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    INTRODUCTION




    I have enlisted two of my favorite places, New Orleans and Ireland, for duty herein, along with some other locales.




    I was alive and cognizant in the Sixties, so I guess it could be said that there is a theme underlying some of these stories.




    The Big Easy stories herein were written in the Seventies after fate decreed I move away from Louisiana, and I began to sorely miss my days on Annunciation Street, and my nights in various Uptown (and West Bank) bars.




    As the Sixties ground to a halt, I still routinely crossed and re-crossed the Muddy, (traveling with my bicycle often, from one half of America to the other, as I liked to think of it) on both the Algiers and Gretna Ferries, watching the way the river’s levee-collared bends seemed to grasp and twist the very rays of the sun as they jabbed at crazy angles across its yellow slosh.




    I’d breathe the coffee-freighted, diesel-tinged breezes, listening to those NOLA accents and Poppa Stoppa spinning Longhair’s boogie out of the tinny radio speakers of the cars parked on the ferry decks and I’d remember-- once I saw the hinge of history turn.




    TD Conner, Tchoupitoulas Street, 2012


  




  

    I


    


    FATE IN A FAR REPUBLIC





    There had been weak sun. Now it was gray afternoon with a salt wind blousing around.




    Three soldiers and a sallow-faced officer nervously patrolled the platform, looking sharply into the eyes of the few tired travelers there, examining tickets and papers in that brisk, arrogant way often shown by those who control only by naked force and stand, heavily armed, arrogant and angry, before the controlled, who are always defenseless, or had better appear to be so.




    The alarm had been raised hours ago. Everyone on the platform merely stared at us. They saw my cuffs and Lacy and the Corporal, who wore a uniform similar to that of the soldiers. They knew. Oh, old Sallow-face and his men had hard eyes for me, alright.




    A panting engine dragged a train in off the karst. Gray-faced people shuffled around the doors.




    The Corporal nudged me—harder than he needed to—with his rifle muzzle. We boarded. Some of the other passengers taking seats stared blankly at us. The train shuddered and heaved a little, then slid away down the track.




    I could feel a mix of hatred and sympathy, but saw neither on anyone’s face. It didn’t matter. Nor did I care. Fate is fate, and we are onlookers and passers-by.




    Two or three tired-looking women were in the car, a reedy, red-faced man who may have been a runner for the courts, another fellow in a lumpy brown herringbone with a lazy eye and burn-holes in his vest. Finally I saw the tower as the train took some very gentle curves, floating above a slash of wimpled, stone-colored saltwater between two worn-down green mountains, looming ahead through ribbons of haze off the sea. Lacy wore a vague grin, which I had begun to notice would come and go often, alternating with a quizzical look on his face. Quizzical I could understand in a cop. The fleeting grin I found alarming, though.




    The train stopped at the next platform.




    The three of us walked out of the station, Lacy at my left and a half-step behind, the Corporal following the two of us, his rifle-muzzle casually leveled at the middle of my back. Lacy’s raincoat flapped noisily around his knees in the breeze blowing through the town’s narrow stone-paved streets.




    There was no wheel traffic, but I saw shadows of people scurrying along the sidewalks of some of the side-streets, staying close to the storefronts. Clouds skidded rapidly and silently past high overhead. We approached the town on a narrow paved road running between it and the sea, then rising into low green foothills and on to the tower.




    I could hear the waves pattering along the slate beach below the stone-and-mortar seawall, the wind that drove them now pinching a little at my face, shutters clacking and trembling all up and down the empty streets above our heads, as if they were drawing shallow breaths and tittering nervously at each other.




    The tower hulked before us beyond the far edge of town, forbidding and ugly, a dank gray cut-stone mass topping a green hill-shoulder bulging above the saltwater. It perched just off the road, a grassy slope behind it ending in dunes above the slag beach where surly little gray waves slid noisily ashore. It had been built to keep out Napoleon.




    Now it was a jail.




    They had been holding Rafferty there for about a month. Until this morning.




    




    *    *    *    




    Rafferty’s arrest by the RIC near Bantry had made news, even in Paris. There were stories linking him with the dynamiting of a brokerage house a year ago near the Champs-Elysees owned by foreigners... the manager, a Frenchman, had been killed, the papers said.




    Lacy stayed a half-step behind me, his hand in the pocket of his cheap, tobacco-colored raincoat, where he carried a long-barreled Webley break-top revolver. He had kept it pointed at me on the train while the Corporal retrieved my Luger from under my jacket. I could feel the Webley’s single, sooty eye now, scanning me at kidney-level through Lacy’s gabardine... After we passed the town center I could hear the erratic snap and clatter of gunfire drifting down the road toward us, and there was cordite riding the chilly ocean wind.




    He was young, Lacy. He had Delft-blue eyes with distance in them, a square, ruddy face, a clipped flier’s mustache-- and that grin of his. Under the raincoat he wore dark-colored clothes which appeared to be a RIC uniform. Did it matter? Not to me. I certainly had no misgivings about who he was.




    The Corporal began to fall well behind us as we trudged on, toward the snapping gunfire. He had a way of placing his palm atop the dome of his helmet and bending his knees slightly at the sporadic ragged, rattling sound the weapons were making, occasionally pausing to swing his rifle around to cover the lengths of the little streets we began to cross, then aiming it at me again as we passed the shop fronts on our right along the road that ran near the sea. The Corporal was wearing a leather belt that creaked loudly as he ducked and crouched and swung the rifle about. I remember that.




    I could see a ship on the salt in the far distance, well out past the tower, just a gray wispy shadow now, slipping steadily inshore, trailing tiny dark rags of smoke. The overnight to Cherbourg, I’d guess. I rode her not so long ago. Just looking at her made my mouth go dry.




    




    *    *    *    




    Two days ago I sat in a cafe in the Boulevard de Courcelles on a warm après-midi, drinking slivovitz and listening to happy music coming through the chestnut leaves from a band shell in the Parc Monceau.




    I had been in France for some time then.




    A man stepped off the trottoir and abruptly sat down at my table. He had a vein-spattered problem drinker’s nose and the bright eyes of a bird of prey twitching under bushy salt-and-pepper eyebrows. He wore a seedy suit the color of mill-smoke. He stared at me for a while, his eyes glittering like new coins, his breath rasping in his throat. I was unhappy to see him.




    He waved a waiter over. “Vin rouge,” he said, keeping his eyes on me. The waiter brought his wine. He drained the glass and put it down in the middle of the table, closer to me than to him. He looked very old to be doing this sort of thing, I was thinking.




    “Your country needs you,” he said finally in a cultivated accent.




    Almost shyly he slid a thick envelope across the damp marble tabletop to me. Inside was a ticket to Rosslare and English, Irish and French money, along with my picture and a name on a very well-used American-issued passport.




    “It’s Rafferty,” he said. “They’re going to kill him. You’ll… stop them. There’ll be…others,” he said, glancing past me. Then he stood up, stepped to my side of the table, and put the Luger, wrapped loosely in butcher paper, down on the table. He nodded, blinking his glowing, eager eyes.




    “God … save Ireland,” he said, flatly, in a hoarse whisper, staring down at me. It occurred to me at that instant that he may have once been a priest. I didn’t like him.




    He had his job, I had mine.




    He seemed to be waiting for me to say something. When I just stared at him, he took a step backward, turned, and vanished into the crowds shuffling along the boulevard. There was still music, coming dully from the Parc Monceau. The wind off the street tugged a little at the Luger’s wrapping. I used some of the money in the envelope to pay for our drinks. I ditched the butcher paper in a bin as I walked in the Parc Monceau. The Luger had a magazine full of shells. Shit!




    




    *    *    *    




    It had only been a few hours now since Mahone, Rigsby and I had shoved our pistols into the barred lower wicket of the tower, the one that looked out across the paved coast road, gotten inside, taken weapons and keys from the three guards—one of them a woman in a tan uniform-- and pulled Rafferty from his cell quickly and quietly, the sun then smirking low in the hill-saddles, the land still coal-black beneath it.




    We cuffed them to each other and put them in Rafferty’s cell, on the lower level. Mahone placed one finger across his lips, then drew a blade and cut the telephone line. The woman screamed then. I looked through the wicket and down along the coast toward the town, sea-spume coming off the saltwater at my right. Black Hell. That’s what my old man always called Ireland. Black god-damn Hell.




    There was shooting when the soldiers heard the scream and attempted to come down from the upper tower, our swapped slugs flashing and crunching off the tower’s curved stone walls, heaving rock splinters up and down the sharp curve of the stone stairwell, smoke and mortar-dust writhing above the steps in thick gray ropes, the soldiers’ slugs spattering against the stone steps. The man in Paris had said there would be only five soldiers at the tower, but it sounded like more than two of them were up those stairs. Others might have come, of course, but some of the lads from the Brigade had cut the tires on all the vehicles in their motor pool last night.




    Rigsby and Mahone had stayed on, holding the soldiers back, firing up into the tower’s angled stone passage. Rafferty and I left. Outside, I looked back once and saw a plume of mortar and stone dust blowing steadily out the arched window placed halfway up the turret, pooching out above the gloomy little cuticle of beach below, then out across the salt.




    As Rafferty and I walked toward the town, a sustained volley broke out, thudding hard and flat against the damp air. I could see dull orange flashes winking behind the turret window. The soldiers must have unlimbered a machine gun. Slugs from the tower’s small window began tapping along the road and scraping against the seawall behind us. “Christ,” Rafferty said. But then there was sharp answering fire.




    We kept moving toward the station, taking care not to run, but walking as fast as we dared. Rafferty said there was a car waiting. I just wanted to get out of town. I didn’t think they knew my face here. My job was over when Rafferty got to the station. All I had to do then was get back to France.




    A woman in corduroys opening a garden shop on the street across from the seawall saw us in the street. We passed her. She smiled. Then, looking at our faces, she stopped smiling. She ducked her head, grabbed a tin pitcher, and poured water over some plants in a wood case in her shop-alcove near the street, lifting her eyes to watch us some more across a stack of bags of potting soil as we moved away. She got a clear look at both of us. She kept her eyes on us, angrily shaking the empty pitcher around above the plants. The Irish and English papers had been running a lot of stories on Rafferty.




    We stopped beside a gray car at the station. He was breathing heavily.




    “Walk up the line a bit... Use the fields—stay out in the heather, off the highway.”




    He told me about a pub a couple of miles up the road where I could kill some time. “I’ll ahhhhh…gather some people—some good, level-headed boys.” He said: byes.




    The car took him away down an old stone road between two lines of worn-out, old naked mountains with nets of thick heather strung across their faces.




    The place he told me about was closed. I stayed away from the track, but followed its swath across the empty fields until I saw a platform and a couple of stone buildings beside the rails. A woman was inside the tiny station. She sold me a ticket.




    I figured to ride for a few miles north, through the booley lands, and then hire a taxi to get back on the inland roads across the peat to the Cherbourg bucket in the harbor. A train clattered in and stopped. I boarded it. A woman and a little girl were the only others in the car. When I sat down, the woman took the child’s hand and left. The train heaved away from the platform.




    At the next stop, Lacy and the Corporal boarded the car. Lacy strode directly to me, that grin of his passing to and fro across his face, the big revolver pointed at my head.




    “Him,” he said to the Corporal, extending his arm, shoving the pistol down hard against my neck. He would grin a little, and then think deeply for a bit while the grin faded, or so it looked to me. Then he would grin again. I just don’t like that sort of thing-- in a cop.




    The Corporal’s pat-down quickly yielded the Luger and passport, of course, along with the wallet I carried. They shuffled through the wallet. Lacy asked my name. I gave the one on the passport. “My name is Lacy,” he said calmly, grinning a little. The Corporal hefted my pistol in his hand.




    “Foreign money,” he muttered to Lacy, still running his fingers over the details on the Luger. The grin faded.




    “Careful. That thing’s loaded,” I said, to change the subject.




    “Mmm…Safety’s on it,” said the Corporal, looking sidelong at me and handing the pistol to Lacy, who also hefted it in his hand, staring at me through his hard-blue, slitted eyes.




    The Corporal dragged a pair of cuffs out of his tunic and snapped them around my wrists.




    In a while the train stumbled to a stop. The three of us walked across the tracks, into the train yard. We were halfway across, when somewhere deep inside me I felt a wave of icy, naked fear. It made me dizzy. They were frog-marching me in front of them, the Corporal cursing a little beneath his breath, his rifle pointed toward my back. Trains rattled past in each direction.




    No one was about.




    Beads of sweat bloomed across my forehead and trickled into my eyes. I turned around to look at Lacy.




    He seemed to instantly be aware of what I was thinking. There was that faint grin again for just an instant.




    “No,” he said. “Not ... like that ... Not today, anyhow. There’ll be a trial, you know. A...a military court, of course.”




    The Corporal slapped his rifle stock, noisily. He bent his head toward me.




    “But soon enough, after all, then, son” he said with a nasty music hall-style wink, his voice booming out across the deserted rail yard. We stopped in front of a large building which appeared to be made mostly of metal and very dirty glass. The Corporal leaned in front of me and opened a door.




    A civilian clerk gnawed brown bread and chunk cheese behind the murky cubicle-window of a cluttered office inside, a steaming teacup in front of him on a small desk. The Corporal heaved open the door to his sanctuary. The clerk looked the three of us over, as he gnawed. Then he stood up.




    He snatched up a logbook and his lunch and left, disappearing through a door marked MAIL.




    Lacy picked up the telephone on the clerk’s desk and called it in that I had been taken in arms, squinting at my passport and reading from it. I heard him give the name of the station to the person on the other end of the line. Yes, I thought. They probably will want to talk a little first.




    Lacy tossed the Luger down on the clerk’s desk. It made a clunking sound. Did he want me to reach for it? The grin… I asked for a smoke.




    Lacy dragged cigarettes out of his raincoat, unlimbered one, and passed it to me. The Corporal tossed me matches. A bit of time went by while Lacy went through the things in my pockets—my Paris hotel room key, a few coins, a small French-English dictionary, which made Lacy raise his eyebrows and glare briefly at me. I asked to use the toilet. Lacy waved to the Corporal, who threw the cuff- key into my lap. I removed the cuffs and put them on the desk, along with the key. The Corporal stood and opened the door to the clerk’s WC cubicle. He held his rifle-muzzle close to my head.




    But Lacy raised his hand as I started to stand. He held up the passport. Then he picked up the Luger, snapping the magazine in and out of the grip. There was that grin of his. Then he re-inserted the magazine and I saw him re-set the safety and slide my pistol into the inside-left pocket of his raincoat. Finally he waved toward the cubicle, grinning a little.




    The Corporal nudged the side of my head with his rifle muzzle. He was a hatchet-faced man with watery blue eyes, from Armagh, I heard him say. He was early-forties, old for his rank. I went into the cubicle and tried to close the door, but the Corporal stopped the door in place with his rifle muzzle. I was still running the water when the southbound arrived. There was some hurry then, Lacy leaping to his feet and the Corporal starting to tap me on the shoulder with his rifle muzzle. However neither of them cuffed me again.




    We boarded. I sat opposite them, with a view of the sea, now roiled by mottled, dark combers as the tide was starting to change. Lacy slipped my coins and key and the dictionary back into my coat pocket, but he put the passport in his own shirt pocket. The Corporal kept his rifle leveled at me.




    “Say yer name again, Mister Fenian,” said the Corporal. He jiggled the rifle across his knees, keeping it pointed at me.




    I said the name on the passport.




    “You was seen in L…….. today,” the Corporal said quietly. “Understand? Not far from the tower. An’ you don’t sound like no bleedin’ Yank.”




    He stood and came across the aisle, putting his head down close to mine to say this last in a husky whisper.




    “Your mother’s a Fenian,” I said to him. The Corporal took a step back and raised his rifle so as to strike me with the butt.




    “Will you stop!” said Lacy. The Corporal sat down again, his face red and a nasty look coming out of his eyes.




    I studied the faces of the other people traveling. As usual, there were several worn down people in heavy coats. All kept their eyes turned toward the sea, their faces drawn and empty. They read newspapers or stared out the car’s rimy windows.




    The train thumped southward. The wind slapped whitecaps and spray off the tops of some of the combers as they broke, rushing in to slam down on the stony beach below us.




    Then I could see the tower far ahead. I began to think of the place with the zinc bar off the Canal St. Martin, the one that served porter if you wanted it…




    The Corporal chuckled a little to himself, but it ended in a raspy cough, making him tighten his hands on his rifle. I caught his dead blue eyes in the coach’s wavy window-glass. With a smile, he drew his finger across his throat and pointed to me, pulling a comedian’s long face. To hell with him…I watched his reflection floating about under the car’s dim light.




    I thought of the whorled smoky mists that almost hide the Seine on some of the first cool mornings, and my family, long ago, near Tralee.




    Lacy slapped his coat pockets and took out a much-creased photo. He set it on his knee, fumbled inside his raincoat for cigarettes, made a pocket-by-pocket search for matches, lit a cigarette and nuzzled it for a while, glancing sharply back and forth from me to the photo. Then he handed it to me. It was a long-lens shot of me coming out of a hotel in Macroom years ago. Who could tell what they’d make of it?




    Then the train began to slow. I had managed to keep the photo of myself. When they looked out at the platform, I slipped it into my pocket.




    We walked slowly through the town, toward the tower. There was gunfire rattling in the distance and a few slugs sparking and bouncing on the stones ahead. We kept walking, the Corporal dropping well behind us as a flurry of slugs spattered along the street between himself and us. Lacy drew his big Webley.




    I could see his eyes were locked on the street ahead of us. At the edge of town it gave onto a narrow gravel road through low green hillocks which lifted it gradually toward the tower.




    There were shops, some with dwellings above, crowded together with narrow frontages on our right, some with shard in the street in front of them and fresh slug-creases on their dark faces. Across the street was a low sea wall, the stone-studded, sloping embankment beneath it falling gradually away to the hardscrabble beach and the sea, the lengthening shadows of the row buildings arcing across the streets and toward the low wall like squatty dark fingers.




    There were more shots. Close, now. I stopped walking. Lacy pressed the muzzle of his pistol hard between my shoulders. We slunk along the inland side of the street, he and I, now crouching against the shop fronts, the Corporal now a good distance behind us.




    I turned to look at him. He was on one knee, his rifle at his shoulder, his body huddled against a wall. Shots sparked off the paving near him, coming from a narrow cross street. He stood, bent at the waist, and scurried to another corner, still well behind us. I saw him kneel again and raise his rifle and fire it rapidly several times. Then he rose and slowly vanished down the side-street, still firing his rifle.




    I pressed myself close to the face of the building on our right. There were voices from inside.




    “You fookin’ bloody fools,” came a growl from behind a stack of wooden crates inside the place.




    “Police!” snarled Lacy, looking at me. He pointed toward the tower.




    We inched forward. There was the sound of a key rasping in a lock behind us, then another pop-popping round of gunfire, much closer now, slugs now blazing ominously past in the damp air, spattering against the street and the sea wall, throwing up little sparks off the paving.




    The gray car was parked along the gravel road well ahead. It looked like Rafferty’s men--and Rigsby and Mahone with them, I supposed-- still had control of the lower floor of the tower, the soldiers above still firing down the curved stairwell at them, the ones who had arrived outside unable to get in, feathers of smoke still seeping from the turret window to whirl across the salt.




    I could see two men in civilian clothes moving, wraithlike, on the ocean side of the seawall, seeking to enfilade the knot of tan-clad soldiers crouched behind a small armored car that was parked on a slant across the gravel road, its engine roaring. As I watched, one of the men behind the wall rested the muzzle of an Armalite on the sea wall’s top edge, and began firing.




    When the soldiers realized they were about to be flanked, the car whined noisily into reverse and crept slowly away, backing toward the town, the soldiers moving cautiously in beside it, all of them firing at the men behind the sea wall, who fled away down to the beach after firing.




    The shooting waned as the armored car slid behind a rock pile near the roadway not far away, its stubby gun still pointed at the tower. Then a woman and a small boy rounded the corner ahead of Lacy and I and turned toward us. The woman looked unconcerned, though it was easy enough for anyone to hear and see what was going on.




    We crouched on the sidewalk and hugged a shop front to let them pass. The woman picked her way through mounds and clods of glass and rubble. The boy looked carefully at Lacy and me. I grinned at him.




    “Up the Republic,” he said, keeping his eyes on Lacy. The boy’s mother grabbed his collar and dragged him away, but he craned his head around, staring at us.




    I stared out across the saltwater. We were slumped against the wall of a tavern. I could see a bottle-display inside. Some furniture had been jammed in a mound in front of the street windows, one of which was spidered by a bullet. There were buzzing, excited voices inside, jabbering.




    “They’re not taking any new prisoners up there now,” I said.




    “They will be.”




    “Why walk into a crossfire? I want a drink,” I said. He just stared at me for a moment. Then he hefted his big revolver in his hand and grinned a little.




    I raised my eyebrows. “I’m buying,” I said. Lacy slid his pistol into the pocket of his raincoat, his hand still wrapped around it.




    “Asshole and ball level,” he said evenly.




    I stood up and leaned on the door. Lacy followed me inside. The place was half-full, with anxious-looking people sitting in the weakening daylight listening to the gunfire up the road and speaking in heated, low tones between the clattering volleys.




    Lacy insisted we sit near the window, but the barman waved us back, cocking a serious eye at him. “Here then, gentlemen. We’ve curtailed service near the window for, mmmmmm… now.”




    He tried to give us a place at a table near the center of the room. “Police business,” said Lacy, pointing to the window. The barman nodded. I went to the window and righted a table someone had turned over, and set two chairs near it. We sat down. Lacy ordered pints. The barman went away.




    There were people at tables placed along the inner wall of the place, some talking nervously, others fidgeting and sucking at glasses, all of them wearing their coats drawn close and buttoned. Makes them feel secure.




    I could see the tower clearly, dark and menacing in the near-distance. The Cherbourg bucket was close-in now, dangling at the small end of a twist of greasy smoke, looking as big as a child’s wind-up boat in a pond. Lacy hovered on his elbows opposite me, glancing outside, up toward the tower. He lit a cigarette. He offered me one, but I waved it off.




    The barman brought our pints. I told him to bring a bottle as well. Lacy was strangely un-talkative for a policeman. He merely chewed at his mustache-ends and stared curiously at me from beneath his hat brim, sipping at his pint.




    I began to think again of Paris, half-listening, like everyone else in the place, to the gunfire up the road and the occasional thump of a shell fired from the busy little armored car.




    




    *    *    *    




    …I thought of the sweet, green-veined huitres in the restaurant just across the street from the Gare du Nord, the place where they are said to have given command of the French Army to Petain in World War I, who, interrupted in an upstairs room of the place whilst entertaining a lady, jumped to his feet and accepted…I thought of the daily tableaux at the Fontaine Lamartine as the endless parade of admirers of its special life-giving water arrived, to dip up their cool potion against crises de foie with empty wine bottles and thermos jugs… and of the odd man with the strange eyes and the ticket to Rosslare…




    




    *    *    *    




    The barman returned with Bushmill’s. Lacy waved his hand. I paid the man and took the bottle. He slid us each a glass and went away. Outside, the woman and boy who had passed us earlier walked by again, returning in the direction from which they had come, the rattle of gunfire drifting down the road, an occasional stray snicking and sparking along the street outside. Lacy eyed me as he sipped at his pint.




    “There’s no proof,” I said.




    I filled our shot glasses and took mine neat. It kindled a warm fire on the back of my tongue and in my chest, its fingers grasping hot and tight at my guts, my backbone…




    “There’s your pistol,” he barked suddenly, his voice high and prickly. He tapped at his chest, where my Luger bulged inside his dingy raincoat. “And you were seen. Remember? With Rafferty. That’s enough…” Now there was a brittle, angry look coming out of his eyes. He drained his pint.




    “There’s dead soldiers in the road up there, too,” he said softly, looking out of the window. “That’ll go very heavy against you…” He winced. He set his shot glass on the table. I finished my pint. I thought of the woman in corduroys watering her plants and staring at Rafferty and me.




    “They’re in somebody else’s country…” I said. But Lacy only raised his hand to silence me, then refilled and sipped deeply at his glass of Bushmills. I shut up and drank.




    Rafferty said they held his trial at 3 am in the morning in his cell. It was him, a frowning judge, two soldiers and the woman guard… the sentence had been death, he told me, grinning.




    Now some soldiers and a few of the RIC men were falling back in singles and pairs down the street outside the window, some pausing to shoot back up the road, others running briskly down the street in a for-God’s-sake-don’t-kill-me crouch, the armored car revving and coughing outside.




    Lacy waved the barman over. “What’s going on anyway?” the fellow said, looking first at me, then at Lacy. Of course, he knew. His unspoken question was, “and how do you two fit into it?”




    “What do you think? Fenians in the tower,” growled Lacy, glancing hard at me. He held up his empty pint glass.




    “I thought there was a fooking Treaty,” muttered the barman. I slid my empty pint glass toward him.




    He took our glasses and went to the bar.




    Lacy looked worried. More soldiers hurried past on the street in front of the place, this group moving toward the tower. The armored car was now just up the street, its stubby cannon barking regularly, its shells exploding chunks of stone off the angular face of the tower, forming gritty cloud-fingers that curled along the street and flapped over the salt. The barman came with fresh pints. I poured a good dollop of Bushmills into mine, but Lacy waved the bottle away when I tried to reinforce his pint. The armored car’s engine continued growling outside.




    I could see a knot of soldiers and RIC men huddling near the car, firing when it got into position, trying to take cover behind and beside it when it moved about. I saw a few other soldiers hunched down near the storefronts along the street. The shooting clattered on and on. The armored car’s engine roared as it turned to creep into a new position, crabbing back up the beach road 50 feet closer to the tower, its stubby little gun barking.




    “Drink up,” Lacy said.




    His glass was empty. He stubbed out his cigarette with a jerky, nervous motion. I drained my glass. He nodded. I slipped the bottle into my pocket when he stood and leaned past me to look out the window. We walked outside. Lacy nudged me to the right-- toward the tower. There was brisk, steady gunfire again, and smoke and cordite heavy in the air as we walked. Then the gunfire stopped.




    We had gotten to almost the end of the street, where the sea wall ended and the road widened a little at the edge of town and gradually became a quiet beach and country road. The little armored car was lumbering slowly up the road again, inching back toward the tower, trailed by a squad of RIC and soldiers, each firing rifles and pistols sporadically.




    Lacy stopped me by yanking on my collar. I slumped into a doorway, hoping he had come to his senses. Then Lacy knelt in the center of the road and took out his pistol. He had pointed it at the tower but hadn’t fired yet when there came a sustained volley of gunfire, the slugs skidding and hissing all around, spidering the glass windows above the spot where I crouched, spitting bright, hissing sparks across the pavement where Lacy knelt, whanging and sparking off the hull of the armored car, scraping and digging at the seawall.




    Lacy rose and brandished his Webley casually at me. I stepped out in front of him again. We hurried along the sidewalk, then, when slugs from the tower started hissing around us and skipping off the paving nearby again, we ducked into the alcove of another shop fronting the street.




    It was the garden shop where I saw the woman earlier, in what seemed like an entirely different life. Now there were overturned boxes of flowers and piles of dirt along the sidewalk in front of the place, their contents limp on the concrete, a garden tool display sprawled out in the muck in front of the place. The bullet-riddled entryway gave onto a recessed door, the walk-in area between the door and the street set up as display windows, most of them shattered now. The woman was nowhere around.




    “Sit,” said Lacy.




    I kicked some shard out of the way and sat down on a stack of bags of what looked like potting soil. It seemed very restful and cool there in the dark alcove, more or less out of the line of fire, the loam and potting-soil smell thick in the air. Lacy crouched and ran back toward the sidewalk, keeping the Webley on me. Again I saw him kneel on one knee near the sidewalk, then peer cautiously up, cocking his head back so as to see from beneath the floppy brim of his hat.




    A few bullets were still sputtering and skidding along the street here and there, though not as many as just a moment or so ago. I took out the bottle and had a long gargle.




    Then Lacy stood. He crossed the walkway, went out into the roadway, cocking his head so as to keep me in his sight, however. I saw him set his feet and raise his pistol in both hands, and began slowly and methodically firing, glancing nervously at me between tugs on the trigger. One round. Another… a third…




    The door of the shop was padlocked. But a big display window had been blown mostly out in a spot now between Lacy and me. I figured Lacy would kill me if I stood up, however. I sat on the pile of ripped-open bags of soil and watched him, counting his shots. After he fired his third slug, he was hit, hard.




    He lurched awkwardly backward, his legs stiff for a moment, then like strings, wobbling out from under him as he gasped and reeled. He threw out his arms and dropped his pistol. I heard it skitter away, scraping down across the road-grade into the gutter under the seawall. He turned to face me. A wide, bloody hole had been ripped into his chest and there was blood coming out of his mouth. I don’t know how he stayed on his feet. He looked surprised, more than anything.




    He took a few wobbly steps, which turned into a shambling, uncertain run, slugs slapping down and raising sparks all around him. He came into the shop-alcove and slumped down across from me on an empty seedling-table, his wind rattling in his chest like stones in a string-bag, his eyes big and yes, scared, the hole in his chest bubbling as he tried to breathe.




    Blood gushed across his raincoat and pattered noisily off the bottom seam of the coat, like raindrops around his feet. Then he made a deep, sawing, raspy noise. His right arm dangled at his side, blood dripping off his fingers and into the drifts of potting soil scattered about at our feet. He sat there, heaving, staring at me.




    There was still plenty of shooting along the street, the slugs zipping brightly along the paving stones and off the building-fronts, whirling away through the coming shadows and the little fingerlings of fog that had begun to punch in from the sea. I slowly took out the bottle and drank deep. I didn’t want to alarm Lacy. I couldn’t run.




    He still had my pistol and the passport…




    I heard the whine and gasp of the car’s engine as it slid around on the roadway between us and the tower. I could hear the scrape of the boots of its escort of soldiers and RIC men against the paving and the flat, popping sound their weapons made against the salt wind.




    I leaned toward him.




    “Cigarette?” I didn’t know what else to say. I had to get the pistol and passport.




    “Inside pocket,” he gasped. First I held the bottle to his lips and he drank deep, gasping.




    “You’ll be needing to ahh… have that looked at,” I said. I slid the bottle in my pocket and reached with my right hand.




    “Left hand only!” he hissed, arching his back, causing the hole in his chest to breathe and sputter, wetly. Christ, I didn’t want to have to fight him for my pistol.




    I took out his cigarettes and matches. Something must have scared him. He was sweating heavily, his face clammy-looking. Moving his left hand much faster than I would have thought he could have, he put his palm down across the butt of my pistol, nestled in the inside pocket of his raincoat.




    He didn’t try to draw it--at least I don’t think he did, though he might have wanted to. He just stared uneasily at me, his eyes the color of cobalt, his breath raspy, his blood dripping noisily down onto the bricks between us. I lit one of his cigarettes and placed it between his lips, then grabbed his wrist.




    He kept his hand in place.




    “Safety’s still on it,” I said. But he still wouldn’t move his hand.




    God-damn him!




    “You want to live? I’m not a fool. I don’t want to shoot anyone, but I’ll need that Luger—just in case…” He kept his hand in place.




    Struggling would kill him! I could hear the cough from the gun on the armored car, and the crunching sound its treads made. Shots continued to spatter down in the street and scrape along the seawall, leaving fresh, ugly creases in the stone. A RIC man ran past on the sidewalk, glancing over his shoulder briefly at the tower.




    “I’m trying to help you! Jesus!” I pressed my hand down on his, keeping it immobile against his coat. He let out a yelp and sagged back against the store window’s wainscoting, now covered with shard, his hand--empty--falling to his side.




    I slid my pistol—now dripping blood-- out of his coat and put it in my pocket. I undid his tie and stuffed it into the blood-spewing crater in his chest.




    Then I then lifted the passport the man in Paris gave me out of Lacy’s shirt pocket. No blood on it. Good! I dragged Lacy out of the alcove and into the street, tugging at the collar of his raincoat. I leaned him against the storefront. I had a blast from the bottle, looking down at him. I bent down and poured some more Bushmills into him. He gasped and coughed.




    The armored car yapped and boomed, firing at intervals above the heads of the soldiers and RIC men still trickling down the road from the tower. I flipped Lacy’s raincoat open so the soldiers could see his blue uniform—he was likely MI5, not RIC after all. It looked like he might have a chance.




    I glanced up toward the tower again, then back at Lacy. He made a grimace.




    Shot like a rat in a dirty street in a forgotten little town where he doesn’t know a soul. For what? It could have been me. It could still be…




    The men Rafferty brought in--and Rigsby and Mahone along with them--would fight until dark. Then they’d simply melt away, slipping down the stone embankment beneath the tower to escape along the shale beach. Neither the RIC nor the Tommies would follow them into the darkness at the water’s edge.




    Lacy was still breathing, raggedly. It looked like he might have even been even grinning a little. Maybe the Bushmills helped him. I stepped back into the shop’s alcove and up, through the shattered window. I walked through musty shadows past displays of tools, hoses, buckets and gloves, to the rear of the shop.




    The woman stood silently near a window, clutching herself in her folded arms. My photograph was on the sink beside her, a very good, un-creased print. I held out my hand for it. I put it in my pocket. I drank deep from the bottle. There was a blood-smear on it.




    She wasn’t a bad-looking woman, but she had a haunted, wild sort of a look on her face. It wasn’t like she thought I would hurt her, either. She knew I wouldn’t, I could tell… Neither of us said anything. There could be no questions now, just answers. I opened the door and walked out into the gloaming, little cool breaths of sea-fog brushing softly about, the clatter of bullets and the grunting of the armored car sounding far away now.




    I could see the Cherbourg tub better now in what was left of the daylight. She was approaching her mooring now, shoving dingy dark water ahead and leaving a greasy curl of smoke above her wake. She was already slowing for her half-turn before tying off. Unload, reload and turnaround was two hours. I strode out, into a privet-field.




    She was close enough so I could see a stained flag drooping at her stern. I tore up both photographs, finished the bottle as I walked, smashed it against a stone fence and began to run across the darkening, empty moors, keeping my eyes on her winking lights. In the far distance, I could still hear the cough of the armored car’s tiny cannon.
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