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            Chapter One

         

         Sometime in the sixties old Mr Tomelty had put up an incongruous lean-to addition to his Victorian castle. It was a granny flat of modest size but with some nice touches befitting a putative relative. The carpentry at least was excellent and one wall was encased in something called ‘beauty board’, its veneer capturing light and mutating it into soft brown darknesses.

         This premises, with its little echoing bedroom, its tiny entrance hall, a few hundred books still in their boxes and his two old gun cases from his army days, was where Tom Kettle had in his own words ‘washed up’. The books remembering, if sometimes these days he did not, his old interests. The history of Palestine, of Malaya, old Irish legends, discarded gods, a dozen random matters that at one time or another he had stuck his inquisitive nose into. The stirring sound of the sea below the picture window had been the initial allure but everything about the place pleased him – the mock-Gothic architecture, including the pointless castellation on the roofline, the square of hedges in the garden that provided a windbreak and a suntrap, the broken granite jetties on the shoreline, the island skulking in the near distance, even the crumbling sewerage pipes sticking out into the water. The placid tidal pools reminded him of the easily fascinated child he once had been, sixty years ago, the distant calling of today’s children playing in their invisible gardens giving a sort of vaguely tormenting counterpoint. Vague torment was his forte, he thought. The sheeting rain, the sheeting sunlight, the poor heroes of fishermen trying to bring their rowing boats back against the ferocious current into the little cut-stone harbour, as neat and nice as anything in New Ross where he had worked as a very young policeman – it all seemed delightful to him. Even now in winter when winter was only interested in its own unfriendly harshness.

         He loved to sit in his sun-faded wicker chair in the dead centre of his living room, feet pointed towards the affecting murmurs of the sea, smoking his cigarillos. Watching the cormorants on the flourish of black rocks to the left of the island. His neighbour in the cottage next door had set up a gun-rest on his balcony and sometimes in the evenings would shoot at the cormorants and the seagulls as they stood there on the rocks innocently, thinking themselves far from human concerns. A few falling like fairground ducks. As peaceably, as quietly, as you can do such a thing. He had not been to the island but in the summer he had witnessed the parties of people going out to it in the rowing boats. The boatmen leaning into the oars, the current ravishing the keels. He had not been, he did not wish to go, he was quite content just to gaze out. Just to do that. To him this was the whole point of retirement, of existence – to be stationary, happy and useless.

         That untroubled February afternoon a knocking on the door disturbed him in his nest. In all the nine months he had lived there, not a soul had bothered him aside from the postman, and on one peculiar occasion Mr Tomelty himself, in his gardener’s weeds, asking for a cup of sugar, which Tom had not been able to provide. He never took sugar because he had a touch of diabetes. Otherwise, he had had his kingdom and his thoughts to himself. Although why did he say that, when his daughter had been out to see him a dozen times? But Winnie could never be said to disturb him, and anyway it was his duty to entertain her. His son never came, not so far, not because he didn’t wish to, but because he lived and worked in New Mexico, out near the Arizona border. He was a locum on one of the pueblos.

         Mr Tomelty had portioned out his property into segments: Tom’s place, and the Drawing Room Flat, and indeed the Turret Flat, currently – suddenly – occupied by a young mother and her child, who had arrived in the dark midwinter before Christmas, in a rare snowfall. No doubt Mr Tomelty was an efficient landlord. He was certainly wealthy, owning this property, Queenstown Castle, and also an imposing hotel on the seafront in Dunleary, called The Tomelty Arms, an aristocratic sort of name. But his usual guise, at least in Tom’s experience, was that of an age-bent gardener, passing along the path under the picture window with a creaking wheelbarrow, like a figure in a fairy tale. All summer and autumn old Mr Tomelty had looked for weeds and found them and ferried them off to his swelling dunghill. Only winter had interrupted his task.

         The knocking came mercilessly again. Now, for good measure, the doorbell. Then again. Tom pulled his bulky, solid form up from the chair, promptly enough, as if answering some instinct of duty – or perhaps merely humanity. But it was also an obscure bother to him. Yes, he had grown to love this interesting inactivity and privacy – perhaps too much, he thought, and duty still lurked in him. The shaky imperative of forty years in the police, despite everything.

         Through the glass door he could see the outlines of two men, possibly in dark suits – but it was hard to tell as the big rhododendron behind them lent them an inky halo, and the daylight was losing its grip on things anyway. These were the few weeks of the rhododendron’s heartfelt blooming, despite the wind and the cold and the rain. Tom recognised the shifting-about that the figures were engaged in, even through the frosted glass. People not sure of their welcome. Mormons maybe.

         His front door didn’t sit well on its hinges and the lower edge scraped dramatically. There was a regrettable fan-shaped mark on the tiles. He opened it, it released its tiny screech, and to his surprise two young detectives from his old division stood there. He was puzzled, and a little alarmed, but he knew them immediately. Not quite by name, but nearly. How could he not? They were kitted out in that unmistakable civilian mufti that clearly announced they were not civilians. They had the poorly shaven faces of men who rose early and there was an air about them that whether he liked it or not drew him right back to his own early days policing, the unlikely innocence of it.

         ‘How are you doing, Mr Kettle?’ said the one on the right, a nice big lump of a young man with a brushstroke for a moustache, a touch Hitlerian if the truth were known. ‘I hope you won’t mind us coming out – disturbing you?’

         ‘I don’t mind, I don’t mind, you’re not, you’re not,’ said Tom, doing his best to conceal the lie. ‘You’re welcome. Is everything alright?’ Many times he had brought unwelcome news himself to people in their houses – to people in their private minds, in their dreamlike privacy, to which he had added only troubles, inevitably. The hopeful, worried faces, the gobsmacked listening, sometimes the terrible crying. ‘Are you coming in?’

         They were. Inside the door they said their names – the wide man was Wilson and the other was O’Casey – which right enough he seemed to half-remember, and they exchanged pleasantries about the awful weather and how snug his quarters were – ‘very cosy,’ Wilson said – and then he set about making them tea in his galley kitchen. Indeed it might as well have been on a boat. He asked Wilson to turn on the overhead light and after gazing about a few moments Wilson located the switch and obeyed. The meagre bulb was only forty watts, he must do something about that. He was going to apologise for the books still being in boxes but he said nothing. Then the two young fellas sat themselves down on invitation and they fired the professional bonhomies back and forth through the bead curtains with the happy ease of men in a dangerous profession. Policing always had its salt of danger, like the sea itself. They were fairly at ease with him, but also respectful, as befitted his former rank, and maybe also the loss of it.

         Even as they talked Tom felt obliged to whatever gods ruled that fake castle to gaze out occasionally on the copper-dark sea just now getting scrubbed over bit by bit by worse darkness. It was four in the afternoon and night was creeping in to take everything away till only the weak lights of the lamps on Coliemore Harbour would bounce themselves a few yards out onto the water, speckling the darkling waves. The Muglins beacon beyond the island would soon spark to life and even further out, deeper than he knew, away off on the horizon, the Kish Lighthouse herself would begin to show her heavy light, laboriously sweeping the heaving deeps. He thought of the fish in there, lurking about like corner boys. Were there porpoises this time of year? Conger eels coiling in the darkness. Pollock with their leaden bodies and indifference to being caught, like failed criminals.

         Soon the pot and the three cups were set on an old Indian side table that Tom had won in a long-ago golf tournament. The really good players, Jimmy Benson and what was that fella’s name, McCutcheon, had been off sick from the flu that was going around at that time, so his meagre talents had carried the day. He always smiled when he thought of that but he didn’t smile just now. The nickel tray improved to silver in the light.

         He was mildly troubled that he had no sugar to offer them.

         He turned the wicker chair about so he could face them and, summoning again his old friendly self which he wasn’t sure he still possessed, he lowered himself onto the creaking reeds and smiled broadly. He felt a little lock in his smile before it reached the full width of older days. Full welcome, full enthusiasm, full energy, seemed risky to him somehow.

         ‘We got the heads-up from the chief that you might be able to help us with something,’ said the second man, O’Casey, as if just for contrast a long thin person, with that severe leanness that probably made all his clothes look too big on him, to the despair of his wife, if he had one. Tom at this point was just letting the tea steep in the pot a few moments and his head was moving from side to side. When his friend Inspector Butt had come from Bombay in the seventies to try to probe the strangenesses of Irish policing – no guns, Ramesh could not get over that – he had witnessed that enchanting head movement, and mysteriously adopted it. It went with the table.

         ‘Well, sure,’ he said, ‘I’m always here to help, I told Fleming that.’ Indeed he had, regrettably, told Detective Superintendent Fleming that, as he went out the door on the last day in Harcourt Street, with a burning headache after the send-off the night before – not from drinking, because he was a teetotaller, but from only reaching his bed in the small hours. Tom’s wife June’s ‘mother’, the dreadful Mrs Carr, had scandalised them both when they were a young couple with kids by insisting those selfsame kids, Joe and Winnie, were in bed by six, until they were all of ten years old. Mrs Carr was a termagant but she had been right about that. Sleep was the mother of health.

         ‘It’s something that’s come up and he thought, the chief thought, it might be useful to hear your thoughts on it,’ said the detective, ‘and, you know.’

         ‘Oh yes?’ said Tom, not uninterested, but all the same with a strange surge of reluctance and even dread – deep, deep down. ‘Do you know, lads, the truth is I have no thoughts – I’m trying to have none, anyhow.’

         They both laughed.

         ‘We get that,’ said O’Casey. ‘The chief said you might say something like that.’

         ‘How is the chief?’ said Tom, striking out for a neutral line of talk.

         ‘Jaysus, in the pink. You can’t kill him.’

         ‘No.’

         This was possibly a reference to the brush with double pneumonia the chief had endured after being trussed up all night in a Wicklow field by two hoodlums. They had found the poor man more dead than alive. Which just about described the same hoodlums when they were finished with them at the station, God forgive them.

         Now he poured the tea and delicately offered them the cups, his large hands determined not to spill any. He fancied Wilson was looking for his sugar lumps but it was not to be, it was not to be.

         ‘You’ve come out a long way, a long journey, yes, I do understand. But,’ he said. He was going to add something, but found no words in his mouth. It was time they left him alone, is what he wanted to say. Retired men could be let go safely – let the new ones put their minds to the work. All his working life he had dealt with villains. After a few decades of that your faith in human nature is in the ground. It’s a premature burial, pre-dating your own. But he wanted to be a believer again, in something. He wanted to live in his wealth of minutes, the ones he had left anyhow. He wanted a blessed, a quiet time. He wanted—

         Outside the window a gull dropped the full height of the frame, a sudden white thing in the corner of his eye, free-falling so abruptly it made him jump. Of course at this time of year the sea wind usually rose up after sundown and lashed away at the walls of the house, catching even gulls off guard. It was so bizarrely white, lit only by the light in the room, so out of control, like a suicide or an executed thing, that it threw him for a moment. But neither Wilson nor O’Casey seemed to have seen it, though they were square-on more or less to the window. All they saw was Tom looking startled. Tom could see Wilson instinctively recalibrating, deciding to change tack. Not come at this head-on like a mad little bull. That was his training in the old depot at the Phoenix Park kicking in. Don’t spook the witness. But Tom wasn’t a witness, was he?

         Wilson leaned back into his chair and sipped three times from his cup. Tom thought he probably didn’t like the tea. Not stewed long enough for a copper. Not cold or dead enough. Nor sweet enough.

         ‘Do you know,’ Wilson said, ‘you’re very cosy out here.’

         ‘Aye,’ said Tom, still with a trace of the fright in his voice. ‘You said.’

         Wilson seemed to make a bid for intimacy. Have a shot at it. Probably thinks I’ve gone gaga, Tom thought. Little to do except peel the plastic off cheese singles. O’Casey drank his tea down in one swift gulp, like a cowboy drinking whiskey.

         ‘Do you know,’ said Wilson, ‘when my mother died – we were only smallies, my sister and me – my da wanted to move out here. Houses were cheap in the village, but there was no hospital nearby. The nearest thing was Loughlinstown, and my da, you know, he was a night nurse, so …’

         ‘Janey,’ said O’Casey, with the sincerity only allowable in a friend, ‘sorry to hear about your ma.’

         ‘No, no, it’s alright,’ Wilson said, expansively, generously. ‘I was eleven. My sister, she was only five. It was shit for her.’

         Whatever Wilson had hoped to achieve by these intimacies was somewhat stymied by the melancholy that dropped down across his features, as if, despite his resilience at eleven, he was now feeling the sorrow of it, maybe even for the first time. None of the three spoke. There was something much more pitch about the black of the window. Tom thought of tar melting in tar barrels, roadmenders. The lovely acrid stink of it. He would have drawn the curtains, he thought, if he had had curtains. It was what people did in films. He got up and went over to his little table and turned on the lamp there instead. It was a small brown job with a button on the weighted bottom for switching on and off. He had carried that lamp through half a dozen houses. When Joe was a mere baby and finding sleep hard to reach, Tom used to lie on the spare bed with the baby on his chest, and Joe loved to press that very button, over and over, on and off, because he liked the click. Tom used to unplug it in preparation, he didn’t want a disco. It was nice to have the long, warm baby – he was very long even at a year – on top of him, the two of them getting drowsier and drowsier. Sometimes June had to come in and wake him, and lay Joe back in the cot. It seemed like a long time ago, but even now the fluid click gave him pleasure. Ridiculous. He loved his few possessions, he did. He more or less laughed, not a full laugh, a sort of dampened chuckle, because even as he was amused at himself he thought of what Wilson had said. Wilson had left his dead mother floating there in the room, and the old difficulties felt by his sister. He wondered what the sister looked like. It was another stupid thought. He was sixty-six. He wasn’t looking to get hitched. Hadn’t he married a lovely girl. No one could take that from her. She was dark like Judy Garland. That was all done. But policemen, working long hours and routinely dazed after six o’clock, good only for a few male pints in the evening, used to keep a lookout for the pretty sisters of their colleagues, just on the mad chance. As if privy to Tom’s thoughts, Wilson said:

         ‘My mother was a great beauty.’ He said this with an even voice, no longer inflected by sorrow. He had recovered quickly.

         ‘You didn’t move house, then?’ said O’Casey.

         ‘No, no, we stayed in Monkstown, so we did. We stayed in Monkstown.’

         Wilson didn’t expand on whether this was a wise or a foolish decision. Tom nearly asked him if his father was still alive, but stopped himself. Why did he want to know that? He didn’t. He supposed the sister must be married by now. He hoped she was alright. For heaven’s sake, why? He knew nothing about her. Her mother had been beautiful, and died. He supposed the sister too might be a beauty. Chances were. He seemed to see the mother in his mind’s eye, in a light summer dress, tanned, but insubstantial, like a ghost. Well, she was a ghost now. He hawked up some phlegm that abruptly wanted to choke him, as if punishing him for his wretched thoughts. He laughed, and they laughed. Then nothing again for a bit. Tom didn’t know what to do. Should he offer to cook them some tea? Welsh rabbit, gents? No, hardly. Or should he? There might be a few rashers at the back of the fridge. He had a chicken hash from Tuesday, he was 99 per cent sure.

         Maybe they would tell him now why they had come. It could be a thousand things. A long list of iniquities. He went back to his chair, and automatically lifted his cup to his lips, and found the tea was cold. Ah yes. He nodded at Wilson, as if cogitating the information that had been released to them. He was cogitating it. To lose your mother. It kills you, and then you have to live on. Wilson’s face was beaming, as if on the cusp of wisdom, of further comment that would elucidate everything and free his listeners. Tom peered at him with that erased look he had learned, so that the person observed was barely aware of being watched so closely. As a working detective, he had always kept an ear out for the chance remark. During a long interrogation, when the suspect would be tired and maybe starting to feel defeated, to feel the little fists of his guilt pummelling at his head or heart as may be, there might be sudden remarks made, or casual remarks, or seeming non sequiturs, that could be bizarrely useful, all told. Little portals, trapdoors even, to the gradually more attractive exit of a confession. Attractive to the criminal. Even though a confession would only be the start of his troubles. Oh yes. You wanted to get the conviction so badly it hurt you, like a series of little heart attacks.

         But Wilson kept his silence. He burned with it, like a modest candle.

         ‘Sure Monkstown’s just as nice,’ said O’Casey.

         ‘My wife’s mother died young too,’ said Tom, reflectively. ‘As, as, did my own – I think.’ He was embarrassed suddenly, because in truth he had no idea, he just suspected, or even hoped, in a way. ‘Yes, yes, it’s so hard.’

         ‘Ah, Jaysus, yes,’ said Wilson. ‘Anyway, Mr Kettle—’

         ‘Tom,’ said Tom.

         The three dead mothers, possibly only two, floated around for a few moments between them.

         ‘Tom. Look it, I have the reports in my pocket,’ he said, and shoved his right hand into his coat and retrieved a long envelope, which was surprisingly grubby, considering it was an official document. He stared at the dirty brown paper a while, as if pausing to talk only to himself. Tom saw the lips moving, like a person in church mouthing the responses. Wilson shifted on his hard chair, as if readying himself for the assault, gathering himself, and for the moment failing. O’Casey, skinny, sedate, with his left leg more or less thrown out from his body, the shoe twisted at what seemed a painful angle, looked very self-conscious, as if suffering now on behalf of his colleague. It was in these little moments Tom could spot he was somewhat junior to Wilson, though it could not have been by much.

         ‘I am almost ashamed to show you these reports,’ Wilson said. ‘I am ashamed. I think it is a dirty business.’

         Oh yes, Tom’s heart goes down now. Into his slippers. He is aware now of his slippers. Perhaps he might have put on his shoes before he opened the door – it had not occurred to him. He must look a bit defunct presenting himself thus. What was the state of his trousers? He glanced down and he saw the old brown jobs he favoured and in truth they might have done with a go around the machine in the launderette. The old checked shirt, the waistcoat with some evidence, some traces, of the suppers of the last few weeks. He had had his hair trimmed at the barber’s, though, that was something, and he always shaved religiously in the morning. It was his custom to sing ‘Tipperary’ while he did so, and above all things he valued custom, as long as it was his own, and reasonably Irish.

         Wilson took the reports out of their troubled envelope and offered them to Tom. He stared at the rumpled sheaf, recognising all too well the very colour of the paper, the typed-out parts, and the printed parts, and the long gospel of whatever they incorporated executed in a sober black ink. Paperwork, the policeman’s penance. He had no desire, not even a smidgen of it, to take the documents. He felt the great rudeness of his hesitation. They were only boys. Well, Wilson might be forty. A grizzled face, really, with a little scar above the left eye. A childhood wound maybe. We all have our childhood wounds, thought Tom.

         Wilson shook the papers in his fist, ever so slightly. An encouragement to Tom to take the blessed yokes. ‘The thing is, we can do something about it now – the game is up for these boyos.’

         Tom Kettle’s desire to get them away out was exhausting him. He didn’t dislike them, not at all. He heard the night wind mustering, mustering itself against the seaward wall. He hoped to God there wouldn’t be rain now. These boys didn’t have an umbrella between them. Maybe they had driven out from town in a discreet car? Please God, let that be so. Were they too junior for a concession like that? More likely they had taken the train from Westland Row to Dalkey station and trekked the couple of miles to the castle. Tempted maybe by the allure of a pint in the Dalkey Island Hotel as they passed? It was late to be out on business like this. Was it even an official matter? Were they out on their own account, taking a chance? But they had said that Fleming had asked them. Didn’t they have homes to go to? Maybe Fleming wanted it kept off the official notes. Two blatant policemen in their dark civvies. Noting the good houses all along the way. Disturbed by this mysterious wealth. Suspecting crimes! Stamping along between the posh walls, along the neat, narrow road. Talking away, or trodding on in silence. Did they know how privileged they were to be young? No need. And no one ever knows that, at the time. That thought brought another feeling. By Christ, he was on the cusp of sudden tears. This was all private to him, he hoped. The feeling seemed to drop through him fluidly, like an otter into a stream. A sort of sympathy for them, these hard, young, certain men, with their priorities in order, no doubt. Right and wrong. Catch the villains. Oh, get convictions at all costs. Go home to their wives and their babies. Life never ending. Everything in order. And nothing, nothing. Bleak destinations. No, no, that was his own stupidity. He had loved her well enough, as much as he was able. Who would be a policeman’s wife? But oh, the queer sorrow of it – the lovely lightness of these young men, in their betraying suits. No, but he wanted them gone, he wanted his bit of ease back. Nine months, like a pregnancy. Never so happy. Oh, Jesus, he yearned for it now – for these two boyos to rise to their feet, and with a few last pleasantries and even cajolements regain Mr Tomelty’s fussed-over gravel outside, and be quietly gone.

         ‘I’m not even sure ’twas an offence, in your day,’ said O’Casey, with an air of wide expertise, a scholar of the statute books, a chapter-and-verse man. Ask me anything, his expression seemed to say, on the statute books. Go on. Tom’s odd tears backed off because now he was entranced. Intelligence was so attractive, just in itself. The light of understanding. He so wanted to laugh loudly, but he would never do that, he couldn’t. He seemed to remember a little story about Wilson, it was drifting back to him, something about beating a suspect to the edge of death. Worse than the chief’s assailants, much worse. Wasn’t he sent up then to the border counties to head up a special unit? He must be back now. Wilson. Or did he imagine that? Too long on his own? ‘I daresay it wasn’t.’

         ‘What wasn’t?’ said Tom, reluctantly.

         ‘We know that you had a right old time with the priests in the sixties. I mean, in those days—’

         O’Casey had been intending to press on, but Tom stopped him immediately.

         ‘Ah no, Jesus, no, lads, not the fecking priests, no.’ And he got up with surprising grace and agility. ‘No, no,’ he said.

         There must have been a touch of comedy in it, because O’Casey couldn’t help laughing. But he managed to convert it fairly smoothly into speech, and anyway Tom Kettle wasn’t a man to take offence so easily. He knew there was almost always comedy stuck in the breast of human affairs, quivering like a knife.

         ‘We know – well, we were told, we got all the gen from Fleming, we surely did, and Janey, Janey, Mr Kettle – but of course now things are not the same. You know?’

         ‘I don’t think even God Himself …’ said Tom, reluctantly, in a ‘queer small voice’, as O’Casey opined later. ‘The absolute suffering. There was no one to help me.’

         Now, he hadn’t meant to say that. What did he even mean? No one to help him. No, he hadn’t meant to say ‘me’, he’d meant to say ‘them’. Jesus, go home, boys. You are bringing me back to I don’t know where. The wretchedness of things. The filthy dark, the violence. Priests’ hands. The silence. That’s just Tom Kettle, don’t mind him, feels everything too much. Murder, you could murder, you could strike, you could stab, shoot, maim, cut, because of that silence. Better to do it, murder, kill. He felt it now. Burning. The fullest humiliation of it felt afresh. Still present and correct, after all the years.

         Now he stood there and he was trembling. Was he having a stroke now? Wilson and O’Casey both had their mouths open, looking up at him. He nearly laughed again. He didn’t want a stroke but at the same time he might welcome the inconvenience of it, if it might drive these men away. What was he saying? Oh, wretched night. Sure enough he heard the huge wind blasting about outside. It had no doubt ruffled the roosting places of the cormorants, out there on the cold, black rocks. He loved those cormorants, he thought. That murderer next door. With his Remington sniper rifle, if he was not mistaken, not like the old Lee-Enfield he himself had been given in Malaya to kill unsuspecting souls at a great distance. Like death meted out by the very gods. And yet, he was a nice man, a cellist. He would let loose at the Bach all hours. For God’s sake. No doubt the wind had had a frolic on the island for itself, had made its roistering way across the waters, and now was throwing buckets, water tanks, reservoirs, of salty rain at the battlements. Good Christ. It was a veritable storm. Was there no mercy?

         ‘I’ll make us Welsh rabbit,’ Tom said, joylessly.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Well, there was nothing else for it. Just as the Welsh rabbit was mooted, with a surprising degree of appreciation – ‘That’d be fucking delicious,’ Wilson said, ‘excusing my French’ – the storm added to its wretched fervour in an attempt to turn the coast of Dalkey into the foot of Cape Horn. Wilson didn’t say anything about it directly, but the storm was in the room, sound-wise. He was staring, with the wide, moist eyes of a mere child. Not staring at anything, just staring. Like the storm frightened him. Tom suddenly felt fatherly towards him. Senior officer. He felt he was obliged – and he was, of course he was, though he might well regret it – to accommodate them for the night.

         As he melted the Welsh rabbit he was content that neither of the boys came to assist him. The grill was a mystery unto itself. Like a damp, evil grotto. He was always meaning to get down on his knees and get at it with a cloth and a lash of soap, but maybe the horrors were best left alone, after all this time. Years ago he might have thoughtlessly lifted a bit of the grease with a knife and spread it on his bread, but never now, as he had no wish to awaken another ulcer. Let sleeping ulcers lie, without grease to stir them into life. The lack of oven cleaning was just one of those original sins that bothered him as an undercurrent to his passages through the kitchen. He felt he owed it to Mr Tomelty somehow, but that wasn’t a clear thought. And Winnie might give him an awful stare about such things into the bargain. Including ‘the state of the jacks’, as she put it. ‘Could you not keep a bottle of bleach handy?’ she would say, in her hopeless, loving tone. But well he knew how little the pollock, the eels and the sand dabs would appreciate bleach, and wasn’t every bit of moisture he produced in the flat going down the pipes and under the garden and straight out into the murderous waters at the back? It was bad enough that they had to swim through everything else. Turds and whatnot, God knew. When Winnie swam off the little concrete jetty, the rare time, she called it ‘going through the motions’. Oh she was witty, she was clever. College. Law degree. His pride. She flamed through the first year, her mother died, she emptied out somehow, she pushed on emptily, she graduated, dressed in her finery, in her grief. It was as if she needed nothing then because she had nothing. Nothing but himself and Joseph, and the same Joseph soon to be far away. The only thing she ever mentioned after that was a husband, as in, she did not have one. Perhaps that was a small thing.

         Wilson ate his rabbit with the trust of a man who had never looked into the grill. O’Casey approached it more circumspectly. His instincts were more honed, Tom thought, watching him, with a feeling bordering on fondness. Even commiseration. The younger man sniffed it delicately, smiling so as to give no offence to the chef.

         ‘Arra,’ he said, ‘not so bad, Mr Kettle …’

         He whitened a little, but set into it manfully.

         Winnie had never risen to an actual compliment about his cooking because truth to tell it wasn’t cooking. Sustenance, survival, at best. He wondered briefly would they have been as kind about the lump of cold hash in the weeping pot – winter was condensing, interestingly, from a scientific point of view, on its outer aluminium walls. Praise always roused in him an inconvenient sense of ambition for further heights. Even praise laced with irony. Ridiculous. The Welsh rabbit was a childish dish, although in his own youth Easi-Singles had not yet been invented, much less the anaemic shovel-blades of bread which the yellow squares had obediently melted on. It was a very uncheeselike yellow, God’s truth. Not so long ago he had penetrated bravely into the National Gallery. He was of the opinion that retired men should try and broaden their minds, so calcified by narrow work and general shrinkage. Anyway, he had the Free Travel Pass and it seemed churlish not to use it now and then. So in he scooted just the odd time to town, forsaking his solitude, in search of amplitude, of healing even, on the 8 bus. He had wandered about the labyrinth of sombre paintings, through the deserted marble halls, awed, diminished and silenced – he had to point himself discreetly into an alcove to belch, after a beef sandwich in Bewley’s – and eventually came by chance on a tiny picture. You came on everything good by chance. He liked it for its modesty among the bigger efforts. Like a human soul should be in the world, among elephants, galaxies. A miniature ‘rural scene’. Pissarro, said the label. And he stared at it, feeling a sudden furious gratitude, his mind entered by thoughts of France and the French countryside, where he had never been, wondering what the curious molten yellow of a little square wheat field reminded him of – he was back down on Merrion Square before it hit him. Easi-Singles. He had considered his mind duly broadened.

         Oh, then on to his real favourite, the Natural History Museum further up the square. The ribs and bones of the Great Irish elk that roamed no more in Ireland, the blue whale suspended above in its own great corset of bones, the ironwork of the stairs and upper galleries like the vast skeleton of an even bigger whale, all about and above him, a whale inside a whale then, making of him a double Jonah – oh blessed, sacred place.

         O’Casey, confessing to an ulcer himself, rose immediately after finishing the Welsh rabbit and stood at the beauty board, leaning against it in alarm – you could see it buckling slightly – his face turned away as if in disgrace, like a punished scholar. His right hand went to his forehead and he seemed to be sweating. ‘What’s the what’s-a?’ he muttered, in an orgy of growing suffering. And he fluttered his right hand on his forehead, in a continuous display, as if his hand were going to take off, catastrophically, like a one-winged pigeon. Then he spent the following half-hour in the jacks, which is a long time in another person’s toilet, somehow. As Mr Tomelty’s builders had not gone to town on the thickness of the walls, his distress and battle stations were clear throughout. There were groans and almost savage expostulations, and O’Casey’s god was summoned to assist him. For this half-hour, as the winds battered the castle, and the rain sat upright on the windowpanes, Wilson smiled and hemmed, and laughed aloud now and then, perfectly at his ease, his stomach full. Tom was entranced again – he liked friendship expressed openly. They were like soldiers in a trench, he thought, everything raw and out in the open, bare humanity. Yes, it thrilled him. He exulted suddenly again in the presence of these young men, much as he feared them and their words. The mateyness between Wilson and O’Casey, proven now in the cauldron of the one’s distress, the caldera rather, the poor man’s guts surging with the lava of the Welsh rabbit, put Tom again on the cusp of weeping. Could he speak of love, could he speak of the saving graces of men? No, speechifying was not a feature of this moment, or any, or few, among mere males. He must accept that, reluctantly. Instead, he fetched an old tin of stomach powders he had used himself in such extremities, and handed it in, just the one hand and the tin thrust through the door, not violating O’Casey’s important privacy. The tin was taken delicately, not violently, like a well-trained dog taking a morsel from human fingers.

         In a while there was a final explosion, then a dramatic crying out, then a silence, then the chain solemnly flushed. O’Casey, pale, altered, trembling from his glad release from pain, walked slowly back into the room, Wilson beaming and nodding, O’Casey throwing the whole thing off with humility and grace. And Tom, feeling suddenly a little removed from their nice accord, maybe as a consequence of his age, wandered off into his bedroom to fetch the lilo from the little cupboard. This item of furniture had belonged to some simple cottage, he was sure, a rough, local artefact that had never seen a shop. The insides of the doors were covered in newspaper from August 1942, with advertisements for fascinators and fedoras, and war news, democratically, and now redundantly, featured. Only the passing spiders and clothes moths, and his distracted gaze, could read it now. The lilo was Winnie’s bed when she visited and he was well used to fitting it out with her cut-down sheets and a feather pillow in an impressively embroidered case, the work of yet another unknown rural hand. The best things in Ireland were the work of unknown hands. And oftentimes the worst crimes.

         He wasn’t sure what O’Casey and Wilson could do with just one lilo, but there was always the short couch at a pinch, and because indeed he felt some panic over this, and a sense of crisis as a host, he placed the lilo and the sheets and the pillow in a little heap, and nodded his head with the sagacity of Archimedes, as if it were clear to all that everyone was accommodated, though he didn’t think they were. But he had done his best, his best, and he had put the grub into them, and now he had grown weary, weary, and with a few last words as simple and worn as old pennies he went to his doss. He was up the few times in the night, what with the dicky bladder, but otherwise slept like Dracula in his clay.

         
            *

         

         When he came out again around 6 a.m. through the stumbling darkness, ready for the day, he found the lilo deflated like a great tongue and rolled up – he thought of geckos but geckos had long thin tongues, didn’t they? – and the bedclothes folded with extreme neatness, and not a sign of the men. He went and had a piss in that severe silence of the solitary life, and shook his head a little at the doings of the night before. He couldn’t, just that second, locate his toothbrush so he cleaned his teeth with a finger daubed in the Colgate. Shaving brush soaped up and safety razor. So then he was singing that old song, like shavers are obliged to do. Plucked hairs from his nostrils. Looking good for ghosts. He supposed they had headed out into the lightless morning to catch the early bus to town, so there would be no break in their policing, as it were, and possibly to protect from any docking of their wages. Who had had the lilo, and who the wretched couch? He might never know. Had they taken the reports with them? They had. Alleluia. Well, they couldn’t be leaving them, no. Abruptly he was abashed, ashamed. He had let them down, he knew. He had played the old man, to perfection. Now he felt as if he were a murderer released only on a technicality. Now he felt as wretched as the couch. Now he did weep, serious, heart-scalding guilty tears, the tears of a coward, he thought, caught out in his cowardice. He had not given them the mercy of his opinion of the contents. He had not risen to the effort they had made to consult him. Oh, but, wise Tom Kettle. Yes, wise. Away with your trotting writing, your accustomed policeman’s prose.

         But he also missed them, he was stunned to discover, missed them like his own children, a huge ache of loss – which was not logical at all. They had had a nice time together, despite everything, but that was all. But he felt it like a bereavement. He had enjoyed the talk. He had. A mystery. Their warmth and kindness. He wondered should he do more of it. Human contact. He wasn’t sure. It was a disturbing thought somehow, like he was betraying a confidence, a secret, but whose?

         And all that day nothing sat right with him. He could not settle. He could not ‘think of nothing’, which was his whole ambition. The reports floated in his mind like squabs, flapping their wings, begging for attention. Feed us, feed us, bring us worms. He would have had a lot to say about those reports, he suspected, he didn’t even need to open them to understand what they were. Dreary accounts of wretched allegations. To which his heart and soul would most likely have risen, innocently, passionately, stupidly, as if one of O’Connell’s bulky angels on his statue in O’Connell Street had suddenly moved her metal wings. With ruinous eagerness and strength. A sombre figure who had not stirred for a hundred years! Even poor Nelson, on his sea-grey pillar, being blown to kingdom come on 8 March 1966 (the date had stuck in his policeman’s mind, he had noted it), had not disturbed those angels.

         Having tidied his few rooms, valiantly trying to remove all traces of his guests, as if by doing so he could simply forget them, he found he couldn’t tidy his frazzled mind. He was the orphan of his former happiness. But had it been happiness, or just dubious happiness? No, he thought it had been true happiness right enough, with the promise of permanence, and now something, some merciless gesture of fate, had snatched it from him. He put on his heavy coat and belted it and pulled his cap almost violently onto his head, made his door screech open, gave the beautiful rhododendron an accusing stare – how dare you look so content? – and stamped out the gates and to his left up the hill. Without the two men with him, he felt alone. He was alone. Scimitars of blunt wind flashed about everywhere, swiping at his hat, his hair, his heart. The remnant of the storm was playing the devil in the road, there was an ash tree down in the neighbouring garden, the gulls were offering their cries for mercy. Dark, high clouds moved in a sombre silent crowd towards England.

         A chill rain began, just for his benefit, he thought, oh it would, and soon made free with his coat collar, without a by your leave, and wet the back of his neck, just enough to put him in mortal dread of pneumonia. But by the time he had covered half the distance to the park at the top of the hill, here was the blessed sunlight, suddenly, the rain’s shy sister, not with any heat in it, but a measure of pleasing hope. He thought of those rare summer days when the whole land thereabouts would be oven-baked, every crevice and wide vista crammed with lovely, belligerent heat. Well, he was not there yet. Then he could cross down through Dillon’s Park and quietly shed his elderly clothes, drag on his ‘new’ togs under the flapping towel, Irish fashion, and then consign himself to the deeps, exuberantly swimming, though not too far out because of the wretched currents.

         Those togs. Last June, inspired by the seaside atmosphere of his new home, though not a week in residence, he had gone into Dalkey village on two errands. First thing was a haircut, which he imagined might give him a summery look, which in truth was a painful error. The barber, a mere boy of seventeen, called it ominously a Number One, like the child’s phrase for taking a piss. When the boy was finished his work with the electric shaver – like you would use on a ewe – Tom was very alarmed to view the result. He looked, even to himself, who had no opinion of his appearance generally, hideous. He had no cheekbones, it was clear, and his face just seemed like a flat, failed loaf with dirty knife-holes in it. It looked to him like he had had his head shaved in a sort of unconscious gesture of atonement. I will go walking around Ireland and return when it grows back, he thought. No one must see me like this. Then he remembered there was no one to see him anyway, he was retired, and with an admirable grace he shrugged off his trauma.

         Then he went on to the dark haberdasher’s and asked the formidable lady there about togs. She had stared at him, taking the measure of him from the sheared head, which could only be because of lice, homelessness, missing his essential liquidity – his pension was a source of true pride – by an Irish mile, and said that she ‘had a second-hand pair, if he wished to see them’. She was being humane, accommodating, merciful, astute. He had not found the words in himself to set her right, and was embarrassed even to try, so had accepted the offered garment, which was a queer sort of yellow that even Pissarro would not have used. He had snapped the material between his two hands, once, twice, and given it a kind of swirling shuck in the air, as if suddenly, mysteriously, an expert on togs, the strength of the material, the right sort of snap, and nodded his deep appreciation. He gave her the two pounds she was asking, and suffered the togs to be wrapped in concealing paper, like a demi of whiskey that was to be carried through the streets. And then he went out into the sunlight again like a man freed from a long incarceration, but, although he had been humiliated, obscurely, he was also jubilant as he retraced his steps home.

         Shearing ewes. He saw again in his mind’s eye the Brother from Tipperary getting each struggling ewe between his legs, holding her fast with some skill, and running the rattling shears down and down and down the ewe’s body, and the cold, dirty wool coming away in solid sheets like an already knitted thing. Peeling off like an orange. Working at that all day and the boys feeding him the ewes, with cries and shouts, outside the new shed, and the drench of sweat on the Tipperary Brother’s face and arms, and the billycans of hot tea brought to him hourly to fix his violent thirst. He remembered standing there at close of day and the sun like a coal setting the far heather of the sea-field alight and the boys lying on the ground beside the huge heap of wool and the Brother from Tipperary laughing from his triumph.

         This present sunlight was only a distant cousin of the summer’s, but it was a comfort, it was a herald, it was a joy. Now he was chuckling to himself, he was satiated, he was full, the weak fingers of this light were enough, sufficient. The time for the togs was far off, but it was coming, it was coming.

         The rain that had drenched the branches of the trees had lost heart, but the wind still pulled greedily at what was already there, making the drops fly at him, fly at everything, the sunlight inserting gleams and glimmers into them, like a million silver sprat. Suddenly he wasn’t so sure. He was briefly enraged, as if he were someone only in charge of himself, and not himself. The fucking Brother from Tipperary. Like he was a patient, a lunatic out for a constitutional. Then he was despondent, his boots growing heavier. His soul weighted, like a handicap of lead weights on a racehorse. Oh the good Jesus. Was he happy or wretched? Was he ruined or saved? He had no idea. What was to become of him? What was the use of him? What use was he to Winnie or Joseph, what use to suffering man? Then he stopped on the drenched pavement, and put his hands to his face, and cried again, with sobs, and shudders, in the diluted sunlight.

         His unknown neighbours gazing out at him, as may be, a lump of a creature in a black coat. Somewhere in there was a famous food writer, somewhere in there the ‘architect of modern Ireland’. So he had been told by the postmistress in the village. Had he not been a competent detective, had he not been appreciated for his deductive skill, his intuition, his sudden inspirations? He had. At least he thought, he thought sincerely, he had. No one ventures out to see a mere retired man. Retired men are to go to the devil – into the final dark, let the waters close over their heads – unless they have curious gifts. Rare gifts. He hoped it was so. Even as he wept, he hoped it was so. But he had rejected Wilson and O’Casey, he had spurned their bracing curiosity, their questions, their very ambulatory efforts to reach him. To reach the bloody hermit, perched on his wicker chair – the beloved wicker chair. The exultations of Dalkey. One day, dolphins rising. One day, the whole stretch between his refuge and the island gone silver with the tiny fish that mackerel risk everything to devour. Trillions, trillions. The Dalkey darkness that even in its pitch-blackness had a peculiar brilliance, a shining aura, like basalt stone. Oh, oh the world was too difficult for him. It was. No. Wretched lie. Lying to himself, like a maniac, like a dark criminal with crimes too wretched to admit to, even to himself. He had thrown their interest back at them, he had acted like a salted slug, he had, it was not professional, it was not even human, or admirable. But how could he have done otherwise? Their coming had unmoored him, unsettled him, terrified him, yes, terrified. Their coming out was an act of terror, but how could they know that, their intentions were so good they deserved bloody medals for them. The innocence, the sheer goodness of them, of bloody what’s-his-name the chief, Fleming, bloody Fleming. I’ll send you out to Tom Kettle, good sane clear-headed Tom, with a whole citadel, a museum, of experience in his head, he’ll set this to rights, give us a heads-up, a way forward, a good steer, a helping hand. Most excellent, most treasured Detective Sergeant Thomas Kettle, the cream of the coppers, the heart of the rowl. What a transgression. What a betrayal. It was not good. He must cry now, cry copiously, into the flying raindrops, into the fleeting sunlight.

         He had thought to go on up to Sorrento Park, to clear his head among the peculiar boulders and the trees that the salt wind kept small and stooped. There were two parks at the top of the hill, Dillon’s and Sorrento, and both had their uses. As medicine. Go on as before, his little routine, the little routine of a retired man. He had thought to do so. But shaken now, shaken, hurt, not calmed at all, he turned back again, hurrying, and took refuge, confused and panicking, in his quarters.

         He stood there in his living room, dripping. It was as if he were standing there for the first time. Alien somehow, unknown. Animal-like. His bits and pieces refusing to talk to him. Communicate any sense of home. He didn’t know what to do. He wished Winnie— But Winnie was dead. Why did he talk as if she were still alive? Winnie was dead. Joseph murdered in Albuquerque. His wife June, dead, dead. What was wrong with him, that he couldn’t acknowledge his dead ones? Couldn’t tell Wilson and O’Casey, with an easy, grown-up voice, the little stories of their fates. Couldn’t say why the contents of those reports assailed him even before he could read them. Couldn’t read them, couldn’t in any sense read them. Under any circumstances read them.

         He dragged off his coat as if it were a mental hindrance and let it drop to the floor. Winnie’s admonishing voice seemed to leak out of the beauty board. He went back into the rustic cupboard where he knew there was a length of rope. Any fool could tie a noose, it was the simplest knot in the world. Then he found himself wandering foolishly about the flat trying to find something to tie the rope to. In the kitchen there was a bracket where the ceiling met the wall, what it had been for he didn’t have an idea. Onions maybe, or some sort of vanished kitchen machine. Or the pin that held the universe in its place? But he didn’t think it would hold his weight. There was nothing else that he could see. He had the noose about his neck, trailing the rope like an umbilical cord, and he was walking about looking. He was embarrassed in front of himself. He stood at the picture window and the sea was a million grey dinner plates below, surging in the channel. Spinning and dipping, each one a circus trick, a clown’s trick. Spin a plate on a stick. Duffy’s Circus, circa nineteen-what? Was that a memory? Dinner plates, dinner plates, exactly like that. The curious effect caught his attention, just for a few moments.
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