenty-, fifty-and hundred-dollar bills. Big wads of them. How many? There must be thousands there. Terrified, as though she were handling sin – guns would somehow have been better after all – she stuffed them back into the bag, the bag into the box and the box into the hole. Then she got her spade and spread the soil over it, tamped it down and covered it up again with the flagstone. She threw withered leaves over the edges of it, then made a quick survey of the points of access to the yard to make sure she had not been seen. After that, she went into the kitchen and collapsed in a chair. Her grimy fingers on the arm-rest were beating a wild tattoo. That kind of money – there must be thousands – frightened her. Had she misread the figures? So much! Why here? How? And whose?


After a while, she began to see the thing differently and to upbraid herself for being a silly convent girl. Of course the lads would have to have large sums of money if they were to get guns and run a revolution. Money was power. Not guilt. Not temptation, not something from which you learned to turn away your eyes because it was above your station. Nothing was. Nothing would be. Not now. It was the slave mind the English had bred in us that thought that way. They didn’t think money was crass or dirty, you may be sure. Oh, not they. We’d have to take a leaf out of their book. Get fierce, and greedy for the goods of this world.


That night, though, she had a nightmare that she was digging in the hole and gold coins had stuck to her skin so that she couldn’t remove them. They blinded her eyes. They choked her mouth, and spies whom she couldn’t see came from behind and drew a bag over her head.


JAMES


The bump of wheels on the runway set off a corresponding bounce in James Duffy’s spirits. A capriole. A positive gambolling. He was alone, free and in search of a neglected aspect of his youth.


Dublin. Duv linn. Having just filled out his landing card, he remembered that his name shared a syllable with the city and that ‘duv’ meant black.


They taxied in. Time pleated like a fan. The city was a mnemonic. Something was said about seat-belts. This was Molly Malone’s city – she of the cockles and mussels and hot-blooded fever from which none could relieve her. It was Molly Bloom’s city too and the second city of Bostonian Molly Osgood whose husband had been shot by an Irish Free State firing squad and whose son lived to become the State’s president. James had been boning up on the history of this island to which, in his wife’s view, he had no call to have come. Crossing the Atlantic from West to East struck Therese as a regressive act. Her own people had come from Poland.


‘You don’t think I’d go there?’ she had challenged. ‘What for? To chase up old memories? Furs?’ she derided. ‘Vodka bottles with grass in them? Knick-knacks made from straw? Rotting dinner-jackets? It’s easy to feel good where your dollars put you at an advantage.’


Her family got begging letters from cousins in Cracow and her mother sometimes sent money but Therese wouldn’t.


‘They’re not my people,’ she said, ‘I want no part of them. Yours are unlikely to be better.’


‘I’ve got a job to do there, Therese.’


‘In films!’ She dismissed it. ‘Stay here and I’ll stake you until you get another academic post.’


‘Later,’ he bargained. ‘This is a chance to travel a bit. See something of the world. Live.’


‘Live it up, you mean? What about me?’


‘Come with me.’


But Therese had a job and jobs were scarce. ‘I belong to a pension scheme.’ Overwhelmed, Therese began to cry. ‘We can’t both be grasshoppers!’ she sobbed. ‘Besides, why Dublin?’ She had heard that Irishmen were all priests or homosexuals or both and their women driven to the ruthless entrapment of foreign men. ‘My body’s gone off, hasn’t it?’ she’d said at one point. There had been several replays of the conversation. Once she pulled up her skirt and asked whether he didn’t think her thighs were getting lumpy. James felt aggrieved. It seemed unfair that only the husbands of women with lumpless thighs should feel free to travel.


‘Do you deny me the right to go where my job takes me?’


‘James, it’s not a job. It’s not serious. You’ve been given a chance by a guy who happened to be on the same football team with you at college. OK. Great. But if you can’t do it you’ll be out on your ass.’


‘And now where am I?’ He had a job at the University but his contract had not been renewed.


‘Are you too proud to let a woman keep you? I’d hate to think you were, because machismo of that sort …’


The word made him roar. His roar made her cry. Later she informed him soberly that, according to Erik Erikson, every woman’s basic motivating emotion was the fear of being abandoned.


He had stared at her in wonder. He didn’t for a moment believe she was as vulnerable as she was pretending. They had been married seven years.


The plane stopped; a few passengers clapped. The stewardess announced that anyone who had had contact with farm animals should report this to the agricultural official now coming on board.


James’s suspicion was that Therese while trying to work on his sympathies had frightened herself. She had been his professor. He had sown the most old-fashioned wild oats and they had come up tame. Convenience-packaged. She had been the older woman: knowledgeable about wines and how to order in a restaurant. He had left decisions to her and she had got him to bed, to the registry office and through his Ph.D. She had failed to get him tenure but not for want of trying. Like a protective playground Mom, she made him look puny. He had to get away. For a while anyway.


‘For both our sakes,’ he had pleaded. ‘A moratorium.’


He had got away. Dublin, as he walked down the gangway, had a taste of guilt in its air. Imported? Native? He had always heard that it was an indigenous product. He was here on parole: free and less than free like the place itself, capital of four-fifths of an island in economic thrall to the old oppressor still. He had given himself a crash course in Irish history but it was unsorted in his mind and his vision was like that of a man wearing prismatic lenses. Images made shifty rainbows. Wet air fizzed under his nose as though emerging from an aged soda siphon. A conman could probably have sold him O’Connell Bridge.
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Customs and Baggage-Claim areas were one and the same: a dinky place which reminded James Duffy of airports in country resorts. Groups holding children in their arms waved from behind the exit door and added to the holiday air. He handed over his passport and answered questions about his financial resources. He was here to work on a film. Historical. No, he wasn’t a famous director or actor.


‘I’m nobody you’ll have heard of,’ he told the official, and smiled.


‘What’s the film about?’ The man flipped through James’s US passport. ‘Anything to declare?’


The film was a promotional one about the IRA. But James was not about to mention this.


‘Oh,’ he remembered, ‘someone gave me some cigars.’


Cuban cigars had recently become available again and O’Toole, the father of James’s employer, had pressed a box on James when he’d stopped by the old guy’s office on his way to LA airport. James didn’t smoke but hadn’t liked to say so.


The Customs official opened the lid of the box and a sheet of paper fell out. It was covered with handwriting and had a letterhead in Celtic script. The man began to read it and to look less amiable.


‘Is this your property, sir?’


‘First I’ve seen of it. I guess the friend who gave me the cigars must have put it there.’


‘Well,’ said the man, ‘maybe you’d as well read it. I’m going to have to confiscate it as a subversive document.’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘No.’


James, his laugh unfinished and unreciprocated, took the letter. Old idiot, he was thinking of O’Toole, goddamned maniac. But it was his own fault. He’d been warned that the old man was bananas, and he should have been alert for this sort of senile trick. The official was now doing a thorough search of James’s suitcase.




God bless Banned Aid for giving so unstintingly to the Irish Republican Cause …





Shit, he knew what this must be. O’Toole had mentioned some letter he’d got from a ‘source’ in Queens, New York, which he’d wanted James to see. The Customs man was pinching the interlining in James’s overcoat with the air of a man whose mind was running on ripping things apart. Might he make James strip? Unbelievable? No, believable. Better see what else is in this letter.




From the earliest days Republican sympathizers here in the US have given more than dollars for the Republican  Cause, although the Irish in Ireland have not always appreciated this. Who now remembers Sparky Driscoll?





The writing was crabbed, scarcely legible.




A nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse and there is reason to believe that research …





James groaned.


‘It’s garbage,’ he told the Customs man. ‘You can’t take it seriously?’


The man looked snotty. He pulled the insole out of one of James’s shoes.


James went back to the letter.




… research might show that this gallant American Irishman was stabbed in the … gaff on their own sinister machinations …





‘It’s a joke,’ said James. ‘Deadpan humour – you know? Like Woody Allen?’


‘Banned Aid is a very real organization, Mr Duffy. There’s nothing humorous about them that people here can see.’


The next bit of the letter was in caps:




THE DE FACTO AUTHORITIES IN IRELAND TODAY MIGHT BE DISTURBED BY THE THREAT OF SEEING SUCH DIRTY LINEN DRAGGED FROM THE CLOSET OF HISTORY AND THEREBY DISSUADED FROM HAMPERING BANNED AID’S CURRENT EFFORTS TO HELP THE ONGOING STRUGGLE AGAINST AN IMPERIALISM …





The official plucked the letter from James’s hand.


‘At best,’ he warned, ‘it’s Republican propaganda. It may be evidence of conspiracy.’


‘Look, it was put in that box by a man of seventy-seven. He’s gaga,’ said James. ‘Nobody takes him seriously. I have introductions to prominent citizens of this country …’


But the official claimed that this was no matter for him to decide. Would James care to step into a nearby room? James followed him to where another, apparently more senior, official was shown the letter. James thought of offering him the cigars, then thought better of it. Outside the window a rabbit – or perhaps a hare? – skipped along the grassy edge of the runway. How ridiculous if he were to be shipped right back on the plane. Seeing a hare was either good luck or bad. Idly, he wondered which. Definitely don’t offer the cigars.


To his surprise he heard the second official apologize for inconveniencing him. He was older and fatter than his colleague and his uniform had the slight mutinous untidiness of fat men’s uniforms.


‘It’s probably innocent enough,’ he told James and handed him back the letter. ‘Seventy-seven, you say? There’s great fight in some of those old geezers, isn’t there? The wife’s father is the very same: a fire-eater. All cod, mind. God help us, we’ve a population here that’s totally unbalanced as to age: all old men and teenagers. The working population emigrates, though they say that’ll be falling off now with the Common Market. Yes, well, old men and young men dream, eh, Mr Duffy? Fellows like yourself and myself have to bring home the bacon. I don’t think you’d have carried a dangerous document as openly as that. Sorry you were troubled. You’ll appreciate that we have to take precautions.’ The date on the letter, the fat official then pointed out, was several years old. ‘If there’s a time bomb there, ha ha, it’s a bit slow. Can I get you a porter?’
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By the age of seventeen Judith had been head girl of Mucklea school for over a year. The prospect of leaving depressed her.


‘But child,’ said the Mistress of Studies, ‘if you feel that way, then our whole effort with you has been a failure. Education is a preparation for the World. You must use your gifts in the secular sphere.’


‘Why, Mother, why must I?’


‘It would be selfish not to. You have a father and a brother. When your sister gets married they will need you to look after them. Then there is the fighting going on …’ The nun crossed herself. The frame of her coif gave her a look of one cut off from time. A blue shadow fell through it and lay on her skin like bloom on a plum. ‘Each station in life,’ she said, ‘imposes duties. Women’s role in our troubled times …’ With a practised crackle, the nun flicked back the goffered coif and applied a papery cheek to Judith’s. ‘Safe home,’ she said.


The train home rocked along a monorail above a sequence of cliffs. Lights were not supplied and by the time the bog vegetation had given way to the milky surface of the sea it was too dark to read and Judith delivered to her thoughts. Like cards fanned in a hand, these were from different suits: school and home. Home was male territory. Judith’s sister, Kathleen, struggled without hope. Maids, she complained, were breakers and wreckers. Moujiks. Mohawks. They destroyed and did not belong. Country girls, gross, good-natured and alive with parasites, they had the clumsy vigour of outdoor creatures and went back to their distant farms when they got the chance. Not understanding comfort, they provided none. The house was full of men’s boots, smells of unemptied chamber-pots, a clutter of unassigned hats and macintoshes. Closets held clothes which nobody had thought to throw out: Judith’s mother’s dresses, jackets belonging to an uncle who had fought with Kitchener and died. Drawers were stuffed with British army medals, broken rosary beads, spats, curling tongs and a device for curling moustaches. There was clutter and there were lacks: nowhere to tidy things. Fishing rods and walking-sticks stood in a deep jar. On the chimney-piece there had once been china figures but the maids had done for them. Their mother’s collection of Waterford glass had gone the same way.


What bound the family together was their Republicanism. In the yard, behind the family pub, a coal pile and stacked porter barrels provided a ladder for quickly scaling the back wall in time of need. Unknown young men came and went unquestioned, sleeping on the kitchen settle or in the guest bedroom. Kathleen’s fiancé, Owen, was active. Eamonn, their elder brother, had been killed when Judith was fifteen. Seamus too was with the lads. Only their father held back. A disappointed, mildly alcoholic man, he twitted the fighting men on the uselessness of their activity. What difference was it going to make if and when they got their Republic? he asked. Where was the money to come from to make good the promises they’d made the people who sheltered them and who had been pressured into buying bonds for the national loan? Would they ever see the colour of their money again, heh? A widower who had returned from America with less than the fortune he had hoped to make, the Da’s dreams had withered and left him unsympathetic to other people’s. But he was over-ruled in his own house.


Judith’s memory of the train journey was like a fossil containing within itself the essential shape of twelve years of such train journeys. For two of these years there had been fighting and ambushes were a thing to be counted with. On journeys homeward she thought of the two forces which set up strains in her family. These were the war and – though she would not have called it this – sex. Sitting on the wooden seat, she remembered once – she must have been just seventeen – putting her hand to her hair. It was bright when she washed it and foamed around her head like a dandelion cloud making rainbows in the corner of her eye when the sunlight broke on its fuzz. Three or four days after washing, it began to tighten and grow dull, shrivelling into knots the colour of dried glue. It was reddish hair and in school she was obliged to wear it dragged tightly back. Judith never reached the stage of being vain since she never discovered whether she was plain or pretty. She had a suspicion that she might be about to blossom, but put off the moment by slouching and wearing unbecoming clothes. She could dance, though, and did, for the nuns had brought in a dancing teacher and, girls dancing with girls, wet Sunday afternoons were waltzed away, feet tracing spirals on the gymnasium floor. Sister Murphy played. When everyone was breathless, they leaned against the piano and talked about dances. The nun had been to two before she entered and the girls to none, but, last May, Kathleen had attended one which Judith could describe at length: a secret, sanguinary dance.


It had been organized in the ballroom of a great house whose owners were away in England. The caretaker was an IRA supporter and some wild fellows had decided that, damn it, here they were righting and on the run, while the old cods of owners, Protestants and loyalists, were off toasting their toes in their Pall Mall clubs, and why shouldn’t the lads commandeer the place for one night and have a decent dance for once, after curfew, in a proper ballroom with all the comforts, instead of behind lowered blinds by day in small parish halls? Was theirs a social revolution or was it not?


The nuns shook their heads at such talk but listened anyway. Those brave lads! Wild, wild but forgivable because at any moment they might die. The prospect purified them. They might drink and swear. They’d surely never sin against the sixth commandment. The fifth, God help us, was negotiable in time of war.


‘Go on, Judith. So then what happened?’


‘Well the girls, the Cumann na mBan, took charge of refreshments and decorations. Miles of bunting they made. All in green. Kathleen says it was very tasteful. They took the bags off the chandeliers and brought ferns and wove the letters IRA in fern with white carnations, and wound ivy up the bannisters, so the place looked like an indoor garden.’


Sister Murphy was reminded of the Lady chapel on Holy Thursday. Lights. Foreboding. Flowers.


‘They made themselves ball dresses. Romantic, silky things. Kathleen says it was lovely.’


Images pulsed in her head. How much had she invented? Maybe her imaginings fell short? They put French chalk on the floor and spent an afternoon sliding on it to make it slick. Then they had the dance. They thought they were safe because the place is in the heart of a big estate full of thick trees and, besides, there was curfew. Nobody should have come.’


But someone had. A neighbour, an Anglo-Irish landowner himself, had, for some reason, dropped by, seen lights, heard music and, knowing the owners were away, gone down to the local barracks and reported. Or it could have been a poacher or an informer among the lads themselves. These things happened.


‘God help us, yes.’ The nuns fingered their fat beads for comfort. These were wooden, half as big as conkers and worn round their waists. They sighed for secular unreliability.


In the small hours, said Judith, two lorry-loads of Tans had roared up the drive. The scouts were taken unawares and the place surrounded. The Tans came in shooting.


It was like a Last Judgement.


A man had been killed on the spot and two girls wounded. A few managed to skip out the back and into the undergrowth but the bulk of the boys were rounded up and taken away. At the barracks, ‘spotters’ with bags over their heads and slits for their eyes identified known activists. A bloody night. As a result of it, several were gaoled and two lads shot – a favourite trick of the Tans – ‘while trying to escape’. The story ended in depression and anyway it was time for prayers. In chapel, Judith leaned her mouth on the polished pew and tasted its bitter, resinous flavour.


‘Let us pray for the souls of the faithful departed and of all those killed in the present conflicts.’ The priest gave out the litany in a lilting drone and was answered the same way.


‘Eternal light shine upon them and may they rest in peace.’ Some priests refused absolution to the fighting men. Bishops too.


People were living on their nerves.


Kathleen’s fiancé, Owen, had been in gaol since the night of the dance and one small, unpromising outcome of this was Kathleen’s discovery that she didn’t miss him at all. After a three-year engagement, though, there was no backing out.


It had been a long-distance engagement from the first, for Owen had spent three months in America in 1920, making speeches to sympathizers there and helping raise money for the cause. Then, when he came back, it wasn’t long before he was on the run. Now, he was gaoled. At least he was safe inside, thought Judith, though she knew Owen himself would despise the consideration. Some windy fellows, from what you heard, couldn’t wait to get behind bars.




*





One dream she gets – message? memory? – starts with the creaking of cart-wheels. The noise is convincingly real and guarantees that she is awake and not dreaming. There is some urgent job to be done, something she has neglected and must now see to swiftly or consequences will be dire. The exact matter at stake eludes her but there is no time to puzzle about this. The wagon is pulled by a donkey with an angular rump. Bones jut so sharply under his hide that the creak seems to be coming from them, but no, it’s from the wheels. Or could it be her window? Often she gets out of bed and goes to it, flinging open the casement and even climbing on the sill, so that now the nuns have decreed that she must sleep on the ground-floor. She has put the heart across them once too often.


The wagon load is covered by a tarpaulin. Blood oozes from under it and trickles down the wheels. What’s under there? Illicit salmon? A dead deer, perhaps, poached on some estate? Or butchered meat?


‘Where’s it going?’ she asks the driver.


‘North,’ he tells her. ‘Up to the bloody Orangemen. We’ll get it on the night train. Yer man can travel in the guard’s van. A butty of ours is making the arrangements.’
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So Sister Judith had decided to attend the meeting after all! Well, she’d have to learn the worst sometime, decided Sister Gilchrist, and sat next to the poor thing so as to give her moral support. They were in a pew reserved for elderly nuns, many of whom were bravely smiling and trying to put the best face on things. On the podium stood a nun aged thirty who had had her hair dressed professionally and was wearing a tailored suit. Sister Mary Quinn’s ‘dynamic commitment’ to change had the archbishop’s blessing and the nihil obstat of the Mother House. Today, she was giving her victory speech.


‘The Church,’ she said, ‘is a living organism. An organism which fails to adjust to change risks being fossilized and ultimately exterminated.’


A tremor was perceptible in the ‘oldies’ pew’. Sister Mary Quinn called it that. Sister Gilchrist had heard her do so. The oldies did not look well. They wore black. Their clothes were odd, wistful and, in most cases, graceless approximations of the habit which they had worn all their lives, until six months ago, when it had been abandoned.


‘Some,’ said Quinn, ‘may be disconcerted.’


Undisconcertable herself, she had slipped into an old and populous convent, as a guerrilla-fighter might slip into a city or a mite into cheese, and had managed, in the course of a few years, to hollow it out. This was to be the last time the nuns would assemble in this room. Tomorrow they would begin to disperse. The building would be sold. From now on, nuns were to live in small apartments in the poorer parts of the city.


‘We shall be going to the people,’ triumphed Sister Mary Quinn, ‘living in manageable units and acting as the shock troops of the Lord.’


Sister Gilchrist sighed. Stability had gone the way of the Latin mass. So had trust in the efficacy of prayer and with it the older nuns’ sense of their usefulness. They could hardly be shock troops or join Sister Quinn, who was planning to live and work with tinkers and alcoholics. Quinn set great store on scoring points in the here and now. Politics and social work attracted her. To Sister Gilchrist’s mind, if religion was the opium of the people, politics was the people’s benzedrine.


‘Future shock …’ Quinn was crying. ‘Inability to adapt … Old wood …’


Sister Gilchrist tried to find it in her heart to forgive her. Looking along her own pew, she counted five nuns in tears. She gave them a rallying smile. Beside her, Sister Judith Clancy was making a cat’s cradle with her rosary and seemed to have taken nothing in. She gave Sister Gilchrist a lunatic beam of non-recognition. One small, precise charge for which Sister Quinn would have to answer on the Last Day was that she had turned this gentle madwoman loose in an alien world after fifty-five years in the convent. Here Sister Judith had been looked after and who could say that her prayers had not been as valuable as anyone’s, rising clear of terrestrial folly to swell the ghostly bank of grace on which all must draw, even the most active, even Sister Mary Quinn? Sister Judith might not always recognize her sisters in religion but she did know Christ. Indeed, she worried that she personally had hurt and wounded him, and pushed this belief, not in itself unorthodox, to extremes which, though they might have been welcome in a twelfth-century religious community, were harder to accommodate today. They would fit even less well in the secular world. Sister Gilchrist had made this point to Reverend Mother but, since her defeat by the forces of Quinn, Reverend Mother – her new title was ‘the coordinator’ – was a bruised reed.


‘Arrangements are being made,’ she had told Sister Gilchrist, ‘for younger nuns to look after those who may be more of a hindrance than a help in the society to which we are returning. In Sister Clancy’s case, however …’


‘Yes?’


‘A special one, don’t you think?’ Reverend Mother tapped her forehead. ‘Now that we are going public, it would jeopardize the impact of our overall effort if …’


Sister Gilchrist recognized the Quinn vocabulary. She sighed.


Reverend Mother looked guilty. ‘We shall,’ she recited in a singsong, ‘be mingling with the people. There will be little or no supervision. Can you imagine Sister Judith Clancy who, as we all know, regrettably – well, she’s seventy-five and a bad seventy-five and there are things distressing to consider which must be considered nonetheless. She takes her clothes off, for goodness sake, Sister, in public, as you know right well. Besides, my predecessor warned me … You do know that her delusions are not all religious? Her mind – well.’ Reverend Mother raised her eyes to heaven. ‘I must ask you to trust me in this,’ she appealed, invoking a loyalty which she had done nothing to deserve. ‘There is a nephew,’ she remarked. ‘He is not best pleased at our sending her back to him but, after all, the convent has done the family a favour for fifty-five years. Perhaps, later, we might manage to have her in one of the new mini-communities. But in the first weeks there will be media coverage. Sister Quinn, you see …’


Sister Gilchrist saw. Reverend Mother, a latterday Pope Celestine, had thrown in the towel. Useless to expect anything from her and anyway Sister Judith’s was no cause on which to make a stand.
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‘Isn’t it great news, Sister Judith, that you’ll be going home?’


‘Home?’ Judith thought of heaven – Christ clasping her to his bleeding bosom – and of her childhood. ‘What home?’


‘To your grandniece and -nephew’s place. They’re married to each other. Cousins. They must have got a dispensation for that, I’d say. It’ll mean you’ll be with all blood relatives. Isn’t that grand?’


‘I want to stay here,’ said Judith, ‘I don’t want to go where I’ll be a burden. Do I have to go?’ she asked the falsely smiling hussy in front of her. She didn’t know who the hussy was but knew a false simper when she saw one. She braced herself. ‘Do I?’


‘Yes,’ said the hussy, showing her true colours and switching off the smile. ‘This place is closing down and we’re all going back to live in the world.’


‘Oh law,’ said Judith, ‘did they have a revolution then? Like in France? Are they closing down the convents?’ she asked.


‘We’re closing them ourselves. We’re giving up our own spiritual comfort so as to put ourselves at the service of the people. To do corporal works of mercy. We feel the times are ripe for it. There’s no use making heavy weather of this, Sister Judith. The decision has been taken collectively by the community. You’ll just have to make the best of it.’


Sister Judith closed her eyes and told herself, ‘Live, horse, and you’ll get grass.’ When the powers-that-be took a decision all you could do was bow your head and live inside it.
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The bus for the city terminal – An Lar – was cream-coloured and streamlined as a butter pat. While waiting for it to move off, James read the local paper. A headline ran: GARDAI URGE RETENTION OF DEATH PENALTY. The Gardai were the Irish police and the penalty aimed at members of the IRA who might be planning to kill them. Republican police v. Republican army might sound like a football game but James had done his homework and knew that the republics did not coincide. One was a place of the mind. He had received briefing on the matter from his employer, Larry O’Toole.


‘Language over there,’ Larry had warned, ‘is highly charged. Better avoid the word “republic” completely. Don’t say “free state” either. That’s obsolete. The best bet is to say “the twenty-six counties”. That shows your sympathies. The ideal republic, you see, would have thirty-two.’


Larry’s main directive was ‘don’t make waves’. Though the incident at Customs had surely been no more than a ripple, Larry would not have liked it. He was nervous about this film and about his irresponsible old father who was putting up the money for it and had to be kept sweet. The Irish authorities, as Larry had impressed on James, also had to be kept sweet.


James had run into Larry at a radio chat-show on the Irish situation. James had been standing in for a sick colleague.


‘You go,’ the colleague had begged James. ‘You have an Irish name; you’re articulate. That’s all they want: someone to hold the ring and keep the two sides from disembowelling each other.’


The radio station was in a kind of shack in North Hollywood run mainly by volunteers and James had been surprised to find Larry there. He’d known him years earlier, when they were both on the same college football team, and the two felt an exaggerated sense of kinship on recognizing each other in that bunch of amateurs who looked as though they’d never got anything quite right in their lives.


There was an Orangeman from Belfast in a pair of bright new cowboy boots, a local priest whose gold cuff-links were slightly bigger than quarters, and a fierce, butch-looking girl from Ireland who turned out to have a remarkable knack for scoring debating points and keeping physical control of the mike. She spoke with the fluency of a mimeographed flyer, and reminded James of the years when he’d been a student, and a confetti of mimeos were forever proclaiming the need to sit in or stand up, ban some product or put your body on the line. That game was no longer played on campuses where kids now were busy grooming themselves to snatch the jobs as yet uneroded by the West’s decline. On reflection, though, this girl wasn’t like the Sixties radicals at all. She was tough, a tough cookie.


James felt a lurch of depression which he couldn’t place right away then attached to the word ‘job’. Of course: he’d lost his. He hadn’t liked it but now he’d lost it and his wife might have to go on keeping him indefinitely. Therese too was a tough cookie. She had been college-age in the Fifties, as this girl had in the Seventies, and both were tough compared to James, a child of the siren decade in between.


After the discussion, Larry invited the group back to his father’s house in the Hollywood Hills.


‘The old man will be wild to meet you,’ he told James. ‘He used to travel out to see all the games when I was at college. He still talks about you as the greatest quarterback ever.’


To James, having that sort of success behind you was like having been an infant prodigy: it made you a has-been for the rest of your life. He managed not to say this though, for he didn’t want to snub Larry’s old man, who turned out to be an amiably leonine figure. O’Toole had obviously once been a bigger man, and a contracting spine had left him with a top-heavy lope. His eyelids were moulting and the lashless eyes themselves had an air of startled excitement. It was impossible to dodge his eagerness and James found himself surrendering to the limpid memories and smile. It was true that O’Toole could talk endlessly about games in which he’d seen James score.


‘A quarterback’s got to have brains,’ said the old man. ‘That’s where you were ahead, son. You had the grey matter.’ Orthodontia and lashlessness had given O’Toole a saintly expression. When he made a point, he looked James deep in the eye as though eager to trade commitment. ‘I told Larry, “that boy’ll go far. He has what it takes here.”’ Tapping his own forehead. He laughed: ‘Fantastic his meeting you like this. They wouldn’t let me come on the show, you know!’ The big, winning smile. ‘I’m too excitable.’


On the other side of some potted jade plants, the Irish girl was arguing with the priest. Both supported the Irish Republican movement, but it was turning out that their conceptions of what this meant differed.


‘Democracy …’ the girl was saying.


‘There’s no such thing. People’s minds are manipulated,’ the priest told her. ‘Always have been. Always will be. What we’ve got to ensure is that they’re manipulated to a good end.’


‘I remember a field goal you scored in ’67,’ O’Toole reminisced, ‘in a game against Penn State, was it?’


‘But you’re an elitist!’ The girl sounded shocked.


‘It tipped the balance,’ said O’Toole. ‘Brought the team from behind. You’d covered three yards in three downs and time was running out. Then you decided to go for a field goal. The wind was against you but you managed it. Great judgement. Cool execution.’ The old fan’s eyes watered. His tones were religious. ‘I always told Larry: that kid’ll go far.’


James braced himself for the admission he was going to have to make sooner or later, which was that he hadn’t gone anywhere. Not even out of school. All he’d done was change campuses and take a job as assistant professor. Even that seemed inconclusive, as people around the campus were constantly taking him for a student. He looked that young and half the time thought he was – had thought so until a month ago when the sword fell and the Drama Department decided not to renew his contract. James couldn’t get used to it: failure. Expulsion from the garden of youth.


‘Can you believe,’ he asked the old man, ‘that I haven’t been out of school since I was four? My mother sent me to kindergarten early and I guess I got addicted. I’ve been in school in one way or another since.’


‘We’re all elitists,’ the priest was saying.


‘Not me,’ the Irish girl argued. ‘No, Mister. I represent the ordinary people,’ She was deliberately denying the priest his title. But she spoke indolently. They were off the air and she was saving her breath.


‘Exactly,’ said the priest. ‘You decide for them, speak for them. Unless,’ he spoke slyly, ‘you represent God? Leaders believed that once.’


‘I’m not a leader.’


‘What does Larry do these days?’ James asked.


‘He’s in films,’ said Larry’s father, ‘and real estate. Real and unreal, ha ha! Did you say you were in the Drama Department at UC?’


‘Was,’ said James with unnecessary truthfulness. ‘I’ve been let go.’


‘Being an elitist,’ the priest was saying, ‘is nothing to be ashamed of. Small groups have always taken the lead. Did you know that the Irish War of Independence was planned by a clandestine organization, the IRB? They moved in secrecy,’ cried the priest, ‘used men who never knew of the hidden hand manipulating them.’


‘You love that word,’ said the girl disgustedly.


‘Read your history,’ the priest told her. ‘The “people” as you call them,’ he hammered at her, ‘never decide anything. Neither do abstract forces.’


‘Who did the fighting then?’


‘Wrong question. Ask who paid for the gun. American greenbacks did. He who pays the piper …’


O’Toole was listening with amusement. ‘Father Casey,’ he whispered to James, ‘has a theory that the Irish back in Ireland have less claim to Irishness than men like himself. Something to do with accidents, essences, and being born in a stable not necessarily making you a horse. A man with your training would grasp it at once.’


‘Socialism,’ Father Casey was telling the tired or indifferent girl, ‘eliminated God then man. For you history is like a weather report: ridges of pressure move; confrontations occur. Can’t you see that that’s not how things happen. Somewhere,’ said the priest passionately, ‘an individual has to make a decision, exert will-power …’


O’Toole nudged James. ‘Every game needs a quarterback, eh? Listen.’ Gleaming and grinning, he contemplated James. ‘I’ve got a dilly of an idea. Come and talk to Larry – no.’ Slyness seeped up the expanse of old face. O’Toole tapped James on the shoulder. ‘I’m retired,’ he confessed. ‘Larry likes to make his own decisions. Father Casey says I have to learn to work like Lucifer: be the power behind the throne.’ Again that swell of zest. The old man, James saw, milked every eventuality. Obstacles were challenges, boredom a time for plotting. ‘Don’t go.’ O’Toole gave James another squeeze. ‘Got to plant an impulse. Wait for me.’ Another theatrical wink and James was alone.


Amused, he got himself a drink and ate some of the cold food scattered around. The house was standard Los Angeles upper-crust taste: full of natural materials and a pretence at casualness. A tree grew through a hallway and appeared to hold up the roof. The old man, he remembered, had made a killing in real estate. Now Larry ran the firm, having eased his father out of it and into what the two described jocosely as the ‘unreal estate’ of propaganda for the Irish cause. O’Toole and his side-kick, Father Casey, were the mainstays of the West Coast Chapter of the Honourable Heirs of Hibernia and their fund-raising organization, Banned Aid.


‘It keeps him busy,’ Larry had confided to James on the drive over. ‘For a while there I thought I’d never get him out of the business. You know how old guys get? He’d lost touch and in five years he’d have destroyed it.’


Now it looked as if the old man wanted Larry to offer James a job. Excited, James poured himself some more whiskey and, coming back from the bar, tripped over a girl lying on a rug. People were sprawled around the place like shepherds in a frieze. Surprised, he heard himself confide to her about the humiliations of having a wife in the same profession as oneself but more successful. The responses he elicited struck him as only slightly more articulate than those he might have got if he’d pressed the stomach of a teddybear. ‘Not more successful,’ he corrected himself, ‘successful, period. She made if. I didn’t. She has tenure.’ But he cared less than he had supposed. The tenured were tethered and he wanted to roam. Leaving the girl, he found a couch where he stretched out to wait for his hosts. Were the other unconvivial loungers lying about like knights of the Round Table also waiting for tasks and assignments?
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‘The old man,’ said Larry, ‘has been dropping hints of the delicacy of sledgehammers. He wants me to ask you to work on a propaganda film we’re making: Four Green Fields. It’s to raise funds for the Irish Republican cause. Before you say a thing,’ Larry lifted his palm, ‘let me say that I can’t think of anyone I’d rather work with. Point number one. Number two – I’d better spit it out right from the start – is that this is my film and not my father’s. The Honourable Heirs – and for practical purposes that means my father and Father Casey – are backing it but I’m the director. I say this because the old man’s like a kid: crafty, tries to have things his way. He’ll go behind my back to you. I know. It’s ridiculous but I’ve got to say it. We couldn’t work together if I thought your loyalty wasn’t with me.’


‘I’m interested,’ said James. ‘I’m also embarrassed.’


‘You’ll have to live with that.’


Larry had probably toned down and created himself in opposition to his exuberant, charming, over-ripe old Dad. He explained that the film would be made in Ireland and that therefore James and he would have to work with the Irish authorities. No point antagonizing them, right? The old man, he explained, was unable to see this. He had a hundred mad ideas a day which James must promise to ignore.


James grinned: ‘OΚ. You’re the quarterback. You call the plays.’
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In the autumn of 1921 Judith went back to Mucklea for a final term. She was going on to be a teacher and, since experience never comes amiss, helped now with classes like map-drawing. Juniors learned from a coloured globe.


‘England’s cruel red,’ said the geography nun, and spun it to show the colour visible at every turn. She came from a Sinn Féin family. ‘They’ll have to make new maps,’ said she. ‘Ireland, the first land conquered, will be the first to go.’


History pupils were reminded that it was an Irishwoman’s frail morals which led to the English first coming here in 1169. Women bore inherited guilt.


The chaplain prayed that all should be cleansed in the blood of the Lamb.


Blood was invoked for secular purposes too, though there was debate about this. Padraig Pearse had gone too far when he wrote that ‘the old earth of the battlefields is thirsty for the wine of our blood’. The allusion could be blasphemous and nuns from Loyalist families – most were – found it out of keeping with the taste and refinement which this convent had always sought to inculcate.


The chaplain’s view was that the mystic sacrifice of the mass was one thing and sending young fellows out to die for no practical purpose was another and one with which he, personally, didn’t hold. To seek death was next door to suicide and though nobody, to be sure, could look into Pearse’s heart, they could look into his writings and what they’d find was unhealthy. All that about the wine of the battlefields was one of two things: heresy or blather. His view, as their spiritual pastor, was that it was blather. The Irish weren’t heathens, thank God. They didn’t go in for Voodoo and the like.


The chaplain had a loud voice. Discussion died while he was talking. Later it took up again. Politics was not a matter of faith and morals. To be sure, we weren’t Africans, but accepting English ways was slavish.


‘What sort of civilization is the English anyway? By their deeds shall ye know them. The Tans caught four fellows from our townland and cut the nose off of one, the tongue off another, the …’


‘Girls! Please! Manners!’


Judith guessed that someone had reminded the others of her dead brother, for the subject was swiftly changed.


Travelling homewards on the rickety train, she thanked her stars that the truce was on. Last year, the lads had jumped this train more than once to rescue prisoners or shoot English soldiers travelling on it.


Kathleen came to the station to meet her with the pony and trap and wrapped rugs around the pair of them, for it was a cold old night. The pony trotted along fast and Judith sat on her hands to warm them. Everyone was grand, said Kathleen. There had been an anniversary mass said for their brother, Eamonn.


‘How did the Da take it?’


‘Cried,’ Kathleen told her, ‘drank. Got over it.’


‘Have you seen the Yank?’


‘He drops round. Why?’


‘No reason.’


‘Ha,’ said Kathleen, teasing as an engaged girl will, safe in her own allegiance. ‘You like him. That’s why.’


‘He likes you,’ Judith retorted. ‘I’ve watched him watching you.’


Sitting quietly on the edges of gatherings, she had noticed the American, Sparky Driscoll, smile and throw quick glances towards Kathleen.


‘Not me,’ said Kathleen. ‘He’s starry-eyed about Holy Ireland. Caitlín Ni Houlihan, not Kathleen Clancy, has yer man’s interest. There’s two of them over here now. Observing us. They send reports back to sympathizers in America.’


‘What kind of reports?’


‘You don’t imagine he tells me?’


‘When are you getting married?’


Kathleen didn’t answer. She went quiet the way a marine creature will when it hides in shallows, imagining that it can fool or tire you into leaving it alone. It wasn’t Judith who was harrying Kathleen. It was the question. Suddenly, Kathleen answered it, and threw the reins forward, shaking them urgently over the pony’s neck.


‘If the peace holds and Owen gets out of gaol,’ she said, ‘then right away. I’m sick of waiting.’


‘So why did you wait before?’


‘Owen doesn’t want me left with a string of kids if anything should go wrong.’


The pony kept up its panicked trot between windy hedges and Kathleen’s profile flashed in and out of starlight as loose branches strained and swung. Judith had a feeling that Kathleen herself was panicky: eager to marry and get it over with. Terrified of being told about this, she began to sing a snatch of a mocking song about matrimony, then stopped, for the thing wasn’t funny.


Owen got nightmares. Judith had heard him one night last year when he’d hidden in their house. A bed had been made up for him in the kitchen and she had been asleep upstairs in her room when something woke her. The war had been at its worst at the time and she had lain rigid, wondering was it a raid, waiting for the noise of lorries pulling up and the shots and shouts. She imagined these so clearly that it took her some moments to realize that she had not heard them. Normal sounds came to her: a creaking pine-branch, wind, the distant sea, a fog-horn. None of these would have woken her though. She reached for the matches, struck one, lit a candle and padded to the door of her room. The noise was below. Putting her candle on the floor so that her own shadow leaped, she opened the door and stood on the landing outside it looking down into the kitchen. Owen was out of bed. She could make out his shape in the glow from the range. He was wearing a shirt and waving his arms, whingeing like a small child. ‘Don’t,’ he pleaded in the child’s voice. ‘Don’t do it. I don’t know a thing, Mister. I swear to Jesus. Don’t … Oh, how can I prove it? Please, please, Mister, don’t, for the love of God, Mister.’ And all the time that child’s whinge as though he were fending something off while the voice broke and wavered.


‘Owen!’ she called down the stairs. ‘Wake up!’


‘Wha-at?’ His grunt was strangely deep after the little voice of his dream. Nervous still but in a different way, he jumped aggressively. ‘Who’s that?’


‘You were talking in your sleep.’


‘I? Ugh? What did I say?’


‘Nothing. Just noise. I thought I’d better wake you.’


‘Oh, well, thanks, Judith. I suppose I was dreaming.’


‘Yes.’


‘Sorry I woke you then.’


The next day he asked again if he had said anything intelligible and she told him no. But another time when he was staying she had again heard the sound rising thinly and unevenly through her door. This time she let him go on dreaming, horrified at the memory of his crushed, reedy voice and at the picture which came to mind of what his face must be like. She hadn’t seen it at all, for he had been turned away from her facing into the red glimmer in the range. This time she had a notion that he was not crying but bellowing. After a while she covered her head with a pillow and managed to get to sleep.


She mentioned the nightmares to Kathleen who did not sound worried.


‘Sure we all have nightmares,’ she said, ‘all the fellows do. They say if you didn’t have them you’d go mad.’


But Kathleen had not heard that shrill, pleading voice.


Judith wondered what the nightmare meant. It could be a memory of childhood: an old, childish fear which had got mixed up with Owen’s present one of what the Tans might do to him if he was caught. Or – and this was the solution she liked least but thought likeliest – it might be a memory of some child Owen himself had tortured to get information. She didn’t want to know and could see that Kathleen wouldn’t.


Now there was the new anxiety: the money in the backyard. Dollars. Could Owen have hidden it there before he was gaoled? But if he had, why leave it so long? Wouldn’t the lads need it? Surely he could have got a message out? It was true the truce was on but from all you heard one of the reasons our side had signed it was because of the lack of funds. Maybe the money was Sparky’s? Did Kathleen know? Judith couldn’t ask. But neither could she forget the thing or accept that there wasn’t something unsavoury and wrong about the matter. It was on the edge of her mind like a speck at the corner of your eye or fluff in your nostril. Silly, she told herself, pull yourself together. But she was feeling sick. It was the motion of the trap. Kathleen was nervous and had been urging Rosie on.


‘Gwan,’ she shouted now to the already speeding pony. ‘Getoutathat!’ She shook the reins and Rosie tried responsively to gallop so that the trap shook and bumped into her rump. Kathleen checked her a little then gave her her head to trot at top trotting speed down the dark, narrow lanes.
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The bus had left the rural land around the airport and was in a built-up district. From its top storey, James could see over tall garden walls to where Edwardian facades crumbled and monkey-puzzles died from below. A tuft clung to the tip of each moulting branch so that the effect was of lions’ tails massed for a ringmaster’s display. Lawns were mangy and windows inflamed in the sunset. Behind them, he imagined frugal lives of the sort portrayed in Dubliners. Repressed, genteel. Though maybe not? Things must have changed, after all, grown better since Independence and Ireland’s entry into the Common Market?


‘Worse,’ Therese had prophesied.


On hearing of Larry’s offer, her patience had melted like snow before a blow-torch. She got the notion that the thing had been fixed up behind her back.


‘Hey James,’ Larry had telephoned the day after his offer of a job. ‘I was serious last night. Were you? Well, we’d better get our asses in gear and line the thing up. When can you leave? What do you mean you didn’t know? Sure, you’ll have to travel. To Ireland. Where else? Listen, I’ve got to know whether you meant what you said or not?’


Therese, who had herself been expecting a call, had picked up the extension.


‘You said,’ she heard Larry say, ‘that you’d had it with academic life: guys sitting on their butts hatching out irrelevant monographs to earn tenure, right? And your wife breathing down your neck …’


James had no memory of having said such a thing, but she hung up in the midst of his denial.


‘Go to hell,’ she had yelled during their subsequent row. ‘Go to Ireland. Have your Junior Year Abroad.’


And here he was. Riding through the city like a man in a tank. A silver drizzle had started up. Umbrellas, down below, jostled on the principle of dodgem cars, nuzzling out space for faceless walkers underneath. A grey, eighteenth-century building pleased by its visual echo of Yeats. Small shops merged into domestic architecture: B. Grady, Boot repair; Newsagents and fancy goods; Clothiers of distinction. He noted the muted mode of harangue. Even the occasional neon sign was discreet in its claims: Seafresh fish; Tony’s wedding bouquets; riskily, Fryer Tuck’s. He liked the decorum. But where was the myth and swagger envisaged by Larry? Did Romantic Ireland die cyclically?


‘The Celts,’ Larry had mused on their second meeting, ‘are on an eight-hundred-year losing streak and touchy, so play it cool over there and don’t let my old man foul anything up.’


Making this film in Ireland, he explained, was a delicate operation. ‘It’s geared to helping raise funds here, right? So it’s got to appeal to an American audience and it’s got to be hard-hitting. Our subject is American intervention in the fight for Irish freedom. Historically, it was big and we aim to show how big. Financial mainly. There’s a parallel with Israel today. The difference is that in the Irish case the help always had to be clandestine. Was in the past and is now. In the Sixties this might have appealed to donors here. You know: conspire to help a beleaguered minority in Northern Ireland that’s had WASP oligarchs sitting on their necks since the seventeenth century, denying them civil rights, etcetera. Somehow all that’s less appealing now. The climate has changed. We’re less hot for justice. But that’s only half the story. The real trouble is that the fat cats in Southern Ireland are ass-hole buddies with London. The Dublin government is scared shitless that a successful revolution up North would topple their own regime. They do counter-propaganda which really dries up the sources of donations to Banned Aid.’


The Irish Minister for External Affairs – ‘Lovely title,’ said Larry. ‘Don’t tell me those guys are verbally sensitive?’ – had been over here bad-mouthing Banned Aid and had stepped heavily on the Heirs’ corns. Apparently the dude went to some banquet and at the end of it stood up to denounce the IRA as zealots and murderers.


‘This really hurt the Heirs in their idealism: a sensitive part of their make-up.’ Larry gave his little laugh. The word ‘Mafia’ had been used, he explained, and they’d been made to look bad in their own backyard. ‘My father would have lynched him on the spot. But there’s a strategic way to play every game, eh, James? If you can’t out-physical the opposition, for the moment you use finesse.’


Larry was counting on James to moderate his father’s zeal.


‘Tell him you’re doing whatever he wants. Then don’t do it. You see, we’ve got to film in Ireland and need the locals to cooperate. Ergo, don’t let them see we’re not on their side.’ This was not as difficult as James might think. The Dublin government paid lip-service to the ideal of an All-Ireland Republic which would include the North. However, as England was their major client, lip-service was as far as they dared go. ‘Now we,’ said Larry, ‘must let them think it’s also as far as we want to go and that we’re just making a nice nostalgic movie about the Great Old Fight. That way there’ll be no problem. OK? And don’t breathe the word “Banned Aid”. Just mention my film company. No need for the tie-up to be known.’


The film, said Larry, was in fact going to focus on old sellouts and by implication rub today’s pols’ noses in the analogy. The hero was an American fund-raiser with whom the sponsors could identify. He’d gone to Ireland in ’22 and got himself killed by Orangemen in the North. This linked up neatly with today’s troubles.


‘His name was Sparky Driscoll,’ said Larry. ‘He’s the human interest on which we hang our history.’


James’s first job would be to interview survivors of the Twenties, and to get them on tape before they died off. ‘Let them reminisce. We don’t want leaders. Just ordinary Joe O’Does.’


There followed some directives about camera and other equipment which Larry would be sending to Ireland and which James was to pilot through Customs and store in a place already hired for the purpose. Larry had contacts who would help in case of a hitch. James was to keep their phone numbers handy at all times. OK? And the less Larry’s father knew about any aspect of things the better. The same went for Father Casey.


‘Hey, do you know what that pair remind me of? Ever hear of the prehistoric rulers of Ireland and how they fought their wars? The Tuatha De Danaan? They wrapped themselves in a cloud and withdrew into the hills. Not a bad move: proto-guerrilla tactics. Unfortunately, they never came out. They lost the key to reality and turned into fairies.’ Larry laughed. ‘The Reverend Casey may be one, for all I know. Not my old man. He had an eye for girls in his day. But they’re both great, misty plotters. Seriously, though, James,’ Larry’s voice grew urgent, ‘I’m trying to rescue you from a world of faded things: campus life. That’s another instance of people wrapping themselves in a cloud. A film like this is something else. It acts on people. It’s live stuff. Ireland may not be the hub of the universe but you can sure get involved there and …’


Larry had talked lengthily about this and other matters. James listened happily. Only a businessman could have ideas so unfreighted by footnotes, suspicion or fact – off his own financial terrain, of course. He was grateful to Larry for giving him a chance to travel. In the end, he had reason to be grateful too to Therese, who gave in gracefully when she saw that she had no choice. She was a person who felt the force of moral arguments and, since she did not believe that people should be possessive of other people or ask them to sacrifice their careers, she had been obliged by her own principles to accept James’s decision to go.




*





Reverend Mother was speaking into the telephone. ‘I feel,’ she said, ‘that it would be misleading to describe her as disturbed. With us she fitted in, had her little habits, friends …’ She tried to remember what friends Sister Judith had had. In the old days – which had been Sister Judith’s days – particular friendships between nuns had been frowned on. Sad. Yes. Well. ‘It might be better for you to decide, yourself, as next-of-kin, what sort of institution would suit her,’ she told the grandnephew. ‘We will provide fees up to a reasonable rate.’


When the grandnephew arrived, Sister Judith was watching television. Reverend Mother gave him tea in the parlour and talked reassuringly about his grandaunt. ‘Surprisingly hale and hearty,’ she told him. ‘She has great stamina. But, to be sure, you come from a noteworthy family. Your grandfather was one of the great men of his day. I believe he used to visit her here, but that was before my time. She too, they tell me, was active before she entered. But you’ll know more about that than I. Women’s role was more of a back-up one, wasn’t it, in the old Republican movement? With a few shining exceptions, to be sure. Sister Judith,’ said Reverend Mother in a little rush, keeping her eyes away from the grandnephew’s which had a disconcertingly frantic glare, ‘seems sometimes to think we’re living back then. In the Twenties. It’s not clear whether this might be her little joke. Solitary people develop an eccentric sort of humour, don’t they?’


‘Solitary?’ queried the grandnephew. ‘Didn’t you say she had friends? I was going to ask you for their addresses in case she might want to keep in touch.’


‘Oh, she’ll know about that herself,’ said Reverend Mother. Oddity must run in the family she thought with a twinge of disappointment for, after all, the O’Malleys were distinguished. The grandnephew’s hand shook and that glare was not the best balanced. To think that his grandfather … Well, it showed the truth of the old saw: Great wits are sure to madness near allied. Pope, Essay on Man, was it? She’d have known that in her teaching years but her memory wasn’t what it had been. Oh, she’d end up on the scrap-heap soon enough herself. The hungry generations tread us down. Let’s hope and pray that this fellow will treat poor old Sister Judith with a bit of humanity. An elder nephew had refused to have anything to do with her. ‘Shall we go and meet her?’ she asked, and led the way to the television room.


It was dark and Sister Judith was sitting alone, leaning, witch-like, over flickering shadows. It had been explained to her that her grandnephew would be coming but she might not have taken this in. If she was presently convinced that the year was 1921 – as she had been when Reverend Mother had tried reasoning with her – then the grandnephew’s existence was, of course, inexplicable. She had taken her shoes off. Reverend Mother saw with vexation, and her feet flopped like a pair of pale, flat fish against the rail of her chair.


‘This is your grandnephew, Sister Judith,’ said Reverend Mother carefully, ‘Mr O’Malley.’


‘Ah!’ Sister Judith shoved the guilty feet into her shoes. ‘The new Principal Man, is it?’


She took her leave of the nuns with worldly aplomb and chattered pleasantly to her grandnephew as he drove her across Dublin from the suburb in which the convent was to the one where he lived.


‘Dublin must look strange to you?’ he suggested, and thought of old newsreels he had seen of the city in the years she had known it: men with bowler hats, horse-drawn cabs, open-topped trams – had they too been horse-drawn? – and, oh yes, the tram-wires threaded above the streets like a web darning the sky. Lamp-lighters, thought the grandnephew sentimentally, chestnut-roasters. ‘It’s changed a lot since your day I’ll bet,’ he said.


Great-aunt Judith looked about her. ‘It’s very old-fashioned,’ she remarked, craning her neck. ‘I was expecting something like the cities you see on films: Los Angeles, San Francisco. To be sure, the climate is against us, but is that any reason for not putting on a slap of paint?’


‘Who are you?’ she asked after a mile or so, and turned to scrutinize the chap into whose care she seemed to have fallen. He looked, she thought at first glance, like a good-looking goat.


‘I’m Michael,’ said Michael. ‘I’m your sister Kathleen’s grandson.’


‘How’s Kathleen?’


‘She died,’ he told her, ‘they must have told you that. Fifteen years ago.’


‘Kathleen did not die,’ she argued stubbornly. ‘Our brother, Eamonn, was killed in 1919 and the Yank in ’22 and Kathleen’s fellow, Owen, went queer in the head after the Troubles. Kathleen was all right.’


‘My grandfather was not queer in the head. He was in the Cabinet for decades. He was a great man,’ said Michael O’Malley with annoyance. ‘Though a bit hard to take from close up,’ he added. Michael had lived his life under the shadow of the patriarch. Someone’s calling the old bastard ‘queer in the head’ made this seem avoidable and therefore worse. ‘He was brilliant,’ he told his grandaunt with bullying emphasis, ‘internationally acclaimed.’


‘Who was?’


‘The old man. Owen O’Malley.’


‘Great?’


‘Great,’ said her grandnephew, who had suffered from a literal and crushing belief in this when he was a boy. Humour had eventually alleviated his discomfort and, by the age of eighteen, he was clowning in pubs about the difficulties of being the grandson of a patriot hero and the son of a maker of underpants. ‘How do you follow that act?’ he used to demand in mock mockery and was astounded to find himself with a reputation for high spirits. How did you honour a grandfather who, having helped forge change through violence, ended his days guarding the outcome from any further change? Wild songs and tame realities had been the fare of Michael’s youth: puzzling stuff for a young fellow to swallow. In the hall of his monastic boarding-school, a fresco of the guerrilla leaders of the Twenties – Granddad to the fore – had faced an effeminate image of Christ the King. The aunt, to be sure, had given her vote to the second.


‘Owen,’ he told her, ‘went to the League of Nations.’


‘Oh?’


He wondered if she’d heard of the organization.


‘My wife, Grainne, is your grandneice,’ he told her. ‘We’re cousins.’


‘You got a dispensation?’


He quipped: ‘We live under hers.’


It was a joke from the days when Grainne, then a schoolgirl with a determined crush on Michael, had managed to chase him to Rome where he’d been having his voice trained. He, like the aunt, had tried to opt out of the world he knew. His singing-master had supported him and his father been relieved to acquiesce. To O’Malley senior, thrift and industry were the major virtues. He lived for his woollen mills and retail outlets and genuinely feared that prospective customers who saw the O’Malley scion in low dance halls or getting drunk in pubs might be the less eager to buy the firm’s broadcloth, darning wool, and other sundries from off the sheep’s back. ‘Stick to what comes off my back and you’ll be on his,’ ran one of the firm’s ads from those years, featuring a ram and a pig. Both animals had strong, thrusting torsos and a look of old O’Malley. Michael had often wondered whether the artist had been conscious of this.


‘Did you know my father at all?’ he asked the aunt. ‘Maybe my grandmother brought her children to visit you?’


‘No,’ said the aunt shortly, ‘never.’


She wouldn’t have. He remembered now: the aunt had been ‘odd’ and oddities were not tolerated in the Granddad’s day. Into convents with them: to God or the Devil. Dynastic families must be above reproach. Mind, that sort of treatment made the odd odder. You lived down to expectations and Michael himself, the wool-merchant’s black-sheep son, had played his rake-hell role as faithfully as if his father had mapped it for him. When Grainne reached Rome – she’d got herself sent to finishing school there – Michael had been living for two years with a girl of Edwardian unsuitability. Outrageous in a period way, Theo was English and on the make – which meant that she too would have liked to have been saved – and was strategically unfaithful to Michael who, though feverishly aroused by her, jibbed at marriage. Theo, supposing her sexual hold over him to be a trump card, played her hand the wrong way. She could not know that Michael’s thrashings about in her bed were half intended as aversion therapy. He saw her as Circe and one does not marry Circe. Looking back, he saw a comic pathos in her efforts to provoke him into marriage. She used to dangle herself before his friends, bestowing herself like a good-conduct prize on the soberest and going home with whoever that happened to be after a night’s drinking in the bars along the Via Babbuino. Poor Theo. She became as snugly familiar as his own armpit but he had never, for a moment, been jealous about her.


Then Grainne had turned up at a concert where he was singing. He remembered that: she was pale, in a mantilla and all excited reverence for what she supposed him to be. He was to her, he saw instantly, what Theo had been to himself: freedom, a spreader of colour, something like a stained-glass window when the sun refracts through it. Seeing the family face in hers worshipping him, he had been unable to resist.


Naturally, cracks had been made when news of their engagement got out. One was: ‘the fellow couldn’t marry his hero grandfather so he did the next best thing’.


There might be some of the same motive in his taking the aunt home. A mistake? Too late to worry. In the pause before a traffic light, he inspected her. The family face? On the grandma’s side this time? Too true. My own past and maybe my future if I swaddle my lean chin in a triple band of fat. Front-face she was shapeless like poorly impressed sealing-wax. Half buried in half-dead flesh. How old? Eighty? No, seventy-five if the Reverend Mum wasn’t lying. Had the familiar profile still: lean lines among the slack, like drawings on sand. Well, here we have her then: the last of the great generation. Michael’s parents – not great, pigmy in fact – had died in a car-crash some years back but he’d seen little of them for the previous decade at least. The old man had never forgiven Michael his disinterest in the business and left it in the end to Michael’s uncle, Owen Roe, a go-getter, who paid Michael a not too generous stipend and had procured him an undemanding job to keep his family fed and clad. It was in the Heraldry Commission: a joke. Let the blot on our escutcheon occupy itself with escutcheons, ha ha. Or so Michael read it: blots to blots.


‘If you can’t keep sober,’ Owen Roe had said, ‘I will not be responsible for putting you in a position where you can bring the family name into disrepute.’ Then up he’d come with this sinecure: sine cura, worry-free. But Michael would have relished a challenge.


They came to Mount Street Bridge. He pointed out the canal.


‘Looks dirty,’ said the fastidious aunt.


‘Polluted,’ Michael agreed. Like memory’s stream – was he stark, raving irresponsible to be bringing this old thing home?


He’d agreed to do so when other members of the family had refused, for – oh, a tangle of motives. Pity. Curiosity. About her. About the past. The grandfather. Himself in whose veins that exuberant generation’s blood had thinned. Funny that she should say the Granddad had been queer in the head. Must have heard someone say it of herself and shifted the smear. Or maybe the whole family were a touch highly strung? Like race horses. Grainne was certainly not the cart-horse breed. Bad at pulling burdens, she’d slipped her harness five months back and left for London with their son, Cormac, leaving Michael to dry out alone – that was the hope. Go on the water-wagon. Kick the habit.


The move was punitive. In another era Grainne might have gone on a pilgrimage or prayed for his soul. What she’d done instead was to take a job with an old schoolmate who ran a Halfway House for Battered Wives. Michael, who could read metaphor as well as the next man, got her drift.


Needless to say, so did their friends. Some assumed she was an inmate and Michael a wife-batterer. Others pretended to for the sake of raising a laugh. Dozens of times he’d been on the point of going after her – or perhaps not quite on the point. He tended to be tipsy when this looked viable and by the time he sobered up, it no longer did.


Grainne, having fallen in love with a prince, had woken up married to an amphibian: a soak who croaked where his former self had sung. Michael, having lost his singing voice through an accident of his own devising, had, ever since, been seeking the pithy glories of grand opera through the bottom of his next glass of whiskey: her version. Home she would not come – she’d sworn – before getting a good report of him. From whom? Spies. Busybodies. Possibly the maid? He’d sacked her forthwith. But drank the more. How go off the liquor in a lonely house?


‘Come home,’ he’d bargained, ‘and then I will.’


She wouldn’t.


A bitch – but you could end up loving the faults you’d bred in someone. They were signs of their adjustment to you: tokens of loyalty, like a seeing-eye dog’s gait. He needed her and need had bred cunning, hoho and alleluia! He was about to get her back. Now. Pronto and with no more ado. The aunt was bait. Heel, Grainne! I have you foxed.


Yesterday he’d written again:




Dear G,


You’ll appreciate that I can’t hold the fort here alone while our joint great-aunt is in residence. Between us, she and I could burn the place down.





No sentiment. No emotion. He’d laid his trap coolly and if he knew her it would bring her belting back.


Christ, though, why did it have to be like this?


Why was because he’d got stuck in a pattern which might not be ideal or fulfilling or – never mind what it wasn’t, the important thing was that it was his. His habitat. His rhythm. He needed it if he was going to get on with a secretly nourished project: writing the life of his grandfather, source of weal and woe. This had to be kept dark. People would split their sides if word got out. Ancestor-worship, they might quip. God help us, think of that lush, that unvoiced eejit thinking up such a plan at his time of life. Him that never did a day’s honest work. Come here to me – the chorus clacked conspiratorially in his head – didjez ever hear the story of how Michael lost his voice? What? The bottle? What else? And what’s open to him now but to drown his dreams in further bottles of Powers’ Gold Label, Paddy, Jameson and Tullamore Dew. He’s a prop to the National Industry. You have to give him his dew, ha ha.


Oh the cynicism would stymie him before he got going at all, if they knew. So know they wouldn’t. Let their first intimation be a title on a publisher’s list. Then they could laugh out of the other sides of their mouths. They were success-worshippers, as materialistic as the inhabitants of any other city. More so, claimed Uncle Owen Roe who said the Church had no power in the country any more. He should know for he was forever sniffing the changing wind. New materialists, he stated, were, like the new rich, always crasser than the old.


‘How come so,’ Michael had asked, ‘that there’s no divorce here and we’re one of only four countries in Western Europe that has no legal abortion? Want to bet we’ll be the last to bring it in?’


‘That’s not the Church,’ said Owen Roe. ‘The Catholic laymen who run the country don’t want it.’


‘Do you?’ Owen Roe was a TD.


‘I have objectives closer to my heart,’ said the uncle. ‘I can’t afford to alienate voters by backing controversial issues.’


Helping the IRA tear the country apart was the objective close to Owen Roe’s heart. In the hope that he, personally, might profit from the ensuing breakdown. One reason Michael wanted to write his grandfather’s biography was because that generation had left such a mucked-up heritage. When had the pure become impure? Or was purity a theatrical simplification? Was Michael, an ex-would-be singer, seeing life in operatic terms? A would-be historian now, he wanted to understand the Grandda, Prime Mover in his own and the country’s life.


Until Grainne came back, though, he couldn’t put pen to paper.


‘Here we are,’ he told the aunt. ‘This is the house.’


‘You live on a canal,’ she said with delight. ‘How pretty.’


‘Yes,’ he saw with surprise, ‘isn’t it?’


Sun was gilding the water. The grass had a deceptively clean look and bicycling children wheeled like swallows through luminous, lemon-coloured air.
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