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Ronan Ryan is originally from Clonmel in Ireland. At thirteen, he moved to Nagoya, Japan. He was educated in Dublin and studied Psychology at university before embarking on an MSc in Neuropsychology. He completed an MSc in Creative Writing at the University of Edinburgh, and lived in New Zealand, where he completed an English Literature PhD. Returning to Dublin, he worked on The Fractured Life of Jimmy Dice, his first novel. He lives in Dublin, still.




About the Book


When young, Jimmy loses a lower limb to a starving attack dog – the first of many disasters and one that shapes him to become a chancer, a wilful man unafraid to stand up to a notorious Dublin gangster but also a young man with heart and belief: a loyal son, a good friend, a courageous brother and a sweet and passionate lover.


Part love story, part coming of age, this is also the story of a life in the changing streets of Ireland, from the days of the Troubles to the boom and bust years and Dublin today.



For Anne-Laure Richert

   

I ask what is involved in the condition I recognise as mine; I know it implies obscurity and ignorance; and I am assured that this ignorance explains everything and that this darkness is my light.


Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus


I realised that the world does not represent a struggle at all, or a predaceous sequence of chance events, but the shimmering bliss, beneficent trepidation, a gift bestowed upon us and unappreciated.


Vladimir Nabokov, ‘Beneficence’




PART ONE


Identity Knocks




Chapter One


Death


July 1980


I was alive once, briefly. I’m just not sure if it counts – it was thirty-five years ago, and I was dying at the time. I closed my tiny eyes against the slicing light. I attempted to gasp, choking deeper instead. My purple body shook and something crumbled inside me. I faded into darkness, receding from screams.


I remember being born again, but it’s not quite real. It isn’t my birth. The screams are the same, so is the room, and the panicked flurries of activity. And the baby I think is me, my vibrantly healthy twin, is pushed and pulled into the world in my wake, then lifted into gentle but unyielding hands, and we are carried into a corner, away from where our mother lies. She has been gutted of life. Not hers. Mine. My husk has already been taken away, but I remain with my twin. We are one with each other now, with the solid arms of the nurse holding us, and with the people behind her: the stern-faced obstetrician, whose composure slips – he yells, ‘Shit!’ – when he hits his elbow against the corner of a silver tray and a bloodied forceps is sent crashing across the floor; the other nurse, a young student, who, as she lunges to retrieve the forceps, is silently praying that she’ll never again witness a birth as shocking as mine; our father trying, and failing, to soothe our mother by telling her how much he loves her. We are one with her too. Our mother is the room’s epicentre. Her wailing ends abruptly, her eyes are moving but vacant, and she’s too distraught to feel her husband gripping her hand. She’ll never know that I’m still here. I’m with the living baby, who gurgles to the nurse’s humming and her rocking arms. In the midst of this wreckage we feel peace.


We are betrayed. We are lifted and the remainder of the umbilical cord is cut from our belly. We are slapped. We yell. The nurse swings us around to face our mother. ‘Grace, you have a beautiful baby boy!’


Our mother squeezes our father’s hand and she almost smiles, before anguish clouds into her eyes and, in her confusion, she mistakes the saved baby for the lost one. ‘Get him away from me! He’s dead! Get him away!’


As the obstetrician prepares a sedative, the nurse pulls us to her warm breast and retreats. We are carried through the doors, as our father bites his tongue; as our mother, Grace, screams over and over.


We are cleaned, weighed, wrapped in a snug white blanket, sheltered in a glass box, goggled at. The world floats around us, vague colours blurring together. 


We meet our father. He has a crooked smile, sad but genuine. His finger touches our palm and we clench it, marvelling at the existence of our hand and what we can do. We gurgle. His eyes well up. A tear splashes on our nose. Our father laughs. He wipes his eyes with his trembling hand, then runs it through his thick coal-black hair. It sticks up in odd-angled tufts. He extricates his finger from our grip and dries our nose by pressing it. ‘Hey, fellow, my name is Eamon. I’m your dad. When you grow up, I promise the world is all yours.’


My twin, unimpressed by the prospect, falls asleep. Our father, Eamon, leaves us, stepping outside the room ever so quietly.


I’m incapable of creating my own dreams, but I enter those of my twin, believing that they belong to both of us. I’m too new to realise the truth yet. As I said, this all takes place a long time ago. I won’t form an understanding of my nature until years later, but I’ll give you a head start.


My twin and I are bound. I’ve some capacity for movement, a leash permitting me a short radius in any direction. I can see everything in his line of sight, but his eyes are not mine. I can see when his are closed. I can see above, below, and behind him. When focused, I can see it all simultaneously, but I can also look away.


And I have a talent: if someone is in our proximity, I can look them in the eye and go deeper. I can sift through their memories and feel what they feel. The things they’ve forgotten are inaccessible, but the experiences that make them who they are – these are open to me. They never sense my presence. Whether I’m journeying through a single memory, or combining multiple points of view – and I admit to bridging the gaps with informed guesses from time to time – I see it all like it’s happening before me. I’ll get to the ‘real’ now in due course.


As a conscientious narrator, I’ll try to keep embellishments to a minimum, but I make no promises. My twin is your tragic protagonist. His name will be James, but to me, and perhaps to you, he’s Jimmy Dice. This is the edifying tale of his fractured life.


EAMON STEALS A FEW MOMENTS IN THE GENTS’. HE WASHES his hands in the sink until they’re nearly raw. Closing his eyes, he washes his face blind. He feels two days’ stubble, rough against his fingertips. His eyes feel large and heavy. He opens them, staring down his reflection. Water drips from his bushy eyebrows and his chin, as if his face is dissolving. He spits into the basin. There are flecks of blood in his saliva from biting his tongue earlier. He had forgotten, but now he flexes his tongue against his teeth and palate. The ache brings relief.


Eamon’s other children – Tighe, Elizabeth, and Paul – are in the waiting room, guarded by his parents, Arturo and Maggie, known to the kids as Abuelo and Granny. Apart from the Diaz family, the room is empty. It’s after midnight and, with the one exception, there’s a minimum of commotion in St John’s maternity ward.


Paul, at four, is the youngest. He’s asleep on Maggie’s lap, his legs sprawled, his head resting in the crook of her arm. She brushes his mop of brown hair from his eyes. From how she looks at him, with a doting tilt of her head, it’s clear that he’s her most precious grandchild. His chest shudders, he releases a humpf noise, then he eases out of his nightmare and his body stills. Maggie smiles. 


Elizabeth, aged six, has energy to burn and so she’s pacing around the coffee table. Her Barbie lies on top of a stack of magazines, balanced close to the table’s edge. If Elizabeth bangs into the table, which looks possible, Barbie will plummet off it, but the doll’s days are numbered anyway – her plastic feet are bent and worn and her arm is disjointed from being dragged along too many floors by her owner, who would welcome a brighter, and more interesting, favourite toy. Elizabeth increases her speed, her hips listing from side to side; she has auburn hair and her long pigtails harmlessly whip her shoulders.


Tighe, aged nine, stands gazing out of the window, his eyes darting from star to star. He’s connecting the dots, imagining lasers shooting from one to another, if only for the purpose of channelling his powers of concentration. His game doesn’t have any greater meaning for him, but, on hearing Elizabeth giggle as her runners screech against the waxed floor, he turns and glares at her. When Tighe was born, his parents endowed him with his name because there was something tiger-like in his expression whenever he was about to really let loose with a howl, and there’s a flash of that ferocity in his eyes now. ‘Don’t be so annoying!’


Elizabeth comes to an abrupt halt, steadying herself with both hands gripping the side of the table. Her lips are aquiver and she turns to her grandmother for help. Maggie looks up from Paul and obliges with a disappointed ‘Tighe.’ 


Attempting to keep his voice sarcasm-free, Tighe tells his baby sister, ‘I just don’t want you to run around like an annoying person because I don’t want you to fall over and hurt yourself. We all love you.’


Arturo ‘Art’ Diaz sits a seat away from his wife and Paul, a hand squeezing each kneecap. His moustache twitches as he surveys his charges. He doesn’t have much hope for his granddaughter. Elizabeth seems to have inherited her parents’ worst characteristics: Eamon’s timidity and Grace’s eccentricity. Tighe, meanwhile, is a different type of child. He’s confident with his peers and adults, and rarely causes trouble. He’s the one whose looks are most permeated by his one-quarter-Argentine lineage, so he has some of his grandfather’s dark handsomeness. But – and Art isn’t sure about this – there’s something about him that’s a bit off; it’s harder to love a precocious child, and maybe Tighe is too smart for his own good. Then there’s Paul, who alternates between being a boisterous boy and being a needy one who cries easily. It’s too early to tell which temperament he’ll lean towards when he’s older, but, if given the choice, Art would rather he be a bully than a wimp. 


Art notices his son watching them all from the hallway. On recognising that he has been spotted, Eamon approaches with reluctance in his step. Art stands. ‘Well, Eamon? What is it? Boy?’ His gruff voice still has an Argentine inflection, even though he hasn’t returned home in more than forty years. 


Eamon begins, ‘Papá …’


‘Spit it out!’


Maggie, shifting Paul so his head rests on her shoulder, stands. ‘Art, can’t you see something’s wrong? Eamon, did Grace deliver?’


‘Mam, she’s resting. If we could step into the hallway. The children can wait here. Okay, Papá?’


Art nods, takes Paul from Maggie’s arms – he stirs from his doze, with a left-nostril snort – and deposits him on a chair. Elizabeth sits beside Paul and puts her arm around his waist, for her comfort more than his. Her mouth is downturned, her eyes expectant. Art turns to Tighe, who is already awaiting instruction. ‘Keep an eye on your brother and sister. We’ll be a moment. Grown-up stuff.’


‘Yes, Abuelo.’


‘Good boy.’ Art squeezes Tighe’s cheek, quickly ruffles Paul’s hair, and smiles at Elizabeth without meeting her eye. To Eamon he says, ‘C’mon, son.’ 


Maggie puts her hand on Eamon’s shoulder and they follow Art out. Tighe turns his back on his siblings.


Down the hall, Eamon, his hand entangled in his hair, says, ‘We never had an ultrasound. You see, Grace thought we should leave it to fate. Either a boy or a girl would’ve been fine, as long as they were healthy, and the others were all easy births compared to most pregnancies. I don’t know that we could have seen the problem coming, but we’d have seen she was expecting twins.’ He smiles at the shadow of how this news could have been joyful. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been a long …’


Maggie says, ‘It’s okay, dear.’


Art says, ‘Just tell us what happened.’ He means to sound sympathetic but it comes across as impatient.


Eamon says, ‘We have a son. Perfectly healthy. He’s beautiful.’


Maggie covers her mouth. ‘The other?’


Eamon shakes his head. ‘No.’


‘How’s Grace?’


Eamon knows he stinks, of his own sweat and Grace’s. As he thinks of that strangled baby, heat courses through him. He closes his eyes and breathes deeply to diminish his nausea. Opening his eyes, he says, ‘They put her asleep. It’s devastating, but when she wakes tomorrow and sees her boy, that’ll restore her. It would’ve been much worse if we’d expected two.’ He grits his teeth, then says, ‘We’ve been lucky.’


Maggie squeezes his arm. A reflex concern flashes through her mind: there’s no meat on his bones; does Grace never think to feed him? ‘It’s best to look at it that way. Think of the blessing not the …’


‘Curse?’


She winces. She would have said ‘misfortune’. ‘Come home, get some sleep. Look at the bags under your eyes. Sure, you can barely stand.’


‘I’m fine, Mam. I need to be here when Grace wakes.’


Before Maggie can respond, Art shoots her a let-him-be glance. He says, ‘We’ll take the children, but first you should tell them they have a brother, that their mother is resting, that she’s well.’


‘I will.’


‘But don’t tell them about the other one.’


‘Of course not.’


They return to the waiting room. Elizabeth still has her arm around Paul, and she’s holding his hand now as well. Her doll is discarded on the floor, one leg pointed up. Paul looks grumpy and Elizabeth, her smile frazzled, doesn’t let him pull his hand away. Tighe is back standing by the window, staring out to space. He’s thinking about how far away he would like to get. To Eamon, he looks like a young philosopher or a potentially groundbreaking scientist. Art guesses he’s incredibly bored. Eamon says, ‘Tighe,’ and motions him to sit with his siblings, then crouches in front of them, on the tips of his toes, his forearms on his knees. ‘Kids, Abuelo and Granny are taking you home, but first, would you like to meet your new brother?’


And so, for a few minutes, the senior and junior members of the Diaz clan are allowed to see their grandchild, their brother, through the window of the nursery. 


Tighe is indifferent, but pays attention anyway. If he shows some interest in this sleeping mini human, as he’s expected to, he might get home earlier. Paul is less concerned with appearances. He presses his forehead against the glass. His eyes are half closed. His hand is limp in his sister’s grasp. Elizabeth is sincerely enthused. ‘Dad!’


‘Yes, honey?’


‘What’s he called?’


Eamon puts his finger to his mouth. ‘It’s a secret. We’ll all know soon.’


Elizabeth catches an irritated look from Tighe. She responds with a defiant glance, then ignores him, knowing that he won’t snap at her in front of their father. She says, ‘Daddy! What’s his name? Please?’


Eamon, who missed the exchange between Tighe and Elizabeth, presses on his daughter’s nose with his thumb and shakes his head. ‘Not tonight. Soon.’


Grace believed it was bad luck to pick a name in advance of a baby being born. Her smile self-deprecating, she had told Eamon, ‘It’s like counting chickens.’ He does have a name in mind though – James – but he wants to discuss it with Grace before saying it aloud to anyone else.


Art and Maggie exit with their grandchildren. Eamon continues to watch over his newborn son. He feels happiness, fragile as that is.




Chapter Two


Dancing with Grace


Before I share more about Jimmy Dice with you, I’m taking a detour. It’s okay; trust me. To understand my twin, it will help to know more about the people around him, and I want to tell you the story of how Eamon and Grace met.




August 1969


SIMON FITZGERALD LEANS BACK IN HIS SWIVEL CHAIR, his elbows on the arms, holding a pen horizontally with an index finger and thumb pinching each end. His smile shows a touch of amusement. ‘Will you or won’t you?’


Sitting on the opposite side of the desk, Eamon is dumbfounded. He’s twenty-seven but has yet to fill out much, and while he can grow a beard, whenever he’s clean-shaven he looks like he can’t. His oversized shirt, rolled up at the elbows for a contrived newspaperman effect, and his wide black tie, at an oblique angle to his collar, emphasise his discomfort. ‘Me? Really?’


‘Some initiative, Diaz!’


‘Mr Fitzgerald, I’ll do it.’


‘Finally.’ Simon throws his pen on the desk. ‘Get out. You’re not paid to sit on your arse.’


‘Sir.’ Eamon hustles to his feet.


‘And Eamon?’ Simon’s smile grows shark-like. ‘If you call me “sir” or “Mr Fitzgerald” again, I’ll fire you. I’m not your schoolteacher or your damn father. Call me Simon.’


Eamon attempts to smile. ‘Yes. Simon. Thank you.’


When Eamon slumps into his cubicle chair, he’s being watched by the Rathbaile Chronicle’s primary sports correspondent, Harry Burke, who stands propped against his office door jamb. With his tie at an obedient angle to his collar, his shirtsleeves naturally rolled up, and casually holding a lit cigarette, he perfects the newspaperman look. An ex-GAA hurler, a star in his own mind, Harry has been at the paper for five years. Despite a fondness for binge drinking, he has maintained a trim physique. Sometimes he pats his stomach and says, ‘It’s all about the right metabolism.’ His friends call him by the ironic nickname of ‘Fatman’. By the time of Jimmy Dice’s birth, eleven years later, this nickname, while still used, will have ceased to be ironic.


Harry calls to Eamon, ‘What did the boss want with you?’


Eamon blushes. ‘Oh, it was nothing.’


Harry comes and sits against Eamon’s desk. ‘Diaz, you’re one of the boys now. ’Fess up.’


Eamon isn’t really ‘one of the boys’. He’s new to the paper and, as an arts correspondent, his work isn’t taken too seriously. It’s not real news, like politics or sport. On Fridays he goes to Keogh’s with the others, but he isn’t much of a drinker and he isn’t permitted to call Harry ‘Fatman’.


‘It was just, ah, Simon wanted to know if I’d take his niece to the ball.’


‘Grace! You’re taking Grace Corcoran to the ball?’


‘I am. What of it?’


Harry has a puff of his cigarette and slaps Eamon on the back. ‘Hey, boy, it’s just someone should warn you.’ As he saunters back to his office, he smirks over his shoulder. ‘Good luck, though.’


Even before meeting her, Eamon deduces that Grace must feel like an outsider in Rathbaile. There’s that inevitable comparison to her mother, Simon’s sister Dorothy, currently a resident of St Augustine’s Mental Hospital, who, according to various know-it-alls, went mad from too much sex – after chasing off her no doubt exhausted husband, she carried on with numerous men, all of them so anonymous that no one has confirmed any of their identities. And then there’s the predicament that, when she was twenty, Grace left for America, ‘thinking she was too good for the rest of us and abandoning her poor mother in her time of need’. After four years of getting up to ‘God knows what’, she recently returned to live with her uncle and his wife – ‘remembering where the money in the family is; that’s what that was’. Eamon, though, has the good sense to pay no heed to gossip, and as far as he’s concerned, Grace’s outsider status isn’t a cause for reservation. In fact it adds to her appeal because it means they have something in common. 


The suspicion he’s subjected to isn’t only due to his lack of interest in local sports, his rare use of off-colour language, or his college education and the fact that it was gained in Dublin – granted, Dublin is significantly closer than America, but it’s still the best part of a three-hour drive away, and it’s well known that Dubliners look down their noses at people from anywhere else in the country. These are all factors, but a bigger reason is having an Argentine father. Like most Irish towns of this time, and especially true of one located in an inland county like Tipperary, Rathbaile is about as homogenous as can be. Ninety-five per cent of its population is Catholic, and the majority have never even seen a black or Asian person in the flesh, so here Eamon is as exotic as they come, and he’s exotic before it’s popular. Having spent his entire life in Ireland is insufficient. With his surname he should be going out of his way to live and breathe Rathbaile, but instead he appears aloof. His older brothers do a better job of fitting in. Luis and Manny are loud and hard-drinking, and their tendency to act without thinking can be relied upon.


Eamon isn’t too bothered by his lack of popularity. He likes the space he’s afforded. What makes him anxious is interacting with attractive women, and so the real problem with escorting Grace to the ball is unconnected to her mother or that she’s the boss’s niece. It’s that he expects to fancy her. He has observed the black-and-white photo on Simon’s desk of her and her mother on a pier bench. Dorothy stares into the camera, her long hair unencumbered by a hat and her eyes cunning. Grace, appearing to be about sixteen, wears a straw hat. Her eyes are on her mother’s hand on her right shoulder, pulling her closer. Grace’s hand is over her mouth and chin, and she might have succeeded in looking indifferent if, beneath her fingers, her lips weren’t curved upwards.


Eamon realises that having been pretty in a photo as a teenager doesn’t necessarily mean that she’s now a beautiful woman. His expectation is more down to a hunch, and as pronounced as this is, boring into the see-saw base of his stomach as he waits on the Fitzgeralds’ doorstep after ringing the bell, it offers little guarantee. But when the door opens, he turns out to be right. To others, her jaw might possibly be too square, her nose too narrow. These criticisms are below Eamon’s attention. He marvels at her brilliant sea-blue eyes, her cascading-curl hair, and how her face is so clearly capable of a multitude of vivid expressions. He marvels as her features unite to form … disappointment?


‘I presume you’re Eamon?’


He blushes. ‘Yes. Yes, I am. You’re Grace.’


She steps aside for him to enter. ‘I suppose you’ll do.’


She leads him into the drawing room, where Simon and his wife are sitting on one of the couches. They stand, exchanging an excited glance with each other. Simon fervidly shakes Eamon’s hand. ‘Eamon, lad, you didn’t have any problems getting here, I hope?’


‘Oh, no. I …’


‘This is Sarah.’


They shake hands and she kisses Eamon’s cheek. Aiming to reciprocate, he misses the mark, kissing air. Sarah is frail of build, without looking unhealthy. Her smile bursts from cheek to cheek. ‘Such a pleasure, Eamon. Simon has only good things to say about you.’


Simon slaps a hand on Eamon’s shoulder. ‘And the brains this boy has, I’m telling you – watch out.’ He says this to Sarah, but it’s intended for Grace, who has settled into a plush armchair and is making a show of examining her fingernails. 


Eamon tries to process being in a house that’s more than double the size of the one he grew up in, and with a shine on every surface; the first praise he has ever received from his boss; and how Sarah, who looks about thirty, is perhaps fifteen years younger than Simon. Facing his hosts’ hopeful stares, he recognises the need to speak. ‘This is a lovely, lovely house, Simon, Sarah. Lovely. I love it.’


They thank him in unison. Grace suppresses a laugh. Sarah asks, ‘Can I get you a drink, Eamon?’


‘God, yes! Thank you, Sarah. That would be … lovely.’ 


The drink – he has what Simon’s having, a brandy – helps his nerves, and they sit around the antique coffee table with Simon and Sarah attempting to initiate talking points between Eamon and Grace. After hitting a few dead ends, Simon says, ‘Eamon’s a lover of the classics! Aren’t you?’


‘Oh yes. I am. Dostoevsky’s a master. Did you know his father was murdered by his serfs? And, ah, Tolstoy too, of course. Not that he or his father was murdered, but he’s another master. Had thirteen children, I believe, and they all hated him. But I don’t mean to spread rumours.’ 


Sarah says, ‘Fascinating! Grace always has her nose in a book as well. Don’t you, dear?’


Grace leans forward, picks up her glass from the table, and sips. ‘Sure.’ She sits back in her seat and has another sip.


She doesn’t acknowledge Simon and Sarah glaring at her. Eamon, steeling himself, says, ‘So, then, what writers do you like?’


She turns to him with eyes that are not unkind, and he manages to hold her gaze. ‘Too many to list really. I suppose Camus isn’t bad.’


‘Camus! My favourite of his is The Fall. The point of view is so unique and there’s a wonderful line about charm. He defines it as “a way of getting the answer yes without having asked any clear question”.’


It occurs to Eamon that he might have erred by highlighting a quality he feels devoid of, but Grace is smiling at him. ‘I haven’t gotten to that one, but maybe I will.’


When she observes a measure of smugness in Simon and Sarah’s expressions, she banishes her smile. ‘We should get going. Shouldn’t we?’


Trailing Simon’s Jaguar in his Morris Minor Traveller, Eamon finds that talking to Grace is easier one-on-one. Well, the small talk is easier; saying what he wants to say is as difficult. Previous to ringing the Fitzgeralds’ doorbell, he had been planning on paying her a compliment on her appearance – his mother had told him that was the done thing – and he’d hoped to think of a specific and sincere one, but when he saw her, his mind blanked. Now, listening to her speak about her travels, he knows that to assail her with hyperbolic adjectives wouldn’t be too suave.


‘You should see the Californian beaches. They stretch on, feels like forever, and then there’s the ocean. Have you ever been to a really great beach?’


‘I’ve been to Tramore.’


‘It doesn’t compare. It’s always so overcast here. And the sand shouldn’t actually feel like sandpaper against your skin. It should be soft. In Cali, when you lie down, the sand moves to your body’s contours and it’s like the sun gives your body a massage. All your worries go, like you never had any. The people aren’t like the prudes we have here. Why are people so shocked if a girl shows some skin? I mean, it’s the twentieth century. Irish people need to loosen up, drop their holier-than-thou attitudes. Y’know?’


‘If it’s so much better over there, why did you come back?’


Appraising him, she says, ‘Why do you think I came back?’


‘I honestly wouldn’t know.’


She looks out the window, while Eamon’s stomach constricts at the possibility that he may have upset her. She finally says, ‘Why should I have to live somewhere else? Even if I was more accepted over there, this is my home. But that doesn’t mean I should force myself to fit other people’s expectations. If you do that, nothing ever changes.’


They arrive at Ashburnham House, an immaculately renovated castle hotel that serves as the venue for the annual ball for some select local businesses. When the car is parked, and Grace has her fingers on the door handle, Eamon says, ‘Wait.’ He gets out, goes around to her side, opens the door, and offers his hand.


Normally she disdains chivalry, but she decides to make an exception. Putting her hand in his, she says, ‘You’re a gentleman, Eamon.’


‘You look stunning tonight. You’re very stunning, Grace.’


They both blush. ‘Let’s just go inside, shall we?’


Upon finding Simon and Sarah in the reception area, Grace releases Eamon’s hand, but not swiftly enough for it to go unnoticed. Sarah nudges Simon and says, ‘C’mon, you two. You can wait until we’ve all been fed before you start idling about.’


Sharing their table are Harry and his wife, plus two other veteran correspondents for the Chronicle and their wives. As Eamon, Grace, Simon, and Sarah sit, Harry halts mid-anecdote to say, ‘Diaz, boy, you must be nervous. If you play your cards wrong tonight, you might not have a job on Monday!’


Everyone except Grace laughs.


Over dinner, Nixon and Vietnam are discussed, then Teddy Kennedy driving off Dike Bridge, poor Mary Jo, and how much he was to blame. The comparison is predictably made to his assassinated brothers, and Harry merrily expounds on a conspiracy theory. Talk of American politics shifts to Irish politics, and old debates of Fianna Fáil versus Fine Gael are rehashed. The relative manliness of Michael Collins versus Eamon de Valera becomes a sticking point. When voices rise, Simon suggests changing topics, so they chat about the moon landing just under two weeks ago – ‘The fucking moon! Did you ever think we’d see the day?’ – and projections are made about the future of space travel: a moon colony and astronauts on Mars before the new millennium seem like sure bets. The conversation somehow segues to Harry telling stories about his playing days – mostly funny, though never at his own expense. Eamon had expected to be the target of slagging from Harry, but, other than the odd sly comment, he’s spared, probably out of deference to Simon.


After dessert, the band, Richie Sullivan and the Shakers, start up. The lead singer, with his imitation hairstyle and sideburns, wants to be like Elvis, but he does at least have a decent voice and the band is adequately rocking. Simon takes Eamon aside. ‘Listen, lad, Sarah has a bit of a migraine so we’re going to have an early night.’


‘I hope she’s all right.’


‘Nothing to worry about. I trust I can rely on you to get Grace home safe and sound?’


‘Of course.’


‘Good. Watch how much you drink. You’re driving.’


‘I will. I’ve only had two glasses.’


‘I know. You’ve been acquitting yourself well. Keep it up.’


After Simon and Sarah have left, Grace takes Eamon’s hand. ‘Let’s go.’


‘Wh-where? Don’t you want another drink?’


‘There’ll be time for that.’ She nimbly guides him away from the table. ‘I need someone to dance with.’


‘I don’t know how. I mean, I’ve never really …’


‘You’ll pick it up.’


He’s already on the dance floor before he can further object, and all around them people are dancing, poorly but joyously. Grace places Eamon’s free hand on her waist and whispers, ‘We’ll look sillier standing here doing nothing. What have you got to lose?’


Her strawberry-smelling perfume is dizzying, and the sensation of her waist against his hand, the thin silk a flimsy barrier to really touching her – it all threatens to overwhelm him, and he can’t bring himself to meet her eyes until she takes a step back. He says, ‘Let’s do it.’


They dance and he’s awful at it, but his efforts are earnest and Grace likes him for that. In contrast to his fish-out-of-water sputter-shuffling, she possesses a symmetry of co-ordination and rhythm. There’s something sexual about how confidently she moves, and this isn’t lost on Eamon or on others.


Over the music, Harry shouts, ‘I see wedding bells in your future!’ He’s dancing nearby with his wife, Sylvia, or rather he’s swaying drunkenly against her shoulder and she’s helping him keep his balance. Her expression pleads with Eamon and Grace to take no notice. Eamon, his blush hidden by the dimmed lights, smiles at Harry. Grace ignores him, and that slight prompts Harry to say, ‘But she won’t be wearing white on her wedding day. That’s for certain!’


Eamon and Grace stop dancing. Sylvia starts to push Harry off the floor. Grace says, ‘What did you say to me?’


‘Sorry, darling. Slip of the tongue. Pay me no mind.’


Eamon blocks Grace’s way, whispering, ‘He’s just acting the maggot. He’s not worth the attention.’


Sylvia pulls Harry away by the elbow, berating him as they go. Grace says to Eamon, ‘How could you allow that disgusting man to talk like that? It’s an insult to you too, y’know.’


‘I’m sorry. There’s a time and a place for confrontation, and he barely knows what he’s saying.’


‘He knows exactly, believe me. Just take me home. I’ve had enough.’


‘If you’re sure that’s what you want, I will. Look, if there’s anything I …’


‘It’s what I want.’


They don’t speak as they retrieve their jackets and walk out to the car, or as they drive. Once they pull into Simon and Sarah’s driveway, Eamon says, ‘I’m really sorry.’


Grace briefly squeezes his hand. ‘It’s me who should be, and I am.’


‘I’ll say something to Harry on Monday, I promise. Tonight, with his wife there – I didn’t want to embarrass her further, but I should’ve said something.’


‘No, I shouldn’t have cared. Small-minded men like Harry Burke …’ With a hollow laugh, she says, ‘From now on, it’s water off a duck’s back. You kept your head, handled it right. And you don’t need to say anything to him.’


‘I will anyway.’


She smiles appreciatively, but it’s sympathetic too. ‘Y’know, that’s why my uncle thought of you to set me up with. It’s because you’re very …’ He refrains from squirming while she chooses her words. ‘Very good and sensible and safe. You always do the right thing because you’re such a gentleman.’ She doesn’t intend to be patronising, but her comments on his character sound like the diagnosis of a fatal illness. ‘You’re the person least likely to …’ 


With an emphatic absence of inhibition, he kisses her. And she gives as good as she gets. When they disentangle themselves, he’s proud of her surprised look. He says, ‘I want to see you again. Tomorrow.’


She laughs. ‘Then you will.’ She puts her hand on his knee. ‘Unless you want to be really risqué and sneak inside?’ 


She’s smiling wickedly and he can’t tell if she’s serious. He hesitates, then says, ‘I’d better not.’


She laughs again and quickly kisses him once. ‘Don’t worry about it. Tomorrow, then.’




Chapter Three


Heartbreaker


July 1981


A year to the day after Jimmy Dice was born, and I lived and died, the Diaz family are gathered in Crann Dubh Park, celebrating my twin’s birthday but declining to commemorate me. Jimmy lies in the basket of Grace’s arms. She’s sitting at a picnic table. Maggie is facing her and Eamon and Art are at the other end, a chessboard between them. Tighe is standing to the side of his father and grandfather, watching them play. His hands are in his pockets and a folded-over comic, The Amazing Spider-Man, is wedged under his arm. Great-uncle Simon and Granny Dorothy are sitting at the adjacent table. Simon is keeping one eye on the game of chess and the other on his sister, who is across from him. Dorothy doesn’t appear to be paying attention to anything. Over in the nearby car park, Elizabeth and Paul are playing together: she chases him around the three parked cars, catches him, releases him, then chases and catches him again. He squeals each time. 


Jimmy is normally a placid baby, rarely crying, but on this summer afternoon he’s bawling. Grace accents her mechanical rocking of him by repeating ‘hush’. She doesn’t say it to gently coax her son; she uses it like a magic word that will make his voice disappear.


Looking back at this, I foolishly imagine that when she stares at him the way she does, she can sense I never really left, that I’m hidden within him. She’s aware of this before even I have figured it out, because she carried me inside her too, and she’s wise and won’t abandon me in this nothingness. Allowing myself this fantasy is masochistic. She may frequently ponder what I would have looked like, and how I’d have felt in her arms, but she hasn’t retained any hope of ever finding me. I’m truly dead to her.


GRACE HASN’T NOTICED THAT ELIZABETH AND PAUL HAVE run over from the car park, and that Elizabeth is now standing impatiently at her elbow, with Paul a few steps behind, giddily smiling and bouncing on the balls of his feet. Elizabeth quietly says, ‘Mam,’ then louder, ‘Mam!’


Maggie, with more authority, says, ‘Grace,’ and, when Grace looks up, Maggie nods at Elizabeth. 


Grace turns to her daughter and, over Jimmy’s cries, says, ‘What is it? Can’t you see my hands are full?’


Unapologetically Elizabeth says, ‘Me and Paul want to explore the woods. Can we go?’


‘If your father says so.’ Grace returns her gaze to Jimmy.


Elizabeth gives Eamon a look that says, See? She only asked her mother because he has told her that she shouldn’t always come to him first. ‘Dad? Can we?’


‘If Tighe promises to go with you.’ Eamon playfully jabs Tighe in the belly with his finger, and his son, unprepared for it, laughs. ‘Well? Can you tear yourself away from high-stakes chess?’


Art doesn’t look amused. To him, any game where you can win or lose is high stakes. Tighe says, ‘Will you buy me a comic if I do?’


Eamon laughs. ‘Do a good job and we’ll talk about it.’


Maggie gestures to Paul with a come-here wag of her index finger. He obeys and she hugs him to her. ‘You’re going to be such a heartbreaker when you grow up! All the girls will want to run away with you!’


‘No they won’t!’ 


Hugging him even harder, Maggie glances at Grace – this is the kind of affection a child should be showered with – then laughs and tells Paul, ‘Just you wait and see!’


Elizabeth is annoyed that her fun with Paul is being delayed, but she gets a smile from Simon and he makes her laugh when he rolls his eyes. Dorothy, suddenly alert, turns her head and smiles at Elizabeth too, but her smile is scary. Elizabeth looks away from her – worried that her grandmother, the crazy one, might want to receive a hug now too – and, taking a step towards the woods, says, ‘Paul! Come on!’


As soon as Maggie lets go of Paul, he and Elizabeth run off towards the nearest line of trees. Tighe follows them, in no hurry. 


Jimmy wails all the more. Maggie is trying not to offer advice to Grace as her daughter-in-law rocks him, with her dour countenance and how she’s barely supporting his neck. Why should Jimmy have to suffer because his mother is slow to get over things? Maybe that’s unfair. It’s progress, of a sort, that she’s touching him at all. For months he had been essentially motherless. He hadn’t even been breastfed, all because of Grace’s depression. Luckily Eamon is the man he is and he filled both parental roles for his children – with the aid of Simon, a saint of a man, who allowed him to cut back on assignments and to work from home. It’s thanks to their father that the other children are sound: Tighe is mature beyond his years; Paul is an ever-more happy boy; and Elizabeth, well, she has become less clingy. Their ability to thrive has been despite their mother, and so Maggie is angry with Grace for all of it. Yes, angry! But she’s also willing, and resolved, to forgive. And so she continues to watch Grace, to pull on the loose thread at the elbow of her cardigan, to wrap that thread around her finger, to say nothing. 


Grace knows she’s being scrutinised. It’s why she’d rather fixate on her son’s sobbing little face instead of meeting the eyes of someone who doesn’t understand. While Art is ignoring Jimmy’s acting up, his eyes on the chessboard, Eamon reaches out and rubs Grace’s back. She stiffens at his touch, then relaxes and they share a small smile. The intensity of Jimmy’s crying lessens, and soon he’s only sniffling. 


Art coughs and Eamon returns his attention to the board. Art seems to be winning; nevertheless, his scowl is entrenched. After each move – all of his are deliberate, Eamon’s more casual – he swigs from his beer can, a reward for the frustration of playing his son. Eamon has a beer too, but only sips it after long pauses. Art had handed it to him from the cooler without asking if he wanted one. Eamon is lifting his black knight, about to put his queen in jeopardy, when he notices that Tighe has only gone as far as the outskirts of the clearing, and is leaning against a tree and reading his comic. He calls, ‘Tighe! You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on your brother and sister!’


Irritation passes over Tighe’s face. ‘Dad, they’re just around the corner, down the hill! They’re fine. They’re laughing. I can hear them!’


Now that Eamon listens for it, he hears the distant laughter, so he shrugs and deposits his knight on the board. Art clenches his jaw in reaction to both his son’s lackadaisical parenting and his poor move. Eamon isn’t intentionally losing, but he’s careless and doesn’t possess a killer instinct. Art attacks with his bishop. Eamon will have to sacrifice his queen to save his king. While Eamon searches in vain for another option, Art shouts at his eldest grandchild, ‘Tighe! Come here to me!’


Tighe rolls up his comic as he jogs over. His expression becomes serious when he sees Art’s chastising look. ‘Yes, Abuelo?’


‘What did your father ask you to do?’


Eamon says wearily, ‘Papá, it’s not a big thing.’


With forced good humour Art says, ‘I never claimed it was.’ To Tighe he says, ‘Well?’


Tighe, feigning disappointment with himself, says, ‘To watch Elizabeth and Paul.’


Art nods at Tighe’s comic. ‘And what’ve you been doing?’


‘I’ll do better.’


‘Good lad. Between you and me …’ Art drops a squashed-up note into Tighe’s open palm. ‘There’s a pound for you. Don’t spend it all in one go.’


Eamon sighs as Art waves Tighe off. Turning to Simon at the other table, but ignoring Dorothy, Art says confidently, ‘Kids need to be told things with infallible conviction. Am I right?’


Simon, who has been observing all of this with a muted expression, says, ‘It’s one way of doing things.’


Accepting that as approval, and oblivious to how overbearing Simon considers him to be, Art returns to the task of defeating Eamon in their game.


Simon finishes off a can of beer, his second. He’d like to get another from the cooler, but he’s driving so he exercises restraint. There are two butter-and-jam sandwiches left on the plate before him on the table. He devours one of them, in three bites. It provides him with scant satisfaction. 


His wife, Sarah, is dying. No one else here today knows. When he eventually makes it public, plenty of people will be shocked, but when the prognosis was confirmed, it hadn’t come as a shock to him. She had long been punishing her body.


When you last saw Simon, at the Ashburnham Ball, he was forty-five and had the vitality of a man half his age. He thought Sarah was just a social drinker who found it hard to stop. He didn’t see the dependence yet; besides, they were in love and surely that was enough to withstand what was on the face of it a minor problem. That has been the worst part: discovering love was only a speed bump compared with her susceptibility for self-destruction. He hadn’t been the only one fooled. Did people not think to question it when so many nights ended early with ‘headaches’? And Sarah had fooled no one as much as herself. 


Simon is fifty-seven now; his face is etched with many lines and the spark in his eyes doesn’t come without a struggle. He has no time for people who give up, but as for having hope, he keeps going despite having run out, because others need him to be strong.


Dorothy, Simon’s little sister by two years, looks a decade his senior. Her hair, a source of pride when she was young, was groomed and tied in a bun by Grace this morning, after they took her out of St Augustine’s on a day release. She’s neatly outfitted, her blue dress buttoned tight at the back, the sleeves buttoned tight at her wrists. Occasionally she tugs at her sleeves, but mostly she doesn’t appear uncomfortable. However, no one would need to spend much time with her to realise she isn’t all there. She’s talking today, but her responses are limited to ‘yes’ and ‘no’. With either word her lips form an extravagant smile. After speaking, her smile loiters. Whenever she starts scratching her palms, Simon holds her hand and this calms her. This is one of her good days. Earlier, Eamon and Grace even allowed her to hold Jimmy. They stood on either side of her, ready to catch him if Dorothy relaxed her grip. She didn’t.


Simon lifts the last sandwich from the plate. He’s about to take a bite when he notices that Dorothy is eyeing it. He gives it a hungry look and passes it to her. She holds it in her hands as if it’s something extraordinary, before bringing it to her mouth and nibbling at the crust. 


Art narrows his eyes, then slides his bishop forward and says, ‘Check,’ but Eamon is marvelling at Jimmy, who has quit all of his sniffling, as if nothing had ever been wrong. 


Grace raises her eyes and meets Maggie’s stare. ‘Don’t look so worried. He was just trying out tears, but he’s fine now. He’s a cheerful boy.’


Maggie breaks off the hanging thread from her cardigan and lets it float to the ground. ‘Of course he is. Of course.’ 


Out of the grown-ups’ sight, Tighe trudges down a mud-and-gravel path, through the pine trees, and goes deeper into the woods. Always having to be the responsible older brother is tiresome. Whether he likes it or not, they will expect it of him with Jimmy as well, but it’s to his advantage, he decides, to pretend not to mind too much. He’ll get more credit that way.


Finding Elizabeth and Paul is easy. They’re noisy as they weave among the trees playing tig. He doesn’t have much of a chance to evade her – she’s bigger and faster. She strides after him as he scurries towards his brother. Hiding behind Tighe’s legs, and pawing his trousers, Paul says, ‘Don’t let her get me!’


Tighe leafs through his comic. ‘She’ll get you no matter what.’


Elizabeth catches up and feints in each direction without leaving her feet. Paul squeals. Bending her fingers like claws, Elizabeth growls. Tighe increases the violence of his page-turning. Elizabeth, with cautious enthusiasm, says, ‘Want to play?’


‘Definitely not.’


She makes an exasperated face, then acts like she has lost interest in the game too by dropping the claws and staring at her feet. When Paul lets go of Tighe’s trousers, she lunges and tugs a lock of his hair. ‘You’re it!’


Then she’s off like a bolt, with Paul doing his utmost to match her pace. Tighe shouts after them, ‘Keep off the main road or Mam and Dad will kill me!’


Content with his command, he sits at the base of the nearest tree. Despite Dr Octopus’s dastardly trap, he knows Spider-Man will find a way.


Elizabeth never goes very far ahead. When the gap between her and Paul widens, she slows. When he stumbles, she waits. As she races down the incline she’s constantly looking over her shoulder, and this is reckless because she’s pelting forward – they both are – and she could smack into a tree. The threat of cuts and bruises is so remote it doesn’t register as a possibility. The thrumming of car engines, the roar of the occasional fast one as it takes the sharp corner on the road she and Paul are moving towards, are mere blips to her senses. This is almost how one would wish children to be: ecstatically in the moment, and yes, even a bit reckless because they shouldn’t be afraid of life. 


At the last row of trees, Elizabeth jumps. It’s only a short drop to the road and her shoes slap loud against the tarmac. A reverberation shudders through her – she’s suddenly aware of the entirety of her feet – but she doesn’t stop to think and she has already made it across the road when she hears Paul behind her and turns her head to check he’s still playing. Their eyes meet. The car smashes into his side, breaking his arm, hip, and leg and flinging him into the air. He comes down on the other side of the road with a thud and a snap, as his temple hits the tarmac, as his neck breaks.


In the clearing, Art checkmates Eamon, but takes little joy in it. Grace hands Jimmy over to Maggie, who hugs him. Simon wipes butter and jam from Dorothy’s hands with a napkin. Later on, there’ll be a remembrance of someone walking on my grave before hearing Elizabeth’s forlorn scream, but the truth is the cold-sweat dread comes just after the realisation of what it could mean. Not that it matters. They hear her and most of them run, but it’s too late.




Chapter Four


Blessings


I
October 1970


‘YOU’RE SURE?’


In his parents’ guest room, previously his childhood bedroom, Eamon stares at his oldest brother, Luis, who, despite his on-the-fence smile, isn’t joking. He reaches out to adjust Eamon’s tie when it’s his own that’s askew. Eamon swipes his hand away and says, ‘Absolutely.’


Sitting on the chair behind Eamon, Manny, the middle brother, laughs. ‘C’mon, Luis, what sort of question is that? At best, it’s a little late.’ Realising he’s not being listened to, he adds, ‘You’re not fucking jealous, are you?’


Luis and Manny are hefty men, with curly black hair. Luis’s face is like a stretched-out version of Manny’s, with his wider cheekbones, flatter nose, and larger mouth. Discerning a resemblance between either of them and Eamon, however, would require squinting. To Manny Luis says, ‘Shut up, you.’


Manny smiles and drinks from his hip flask. Like his brothers, he’s wearing a suit. His collar is undone. His hangover is leisurely levelling off. He’ll be ready when he needs to be.


Luis says to Eamon, ‘Look, if you were thinking of backing out, this would be the time. You’ve got to ask yourself: is this the woman you want to have children with, to spend fifty years with? Making a commitment like this requires a tremendous amount of trust, a really tremendous fucking amount, and hey, I’m not one to interfere, but if your own brother can’t tell it like it is, well then, he’s not much of a brother, is he?’ He looks at Manny for support, only Manny’s attention has turned to admiring his reflection in the smudged silver of his hip flask. Luis slaps his hand down on Eamon’s shoulder, accentuating his relative shortness. ‘The last thing I’d want to be is insensitive, but if you feel you owe her a marriage because you’ve already slept with her, I’d think …’


‘Luis, I love her.’


Luis sighs. ‘I know you do.’ He shrugs and punches Eamon’s arm. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.’


II 
August 1969


Let’s go back another year. It’s four a.m. on Sunday night, or Monday morning, and we’re in Grace’s bedroom at the opposite end of the house to Simon and Sarah’s room. 


The cream-coloured walls feature a collage of posters – one is of the Beatles in their matching suits, another is of a many-limbed tree bathed in psychedelic colours – and photos of bronzed and long-haired American friends idly posing on a Californian beach. The floor is strewn with clothes, and rock-and-roll records plus their sleeves. In one corner is a guitar, its strings cobwebbed. On her desk, a fresh rose is upright in a glass of water, sitting on the record player, and there are dog-eared books with broken spines. Her coat and Eamon’s are flung over the chair. 


In her double bed, Grace is looking up, past the yawning skylight, to the cloudless sky. Eamon reclines next to her. They are naked and he’s covering himself from the waist down with the sheet. Grace doesn’t need to catch his eye to know his thoughts are sizzling. This deflowering – his, not hers – has been startling. 


He’s three years older than her, yet he’s so young. She likes showing off her body to him, knowing he admires her self-assurance, that he thinks she’s beautiful and they haven’t been fucking or screwing or even having sex; they’ve been making love. How can he not see that just because something is sublime, it doesn’t mean it isn’t sordid too? And that latter aspect, she feels, should be treasured.


Eamon cherishes the silence because it slows time, making these moments malleable to sight and smell, touch and taste – her kiss lingers, luscious in his mouth – so he can store as much of this as possible in his memory. He understands that experience is transitory, but you should still try to hold on when something’s perfect. He’s unbothered that she may think he’s foolish or by how she has looked at him throughout this night with an expression that’s both amused and mocking. This is just her way. 


He lies, jaw in one hand, the other flat on the mattress halfway between them, and contemplates where to touch her. Her chest rises with listlessly exaggerated breaths. Her lips are curled into a sly smile. He reaches out. His fingers stretch across the soft expanse of her stomach, palm and thumb dragging closely behind. His hand stops as his thumb meets her navel’s concave resistance. She laughs, not meanly, having anticipated a more erogenous foray, but she’s aware he’s taking his time, savouring touch. She closes her eyes as his fingernails graze along her ribs, lightly, inciting goose bumps, to her breast, where his hand massages her, if not adeptly then with eager tenderness. They kiss and she takes his hand, gently to begin with, then with gathering momentum, back across rib and curve, down through thatch of hair, taking two of his fingers inside her. With her free hand, she disregards his modesty, the cover of bed sheet. She takes hold.


Twelve hours earlier, Eamon had phoned Simon to gain permission to take Grace out for a late dinner, followed by a surprise trip to the pictures, a midnight showing for just them. Simon said, ‘Was the privilege of escorting her to Ashburnham last night not enough for you? You wouldn’t want to give her some time to recover?’ When Eamon began to stammer a response, Simon quickly ended his suffering. ‘As long as you’re in work first thing in the morning, I don’t have any objections. And you didn’t need to ask.’ 


Getting exclusive access to the Supreme, the town’s only cinema, meant calling in a favour from the proprietor, Eddie. In his teens, Eamon had worked there as an usher. Originally he’d been terrified of Eddie, even though the older man was five feet tall and his face seemed to have as many wrinkles as years he had been alive, and he was in his seventies. He deemed anyone who didn’t revere cinema to be a ‘fecking heathen’, and so he disliked most people, but when Eamon mentioned being a fan of Citizen Kane, it led to a lengthy dialogue about the film’s ahead-of-its-time tracking shots. Eddie revelled in Eamon’s disbelief when he imparted that the word ‘rosebud’ really referred to a prized part of William Randolph Hearst’s mistress’s anatomy, and since then, Eamon has had his feet planted on Eddie’s good side. They still see one another regularly. On Wednesday mornings, Eamon is treated to advance screenings of new films before they open on Fridays, and afterwards they have coffee and he defends whatever he’s planning on writing in his review. 


On the phone, after Eamon had made his request, Eddie said, ‘You know you’ll be keeping an old man from his much-needed sleep.’


‘Why don’t you get Rory to change the reels? I’ll pay the overtime.’


‘That moron? If the job’s going to be done, it might as well be done right.’


‘He does the job well enough for everyone else.’


‘“Everyone else” doesn’t mean he does the job well enough for everyone.’


‘You’ll do it then?’


‘Looks like it. Does this mean you’re going to write something favourable? I hear this film’s controversial.’


‘It’ll probably get a decent review by itself.’


‘Hmm. This lady friend, is she a Monroe? A West?’


‘More of a Dietrich.’


‘I always liked Dietrich.’


‘I know. Me too. Thanks, Eddie.’


‘Yeah, see you later.’ 


So everything was in place and Eamon was hoping that at the end of the night he might, fingers crossed, kiss Grace again. However, shortly into the evening, catastrophe loomed. They were in the Hogan’s Hotel restaurant, which was only slightly fancier than the average Rathbaile pub. As they waited for their starters, Eamon was rambling about his respect for Simon and how lovely he thought Sarah was. Grace was nodding and smiling, but she kept looking over his shoulder; then, cutting him off, she said, ‘I recognise some of these people.’ She focused on him. ‘Ever get the feeling you’re being talked about?’ 


Misinterpreting her tone, he said, ‘I don’t think anyone’s even noticed us. There’s no need to worry about it.’


‘You think I’m paranoid?’


‘I … I don’t.’


‘Well I’m not. This is a gossipy town. You should hear some of the things they say about my mother. You probably have heard them.’


‘Grace, of course you’re not paranoid, and people around here can be ignorant and cruel – I haven’t forgotten what Harry said to you. I didn’t mean to suggest anything negative at all.’


She covered her eyes and he thought he’d botched his chance with her, but then she removed her hand and meekly said, ‘Sorry, Eamon, really. You must think I’m nuts. I wanted this to go well and I guess it’s brought out my high-strung side. If you want to cut it short …’


‘Listen, I’m on edge too. This is going well. We’re finding our way.’


‘I’m not normally so oversensitive.’


‘Even if you are, I like you anyway.’ 


She laughed. ‘You’re a kind man, aren’t you?’


‘I don’t …’


‘It’s rhetorical. Anyway, when are you going to drop a clue about that surprise you said you have?’ 


Eddie, wearing a grey-and-gold uniform complete with a box hat and white felt gloves, welcomed them into the Supreme’s foyer with a grand gesture of his arm. ‘Madam, Mr Gentleman, tonight’s feature is Easy Rider, a journey into the depths of America’s heartland.’


He kissed Grace’s hand, produced a red rose from behind his back, and lied: ‘Eamon asked me to give you this as a token of his affection.’


To Eamon Grace said, ‘Charmer.’ 


When, half an hour into the film, he finally put his arm around her, she rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped her arm around his waist. She whispered, ‘Took your time.’


About forty-five minutes in, after numerous sighs failed to rouse Eamon into making a more daring move, she leaned into his ear and said, ‘Just so you know, I like you too.’


When he turned his head to respond, she kissed him. Most of the remainder of the film was missed – he won’t learn the machete fate of Jack Nicholson’s character until he returns for an undistracted viewing on Wednesday – and while his own groping was perhaps overly respectful, she pressed her hand to his thigh and brushed against his groin. Eamon, bless him, assumed this was inadvertent.


Later, his car parked around the corner from Simon’s house, he pulled away from a long kiss and said, ‘I want you to know how taken I am with you.’ Grace leaned back against the passenger door, studying him. ‘Did I say the wrong thing?’


She smiled. ‘No. I’m just realising how dangerous you are for me.’


‘Dangerous?’


‘Your sweetness and honesty are disarming. But I’m dangerous to you too.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I want you to come inside so I can see what you’re made of.’


‘I’m not … I don’t …’ He took a breath. ‘You’re serious.’


‘I think you want to.’


‘I want to more than I’ve ever wanted anything, but there are other things to consider.’


‘You mean like what would happen to your reputation, and mine, if we were caught? Things like what would Simon do to you?’


‘I guess so, yes.’


She folded her arms. ‘Well, he’d probably fire you. And if the reason why got out, I’d be called a slut. In some quarters you’d be respected more but trusted less. You’d bring shame to your mother. So you have to ask yourself: is what you have to gain by coming in worth what you’d be risking by getting caught?’


We know his choice. If he had rebuffed her, she wouldn’t have given him another opportunity, but he passed her test and sleeping together that first time felt momentous to both of them. They didn’t admit it aloud, not then, but they were quick to embrace the knowledge that their lives would never be the same. Looking back at this saddens me, because they had no idea of all that was to come. How could they have? They held each other and fell in love, and the consequences of that were set in motion, domino tapping domino. 


III 
October 1970


Eamon leaves Luis and Manny in his old room and heads downstairs. Standing outside the door to his parents’ kitchen, he tugs with one finger at the knot of his tie then reproaches himself to let it be – it had looked all right in the mirror. He hears his parents bickering, but their voices are too low to distinguish their words until his father says, ‘Sit down, will you?’ There’s the screeching sound of a chair being pulled back against the floor. 


Eamon goes inside. Art and Maggie are sitting at the kitchen table. Art is in his suit, with a mug of steaming coffee between his planted elbows. Maggie, sitting opposite him, has her hands clasped together on her lap and a full cup of tea in front of her. The colours of her dress – navy and purple – are just a few shades light of being funereal. Eamon reckons he has likely interrupted his parents debating their prospective daughter-in-law’s virtues and faults, with the emphasis on the latter. He doesn’t care, though: they’ll come around when they’ve had the chance to see how good she is for him; failing that, she’ll win them over once she has borne them a grandchild or two.


Maggie hops up and points at her tea. ‘Have that, dear.’


Eamon laughs. ‘I don’t want to drink your tea, Mam.’


‘But you must! You can’t have your mouth going dry when you’re standing up there with everybody watching.’


Eamon is about to protest further, but he receives a look from Art with a clear import: that it’ll be easier for all of them if he drinks the damn tea. He sits in Maggie’s chair. ‘Thanks, Mam.’


‘What else can I get you? A sandwich? Biscuits?’


‘It’d be better if I didn’t risk getting crumbs on my suit.’


Before she can suggest an alternative snack, Art says, ‘There’ll be plenty of food at the wedding. He doesn’t need you mothering him any more. That’ll be his wife’s job now.’ 


Eamon isn’t sure if Art has just made a rare joke, so he smiles politely instead of laughing. Maggie definitely doesn’t see any humour in what Art said. She doesn’t spare him a glance as she lifts the teapot from the table and brings it to the sink, where she pours out the dregs, then dumps the tea bags into the bin. 


Eamon casts his eyes to the ceiling. His brothers can be heard thumping about in his room and laughing disparagingly at each other. ‘They sound like a pair of elephants and a pair of hyenas all at once. Was I ever so loud?’


Art sips his coffee, pauses, and says, ‘No, you were a quiet one. We hardly knew you were there.’


Throughout Eamon’s childhood, Art had wanted him to be more like his older brothers. Luis and Manny were foolish and stubborn, as boys were supposed to be. When they were eight and seven, Art remembers banning them from climbing trees after they suffered broken noses in separate incidents: Manny pushed Luis out of the tree in the back garden; a week later, after they’d both climbed to a higher branch, Luis took his revenge by heaving Manny out of the tree, laughing as the branches knocked him senseless on the way down. Predictably, they continued to climb trees, and Art caught and belted them. This pattern was repeated until they either learned discretion – and they most certainly didn’t do that – or grew bored of that particular game and found a new outlet for risking their necks. With Eamon, though, there was never a need to ban him from climbing trees – heights made his knees shake – or to even discipline him harshly. Art doesn’t have a single fatherly memory of having to take a belt to him.


However, more recently Art has begun to question his own judgements, and it has occurred to him that Eamon has always been stubborn too, just not in the reliably pig-headed manner of his brothers. No, he has been stubborn in how he has sought out and maintained his independence. While Eamon went off to college when he was eighteen, without receiving any encouragement from Art or Maggie on that decision, Luis and Manny stayed put until they were twenty-six and twenty-five. Then they moved into a badly kept bachelor pad together, but they still bring their laundry over for their mother to do, and most evenings she feeds them dinner as well. Time and again, when they tear through their wages from the pram factory with a few days still left in the month, it’s to Art, who is also their foreman, that they come asking for money. Eamon is well used to living alone and taking care of himself, and he hasn’t borrowed a penny since he first moved out. Far more than Luis or Manny, he is his own man.


After rinsing out the teapot and putting it aside to dry, Maggie checks the clock on the wall behind the table. ‘Would you look at the time. What’s taking them two so long?’


Without waiting for a response from her husband or her youngest, she goes out into the hallway. Art says to Eamon, ‘Are you ready for this?’


‘You mean for my big day?’


‘I mean for your marriage. The wedding is the easy part.’


Eamon smiles. ‘I can’t wait. For all of it.’


Art nods, a glint in his eye. Eamon was right that his parents were discussing Grace before he entered the room, but he doesn’t know that Art is in favour of her, that he thinks she has spirit and will bring out the best in him, and that Eamon will do the same for her too. Art could, of course, say all of this, but there’ll be enough sentimentality throughout the day ahead, so he doesn’t want to overdo it. He drinks his coffee and settles for ‘Good for you, son.’


They can hear Maggie calling out, ‘Luis! Emanuel! Where are you? We have to go!’


And then there’s the banging of shoes on the stairs, and Luis telling Manny, ‘Put on your tie and stick in your shirt, yeah? Christ, this is a wedding we’re going to.’


In her elegant white dress Grace walks down the aisle of St Mary’s, a typically majestic Irish church with an arched ceiling, dense marble columns, and vivid stained-glass windows. Her arm is locked with Simon’s; there’s no one other than him she would have considered walking beside. Her uncle has been her true guardian. Even if she knew where to look for her father, and presuming he’s still alive, she wouldn’t have allowed him to attend. In fact, she’s determined to purge the memories of him from her mind for good, along with those of everyone else who has ever wronged her. After all, today is the day that delivers the culmination of her life’s relationships, the ending that forgives the mistakes made during the thorny process of getting here. 


Up ahead, Eamon is standing so proudly. At his side are his brothers, both of whom repulse her – they act as if she must find them doubly attractive as their younger brother but, unfortunately for her, she met him first. So never mind them as well, and that also goes for their disapproving mother. 


Simon squeezes Grace’s arm and she pats his hand. When he squeezes again, she looks at him and he tilts his head in the direction of Dorothy, sitting at the corner of the front pew, where she’s smiling pleasantly and trying to get Grace’s attention. Grace returns her smile, then looks away. She proceeds slowly to the top of the aisle, aware that not only is her mother continuing to stare, but that every pair of eyes here is on her; yes, wishing her joy, but judging her too, wondering if she deserves that joy. She concentrates on meeting Eamon’s gaze, and that steadies her. When she sees how he’s struggling to restrain his smile, she reminds herself of how right they were to choose each other. It will be enough, surely, to fill her thoughts with the future they will share together.


The wedding’s conductor is Father Theodore, a caring man beneath his fondness for Old Testament rhetoric. He lets his parishioners know that St Mary’s is God’s house, but if you’re in a back pew, the reason you don’t speak to your neighbour isn’t because God is everywhere; it’s because you suspect Father Theodore is. Eamon remembers, aged ten, being called forth to the pulpit and, with Father Theodore’s hand clamping his shoulder, having to apologise to the congregation for his ‘chattering’ – all he had actually done was to snap at Luis to stop poking him in the nape of his neck with a saliva-tipped finger, but he wasn’t granted an opportunity to explain that. Before he had returned to his seat, he could hear the oration continue and he didn’t dare look behind for fear of seeing demonic eyes with flame-consumed irises. And yet today he doesn’t feel afraid of Father Theodore or of anyone, or anything, else. This sense of fearlessness is new to him and he knows he has Grace to thank for it. He’s prepared to spend the rest of his life trying to make her as happy as she can be. That’s the least he can do to pay her back for liberating him. 


Father Theodore baptised Eamon and Grace. Both of them wailed, which he approved of, as it suggested that they felt some of the gravity of having their souls saved. Looking at them now, standing together as adults and sharing surreptitious glances, he’s perplexed by what a match they appear to be. He would have pictured Grace with someone flashier, a bit of a cad, and he would have put Eamon with someone a little more demure. Evidently he’d been mistaken, but when it comes to predicting love, that’s easy to do. 


Eamon’s parents sit in one of the front pews. Art is taciturn, while Maggie is crying – it’s unclear to Father Theodore whether this is out of elation or misery. He’d been barely out of the seminary when he presided over their wedding, but he recalls what an unlikely couple they were. Art was a foreigner and a soldier who had seen war. There was something hard about him. Maggie was only seventeen. She was caught up in the romance and had no grasp of what a marriage really entailed. Yet it worked. They had three sons together. They still hold hands.


And then, across the aisle, there’s Grace’s mother Dorothy, her hand being held by her stalwart brother Simon on one side of her and his winsome wife Sarah on the other. Apparently Dorothy is recovering well from an ‘episode’, one of many she has had, but who knows if her demons are at rest? When she married Peter Corcoran, Father Theodore thought that was a fine match. She appeared sane, and he appeared to have fortitude, but just because you have sanity or fortitude one day doesn’t mean you’ll have it the next. It’s an arrogant man who thinks he can predict God’s plan. All one can do is have faith and pray for good fortune.


Father Theodore doesn’t hurry, or tarry either. He knows a wedding is all about its climax – the vows – and as soon as the ceremony is over, the celebration can begin. 


Eamon and Grace each say ‘I do’ with a cadence indicative of butterflies in their bellies, but neither hesitates. They are pronounced man and wife, and kiss to their audience’s approval. Eamon whispers in Grace’s ear, ‘I love you.’


Louder, she says the same.


Manny nudges Luis, who nudges him back harder. Maggie cries on Art’s shoulder. Dorothy exclaims to Simon and Sarah, ‘My Grace is married!’


Throughout the day, the sky had been lowering and growling, threatening to weep. When the congregation spills out of the church, the weather has cleared up. There are still a few innocuous clouds scattered around, and there’s a bite in the air, but the consensus is that the sky is empty of clouds and there’s no breeze. The change in the weather is taken to be a good sign, a blessing. I would tell these people if I could: signs are always either coincidences or something stamped on to memories in hindsight; blessings never have merit.




Chapter Five


Clarity


January 1985


JIMMY IS FOUR, AND OF ALL HIS RELATIVES, INCLUDING the dead, HE LOOKS most like Paul. While he’s bigger than Paul was at the same age, and also quieter, he has the same mop of brown hair, pudgy cheeks, and sleepy eyes. If they didn’t look so similar, his eyes wouldn’t be stinging now.


Grace stands behind him, her hands in his hair, kneading dye into the roots. They’re facing a mirror so she should see that oily tendrils are soaking his forehead, passing through and going around his eyebrows, veering towards his eyes in their hollows. Too late, he battens down his eyelids. He could rub his eyes or call out, but he’s trying to be still. His hands clutch the arms of the chair. Within his shoes, his toes curl inwards.


Grace’s shoulders quiver, as if they’re receiving little electric shocks from the loose twine of her hair. Her fingers press on his reddening scalp. Then larger hands cover hers and bring them to her sides. Eamon whispers, ‘Grace. What are you doing?’


She blinks and tears escape, locating her mouth. She releases a breath and tilts back unsteadily against Eamon. ‘I wanted to make him different, to be an individual.’


He turns her around. ‘He already is.’


‘I know. I do.’


Standing in the doorway, Elizabeth, her voice breaking from both fear and anger, says, ‘This wasn’t my fault. I didn’t think she’d do anything.’ She has only just stopped crying, and some damp strands of hair are pasted to one side of her face. 
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