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Excerpt

‘Let me change your dressing.’ Her voice was soft, even softer than Sylvie’s. ‘Come on, Private McCulloch, big brave chap like you. What would your wife think of you, scared of having your bandages changed?’

He did not deny that he had a wife, but he did not confirm it either.

To appease her, he said, ‘All right.’

The dressing came away from his face in one piece. Cold morning air pressed against his lids. His eyes were a mess. He knew they were a mess. He kept them shut. He could see threads of colour, though, and the darkness was no longer white but black. He felt the icy solution dribble down his cheeks.

‘Open your eyes.’

He opened his eyes and saw natural light and in the light the nurse’s face, solemn and sallow and drawn with concern.

‘Can you see me?’ she asked.

Beautiful, he thought, she’s quite beautiful.

But all he said was, ‘Yes.’


In Memory of my Grandfather

Private David McNair

7th Battalion Gordon Highlanders

Hazebrouck, 14th April 1918

and

For Theresa, of course, with Love.


PART ONE

Sylvie


Chapter One

She met him first late in the afternoon of a Sunday in July only days before the war began. She was outside feeding the chickens when the Hudson appeared in the street on the far side of the arch and, tilted on two wheels, swerved into the alley. The alley appeared too narrow to accommodate the broad, black motor-car and for a moment she thought the wings, lamps, even the fender would be torn away and Turk Trotter, who was perched on the running board, would be smeared against the wall, then the car straightened and shot, roaring, into the yard.

The hens scattered and the rooster flew up in the air like a fighting cock. Maeve was seated on top of the coal box. She jerked in her legs and tumbled backwards, giving the strangers a glimpse of her stockings and little girl’s garters, but the men were on fire with the day’s events and had no interest in little girls or their garters. Turk leaped from the running board. He pranced away from the motor-car, plucked Maeve from the coal box and spun her round.

‘By Gad, ay-hay, we taught them a lesson today,’ he chanted. ‘Did we not march, my sweetheart, straight into Dublin town, the first Irish army to do so in a hundred years?’

Sylvie paid no attention to Turk’s prattle. She stood by the kitchen doorway, cornmeal running in dusty little streams through her fingers, and peered into the window of the motor-car at the stranger in the back. His head was resting against her father-in-law’s belly. His coat, a long, grey, threadbare ulster, was wrapped around his knees. His fists were tucked between his knees and his body drawn away from her as if in shame or shyness. It was a small, pale face that topped the collar and the collar was fastened with a stud not a pin and the tie was like a string a dog had chewed. There was a leaf-shaped splash of blood across the breast of his shirt and fresh blood on the folds of the overcoat.

‘What happened to him?’ Sylvie asked.

The young man in the front seat beside Charlie leaned over and said, ‘Pull yourself together, Fran, for God’s sake. You’re scarin’ the woman.’

‘He’s bleeding,’ Sylvie said.

The young man in the front seat was younger than Charlie who was hardly much more than a boy. At times it was hard to remember how young they all were and that she herself was still some years short of thirty.

Turk came up behind her. He wrapped an arm about her waist and squeezed his wrist against her breast. It didn’t matter to Turk that she was Gowry McCulloch’s wife. Old or young, pretty or plain, married or single, it was all the same to Turk Trotter for he was the younger son of a Wexford cattle broker and still had the rough manners of a country man.

‘I think he took a bullet,’ Turk said.

Daniel McCulloch laughed. Nervous laughter was her father-in-law’s response to most things. If he had been a slender young woman instead of a fat old man he would have been a giggler.

He said, ‘Sure now and we all know he took a bullet.’

‘Bullet or not, he’s bleeding,’ Sylvie said. ‘Bring him into the house.’

‘No,’ Charlie said. ‘If he’s going to die he’d better do it in his own bed.’

‘His own bed?’ said Turk. ‘Is he still lodged at the college?’

‘He has not been lodged at the college for years,’ said Charlie.

‘Take him home to his wife then,’ Turk said.

‘Wife!’ said Charlie. ‘If you mean Maureen, she threw him out.’

‘Well,’ Sylvie said, ‘you can’t just leave him there.’

Charlie had silky hair and protruding ears. He shrugged his thin shoulders.

The young man was also a country boy. He had the same tanned, ruddy look they all had at first, scared of nothing.

‘Have we not more important things to do than fuss with the likes of Fran Hagarty,’ he said.

Turk detached his arm from her waist and glanced at the piece of Sperryhead Road that was visible through the arch.

The sun had already begun to sink towards the west. The shadow on the wall of Watton’s warehouse was slanted towards the eaves and the back of the hotel was all in shadow. Charlie opened the driver’s door, leaned out and looked back at the archway and the sunlit cobbles.

‘Did we shake them off?’ he asked.

‘Sure and we shook them off,’ Turk said. ‘The peelers ha’n’t got time to chase us, not with corpses strewed all over Bachelor’s Walk.’

‘Corpses?’ Sylvie said. ‘Dead corpses?’

‘They fired on the crowd,’ Turk told her.

‘The soldiers,’ Charlie added.

‘The King’s Own,’ Turk said. ‘They’re not after us, the bastards.’

‘We don’t know who they’re after,’ Charlie said. ‘We shouldn’t sit round here waitin’ to be caught red-fisted.’

The wounded man’s head was resting against the leather seat. Her father-in-law had slid away, groping for the door handle. There was no sign of blood on the man’s lips but his eyes were lustreless, as if the stuff of life were seeping out of him.

He looked up at Sylvie.

‘Leave me,’ he said. ‘I’m fine where I am.’

‘Damned if you are,’ said Sylvie.

And yanked open the passenger door.

Daniel McCulloch, her father-in-law, was secretary of the Brotherhood of Erin, Charlie an active member. When Gowry was off on trips they met Turk in the back bar of the Shamrock and jawed the night away. Sylvie had no interest in secret societies or the tangle of Irish politics. She left all that blathering, time-wasting stuff to the menfolk. She had been to only one big parade, at Bodenstown, and only because Maeve had been keen.

Maeve could twist her mam and daddy around her little finger when she set her mind to it and since Daddy was driving a charabanc hired from Flanagan’s by the brotherhood why couldn’t Mam and she go too? Sylvie had no great desire to hear the speeches and the bands but with the threat of war hanging heavy in the air she felt it was time to discover what all the ranting was about and why her in-laws were prepared to die for an Ireland that seemed to her perfectly fine and dandy just the way it was. But when she had arrived in Bodenstown and marched beside Maeve in the parade she had begun to experience a little of the national pride that so excited her daughter. Gowry had stayed on the omnibus, feet up, cap pulled down, eating cherries from a paper bag, reading Tit-Bits, pretending that none of it mattered to him.

For Sylvie it had been a surprisingly good day, a day away from running the hotel, from feeding hens and frying bacon and making sure that Jansis swept the stairs. And she was pleased to see her daughter enjoying herself. Only in hindsight did she realise that marching in the parade at Bodenstown had prepared her for Francis Hagarty.

Turk guided him through the kitchen into the house.

He was too proud to allow them to take his legs and swing him between them. He leaned heavily on Turk and kept his hand down between his thighs, pressing his knees together, walking with mincing steps like one of the comic turns at the Tivoli. Blood followed him down the corridor to the sitting-room, pattering on the linoleum like the spoor of an animal. Maeve trailed him, mopping up the spots with a newspaper and when Mr Hagarty slumped into the armchair by the fireplace she stuck a wad of newspaper under his feet to protect the rug.

Turk stood back, frowning, then went out into the hall where Charlie was pacing restlessly up and down.

Sylvie heard Charlie say, ‘Where’s Gowry? Where’s my flamin’ brother?’

‘Dad’s out with the bus,’ Maeve answered. ‘He’s driving Sunday trippers to the lakes. He’ll not be back before nine.’

‘Thank God for that,’ said Charlie, and disappeared.

The sitting-room was at the front of the house. The curtain had been drawn to keep sunlight from fading the furniture. The room was sombre, brown and still. A table, four chairs and the two big armchairs that flanked the fireplace were reflected in the oval mirror above the mantelpiece.

Sylvie knelt at the stranger’s feet. ‘Where are you hurt, sir?’

‘Don’t call me “sir”,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m Fran Hagarty.’

‘Are you now?’ Sylvie said. ‘Well, Mr Hagarty, show me your hand.’

‘It is my hand,’ he said, ‘and a bloody mess it is, too.’

He drew his fist from between his knees and held it out. Blood dripped sluggishly on to the newspaper. He did not look at it. He stared at the crown of Sylvie’s head and her soft inarticulate curls.

‘Are the fingers gone?’ he said.

She touched the flesh. ‘Have you no other injury?’

‘Is one not enough? It’s my hand of truce, my hand of friendship. Let me talk to your commanding officer, says I – and they shot me. How many fingers are left?’

‘All of them,’ Sylvie said.

‘And the thumb?’

‘And the thumb.’

He drew in a breath and let it out again. ‘It’s not so bad then?’

‘No, it’s not so bad,’ said Sylvie. ‘I’ll wipe it clean and you can see for yourself. There’s a man in a house round the corner who keeps stitching needles. He does for the dockers when there’s an accident.’

‘Bugger the needles,’ Fran Hagarty said. ‘I could do with a drink, though.’

‘Tea?’

‘Whiskey. Powers preferred.’

The bullet had scored the pad below his left thumb but she doubted if there was anything broken. She could feel his blood leaking into the palm of her hand and was reluctant to release him yet.

She turned her head and called out, ‘Maeve, bring the gentleman a glass of whiskey from the bar. And some water from—’

‘No water,’ Fran Hagarty said.

‘Some warm water from the kettle in a clean bowl, gentian from the cabinet, lint too. And my sewing scissors. Maeve?’

‘I hear you, Mam,’ Maeve answered. ‘I’m on my way.’

‘Ah, it’s a good girl you have there,’ Fran Hagarty said. ‘An obedient girl.’

‘When it suits her.’

‘Are there more children in the house?’

‘Just Maeve.’

He eased himself forward and studied the wound.

He was half her age again, forties. He had the worn sort of shabbiness that was not uncommon in the commercials who lodged in the Shamrock, but none of their affability. He was puffy about the gills and his greying hair needed trimmed. His sad brown eyes were filled with resignation, not self-pity.

Outside in the corridor there were thumps and bumps.

She could hear Turk cursing and her father-in-law’s nervous snigger.

Fran Hagarty said, ‘How many rooms are in the house?’

‘Ten, in addition to domestic apartments.’

‘How many are occupied?’

‘Five,’ Sylvie answered. ‘Are you looking for lodgings? We charge one shilling and sixpence a night for a bed and a meat breakfast.’

‘You’re Scottish, aren’t you?’

‘I am,’ she said. ‘From Glasgow.’

‘I did hear that Daniel had relatives in Glasgow.’

‘I’m only related to the McCullochs by marriage.’

She was tempted to blurt out the whole story, to tell him that she was Forbes McCulloch’s rejected lover and that only Gowry’s kindness had saved her from going straight to the dogs after Forbes had abandoned her. Imparting such information went beyond the pale of first acquaintance, however, and she doubted if Mr Hagarty would be impressed by her history.

‘Only one child?’ Fran said. ‘What does the priest have to say about that?’

‘It is none of the priest’s business,’ Sylvie said. ‘We’re not Catholic. But I imagine you knew that already, Mr Hagarty.’

‘I did,’ he said. ‘I did, and I forgot.’

‘What are they doing out there?’

‘Hiding the tackle.’

‘Tackle?’ Sylvie said.

‘Guns.’

‘My God!’ Sylvie tossed his hand back at him. ‘You can’t dump guns in my house. My husband’ll have a fit if he finds weapons here.’

‘Are there no empty rooms upstairs?’

‘That’s beside the point.’

Sylvie spun round as Maeve breezed into the sitting-room carrying one of the big wooden kitchen trays. She was tall for her age, already gawky, not at all like her dainty, doll-like mother. She had Sylvie’s curls, though they were glossy brown like ripe horse chestnuts, not fair. Her eyes were alert to everything that was going on and she often seemed too knowing and bold for her age, a precocious quality that Sylvie recognised and feared.

‘Powers,’ the girl said, ‘in a clean glass. Gentian and lint and water.’

‘Thank you, dearest,’ Sylvie said, a little more sweetly than she would have done if Mr Hagarty had not been there. ‘Put the tray on the table, please.’

The girl set the tray down carefully, then, turning, stared at the man in the armchair. ‘You’re the chap who writes for the papers. I’ve heard of you.’

‘Ah, but have you read anything I’ve written?’

‘Only the stuff in Scissors & Paste.’

‘Where I’m usually quoted out of context.’ He seemed grateful to have found an admirer, even one as young as Maeve. He said, ‘I’ll not be taught on the syllabus at your school, I’m thinking?’

‘Aye, but you are,’ said Maeve. ‘Mr Whiteside reads Scissors to the class. He thinks you’re funny.’

‘Do you think I’m funny?’

‘I don’t understand what you’re on about half the time.’

‘Heresy,’ Fran said. ‘Sheer heresy.’

‘What does that mean?’ said Maeve.

‘It means you’d better make yourself scarce,’ said Sylvie.

She got up, crossed to the table, picked up the whiskey glass and carried it back to the man in the armchair. He reached for it with his good hand, took in a great gulp and blew out his cheeks. He looked at Maeve and winked then straightened his shoulders and tilted up his chin. With the stoop gone and a smile on his face Sylvie realised that not so long since he must have been handsome.

‘Tell your grandfather and Charlie to stop what they’re doing,’ Sylvie said. ‘I’ll not have them dumping guns in my house.’

‘Guns, is it?’ Maeve said. ‘I thought it might be.’

‘Mausers,’ Fran said.

‘Where did you get German weapons?’ Sylvie asked.

Fran drank again and held out the glass.

‘Fetch the bottle,’ Sylvie told her daughter and when the girl had gone out of the room, said, ‘Is this the war they’ve been talking about for so long? Is this the start of the – the thing itself?’

‘Would that it were,’ Fran said. ‘No, it is not the start of the rebellion but it will give the government something to think about.’

‘Isn’t there a law against gun-running?’

‘Oh, indeed there is,’ said Fran. ‘But no effort has been made to apply it. It will be a different story now, after what’s happened on the quays.’

‘Is that where you got shot?’

Sylvie carried the tray to the fireside and placed it on the rug at Fran Hagarty’s feet. She knelt again and anointed his wound with stinging violet liquid. He made no complaint save a little hiss and, sipping from the whiskey glass, watched her work on his hand.

‘Bachelor’s Walk,’ he said. ‘Before that it was all pretty smooth and easy. For those in the ranks it was just another Sunday route-march out to Howth. Only a handful of officers knew what was going on.’

‘And what was going on?’ said Sylvie.

It felt odd to be crouched on her knees in her own parlour, doctoring a stranger’s hand. The wound was closing, blood congealing. She cut a strip of lint with her scissors and then, to be safe, another. She bound them tightly over his thumb and around his wrist with clean linen bandages. He talked on, pausing only to sip from the glass now and then, and seemed oblivious to her ministrations.

‘Fifteen hundred Mausers purchased with American money and brought in by yacht. What a cheer there was when the lads saw what she was carrying. Only the firmness of the officers stopped them spoiling things with their eagerness.’

‘What were you doing there?’

‘Observing.’

‘Observing – with my father-in-law, Turk and Charlie?’

‘Daniel got wind that something big was about to take place and invited me to go with them in the motor-car.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Sylvie said.

‘Do you not now?’

‘I think it was the other way about. I think you took them there with you.’

‘Well, perhaps you are right, Mrs McCulloch.’

‘Sylvie.’

‘Sylvie; perhaps you are right.’ He paused then went on, ‘It wasn’t until we reached the entrance to the Dublin Road that we met fixed bayonets.’

‘Were you marching with them, Mr Hagarty?’

‘I am not the marching sort. I was riding in the motor-car behind the column. When we met the bayonets there was scuffling and fisticuffs but no shooting and many of the men managed to scatter, taking the guns with them. We rounded up Charlie’s friend and gathered about thirty guns for safe-keeping. We slipped away and headed back into the city – and that’s where I got shot.’

‘In Bachelor’s Walk?’

‘The Walk was crowded,’ Fran Hagarty said. ‘Women and children mostly. They were just jeering at the soldiers who were marching back to barracks. Then the order was given to fire on the crowd. I had just got out of the motor-car to look for a clear way. I was not in the fray, not in the thick of it. I had just held up my hand to show my peaceful intentions when the soldiers started shooting.’

‘How many were killed?’

‘I was in no fit condition to count. I saw several, many in fact, go down just before Charlie bundled me into the motor-car and got us away.’

‘Why did you come to our house, Mr Hagarty?’ Maeve asked.

Man and woman glanced round. They had been so intent upon the narrative and upon each other – Sylvie’s forearm on Fran’s knee, his hand resting on her shoulder – that they had failed to notice that Maeve was loitering in the doorway.

‘We thought we were being pursued,’ Fran answered.

‘Couldn’t you have gone back to Towers, to my granddad’s place, and hidden the tackle there?’ Maeve said.

‘Young lady,’ Fran Hagarty said, ‘that is a very sensible question. I will tell you the answer. We couldn’t hide the guns at Towers because the brewery’s one of the first places the inspectors will look when they start hunting down the caches.’

‘What does that mean?’ said Maeve. ‘Catches?’

‘Stop asking so many questions,’ Sylvie said. ‘What’s Charlie doing? Why has it gone so quiet?’

‘They’re in the bar, having a glass and waiting for Mr Hagarty.’

‘What have they done with the – the tackle?’ Sylvie said.

‘Left it upstairs, I think,’ said Maeve.

‘Well, we’ll have to see about that,’ Sylvie said and removed Fran’s hand from her shoulder.

She was dressed in a drab cotton dress and a soiled apron and looked like a common skivvy. She wished she’d had warning that an important person like Francis Hagarty was about to arrive at the Shamrock, for then she would have dug out one of her pretty dresses from the chest in the attic and put it on, along with lip rouge and the pink powder that Gowry said made her look like a trollop. It had been years since she’d done herself up to please a man. She had remained true to Gowry since the moment they had set foot on Irish soil, for she had been big with the baby inside her and grateful for the hasty civil ceremony that Gowry had arranged to give Maeve a name and a father.

She was hurt by the fact that she had not impressed Mr Francis Hagarty however, or had not impressed him enough. She got to her feet. He rose with her, protecting the whiskey glass with his bandaged hand. He seemed, she thought, recovered. He was not vital. He was languid. But that, she guessed, was how he always was. He wasn’t even looking at her. He was looking at Maeve who was posted in the doorway with a little scowl of concentration on her face.

She waited for Maeve to start flirting with him but the child, though precocious, was not so advanced as all that.

‘Cache,’ he said softly, ‘is a word derived from the old French. Cash-ay. It means a hole in the ground, a hiding place.’

‘Cash-ay,’ said Maeve. ‘Cash-ay.’

‘There you are now, young lady,’ Fran Hagarty said. ‘You have learned something new, so the day has not been wasted.’

Then, lifting the whiskey bottle, he ambled out of the sitting-room to join the other rebels in the bar.


Chapter Two

Gowry had always looked well in uniform. In Glasgow he had chauffeured for the Franklin family and had worn a leather topcoat, quilted motoring cap and elbow-length gauntlets whenever he’d called upon her on his brother Forbes’s behalf. She had been so blindly, stupidly in love with Forbes, however, that she had hardly noticed Gowry at all at first. Now, in the blue-black, high-collared tunic and braid-trimmed cap of Flanagan’s Motoring Company he looked so military that he had often been spat upon by urchins and corner boys too ignorant to tell an omnibus driver from a British officer.

Now and then Gowry would be employed to drive one of Flanagan’s handsome limousines to a wedding or a funeral but usually he was hired out to drive charabancs filled with drunken football supporters or severe, if not always sober, committee men to rallies and parades in far-flung rural townships.

In summer he collected parties of tourists from the big hotels, stiff-necked English ladies, sentimental Americans and a fair sprinkling of well-off Italians who tipped generously. In fact, the local gentry were no less generous and a good deal less patronising and a bus full of racing gentlemen with a skinful of brandy inside them was like money in the bank.

Rallies and race meetings often kept Gowry away overnight and in the tripper season he could be away for the best part of a week while, unknown to him, his father and his brother’s pals made hay in the bar of the Shamrock.

Maeve kept quiet about what went on when her father was out of town but she carried his timetables in her head, the way the daughter of a fisherman carries knowledge of the tides, and would warn her grandfather or uncle when Gowry was due back. She saw no harm in dividing her loyalties, for nationalism was taught like holy writ at Sperryhead school and her teacher, Mr Whiteside, was forever preaching the benefits of home rule. She helped Jansis empty ashtrays and mop up spillings after the men had gone and would polish sticky fingerprints from the beer handles and the lid of the piano.

It was Turk who played on the bar piano. Turk Trotter, with his Ottoman colouring and big fat fingers, could coax from the battered instrument melodies both rousing and sweet and after a dozen pints of stout would lift his voice in song and sound, Maeve thought, just like the Harp of Erin.

When Daddy, not ten minutes back from the lakes and still in uniform, shouted, ‘What in God’s good name is this?’ Maeve had no ready answer. He held the cartridge up between finger and thumb and pushed it towards her the way a beau might offer a flower. ‘Tell me the truth. Has Trotter been here again, or Charlie, and who did they bring with them this time?’

She would have bolted for the front door or out through the kitchen into the yard but she was so scared she couldn’t move.

‘I – I don’t know.’

He crouched, bending from the waist. He had a longish face and a furrow down each side of his mouth. He had grown a little moustache when he’d worked in the Dublin ship repair yard and she’d liked his little moustache, but the job in the repair yard hadn’t lasted long and he was always close-shaven these days. He had shaved somewhere that evening, for she could smell the faint soapy tang off him and see a fleck of lather dried behind his ear.

‘Do you know what this is, Maeve?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Don’t lie to me.’

‘It’s a bullet.’

‘It’s a cartridge, a live round. Where did it come from?’

‘Du-dunno.’

‘Turn off the waterworks, girl,’ her father said. ‘I’m not impressed.’ He continued to hold up the cartridge, aimed at the ceiling. He put his hand on her shoulder so she couldn’t run away. ‘Have you heard what’s been happening over on the quays?’

‘Nuh.’

‘Has Mr Dolan or Mr Pettu not told you?’

‘Ha’n’t s-seen e-either of them,’ Maeve stammered.

To her mother she might seem much older than ten but to her father she was still a little girl of five or six, trusting, innocent and loving. She wouldn’t have lied to him then. She would have been incapable of lying to him then. He cursed the influences that had made her so furtive and deceitful.

He said, ‘Well, one poor woman and two men are dead and the whole town’s buzzing with government officials looking for someone to blame.’

Maeve said, ‘It was the soldiers, the soldiers are to blame.’

‘So,’ her father said, ‘you have heard about it. Where are they?’

‘What?’

‘The guns. Sure and they’re here, are they not?’

She pursed her lips to stifle tears. She wasn’t fey the way her mother had been once. She was stubborn. Gowry felt a tiny prickle of pride in his heart at her defiance even though it was he himself she was defying. He was Irish enough to respect her courage but he scented danger in what had happened in the quays, more so now that a war was boiling up in Europe.

‘What if they are?’ Maeve said. ‘I’m not the one to say they are, but what if they are? Are we not the martyrs to the foreign rule just like – just like Belgium?’

‘What’s this?’ Gowry said, still crouched, still holding her by the shoulder. ‘Where have you been hearing such nonsense?’

‘It is not nonsense,’ Maeve said then, her nerve breaking, tossed back her head and bawled at the pitch of her voice, ‘Mam. Mam-eee.’

He straightened, cupped his fist over the shiny cartridge he’d found glinting under the slant of the stairs where Turk or Charlie had dropped it, and released his daughter. She was off in an instant, darting out through the kitchen into the enclosed yard, and he felt again the panic that he’d felt so often before, the terrible clawing fear that something bad would happen to her, something he would be powerless to prevent.

Sylvie appeared from the dining-room. No one had shown up for dinner that evening, not even Mr Dolan. Gowry wondered where Dolan had got to. He was a milk-and-water old nationalist and unlikely to venture out into the streets when trouble was brewing.

‘What’s wrong? Where’s Maeve?’ Sylvie said.

‘She’s gone out the back.’

‘Has she? Why?’

‘Because I showed her this’: the cartridge erect in his fingers. ‘Because I asked her where her granddad had hidden the guns.’

‘Guns?’

‘Don’t you start, Sylvie,’ Gowry said. ‘I know there’s tackle here. Do you want me to tear the place apart to find it?’ He didn’t wait for her reply but went on. ‘My dada was here this afternoon, wasn’t he? Was Charlie with him?’

‘I have no idea what—’

‘Sylvie, waken up,’ he snapped. ‘If the peelers find smuggled guns under our roof they’ll shut down the hotel and drag me off to the Castle. Do you suppose my father or Charlie will step forward and confess? Not them. They’ll let me take the blame without a qualm of conscience and mourn only because the shooters have been lost. What did they bring and where have they hidden it?’

‘You’re not going to turn them over?’ Sylvie said.

‘I won’t turn them over. I just want to know what they brought.’

‘I won’t let you turn them over.’

‘You’ve no say in the matter.’

‘The Shamrock’s mine. You said it was mine.’

‘Licensed in your name, Sylvie, paid for with our money.’

‘Forbes’s money.’

For the first time in years she had uttered Forbes’s name. She thought Gowry would be shocked to hear it again from her lips, to be reminded that she had been bought off with money enough to purchase the goodwill of the Shamrock’s previous owners and the remainder of the lease.

Once the name was out she felt guilty. Truth was that she could hardly remember Forbes McCulloch or the intensity of her feelings for him. Even so, the sensation of reliving something that had happened before was strong and connected her to what had taken place that afternoon in the sitting-room when she had held Mr Hagarty’s hand and felt his blood drip into her palm.

‘All right,’ Gowry conceded. ‘Forbes’s money. It’s immaterial now.’ He put the cartridge into his pocket and glanced upstairs. ‘What is it, guns?’

‘Yes, it’s guns,’ Sylvie said. ‘You’ll have heard what went on today?’

‘I have,’ said Gowry.

‘They were desperate.’

‘Who was it – Charlie?’

‘Daniel and Charlie and Turk.’

‘Is that all?’

‘A boy, just a boy, was with them, and a man. I don’t know who he was.’

‘Had they been out at Howth with the volunteers?’

‘I think they had, yes.’

Gowry said, ‘I might have known my old man would be mixed up with gun-running and wouldn’t rest happy until he got me tangled in it too. Where did he stow the tackle, Sylvie?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been upstairs since they left.’

Gowry grunted and headed for the stairs.

Sylvie switched on the electrical light that would guide him to the first floor. Above that there was no wiring and he would have to light one of the oil lamps that were set out on a long whatnot on the second landing. She watched him swarm up the stairs two at a time and, after a moment, followed him, prompted by the fear that he would find out that Fran Hagarty had been here.

She followed the oil lamp to the top floor. There was no wallpaper on the walls only bare boarding. The rooms were small as closets. She watched the distortions of the lamplight as Gowry went from room to room. He even peered into the attic, though it contained nothing but a few dusty trunks and the water cisterns. He came back to the head of the stairs. Sylvie trailed down floor by floor after her husband while he flung open bedroom doors, poked into closets and looked under beds.

‘Who’s in this room?’

‘Mr Rice.’

‘Where is he?’

‘In the bar along with the others. They’ve been out walking together, I think, seeing the sights.’

‘Some sights!’ said Gowry. ‘Who else is booked in?’

‘No one,’ Sylvie said.

They were on the second floor now. The corridor was tee-shaped and one window looked out into the road. The rooms here were long let to Mr Pettu, who worked for a Catholic wine merchant, and Mr Dolan, who existed on a meagre pension from the port authority. He had been a harbour pilot until his eyesight had failed. He had no living relative left in the world. He had been here when the McCullochs had taken over the hotel and in all likelihood he would die here.

Gowry paused. He glanced at Sylvie at the stair-head. She shook her head and shrugged. Gowry knocked on Dolan’s door.

‘Mr Dolan, Mr Dolan are you there?’

There was a smell of smoke from the lamp but no other smell, save the dry, summer-night odour of the house itself. It was still daylight outside, twilight, but the window at the corridor’s end did not admit much light. Gowry gave the lamp a shake, making the oil in the base slop and the flame run up the wick.

‘Mr Dolan?’

Gowry rattled the door handle.

‘Go away.’

‘Mr Dolan, what’re you doing in there, sitting in the dark?’

‘Go away.’

‘You’ve not had your dinner, Mr Dolan,’ Sylvie called out. ‘Are you sick?’

‘Go away.’

From the pocket of her apron she fished out the key that opened all the bedroom doors. She walked along the corridor and gave the key to Gowry. He handed her the lamp. She held it in both hands and watched Gowry stoop and fit the key and turn it.

‘Mr Dolan, I’m coming in.’

‘Ah no, ah no, ah no,’ the old man moaned. ‘Ah no, my dear God, no.’

Gowry opened the door. Sylvie held out the lamp.

Mr Dolan was hunched in the half-light on the side of the bed, his feet propped on the boxes. He looked not cross but terrified. He wore woollen stockings and an undershirt and his braces hung slack on his shoulders. In a frame above the bed was a print of the Sacred Heart and on the dressing-table a small plaster statue of the Virgin.

‘So this is where you’ve been hiding yourself, Mr Dolan?’ Gowry said. ‘And what’s this you have for a footstool? I don’t recall having put in any new furniture.’

‘Oh, God! Oh, Mother of God!’

Sylvie had never seen a man so terrified. His ancient yellow eyes stared out of his head, popping with the fear in him. His legs and arms twitched and his head flew back and forth on his leathery neck, denying the obvious. He was afraid of Gowry, Sylvie realised, of her husband’s denunciation, his anger.

‘Ah now, and it’s all right,’ Gowry said gently.

‘They told me, they told me not to tell you.’

‘Sure and what else did they tell you?’ Gowry said.

‘It was for Ireland, they told me, for the sake of the country.’

‘And so it was,’ Sylvie heard herself say. ‘So it is, Mr Dolan.’

Gowry was on one knee, hands flat on the lid of the box. It looked, Sylvie thought, as if he were praying over the coffin of a child.

‘Did they tell you what’s in the boxes, Mr Dolan?’ Gowry said.

‘For Ireland, they said. For Ireland.’

Gowry drummed his fingers on the wood. ‘Well, I’ll be taking them away, if you’ve no objection. There is no room for them here.’

‘You’ll tell. You’ll tell them. You’ll tell him I told you.’

‘Nah,’ said Gowry. ‘Nah, nah, Mr Dolan. It’ll be our secret. You go on downstairs now and Mrs McCulloch will see you fed. When you come back, or soon after, there will be nothing here.’

‘They said . . .’

‘Who said: my father?’ Gowry, standing now, asked.

‘Him. He came up with them afterward.’

‘Who did?’

‘Mr Hagarty,’ said Mr Dolan. ‘He told me it was for the good of the mother country. He gave me the drink and money for the drink and he told me not to tell you the tackle was in my room – and now I have.’

‘Hagarty?’ said Gowry, frowning. ‘Who the devil’s Hagarty?’

He glanced round at Sylvie. She shook her head.

She put the lamp on the floor, came forward and, reaching over the boxes, took Mr Dolan’s hand and lifted him up.

‘Come,’ she said. ‘Mr Rice is downstairs. You like Mr Rice, do you not? And Mr Pettu will be in from church any minute. He’ll tell you what’s been going on. Come on, Mr Dolan. I’ve stew in the pot and it’ll spoil.’

He rose reluctantly, trembling still, and clambered over the boxes with the German words stencilled on the sides. Sylvie supported him while he hoisted up his braces and groped for his boots. She was annoyed at how poor Mr Dolan had been used by Fran Hagarty but at the same time she was impressed by the soft-voiced, insistent ruthlessness that had bewitched an old man and led him willy-nilly into abetting a cause he did not fully understand.

‘What are you going to do, Gowry?’ she asked from the doorway. ‘You’re not going to hand them over, are you?’

‘No, not that,’ Gowry said. ‘I’m going to hide them, hide them where they won’t be found.’

‘And where might that be?’ Sylvie asked.

‘Never you mind, dearest,’ Gowry answered. ‘Ah no, never you mind.’

First thing in the morning as soon as breakfast was over Sylvie put on her straw bonnet and best jacket and set off for Amiens Street railway station.

The day was soft but hazy and there were thin strands of cloud that might turn to rain later. Newspaper billboards shouted out the massacre. In town there was a queer drone in the air like a beehive about to swarm. In the streets and in the railway station the police were much in evidence, burly-looking officers from the Royal Irish Constabulary. Around the ticket-office and the platform gate were little parcels of soldiers with carbines slung over their shoulders. She bought a ticket to Malahide and boarded the train just three or four minutes before it pulled out. She sat with her hands folded, small as a child, her shoes hardly touching the floor and listened to the chat in the compartment about what had happened to the poor innocents in Bachelor’s Walk.

She listened to the talk jabbering back and forth, and said nothing. Today it was a different sort of nothing, though. Today she listened intently to her fellow-travellers’ opinions and thought how easy it would be to jump in and tell them a tale that would shut their gobs quick enough and how they would regard her then not as a neat, pretty little woman in a cheap straw bonnet but as someone involved, a friend of the great Fran Hagarty.

Nine miles the line ran, the train stopping now and then. When it came out on the flat land with the sea on the right Sylvie looked out at the sea for a moment or two then inland while the train jogged past Towers, a couple of miles short of Malahide. Away across the barley fields were the whitewashed walls of the brewery and, sheltered by elms, the two-storey cottage where Gowry’s father lived with his wife Kay and the remnant of their brood.

She got off the train at Malahide and, ignoring the gigs at the pavement’s edge, headed out of town on foot. There was no breeze to speak of but the waves broke in creamy arcs across the sand and out to sea the sails of the water wags were full. Children, bright and tiny, played at the water’s edge. She walked quickly and soon left the trippers behind.

She had been to Towers only three or four times, for Gowry’s mother, Kay, who had been born a Franklin and who spent much of the year in Glasgow staying with Forbes, had never made her welcome. There had never been enough coming in from brewing hardly to feed them, Gowry claimed, and certainly not enough to satisfy his mother’s aspirations and pay off the debts his father accrued by betting on three-legged horses. These days Charlie and young Peter kept the brewery ticking over while Daniel messed about with the affairs of the brotherhood.

Sylvie had no desire to confront her mother-in-law and slipped past the cottage into the lane that squared the gable of the brewery.

She was tense with expectation. She hoped that Charlie might have brought him here in the American motor-car. Common sense suggested that he was probably somewhere in town scribbling his account of the massacre for one of the ratty under-the-counter newspapers that Gowry called nationalist trash. She wondered how well writing work paid and why the college and his wife too had thrown him out, whether it was drink or adultery or the writing itself that had brought him so low that he would bleed all over a stranger’s carpet and let a woman he had never seen before bind up his wounds.

She walked through the cooper’s yard, past barrels and bottle crates, all empty. It seemed quiet to her, too quiet, for she was unaware that mashing and brewing were done mostly in winter months.

‘Charlie,’ she called out. ‘Charlie, are you there?’

The air was sour and wisps of steam escaped from a vent high on the windowless wall.

‘Charlie?’

Peter came out of the open doorway. He was stripped to his undershirt and licked with sweat. He was only sixteen or seventeen and had the long neck and unformed features that Gowry must have had before he matured.

‘What are you wantin’ here?’ Peter said truculently.

‘Charlie,’ Sylvie said. ‘I have to talk to Charlie.’

‘Sure an’ he’s busy.’

‘Fetch him here at once. If you don’t, you’ll be in trouble.’

‘You can’t make trouble for us,’ Peter said.

A man had appeared behind the boy, a big, ugly fellow with a barrel chest and a ponderous belly. He carried a long-handled wooden spade across his shoulder. He stood in the cut of shadow in the doorway and peered out at her.

‘I can’t,’ said Sylvie, ‘but the peelers can.’

‘What’s this about the peelers?’ Peter said.

‘I’m not giving my news to boys. Find Charlie. Tell him I’m here.’

In the split second it took her to shift her gaze from Peter to the doorway the man with the spade vanished.

Half a minute later Charlie emerged from the doorway, walking very quickly. He wore a brown suit, a stiff paper collar, paper cuffs, and a necktie. He carried his jacket across his arm. He brushed past his brother and came up to her. He glanced behind her then round at the whitewashed walls, up at the gulls on the roof, then at her again.

‘What the hell are you doing here, Sylvie? Has something happened?’

‘It has,’ she said. ‘Gowry found the guns.’

‘Did you—’

‘No, I did not.’

‘Was it Maeve? Did the kid blab?’

‘No, she did not. He found a bullet on the floor and guessed the rest.’

‘Is he for turning us over?’

‘Why did you put the boxes in Mr Dolan’s room?’

‘The old boy’s one of us.’

‘One of you,’ said Sylvie. ‘He’s one of nothing.’

‘Has Gowry gone to the castle?’

‘No,’ said Sylvie. ‘He’s taken the guns off with him.’

‘What’s this you’re tellin’ me? Taken them where?’

‘To hide them properly.’

‘How did he shift them?’ Charlie asked.

‘He brought the charabanc round from Flanagan’s early this morning, packed them into the back and off he went.’

‘He didn’t move those crates by himself,’ said Charlie.

‘Maeve helped.’

‘Jaysus!’

‘I helped too.’

‘Who saw you?’

‘Nobody saw us. It was too early. We didn’t have to lug boxes. Gowry opened them last night and we carried the guns downstairs two at a time. The bullet boxes we carried between us,’ Sylvie said. ‘If anyone did see us they didn’t mention it at breakfast.’

‘What does Gowry intend to do with the tackle? Where will he hide it?’

‘Somewhere safe, he said.’

‘Nowhere is safe, not today. If he gets caught . . .’

‘Gowry won’t get caught.’

‘Those guns were paid for with blood as well as cash,’ Charlie said. ‘They’re irreplaceable.’

‘You should have thought of that yesterday,’ Sylvie said.

Charlie glanced behind him.

Peter was hunkered in the doorway, smoking a cigarette and spitting. Peter had never visited the Shamrock. Charlie had tried to keep him clear of involvement with the brotherhoods but to judge by the hard, ugly look on his face Peter would be into it soon and then there would be no holding him back.

‘You should have thought of that before you stowed those boxes in Mr Dolan’s room. Why did Mr Hagarty have to do that?’

‘Expediency,’ Charlie said. ‘Do you know what that word means?’

‘I’m not ignorant,’ Sylvie said. ‘I’m educated.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Charlie. ‘Where’s Gowry now?’

‘Gone to the west coast, driving a party from Jury’s. They wanted out of Dublin today so he’s taking them to Bunratty Castle and the sea-cliffs at – somewhere or other.’

 ‘Moher,’ said Charlie, ‘in County Clare?’

‘Somewhere.’

‘He won’t be back this night, I’m thinking.’

‘No, nor tomorrow,’ Sylvie said. ‘Three days this trip.’

‘Are you telling me he took the guns with him to Clare?’ Charlie tossed his jacket from one arm to the other. ‘We’ve arranged to collect them tonight. Dada’s in town setting up the transport right this minute.’

‘Where’s Mr Hagarty?’

‘Fran? What about Fran?’

‘He’ll know what to do, won’t he?’ Sylvie said.

‘Nah, nah.’

‘He knows everyone, doesn’t he?’ Sylvie persisted. ‘Why don’t you call him on your telephone and ask his advice?’

‘I don’t need his advice.’

‘I’m not having a lorry turn up at the Shamrock and your boys creating trouble because there’s nothing there for them to take away,’ she said. ‘What sort of a stramash is that going to cause in the Sperryhead Road with half my neighbours out on their doorsteps looking on?’

‘I can’t call him on the telephone,’ Charlie said. ‘Fran doesn’t have a telephone. God, he barely has a shirt to put on his back.’

‘I thought they were his guns?’

‘They’re not his guns. They’re our guns,’ Charlie said. ‘Keep your nose out of it. It’s no business for a woman.’

‘Is it not now?’ Sylvie said. ‘Did I not hear that a woman died in Bachelor’s Walk yesterday?’ She tapped her bonnet on to her curls and turned away. ‘Oh, well! Suit yourself !’

He darted after her, caught her by the sleeve. ‘Why did you come here?’

‘To help,’ Sylvie said. ‘If you must know I came because I think Gowry’s hiding those guns from you, not the authorities. He doesn’t want you to have them. He doesn’t believe in what you’re doing, Charlie. He’s against bloodshed.’

‘I know that. By heck, do I not? He’s told me often enough.’

‘Gowry reckons he knows why you hid those guns in our house.’

Charlie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Does he now?’

‘He reckons you’re stealing guns from the volunteers because you’ve found another use for them.’

‘My brother has a big mouth.’

‘I think you’re going to wait until the English are fighting the Germans then you’re going to make it hot for them in Dublin. Am I not right?’

‘What if you are?’

‘You need those guns. You also need to stop your boys calling at my house tonight. I think the man to do that is Mr Hagarty.’

‘Do you now?’ said Charlie.

‘I’m going back to Dublin shortly. If you want me to deliver a message to Mr Hagarty I’ll be pleased to do so.’

Charlie grunted. ‘Charmed you too, has he? Aye, well, you wouldn’t be the first, but I never thought we were so transparent that my brother’s wife would see through us. Hagarty’s a lot more than a scribbler, Sylvie. You don’t want to underestimate him or what he can do if he puts his mind to it.’

‘Where does he live?’

‘Endicott Street. Up by the Mountjoy.’

‘Near the prison?’

‘No, not so far. He’s in the tenements.’

‘Which tenement?’ Sylvie said.

‘The last on the left facing the canal. He has a room on the top floor.’

‘What shall I tell him?’

‘What you’ve told me,’ Charlie said.

‘And will he know what to do?’

‘He will.’

Sylvie nodded, turned again, her business done.

‘Wait,’ Charlie said. ‘I’ll have Peter hitch up a cart and drive you to the railway station.’

Sylvie glanced at the boy hunkered in the doorway, smoking and spitting.

‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘I’ll walk.’

It was only a short walk from Amiens Street across the Summerhill Parade. There were still fine houses there, but between the prison and the Liffey branch line poverty was all too apparent. In all her ten years in Dublin Sylvie had never ventured into this quarter, though she had heard of the awful conditions north of Parnell Street and how slums bit into the Georgian magnificence at every point.

Endicott Street was split by a narrow lane. On the steps of the ruined mansions were shawled women, ragged children and mewling babies, while on the corner, outside the pub, men lounged in their usual grand fashion. On the canal side of the lane four tenements rose like pieces of opera scenery and the street became a broad, dark funnel. Many tenement windows were thrown open to let in a gasp of air or let out the gases that ten or twenty sleepers had released in the night. The stench of fried fat, boiled cabbage and overworked drains reminded her of certain streets in Glasgow, near where she’d lived when she’d been Forbes McCulloch’s lady-love, before Gowry rescued her and carried her off to Dublin.

The doorway of the last tenement was a high squared-away portico that led to a hallway out of which a rusty iron staircase spiralled to the floors above. In the hall a young woman cradled a tiny infant wrapped in old newspapers. A boy of eight or nine squatted on the stairs. He was naked save for a pair of stained breeks. He had a penny whistle in his hands and picked out a tune on it while the woman swayed to the music as if it had charmed all sense out of her.

The boy didn’t look up when Sylvie asked where she might find Mr Hagarty. He jerked his head and went on playing the imperfect melody, one note at a time. Sylvie stepped around him and climbed the metal stairs, her heart beating fast. She hadn’t felt like this since she’d waited for the sound of Forbes’s key in the lock of the apartment in Glasgow. She wondered why she should be so excited at the prospect of meeting a man she had met only once before. She was excited because she didn’t know why it mattered or what would come of it or if after she’d seen him again the feeling would go away. From the top landing Sylvie looked back down the stairs. The iron banister was wound as tightly as the coil of a dynamo and far below the boy gaped up at her, open-mouthed.

She stepped forward and knocked on Fran Hagarty’s door.

‘It’s open,’ he said.

There was no handle, only a thumb-latch.

She pressed the latch and went into the room.

It was a very small room, square-shaped, neat and spartan. On a small table by the window were a typewriting machine, a pile of copybooks, a shaving lamp and a bottle of whiskey, half full. On the bedside table were a ewer and basin and a candle in a tin holder. There were two chairs in the room, both wooden, both upright. The bed-end pointed at the door.

Fran was lying on the bed on top of a brown patchwork quilt. He wore only trousers and a white cotton undershirt. His feet were bare. He was propped up on a bolster flanked by two feather pillows. His left hand, bandaged, was behind his head and he was smoking a cigarette.

He looked at her for a moment without moving then rolled on to his hip and dabbed the cigarette into the base of the candleholder. He rolled back and put both hands behind his head.

‘Well, Sylvie,’ he said, ‘that didn’t take you long.’

‘What didn’t?’ Sylvie said.

‘Finding me again,’ Fran Hagarty said, and grinned.


Chapter Three

There was a time when Sylvie would have considered the appearance on her doorstep of three plain-clothes detectives as something of a joke.

Before Bodenstown, before Fran, she remained ignorant of the threat she posed to law and order. It hadn’t occurred to her that the Shamrock had become a meeting place for subversives, mainly because the subversives were relatives. It was impossible to regard her father-in-law as much more than a comic opera Irishman, big-bellied and bluff and none too agile in the brains department, difficult to imagine Turk or Charlie grasping the reins of power with the same enthusiasm with which they reached for a glass of stout; yet there they were, Detective Inspector Vaizey and two other detectives from the Special Crime Branch framed in the doorway in the mid-morning light.

Jansis opened the door. She was a tall, angular woman, not much more than thirty, but with a long, sallow, horsy sort of face and a lugubrious expression that suggested she was already reconciled to spinsterhood. Though the men weren’t in uniform Jansis recognised their trademark raincoats and snap-brimmed hats immediately. ‘We’re full, so we are,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

She made to close the door but a heavy welted brogan slapped down on the draught-rod to prevent it. She stepped back into the hall, stuck her fists on her bony hips, spread her elbows and with a truculence honed by years of serving breakfasts to commercial travellers, snapped, ‘Cards.’

The moist moustache that clung to Vaizey’s upper lip twitched. He raised a hand, clicked his fingers. One of the men, a head taller than Vaizey, thrust an identity card under Jansis’s nose.

‘Metropolitan Police,’ he growled. ‘If you know what’s good for you, woman, you’ll be lettin’ us enter wi’out makin’ a fuss.’

‘Oh, so you’re a copper, are you?’ Jansis said.

She turned her head and spat drily over her shoulder.

Vaizey said, ‘Get rid of her, Ames, please.’

The burly copper strode into the hall, lifted Jansis up by the elbows as if she were a large flowerpot and placed her clear of the doorway. Before her feet touched down, Jansis was shouting, ‘Raid, it’s a raid, Missus ’Culloch. Raid. Raid.’

From the stairs came the cry, ‘Brutes,’ followed by a shower of stale water from a ewer, followed by the ewer itself, then a packet of candles that split when it struck the floor and sent waxy missiles skittering about the officers’ feet.

‘Mam, Mameee, it’s the peelers,’ Maeve shrieked, and galloped off upstairs with Ames in hot pursuit.

‘She’s a child, a kiddie, are you for shootin’ her too?’ Jansis said.

Vaizey ignored the servant. He gestured again. A second detective, no less muscular than the first, flung open the door to the dining-room, then, finding the room empty, lumbered down the corridor opening one door after another. Under the skirt of his trench-coat he carried a holstered revolver.

Scuffling and shouting came from above. Ames appeared out of the gloom holding Maeve, kicking and squealing, in front of him, his arms about her waist. Sylvie was right behind him, beating at his shoulders with a dustpan. When he reached the hall he flung the girl from him, then, rounding on Sylvie, caught her wrists, broke her grip on the dustpan and swung her down into the hallway too.

‘Good morning to you, ma’am.’ Vaizey lifted his hat. ‘I apologise for the intrusion but I’m afraid we have our duty to do and cannot be hindered in doing it.’

‘Duty?’ said Jansis. ‘Terrorisin’ women and children, do you call that duty?’

Vaizey addressed himself to Sylvie. ‘You know what we’re looking for, of course. We have good reason to believe you are hiding illegally imported arms.’

‘Hah!’ Sylvie exclaimed. ‘So that’s it, is it?’

She helped Maeve to her feet and put the girl behind her. There was the clatter of utensils being tossed about in the kitchen and a draught around her ankles indicated that the door to the yard had been opened. She remembered everything that Fran Hagarty had told her yesterday in the room in the tenement in Endicott Street and she was alarmingly calm, possessed not by a sense of outrage but of engagement. She said, ‘You’ll find no weapons in my house.’

She was relieved that Gowry was not at home. Gowry would have admitted the officers straight away and condoned their right to search the premises, would, in other words, have co-operated. She was also relieved that Mr Dolan had toddled off for his daily survey of the harbour, for she knew that weakness was more dangerous than principle when the peelers got on your back.

‘I have no guns here and no truck with men who use them,’ Sylvie heard herself say. ‘I’ll thank you to inform your bully-boys that if they lay another finger on my daughter I’ll complain to the commissioner in person.’

Vaizey said, ‘We’re empowered to inspect your premises, you know.’

‘And manhandle young girls?’ Sylvie said. ‘Maeve, stop crying.’

‘Brutes!’ Maeve shouted. ‘Bastards!’

‘For a young girl,’ Vaizey said, ‘she has a nasty mouth. You’ – he pointed at Jansis – ‘take the girl and yourself into that room and wait there until I call you.’

‘I will not be taking orders from—’

‘Do as he says, Jansis,’ Sylvie told her. ‘I’ll deal with these people.’

Muttering under her breath the servant led Maeve into the sitting-room and closed the door. Sylvie glanced along the shiny river of linoleum into the kitchen. There were pans on the floor, a bucket, a broom and a mop. Through the open door at the back she could make out a detective poking about in the hen-run.

‘I hope he’s not interfering with my chooks,’ Sylvie said.

‘Chooks?’ said Vaizey.

‘Chickens,’ Sylvie said. ‘My hens.’

‘He’s just doing his job. He won’t harm your – chooks.’

Vaizey took her by the elbow. She was tempted to yank her arm away but, capitulating, let him guide her to the alcove under the stairs.

‘Look’ – Vaizey’s breath smelled of tobacco – ‘it gives me no great pleasure to have to descend on you in this manner, Mrs McCulloch, but we’ve received a report that a crate of rifles from the landing at Howth is hidden here.’

‘Do I look like a gun-runner to you?’ Sylvie said. ‘Well, do I?’

‘Where’s your husband?’

‘Out earning an honest living.’

‘He drives for Flanagan’s Motor Company, does he not?’

‘Why ask me questions when you already know the answers?’

‘How many resident boarders do you have at present?’

She told him, ‘Two.’

He nodded. ‘Have any strangers stayed here this past weekend?’

‘No strangers, only three salesmen who’ve stayed here often enough.’

‘I’ll be needing their names.’

‘They’re written in the guest-book,’ Sylvie said. ‘I’ll get it for you.’

‘No.’ He touched her elbow again. ‘Wait.’

She could hear the creak of floorboards as Ames searched the upper floors. She was unsure exactly what branch of authority the men represented. Fran would know. Fran would have them labelled.

‘We know what your husband is and what he does,’ Vaizey said.

‘Then you’ll know he’s no nationalist.’

‘His father is.’

‘We see little enough of Daniel McCulloch here, thank God,’ Sylvie said. ‘When Gowry and he get together all they do is squabble.’

‘Still, blood is thicker than water.’

‘Not in this house it’s not,’ Sylvie told him.

‘Have you ever met a man called Hagarty?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Sylvie said. ‘I’d have to check my guest-book to be sure.’

‘You’re a Scot, Mrs McCulloch, aren’t you?’

‘Aye, of course I am.’

‘It’ll hardly be your fight then.’

‘My fight? What are you talking about?’

‘It would be a sin to lose everything for a cause that doesn’t concern you.’

‘Is that, by any chance, a threat?’

He was standing close to her, knee brushing her apron. He was not tall enough to have to bend his head to fit into the triangular space beneath the stairs.

He said, ‘My own mother, God rest her soul, was Scottish. She came from Ayrshire originally.’

‘Did she really?’ said Sylvie flatly.

‘Francis Hagarty? Are you sure you’ve never met him?’

‘I told you, not to my knowledge.’

‘What about Charles McCulloch and Eamon Trotter?’

‘Yes, they drink here now and then when my husband is out of town.’ Sylvie paused. ‘Who is this man, this Hagarty you’re looking for?’

‘We’re not looking for him,’ Vaizey said. ‘We know where he lives.’

‘Ah,’ Sylvie said. ‘So it’s his connections you’re after. Well, there are no rebel connections in this house, and no guns.’

‘The guns were here, were they not?’

‘No, they were not.’

‘Sunday night, when you were asleep, perhaps Charlie McCulloch—’

‘I’m a very light sleeper,’ Sylvie said.

Vaizey was clearly enjoying himself. Sylvie wondered what sort of things a man in his position might do in the name of the law.

‘We can close you down, you know,’ he said, smiling.

‘Is that a threat?’ Sylvie said.

‘It’s a warning,’ Vaizey said. ‘I’ve nothing against you personally.’

‘Then why are your bully-boys raking through my cupboards?’

‘Mrs McCulloch,’ Vaizey said, ‘you have an enemy.’

‘An enemy? Who?’

‘Anonymous,’ Vaizey said. ‘No name given.’

‘You mean somebody told you there were guns in my house?’

He drew her closer. ‘It would be wise not to let your father-in-law and his cronies drink here for a while. I take it you can bar your door to them.’

‘The Shamrock is my property. I can do as I like here.’

‘Better safe than sorry, Mrs McCulloch, especially in troubled times.’

‘Who was it? Who told you there were guns in my house?’

‘Some malicious trouble-maker too cowardly to give his name,’ Vaizey said. ‘Trouble-makers are ten for the penny in Dublin right now.’

‘Are you telling me someone has it in for me?’

‘For you, or your husband,’ Vaizey told her. ‘I haven’t the foggiest idea who the person is, Mrs McCulloch, but I’m keen to find out.’

‘Not as keen as I am,’ Sylvie said.

They were still tucked under the stairs, still intimate and conspiratorial. He seemed a far cry from the usual broad-shouldered, dignified gentlemen of leisure whom Dublin Castle dressed in plain clothes in the fond belief that it would make them any less obviously policemen. There was an edge to him, a rough sexual edge that she found both exciting and repulsive. She realised with a jolt that he might even be the political arm of the Metropolitan and was pleased to think she had come so far so quickly, far enough to constitute a threat.

‘If you do happen to find out . . .’ Vaizey shrugged.

Sylvie lowered her voice. ‘I suppose you’d like me to tell you?’

‘I would,’ he said. ‘Indeed I would.’

‘Don’t you usually pay your informers?’

‘Oh, now, I’m not asking you to inform,’ Vaizey said. ‘Fact is, we don’t have to pay our informers. Not everyone in Ireland is a nationalist.’

‘Oh, I know that,’ said Sylvie. ‘My husband isn’t.’

‘And there are thousands, hundreds of thousands like him.’

‘So,’ Sylvie said carefully, ‘if I do happen to find out what’s become of those stray crates you wouldn’t be interested?’

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t be interested,’ Vaizey told her. ‘I just said I’m not prepared to pay for the information.’

They had been standing as close as lovers and when the shadow fell across them Vaizey stepped back quickly. He turned, half tripping, to find Ames lurking in the hall behind him.

‘Well, Boris,’ Vaizey snapped, ‘did you find anything?’

‘Nothin’, sir, not one damn thing.’

‘Where’s Rogers?’

‘Out’n the back.’

‘Fetch him,’ Vaizey said. ‘We’re leaving. There’s nothing here. It was just another wild-goose chase.’

He walked out of the alcove, glanced up the staircase then at the closed door of the parlour. There was no sound from within, though Maeve and Jansis would no doubt have their ears plastered to the woodwork.

Vaizey went to the street door and opened it.

Down at the kitchen end of the hallway Sylvie heard Ames’s coarse shout, ‘Wally, Wally, will you be for comin’ now. Boss says we’re leavin’.’

Moving swiftly she went after the man and caught his arm.

‘Who are you?’ Sylvie said. ‘At least tell me your name.’

‘You’ve no need to know my name.’

‘If I don’t know your name how can I get in touch with you?’

‘In touch?’

‘If some interesting bit of information comes my way.’

He cocked his head, hesitated, then said, ‘You’ll find me at the Castle.’

‘And the name, your name?’

‘Vaizey,’ he said.

‘What are you – a sergeant?’

‘Inspector.’

The officers lumbered past her into Sperryhead Road. They exchanged a few words with Vaizey then all three turned towards the docks.

From the doorstep Sylvie watched them go, her heart in her mouth. Neighbours were out in fair number, innocently beating carpets or pretending to scrub doorsteps. Sylvie stepped on to the pavement and looked left. She watched the detectives pass the row of terraced cottages further down the street.

Honeysuckle and clematis and waves of ivy spilled over the railings of the front gardens. Beyond the cottages, before the drab walls of the warehouses closed in again, Sperryhead Road was joined by Parish Lane. Out of the lane came Mr Dolan. He walked slowly, eyes down. He wore a thick tweed jacket and a woollen cardigan, for he felt the cold even on warm days. He had his little stick with him, a cane that seemed too slender and jaunty for a man of his years. He didn’t see the officers at first and was almost abreast of them before he lifted his head, stopped dead in his tracks and flopped against the ivy-clad railings.

The detectives closed around him. Sylvie could no longer see the old man, only the broad backs of the detectives, raincoats tight across their shoulders and Vaizey, in half profile, smiling his thin, unfriendly smile. Leaning on brooms or raised up from their knees on the doorsteps, the neighbours watched too.

Ames’s laughter boomed out. Vaizey patted Mr Dolan’s shoulder, then the officers left, walking fast, three in line, around the corner and out of sight.

Mr Dolan leaned on the ivy, hand to his chest, but when, looking up and squinting, he spied Sylvie on the pavement, he gave himself a shake, straightened his cap and with the stick hung on his forearm came shambling on up the Sperryhead Road towards her as if nothing had happened.

Sylvie stepped back indoors. ‘You can come out now, girls. They’ve gone.’

Maeve and Jansis burst out of the sitting-room into the hallway.

‘Were they lookin’ for you-know-what?’ said Maeve, breathlessly.

‘They were,’ Sylvie said, ‘but they didn’t find anything.’

‘Thanks to my clever daddy,’ Maeve said.

Sylvie nodded. ‘Yes, thanks to your dear old dad.’

∗  ∗  ∗

Orange peel, apple cores and cigarette butts littered the floor under the seats. Gowry, tunic off and sleeves rolled up, had to dig for the litter with the back of the brush or kneel and scoop out the mess with his bare hands. Once women had been employed to do the cleaning and he would have been able to walk over to the kiosk behind the office block, turn his keys and his petrol log over to Frank Roddeny, the late-shift manager, and be on his way home with a pocketful of tips and two or three little bags of sweets to keep Maeve happy.

At the time of the strike, a year ago, however, John James Flanagan had paid off most of the casual labour and informed the drivers they must leave their vehicles ‘tidy’ at the end of each duty. The drivers had held a meeting on the gravel where the charabancs were parked but Flanagan had sent men round to break it up and had even turned up himself, just as the drivers were dispersing, to issue his ultimatum. All his life, it seemed, Gowry had been faced with choices that were no choices at all but, like Flanagan’s law, boiled down to ‘Take It or Leave It.’ He needed the work, though; he needed the wage. He couldn’t even politicise the issue or carry the case to the union headquarters in Liberty Hall, for Flanagan was no government lickspittle but a good God-fearing Dublin businessman who made generous contributions to the nationalist cause.

The sun had gone down behind dark bands of cloud and tomorrow there would surely be rain, and trippers bound for Tara would have a misty wet ride and see little of the fabled landscape. Gowry didn’t care; wet or dry, he would be paid.

The electric lanterns that Flanagan had installed cast wan shadows on the gravel. Gowry was last man in. The other drivers had done their bit with brush and bucket and had trotted off to the pub.

He leaned his brow on the window and stared out at the backs of the houses across the pad, at the faint glow in the sky that the city released like a gas. He had no particular desire to go home, except that, with luck, he would have Maeve’s company at supper and a grateful kiss for the sweets he had brought her. He had no urge to get back to Sylvie, though. In the past year or so the Shamrock had become less of a home to him than the houses in which he lodged when he was on the road. There he was known, liked, and made welcome as only Irish folk can make you welcome.

Sighing, he put on his tunic, shouldered the brush, hoisted up the bucket and went down the aisle to the door. He put one foot on the gravel. Someone grabbed him and slammed him against the side of the bus. He flailed out with the bucket, then, recognising his brother, sagged back.

‘For God’s sake, Charlie! Are you for scaring me to death?’

‘Is the tackle still on board?’

‘She told you, did she? I thought she would.’

‘Never mind who told me,’ Charlie said. ‘Where is it?’

‘That,’ said Gowry, ‘is for me to know and you to find out.’

His brother was coiled tight as a watch-spring and for an instant he thought Charlie was going to punch him.

‘What have you done with our bloody guns, Gowry?’

‘They’re safe.’

‘Where?’

‘Where you can’t get your paws on them.’

‘Why are you doin’ this to me?’

‘I’m not doin’ it to you, Charlie,’ Gowry said. ‘I just don’t want you or the old man usin’ my wife’s place as a dump for arms.’

‘Sylvie didn’t object.’

‘Did you give her a chance to object?’ Gowry said.

He had argued the toss with Charlie and the old man often enough in the past but this was the first time he had really taken a stand. He was well aware that nationalism had become a substitute for all the things the family had never had or that the old man had frittered away, all the things he’d been told were unworthy of decent Irishmen when, in fact, they were not unworthy at all, merely unattainable.

‘You’re lucky it’s me,’ Charlie said. ‘If they’d sent Turk he’d have cut you up by now.’

‘Cut me up? Cut me up for what?’

‘Stealin’ our weapons.’

‘Weapons you stole from the volunteers in the first place?’

‘You haven’t sold them, have you?’

‘No, of course I haven’t sold them. What do you want with rifles?’

‘What everyone wants with rifles,’ said Charlie. ‘To claim back what’s ours. You know the old saying: one Protestant with a rifle is better placed to express his opinion than a Catholic without one.’

‘You’re not a Catholic, Charlie.’

‘Home rule, without partition, is what I mean.’

‘I see,’ said Gowry. ‘Are you willin’ to pay for freedom with your life?’

‘If necessary, yes.’

Charlie jerked his hands from his pockets and waved them about. Any moment now he would pepper the night air with clichés that Gowry had heard a thousand times before.

‘I threw them into the sea.’

‘You did what?’ Charlie shouted.

‘Off the cliffs, into the sea.’

‘Ow, ow, Jaysus, Jaysus!’ Charlie hopped like a flea on a griddle. ‘What’ve you done, Gowry? Jaysus, what have you done?’

Gowry laughed. ‘No, I didn’t throw them into the sea.’

‘You pig, you bastard!’

‘They’re hidden where nobody will find them.’

Charlie had always been a bad-tempered tyke and lacked a sense of humour.

‘Tell me then, tell me now or I’ll send Turk to—’

‘When the time comes, Charlie, when the time comes.’

‘The time’s now.’

‘The time is not now,’ said Gowry. ‘My God, man! We could all be at war with Germany before we’re much older.’

‘You’re a damned Tory swine, Gowry. You always were. Tell me where you’ve hidden those guns or—’

‘Or what?’

‘I won’t be able to answer for your safety.’

Gowry said, ‘Is it a threat I’m hearing now?’

‘It’ll be more than threat if Turk has his way.’

‘This is not the time to go baiting the British government.’

‘You know nothing about what’s going on behind the scenes.’

‘Do I not? Well, this I do know: there will never be enough compromises to satisfy you. Dear God, Charlie, don’t you ever get tired of bargaining for more and more concessions?’ Gowry said. ‘To hell with politics. I’m going home.’

‘All right,’ Charlie said. ‘How much?’

‘How much for what?’

‘How much will it cost for you to tell me where those guns are hidden?’

Surprised, Gowry said, ‘I’m not in the business of selling weapons, Charlie. I removed the guns from the Shamrock because I don’t want you or the old man doing something you’ll regret afterwards.’

‘There’ll be no regrets,’ said Charlie. ‘We’re not all cowards.’

‘Aye, you’ve called me that often enough,’ said Gowry. ‘Look, I’ve told you a thousand times, I’m tempted to support you with my heart but I can never support you with my head.’

‘Just tell me where the guns are, Gowry?’

‘The guns are safe. They’ll stay hidden until you give me a valid reason for handing them back.’

‘Is that your final word?’

‘That’s my final word.’

Gowry started off towards the kiosk.

In the window of the box Roddeny’s big round face was buttery in the overhead light. Roddeny was a Sinn Feiner and his dislike of Protestants legendary. There was never a cheery goodnight from Frank Roddeny for Gowry. Charlie, however, would linger and blow off steam to Roddeny before he left and tomorrow it would be all over Flanagan’s that he, Gowry McCulloch, had come out in his true colours at last.

‘He said this is what you’d do,’ Charlie called out.

Gowry stopped, turned. ‘Who did? Dada?’

‘Never you mind who,’ Charlie said. ‘He’s got your measure, Gowry, and he says for to tell you there are plenty other ways to skin a cat.’

‘I don’t know what you’re blathering about, Charlie.’

‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ Charlie said. ‘You’ll live to rue the day you ever crossed the brotherhoods.’

‘I doubt it,’ Gowry said, grinning.

Then he turned in his keys and logbook and went home.

On that first afternoon they had done nothing but kiss. There had been no intrusive tongue, no roving hands. He had seated her on the end of the bed and had leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. His lips, though tasting of whiskey, were dry. He had kissed her three times, letting the last one carry the message of his intentions, so that when she came again she would know what to expect.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
An explosive and unforgettable story of
love and war by the author of Sisters Three.

" Shamrock Green






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





