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All things considered, I wonder if shooting that policeman made me the man that I am?

On the Rue Mouffetard this morning there was a man who reminded me, for a fleeting moment, of Sam. That gaunt, scribed face, now so world famous. I felt my hand rise unbidden in greeting, but the fellow turned away, a defeated slump in his shoulders that somehow irritated me. I miss my upright friend. Once, over whiskey, I asked him how it was that he flew free. Long silence, then: ‘I suppose, I suppose I just refused.’ That cold blank stare. Then, unexpectedly, he reached across and squeezed my arm. We veterans.

We come to our lives in different ways, those of us who are forced, shocked or tricked into waking. I mean, of course, our real lives – but very few people have real lives now, by which I mean lives over which they deliberate, lives they are prepared to answer for at the bar of extinction.

I have been awake in myself for what seems, when I think of it, a very long time. Whether this is good or bad, I cannot say. I have been, I think, exceptionally lucky: taking all in all, I have had exactly the life I was made fit for. From time to time, I have met others like me, people, for instance, who stare quietly for perhaps a fraction too long at what prompts an immediate emotional response in others – a car crash, a lovers’ quarrel in public, the corpse of an acquaintance. I used to think of us as hungry souls, somehow defective in empathy. Not so, I eventually learned, not so at all.

What wakes us? Some very few, it seems, are born fully awake. I have seen infants in the Jardin du Luxembourg who could chill you with a look. I have felt that chill, then that sudden vertigo of mutual recognition. Always, I hurry by. Some others, and here I include myself, are woken by chance or so-called chance, generally it seems by some irrevocable act or gesture, a moment of absolute commitment to … anything. It can be anything. As long as one commits, as long as the act is irrevocable, cannot be unmade, cannot be explained away.

And therefore, I begin: all things considered, shooting that policeman was very likely what made me the man that I am.
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Vincent called by last night. Two rings, a pause, two rings. He’s done that from the first day he came here, I imagine he does it everywhere. An announcement: here I am, it’s me. Twilight in the street below, a faint glow still over the rooftops. I tossed him down the keys, always amused at how he stands there, hands by his sides until the very last moment then, right-handed, snatching the keys from the air. His satisfied nod that my aim has improved. Vincent, who never wastes a gesture.

I left the door open, went to put coffee on. You shouldn’t do that, he says, standing in the small hallway. Anyone might be hanging around on the stairs. I smile, he smiles, he knows I can see the landing from the kitchen. He knows I look down the stairs when I open the apartment door.

Vincent’s a rangy Algerian, in his late twenties. A spring in him, in all that he does and says. As usual, he paces while the coffee brews. Vincent, he said, the second time we met, offering his hand and a mocking grin. Call me Vincent. A challenge, a small offering, a test. I said nothing, squeezed his hand, smiled. My silence made him my friend.

This is a grey suit night, a black silk tee-shirt underneath, the long sleeves a perfect half-centimetre past the cuffs. The gold-rimmed spectacles in his top pocket.

I was … around, he said, thought I’d pop in. Still pacing the room, checking to see what new books I’ve added to the crammed shelves. We sip our coffees at the tall window, watching the light fade.

So, he says, still looking away, I’ve thought about this and, well, I think you should write the book of your life.

Vincent, from time to time, to keep himself and for other reasons, steals cars – at least that’s how I understand it. I don’t really mind, one way or the other, but once when he claimed he was engaged in redistributing wealth I checked him: no, Vincent, you steal cars. It’s a fact. Facts matter.

You should write the book of your life, he says. You should put down in words what it was to be here, what it was to be you.

This is one of the things I like about Vincent, he has a gift, sometimes, for knowing exactly what to say, exactly when it needs to be said. Somehow, he has snagged on to a stray thought that has been drifting like a small cloud out at the edges of my mind for some time now. Where did I read the phrase, ‘at a certain point one becomes aware that one is dealing with time remaining’? No matter, it started me thinking, no, reflecting, on what a life I have had, what an odd life it has been. Not odd as in peculiar but singular, certainly singular. And, unshared. For the most part.

When did the idea start, that I should write it all out, leave some mark, some trace, some evidence that, once upon a time, there lived a man who had the life that I call mine?

No matter. I will, I said, I’ll start tomorrow.

He put his cup down, satisfied. If I’d surprised him, he did not show it. Certainly I had surprised myself. Good, he said, that’s good; OK, I have things to do. He gave me a long, appraising look. You sure? I gave him a slow wink. I’m sure. It’s a good idea.

On the way out the door, putting on those spectacles, he looked back over his shoulder: you were thinking about this, yes? I was. I shut the door behind him, softly, listened in vain for his footsteps on the stairs going down, waited to hear the street door close.

I went to my desk between the windows that look on to the street; I sat down, I closed my eyes. I listened to my own breathing for a long time. I was wondering how to begin.

I rarely feel frail. I have what they call a sturdy build, a word I approve of. Sturdy. A good build in a soldier or sailor, you’d say, able for what comes.

When the last of the night had fallen into place, when the full dark was everywhere behind me in the large apartment, I stood and undressed where I was, in the front room lit by a yellow streetlight. Not questioning the impulse. Jacket over the back of the wooden chair, trousers neatly over the jacket, the rest folded and placed in a neat pile on the seat. I eased my bare feet out of their slippers, the better to feel the cool tiles of the bathroom underfoot when I’d go through. Standing before the full-length mirror, regarding my body, I felt, undeniably, frail. As if I could no longer have confidence in my bones. As if the sinews and tendons and muscles might fail in their job of keeping me mobile, alert and active. When that happens, and it happens to all of us from time to time, the thing is to look yourself straight in the eye, something most people, myself included, find it hard to do. To hold your own gaze without wavering, that’s the thing. To call yourself back, to summon the will and bring it home firmly.

Next morning, this morning, I woke smoothly with a strong sense of animal power humming in my veins. I lay without opening my eyes, sending myself out to the different rooms, touching the walls, admiring the polished wooden floors, the few but tasteful rugs. Taking stock of myself, my own little world, so carefully and painstakingly assembled. When I saw that all was good, I rose smoothly, like a young man, showered, gathered my clothes from the front room, dressed and went out for bread.

As you step off my landing onto the wide spiralling stairs, the first wooden tread creaks. So does the first tread on the next flight down, and the first tread on the flight leading down to the hall. Henri did that, many years ago, loosened those treads so that I would always hear when someone was climbing the stairs. Too well-made, he said; a good carpenter all the same.

I make a point of starting my daily forays into the world by testing this little device of Henri’s; a way, I suppose, of keeping him alive in my mind. No, better, since I must begin to think like a writer now, as an homage to his thoroughness and his care for me.

I have lived here for more nearly forty years, on the third floor of this shabby but decent building, one occupied apartment to each of the first three floors. For reasons I could never discover, the apartments on the floor above mine have been empty for decades. When I step down into the dark double-height hallway, when my foot falls on the polished, muted green tiles, I hear myself always give a small sigh of contentment. The place pleases me. Mine and not mine. Familiar, but always other. There is no hall like this in all of Cork where I was born. I register this every single time I go in or out, but now I rarely think about it. There is a kind of vanity about this, the hallway reminds me that I have made my life my own.

The French love their bread, I noticed this from the start, but more than their bread they love the idea of going to the Boulanger. I think it speaks to them of civility. They are a private people who fetishise, solemnise, every action conducted in public. Thus, it is not enough that I go to the bakery, buy bread, return home and make my breakfast. There are first the expected people on the street to be acknowledged, people one knows to nod to, people with whom one has spoken in the past and may again, people whom one is obliged to greet by name, by some minor inquiring courtesy. In the bakery itself one waits in the short queue for Monsieur or Madame to acknowledge one, to ask if one desires the usual. Ideally, to be fully in tune with the rituals, one then fumbles in a worn coin purse for the handful of coins required. Those who come to the counter with the exact change already in hand are frowned upon – but so discreetly that only the regulars notice the faint arching eyebrow of Monsieur or Madame.

I like all this. No, better, it pleases me. This morning, business concluded, baton under my arm, I decide on a coffee before retracing my steps. I do this seldom. I associate the impulse with some unacknowledged process arriving at its conclusion, the conclusion signalling itself by desiring a small espresso. I cross the street. It is early autumn, certainly warm enough to sit outside. The waiter arrives, takes my modest order, departs without a word. It is the young Spanish fellow with the ear-ring, the ponytail; there is nothing beyond appearance obviously interesting about him, I have taught him not to speak to me. He thinks I’m an old grouch. Good, it suits me.

So, what is it then old man? Ah. I have decided it seems in my sleep that, yes, I will write the book as Vincent suggests, and I will write it in English. I inhale the bitter aroma of the coffee, I take a first taste. So.

But, how to go about this? Well, obviously, a long tour from start to finish – well, nearly finish, eh? But, how tedious that might become. I did this, I did that, then I did this, that happened – no, boring, tedious, and somehow dishonest. And, the danger that I would be tempted to explain myself ...

As so often happens once you embark on something and an obstacle arises, the solution came by itself. I will write the book twice. Twice, Joseph? Yes, one strand faithful to the line from cradle to grave (now stop that), and a second strand like a diary in present time, recording whatever reflections are prompted by the unfolding story, how these bend and inflect my days as they take the stage.

Oh for fuck’s sake, I scold myself, whatever happens, for the love of Jesus do not become an author! I hear the accents of my faraway Cork in that inner voice, and am suddenly buoyed up by the thought that I have never lost that bracing native instinct to pull down the high-flown.

My coffee’s gone cold. I beckon to the boy, he brings me a fresh cup and now I am all practicality.

Will I need paper, then? The papeterie on Soufflot? No, this also, it seems, is decided. I will write direct on the screen; it would be prudent to save as I go on a flash-stick, yes? But of course. Flash-stick, not paper. Off to the shop then. No time like the present, Joseph, up and at ’em. I leave a small but excessive tip. A tentative smile from the boy as he clears the table; I smile back.

Breakfasted, cuff buttons unfastened, I switch on the laptop, open a Word file, label it ‘Book’. All very efficient. Then, inevitably, I skive off, seduced by the day’s news, the sorcerer’s ease with which I can roam the world. Libé, BBC, Irish Times, today (superstitiously) The Irish Examiner. Equally predictably, in a sudden flush of distaste with myself, I log off. The perpetually cool Vincent, it makes me smile now to remember it, was astonished to find I own a laptop, even more astonished that it’s a Mac. He was so embarrassed at letting his mask slip I hadn’t the heart to tell him I have a high-speed broadband connection. He finds me disconcerting enough as it is. Sometimes, it’s true, I enjoy feeling smug. Henri used say, a good weapon feels right by the intuition of the hand. That’s why I bought a Mac. Machines should be fit for purpose.

I catch a stray thought, reel it back in to examine it: what I feel about this machine is like what I feel about the hallway below.

I open a second file and label it ‘Time Present’, record the morning so far. Now it would seem I am writing two books. Or, better, two books in one – noting time present as I record time past. Ah god damn it, concentrate you old fool.

Very well.
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I was born in Cork in 1940. I was an only child, my parents died when the car in which they were travelling went into the river near Blackrock. They died in the car, as did the driver, a neighbour and friend. His wife, the front seat passenger, survived. Nobody ever told me how. (She moved away from the neighbourhood a year later. I know it was because she could not bear to see me on the street but I told this to no one, then or since. It was a look that would pass between us. I thought she was lucky to have survived, that’s all, but she saw reproach in my eyes where there was none, and could not deal with it.)

I was ten when they died, this was 1950, I had begun to see things directly, to know things without having to reason them out. Perhaps this is why teachers feared me, without understanding that their dislike of me was, in fact, a kind of fear. I was ten, as I say, and grief-struck – but I decided, then and there, that I would choose where and when to show this grief, that I would decide in whom to confide this grief. Was I a kind of monster? Not at all. I knew this from the start. I disappointed the neighbours, of course, and the aunts and the uncles, the teachers, even the priest, by what seemed to them a serene, unfeeling composure. Disappointed, certainly, but now that I sit here and call it to mind, I see that I horrified them. ‘Unnatural child’, Mrs Buckley hissed to Mrs Kearney, as I passed by the day after the funeral. I heard the hatred in that, let me tell you, and I was angry, certainly, but in some other way unmoved.

I was a voracious reader, I could not for a long time work out where the boundary lay between things reported from the world beyond me and things made up in books.

Mrs Buckley hissed. I filed that away.

At the graveside, the day of the funeral, people kept telling me to be brave. This made me impatient. I knew already that I was brave, and brave had nothing at all to do with the deep silent darkness looming up all around me. I told myself to be patient. I looked around me, carefully, examining the crowd one by one, separating with a kind of unblaming dispassion the living from the already dead. I saw surprisingly few living souls, and they saw me. And they saw my grief and knew it was real.

In the years that were left to me in Cork, not one of those people, encountered in the street, ever failed to acknowledge me with a nod, a kind word or, sometimes, met in a shop, a coin for a comic or some sweets. I thought of them, without dwelling on it, as the good people.

I lived with my grandfather, Michael John. I first laid eyes on him, the phrase is exact, in the winter of 1945. We were living in his house, a big house in Blackpool, bigger by far than the houses of any of my schoolmates, and I knew from a very early age it was my grandfather’s house. Granda, the first five years of my life, was ‘away’. What ‘away’ meant I could not puzzle out, devious and cunning though I was, but when a neighbour or relative drew his name into the conversation my father or mother would be uncomfortable, evasive. There was a lot being said in silence, in a repertoire of held looks or fleeting glances that, meant to exclude or spare me, served only to pique my curiosity.

Then, in the winter of 1945, he reappeared. Stood on the stone doorstep, late afternoon, a leather suitcase at his feet. I knew him from the photograph over the fire, his wedding photograph, but how I knew him was a puzzle to me then, a puzzle to me yet. I mean that I knew him, not that I recognised him. Lean, hard, tanned and tall, with deep bruises under his eyes, his fair hair bleached near-white, he looked at one and the same time younger and far, far older than the man in the photograph. I remember knowing immediately who he was, this man who had never laid eyes on me, but I don’t remember saying what for years after he’d swear I said. Looks me in the eye, he’d say, drawing out the moment, looks me up and down, leans up against the wall with his arms folded and says, well, is it yourself? Him about two foot tall, short trousers and grazed knees, always up to mischief. Is it yourself, says he. What would you make of that now?

I loved him from the start.

My father worked in Ford’s, assembling cars. A good job, a job for life the neighbourhood sages would always say, leaning on the parapet of Blackpool Bridge. We had lodgers in the house but one room was always kept empty, a big double room with two tall windows, looking out on Great William O’Brien Street. This room was my grandfather’s and within a day of moving in, or back, it was as if he had always been there.

My father was his son, and they got on very well together. Michael John had a particular kind of affinity with my mother, would sing to her in an idle moment with great fondness, his easy affection for his son doubled by his affection for my mother. He had a deft way of being part of the household yet never intruding, would disappear for a few days with the briefest of words, would always contrive to return in the early part of the day so that Mam could include him in the dinner arrangements without fuss. Ah sure aren’t you always so thoughtful, Mam would say, and I am, sure, I suppose I am, he’d say and the two of them would laugh.

I studied him very carefully indeed, not from doubt, or from any kind of fear or anxiety, for in truth he had a way of projecting calm and steadiness wherever he went, wherever he was, but I knew from the start there was something he knew that I needed to learn. And he saw it, too.

I watched him, for instance, when someone would ask directly where he had been all that time. He had a way of answering that conveyed carelessness but that I saw at once was very careful indeed. Bit by bit, in the house, in the larger family and throughout the neighbourhood, the understanding spread over the next few years that he had served in the American Navy during the war. I knew he hadn’t, I was already sufficiently hardened by trouble in school to recognise a cover story when I heard one, and he knew that I had him tabbed. By a careful strategy of modesty and misdirection, he encouraged a composite belief into existence, so that soon all Blackpool was under the impression that he’d had a good but hard war, had experienced things that, understandably, no man would want to talk about, let alone boast about.

Of course, as I’d go on to learn, Michael John had already a considerable reputation as a guerrilla fighter in the War of Independence, so that it was easy for people to add new tales to the corpus of smoky legend that clung to him. His reticence spoke of modesty to these simple people, and because simple people have always room in their lives for what’s unspoken and mysterious, never once did anyone ask him directly what it was he’d been doing in the years he’d been absent before the outbreak of war.

A year after my parents’ funeral, I asked him outright. What age are you now, he said, let’s see, eleven is it? Eleven. You can ask me in four years time. Don’t ask me before then. I shot one glance at him and shut up. I knew that look by then, I had no intention of pursuing the matter.

I did, on that occasion, have something else on my mind, though, and I sensed my opportunity. I’m having a bit of trouble in school, I told him. I’d have thought you were well able to look after yourself, he said.

It’s a teacher, I said, and reached for a phrase I’d often heard but had never used, it’s getting a bit beyond the beyonds.

To his credit he didn’t laugh, but his eyes were dancing. Would it help, do you think, he was quite serious now, if I went and had a chat with him?

I pretended to think about this for a minute, then nodded. He lives in Wolfe Tone Street, I added. Does he now? Number 34, I added. And you have an after-hours visit in mind, is that it?

I thought that might be best, I said. Considering.

Considering, he echoed, thoughtful now, and giving me a hard look. Are you maybe hoping I might give him a dig?

I was of course, but I thought it better to say no. Maybe you could, I don’t know, let him see it’s a possibility? This time he did laugh, in fact he roared. He had tears in his eyes from laughing.

We’d just finished dinner. I think, he said, I’ll take a bit of a walk after we’ve cleaned up. I was heading to bed when he came in, the fresh night air clinging to his cold ears as he bent to give me a hug. Do you know what I’m going to tell you, he called up after me, the world is full of possibility.

Where did you walk to, I asked, trying to sound casual.

Where do you think, he answered, mockingly, and I went laughing to bed.
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It was dark already when the phone rang. Vincent, I said. Silence, then: how did you know it was me? Because, Vincent, you are one of the very few who rings me here, and you’re checking to see if I have started on the book. Silence again. I have, I said. Good, be careful back there Joseph, you know, in the past. I will, I will. We hung up.

Afterwards, splashing cold water on the back of my neck, I thought to myself that was an oddly perceptive thing to say. Even for Vincent. I shrugged into my coat, went thoughtfully down the stairs and out.

For some people the past is a forgotten country, a country you work to forget by force of will and circumstance. People like that, they push on from one day to the next, like skiers trying to stay ahead of an avalanche. I saw that once, in Zermatt; they came clear, those skiers, they were lucky, but the image pressed in on me. The Greeks of the classical age thought of the past as a landscape constantly before them, a living panorama; the future was always blank, therefore it made no sense to face forward. They thought of themselves as backing into the future. I’m like that, I find that a congenial thought. I hold the past in mind, constantly seeing it from new perspectives, sieving and parsing the various happenings that have held my attention, letting some things fall away as they outlive their usefulness, letting others float towards the foreground as I find some new understanding.

This habit, this constant practice of mindfulness, is emphatically not neurotic. I detest those people who nurture their past as a series of open wounds, and I detest even more all those, a surprising number, who are constantly editing their past into a mounting succession of petty triumphs, of promises vindicated, points scored, enemies done down. I detest, in short, all self-proclaimed heroes and victims.

But, I think this as I am ordering my dinner, taking a first sip of the one glass of red I have decided to permit myself, Vincent has a point. I should be careful how I write this life.

Facts are what matter, I tell myself, leaving the restaurant, nodding to neighbours, a stiff bow to the patron, ignoring the gaze of strangers. Fact matters, the rest takes care of itself.

I lay in bed, fingers interlaced behind my head, watching the play of light on the high ceiling. All down the years, whenever I have embarked on something new, always I lie down like this, letting the day settle, sending feelers out into the unknown, trying to sense the shape of what’s to come. It’s comforting, this thought, and I drift off to sleep luxuriating, the very word, in the feeling of being comforted.

Fool of an old man that I am, I pay for this indulgence when I wake with a stiff neck in the morning. Get up you fucking idiot, I tell myself, and I go through to soak a towel in hot water, wrap it around my neck, soak it again, wrap it again and so on until the stiffness eases.

I enjoy swearing at myself, I always have. Don’t know why. I always swear in English.

Yesterday’s bread will do if I toast it. Café au lait instead of my usual black, if only because watching the milk heat steadies me, stops me from fretting about aimlessly. I keep telling myself to get a grip, impatient to get going, knowing I need to find a pace from the outset.

It rained in the night, I can tell from the air. Good.

Thérèse loved toast, I remember that. And Marie-Louise considered coffee with three cigarettes, one after the other, sufficient breakfast. Good morning, good morning I address them, these figures from my life so long ago; they nod one after the other and head off again about their business. Each oblivious to the other, oblivious, also, to me.

This, I can see, shaking my head to dispel those ghosts, is a day that will need discipline.

So, no internet browsing today, we must be firm, we must be focused. I see I have already found an appropriate shorthand for the diary entries, yesterday’s cryptic file notes swelling to narrative as I look at them. That’s good then, saves time. I make it up to the moment and close the file.
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Michael John kept on the lodgers after my parents died, the two he had inherited, old friends of his, and he added two more. As far as I could see, he made no effort to find work, so the steady income must have been sufficient for our needs. The lodgers were all of them quiet men, and as I grew slowly I began to notice that, solitary as each seemed to be, they had nevertheless a great deal in common. A kind of ease in themselves, a certain quality of attentiveness. And an inwardness that was like a muted sorrow, a shadow that would fall, some night by the fire when they would be taking a break from playing cards; one or the other would go away in himself, I put it like that, and presently I began to notice that when this happened the others would gather in around him. Nothing, of course, would be said.

Once, watching this, sensing that Mr McNamara was a bit more down in himself than was usual, I caught Michael John watching me. A slow, thoughtful look. Then he shook his head and I got up and went and made tea. To show I had understood, I made a point of handing the first cup to Mr McNamara. I have said that these men had a certain quality of attentiveness; he took the cup, looked up at me from his low chair and ... came back into himself. I saw it, and was startled. Only for a moment, but everyone saw, looked one to the other, complicit in understanding.

I saw them for what they were, comrades, and felt a fool for a moment that it had taken me so long to understand.

My grandfather stood, beckoned me to his side. The men straightened up in their seats, Mr McNamara by the fire, Mr Owens, Mr Murphy at the table, Mr Driscoll by the window. Joseph, he said, his hand flat on my shoulder, not quite pressing down, this is Tommy Mac, Tony Driscoll, Seanie Murphy, Tommy Owens. Each nodded back as his name was called, and now they were all looking at me expectantly.

That was the first time I felt electricity in the air, felt how it chooses words for you that you might not otherwise have thought to speak.

I stood away from Michael John, so’s to include him in this band of comrades. Gentlemen, I said gravely, with a short nod.

At first I was furious when they burst out laughing, slapping each other on the back when the coughing took them, nearly falling out of their chairs – but then I saw it from their side, the absurdity of this little eleven year old with his solemn bookish airs, and I started laughing, too, crushed into my grandfather’s side, feeling his ribs shake, his hand tousling my hair.

I mean, I really saw myself, from the outside, from across the room. It went by in a flash, but something inside me marked it, flagged it for further study.

I was a Fianna messenger when I was not much older than him, Seanie Murphy said softly to my grandfather. So you were, so you were, Michael John said, then: sit down here with us, Joseph, ’til I tell you something about these blackguards.

These disappointed men, he might equally well have said. All winter I heard their stories, of desperate ambushes, of fear on the street at nights, the exhilaration of combat and the sickening ice in the pit of your stomach in the dark of a barn somewhere out in the country, the night wind howling and the face of some man you’d shot beseeching you to explain, to explain ...

Not that anyone put it like that, not Tommy or Tommy Mac, not Tony or Seanie, nor yet Michael John. They had a shorthand for these things, they never explained anything to me, and I knew better than to ask questions. A phrase here, a memory haltingly aired, sometimes only a name, someplace I’d never heard of, someone they all remembered, I’d pick the information out of the fog of cigarette smoke (and Lord how they smoked) as the talk rolled on. Later, in bed, I’d let it all drift past me again, stitching the pattern together.

Bar Seanie Murphy, who had been on the Headquarters staff (‘Oh always the cushy number’ they’d rib him, until the night he told how it felt, signing the execution orders), bar Seanie they’d all been in the same flying column. In school they were teaching us songs of gallant wars and telling us stories of romance; at home I learned by indirection what fear was, what hunger and cold on the eve of battle was, what exhilaration was, and grief, and numb despair, and remorse.

When the Civil War came, to a man they had walked away. That was one of the few times I interrupted the talk. Why, I asked, why did you not fight on? That charge in the air again, the men looking at my grandfather. He put his cards down on the table with a sigh, and I heard a faint disappointment in that sigh: ah Joey, Joey he said, how could we shoot the men we’d been fighting for? No matter that we thought them in the wrong?

And I was ashamed, not because of that faint disappointment but because I should have understood. I felt I had let myself down. I should have understood.

In school, I had long since learned that nothing was more unwelcome, suspect even, than a wish to understand. I kept my own counsel, as a rule, I kept some perfunctory friendships but had no kindred spirits. Everyone else, it seemed to me, considered the acquisition of knowledge, such knowledge as we were being offered, an imposition and a burden. I found it hard to respect my teachers, I say this here freely and with no false pride; they had no sense that, young and unformed as we were, each of us was a person, and each of us had a right to understand. That they, conversely, had a duty to make their best efforts to explain.

How I got to be like this I do not know. I was always like this, I have always been like this. Somebody, Marie Louise perhaps, or maybe even Henri, would later say to me that had they enjoyed the misfortune of being my teacher, they would undoubtedly have strangled me. I said then, and I say it now, I would have understood.

I did my best to be inoffensive, I went out of my way, but this never stopped the charge passed from teacher to teacher, from class to class as I slowly made my way, that I was cheeky, forward, a know-all, full of myself.

I had a policy of polite invisibility where teachers were concerned, of speaking only when spoken to, of keeping opinions to myself. One day, though, it all got too much for me. We had a history teacher I watched carefully. Something not quite right about him. For one thing, he rarely hit us. For another, he was careful not to single me out too much in class, knowing the herd cruelty boys are capable of when one of their number is ‘too smart for his own good’. On Fridays he had a habit of drawing some dry lesson out of the books and into the open air. This particular day we had somehow landed on Ireland’s policy in the recent war. What do you think, boys, was De Valera right to keep us neutral? The usual sullen silence, then red-haired O’Mahony, the chemist’s fat son, blurted out: we should have joined in with Germany, Sir. You know, England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity? Big smug face on him, the fool. The teacher caught my scowl, flinched, looked away. Anyone else? No?

I stood up. Nobody ever stood in class unless told to, usually to answer some petty charge or other. I said: German fascism was a complete evil. We see what they did to the Jews, we see what they were. If Germany had won the war Ireland would be a slave state. Worse than under the British. But, they had a powerful and effective air force. So, if we had joined with the Allies, our towns and cities would have been levelled overnight. Destroyed. It’s clear, De Valera did the right thing, the only thing he could have done. Your first duty is to protect your own people, after that you do what you can to protect others. For instance, you let American planes fly in over Ireland, you let thousands of Irish men join the British navy, the air force, the army. Please don’t be stupid.

All this addressed to O’Mahony, intended of course for the teacher. Perhaps for myself – sometimes, as you’re growing, the best way to find out what you think is to listen to yourself saying it. To take something you’ve read or heard and test it against your own understanding. Perhaps I was parroting something I’d heard from the men, perhaps I was putting together fragments of overheard conversation into an argument that made sense to myself?

You said all that? In class? Michael John was, for the first time ever, taken aback by me. And the teacher, what did the teacher say, what’d he do? He said that’s a very interesting point of view and thank you both for your contributions and as it’s a Friday I think I’ll let you all go home early.

I think he’s smarter than you’d think, I added.

Why so?

Because he saw that if he let us home early they’d all somehow think it was because of what I’d said, and they could see anyway that he was pleased by me, so maybe some of them would actually think about what I said. Smart.

And what about what’s his name, the O’Mahony boy?

I looked at my grandfather with respect, impressed by his ability to cut through things. He tried to start a fight outside the gates on Fair Hill. Did he now, and what did you do? Oh, I gave him a dig. And what did he do then? I don’t know, I said, he didn’t get up so I walked away home.

Michael John turned away then with a grunt, ducking his face. Later, knocking a ball against a gable wall I realised he’d turned away so that I wouldn’t see him laughing.
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The habits of a solitary man are hard to break. I have not always been solitary, of course; I have shared my life from time to time, but I have passed long swathes of time on my own, and this has had its conditioning effect.

Not long ago, I was seventy.

Sometimes I treat my birthdays as full-blown social occasions, I invite people round, whatever people are filling my life at the time, I make big meals or, if I’m particularly in funds, I take a private room in a restaurant and lavish my friends of the moment with their hearts’ desires – subject, of course, to the whims of the chef and sommelier, the indulgence of Monsieur le Proprietaire.

There have been bacchanals, there have been long intense evenings full of good talk, long comfortable silences. Once or twice there have been near-riots – when, say, there has been a decisive shift in some party line and my guests fall on one side or the other with the usual passions, noise and heat.

Equally, I have often chosen to pass those birthdays in quiet and seclusion. As this year.

Just now, sitting back to ease the stiffness in my shoulders, letting the child I was drift away until tomorrow, I went to take a book, an Irish history, from its accustomed place, and found it was not there. I couldn’t be bothered looking for it, knew it would surface in its own time. Books can be like that.

It comes to me that I have passed many birthdays re-arranging my books, as one re-arranges the elements of a life, in search perhaps of some pattern of meaning.

I switch on the lamps and draw the heavy drapes, I pull the low, padded nursing chair to the centre of the room and sit down.

‘Books,’ Michael John would say, ‘are the furniture of the mind’ – and then he’d add, ‘always ask yourself why you’re reading the book you have in your hand. Is it the book you’d take with you if you had to walk out the door right now, leaving everything behind?’

I knew what he meant, but I thought he was being much too severe. I made no discrimination in my reading as a child, and still don’t. Anything and everything that comes to hand. Yet I sit here now, like an appraiser after a death in the family, and consider that I have built a particular library. Here, in this room, at least. There’s every kind of book piled higgledy-piggledy on shelves in all the other rooms – and this, mind, is a three-room apartment – but here in the front room, there is order and choice in disciplined abundance. There by the door, floor to ceiling, my books on Ireland – histories, sciences and politics, then poetry, novels and biographies. The next bank, biographies, mainly political; the next again, by the window, religion and philosophy. Past the window, coming round to the door again, classics, French literature of all kinds – and finally, a double bay, world history and politics.

The day of my birthday, stripped to a singlet and track suit trousers, I gave from dawn to dark dusting and polishing shelves, arranging and re-arranging the books in here. (I like tracksuit trousers; I find the softness agreeable and somehow private – I wouldn’t dream of wearing them outdoors, despise the old fellas I see in suit coats and track trousers shuffling to the shops).

I’m tired, I’m puzzled. What brought all this on? Ah, that book, now ... and I remember where it is – on the small console table in the hall. I meant to take it with me when I went out for coffee this morning. Did I mean to stay for coffee, then, after the baker’s? What put that in my head?

Now why did I draw the drapes, why did I light the lamps – I hate overhead light, I avoid it except in the kitchen – dear god I’m tired suddenly. Dark outside, that’s why the drapes. The day gone.

Right then, brisk now. Sleep for an hour, dinner, a walk around, an early night.

I’ve always talked to myself, sometimes out loud – as a kind of treat to myself. Just lately I started wondering, do I talk to myself on the street? Now that I would hate.

I’m talking to myself now as I undress: don’t forget to set the clock for an hour, any more than that and you’ll not sleep later; decide now where you’ll eat when you get up; don’t forget to take an umbrella, it looks like rain again.

I start talking to myself again the moment I open my eyes next morning. I must have killed the alarm at some point. Get up, you lazy man. Get washed, get dressed, get out for bread. Get some fruit while you’re at it, some milk, butter, salami and olives. Tonight, buy wine, when you’ve finished for the day. Right, coat, look outside, dry and bright, no umbrella then. Quick march.

Back in again, I stand on the threshold before entering the apartment, savouring the book-rich air, the smell of beeswax, the rich tones and halftones of the rooms I can see from here.

My life, I think, my place, all those years of living.
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My fifteenth birthday. Michael John was at the breakfast table, tea made, hot toast on a plate between the settings, boiled eggs in their cups. All perfectly timed.

No school today, he said, as I settled in. OK, I said, suits me. We ate in silence. Do you miss your parents, boy, he asked, as he washed, I dried.

Yes, you mean on my birthdays, particularly like? Today, not so much. Last year, the year before, terribly.

He looked at me thoughtfully: I don’t want you hardening your heart, boy, you hear me? But he knew it wasn’t that, by now he knew me well.

He waited, so I thought about what to say, about what his question really was.

Granda, I hate it when people summon up their feelings, you know what I mean? When they go, right, I’m supposed to be sad so I better be sad, that kind of thing? He nodded. I’m used to them being gone, I don’t like it, I often wish they were still here, but to tell you the truth that’s more like wondering than wishing, if you know what I mean? I mean, wondering how they’d find me, how I’d be with them, you know?

We sat there for a while, each of us remembering the terrible nights I’d passed, the long noiseless nights of crying, the bouts of bed-wetting, the recurrent, draining nightmares.

Remembering, too, how he’d come and sit by my bed, calming me, how he’d gather the stinking sheets in the morning, how we’d never speak of the night before. How I’d walk out the door to school, composed in myself as if nothing had passed in the long night reaches.

Get your coat, so, he said eventually, we’re out for a long walk an’ you’d never know what the weather might do.

We were good walkers, Michael John and myself. We’d strike out Dublin Hill for the Black Man and on to Hyde’s Brake, or bear off through Glenville and back through Glanmire. Long walks. Or we’d head out the Lee Road, follow the river out to the Angler’s Rest, then on to Healy’s Bridge and back in by Blarney Street. Some days were like route marches, purposeful and silent, other days more like long, chatty rambles.

Where’ll we go, so, he asked, as I pulled the front door shut behind us. Sometimes he’d say this as if musing to himself. Today it was a flat question. My choice. A crisp fine day, a hint of cloud over Spangle Hill. My birthday, my choice. Things to be said, things to be heard. Instinct told me we’d be hungry before the day was out, and told me, too, that Michael John was in no humour for meeting friend or acquaintance along the way.

Straight out Blackpool, I said, Kilbarry, the back roads, circle away on down to the Blackstone Bridge. No, wait – I was trying to remember if anywhere along that quietest of our options there might be a chance for lunch. He grinned, patting the pockets of his Macintosh: enough sandwiches here for a column he said; right then young Joseph, right turn, quick march.

The usual jury of idlers on Blackpool Bridge: no school today then boy? I’m teaching him how to go on the lang, Granda said, sweeping us past in a gale of wind. And the right teacher you’d be, too, boy, someone shouted after him.

I knew spiteful bravado for what it was, and looked up at Michael John to let him see I knew. Ah don’t be so hard, lad, don’t be so hard, he said, everyone’s just trying to get through the world.

What was I responding to there, I wonder, some corner-boy’s wish to wound, some need to protect a man I had recently come to see was vulnerable? Michael John was a proud man, you see, and proud men are always vulnerable.

You’re growing up fast, he said presently. That’s a good thing in you, I’ve seen it before. I was confused: seen what? You saw that fella meant to wound me, he said, you wanted to shield me, that’s good, but don’t go judging him, that’s not what it’s about. You get me?

I did, then and after.

We stopped at the Grotto, at the last shop heading out; he sent me in for two bottles of milk and apples, and when I came out he had a satchel held open, the sandwiches in the middle. Here, see, the bottles to either side, that way they won’t make a sound as you move along. He put the strap over one shoulder so that the bag fell diagonally across his chest. See, putting his hand on the bag, if you have to run it won’t be swinging about the place.

Watching to see did I understand he was telling me more than he was telling me. Satisfied, that characteristic nod that I valued so much, he moved off at a steady pace.

By god, that man could eat up the ground. The same age as the century, as far as I could figure, he had the energy of a man twenty years his junior. We were out past Murphy’s Rock before he took pity on me and called a halt.

I was nervous. We hadn’t spoken of it for years, but I was remembering and knew he remembered the promise made four years ago.

Sit in here beside me now, he said, out of the wind, and don’t interrupt me.

The Treaty broke our hearts, he said, mine and a good few more. I don’t blame Mick, he was sent out to get a deal and that’s what he came back with. I don’t blame Dev for sticking to what his heart was set on – tho’ it was very wrong to give them the powers and then refuse to acknowledge what they brought back. See if you can understand me now, he said. What broke our hearts was two things: that we wouldn’t have the Republic we fought for, and the brute reality of the situation, that there was nothing we could do about it. I couldn’t go with Brugha and Dev, couldn’t, couldn’t. To shoot our own? I couldn’t. And then, how could I go with the Free State, and end up shooting the men I fought with? The men I fought for? D’you see this? Join with an army made up for the most part of men that were nowhere to be seen when we were fighting for them and theirs? D’ye follow me now?

Every word of what he said working its way into my brain, every inflection, the lapses into relaxed speech, him that was always so accurate and precise. I was memorising as he spoke, actually and deliberately committing his words to memory. Terrified that the words wouldn’t lodge.

My father had a saying, he went on, ‘never join anything except your hands'. I would have listened if I could, but I heard the words and despised him for them. It’s a sad thing, you see, but I was always a joiner.

I went to America, like hundreds more. We looked out for each other over there. I got work in Pennsylvania, in a quarry, dynamiting and such. Tough work, good money. I brought that money home, bought the house, took in two lads as lodgers, lost men like myself, old comrades, d’ye see?

He broke off, leaning away to see what was puzzling me? Ah, your father. You don’t know, of course, of course you don’t know, who’d have told you? Stupid of me. Maybe that’s where I should have started.

I met his mother in 1918. We were out on our keeping in North Cork, up around Millstreet. I married her in a month, your father was born the year later. When I went to go, she wouldn’t come with me. The brothers saw which way the wind was blowing, they went for the uniform, and she went with them, sided with them. The thing they hated in me, the brothers, she came to fear it.

Your father, the next time I saw him, he was the age you were when I came back in 1945. He didn’t know me, he didn’t recognise me. I went to visit her, she had the priest in to keep the peace you might say, and not a picture of me was there in the house. The child didn’t know me. He stood there looking at me. He didn’t know me.

A sudden aside, then: you knew me, though, didn’t you boy?

I kept quiet, kept my head down.

He shook his head sadly, went on. And then, all of a sudden, the consumption took her. This would have been about, what, 1928? Seanie and Tommy Mac drove me back to the house, I marched in and took the child, not a man there with the guts to object.

And do you know what, that child took to me then. He gave me his whole heart and I gave him mine – or thought I did.

He was about the age you are now when a man came to visit me from America, an old friend from the Union days, from the quarries. You with your books, have you heard of the Wobblies now? I have, I told him, you’d be amazed what I know about. Don’t be giving yourself airs now, behave yourself. Sorry, Granda. And that’s just what I was, sorry I mean; he could see it in me.

Anyway, Snyder was a good man, a man I admired to tell the truth; the upshot of it was, he signed me up to the Lincoln Battalion and I was on my way to Spain. You’ve read about the Spanish Civil War, eh? Of course you had. Oh a far dirtier business than ours it was ... but that’s for another time

We won’t go into it now. Your Aunt Peg took your father in. That was a dirty oul’ war, and when we were beaten I made my way, me and a comrade called Henri, over into France. I was making for home, you see, at least that was the plan, but Henri was a bright man, a big man in every way, he saw what was coming. You want to fight Fascists, Miguel? Then you stay here with me. One day soon, we will be fighting them here. And that’s what I did. I stayed, up there in the maquis among Henri’s hundreds of cousins and second cousins and pals and neighbours, and that was a dirty fight, too, when it came. My third war, you might say, but this time we won.

And then you came home?

And then I came home.

To find your son married and me installed by the fireside? He looked at me sideways, head tilted, one eyebrow cocked. D’you know what, you have a very quaint way of expressing yourself sometimes. I have, I said, it must be all them books. Those books, he corrected me automatically, then saw what I’d done and was grateful for the cheek of me. As I’d meant him to be. Because bald as it is when I write it out here, that man was suffering as he spoke his story, suffering as I’d never imagined he could suffer.

After a long silence, he said: Snyder died at Jarama, the same battle as poor old Charlie Donnelly. Who’s Charlie Donnelly, I asked. He shook his head, stood, stretched, looking away down the narrow valley.

I’d no right to be telling you these things, he said then, but you asked. Be careful what you ask for.

Oh I’m always careful, I said. He gave me a look, a very cold look. You are, he said, you are that. And you’re always in danger of going that small bit too far.
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Henri said that, too, more than once. Careful himself even when being reckless, he was a man who acknowledged the role chance plays in a life but would go to great lengths to manage his affairs so that random events were, as far as possible, provided for in his calculations.

He liked to sit here by the window, as I am doing now, looking down on the street from an angle, seeing what passed by without himself being seen. Careful, always.

Like Vincent, he liked to come by at night. Like Vincent, and this has only just now occurred to me, he had the knack of climbing the stairs without making a sound. Unlike Vincent, he had a key to the front door; Henri had the keys to quite a few front doors.

And now I am thinking of Vincent, my day’s labour done, wondering if he’ll drop by to see how I’m doing. As far as I can remember, I never mentioned to him that I was thinking of writing this account of my life. All summer I’ve been thinking of it – perhaps for far longer, unknown to myself? There is a certain sympathy between us, though I would not call it a friendship. Perhaps it is, and I’m just slow to acknowledge it? I am not surprised he should have suggested I embark on the work, not surprised that he may well have picked up some growing valedictory mood of mine, some instinct towards a summing up. Or a clearing? He has a witch gene of some sort, something we share, though neither he nor I, if we spoke of this at all, would employ such a term.

He is curious about me, of course, but there is a certain disinterest in his curiosity; I mean it lacks prurience, what my neighbours in old Blackpool would have called nosiness. To Vincent, I am an old man who teaches English, a chance acquaintance with whom he keeps in touch.

Which perhaps does no justice at all to our relationship, nor does it explain the faint sense I am exploring here, flexing my stiff fingers as I have seen my barber do, that I am writing this – account, is it? – for him.

Is that what I’m doing? No. Decisively not. So often this happens, as soon as we drag something out of the nebulous, frame it as a direct question, the answer comes clear and unbidden. Not for Vincent, though I have prepared a place in my anticipations for him to ask how things are progressing; I allow he may feel a certain proprietorial interest in the outcome.

Not for Vincent, I think, no. Perhaps then for ... nobody? Ach, foolish question old man. Too early to tell. What does your instinct tell you? That this will become clear at the end, if not at some point in medias res. Well then, why trouble yourself with questions now? A good point, you make the case well.

You could go in for law, Michael John said that, my school leaving year. You have that cold mind. He meant it well, as untroubled as I was by the fact that law, in Cork in the late 1950s, was a profession reserved for the sons, more rarely the daughters, of lawyers. A lawyer from Blackpool? No, I said, no, not law.

Mme Frenaud is going by, she looks up as she always does, as she has been doing since first I moved into this apartment. True to her bourgeois type, she has never once taken the simple expedient of stopping me in the street and engaging me in conversation. She would, I know, die before asking straight out: but what is it Monsieur does? She would dearly love to know, it has in its insidious way been a satisfying source of disquiet to her all these years. Mme’s husband, long dead, was a middle-rank functionary under Vichy, a collator of forms, of files. The Party suspected his hand in the dossiers prepared in advance of the Vél’ d’Hiv, but nothing was ever proved and besides, as Henri said, standing here once beside me, looking down as I am looking down now, how many hundreds of thousands would we have to pursue?

Mme somehow knows I am not the elderly proper man I appear to be. I dress with a certain casual formality, I have often under my arm a leather document folder, on my face a certain mask of propriety and reserve. My hair, en brosse, is always disciplined, and when I wear an old-fashioned beret, as I sometimes do in the rain, as I often do in winter, it is always set four square on the top of my head, just so. I am, in short, remarkably unremarkable for this quartier, but Mme knows, somehow, there is something about me that is not quite right.

When I die, when she hears I have died, she will say to someone or other, perhaps M. Hourcand, our jovial baker: there was something not quite, I don’t know, about that man. And they will look at her with polite incomprehension.

I have a remarkable fund of information about my neighbours. Truly, I believe it would astonish them, how much I know about them. I derive no satisfaction from this, you understand; like all information it is merely ... useful. I have taken care to ensure they know little or nothing about me. Henri approved of, indeed admired, my ability to withhold information about myself. He did not understand, I think, that this had nothing to do with caution, nothing to do with him or with our relationship, or our work as I suppose I must call it. Once, ah I was young and perhaps over-bold, thinking to test his understanding as well as to clear some space for myself, I told him: there are no electrons in my outer shell. No, he said, and his pitying look was sufficient rebuke for my arrogance, no my poor dear Joseph, you are not a joiner. Then, seeing my dismay, at his words and at the fact that he had so readily understood me, he added cheerfully; and some day, you poor young man, you will learn that nobody ever really, truly joins.

I miss Henri. I miss Michael John. And I will miss dinner if I do not go now.
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Granda, I had stopped at the foot of the stairs, on my way to bed, Granda, what you told me today, did my Dad know? Come here, he said, and folded me in his arms, his overcoat as yet unbuttoned so that I felt on my cheek the warmth of his chest. Of course he knew, did you think I wouldn’t tell him? I loved him, do you not remember that?

I went back for the pictures, the flurry of memories, and saw what I saw. Understood what I knew. I looked back up at him, leaning into the circle of those sinewy arms. And he loved you, I said, and Mam did. A kind of wonder in me.

Good boy, he said, letting me go, reaching for his cap where it hung on the hallstand. Good boy. Your Aunt Peg ... Doesn’t get it, I said at once. I was brutal, sometimes, in those days. No, he said, softly, she had a story running in her head, hadn’t she? The disappearing heartless father, the neglected half-orphaned child ... ach I don’t blame her. Nor do I, I said stoutly. He looked at me mockingly: well now and isn’t that very good of you?

He stood in the doorway, surveying the street as he buttoned up his coat against the breeze. Come here Joseph, he said, and listen to me a minute. What I told you today? Yes, I said. Stays between us. Nothing to the lads, OK? And, well, you asked me something a few years ago, I’ve given you sufficient answer, all right? You were owed that, but nothing else. Don’t ask me again. I’m not being hard now, nor treating you with disrespect. I have your measure, boy; you’ll be up there in bed with your fingers laced behind your head, running it all over in your mind, listing the questions you’ll want me to answer. Am I right? I blushed, yes you’re right. Well, don’t. Not now, not until you’re ready for the answers. And how will I know that, I asked, bitter inside suddenly, I suppose you’ll be the judge of that, will you? Ah now, he said, cop yourself on. Of course I’ll be the judge of that, and so will you. D’you understand me? There are things in this life you have to be fit for to understand.

We stood there, side by side, looking out on the quiet street, mist beginning to gather around the street lamp in front of us, and it came to me, came creeping up into my mind, that one day Michael John would die, and that I would die, and that all this would go on or it would dissolve into nothing like a dream in which you have no further interest.

Would you look at the pair of ye? Tommy Mac came bustling towards us, rubbing his hands, that habitual gesture. Like a pair o’ feckin’ gargoyles from above on the front of St Finbarre’s. Is it coming or going ye are? Michael John smiled at him fondly; ah Jaysus Tommy, he said, isn’t that always the question? Are we coming or going? Go to bed now, you. And I went.

Would you like a sup o’ tea? Tommy called up after me.

No thanks, Tommy, I said, but if there’s a drop o’ whiskey goin’?

Dear god, he laughed, but aren’t you gettin’ very cheeky all the same, g’way up to bed with you. And the street door and the kitchen door clicked shut with the same soft sound.

A year later the Border Campaign stuttered into life, and everything changed. None of the men had stayed in touch with what remained of the Republican movement. As far as I knew. Naturally, Cork being the size it was, they might from time to time socially or otherwise bump into men they knew from the old days, but of the new young pups, Seanie’s phrase, they knew nothing – nor did they care to know. They had in common, the lodgers, a stoical acceptance of what had come to be. They shared my grandfather’s understanding that the revolution they had fought for had been defeated, that Ireland had made the best peace it could with an incomparably more powerful enemy. Having made their war with no thought of personal profit, they were inclined, if I understood them then, to accept that they had gambled and lost. In this sense, and it is an important sense, they were utter realists. That they were unhappy with how Ireland had turned out was a given, but when Tommy Mac said one night at the cards that this was not the Ireland he had fought for (I think there had been some trouble at work, a friend unfairly dismissed, something like that), Seanie had cut him off: Tommy, boy, leave off, would you? Nobody asked you to fight, did they? You gave it your shot, we gave them what they have, and this is what they want to do with it, all right?

They had looked to Michael John, then, years of unspoken hurts, disappointments, crowding the room. There was real compassion in his voice, real adult compassion, I was hearing the colour of it for the first time, noting it down to think about it later, when he said: ah lads, lads, play the cards you’re dealt, eh? Play the cards you’re dealt.

On the Border business, Michael John was cold and concise in his dismissiveness. Play-acting, he called it, no hope of military gain, utterly uninstructed by politics, no material base in objective circumstances. Precise, magisterial, cold, this was a Michael John I’d never seen. The men considered what he’d said, and one after another they nodded agreement. They always took their line from Granda, but I liked it that they would argue if unconvinced, insisting that he defend and explain his line of argument.

I know that approaches were made, to each of them in turn, certainly to Michael John, but they were as one in their scornful dismissal of all overtures. As far as I could tell.

Granda’s revelation that he had fought in Spain had affected me deeply. I read everything the city library could provide me with; I learned how to use the Reference section, would trawl through the newspapers of the period, piecing that desperate war together for myself. Not easy, since I could find little in those papers that wasn’t, one way or another, inclined to Franco’s side. Nobody reading this, if anyone ever does, will need to be told what the world was like then, nor will they need to be told how the world’s press was remarkably unsympathetic to what I rapidly deduced was the key fact in the whole conflict: that Franco’s rebellion against a legitimately elected Republic was just that, a rebellion against the expressed will of the people. I was black and white at sixteen, as young men and women should be, and no doubt my sympathies were engaged with Michael John.

The Right, as I liked to phrase it, privately to myself, was wrong.

I made my politics, such as they were, from this reading, from what I could deduce of Michael John’s own views, and from the set of perceptions I formed for myself listening to the men and walking about the city.

And, of course, my politics took a certain fieriness from my hormones. I detested team sports, although I loved watching hurling or knocking a ball about by myself or with some casual acquaintance, but I was superbly fit from my habit of walking about the city or deep into the countryside for hours and hours on end. That and the endless reading to which I had long since become addicted made for a heady brew of energy which, when animal spirits kicked in, made me dangerously, unpredictably unstable.

We had just crossed over into the new year when the special branch came calling. A loud, insistent knocking, about 9 o’clock at night; who the fuck, I was thinking, already irritable, as I went to open the door. A big broad older man, a weaselly looking younger man with a gut on him that didn’t fit with the lanky stretch of him – it annoyed me, just the look of him – and when the older man spoke, in a slow heavy voice, I had to turn my head, ask him to repeat himelf. I asked, he said, spacing his words out, is your grandfather in?

Ah for fuck’s sake ... the younger man just shoved me aside. I turned, fast, was about to hit him a dig, anger coming over me, when the old lad, surprisingly quick, caught my fist in mid-air and snapped at the other fella: get back here, you. I think that perhaps I was the more surprised of us, taken aback by that sudden surge of rage.

Granda was standing at the foot of the stairs, his reading glasses on the tip of his nose, a book held down by his side, watching us all dispassionately. He looked through the young pup, nodded to the older man: Gerry, he said, civil. Ah Mick, how’re things, could we come in for a minute?

The house was warm, Granda always kept the place warm in winter, but there was a chill in the air now, a kind of undischarged lightning I thought later, still seething, still in a slightly literary fever. The older men looked at us then, at the young cop and at me, from one to the other of us, back and forth, and I saw the same look of resignation in both their faces.

Ah, the one called Gerry said, with a certain weariness, closing the door gently behind him, ah Mick, young bucks, eh? Young bucks.

I stood aside to let this Gerry go by, and I saw a certain shrewdness in his eyes as he looked at me briefly, a faint flicker of amusement that was not unkind.

The younger one nearly stood on my heels, pushing into the kitchen behind me. The lodgers sat at the table, unmoving. Granda pulled out a chair for Gerry, who sat, waved a hand over his shoulder, said: Cassady. A grunt from the pup. Granda took the remaining chair, between Seanie and Tommy Mac; he didn’t offer tea, an unusual thing for him, and Gerry sighed, understanding. Cassady, unable to keep still, started drifting around the kitchen, picking things up, putting them down again. Making his presence felt. Everyone ignored him, except me; I knew this insolence was aimed at me.

Silence settled on the men around the table, measured, expectant. I was waiting for Gerry to say something, but Granda spoke first. He leaned back in his chair, palms flat on the table and said: Gerry, we all know each other here, you had to call in, o’course, we understand that. I’ll tell you now, and you know me, nobody here is having anything to do with this ... foolishness. That day is past. That day is done and gone, all right? Gone.

Gerry, his big, broad shoulders bowed, had his head down, listening to this, his hands folded one over the other, a man at prayer. He nodded once, twice, then lifted his head, looked each man at the table clean and mild in the eye. One after the other they inclined their heads, a formal gesture, their agreement.

Cassady was watching Granda, his feral instinct telling him Granda was the power here. He must have felt me seeing this, his head snapped round and he gave me a stare of such venom I know I physically recoiled.

Michael John saw this, and something unwound in him as he straightened, something animal, hyper-alert and very dangerous. This I had never seen before, but when I saw it, I knew I had somehow always intuited its latent presence.

Gerry saw it, too. He rose abruptly to his feet, said that’ll do now, that’ll do, go wait in the car. Making a point of not looking at Cassady. Who hesitated an insubordinate second or two before walking, stiff-backed with rage, out of the room.

Gerry stayed standing, his eye flicking for a moment to Seanie Murphy. Seanie who all those long years ago had signed the execution orders, Seanie whose level stare now acknowledged his former commanding officer.

Mick, Gerry said, your word was always good. I understood this as a question. Something I couldn’t see passed between them, and when Gerry said, it was Mick, god knows, your word was always good, I saw my Granda soften, his eyes widen; only then did I register that he had been standing, too, since that look passed between Cassady and me.

Ah Gerry, he said, and I waited for more, but that’s all he said.

On his way past me, this Gerry stopped, looked me up and down thoughtfully. I saw some kind of sadness, regret maybe, in his eyes. Over his shoulder, very softly, still holding my look, he asked: a good lad, Mick? Phrased as a question, but I knew, and everyone knew, it wasn’t. The best, Granda said, and I felt a rush of pride, of other emotions I could not name then, and could not name now. Gerry, that thoughtful man, punched me lightly on the shoulder, to forestall the sudden emotion he sensed. Good enough for me, he said; and then, a warning expressly directed to me mind how you go, lad. You’ll be grand.

That Cassady fella ... Seanie said. I had never seen him so cold. A cunt, pure and simple, Granda said. A dangerous cunt all the same, said Tommy Mac, giving me a thoughtful look. Adding, look how shocked the boy is at your language, Mick, would you ever mind your tongue. And they all burst out laughing, and after a second or two, for the relief of my own rage as much as to join in, I started laughing too.
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