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Preface


I regret that the story set out in the following pages obliged me to do violence to geography at one point: the harbour of Killybege had to be transferred south to the coast of Clare.


My grateful thanks are due to Monsignor Padraig de Brún for showing me the beauty of the West of Ireland in the first place, for putting me to rights on questions of Irish usage, and for conjuring up at a moment’s notice an otherwise unobtainable map of the island of Inishvickillane, which he and Professor John Busteed drew up many years a ago.


Cambridge: March 1959


F. H.




Prologue


Arthur Grafton Mitchell, aged thirty-one, youngest Fellow of the Royal Society, was dining alone at the George and Vulture in Lombard Street. He had just received an invitation to deliver the Ellerman Lectures for the year 1959 at Princeton University, on a subject related to the chemistry of living material. The honour of the invitation, the remuneration, the dinner he had just eaten, all combined to give Mitchell a sense of great well-being as he lingered over his coffee.


His attention was caught by a strikingly handsome trio at a table immediately close by, two girls and a man. Almost without intent, he began to pick up the threads of a bubbling conversation. Witty scatterbrains, Irish apparently. Then for a moment the swirling torrent of words subsided to an interchange between one of the girls and the man on a problem in the theory of protein structure. This was a problem that Mitchell knew more than a little about. Thunderstruck at the strangers’ extreme depth of perception, Mitchell walked the short distance to their table.
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CHAPTER ONE


Twelve Years Later


The Old Man was in a regular stew. So much had been clear to Geoffrey Holtum, his private secretary, from a short conversation over the telephone. It was a fair inference that the appalling Irish problem must have something to do with the P.M.’s state of mind. But why should the crisis be any worse in that particular direction than it had been yesterday, or last week, or last year for that matter?


Holtum knocked lightly on the sanctum door. “Come in,” boomed the Prime Minister. “Thank heaven you’re back, Geoffrey,” he went on, “just in time to keep me out of the clutches of the psychiatrists.”


“What’s happened, sir?”


“What’s happened! This!” The Prime Minister brought his fist down with a thump on a large typescript that lay in front of him. Then he picked it up and brandished the pages in Holtum’s face.


“This damned stuff. It may be the most significant document that has ever come into my hands, or it may be just a tissue of rubbish. I simply don’t know which.”


“But what——?”


“What is it? Nothing short of a complete explanation of the whole I.C.E. mystery. That’s what it claims to be!”


“Whew! But how——?”


“How did it come into my hands? Listen!”


Holtum wondered when he had ever done anything else but listen to the P.M.


“About a year ago, one of our Intelligence people had a brain-storm, not a bad idea really. Instead of continuing to send our normal agents into Ireland, he got hold of a young chap from Cambridge, a clever fellow, science and mathematics and all that sort of stuff, name of Thomas Sherwood, from a Devon farming family, good solid yeoman stock. I’ve had a very complete investigation of him carried out by Intelligence.” The Prime Minister lifted a large file, and then dropped it back again on the desk top.


“Judging from what Intelligence say, I’d swear that Sherwood is absolutely one hundred per cent reliable. Yet on his own admission he’s now completely gone over to I.C.E.! Then, having sold out on us, he proceeds to send me this report, which is absolutely tremendous in its implications, if it happens to be true.”


“Does he give any reasons, sir?”


“In heaven’s name, yes! I wouldn’t blame him for selling his soul to the devil, if what he says in here is true.”


“But is there any conceivable motive for sending the report?”


“You know perfectly well that together with the Americans and the Russians we’re now working up quite a pressure on I.C.E. If I believed in the veracity of Sherwood’s report, I’d instantly recommend that this policy be scrapped forthwith.”


Holtum whistled. “And so it might be a colossal bluff.”


“Or it might be a warning. I don’t know which.”


“But surely in the course of such an extensive document it must become clear whether this man Sherwood is on the level or not?”


“That’s exactly what I’m going to ask you to judge for yourself, Geoffrey my boy. I’ve already arrived at an opinion myself. So I’m not going to say anything more that might prejudice you on the main issue.


“I’ve got an additional copy of the report. I want you to take it away. Go where you can read it quietly without interruption. And take this Intelligence stuff as well.” The Prime Minister handed over a couple of fat folders.


“Don’t waste any time checking on the facts. I’ve done that already. Everything is impeccably correct. We even know that some rather peculiar people who appear in the story really do exist. We have this on the testimony of a certain internationally famous pianist, whose name I won’t mention. He was invited to give a series of concerts at I.C.E., in the course of which he met, albeit rather briefly, some of the high-ups in the organisation. Strange that we should have to rely on a musician for our best information. Shows what a beating our Intelligence Service has taken from these I.C.E. people.


“Remember, above all, that you’re dealing with a very astute young man. Remember that he may even be adept at telling the truth in a way that gives a wholly false impression.”


“You mean, sir, that it’s more a question of character than of logic?”


“Exactly so. Try to get yourself into this fellow’s mind. You’re fairly well of an age together. You should be able to judge him better than I can.”


Holtum dined at a quiet restaurant, a well-filled brief-case at his side. He took a taxi to his apartment. With a large pot of fresh coffee, he pulled out the P.M.’s bundle of papers. A sip of Cointreau first, and he took up the first page.




CHAPTER TWO


Preliminaries in London


From my school in Ashburton, Devon, I won a Major Scholarship in Mathematics at Trinity College, Cambridge. I took my B.A. degree in June 1969, specialising in my final Tripos in Algebra, Functional Analysis, and Topology. This is relevant to what is to follow.


By the early summer of 1970 I was well started in research, on a problem in the theory of infinite groups. I was just turning over in my mind what I would like to do during the summer vacation, when I received a curious letter from an address in Whitehall. The letter offered interesting employment for the months of July and August. The writer was wholly inexplicit, however, about the nature of the employment. No doubt I would have ignored this communication altogether had it not been for one slightly singular feature. I was informed that, if I were so minded as to accept the invitation, an appointment would be available at 1.15 p.m. sharp on 27th June. The signature was entirely illegible.


There were several things that I wanted to do in London, so I decided that nothing would be lost by finding out what manner of civil servant would fix an appointment during the lunch hour. Was a fat man on a slimming diet? So I wrote in return that I would present myself at the agreed time. I received a second letter describing the particular office I was to ask for, the signature being quite as illegible as before.


I was welcomed by a very nice-looking brunette.


“Ah, Mr. Sherwood,” she said with a smile. “You are to come this way.”


We walked possibly three hundred yards along a multitude of corridors, and we climbed possibly two hundred feet up and down staircases before we reached a place that looked more like a private den than a public office. A very sunburned, rubbery, bald little man of about sixty motioned me to a chair. His face was weatherbeaten, his temples were creased by a multitude of wrinkles, and his teeth were tightly clamped on a huge meerschaum.


He puffed away for a minute, staring hard at me the while. Then he broke into a chuckle:


“Well, well, Mr. Sherwood, so you fell for the old 1.15 trick after all!”


“I’m only too glad to hear that the trick wasn’t just a trivial oversight, Mr.——?”


“Parsonage, Percy Parsonage at your service.”


There was a knock, and the brunette came in with a tray.


“Lunch for Mr. Sherwood,” she explained.


“That’s right, feed him,” nodded Parsonage. “I won’t eat, myself—didn’t breakfast until eleven-thirty.”


I had just taken my first mouthful, when he asked: “And how would you like to make a trip to Ireland?”


I swallowed carefully. “From all I hear of Ireland, a man might get himself killed a score of times a week—in your line of business, Mr. Parsonage!”


“And what would you know of my business?”


“Nothing at all. That’s why it would be foolish of me to agree to go to Ireland on your behalf.”


Papa Percy (as I soon learned him to be called) picked up his great pipe, and said:


“I wouldn’t have put you down as the sort of young man to turn aside at a suggestion of danger.”


“That would depend on whether the danger were of my own making or not.”


Thoughtfully Parsonage moved to a wall on which a large map of Ireland was hung. Prodding it, he said:


“Let me show you the cordon beyond which no ordinary visitor to Ireland may penetrate, beyond which even no Irishman may pass unless he has satisfied the most rigorous security check. See how it runs, from Tarbert, in the north, to Athea, south to Kanturk, and beyond directly over the Boggerath Mountains to Macroom and Dunmanway. See how it bends here to the sea in Dunmanus Bay.”


For a moment he puffed furiously, and then went on: “Within this tight wall incredible things are happening. The main activity seems to be confined in the central peninsula of Kerry immediately to the south of Caragh Lake—where Ossian is said to have once ridden over the western mountains to the Land of Youth.


“Now, Mr. Sherwood, I would like to send you on an absolutely individual mission. The last thing I want you to do is to get mixed up with the usual espionage work, ours or anyone else’s. Every nation on earth is directing ninety-five per cent of its under-cover activity to Ireland. The place is simply crawling with agents. And the Irish themselves have naturally started an intense counter-espionage drive.”


“I don’t see any niche in all this that seems specially designed for me,” I said between mouthfuls.


“I sincerely hope not. Ireland is a fantastic maelstrom of intelligently organised thuggery. If you’re unfortunate enough to get mixed up in it you’ll be lucky to stay alive even for a couple of days.”


A chicken bone seemed to get stuck in my throat.


“Don’t get impatient,” said Papa Percy. “In my roundabout way I’m gradually coming to the point. Here, take a look at these.”


He took three documents from a small safe and flung them down on the table at my side. The first was concerned with a bacteriological topic, the second was a plan of something that looked superficially like a furnace. The third was mathematical in form, more in my line. When I began reading it in detail, Parsonage roared:


“Don’t bother. It’s arrant nonsense. Let me tell you something about this one.” He picked up the first document. “It was obtained in a most desperate operation. Two of my best men were killed. Yet it contains nothing but rubbish.” He strode about the room munching mightily on the meerschaum.


“You see, all our ideas of Intelligence work simply go by the board when we have to deal with this scientific stuff.” He flourished the papers. “Our men can’t tell whether this is genuine or not. All they can do is fight to get hold of it, and fight they do, often dying in the process.”


“So you want me to vet things? I’m not really enough of a scientist, you know.”


“I want much more than that! Suppose this junk was genuine. How much would it tell us? Just a little about what was going on in there.” He pointed to the wall map with his pipe. “No, I want more than that, very much more. I’m going to give you a lecture. Don’t interrupt! How much do you know about I.C.E.? Only a little, I’ll warrant. None of us knows very much, for that matter. I’ll tell you what I know.” The little man made an odd sight as he marched around, belching clouds of smoke, his hands behind his back.


“Pour me some coffee,” he bellowed.


“I.C.E., the Industrial Corporation of Eire, came into being some twelve years ago. A small group of very able scientists approached the Government of Eire with what seemed an entirely straightforward proposition. Their proposal was to establish an industry for the extraction of a range of chemicals from the organic material in peat—turf, as the Irish call it. Since their initial capital was rather small it was requested that they be allowed to plough back all profit for a period of ten years, after which normal taxes would be paid, subject to a maximum payment of five million pounds in any one year. This seemed tolerably reasonable to the Irish Government, and it was accordingly agreed to.


“Within a short time, I.C.E. was producing an amazing range of valuable chemicals, ostensibly from turf as raw material, although whether this was really so is open to doubt. At British chemical concerns there were many red faces, I understand, during this phase in the history of I.C.E. Still, no one thought anything really remarkable was happening. All was to be explained in terms of the ingenuity of a few really clever fellows, fellows who intended to acquire for themselves a large slice of cake, and who were very sensibly cutting it outside the taxation laws of the United Kingdom.


“Profits increased rapidly. The Irish were regretting the terms of their agreement, when I.C.E. acquired enormous local goodwill by voluntarily paying to the Government the sum of two million pounds. This was in their fourth year, just before the coup on which the real basis of their expansion was founded.”


“You mean the contraceptive pill,” I remarked.


“Yes, the contraceptive pill. Just what the world’s population problem needed. Sales were vast beyond precedent. By the end of the eighth year the capital resources of I.C.E. exceeded the thousand million mark.”


“I’ve never understood how it came about that the Church didn’t stop it. The contraceptive business, I mean.


“Ridicule, my boy. If I may parody the poet Schiller: ‘Against laughter even the Hierarchy fights in vain.’ Think of it, contraceptives from turf! For decades the Church had fulminated against their use, while, all the time, outside every cottage there’d been piled a whole mountain of the stuff!


“As a matter of some interest, and as an indication of the perversity of mankind, the birth-rate in Ireland has actually risen since the use of contraceptives became widespread there. Pour me another cup.”


Parsonage swallowed the coffee at a gulp, and went on with his lecture.


“Where were we? Still six years in the past. From every point of view this was the critical stage in the development of I.C.E. The emphasis began to change from chemistry to physics. Unobtrusively, physicists and mathematicians were offered attractive positions and the number who accepted the flattering offers was not insubstantial. The volume of scientific immigrants has steadily increased and is still increasing.”


“Doesn’t this immigration give an ideal opportunity for finding out what’s going on? By sending in a few of your own fellows, I mean.”


“You might well think so. Most of what little we know has come that way, but our efforts seem to disappear like rain in a desert. These people are devilishly clever. They’ve made very few mistakes. They seem to know just who they can trust and who they can’t.


“Six years ago I.C.E. began importing metals. As I was saying, this coincided with a marked shift from the chemical to the physical side, all of which culminated a little more than a year ago in a chain of commercially working thermo-nuclear reactors.”


I whistled in astonishment. Research in the thermo-nuclear field is of course a large classified subject, so I had no precise knowledge of how things were going here in Britain, or in the U.S., or elsewhere. But it was an open secret that the whole business was turning out to be a pretty sticky proposition.


“How should this be possible?”


Parsonage put down his pipe with a flourish. There was a shower of sparks, which I made haste to quench.


“Now we come to the kernel of the whole infernal business. How was it possible? That’s just what I want you to find out!” He glared at me with a fierce intensity. “Mark my words carefully. It isn’t at all that I want you to find out the technical solution of the thermo-nuclear business. If you do find out, well and good, but on no account must that be your main aim.”


“I see through a glass darkly,” I managed to interject. Parsonage fairly danced as he stood in front of me.


“See here—a man has £1,000. By playing the stock markets he becomes a millionaire within five years. Don’t laugh, it can be done, if you can forecast correctly just what is going to happen. That is what I.C.E. has done! See how they built this reactor! No extensive preliminary research, just a systematic manufacture of all the relevant components. Sherwood my boy, this is the crux of the affair. How did they know beforehand so unerringly just what they were going to do? That’s what I want you to find out. Don’t worry your head about technical details, about secret agents, about anything other than the principle of the thing. How do they know?”


At last I had a glimpse of what Papa Percy was driving at.


“But why me?”


“Why not?”


As I pondered this impossible reply, he went on: “What qualifications are needed, you’ve got.” (Something was wrong with the grammar.) “Just as a baby picks up his mother tongue, so a young man of your age picks up information. You are highly trained in the right sort of thinking. This is a logical problem, not one of scientific or engineering detail.”


He tapped the map.


“The scene is set in wild country. You’re a country lad; a townsman might find himself in trouble over there. What else?” As I pondered things, he stuffed great fingerfuls of tobacco into his pipe. In spite of a riotous confusion of expression, Parsonage had driven home his point.


“So what you want is the logical tap root . . .” I got no further.


“Right-right-right-ad infinitum! The tap root is what I want, the power source, the driving force. Now you have it, my boy.


“Don’t imagine this to be one of your academic exercises. Five years ago it was an academic exercise. We could have moved our troops into Ireland then. We could have taken I.C.E. slowly apart, piece by piece. But we can’t do that today, nor can the Americans or the Russians.”


“I can’t see why not, if you really don’t mind being drastic.”


“Think, young feller. Use your sconce-piece. When you find someone far ahead of you in one line of business, you can bet a king’s ransom to a tin of fishing bait that he will also be ahead of you in other lines, avenues, by-ways, conduits, or what you will. If I.C.E. can make a thermo-nuclear reactor they can make an I.C.B.M. If they can make a contraceptive pill, they can make a pill that would make us all die of laughter.”


Parsonage stood before the map, legs apart, defying all laws relating to the smokeless zone.


“We can smuggle you into Ireland through the usual pipe-line, or you may prefer to travel more openly. That’s for you to decide. Go away for a couple of days, think about it. Need any money?”


I nodded, and he offered me a bundle of notes. I said: “Not so much, about fifteen pounds only. I’m not going to make myself conspicuous. I might as well begin straight away.”


There was one question I would have liked to ask, but my nerve failed. I have always understood that the main danger to an agent comes from his own people. I feared that Parsonage and his pipe might explode if I were to ask him if this were really so.


Nor did I tell him that it had been my dearest wish to get a chance to visit Ireland. I had been pondering precisely the question whether my funds would run to such a trip when his first letter had arrived.


Nor did I tell him later that besides buying a few necessary articles I contrived with his fifteen pounds to take out twice the brunette from his office.




CHAPTER THREE


Into Enemy Territory


I caught the 3 p.m. express from Paddington to Fishguard deliberately with only a minute or two to spare, as a precipitate young student might be expected to do. There was a vacant centre seat in one of the compartments, so I heaved my rucksack on to the rack and settled down, ostensibly to read The Times. Behind its welcome shield I reflected on the situation.


It had been an obvious decision to try to enter Ireland in the most open possible manner. If I failed I could always fall back on Parsonage’s ‘pipe-line’. If I succeeded I could go about my business with less possibility of interference from Irish counter-espionage. This suggested the reflection that although I was still in England, the affair had already begun. For the Irish must certainly have men on the train, men who would watch and talk with the passengers, men who were trained to separate sheep from goats, which isn’t after all a difficult matter. The slightest false move now could lead to disaster a few hours later, when I should have to run the gauntlet of Irish immigration.


The visa was my chief worry. It took three months to get a genuine visa, always supposing that one were granted at all. I had been in favour of waiting, but Parsonage would have none of it, insisting that within an hour he could supply a forgery that was entirely indistinguishable from the genuine article. No doubt this was true, but I was less sanguine about Papa Percy’s ability to conjure my name at a few days’ notice into the lists possessed by the immigration officials. Unless this documentary sleight of hand had been well and truly executed I was going to be in the soup. The argument that had appeared so convincing in the shelter of Parsonage’s room now seemed rather threadbare.


“Even if you were to wait, there is no guarantee that you would get a visa, and even if you got a visa there is still no guarantee that you would ever get into Ireland,” he had argued. “Very wisely, the Irish are managing the whole visa business with an assumed air of incredible inefficiency. This allows them to turn down, and turn out, anyone they please. It dissuades the genuine traveller, and above all makes difficult any diplomatic protest from our side.”


This was the first of my two worries. Money was the second. Since Irish currency is now as ‘hard’ as it is possible for any currency to be, I was obliged to ration myself to the very moderate official allowance. I might of course have risked carrying more, but if I were searched the game would instantly have reached an ignominious end, for any British traveller with more than the allowance of his own Government in his pocket would instantly come under the gravest suspicion.


Parsonage had brushed the matter aside by insisting that, once in Ireland, I could pick up as much money as I wanted from an agent in Dublin, to wit a Mr. Seamus Colquhoun, who lived at an address in Marrowbone Lane. This arrangement was probably perfectly in order, but I had a strong feeling that the more I could keep away from official espionage the better I would be pleased.


These reflections seemed to exhaust the potentialities of The Times, so I started a paper-back written by an angry young author who had gone down from Cambridge a few years earlier, I am sorry to say from my own College. It was tough going, but I stuck determinedly at the task until the train reached Cardiff.


After Cardiff, I made my way to the lavatory at the near end of the compartment. It was locked. A voice in my ear remarked:


“Funny, it’s been locked every time I’ve come past, ever since we left Reading.”


It was a ticket-collector, or rather (for precision’s sake) it was an individual in ticket-collector’s uniform. He banged hard on the lavatory door and shouted “Hi, inside!” When, after a couple of minutes of shouting and banging, there was no reply, he remarked in what I took to be a commendably casual tone:


“I think we’d better have that there door open.”


With a tool from his pocket, the like of which I hadn’t seen before, he shot back the bolt, opened the door, glanced inside, and said in a slightly puzzled manner:


“Bloody silly trick. There’s nobody in there. Can’t say I see how the door got fastened. Ah well, sir, it’s free now,” he added.


He was right, there was nobody inside. But it needed only the briefest scrutiny to see that something was very wrong, or more accurately that something had been very wrong. For here and there dark blotches were spattered over the interior of the place. I touched one. My hand came away sticky and red.


“There’s been some serious trouble,” I said as I stepped back into the corridor. The ticket-collector had evidently gone into the next compartment, so I crossed quickly through the connecting door. A glance down the corridor showed that in the odd second or two the fellow had vanished. My instinct was to follow quickly, but reason insisted that it was best to think first. There must be an explanation of why the ticket-collector had opened the lavatory door, of why he had disappeared. I glanced down at my trousers and cursed aloud as I saw I must have touched one of the dark patches. Damn it, must I go bloodstained through the trickiest part of the whole business?


My first thought was to change into walking shorts. I had deliberately not dressed in outdoor clothes and boots, because I felt that it would be wrong to overemphasise the student-hiker attitude. Now I would have no choice, it seemed. In a few strides I was back at my compartment. There were still three men in it (two people had left the train at Cardiff), but my rucksack was gone.


It is said that a dying man can review his past life in a second or two. Balderdash of course, but it is surprising how fast one can think when the occasion warrants. The thought exploded in my head that at all costs I must behave as an innocent young student would behave. In short I must raise the devil of a shindy. Scarcely checking my speed I opened the compartment door, looked up at the rack, and said in the most surprised tone I could muster:


“What’s happened to my rucksack?”


Two of the men, ages perhaps thirty to thirty-five, were drowsing or pretending to drowse. The third fellow was much older, maybe fifty-five. At my question he put down a book, looked me over with questioning blue eyes, and said in pronouncedly Irish speech:


“But you fetched it yourself, not a moment ago.”


“I did no such thing! Surely you must have seen someone come in and take it?”


“Certainly someone came in. My attention was on my book here, so I naturally took the person to be yourself. He was of about your height and colouring.”


“You’d better find the guard,” remarked one of the younger men.


“I’ll find the guard and the police at the next stop.” The fellow was of course right, I should go at once and find the guard. But at all costs I must first have time to think.


It seemed inconceivable that my rucksack could have been stolen by anyone who knew the real purpose of my journey. Or was it inconceivable? Could my connection with Parsonage already be known to the Irish? Was there a spy in his office? Even so, the Irish would scarcely take action here on the train. Assuredly they would wait until I reached Rosslare. No, the business could have nothing personal to do with me, it must be the rucksack. Yet the rucksack contained nothing but a couple of books and my walking outfit—a good disguise for a man who had urgent need of a quick change of clothes, perhaps for a man whose present suit was liberally dappled with blood? The disguise would be useless, however, if I were to let out an enormous roar at the first glimpse of my own shirt, pants, and boots. Therefore it followed that I must be hit over the head, or worse, on my way to find the guard.


It was natural that this process of reasoning should cause me to direct an over-piercing stare at the man who had suggested seeking out the guard. It was equally natural that he, being taken unawares, should have betrayed his complicity. There was no ‘sudden start’, so beloved by the writers of fiction, no ‘sudden pallor’, no ‘beads of perspiration’. All that could be seen was a ripple of emotion that crossed the fellow’s face, as fleeting as a puff of wind on a grassy meadow. Yet if a confession had been sealed, signed, and delivered, the situation couldn’t have been clearer.


Three of us leaped upwards. Strong hands gripped my waist and shoulders, heaving hard to throw me to the floor. But my right hand had reached the communication cord in time, and the weight and pull of their bodies only whipped the cord down the more fiercely. Already the train brakes were on.


Quite incredibly, one of the fellows seemed to think he could bluff the matter out:


“There, look what you’ve done! It’ll cost you five pounds.”


His companion had other ideas, however. “Don’t be a fool, Karl. Let’s get out of here.”


I was too shaken to do much to stop them, but I managed to stick out a foot in time to trip Karl as he moved quickly to the door. He fell across the corridor, striking his head a resounding blow on the brass handrail that ran along the outer window. His companion gave me a furious glance, grasped Karl firmly by the shoulder, and humped him along the corridor. I decided to let them go. They were probably armed, and shortly I would be having other troubles.


The outer door was flung open and a voice shouted:


“Now then, what’s going on in here?” (Do the more robust elements of officialdom have no other way of approaching a crisis?)


“That is very much what I would like to know,” I replied.


A large guard hauled himself into the compartment. Outside there seemed to be the driver, fireman, and perhaps three or four other officials. Everywhere along the train heads were sticking out of windows, male and female, hatted and bare, blonde, white, brown and black.


“One of you must have pulled the chain,” observed the guard to the Irishman and me.


“I did.”


“Why? What’s the matter? Everything looks in order.”


“I pulled it on impulse.”


The guard leaned out, and remarked to the driver: “He says he did it on impulse.”


“Impulse be b——. We’re late,” was the driver’s view of the matter. The guard turned heavily on me:


“Now, young man, this is a serious matter. It’s going to cost you five pounds.”


The thought struck me that a hundred years ago five pounds must have been quite a substantial sum. Stopping a train without good reason must then indeed have been a serious matter. But now, after a century’s inflation, of what significance was a fiver to a man with a taste for entertainment?


“I did not say that my impulse was unfounded.”


The Irishman decided to rescue us from further misunderstanding:


“This young gentleman has just had his rucksack stolen.”


“That’s no reason for pulling the chain. He could have come along and found me without stopping the train.”


“There you reveal your ignorance of the matter—if I may say so. Had I tried to find you, I should unquestionably have been hit over the head, coshed, if you prefer the word, and possibly obliterated without trace.”


The guard again addressed his colleagues:


“Better come inside, Alf. We’ve got a bloody lunatic to deal with.”


Alf the fireman climbed in with considerable agility. Evidently my trump card had better be played without delay.


“Mention of blood reminds me that the lavatory near-by, the one immediately to the left down the corridor, happens to be liberally spattered with the stuff.”


“Didn’t I say he was daft?” breathed the guard in stertorous fashion.


“Wouldn’t it be worth while stepping along to the lavatory, just to verify my story? It will consume only a few seconds of your valuable time, and it will save Alf and me from doing serious damage to each other.”


The guard responded in commendably scientific spirit. “Oh-ho,” said he, “we’ll soon see about that.”


As he forged into the corridor, by the way that Karl and his companion had departed so hurriedly only a few moments before, it occurred to me to wonder if the stuff in the lavatory really was blood after all. Suppose it turned out to be catsup? The nearest pair of doctors would undoubtedly be only too ready to subscribe to the guard’s rough and ready analysis of the affair. But did catsup become tacky as it dried?


A worse thought: if events were to follow the accepted pattern of the thriller or detective story, assuredly the lavatory would turn out to have been cleaned of every telltale speck. What would I do then but point out the unnatural cleanliness of the place?


My fears were groundless, however. In a trice the man was back.


“This is a serious matter,” he announced. “What’s been going on here?”


I decided that the fooling had lasted long enough. “Could I see your credentials, please?”


This caused him to blink rapidly for about ten seconds. Then, “My what?” he boomed.


“Your credentials, your bona fides as a member of the police force.”


“I’m not in the police, you bloody lunatic.”


“That’s exactly the point I am delicately hinting at. Don’t you think this is a job for the police? By now, every criminal who was on the train must be at least a couple of counties away. Alf, you got any steam left in this old tub?” The latter remark brought out the raw primitive in Alf. “I’ll put some steam in your bloody kisser if you don’t shut up,” he growled as he dropped to the ground outside. The guard banged the door shut and crossed into the corridor, where he stood truculently until we reached Swansea.


I suppose the guard could hardly be blamed too much for questioning my sanity, for my story sounded quite fantastic, even to my own ears, as I described it to Inspector Harwood of the Swansea Police. Naturally I said nothing of the real reason for my journey to Ireland, but everything else I described as accurately as I could, exactly as it had occurred. I soon came to think highly of Inspector Harwood, for he contrived to maintain a commendably straight face throughout the whole of my outrageous narrative. At the end he said:


“Well, Mr. Sherwood, I’m afraid we shall have to ask you to remain in Swansea for a day or two until we have had the opportunity to check up on this odd business. I’m sorry to have to delay your holiday. I know how I’d feel about it myself if I was in your position. But I’m sure you’ll realise that it’s really absolutely necessary.”


Should I ring Parsonage and ask him to get me out of this ridiculous situation? An idea occurred to me, and I decided not to be such a fool.


“Naturally, Inspector, I’m not pleased about being held up, but if that’s the way it is, there’s really nothing to be gained by arguing. Might I ask you to fix me a rather inexpensive place to stay at? You see, I didn’t bring much cash with me, as I didn’t expect to be here in Wales for more than an hour or two.”


“There’s no difficulty about that, sir. We can advance you a reasonable amount for living expenses. There’s quite a tolerable bed-and-breakfast establishment in Cromwell Road. I’d be glad to make arrangements for you to stay there.”


“Is there anywhere that I could buy a razor and a toothbrush?”


“That won’t be so easy at this hour, but no doubt we can fix you up.”


It was after 10 p.m. when I reached the bed-and-breakfast establishment of Mrs. William Williams. With great kindness my landlady offered to fry eggs and bacon when she learned that I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime. I went through to the dining-room, where I found my Irish travelling companion finishing up what had evidently been a hearty meal.


“So they sent you too,” he remarked. “Now they can keep an eye on the pair of us.”


He indicated that I should sit at his table.


“Me name’s George Rafferty. Not very Irish, but it’s the best I can offer.”


“Mine’s Thomas Sherwood. How do you do? Did the police persuade you to come here?”


“Persuade, you say! That’s good! I was told to come here. Young feller, that policeman is going to have something to answer for when he stands in the Judgment Box. Sending an Irishman to Cromwell Road.”


Rafferty seemed to have no wish to leave, for he stayed talking as I ate.


“And did you lose much in that rucksack of yours?”


“Nothing of real value. A few personal things and a couple of books. The nuisance is that I’ll hardly be able to replace the books.”


“I cannot conceive that you will not, unless you are an antiquarian, which I hardly imagine is the case?”


I laughed at the implied question. “No, no, I’m a mathematician, or rather, an embryo one. Is there a bookshop in Dublin where I can buy technical mathematical books?”


“That I do not know for sure. But anything you can buy in London you can buy in Dublin, which probably answers your question.”


Mr. Rafferty was evidently not as accustomed to hogging ninety-nine per cent of the conversation as Papa Parsonage had been. At the moment his apparent desire to chat was something of a nuisance, for my immediate concern was with Mrs. Williams’s handsome plate of bacon and eggs.


“And why would you be wanting to visit Ireland, if it’s not impolite of me to ask?”


In view of the hour, place, and situation it was somewhat impolite, but I resolved to practise on Mr. Rafferty. Soon I would be telling the same story to the immigration authorities. In many particulars it was substantially correct. I knew that as a liar I was not very convincing, so I had resolved to keep always within a fine margin of the truth.


“Oh, for two reasons, of which frank curiosity is probably the more important. Considering the remarkable changes that are going on in Ireland, this is natural enough, I suppose.”


“I would say entirely so. Yes, it’s great changes that are going on in Ireland. And isn’t it a shame to see how backward England is becoming?”


I decided to pass lightly over the last remark. “My grandfather’s name was Emmet. We have a tradition that he was a descendant of Robert Emmet’s family. I cannot say whether this was really so or not, but certainly I have many relatives in Yorkshire, which I believe is where Robert Emmet came from.”


“Ah, there is a fine passport to have in Ireland!” Mr. Rafferty beamed genially. “So you will be wanting to visit the Wicklow Mountains, and the scenes of the last of the Rising?”


“Yes, I’m going to do a little walking in the mountains. But most of my time will be in Dublin.”


“So it should be,” exclaimed Mr. Rafferty with some warmth, “for Dublin is the fountain-head of all that is happening in Ireland. Soon it will be the greatest city in the wide world.”


Next morning, Mrs. Williams brought the message that I was to call at the police station. My rucksack had been found.


I unpacked it under the watchful eyes of Inspector Harwood. Everything was there, including the two books. It bore but one sign of misadventure, a large dark stain across the outside, just where it could not fail to be seen.


“Well, that’s certainly satisfactory from your point of view, sir. I wish all the news was as good.”


“I am sorry to hear that things are not going well, Inspector.”


“I expect you are, for it means more delay, I fear.”


“What’s the trouble?”


“Well, sir, strictly I ought not to say, but I expect you’ll already have guessed that a body was thrown from the train. We found it in the Severn Tunnel.”


“That’s certainly very bad—for the body, I mean.” Inspector Harwood frowned slightly at this undergraduate sentiment.


“I won’t keep you much longer this morning, Mr. Sherwood, but I shall want you to call in here again tomorrow. By then we ought to be in a better position to get to the rights of the matter. In the meantime there is just one further question that I’d like to ask.”


“Yes?”


“Can you be perfectly sure that you did not see the ticket-collector a second time, the one who opened the lavatory door? When you stopped the train, did he turn up outside your compartment?”


“I can be absolutely certain that he did not. I naturally kept a close look-out for the fellow, but I didn’t see him again.”


“Thank you. I just wanted to be quite clear on the point.”


I lunched on Welsh mussels and brown bread at a café hard by the docks. In the afternoon I discovered a bus that ran into the Gower peninsula. The sea at Oxwich beach was calm and I had a fine swim, and a fine appetite to boot when I returned to my abode in Cromwell Road. Mr. Rafferty was not to be seen that evening, nor next morning at breakfast. Apparently Inspector Harwood had given him his release.


Whether it was the excitement of the last two days, or the mussels, or the swim, I awoke sharply during the night with the absolute conviction that someone was prowling about the room. I lay for a moment, immobile with fear, half expecting to be seized by the throat, or to hear the ticket-collector breathing sundry gory details in my ear. Then with an enormous effort of will I flung back the bed covers, rushed to where I thought the light switch must be, fumbled, and found it at last. There was of course no one. I tossed fitfully for a good hour before I was able to win my way to sleep again.


In the morning, in friendly sunshine, I found Inspector Harwood with a large pile of photographs.


“Now, young man,” said he, “I want you to see if you can identify this man Karl or his companion, or the ticket-collector, anywhere in this set of faces.”


I looked carefully through the pile, but there was no photograph of Karl, or of his companion, or of the ticket-collector. But there, sure enough, was a picture of Mr. George Rafferty. I flicked it on to the table in front of Inspector Harwood.


“This is the only face I’ve seen before.”


“Ah yes, Mr. George Rafferty,” remarked Harwood in a dry voice. “It may interest you to hear that Mr. Rafferty has skipped away. The little Irish bird has flown.”


The last of the day was falling as the boat steamed out from Fishguard Harbour. I watched the land receding, the bright land of Wales, until at last it became obscured by advancing night. Perhaps in a few hours I should be back among those green fields, back among those wind-swept uplands, back with the shame of an instant defeat. Worse still, perhaps I should never come back. With these thoughts in mind I turned to the golden glow that still lingered deep in the western sky. Then at last I made my way below to the second-class dining-room.


Over a meal of bacon, sausage and tomato, bread and butter, jam, and a flagon of tea, I reflected on the four days I had spent in Swansea. Curiously, instead of being annoyed at the delay I was rather pleased that I had stuck it out, that I had not been tempted to get in touch with Parsonage.


This report would make a better story if I could recount events on the ship of a similar bizarre quality to those that overwhelmed me during the journey from Cardiff to Swansea. Honesty compels me, however, to say that, so far as I am aware, there were no singular occurrences during the night. There must certainly have been agents aboard in plenty. No doubt there was a current of intense drama running at a lower level, but it never broke through to the visible surface. In short, I spent an uncomfortable night dozing fitfully in the saloon.


Still more of an anticlimax, I must frankly admit that my passage through Irish immigration turned out to be absurdly easy. It is worth recounting, nevertheless, for my first encounter with the Irish authorities was not without its interest. My interrogator was a large, jollylooking man, of just the right type to ensnare an unwary victim, especially after a sleepless night.


“Name?”


“Thomas Sherwood.”


“Date of birth?”


“29th August 1948.”


“Occupation?”


“Student.”


“Where?”


“Cambridge.”


“Father’s name and place of origin?”


“Robert Sherwood. Halberton, Devon.”


“Object of visit.”


“Curiosity.”


“Where do you propose to exercise your curiosity, Mr. Sherwood?”


“Three weeks in Dublin and its environs. One week in the Wicklow Mountains.”


“Why are you curious?”


“No explanation is needed. Everybody is curious about the developments that are taking place in Dublin.”


“Why the Wicklow Mountains?”


I told him the story of my grandfather.


“H’m, a Mr. John Emmet, your grandfather?” He rummaged among a pile of papers, and glanced at one particular sheet. Then, apparently satisfied: “Let me see the contents of your rucksack.”


I unpacked slowly and carefully, laying my two books on the table in front of him.


“And how, might I ask, did you come to acquire that great stain across the front of the rucksack?”


I began to tell the story of the lurid events on the train, but I hadn’t gone far before he seemed to swell and to become as red as a turkey cock. Then he broke into peal after peal of laughter.


“No more, Mr. Sherwood, no more. Yes, we know all about what happened on the train. We’ve got our eyes and ears open, you know.”


He wiped his face and became more serious as he stamped my passport.


“There. And now away you go. See to it that you keep to your programme. You know the rules. Report each week at any Guard Station. Don’t think we like all these restrictions on genuine visitors, but they’ve been forced on us by the very dubious segment of humanity that has lately been invading our shores. Stick to Dublin and the Wicklow Mountains, Mr. Sherwood, and you’ll have a very pleasant holiday.”


As I stepped out into the railway yard I could still hear his rumbling chuckle. He was of course quite right. No agent in his senses would behave in the way I had behaved. An agent’s deepest instinct is to avoid all conspicuous action. None would have squawked as I had squawked.


It was a clear, fine morning when I reached Dublin, with promise of a glorious day. As I strolled the short stretch of the Liffey to O’Connell Street, three huge Guinness lorries raced past me. In truth, these people must be heroic drinkers.


I paused for a moment at the Bridge, then quickly walked to College Green. A porter was on duty at Trinity.


“I believe you have a room booked for me. I’m from the other Trinity, Cambridge. Sherwood is the name.”


He looked over a list in just the manner that porters have the world over.


“Yes sir, you’re on Staircase 24, second floor. Keep on the right side. You’ll find it close by the Library.”


My room contained a wash-basin and jug of water. I splashed my face liberally, then stripped and climbed into bed. My last thought, before the mists of sleep overcame me, was to wonder whether Papa Percy had used real blood. He’d certainly taken no risk of my failing to get into Ireland. Plainly the outrageous comedy on the train had completely deceived Mr. George Rafferty, the little Irish bird—the little Irish agent more like! But it was depressing that Papa Percy hadn’t seen fit to tell me just what was afoot; he evidently took me to be very dumb. Perhaps he was right, at that, for until my second interview with Inspector Harwood I hadn’t really understood what was going on. The crowning insult was the showing of the picture of poor Mr. Rafferty. Maybe I am dumb, let me admit it, but not quite to that degree.


One last disturbing thought: how was it known that an Irish agent would just happen to be in my compartment? Was every train to Fishguard packed solid with them?




CHAPTER FOUR


The House in Marrowbone Lane


My first day in Dublin passed with little event. I slept until mid-afternoon, had a snack at a rather palatial ‘self-help’ restaurant in Grafton Street, and then spent the hour or two before Hall learning the detailed geography of the College.


I was welcomed at dinner by a lively group of students, for the most part medicals and scientists up for the Long Vacation. We went along later to the rooms of one of them, and talked away twenty to the dozen until about 1 a.m.


Apart from this congenially familiar situation, there was a good reason for satisfaction; a product of the suspicious mind with which for good or ill I happen to be possessed. Was it possible that Parsonage had overbid his hand? Had not my passage through immigration been just a little too easy? Suppose the Irish were wise to me, as the Americans say. Would they send me home, jail me, or just watch me? Obviously they’d follow me around and see whom I contacted. Bad for Mr. Colquhoun! In any case, after the preposterous events on the train, it would manifestly be prudent for them to keep an eye on me, at least for a day or two. Here my association with the Trinity undergraduates would be immensely valuable. No one, not even the most skilful actor, could masquerade successfully as a student in their company. No pretence could possibly survive for more than a minute or two. It would be clear to the authorities that at least in this respect I was exactly what I claimed to be.


At this stage I might add a word or two about my plans, rudimentary as they undoubtedly were. Ostensibly I was to spend roughly a month in Ireland, of which the main portion would be passed in Dublin and its environs. The balance of my visit was to be in the Wicklow Mountains. And I was to report to the police at the end of each week. This, then, was the official position.


I had decided that I would not break loose from this schedule until the end of a fortnight. I would spend the first week in Dublin. The time would not be wasted, for Dublin was a useful barometer. It is true that the real power of the Irish economy lay to the west, but some measure of it must show itself in the capital city. I would take long walks, checking up on the tremendous building development that seemed to be going on. The speed of this development would give some idea of the strength of the underlying driving force.


After reporting dutifully to the police at the end of the first week, I would go down to the Wicklow Mountains. The whole point of this was to provide a good excuse for my outdoor clothes and mountaineering boots. I would have real need of these over in the west. This was of course the reason behind my Emmet story. Also it shouldn’t be too difficult to find out if I were being followed—once I got into the hills, that is to say. Assuming that I was not, I intended to return to Dublin, check again with the police, and then at long last head towards Kerry. In this way I hoped to have a whole week in which to cover my trail before there should be any real foundation for official suspicion, which would of course be roused when I failed to show up at the end of the third week.


The fly in the ointment was Seamus Colquhoun. A visit to Marrowbone Lane was not to be avoided, for I simply did not have anything like an adequate amount of money. But whichever way I tackled this hurdle there was an awkward stride to be made. Perhaps the best plan would be to put off seeing Colquhoun until the end of the second week. There would then be less chance of my being followed. But would I necessarily find Seamus at home? It would be infuriating to be delayed and to lose part of my solitary week of grace. But if I hied chez Colquhoun more or less straight away I should be maximising other risks. Suppose Seamus were being watched? The more I thought about the business, the less I liked it. With this reflection I fell at last asleep.


In spite of all I had heard, I was quite unprepared for the tremendous changes that were sweeping through Dublin. The city was being systematically demolished and rebuilt. For some reason, perhaps one of sentiment, the architectural tidal wave had not yet reached the area of College Green. This was of course why I had not seen it on the first day.


The new lay-out was of a kind that must surely be unique, for, by and large, the place was being converted into a vast area of smooth lawns, flower-beds, and clumps of trees. Dotted here and there were medium-tall buildings about twenty storeys high, some apartments, others offices and shops. The materials were very largely glass and metal, the metal very beautifully coloured—bronze, sea-blue, and delicate yellows shaded like spring flowers.


The geometry of the matter was of course perfectly clear. By the use of tall, but not too tall, buildings, space was being employed far more efficiently than it is in broad flat cities like London. But instead of using the gain to crowd more and more people into the same area, as Americans have done in all their big towns, Dubliners were wisely laying down floral parks and handsome tree-lined avenues.


All this was surprising enough, but what astonished me more than I cared to admit was the news that it was still less than a year since the whole rebuilding plan had first been put into operation. In about ten months almost the whole of the city north of the river had been reconstructed. I resolved to discover something of the methods that were being used, which plainly must be of a novel kind.


This little project proved maddeningly difficult. It was tolerably easy to get into buildings that were nearing completion, and very interesting they proved to be. I spent many hours engrossed in the details of internal lay-out, lighting, sound-proofing of apartments, and so forth. But try as I would I couldn’t get anywhere near the early stages of any construction. Every new structure was invariably cordoned off, not just in the immediate vicinity of the building itself, but over an extensive area around it.


It would have been easy of course to have broken through one of these cordons and to have got past the guards. Such irresponsibility was not to be thought of, however. Already I was attracting some degree of attention. A fellow whom I took to be a detective or security officer seemed to have a knack of turning up wherever I happened to be. In itself this appeared to be a good sign rather than a bad one. For the man was not at all skilful. He was all right for keeping an eye on an inquisitive student, but no counter-espionage service would have employed him on a mission of importance. Even so, I refused to take any unnecessary risk, since it would be absurd to run foul of the authorities over some comparatively trifling incident.


In any case it needed very little to give one the key to the problem. I think it was on the third morning, in the neighbourhood of what had once been Winetavern Street, that I caught a glimpse in the distance of a huge mountainous object that seemed to move. At first I thought that my eyes must be at fault, but thinking over the matter afterwards I saw the sense of it. I was to see many such moving mountains later on, so I will say no more at present about this particular oddity, except to add that it convinced me of the stupidity of trying to keep the whole business secret. If a casual visitor could ferret the matter out in three or four days, what was the sense of it? The Irish were now making the same silly mistake that the rest of the world had been making for fifty years past. It is notorious how the Governments of Britain, U.S.S.R., the U.S.A., and France have sat on scientific secrets, the same so-called secrets of course, each under the impression that they were unknown to the others. A lot of broody old hens.


One particular building occupied my attention very closely, the new Central Rail Station. By all normal standards this edifice was a sheer impossibility. It was built according to an elegant, bold plan with immensely long horizontal arms of unsupported metal. Even to the most casual eye these arms should have broken instantly under the weight they were required to bear.


I made the best estimates I could of lengths, widths, and so on. Then in the evening I looked up the elementary theory of stress and strain—I am ashamed to say I had forgotten it—in Trinity Library. It took an hour or two to clarify my ideas and to seek out the appropriate physical constants—I believe I used the old Smithsonian Tables. But the result was worth the trouble, for the eye had not been deceived. The metal arms in the Central Station were carrying a transverse stress roughly a hundred times greater than they should have done.


More accurately, they were bearing a transverse stress roughly a hundred times greater than a similar piece of metal would have carried anywhere outside Ireland. There seemed but one possible solution to the riddle. I.C.E. must be able to cast metal almost wholly free of the multitude of tiny flaws that greatly weaken the strength of ordinary metals.


I mention this technicality because it greatly fortified my resolve to dig through to the bottom of the I.C.E. business. At about the same time my morale received a fillip in a rather strange way. My rooms were searched.


There was nothing very obvious about it. Probably under normal conditions I wouldn’t have noticed the very slight changes in the disposition of my clothes. Over a before-bed cup of tea, I pondered on the situation. Surely it would be incredibly stupid to search my things if I were under any really serious suspicion. All such a search would be likely to achieve would be to put me sharply on my guard. But suppose I was being taken for a slightly over-zealous student. Then it might be quite sensible to look me over rather closely, even at the risk of my spotting what was happening. The most sensible conclusion was that Irish Security had some interest in me, but only mildly, at a low level.


Enormously encouraged by these arguments, I resolved there and then to give them a devil of a time. Starting the following morning I tramped assiduously from museum to picture gallery, to museum again. Memory is a little dim, but I recollect places in Kildare Street and Merrion Street. Then I thought up a most satisfactory form of torture for anyone who might be deputed to follow me around. I visited the homes and haunts of old Dublin characters. There were the obvious literary men—Shaw, Joyce, Wilde, Le Fanu, Synge. But I cut a far wider swathe than this. My inquiries enfolded such diverse individuals as Sam Lover and the famous Buck Whaley. My high spot was William Conyngham Plunket at No. 18, St. Stephen’s Green. This crazy business gave me much quiet satisfaction.


By now the first week was over, and I duly reported without incident to the police. My departure for the mountains to the south was delayed, however, by the Trinity lads, who press-ganged me into a game of cricket played against a team that fared quite happily under the name of the Dun Laoghaire Wanderers. We won our game with quite a flourish, not, let it be said, through my efforts. I had scored a confident 5 when my wicket was disintegrated by a beefy individual. The same fellow cracked a tremendous drive at me later in the afternoon to which I was ill-advised enough to put a hand.


In spite of this inauspicious preparation, the evening turned out exceedingly well. We dined with our opponents, then drank beer, and sang such songs as cricketers will. Our team returned by car to Dublin at close on midnight—the match had been ‘away’. The car in which I happened to be travelling stopped at the northern corner of Merrion Square. Two of our chaps got out, and so on impulse did I, assuring the driver that it was no distance at all to Trinity.


I don’t know whether it was the beer, or the fluke catch I had held—my hand still seemed red-hot—but suddenly it appeared obvious that the time and hour for Marrowbone Lane had arrived at last. When would I be more likely to catch Seamus Colquhoun at home than at midnight on the Sabbath?


The wave of new building had advanced only as far as the area around St. Patrick’s. So perforce I had to quit the broad bright avenues when I reached the old High Street. From now on I walked through the rabbit warren of the Old City.


‘Very soon,’ I thought, ‘all this will be gone. Soon Marrowbone Lane will be gone. And what will Seamus Colquhoun do then, poor thing? Soon he and all his kind will be smoked out into the open. Will they run their affairs from an office in one of the bright new buildings? Will they cease selling bird-seed or whatever it is they pretend to do at present?’


I had already reconnoitred Marrowbone Lane during my tours of the town, so I knew exactly where to find my man, in a little alleyway set discreetly back from the lane itself. It may be imagined how I made the best reasonable pace I could, first along Thomas Street, then through the court of the same name, past a block of flats, and so to my destination.


Now what? Here was a slight problem. Should I knock discreetly on the door? I might not be heard, and then I should be obliged to knock discreetly again, and perhaps again and again. Would this be more likely to attract attention in the lane than one single furious cannonade?


I was silently debating this difficult point, when a voice from behind said quietly in a Cork accent:


“Not a sound, mister, if you value your life!” Something was pressed into my kidneys.


“Won’t that gun make quite a noise if it goes off?”


“Close yer flaming beak!” remarked a second voice.


Someone moved in front of me to unlock the door. The gun prodded in my back.


“Quick, inside with you.”


“But that’s exactly why I came here, because I want to go inside!”


Violent hands seized me from the front and heaved me across the threshold, with far more noise than was really necessary. Three of us were crammed into a narrow entrance hall. A door opened and a faint light showed up a staircase immediately to the right.


“What is it, boys?” asked a third voice from above.


“We found a feller on the doorstep.”


“Bring him up.”


The room into which I was forced seemed somewhat less depressing than might have been expected in the circumstances. Quite incongruously, it was decorated with rather well-done sporting prints. A grandfather clock ticked away in a corner, a fire burned brightly in the grate, and a half-filled glass of whiskey stood on a small table.


“Stand over there,” said the third voice.


I turned to face them. My captors were both young: The one with the gun was well-dressed, almost dapper, like a civil servant; the other, the muscle-man who had dragged me inside, looked like a character in an Irish play of fifty years ago: cloth cap, heavy rough trousers, and shirt without collar. The third man, whom I took to be Colquhoun himself, was middle-aged, dark, bright-eyed, rather full in build, of medium height.


“Mr. Seamus Colquhoun?”


“What’s that to you?”


“During winter storms the waves beat heavily on the western strands.”


“This is the right moment to buy vegetables on the London market.”


“Or fish, for that matter, if you have a taste for it.”


Colquhoun showed obvious relief.


“You can put it away, Liam,” said he, indicating the gun. “This is one of the fellers we’ve been waiting for.”


For the first time since Parsonage had given me the passwords I really appreciated their effect. No impostor could have chanced on so improbable a sequence.


“You’d best take a look outside, lads.”


When the two rough customers had gone down the stairs again Colquhoun turned on me in a rage:


“What a divil of a time to come here. Are you out of your wits?”


“You didn’t expect me?”


“No, nor I didn’t anticipate a visit from the Folies Bergère either. Were you trying to bring the Guards down on us? Or have you been at the Brewery, drinking the Guinness family into bankruptcy?”


“If you weren’t expecting me to come, this is obviously the best possible time; the police won’t be expecting you to have visitors either.”


“That wouldn’t stop you from being seen. You must have been as conspicuous walking the streets as the Nelson Column itself.”


“Of course I was conspicuous. I’m not silly enough to slouch about the place. If I’m stopped for any reason, then I’m an innocent who happens to have lost his way. What of it?”


Colquhoun was obviously badly frightened. I realised that he would go on and on unless I took a brusque line. Every minute lost on this rubbish was increasing the danger of the return to Trinity.


“This is a well-nigh perfect illustration of what Shakespeare meant by the term ‘unprofitable chat’. I came here to get money from you. I’d like it now, with as little delay as possible.”


Colquhoun allowed his anger to settle a little.


“How much do you want?”


“Seven hundred.”


“That’s a powerful lot.”


“Which is my business, not yours. Let me have it without any more foolishness, please.”


Will ill grace Colquhoun left the room. A few minutes later he came back with a bundle of notes. I counted them, and then stowed the roll away carefully in a specially made inner trouser pocket.


“One thing more. I’d like a list of our agents on the Clare and Galway coasts.”


“Oh, you would, would you? Isn’t that a fine thing to ask?”


“It’s a very practical thing to ask, and I’ll trouble you for the information. You needn’t fear that I’m going to carry a lot of names on a piece of paper around with me, but I want to carry them in my head. I have a pretty good memory, Mr. Colquhoun.”


“I’ll bet you have, Mr. Sure-sure. Maybe you’d learn a great lesson if I gave you that list. Maybe you’d soon be cooling your heels in jail, or maybe pushing up the green grass of Ireland if you weren’t so lucky.”


“Is it possible for you to tell me in a simple way what you’re driving at?”


There was a glint in Colquhoun’s eye as he stared into my face.


“This is the way of it, me fine cock-sparrer. There’s no list of agents any more, not to mean anything. We’ve been cleaned out, broken apart. That’s what I mean.”


“How did it happen?”


“P.S.D.,” was Colquhoun’s cryptic reply. The anger had now subsided. He drank the remaining whiskey at a gulp and slumped down in a chair before the fire. Although I was curious to hear more, it would be wise to move before the fellow launched himself into some new rambling exposition.


“No, you shall not go until you hear the rest of it,” he exclaimed when I sought to leave. “Besides, there is something you must do.”


“Who or what is P.S.D.?”


“The divil pour me another glass!” exclaimed Colquhoun in some surprise. “For a feller who fancies himself as much as you do, you’re shockingly ignorant. Or maybe it’s a bad joke you’re trying to make?”


“Look, Mr. Colquhoun, I’m here on a solitary mission. You are my only contact. When I leave this house I shall have absolutely nothing to do with any of this business you’re talking about.”


“And that’s where you’re in for a great surprise, me lad.”


“Every minute we spend talking this nonsense increases the risk of my being picked up. So if you have anything really important to say, please stick to the point.”


Very deliberately he got up from the chair, fetched an extra glass, and poured two over-generous drinks.


“There’s no question of your leaving here tonight. By a miracle you managed to avoid the Guards on your way in, but you wouldn’t be so lucky the second time.”


In this he was probably right. Once morning came and people were in the streets it would be easier to slip away from Marrowbone Lane. My absence from Trinity would cause no comment either, since I had been intending to leave for the mountains anyway.


“We should have been warned by the experience of the French. They were smashed last year, and P.S.D. were certainly at the back of that. P.S.D. is an organisation that started under the cover of a solicitor’s business right here in Dublin. Porson, Shilleto and Dobree were the names. Purveyors of Sudden Death, that’s what they’re known as nowadays.”


“Is it some form of Irish counter-espionage?”


Colquhoun’s laughter was a little hysterical. “Counter-espionage eh? It’s a great pity the lads aren’t around to hear that. Counter-espionage!” He sipped his whisky. “No, me young friend, P.S.D. is espionage pure and clear. The only countering that’s done is the counting of profit. What’s going on in the west there is worth thousands of millions to the industries of the world.”


“You mean that P.S.D. steals and sells trade secrets?”


“That’s exactly what I was after telling you, if only you wouldn’t always be taking the words out of me mouth.”


It crossed my mind that I had yet to meet anyone in Parsonage’s outfit who could tell a straight tale.


“The rest of us—British, Americans, Russians, Germans—work maybe a little for the excitement, and maybe a little for patriotism, but P.S.D. works only for money. It’s business, big business.


“I can see you’re wondering where I come into the picture. Don’t make any mistake about me; I’m English, born within the sound of Bow Bells. I’ve been an operative over here for well-nigh thirty years now.”


So this was the explanation of the slight aroma of leprechaun that enveloped all the man’s remarks. He was a synthetic Irishman. My determination not to get caught up in Colquhoun’s affairs was somewhat weakened by this revelation.


“So I suppose P.S.D. decided to eliminate all potential rivals. How did they go about it?”


“By offering big money to our operatives. When P.S.D. had pieced together sufficient information against us, all they had to do was turn it over to the Guards. They bought out three key men that we thought we could trust.”


“How very typical of what happens in all secret organisations. Your so-called friends sell you down the river,” I remarked.


Colquhoun looked me over unsympathetically.


“See here, mister, sooner or later the Irish are going to close in on this house, maybe tomorrow, or maybe next week, or next month. It’d be easy for me to get to hell out of here, but I don’t, because I’ve got a job to do, five jobs in fact. Yours was one of ’em. Where would you have been if you’d found the Guards sitting here instead of me? I’ll tell you. You’d have been due for a ten-year stretch of hard labour, mister.”


He took a smallish notebook from his pocket.


“This book has to be got into the hands of the best man left. We’re nearly wiped out, but a few pockets are still intact here and there, particularly to the west. These must be reorganised immediately. Information—names, codes—are needed. They must reach the right man without delay.”


He tossed the notebook at me.


“I can’t move, meself, and I can’t send any of the boys, because the Guards are certainly on the look-out for ’em. That leaves you, Mister Cock-Sure. You are to deliver that little book to Shaun Houseman, who keeps the Unicorn Hotel at Longford. I want it there within twenty-four hours. I can have a car ready for you at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. You say you have a good memory—Houseman, the Unicom Hotel, Longford.”


I put the notebook on the table.


“See here, Colquhoun, we’d better understand each other a little more clearly. In the first place I have explicit instructions from London not to get embroiled in your affairs.”


“That may be, but this is the gravest possible crisis, and the unwritten law is that we must all do what we can to safeguard the others, just as I stayed here at my post to safeguard you.”


There was now very little trace of the Irish in Colquhoun’s manner or speech. This was not his real name, I had no doubt. Morally he seemed three times the man he had before. Whether this was really so or the effect of a liberal dosing with Power’s whiskey I cannot say.


“And although I might be able to deliver the notebook, I certainly couldn’t guarantee to do so within twenty-four hours. Your idea of a car is ridiculous anyway. I’m here in this country ostensibly as an impoverished student, and I’ve no business to be found driving a car. If I were stopped by the police I should be under immediate suspicion. And if I were not stopped—well then, you might just as well have sent Liam instead.”


I never learned Colquhoun’s reply to this argument. We were interrupted by a furious pounding of feet on the stairs. The Irish stage character erupted into the room.


“They’ve taken Liam,” he gasped.


“Where?” demanded Colquhoun.


“Coming down Thomas’s.”


The only thing to do, and that quickly, was to get into the area of the docks. I grabbed the whiskey bottle and emptied half its contents down the side of my coat. Then I took a small device from my pocket, one that I had made up earlier in the week at the Trinity Chemy Lab. It was a long time since I had played with such a thing, not since my schooldays in fact. I cursed myself for studying mathematics; if I’d done experimental science instead I’d have felt more confidence in the damned thing working properly. It was bound to be a dud, I thought gloomily as I primed it.


Seamus Colquhoun had drunk too much to be capable of swift action, so I left him to fare as best he could. In a few seconds I was in the street again, trotting as fast as I dared (for the night was dark) in the direction of Cork Street. Soon there was a narrow opening to my right. If I could get through to the docks without meeting a patrol, there was still a chance.


I suppose the distance was only about a hundred yards, but it seemed much more before a wide space opened up in front of me. There were moving lights to the right and on an impulse I walked towards them, instead of away.


Evidently a posse was searching along the canal-side. It would be better to take the initiative by walking right into them, rather than be trapped by a couple of patrols in the streets. Obviously all the approaches to Marrowbone Lane would be blocked.


I lurched forward with unsteady gait, singing but not too raucously.


“Hi there!”


I went on without pause. The challenge was repeated in a louder voice. I stopped uncertainly and glanced around in a vague way. A bright light flashed in my eyes.


“Hey, whashamatter?”


Hands patted my hips and then moved swiftly under my armpits. Who would be fool enough to carry a gun? Liam, I suppose.


“It’s all right. The feller’s stinking.” Which was perfectly true. The smell of the whiskey was strong, too strong really if they had had the wit to notice.


“Better be on the safe side and take him in. Kevin and Paddy, you go, and get back again as quickly as you can.”


We stumbled along to the end of the dock, each man gripping me tightly by an arm. There were three powerful cars. I was pushed into the back of one and one of the men got in beside me. We had gone maybe a couple of hundred yards in the direction of the Castle when I remarked:


“Shtop. Want to be sick.”


The driver slammed on the brakes—no one likes a vomiting passenger. In a trice he was out and had the door open. His companion forced me on to the pavement.


“Now bring yer insides up, damn you.”


I had managed to pull the little package from my pocket, so even though they held me by the arms I managed to flick it down on the ground as I staggered to the front of the car. Although my eyes were tightly shut the sudden flash almost blinded me. It took but a few seconds to dive into the driving seat, start the engine again, and pull away from the dazed guards. I had about five minutes’ grace, two or three minutes while Kevin and Paddy recovered their sight, and another couple before they got back to the cars.


I parked in St. Stephen’s Green, wiping the steering-wheel carefully, and the door handles inside and out, the gear shift and the ignition key—there seemed nothing else that I had touched with my hands. By now the pursuit would be on, but it would be well-nigh hopeless.


I had only a hundred yards to go when there was the rattle of an automatic rifle. It seemed to come from the west, very likely from the area of Marrowbone Lane. Poor old Colquhoun! Arms were nasty things. Much better to rely on a bit of magnesium flash powder. Lucky the thing had gone off.


There was one more obstacle. I still had to climb into College. One of the lads had shown me the way, and I hated it. First an easy gate, then a stretch along a moderately difficult roof, and lastly a beastly medieval sort of railing with revolving spikes at the top, where the only safe thing to do was to take the whole weight on one’s hands. By a kind dispensation I got over it without endangering the next generation of Sherwoods.


To calm my nerves I brewed a pot of tea and consumed a few slices of bread and marmalade. The situation needed close review. I had washed my embarrassingly alcoholic jacket. In an hour or so all excessive traces of whiskey would be gone. It was true that I had been seen, but only in a very poor light. Assuming that the police found no mention of me at Marrowbone Lane, it was highly unlikely that I could be traced. If Colquhoun were taken alive it was doubtful whether he would shop on me, and even if he did it was doubtful whether his information would add up to very much. My impression was that he knew nothing of my mission, nothing of where I was staying, not even my name.


I had the money. I had something else besides. In the moment of crisis I had foolishly snapped up the notebook. Now I was morally committed to visit Shaun Houseman.




CHAPTER FIVE


The Minstrel Boy


It was perhaps a little odd that I should have slept well. By the time I had shaved, the following morning, it was fully eleven o’clock, too late for breakfast in College. So I revisited the cafeteria in Grafton Street, stopping to buy a morning paper on the way. There was small comfort to be gained from the account of the ‘Death of a Guard’, as the Irish Times described it:




This paper has had occasion to emphasise only too often in recent months that the ordinary law-abiding citizen of this country is now surrounded by a rising tide of violence. Scarcely a week passes by without some new outbreak manifesting itself, much as an ugly rash may presage the onset of some dangerous disease.


In the early hours of the morning a desperate action took place between the Guards and a gang whose headquarters were discovered near-by the docks in the Old City. It is with great regret that we announce the death in this action of Guard Paddy Kilpatrick. Although the desperadoes immediately responsible for his death have themselves paid the ultimate price for this appalling crime, it is understood that one member of the gang managed to escape during the confusion. It is confidently stated, however, that his capture can be at most a matter of hours.





Poor old Colquhoun! Was he really a desperado, or was he a patriot living dangerously for his country, dying fighting for his life? Not for the first time I realised that there are questions with no real answer. I couldn’t help wondering how logicians ever came to believe in the principle of the excluded middle. There are so many common examples to refute it.


The bit in the paper about myself was plainly absurd. Such statements are made only if the police do not expect to make an arrest. I suppose in the hope of scaring their man into making some false move.


I was more worried by the death of the guard. Had he recovered his sight properly after the magnesium flash? Of course Paddy is a common name, and it might not have been the same fellow.


I intended to travel from Dublin to Longford by a tolerably complicated route. I had no intention of rushing the journey, as I had told Colquhoun in the plainest terms. The wisest plan was to stick to my student pose as long as I reasonably could. My behaviour during the past week suggested that I had become greatly interested in the history of Ireland. Very properly this interest could take me to Armagh, where St. Patrick built his cathedral—or, to be less ecclesiastic, where Deirdre of the Sorrows is said to have spent her youth. True, a journey to Armagh would carry me away from Longford, but this was scarcely important compared with quitting Dublin safely and with gaining some knowledge of travel in the interior of Ireland.


My first experience came as a surprise. I had decided to use buses, since they gave the most frequent and varied transportation, especially in remote districts. I dropped into a bookshop to buy a time-table, only to be asked for my permit.


I looked blankly at the girl. “I’m sorry, but do I really need a permit in order to buy a bus time-table?”


“Oh yes, sir! We should be having all the ragtag and bobtail coming in to buy time-tables if it weren’t for the permits.”


“Then I must acquire a permit, I suppose. Where can I get one?”


“At any guard station, sir.”


My first impulse was to go to a guard station, but on second thoughts I decided that the slight risk was not worth the gain. I had no wish to meet Kevin again, remote as the chance of recognition might be.


Besides, I had a better idea. I am ashamed to say that I simply purloined the Trinity Library copy, along with some half a dozen maps of the West. Surely if one needed a permit to buy a time-table, nothing less than special dispensation by the Government would suffice for the purchase of a map.


Actually these restrictions were well conceived by the authorities. I found later that there was no hindrance to local traffic. At whatever place one happened to be, information was always available about the local bus service. The genuine resident was therefore put to no inconvenience. It was ragtag and bobtail like myself who were embarrassed by the restrictions, which I suppose was only right and proper.


After lunch, dressed in cap and tweed jacket, I set off to the bus station; rucksack on back again, I must have seemed a fair approximation to the typical Irish student.


When the bus pulled out of the city into open country I had a severe shock, for the road became truly enormous, a dual carriageway stretching far into the distance, fully a hundred yards wide. It was enormous, judged even by American standards, and it brought home more forcibly to me than anything I had yet seen how great must be the power that was driving this Irish economy.


It struck me that the roads a nation builds provide a fair estimate of that nation’s faith in the future. The appalling road system in Britain makes no sense at all, either in terms of economics or convenience, except on the supposition that civilisation itself is on the brink of collapse. The bus too was huge by any standard I had seen before. It managed the journey to Armagh comfortably within the hour.


I was lucky to get a room in a small hotel. Before starting on my tour of the town I dropped into a café for a pot of tea, it being then about 4 p.m. I mention this detail because a curious incident occurred, one that had a considerable bearing on later events. At a table two places removed there was a group of three: two hard-faced cases, maybe forty years old or thereabouts, and a pleasant-looking lad whom I took to be about three years younger than myself. The oddity of their association struck the eye immediately. They finished before me. The boy moved first, going over to the pay desk. Really I am exaggerating when I describe the incident as curious. All that happened was a flicker of expression that crossed the faces of the older men, once the younger one had left them together. I couldn’t put a name to that expression, but it was an expression that emphatically I didn’t like. I watched the three climb into a Chevrolet car parked immediately in front of the café.


Alas, there is no sign any more in Armagh of Deirdre, or of the Knights of the Red Branch. Yesterday they proudly walked the earth, alive to the warmth of the summer sun, to the scent of new-mown grass. But they are gone now with all their troubles, gone with their loves and their hates and fears. Soon Time’s mad headlong rush will stream past us too, and in our turn we shall be enshrouded in the black obscurity of the past. Soon you business men who walk the pavement beside me, soon you will have wasted the brief flash of life, wasted it in your frenzied concern for pounds, shillings, and pence. Soon, you girls, it will be of no concern to anyone whether it is Dick you marry, or Harry, or Tom. Soon, Thomas Sherwood, you too will be like a castle in the sand, obliterated by the onrushing tide of life. Soon our whole generation and age will be gone without trace—no, not without trace, for here and there an idea will be preserved and will become a part of the human heritage down the millennia.


And this of course was the centre-point of the story of Deirdre herself. It mattered little whether she lived with Naisi or Conchobar. What did matter was the idea that not even the King himself is above his own laws. Was this true of the Universe itself?


But this is an intelligence report, not a treatise on philosophy. So I need say no more of my evening in Armagh. I caught an early morning bus to Cavan. Just outside Monaghan two police cars closed in on us. This was obviously one of the lightning searches I had heard of, and it gave me the shock of my young life. What a fool to be caught with a bus time-table and a packet of maps! My impulse was to try to jettison the darned things. They were in one of the front pockets of my rucksack, and I thought that maybe I could get rid of them when I lifted the rucksack down from the luggage carrier. Then it crossed my mind that this would be just what the police were looking for. In any case if they searched me thoroughly they would find the money.


“Everybody remain seated, please,” shouted the conductor. Two guards got into the bus and two stayed outside. Systematically they went through the papers of the passengers. For the most part they passed on quickly, but sometimes questions were asked and luggage had to be brought down from the carrier. It was rather like going through Customs. Were the Irish really any better with their present prosperity and restrictions than they used to be in the old days of poverty and freedom? Were restrictions an essential concomitant of prosperity?


My turn was coming up when I had the one great stroke of luck I needed. I suppose that every bus-load of passengers must have contained one or two dubious characters. At all events the police found one. In a trice they bundled him out of the bus into one of the waiting cars. When the two guards climbed back to complete their examination, they were already psychologically satisfied men. They had got a case, fulfilled their quota, ready to be half generous.


I handed over my passport and visa.


“Hey, young feller, your visa is stamped for Wicklow and Dublin. You’ve no right to be in this part of the country. What’s the idea?”


“I wanted to see Armagh. Is there anything very wrong in that?”


“Not if you’d had your visa stamped properly.”


“But I didn’t know that I would want to go to Armagh when I came through immigration. With the best will in the world you can’t always foretell what you will want to be doing three weeks ahead.”


“You should have checked with the immigration authorities before you left Dublin.”


“I can see that now, but I’m afraid it just didn’t occur to me at the time.”


“And where would you be going on this bus?”


“I’m on my way back to Dublin.”


“This isn’t the way to Dublin at all.”


“It is, if you don’t have to look at everything with a professionally suspicious mind.”


He didn’t like this, but I knew it was the sort of remark that a real bad hat simply wouldn’t make. I hurried on:


“I came up from Dublin yesterday by the direct route, so obviously I don’t want to go back the same way. By going via Cavan I can see more of the country.”


“How am I to know you left Dublin yesterday?”


“Well, it could easily be checked that I left Trinity yesterday.”


“You’re at Trinity, are you?”


“Yes, that’s my base.”


I rummaged in my pocket and produced a bus-ticket stub. “Probably you can verify my statement from this.”


He first looked carefully at the stub and then went off for a word with the conductor. When he came back I saw that I had escaped.


“Now look here, Mr. Sherwood, I’m going to give you a chance. It would have served you right if I’d taken you along with that other feller, and left you to cool your heels in jail for a couple of days. Remember that as a visitor it’s up to you to respect our laws. If you want to go off to any place again, see to it that you check with the proper authorities before you start.”


It flashed through me that I must avoid showing any sign of relief. When the man had gone my neighbour remarked:


“Well, he certainly gave you a grilling.”


“Yes, it’s a bit awkward when you’re not used to all these rules and regulations.”


This conversation, continuing intermittently right through to Cavan, was a nuisance. Still I managed to make reasonable remarks of some sort and to think over the situation at the same time.


Manifestly I must reorganise my ideas about travel. There must be no more buses, except in emergency. The solution was plain. I must walk, and why not? In a week I could walk across the whole of Ireland. And I must keep well away from these great main roads. I must journey by paths and by-ways as bards and tinkers have always travelled from time immemorial. I would not be safe in these tremendous buses, these high-speed modern contraptions, even if I threw away my maps, which was not to be thought of. Besides, I was sure that neither Seamus Colquhoun (God rest his soul, as the Irish would say), nor P.S.D., nor I.C.E. ever travelled in any way except by super-streamlined automobile. Yes, undoubtedly the quiet way was the right way.


But there was one particular bus that I must still catch, the one from Cavan to Dublin. It was more than likely the police would take the trouble to verify that I really left Cavan for Dublin, which I did shortly after 11 a.m., as if I were racing for home like a scalded cat.


The bus stopped to take on passengers in the neighbourhood of Stradone. This was what I had been waiting for. I managed to slip away without attracting much attention. It was unlikely that the conductor was in the confidence of the police, but there was no sense in advertising myself by openly asking for the bus to be stopped.


I was now about forty miles from Longford. By nightfall I reckoned on making fifteen miles or more, leaving an easy twenty-five for the following day. I would still be delivering Colquhoun’s notebook within three days, just as I had promised. My route lay over the hills to Ballinagh. There I would go quickly across the main road to the south, then to Arvagh, and round the west side of Lough Gowna along the higher ground into Longford.


As soon as I started along a leafy country lane I knew that my new plan was correct; an indescribable relief from the tension of the past fortnight swept through me. Of course I could not easily have got out of Dublin on foot. I had been right to start with a bus, and I had been lucky to learn my lesson so soon.


I bought provisions in a village along my road and ate lunch in a grassy meadow. I wished I knew the names of the summer flowers. Curious how much better one knows the spring flowers.


By early evening I was well across the main road. My way led along an apparently endless twisting road that lifted itself over hill and down dale, and I began to wonder where in all this confusion I could find a place for the night. Not that I had the slightest personal objection to sleeping out of doors, but then one soon acquires an unkempt look. This I wished to avoid, at least until I had fulfilled my commission in Longford.


Sundown was approaching when I reached a small farmstead set in an oasis of pasturage, maybe fifty or sixty acres in area. With the confidence of youth I knocked firmly on the half-opened door. A weather-beaten old farmer appeared.


“I am a traveller, and I wonder if you have a corner where I might lay my head for the night?”


“Will you enter the house?” was the reply, with the courtesy of two thousand years of Celtic culture behind it. “It is a stranger wishing to pass the night,” he added to his wife, who was standing back in the shadow so that I didn’t see her at first.


“Then he may sleep by the fire. Would he be wanting a bite to eat?”


I wasn’t sure of the correct etiquette here, but since it seemed as if the two had already eaten supper, I answered that I had food in my sack, although a drop of tea would be a great thing to a man who had walked such a long dry way over the hills. This seemed the proper thing, for it soon appeared that neither the farmer nor his wife were anything but loath to drink another cup themselves.


I almost choked over my simple meal when in the middle of it the woman switched on a television set. The thing had scarcely been visible before in the gloom, nor had I noticed the aerial as I approached the house. It seemed as if two different worlds had come into sharp conflict, and yet why not? This is exactly why television has stopped the drain of population from country to town. Here were two people, apparently isolated in a remote spot, who by the flick of a knob could now find themselves immersed in the maelstrom of human affairs.


How wrong it is to imagine that economics represent the prime moving factor in historical change. Give every man £50 and let him spend it on beer, cigarettes, and horse-racing, and there will be no historical change to speak of. But give every man a television set costing £50 and there will be a change of significance, a change that may even turn out to be profound. It is not money that is important in itself, but the things that one can buy with money. So much is a mere truism. But it is not a truism to say that what one can buy depends on technology, not on economics. Technology is the key to social change.


I was now getting pretty fit, and I had little difficulty in sleeping through the night in my impromptu bed. The farmer was up by daybreak, which suited me well, for in travelling on foot it is best to reckon time by the sun. I washed and shaved under a pump in the yard, and breakfasted on porridge, bacon and eggs, and of course the inevitable mug of tea. For their kindness the old couple would take little by way of recompense, which was to prove typical of all my experience in Ireland while I was living close to the earth.


Shortly after leaving the farm the pathway turned into a covered lane. At this early hour dew was on the grass and the birds were still singing loudly. When an hour or two later I restocked with provisions in Arvagh, I found to my delight that there was no danger of a repetition of yesterday’s experience on the bus. No one seemed to notice as I walked through the sleepy little town. Of course the police could not watch every man, woman, and child in Ireland, however much they might have liked to have done so. With the force at their disposal, all they could do was to watch and raid the places where the chance of discovering nefarious activities was at its highest. Arvagh was not such a place.


I should like to be able to record that this little pastoral idyll continued through as far as Longford. But it did not. It was shattered by precisely the sort of event that Percy Parsonage had warned me against. The direction of the wind made it difficult to hear the approach of a car. It came furiously towards me as I reached the corner of a narrow twisting road. Barely in time, I leaped into the near-side ditch. It was the same Chevrolet I had remarked outside the café in Armagh, and it now contained but two passengers.


About a mile farther on I noticed that a big car had been driven off the road into a fair-sized copse. There were tyre marks in the grass, and I followed them for maybe a hundred yards to a spot where the car had been parked. Thick undergrowth had made further progress impossible except on foot, and indeed it was clear from the bushes that were broken and pushed aside that someone had forced their way through not long before. I pushed along the line of the broken foliage for about five minutes before I came out into an open clearing. There, on ground that no doubt had carried a carpet of bluebells only a month before, was the body of the fresh-faced boy who had kept company with the two thugs in Armagh.


They hadn’t even troubled to make sure that he was dead; he had simply been left to die. I gave the poor devil what crude first-aid I could, but it was hopeless from the start. I had sat with him for about ten minutes, when amazingly he opened his eyes.


“Don’t leave me—alone,” was the faint whisper.


I gripped his hand tightly. “No, of course I won’t, old fellow.”


He tried to speak once again but the best I could catch was the name ‘Cathleen’, and something that sounded like ‘the cannon with the crown . . .’ Then it was all over.


I closed his eyes and covered him with my sheet sleeping bag. If I had been a real one hundred per cent agent, I suppose I would have searched through his pockets, but I had no impulse to do so. I was overwhelmed by a sense of tragedy and could do no more than turn sadly away and retrace my steps to the road.


The immediate problem was how to inform the police. To make a personal statement to them was obviously out of the question, an anonymous note was better, but best of all this was something I could leave to Shaun Houseman. It was little enough for him to do in return for my delivery of the notebook. I had intended to slip the notebook into an envelope addressed Tor the attention of Mr. Shaun Houseman’, and simply drop it in at the Unicorn Hotel as I passed by. I had no wish to become embroiled any more deeply in the affairs of British Security, or of P.S.D., or of any of the other Intelligences, or with the sort of goons who had disposed of the young lad. My real business was with I.C.E., and the sooner I got down to it the better I would be pleased.


It was now about 4 p.m. and I was barely seven miles to the north of Longford. I should be at the Unicorn Hotel comfortably before six o’clock. Three or four miles farther on I was temporarily forced to a halt by a wave of nausea—delayed reaction I suppose. But the lost time was soon made up, for the nausea was followed by an emotion whose very existence in myself I had never suspected before. I was impelled forward by a wave of a cold fury.


The approach into Longford produced a calming influence, however, so that I was able to hunt down the Unicorn with a more balanced mind. A Chevrolet saloon was parked outside. It looked very much like the Chevrolet I had seen three hours before, but if it was, the number plates had been changed.


I have said already that I am the possessor of a suspicious mind. There seemed now to be no point in declaring my hand, at any rate just for the present. It was obviously a good idea to take a rather close look at the Unicorn Hotel and at its inhabitants, to take a close look at Mr. Shaun Houseman in particular.


I asked for a single room for one night and was told that luckily there had been a cancellation. The register signed, I was shown to a second-floor room by the receptionist. Even while she was showing me the facilities I heard a car start up outside. By the time I reached the window, the Chevrolet was pulling away down the street.


Before dinner I visited the bar. Although it was pretty crowded I saw nobody that I recognised, which in the circumstances was perhaps as well. A man with an air of proprietorship was busy behind the counter. I took this to be Houseman, but I could read nothing from his manner. He looked around fifty, tall, heavily built, putting on weight, hair greying, normal.


I was more fortunate at dinner. I have said that Deirdre and her intimates have vanished without trace. But this I saw must be wrong as soon as I entered the dining-room. For she herself was here, alive in all her original loveliness, no longer a queen, it is true, but a waitress. Surely this must be some descendent of those bygone days. Perhaps the intervening generations had wrought some slight change, for her face was warm and friendly, incapable of the disdain that her ancestor had shown on that last unlucky day.


I was still thirsty from the long walk when she passed. “Deirdre, could I have a glass of water please?” She stopped and stared at me in some surprise:


“Me name’s not Deirdre, it’s Cathleen.”


Of course it was, for her face had reminded me of something far less pleasant than the story of Deirdre. This must be the sister of the dead boy in the wood.




CHAPTER SIX


The Chase Across the Common


The position was both delicate and exasperating. Cathleen must be told about the shocking demise of her brother, and that very soon. But when I suggested that we have a word together she took me for a fast stranger with doubtful intentions, which I suppose must have seemed not at all an unusual event. She trotted off in a huff, whether simulated or not I don’t know. It took the best part of a couple of hours before I was able to waylay her alone.


I caught her as she came out of the kitchen.


“Look, mister, if you don’t go away from me, it’s for help I’ll be shouting.”


Plainly I was not of the stuff that the heroes of American aphrodisiacal literature are made, the sort of man the girls chase from cover to cover.


“I want to speak to you about your brother. You have a brother, haven’t you?”


This checked her instantly.


“What is it?” she whispered.


“We must go where we can talk without being overheard. Come up to my room in about five minutes. It’s number 17.”


There was no point in having our conversation overheard, and no point in our being seen too obviously together. Metaphorically speaking, I could smell rats all over this hotel.


Announcing herself with a light tap on the door, Cathleen slipped inside. I told her as briefly and quietly as I could all I had seen during the afternoon. She made me repeat my description of the lad’s appearance several times, until there could be no doubt that he really was her brother. Then she collapsed in a chair and sobbed quietly and uncontrollably.


I stood around, unable to do anything but offer my handkerchief. Then quickly, so quickly that I was taken by surprise, she jumped up. “Come back, you little fool . . .” but she was gone.


I began to curse silently to myself. In my schooldays, in the era of scholarships, I used to be afflicted by a recurrent nightmare. I would dream that I was given an examination paper, all the questions of which I could do with reasonable facility. Then just as I started to write out the first of them, there would come an interruption, the invigilator would cry out: “Excuse me a moment, I have an announcement to make . . .” The announcement would take a quarter of an hour, and would be followed immediately by a second interruption and then by a third, and so forth until the whole three hours was over, when once again the booming voice of the invigilator would ring out: “Gentlemen, time is up.” Just as I was handing in my blank paper I would waken, sweating with aghast apprehension.


From the moment I had started on this mission I had suffered one interruption after another. First Parsonage, who couldn’t allow me to get into Ireland in my own way. Then the ill-fated Colquhoun, who hadn’t the elementary common sense to see that since his organisation had spawned three traitors there wasn’t the slightest reason why it shouldn’t spawn four, or five, or six . . . And now Cathleen, who must whip away on a desperate course without giving me the slightest chance to help her. I had a shrewd idea of what she might be doing, but I couldn’t go padding about a strange hotel in the hope that I’d just chance on the right move to make. Better to stay put. At least she’d be able to find me if she wanted me.


I anticipated her return by packing my rucksack. The sooner I could get away from the Unicorn Hotel and from Mr. Houseman the better. Three times I had been asked by the hotel staff for my passport. Each time I had stalled—I hadn’t the smallest intention of handing it over. I knew Houseman, with his own background to consider, would never bring in the police, but he must already be aware that I was someone to be watched.


By a miracle Cathleen had managed to find what she wanted. She came in, breathing fast, with a file of papers clutched in her arms.


“Let me put them in the rucksack.”


She handed them over more trustingly than she should have done.


“Come along quickly now. We can creep out by the back way.”


Maybe we could and maybe we couldn’t. As it turned out, we could. The point, of course, was that at this hour, 10 p.m., Houseman was heavily engaged in the bar. It would be at least an hour before business became lighter and another hour or two before he discovered the loss of the papers. Perhaps he wouldn’t even find out until morning.


Cathleen had a couple of bikes ready in the lane outside. “Give over the rucksack to me, and you take this,” she said, handing me a spade. I noticed she had a blanket in the carrier on the front of her machine. The next part of our joint enterprise was grimly obvious.


We cycled silently out of the town. I led the way back without difficulty, for it is curious how easily one remembers every detail of a road along which one has walked, in pitiful contrast to the hurrying motorist who sees little and remembers nothing.


We found the wood again, left our bicycles where the car had been parked, forced our way through the undergrowth. He was still lying exactly as I had left him. I held one of the cycle lamps for Cathleen to lift my sleeping bag. She made no cry, but looked for perhaps half a minute.


“Poor Mickey boy,” she whispered, and then added in a small voice choked with passion, “I’ll get them for this.”


In turn she held the light for me while I dug his grave. Once the spade had cut through the surface turf the ground was rich and soft. I guess it must have taken about an hour before I had excavated a trench about three feet deep. We wrapped him in the blanket and lowered him gently. She wept as I filled in the soil again and replaced the grassy turf.


I put my arm around her shoulders and led her back to the bicycles. We started off along the road, but we hadn’t gone far before I saw that the girl was exhausted and on the verge of collapse. Clearly we couldn’t ride all through the night. Equally we couldn’t go back to the Unicorn Hotel. It would be best to get a few miles away from the wood, and then lie up until morning.


We rode along rather shakily for the first mile or two. I had of course discarded the spade and was able to give Cathleen a bit of a push, but it wasn’t at all easy in the blackness. Then surprisingly she began to go along on her own steam, and after a while she took the lead.


“Have you any idea where you’re going?”


“I want to go to Morag’s cottage,” was the reply.


Since I had no idea of the whereabouts of Morag’s cottage I had no choice but to follow along. We rode back almost into Longford, but cut away on the east side, crossed the wide main road to Mullingar, and a mile or two farther on started down an unsurfaced lane. There was a solitary cottage rather more than half a mile along.


An old woman answered our knock. When she saw Cathleen she exclaimed, “By the saints, what an hour to be on the road!” While Cathleen went inside and told the old woman whatever she wished to tell her, I stood outside examining the approaches to the cottage. I put the bikes where we could readily get them on to the road again if we should be in a hurry, for, truth to tell, I didn’t like this cottage business. When he found his papers to be missing, Houseman was certain to begin a frenzied search. I didn’t know of course what sort of an organisation he had at his disposal, but it was safest to assume that the organisation would be formidable. He would obviously look for Cathleen at every place he could think of, and Morag’s cottage might well be one of these. It would have been wiser to have slept in the woods, but Cathleen was so tired that I couldn’t find it in my heart to insist. The one comfort was that the lights of any car could be seen approaching the cottage from afar off. I thought it most unlikely that anyone would on that particular night drive without at least some degree of lighting.


Morag had brewed up a pot of tea. She offered me a cup when I came in from the lane.


“And now be off to bed with you,” she said to Cathleen.


“Try to get some sleep,” I added, “but don’t take your clothes off. We might have to make a quick get-away. I’ll keep watch, don’t worry.”


She nodded, evidently seeing the point.


“Morag, can you tell if a car turns into the lane?”


The old woman answered that she could.


“Then would you be willing to keep a watch, in case I fall asleep?”


“You may be assured that I will.”


But I had no intention of sleeping. I took out the file of papers and began to look systematically through them. The first part was scientific, the latter part and the appendices were mathematical. One needed little knowledge of science to appreciate the importance of the first part; it was no less than a description and blue-print of a thermo-nuclear reactor, the disposition of magnets, currents, and voltages, etc. I remembered Parsonage’s statement that I.C.E. had produced a working thermo-nuclear reactor, and a piece of the puzzle became complete in my mind.


Not to make a mystery of the matter, I might remark that one of the entries in Colquhoun’s notebook read as follows:


Michael O’Rourke (I), sister Cathleen.


The I was probably short for I.C.E. Presumably the situation was that Michael had a job at I.C.E., or at least had had the entrée into I.C.E. territory. It must have been Michael who got hold of the manuscript. In the ordinary course of his business he had brought the manuscript to Shaun Houseman, who must instantly have perceived its fantastic value on the open market. When Michael got wind of Houseman’s intentions, he, Michael, had simply been brutally snuffed out. This seemed to make sense, at any rate the sort of sense that one expects to meet in this brand of business.


As I read on, I became more and more uneasy. By now I had reached the mathematical parts. Either my memory was slipping, or there were steps in the various proofs that simply did not seem to follow. At first I thought the stress and strain of the last month, and of the last day in particular, had softened my wits, but bit by bit I found things that were certainly wrong. I even found an elementary blunder: the statement that apart from an additive constant every monotonic continuous function is equal to the integral of its derivative. On a grand scale, this was another nonsensical document of the sort that I had already seen in Parsonage’s office.


But it gave me some idea of the subtlety of the people I would soon be dealing with. Evidently I.C.E. had a deliberate policy of turning out spoof documents, which they fed to the foreign agents, much as one might fling hunks of poisoned meat to a pack of snarling wolves. Poor Michael! This was something that I must be careful to keep from Cathleen.


I must have dozed off round about dawn, for I was roughly wakened by Morag.


“Away with you. They’re coming up the boreen.”


The lane was a little more than half a mile long. Assuming the car came quickly along the very rough surface, it would take the best part of a minute, sixty precious seconds, of which Morag must have consumed ten. I took five more to get upstairs to Cathleen’s bedroom, another five to drag her out of bed, ten to get her downstairs, and a final ten to grab my rucksack and the file of papers and to race out after her to the bikes. This left twenty seconds to reach the turn of the lane beyond the cottage before the car appeared. We managed it with nothing to spare.
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