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He first met her in late May at a talk on W. B. Yeats given by Professor Foster in the National Library in Dublin. He knew she was American the moment he saw her, before he even heard her speak. She had that all American healthy complexion of piano ivory sparkling teeth and bright smiling brown eyes. And the way she was so open was American too, he figured, as she made for a vacant seat, talking to everyone around her in a voice a little too loud for Irish decorum. She was pushing her auburn fringe back saying, 'My bangs are in my eyes', like someone who wanted to share the world. 'Imagine, accounts of my ancestors are stored here. Oh my god, and those green shades like one of the forty shades when I was looking down from the Aer Lingus plane. It was so exciting.'

'Why didn't you fly Panam?' another woman, American also judging by the accent, asked her.

'My dad insisted on the friendly Irish airline.'

Sitting down beside him she said smiling, 'I just adore Yeats.' 

'He has his moments,' he said.

'Laura Calane.'  

'Danny Faraday.' 

'You've very long arms,' she said. He looked at his sleeves; he could never get a shirt with sleeves long enough to cover his wrists, but she obviously meant it as a compliment.

After the lecture when he told her he sometimes wrote poetry, she latched onto, 'You're a poet.'

'More a poetaster.'

'Wow,' she said ignoring the qualification. 'Are you hanging out with anyone?'  

'Hanging out?'

'Dating, you know.'

'No, and you?'

'Not right now.'

He told her that if she liked he could show her around Dublin. 

'Cool,' she said.

She looked at her watch. 'Maybe tomorrow. Right now I'm outa time. I got a lecture.'

'You've just been to a lecture.'

'No, I mean a real lecture. I'm attending Trinity College.'

It was raining the next morning, a Saturday, the sky a grey gunpowder box of overhanging cloud as he waited for her as arranged at the main entrance to the university on College Green. He was looking across Dame Street half smiling at the statue of Thomas Davis, issuing forth his fountain with the graffiti anthem 'Urination once again', when she called him from under a yellow umbrella. 

'You're not mad,' she said chewing gum, 'because I kept you waiting?'

'Not at all. I'm mad anyway.'

'Ha ha,' she said with a half comprehending smile.  

They had decided to start with Saint Patrick's Cathedral. 'You know Swift and all that,' Danny said disinterestedly tightening the shoelace of his white Nike runners on the ledge of the Trinity railing. 'Oh yes, I just love Swift. Did you read Gulliver's Travels?' She told him she was on a Fulbright scholarship to do postgrad Irish studies for a year and, if her dad had his way, with the possibility of staying longer.

'He wanted me to be safe.'

'Safe?'

'Yeah. Like after 9/11 you know.'  

He didn't respond to that but huddled closer to her under her umbrella as they walked past City Hall. In skinny blue jeans and calf high leather boots she was cowgirl sexy with three inch heels bringing her up close to Danny's ear. 'Oh, I'm really into Irish rain,' she said scrunching up her shoulders. 'It's different to the States. I just love its texture, its softness.' She put out her hand to feel it.  

'The subject of theses,' Danny said. 

'The mists of Celtic Ireland.'

'You've got it bad,' he said but secretly thought he would go along with that. He would go along with anything that this rather loud but good-looking American girl had to offer him; who could be as forward as that, practically asking him out, making his pursuit of easy women all the less complicated.

'Do you want a stick?' 

'No, I can walk fine.'

She laughed. 'Gum.' 

'Gives you wind.' 

'Really, Danny.'

He had fallen out of step with her and shortened his stride. 

'This Swift tour will be cool,' she said, 'for the Irish novel module.'

'You mean Anglo-Irish.'  

'Well yes,' she said swinging her bangs. 'We did call it that on campus in America. It's Irish.'

'Okay, what about the native Gaelic?' he said figuring that as an indigene he was entitled to know more than she did about the sodden place. 'I mean what do you call that?'

'Irish too. Oh, I'm going to learn more. Dad sent me when I was a kid to Gerry Tobin's language school in Babylon.'

'Babylon?'

'On Long Island.'

'Right,' he said savouring the strangeness of the name like it had an uprooted geography in what it stood for, like Babel with all the languages, the melting pot; but maybe it was not strange at all and he thought of his late father who had been good at languages. 

'I took a module on linguistics in the States. I got credits.'

'Good for you.'  

She stopped, looked at him with wide-eyed seriousness. 'I don't know if you're being sarcastic or not.'

'Not at all,' he said, inclined to disregard all the clichés as he found himself being drawn to her naivety, a quality he would not have thought common among American girls. 

'My three g's grandfather was a native speaker of the Gaelic.' 

'Three g's?'

'Great great great. On my father's side.'

Just as she said that, a 50A snarled past in the bus lane splashing muddy water onto their ankles and toes.  

'That's your beautiful Irish rain,' Danny said.

She laughed, ignoring the splash. 'I know five mistakes to avoid in Ireland.'  

'Only five?' 

'I got it on the Internet. You can't drive on the right.'

'Good.'

'Use the term going on holiday instead of saying vacationing.'

'Yeah.'

'It's petrol, not gas.'

'That's only three.'

She thought for a moment. 'Oh, I forget the others.'

'Gotten,' he said. 'You say gotten for got, although a lot of Irish use that now. Why do they do that, I mean why do they have to put in superfluous letters? It's the imperial spread of American I suppose.' 

'You think like that, Danny?'

He didn't have to respond as she was distracted by a young female beggar on Lord Edward Street. Laura took a coin out of her jean pocket and placed it into the beggar's Weetabix box.

'It's so sad,' she said, 'that poor Irish girl sitting on the damp ground.' 

'Not Irish. Romanian,' Danny corrected, nodding to the girl.

The girl smiled up at Danny.

'She has a seraphic face,' Laura said as they moved away. 'That's better than saying thank you, that smile.'

'She's mute.'

'Mute?'

'I know her from the soup run.'

'Soup run? You do that?'

'It's no big deal. You might join me some time.'  

'Yeah,' she said, chewing fast on her gum. 'I just might. What do you do besides?'  

'I teach in prisons.'

'Wow.'

'Actually, I'm trying to put on a play. Well, it's not me as such. The prisoners are doing most of the work. I'm just directing it. This guy called Three Fingers wants the lead. He wants to write it.' 

'Three Fingers?'

'Yeah, it seems he lost a digit in one of his escapades.'

Their hands touched as they both tried to steady her umbrella in a sudden swirl turning the corner into Patrick Street. She didn't let his hand linger, which was his intention, but rather edged hers politely away.

She said she was lucky because her room in Trinity, although it had an old rattling window with stiff pulley cords, was modern inside with a pine wardrobe and shelf and central heating and Internet connections. And it was so near to everything on the second floor looking over the Garda station in Pearse Street. But she added it was not spacious enough to swing a cat in which he felt was her way of saying, You're not invited up, Danny, at least not yet.

'I don't like cats,' he said in mild rebuff.

'We had a cat when I was a kid. She was called Saoirse and she was run over by— would you believe? — a fire truck, not one of Dad's.'

'Your dad is a fireman?' 

'We say firefighter. And was.' 

'Was?'

'He's retired.' She looked thoughtful for a moment. 'Although he went back out of retirement to help during 9/11. At fifty three he was one of the oldest firefighters there.'

Danny sighed. 'Every age I suppose demands its heroes.'

'My dad,' she said easing up on her chewing, 'was not demanded.'  

'Sorry.' He realised he had offended her. 

'Thousands of people came out with candles on the streets of New York to honour the dead firefighters.' 

'Point taken.'

'Point taken?' She fixed him with a stare. 'Are you a cynic, Danny Faraday?'

'It's just the flipside of being naive.' 

She peeped out from under the umbrella. 'The rain has stopped.' 

'Don't be fooled. That's Irish guile.'

'You don't love your own people?'

He didn't answer. He didn't want to get into heavy arguments; that was not his purpose, so they walked along in silence for a while. As they turned into Saint Patrick's Close she said, 'Where do you live, Danny?' 

'On the South Circular Road, up near the mosque.'

'The mosque?' She hesitated. 

He looked at her. 'Is something wrong?'

'No... Of course not,' she said managing a smile.
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She had to go once a week, on Tuesdays as it happened, to visit her uncle Thady. She was mysteriously vague about the location. 'What does it matter where it is?' she said. She was after a lecture and they were sharing a bench in the afternoon sun across from the campanile of Trinity.

'So what's the big deal about visiting an uncle?' he said.

She told him that he was her dad's older brother who used to work in the fire department with him. He saved her dad's life in 1993 when terrorists drove a van into the basement of the World Trade Center, killing six people. Her dad was annoyed with the government, believing this was a precursor and warning which the government didn't heed and so were not prepared for the 'Big One' when it came. Her mom was upstairs at the time of the explosion working as a waitress in Windows on the World. She wasn't injured; she got out okay (Laura strangely seemed to Danny to be speaking regretfully here), but her dad's leg got caught under a falling beam and her uncle Thady with his great strength lifted the beam off her dad's leg and carried him to safety over his shoulder in the firefighter's hoist.

'So that's it,' Danny said, 'that's why you have to visit?'

She sighed.

'Don't you like visiting him?'

Her lips moved but refused to say anything.

'Laura.'

'I was talking about Mom.'

'Okay.'

'Dad didn't want Mom to go back to work there afterwards, you know after they like cleaned up and rebuilt everything even with the tightened security of blue-blazered guards and identification swipe cards. But Mom loved the place. She was always talking about it. The staff were so friendly and the clients were...'

'What? Why are you hesitating?'

She looked at him, trying to find a trust in his eyes. 'I don't know if I can tell you, Danny.'  

He shrugged. 'Fine,' he said.

'I like that about you,' she said straightening herself on the bench. 'You're not nosey or pushy like some people.' 

You don't know me, he was about to say, but why bother?  

'You see, Dad keeps blaming himself,' she said pondering with that toothy all American half open mouth which he found so physically wholesome and alluring at the same time. 'He keeps thinking more attacks are going to come.'

'How do you mean, blaming himself?'

'Mom was killed in 9/11.'

'Oh Jesus, Laura, I'm sorry.'

'It's okay,' she said matter-of-factly. 'I can deal with it. But I'm not so sure about Dad or Uncle Thady.' 

'Why not?' 

'Well, Mom's body was never found and Dad still won't accept, despite all the time gone by, that she's dead. He's just reliving 9/11 every minute, like he can't move forward; he's frozen there. And Uncle Thady went a bit strange too I guess when he saw it on the TV.'

'How do you mean strange?'

'I can't go into that.'

'You're tantalising me, Laura, the way you're putting bits in, leaving bits out.'

'I'm sorry, Danny,' she said making a clicking sound with her chewing gum which attempted to belie the momentary seriousness that clouded her face. 'I don't mean to tantalise you but that's all I can tell you right now. You gotta understand Uncle Thady worried about Dad, his kid brother, you know. He wanted to book a ticket back to New York when 9/11 happened, but they restrained him.' 

'Who restrained him?'

She paused, looked down as if she was counting the cobbled stones. 'Maureen, his wife.'

Once he had broken the ice of her taciturnity Laura opened up to Danny and soon she was expounding fluently­­­­­­­­­­­­­­­­—her natural propensity Danny thought—on at least some of the vagaries of her family. She told Danny that Maureen with the aid of a local curate had her uncle Thady put into the Saint John of God clinic for a week, just until he got over the shock of seeing those Towers tumbling down.  

'I don't know what they said if it was violent... oh my god, he was never violent; leastways never to me.'

'But your mother?' Danny said for, despite his disavowal, he was becoming intrigued by her.  

'She was no hero.'

'No?'

Laura looked at Danny. 'She was unfaithful to my dad. With a Maruf Rayhani.' 

'What, an Arab?' 

A breeze mussed her bangs revealing the whiteness of her forehead. 'With a name like that, what do you figure? I found stuff in her diary. He was a regular client of the restaurant. Maybe that's why Mom insisted on going back there after '93.' 

'You mean they could've been acquainted that far back?'

'I don't know, Danny. I never told Dad. It woulda destroyed him. She was the love of his life.' 

Laura drew a deep breath. 'Oh my poor, deluded dad.'

Danny was conscious of a strange feeling coming over him, going against his baser instincts (a benign voice muttering something not totally comprehensible but pushing in nonetheless), and the image of his late parents flashed across his mind in their final waving to him as they faded behind the Plexiglas at Dublin airport.  

'That's why I went to see her,' Laura was saying, 'that day in Windows on the World.  She wanted to talk to me urgently. My mother was self-obsessed,' she said patting her cheeks with both hands. 'She didn't care two hoots about me or Dad.'

'Wait a minute,' Danny said, drawn to the emotion rising in her voice.

'It's true. You don't know. But she never got to tell me her decision. She used to go on about Dad a lot behind his back. She would say she was coming home after work to her disappointment. It led to a good few arguments because I always defended Dad, and Dad like always made excuses for her. She had this book, Tales of the Alhambra, with all these Moorish pictures in it. She used to talk about Arabia and tried to justify her talking about that country by saying Arabia was a friend of the USA, and it was like this wonderful, exotic and romantic place.'

'Well,' Danny said, not knowing how to respond to such an unexpected and openly confessed intimacy.

'Her mind was every which way. Always,' she said pulling at her sleeve. 'She was a great film buff; she used to bring me when I was small to Jackson Heights, but when she wanted to see more adult movies, she would go off with some friend that I never got to meet over to Manhattan.'

Laura gazed across the campanile at a pigeon that had just landed. 'Dad wasn't really into romantic films except maybe for Marilyn Monroe. In fact he's gone off films altogether now since 9/11.'

'Why is that?'

'Where was King Kong when the aircrafts came? That's what he says.' 

Danny laughed politely. 

They didn't speak for a few moments as they watched students and lecturers in their swirling gowns crisscrossing the quadrangle laden with books and folders. Then she apologised for 'shooting her mouth off', saying that since she had come to Ireland things had built up inside her a little bit as they sometimes do and she hadn't 'gotten' to talk to anyone sort of intimate like, neither the guys in the college or in the Insomnia café in Nassau Street where she worked part time to keep herself 'fiscal'.

'Everyone needs an ear,' Danny said.

She laughed. 

'What's funny?'

She told him that was what her dad said about her uncle Thady, that he'd van Gogh's ear for music, whereas her dad could sing the birds off the trees, well, when he had a mind to and that Uncle Thady sometimes had this music blaring when she would go visit, like Beethoven or something, the opposite to Maureen's hymns.

She paused to gauge Danny's attention. 'He weeps like a baby, big globs of tears come rolling down his cheeks.' 

'The institution?' Danny said.

'Yeah, except it's not the institution now.'

'Maureen?'

'For sure it's Maureen. But I hardly ever see her.'

'No?'

'No. That's why I visit Tuesdays when she's at her sodality. Hand to bless,' Laura said mimicking the actions, 'knee to kneel. Rosaries, novenas, Stations of the Cross, acts of self-denial, no candy in Lent, no meat Fridays, no...'

'No what?'

She blushed. 'No anything.'

Danny noticed the blush, felt her hesitation, waited for her to tell him more but all she did, as if rescuing herself from the uncomfortable silence, was eventually to blurt out, 'It's so difficult sometimes...'

'You don't have to go there, surely.'

'I do, Danny.'

'Why? Why Laura?'

He glanced at her. The blush had subsided, but her brow furrowed a puzzling anxiety.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three


[image: ]




The afternoon was overcast but dry when he picked her up at the Insomnia café. He was going to take her walking to Mountjoy on the north side of the city to show her the prison where he had a last class that day before the summer recess. 

Laura noticed more litter on the streets when they crossed the Liffey at O'Connell Bridge and a hungrier drawn look on the passers-by. 'I never saw so many people wearing tracksuits.'

'Don't you know it's the national costume,' Danny said. 

She didn't laugh as Danny expected but looked at him mystified.

When they approached a Boots store she said, 'Let's get a photo for one another.'

'Smile,' Laura said when Danny had adjusted the stool height in front of the lens inside the booth. He held a solemn face, finding it difficult to maintain what he called a Cheshire cat's grin.

When they came out of Boots and turned into the North Circular Road, the turret of the prison loomed before them.  

'You see the wire, metres long,' he said.

'What's stuck in it? Plastic balls, white ones and oranges ones.'

'They're the prisoners' moons and suns,' he said, holding back from her the smuggled drug possibilities of their insides.

'This play you're working on, what's it about?'

Danny drew a breath. 'Too many ideas being put forward; hard to anchor as yet.'

'That dominant guy,' she said, 'you mentioned before.'

'Three Fingers.'

'Yeah.' 

Danny's face darkened. 'I worry about him, Laura.'

'Why?' 

'He's not a good sleeper. I worry about people who can't get to sleep.'

'I'm not a good sleeper.'

He stopped and scrutinised her face. 'Is there a reason?'

She didn't answer.

'Laura.' 

'We were talking about Three Fingers.' 

'Okay,' Danny said resignedly. 'Three Fingers tells me, he makes a point of informing me every class, that he hasn't slept the previous night. He's a watcher; he watches things, but in there it's so hard to put on a play and all he wants is sex scenes, graphic sex scenes as if I could do that, as if I'd be allowed.' 

'Please, Danny.' 

'What? What's wrong?' Suddenly she looked pale. 

'I don't think I want to hear about those things.'

'All right,' he said thinking how he had met a Canadian girl last summer, picked her up at a poetry reading in the city and brought her to Inisfree; read Yeats' epitaph to her in moving tones and then had sex with her to the sound of rain pissing in the gutter of a draughty B&B in Sligo. He couldn't even recall her name—but urbane women like her seemed happy enough with a mutual one night stand. So what you've got to do is fill the absence in your life as he did. And that's the way it had been since his parents' tragic deaths two years before, wakening up some mornings with a screaming hangover back in his flat, not even remembering where he'd spent the previous night. That's the way it was, what he wanted, at least what he thought he wanted, the story of Danny Faraday, no holds barred, everything spinning. And the prison work and the social work, were they not just fillers too, to give relief from the gnawing absence inside himself? And the plan was the same with Laura; it was just a matter of sticking with it, biding one's time, going through the paces, pretending to follow the old worn path of lovers' way. 

'But this guy Three Fingers,' Danny continued, 'oh, he's clever. It's as if he's testing my liberal stance on things, the way I often rail against censorship you know when I'm teaching. But I mean that in the context of what you see in a free society, not in a prison.'

'Danny, I know that.' 

'Yeah?'

'Yeah, but you don't have to keep going on about it.'

'Sorry.'

'It's okay.'

'But I mean if you're against censorship, should you not be against it in prisons also?' And he suddenly realised he was talking out of himself, out of the plan; he was having an actual conversation.

She pushed a bang out of her eye and looking into the middle distance said in a low tone, 'It's like a caged bird.'  

It stopped his flow. He stared at her in amazement. 'What are you saying? What's like a caged bird? Censorship? Do you mean censorship?'

She didn't reply but fidgeted with the sleeve of her denim jacket.

'Laura.'

'What do you want in the play, Danny?' she said eventually.

'I already told you it's their play.' 

'But surely you can guide them. What would you have?'

He knew she was steering him away from her having to explain her enigmatic utterance, but he continued. 'Three Fingers keeps prodding, trying to find out more about me. I told him about the Simon people helping those who slept rough. ''Do you sleep rough, Cloudman,'' he said. That's what he calls me. And the other day he asked me, ''Have you a little chick of your own, Cloudman?''' 

'What did you say to that?' 

'I told him it was none of his business.'
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'So there's this guy,' Three Fingers was saying, 'yeah who's chasing women all the time, and this other guy who has a stammer and is nervy.'

'Not nervy,' Jonah said. 

'Okay, not nervy,' Danny said rising from his chair and resting his notes on the scratched desk, 'but edgy. Will you go along with edgy?'

'What does that mean?'

'A guy who is not at ease with the world.'

'Who is?' said Three Fingers, yawning. 

'What difference does it make who is at ease or who is not at ease?' butted in the Ukrainian. 'It's all a waste of time.'

Danny remembered the Ukrainian had burgled a house where an old lady had died from a heart attack and, as he showed no remorse, the judge added three years to his sentence.

'Your character has been damaged,' Danny said to Jonah, 'by a dysfunctional family.'

'What's that?'

'He had a bad upbringing. He was left with scars.'

Before Danny could elaborate, Jonah said, 'With some of them around here, you can't stoop down to pick up a bleedin' bar of soap.'

'Why do the Irish say bleeding all the time?' the Ukrainian said, 'when there is no blood?'

'Let's get to my character,' Three Fingers said. 'He's horny, right, wanting all the time to...' He thrust his pelvis forward.  

They were competing for attention. They wanted their characters life-size on a stage. They wanted to see themselves mirrored in the world.

'Right,' said Danny, 'let's work with these characters. Let's give them names. Start with...'

'Leatherface,' Three Fingers said.

'After your man in the film,' Jonah said.

'What film?' Danny said.

'The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,' Three Fingers said.

Danny sighed. 'And you, Jonah?'  

'How 'bout... how 'bout Mr. X?'

'Why not call him Mr. Z?' Three Fingers said, 'cos when you get to this guy you know you've reached the end of the line.'

'You...see,' said Jonah, 'you see... what I have to put up with.'

'There's really nothing wrong with Mr. Z,' Danny said, 'it sounds a little less clichéd than Mr. X.'

'What's cliché?' Jonah said.

'Jez.' Three Fingers said, 'the guy's dumb. It means used up like you. You are a cliché.' 

'Besides,' said Danny, 'conferring mister on a character shows them respect.'

'I like respect,' Jonah said.

The Ukrainian shrugged his shoulders and Danny dubbed his character Mr. Indifferent.

'What about chicks?' Three Fingers said.

'Sorry,' Danny said, 'no can do. But we can imagine.'

'This is no good,' the Ukrainian said.

'Okay,' Danny said ignoring the Ukrainian, 'We must learn about the characters. Who wants to start?'

'Leatherface is hiding in the bush,' Three Fingers said.

'Right,' Danny said, 'and what next?'

'He is near the sea and there enters a female.'

'What age?' Jonah said.  

'What age is your chick, Cloudman?' Three Fingers said.

Danny tried to ignore the question by looking down at his notes and fumbling with the pages.  

'Maybe he's gay,' the Ukrainian said.

'I'm not gay,' Danny said raising his head.  

'Does she spread the legs?' Three Fingers said.

Danny threw him a reproachful look.

'Okay,' said Three Fingers, relenting, 'this chick, she's old enough, right and she's coming along on her way to the blue water to go swimming.' 

'Right,' Danny said. 'Leatherface has to conjure her up for the audience to imagine like they do on radio plays, you know.'

'That's easy,' Three Fingers said.

'Okay,' Danny said, 'so you are imagining the female when Mr. Z appears.'

'Mr. Z is a bird watcher and he watches the birds through his binoculars,' Jonah said. 'Hunting for fish,' 

'Oh, those kind of birds,' Three Fingers said, raising his dark eyebrows.

'When he sees her,' Danny said.

'So the chick is getting into the water,' Three Fingers said, 'and Mr. Z arrives listening to the birdsong, and Leatherface is ready to...'

'Hold it. What's your character doing?' Danny said addressing the Ukrainian.

'He's kicking the stones.'

'The stones?'

'Yeah,' said Three Fingers, quickly adding to the Ukrainian's one liner. 'He has his hands in his pockets and a cigarette in his mouth and he's kicking the stones as he walks along the shoreline. And...' 

'And?'

'Then he sees the girl and Mr. Z. And Leatherface is gettin' fuckin' frustrated.' 

'How will you show that?' Danny said.

'Like this.' Three Fingers thrust out his pelvis once more. 

'More subtle,' Danny said. 'What about salivating, perspiring, grimacing, leering?' 

Three Fingers practised all the faces as Danny called them out, managing to look more comical than menacing.  

'Is that what you do, Cloudman?' Three Fingers said.

'What do you mean?'

'When you're with your chick?'

'Just stick to the script, Three Fingers.' 

'Aha,' Three Fingers said, giving a knowing wink.

'The beach is deserted except for the four people,' Danny said loudly with growing irritation.

'I thought it was three,' Jonah said.

'Three and the one imagined,' Danny said. 'So Mr. Z is marvelling at the birdsong. Mr. Indifferent is kicking stones.'  

'How do you know he's indifferent?' Three Fingers said.

'Because he sees the girl before she dips into the water and he makes nothing of it. He just passes on kicking the stones. She could've been a bird or a fish for all he cared.'

'She was a beaut,' Three Fingers said, 'blond hair and the curves on her, and me stuck in the bush. Aren't you going to write that in your notes?'

Danny's ballpoint remained momentarily poised. He knew it was important to let Three Fingers feel he was actively involved in creating the play, but he was also wary about giving him too much control.

He made the note.

'How will we get a hard on,' Three Fingers said, 'with someone they can't even see?'

'Getting a hard on is not the purpose of the play,' Danny said.

'Well then, I don't want any part of it so,' Three Fingers said. 

'You want remission,' Danny said. 'Right, Three Fingers? You want me to put in a good word. Well, you have to earn it.'  

Three Fingers didn't answer. He didn't want to jeopardise his chance of remission in his sentence for good behaviour and showing a willingness to participate in rehabilitation. 

'That's why we're doing the play, isn't it?' Jonah said.

'In a way,' Danny said, 'but it also has its own value.' 

'What bleedin' value?'

'Art,' Danny said.

'What's art?'

'What we're trying to do, to create something using our imaginations.'

'I'll have some of that,' Three Fingers said brightening. 'I like art. It's like carving, isn't it, Cloudman?'

'I suppose it is,' Danny said.  

'Carving things up.'

'Not just carving up, but shaping things.'

'I can do that.' 

'He's got a chainsaw and all hidden up by the canal in Phibsboro,' Jonah said. 'Haven't you, Three Fingers?'

'Yeah. I could shape things too with it into their proper size. Using my imagination. Right, Cloudman?'

'Right,' Danny said, not sure what kind of imaginative exercise Three Fingers intended but prepared to go along with him.

'And Mr. Indifferent starts throwing stones.'

'Good,' Danny said, 'now we've got conflict.'

'And one of the stones that Mr. Indifferent throws, hits the girl on the head. There is a gash in the girl's head. Am I right, Cloudman?'

'Yes,' Danny said, 'very good.'

'You may use bleeding now,' the Ukrainian said.  

'And Mr. Z,' Danny continued, 'is disturbed by all this. He looks to where the missile came from and he sees Mr. Indifferent pegging stones into the water and they're not round but sharp flat stones, very edgy.'

'Like me,' Jonah said. 

'Yah,' said the Ukrainian, 'to skim the waves, not caring if he hit the slut or not.'

'And Mr. Z is disturbed,' Danny said. 'He feels for the girl. So he finds a lifebuoy hanging on a post with its rope.'

'A nice rope,' the Ukrainian said with a first hint of enthusiasm.

'So Mr. Z throws out the lifebuoy,' Danny said 'but it doesn't go far enough to reach the girl.'

'And what am I doing all this time?' Three Fingers said. 

'Waiting.' 

'A long bleedin' time.'  

'He has to make a plan,' Danny said.

'He has to kill,' Three Fingers said, 'to bump off the pansy and the indifferent man.'

'But how?'

'By making them kill each other.' Three Fingers gave another knowing wink.

'Ah, yes.'

'The man, Mr. Z, is very sensitive.'

'Cos he's a pansy.'

'No I'm not,' Jonah said.

'He feels for the wounded girl,' Danny said, 'who is trying to kick inland, but she is being held back by the blood blinding her eyes.'

'And because of the undertow...'

'Yes, very good, Three Fingers.' Danny makes a note without bidding this time. 'The undertow is drawing her back out again, away from the shore. Mr. Z fears that she'll drown.'

'I do too,' Jonah said.

'Mr. Z wades into the water. Mr. Indifferent sees what Mr. Z is doing and throws stones at him and hits him too on the head, and he is bleeding, but he keeps going forward, wading deeper towards the girl who is crying out.'

Danny was speaking faster now, trying to imbue the exchanges with increased excitement. 'She keeps going downwind and the big waves keep cascading and sometimes you see her and sometimes you don't. She may be losing consciousness.'

'How do you know that?' Three Fingers said. 

'Because she has stopped calling out. Her arms have gone limp. Mr. Z starts to swim out to the girl.'

'I can't swim,' Jonah said.

'We have to pretend,' Danny said. 'Leatherface knows now is the time for him to make his move. He chooses a sharp flinty stone from the beach and hurls it at Mr. Indifferent. It finds its mark, making a large gash on his head. Much larger than what hit the girl or Mr. Z, and the big man falls like a Goliath.'

'Leatherface is about to attack,' Three Fingers said.

'Not yet,' Danny said. 'First he'll allow Mr. Z to carry the girl to the shore, and that's when he'll strike.'

The bell rang. The class was over. There were actual sighs and tuts of disappointment from Jonah and Three Fingers, for it seemed to Danny that at last they had got involved in the story of the play of their mutual creation and were curious as to how things were going to turn out.

'After the holiday we will continue,' Danny said.

'No holiday for us,' Thee Fingers said.

'Was she drowneded?' Jonah said. 

'Suspense.' Danny winked.

Jonah smiled. 'Right.'

'That chick, Cloudman,' Three Fingers said, 'she's just out of your head, right?'

'Right,' Danny said.

'I mean she's not like your chick or anything?'

'She's not my girl, if that's what you mean, Three Fingers.'

'Cos I wouldn't like to do anything to your chick, Cloudman.' 

Danny watched them leave the classroom, unhappy that Three Fingers should get the last word, but the whiff of danger he sensed in Three Fingers' presence receded now as they made their way back through the noise of the prison yard and the rattle of railing. The metal roof with its reflections of light hinted of a world above the metal; but such flights of fancy were brought down to base by the jingling of keys, the clanging of the cell doors and the stench of human excreta wafting from the ceilings. Three Fingers delivered a playful slap to Jonah's shoulder going out the door and the Ukrainian slouched behind as their heads carried god knows what, Danny wondered, back into their locked selves.
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Chapter Five
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Laura's ancestors on her father's side hailed from west Cork, so they headed down there in midsummer in Danny's old Mazda. He surprised himself at how easily he accepted her suggestion. This American girl was beginning to intrigue him with her halftold stories and he was sticking with her. For the moment. This Laura, he convinced himself, was proving to be just a little harder than the normal nut to crack, sexually speaking. So going away together could be just the spur that was needed to get her into the sack.  Besides, he was optimistic, judging by the writing pads and the large number of books he was bringing, that he might find the necessary calm away from the city to get back to some writing and work on the prison play. 

'The roads are good,' he said as he accelerated on the motorway. 

'Ah gee,' she said, 'we're bypassing all the little hamlets?' 

She was impressed a few hours later by Bantry as they drove into the town, the low cloud hanging on the sweeping hills, gulls flying over the ebb tide of the wide bay, their shrill sounds piercing the air. A few old fishing boats, some looking the worse for the lack of a lick of paint, bobbed up and down on the water. But she immediately loved the place; it seemed so natural, so unspoiled and the graveyard, of all things, sloping down to the bay.

They wandered up the bustling town and heard céilí music droning repetitively from a shop and she shocked him by proceeding to dance spontaneously on the footpath, to the amusement of passers-by.

'I prefer ballet,' he said trying to appear nonchalant as he stared self-consciously at her, 'at least that type of dance doesn't render redundant the expressive potentiality of hands.' But she wasn't listening to him, carried away as she was by the music. When she kicked her long legs Riverdance-style, he forgot his criticism, and the Walls of Limerick and the Stack of Barley took on erotic tones he never thought existed in such music.

They, or rather she— for Danny was half-hearted— tried unsuccessfully to get separate rooms in several Bed & Breakfast places around the town and even, at Laura's insistence, in the hotels which were more expensive, but they were all booked out because of a literary festival taking place. To Danny's secret delight, they would have to settle for a single room.

He knew by her anxious look she was uncomfortable.

'There is definitely no other place we can try?' 

'You saw the crowds.'

They booked into a corner house with a third storey window catching views of the sea and the square in equal parts. They were busy for a time without speaking as she took some clothes coyly from her rucksack and hung them in a musty wardrobe to the clattering of steel hangers, while he had spread out several books on one of the single beds. When she was done, she looked across at him and smiled, shutting the door of the wardrobe like a concealment.  

'That's Wolfe Tone out there,' she said as she looked out at the lamp-lit square and the statue of Wolfe Tone. 

'Yes.'

'Dad had great time for all those heroes,' she said pensively. 'Tone was one of the United Irishmen, right?'

'Correct.'

'Dad told me about the Bantry Bay expedition in... What was it?'

'Seventeen ninety something.'  

'Christmas time, yeah?'

'As far as I can remember, yes,' Danny said impatiently for he wanted to move on from memories of school history classes to get to the now and the hoped-for physical kernel of things.

'What sort of weather do you expect at Christmas time for god's sake? Foolhardiness is what Dad called it. But basically...'

'Basically?'

'Where he was really critical of Tone was when he took his own life rather than face the ignominy of a traitor's hanging. No matter what, you don't take your own life. It's not yours to take.'

He didn't answer. He didn't want to cross swords with her over her father. It could slow things down between them. How long more? he thought. 'If Tone had won,' he said transferring his books onto the little teak escritoire as an excuse to get nearer to her, 'and the French, we could be all talking French. We could be a French colony.'
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