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    Walter Macken was born in Galway in 1915. He was a writer of short stories, novels and plays. Originally an actor, principally with the Taibhdhearc in Galway, and The Abbey Theatre, he played lead roles on Broadway in M. J. Molloy’s The King of Friday’s Men and his own play Home Is the Hero. He also acted in films, notably in Arthur Dreifuss’ adaptation of Brendan Behan’s The Quare Fellow. He is perhaps best known for his trilogy of Irish historical novels Seek the Fair Land, The Silent People and The Scorching Wind. He passed away in 1967.


  

    After the Great Famine (1846), the spirit of nationhood was kept alive in Ireland by the Young Irelanders’ abortive revolt in 1848, by the Fenian Rebellion in 1867, and by the Land League, which by 1909 succeeded in winning for thousands of tenants the ownership of their small farms.


    Political affairs since the Union (1800) were handled by elected members of The Irish Parliamentary Party, who attended the British Parliament at Westminster. By 1906, when the Sinn Fein movement was founded with the aim ‘that national freedom should be sought not in London but at home’, these men were out of touch with the thinking of the young men in Ireland. Alarmed at the founding of the Irish Volunteers (1913) they forced their way into this organization and when the Great War broke out in 1914, on a vague promise of Home Rule after the conflict, they advised the Volunteers to join the British Army. A majority of the Volunteers did so, but a hard core stood fast and, led by dedicated men who believed the country could only be awakened from apathy by sacrifice, instigated and fought the Easter Rebellion of 1916.


    The majority of the people were aroused by the deliberately spaced execution of fifteen of the leaders of the Rebellion and by the imprisonment in camps and jails of thousands of young men and women. The Irish Parliamentary Party was wiped out at the General Election of 1918, and Dáil Éireann in 1919, with most of its elected members in jail, established a National Government at the Mansion House in Dublin, and the fight for Independence continued.


    The signing of the Treaty (1921) establishing the Free State brought the struggle to a close, but its terms, including Partition (dividing the country into Six Counties of the North and Twenty-six Counties of the South) led to a bitter split in the ranks of Sinn Fein. This split erupted into a state of civil war which persisted until 1923.


  

    

      Epigraph

    


    

      

        The scorching wind shall be the portion of their cup.


      Psalm 10


    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    THEY SAT with their backs against a haycock and looked out at the sea.


    Dominic was chewing a wisp of hay. It tasted quite nice. He noticed that his brother’s stretched legs were at least twelve inches longer than his own. He wondered if he would ever be as tall as his brother.


    The sea was very calm. There were about twenty black-sailed pookauns making towards the fishing grounds near Gregory Sound. They were having a patient sail. Now and again their tarred canvas would bulge and they would advance a few yards. A small warship, spewing dirty black smoke from its two stacks, smudging the blue sky and making white water at the bow, was steaming scornfully and purposefully in towards the harbour at Galway. The Aran Islands were quite clear. He could see the way the cliffs fell steeply to the sea on the Big Island, and he could see the Cliffs of Moher across the bay, buttressing the hills.


    He didn’t like his knickerbockers or black stockings, or the polished black boots. He would be out of them soon. He thought of the many fights he had been involved in for the wearing of them.


    ‘Nice to see the sailing ships,’ his brother Dualta said.


    ‘Yes,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Pity to leave them,’ said Dualta, ‘but we’ll have to go. Trains won’t wait.’


    ‘Don’t go at all,’ said Dominic, suddenly feeling sad.


    ‘Not you too,’ said Dualta, heaving himself to his feet ‘Isn’t it enough to have Father on my back?’ He looked once more at the bay, crinkling his eyes against the glare of the July sun.


    Dominic looked up at him. Dualta was tall, nearly six feet tall, and well built. He was fair-haired. Dominic was black. Dualta’s father often wondered where he came from. All our side were low men, he would say, and dark. It must be from your mother’s side.


    ‘I wonder when I will see all this again,’ Dualta said, almost to himself.


    Dominic got to his feet. He bit back what he was going to say; that he needn’t go away from it all, at all. It was his own choice and a foolish one in Dominic’s opinion, who was only seventeen to his brother’s twenty, so kept his mouth shut. He followed his brother who jumped the stone wall into the lane. It was a narrow lane, very rutted, the flowering briars leaving hardly enough room to walk between them, and decorated with wisps of hay.


    ‘Go and get Saili,’ said Dualta.


    Dominic plucked some fresh grass from the side of the wall and jumped over it into another field. The pony was grazing at the end of the field. She looked up when she saw Dominic approaching her.


    ‘Come on,’ said Dominic, ‘nice grass.’


    The pony snorted, tossed her head. She was fawn coloured with a grey tail and mane. She is going to thwart me, Dominic thought. ‘Nice fresh grass,’ he said again. She just started to race around the field. Dualta was leaning on the stones of the wall, laughing. Suddenly he pursed his lips and whistled. The pony stopped racing, looked, saw him and ran towards him. If she was a dog she would be wagging her tail, Dominic thought in disgust.


    ‘You’ll never learn how to catch a pony,’ said Dualta. He was rubbing her face. She was nuzzling him. If she was a cat she would be purring, Dominic thought. He knocked a few stones and the pony went out. He threw them back again. Dualta was walking up the lane. The pony was walking by his side. Well, Dominic thought as he followed them, people like me better than animals do, I think.


    They came to the main road. They waited while a motor car passed in a cloud of dust. Motor cars were so new that they were still curiosities. The hood of this was down. The man driving the car waved cheerfully at them. The car was bumping up and down as it hit the many pot-holes in the dirt road. The man in the back, sitting upright, resting his hands on the handle of a stick, managed to retain his dignity, even if he was bobbing up and down on his seat like a rubber ball. He inclined his head at them. They nodded. He was a Lordeen from way in. On the other side of the road a barefooted woman in a red petticoat was coming from the village shop. She was carrying provisions in a flour sack over her shoulder. She stepped off the road as the car neared her, and as it passed she bent her knee.


    Dominic felt his face burning. Why did she do a thing like that? This fellow was nothing to her. Why did she do a thing like that? Then he saw Dualta grinning at him.


    ‘Don’t be wild,’ said Dualta, ‘it takes a long time for the fear of centuries to vanish.’


    ‘She needn’t do it,’ said Dominic. ‘She owes him nothing. Not even courtesy.’


    ‘God be with you, Sinéad,’ Dualta shouted to her in Irish.


    ‘With you both, too,’ she shouted. ‘The day is red hot. Are you leaving us again, I hear?’


    ‘The birds have tongues,’ he said.


    She laughed shrilly. They were only yards from her, yet she was shouting as if they were the other side of the bay.


    ‘I was with Poric’s mother,’ she shouted. ‘She is settling the dust with her tears. He is off with Dualta below, they said, the son of the Master. So I know.’


    They crossed the road.


    ‘The young must travel,’ he said.


    ‘May God, and Mary and St Joseph and all the saints be with you in your dangers,’ she said.


    She called many more blessings after them. Dualta shouted ‘You too,’ back at her. In ten yards they turned into the gate beside the two-storey slated house.


    ‘Harness the pony,’ said Dualta. ‘ I’m in to the house to collect my things.’ Dominic caught the pony by the forelock and led her around the house to the yard at the back. He saw Dualta standing there, biting the nail of his thumb and looking at the house, before he squared his shoulders and went in. Dominic delayed the harnessing of the pony. He had a good excuse. She didn’t want to be harnessed. He had a job getting the bit into her mouth, dodging her kicking legs as he tightened the bellyband and finally backing her into the light shafts of the trap. He had no further excuse for delay, so he threw her a gowleog of hay from the barn and went into the house by the back way.


    Brid was in the scullery. She was peeling potatoes. She was crying. She was a young girl. Her hair was caught back with coloured slides. She was too fat for her age.


    ‘What are you roaring for now?’ he asked.


    ‘Not,’ she said. ‘I was peeling onions before.’


    He knew this was not true. She was fond of Dualta too. He went into the kitchen. His mother was sitting in the wooden chair in front of the fire. She was stitching buttons on a shirt. She looked up at him. She was a tall thin woman with white hair and deep-sunken eyes. Mostly there was a glint of humour in them.


    ‘We won’t need salt on the potatoes tonight,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Brid is not happy unless she has something to cry about,’ his mother said.


    It was a big open hearth fire with two stone seats one each side of it. Dominic sat into one of those. He kicked at the turf fire with his boot.


    ‘You don’t cry,’ he said.


    ‘Dualta is a restless boy,’ she said. ‘He has been away before, many times.’


    ‘And back again,’ said Dominic. ‘He tried to be a teacher like my father; he tried to be a doctor. Why doesn’t he settle on something?’


    ‘Will you be different?’ she asked. She was smiling at him as she bit off a thread with her still good teeth.


    He laughed.


    ‘I hope so,’ he said.


    They heard raised voices from the other room. They looked at one another.


    ‘Maybe I better go back,’ said Dominic. She left the decision to himself. So he sighed and rose and went towards the closed door. He didn’t knock. He just raised the latch and went in. It was a darkish room. There was a mahogany table his father used for his books and reports. There was a high-backed chair that he used. He was sitting up straight in this. Dominic knew he was angry because his short white beard was jutting and his cheeks were flushed. Dualta was standing. He was dwarfing his father. The muscles were tight at the sides of his jaws.


    ‘It’s nearly time to go,’ said Dominic diffidently.


    ‘You are betraying your people,’ his father said as if he had not spoken. ‘You are betraying seven hundred years of the blood of martyrs.’ He hit the table with his fist ‘All those.’ He was waving his hand at the pictures on the walls. They were all engravings of drawings or framed ballads. Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet Meagher of the Sword. Mitchell, Davis, Davitt; the place was like a museum.


    ‘Has all the struggle of the centuries, our own sufferings with the Land League, the crucifixion of the Fenians, meant so little to you that you will join the army of our oppressors to uphold their Empire?’


    Dualta was tight lipped. He spoke low. ‘I am a Redmond Volunteer,’ he said. ‘ I am going to fight to free a small nation so that we can win freedom for this small nation.’


    ‘Delusions,’ his father shouted at him, ‘Here is the place to fight, not there. How am I to hold my head up again if you do this thing? How can I live with the shame of it? Redmond is a man who is betraying thousands of your young men to death with a delusion. Not even a carrot for donkeys, just a delusion. How can you be so blind? Has everything I told you over the years meant nothing at all to you? Would I have been better off trying to teach patriotism to the pigs?’


    ‘Too much of it!’ Dualta suddenly shouted. ‘ Too much of it. I’m sick of it! Sick of dead martyrs. It’s in the past. It’s gone. It’s here and now, we want. Here and now. I’m sick of you raising the dead!’ His voice had risen to a shout. He seemed to hear this and was appalled. Quickly, he said: ‘I’m sorry, Father.’


    His father’s head dropped. His forehead was creased. Dominic noticed how the hair of his head was thinning. Of course his father was becoming an old man.


    ‘It’s time for us to go,’ said Dominic.


    Dualta went to speak, looked at his father’s bent head and then said nothing. He went into the kitchen. His mother was putting the shirt into the tapestry bag.


    ‘It’s all ready now, Dualta,’ she said. She was bending down, closing the lips of the bag. He got down with her.


    ‘He feels bad with me, Mother,’ he said. ‘I cannot go back all those years with him. After all, this is 1915.’


    ‘You don’t know what we went through in Mayo in the old days of the Land League,’ she said. ‘You have no memory of them. They were days of great sufferings. But he is afraid for you. He is human too. He is just afraid for you.’


    He stood up. ‘ Bring the trap around, Dominic,’ he said.


    Dominic left them. He stuffed a bag with hay and put it on the floor of the trap. Then he sat in, left the small door at the back swinging open and drove the pony around to the front. Dualta and his mother were at the front door.


    ‘I believe my way is right,’ Dualta was saying. ‘Redmond is a good man. He said if we fight for them we will get Home Rule. I believe this. So am I wrong in doing what I believe is right?’


    ‘Do what you believe is right,’ she said. ‘Write to us when you can.’


    ‘I will,’ he said. Then he threw the bag in on the hay and got into the trap and took the reins. He waited for a moment, but his father didn’t appear, so he clucked at the pony, slapped the reins almost viciously on her rump so that she jumped, and then set off out of the gate at a fast rate and turned on to the road like a racehorse.


    Dominic, even as he held on to the side of the trap, saw his father’s face at the window of the room and he thought his father looked sad. Then the dust was rising and the wheels of the trap were leaping in the pot-holes. His brother’s face was tight.


    ‘Slow down,’ Dominic shouted at him, ‘or you’ll make matchsticks of the wheels.’


    His brother grinned suddenly and hauled on the bit. The pony fought the bit but slowed to a more sedate pace.


    ‘He is a one-minded man,’ said Dualta. ‘He doesn’t see that times have changed.’


    ‘Times might change,’ said Dominic, ‘but if you have principles, they don’t change. He has principles.’


    ‘Did you do philosophy at school, then?’ Dualta asked.


    ‘No,’ said Dominic.


    ‘He makes it hard to love him,’ said Dualta.


    They saw Poric waiting for them half a mile away. He waved a hand at them. It was a long straight road here, running yards from the sea. They pulled up near him. Poric was very big. He was dressed in a navy-blue suit and brown boots. He had curly hair that was coming out from under his new cap.


    ‘Anyone would think it was going to get married you were, Poric,’ said Dualta, ‘ instead of where you are going.’


    Poric laughed as he swung his straw trunk tied with a rope at their feet. He had big teeth and very clear sunburned skin. Dominic marvelled at the thickness of his wrists as he held the side of the trap to come in with them. He sat beside Dominic.


    ‘I’d be saying it’s safer where I’m going,’ he said. They spoke in Irish. Poric’s English wasn’t very good yet, and embarrassment made him slow and diffident in the speaking of it. ‘How did the Master see you off?’ he asked. He was anxious about this, his forehead creased.


    ‘How do you think?’ Dualta asked.


    Poric shook his head.


    ‘He gave myself the rakes yesterday evening,’ he said. ‘He said nothing of you going off to their army.’


    ‘What are you? An enemy of the people?’ Dualta asked.


    ‘More than that,’ said Poric ‘He said: What do they call the places where policemen congregate in England? That set me back. What do they call them anyway, tell me?’


    ‘Police stations,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Damme, that’s it,’ said Poric. ‘I didn’t know. What are they called here? he asked, then. Police barracks, he said. You see the difference: There are centuries of oppression between the meaning of these two words, Station and Barracks. Policemen in this land are not policemen, they are a military force trained to shoot down their own people. You hear that, Dualta. I don’t want to shoot down anyone.’


    ‘What do you want?’ Dualta asked.


    ‘It’s a good job,’ said Poric. ‘The money is good and at the end you get a pension. Aren’t you keeping law and order? Maybe I’d have to quiet a drunken man with me fist if he was throwing rocks. I don’t know. He made me feel small I wanted his goodwill.’


    Dominic took hold of Poric’s fist which was clenched on his knee. It was a good strong fist, the size of a four-pound ham, he thought laughing. ‘Don’t hit anyone with that fist,’ he said, ‘or you’ll knock him into eternity.’


    They laughed.


    Then Poric stood up and waved. They were passing a lane. It led to a row of thatched houses up among the rocks. Out here, they said if the rocks had straw on them they were houses. They could see the people standing in front of the whitewashed wall, man and woman and many young ones. The woman’s red petticoat stood out startlingly against the white background.


    ‘I wouldn’t let them come to the road,’ said Poric. ‘They’d make a spectacle of me for all time.’ He turned his back on them deliberately then, sat and pulled the peak on his cap down over his eyes and was silent. Dominic thought: That will hurt Dualta. Dualta’s father wouldn’t be waving farewell after him.


    Later Poric said: ‘Would you stop at the barracks in the street town? They will give me the travel ticket.’


    ‘What made you desire to be a policeman?’ Dominic asked.


    Poric thought over it ‘The sergeant in here, I suppose. He said: You have the size for the police and you have the education. I got that from the Master. They didn’t care one way or the other at home, but it would be respectable. My eldest brother Sean is there for the landwork and the boat fishing. I don’t know. Maybe it will be nice to be a policeman. I don’t know. I wish the Master respected my choosing.’


    ‘Did you expect him to?’ asked Dualta.


    ‘It didn’t trouble me to think,’ said Poric ‘All his talk about the great patriots and that. It all seemed like stories from books. And singing the ballads. My soul, but I didn’t think it was real with him.’


    ‘There are only a few of them left,’ said Dualta grimly.


    They came down the hill and crossed the bridge into the small town. There was no great activity. Mostly people were working in the fields. They stopped near the police barracks. ‘I’ll put no great delay on you,’ said Poric and went down there.


    ‘Don’t waste your time in the University,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Oh-ho,’ said Dominic.


    ‘It’s because I did, I’m telling you,’ said Dualta. ‘Don’t imitate me. If they gave degrees for playing cards I would have earned a first-class honours.’


    ‘Are you doing what you want now?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘I think so,’ said Dualta. ‘ Ever since we were doing those things in the Volunteers, drilling and such. It appealed to me. So being a soldier will appeal to me.’


    ‘Even a military funeral?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘Don’t be an old woman,’ said Dualta.


    They watched Poric come out of the barracks with the sergeant. The sergeant was nearly as tall as Poric. He held himself well. He filled his black uniform. His boots were shining. He wore a moustache with the points of it waxed. He had thick eyebrows which slanted up, making him look like the devil, so the people called him Sergeant Nick. He had small eyes which always seemed to be darting here and there. People didn’t love him much. He was too efficient. He came close, put his hand on the side of the trap. There was a thick growth of dark hair on the back of it, Dominic noticed.


    ‘I was saying that I didn’t like Patrick travelling with disaffected persons,’ he said. He had a harsh sort of voice. He laughed to show this was meant to be humour. ‘Your father is still an old Fenian,’ he said. They didn’t answer him. ‘I hear you are joining the colours, Dualta,’ he said then.


    ‘I might change my mind,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Don’t,’ he said, ‘or someone might give you a white feather.’


    ‘They’d get it back where they wouldn’t like it,’ said Dualta. ‘Right, Poric? Hup, Saili.’ The pony took off at once. They left the dust of the road enveloping the sergeant. He stood there looking after them.


    ‘That fellow puts the hair up on the back of my neck, said Dualta.


    ‘There are worse men,’ said Poric doubtfully.


    ‘Hear Poric,’ said Dualta laughing. ‘He hasn’t met a hundred people in his life and he knows the best from the worst. If they ever put you under a one like that he’ll make you jump.’


    Dominic knew that they weren’t an hour from the town now and his heart began to sink.


    Dualta had been away before and he had come back. Dominic had been away for five years at a secondary school and he had come back. But Dualta was always there somewhere, sometime. They didn’t know much about this war in France. The papers mainly seemed to be full of lists of dead ones. Dominic didn’t like to think of Dualta dead. They didn’t talk.


    They drove through the town slowly. It was fairly filled. There were soldiers in khaki walking the streets, drab ones and Lancers with white strings on them and bandoleers, some of them standing and laughing with linked girls in front of shop windows. It was slow work getting through the horse drays and the horse carts, an occasional Crossley army lorry, or a motor car with officers in it, honking furiously while policemen tried to make the people concede a way for them.


    In the open of the Square they saw that a platform was being erected for a recruiting meeting. It was draped with the colours of the Empire, and men were still hammering at it. They got past this and turned right up towards the station. The entrance to the station was so jammed with traffic and people that Dualta said: ‘We’ll stop here and walk the rest.’ He drove the trap to an opening beside a house. ‘ Now,’ he said, ‘we go and you go home, Dominic.’


    ‘I’ll go with you to the train,’ said Dominic.


    ‘What for?’ Dualta asked. ‘What the hell good will it do? Aren’t there enough people for that?’


    Dominic could see this for himself. Men were moving towards the station with women and children around them. They were all bawling. Young soldiers walked silently with white-faced girls holding to their arms. He tried to imagine what it would be like in the long length of the train.


    ‘Goodbye,’ Dualta was saying, holding out his hand.


    Dominic took it. Dualta’s face was very stern.


    ‘When you get my address,’ said Dualta, ‘you will write and tell me how things are going at home. Don’t forget.’


    ‘I won’t forget,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Come, Poric,’ said Dualta and started to shoulder his way towards the station.


    ‘My blessings on you, Dominic,’ said Poric, nearly kittling him with a blow on the shoulder, and then he followed Dualta.


    Dominic stood for a few moments holding the reins in his hands. He tried to stop tears in his eyes by clenching his jaws until sweat broke out on his forehead. The leather of the straps hurt his hands as they bit into his palms. He won that way. He decided not to go for home yet. He led the pony up this street where they were wont to buy their provisions and he tied her in the yard here and threw her the hay from the sack. Then he set out to walk and kill the flood of loneliness, at least until he heard the train whistle.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    WHEN DOMINIC reached the Square, he saw that it was filling. The platform, a solid business raised on porter barrels with a handrail around it, looked very efficient. In the distance he could hear the army band approaching. They had marched through the town and were marching back again hoping a battalion of recruits would follow the flag and the spine-tingling sound of the brass and the drums.


    ‘Farther to the right, near the Bohermore, he saw a smaller crowd. He went towards it. There a man was standing on a horse cart. Below him there stood four men, dressed in Volunteer uniforms of green. He was speaking in low tones. There were few people around him, a lot of children, and more policemen than spectators. The big sergeant with the moustache was writing in a notebook.


    This man was slender and was fair-haired. Sometimes the hair was blown over his forehead and he swept it back with an impatient gesture. He had thin lips and his eyes were gleaming.


    ‘You don’t die for an empire,’ this man was saying. ‘You live for your country. Does a man go and put out the fire in a neighbour’s house, when his own house is smouldering? Does he go to put food in the mouth of starving ones, when the bellies of his own children are slack?’


    ‘Go and join the army if it’s fighting you want,’ a woman shouted. She was a woman with a shawl. She had a few drinks taken.


    ‘God help those who help themselves,’ the man said. ‘How can you pretend to be fighting to raise a small nation from the heel of an oppressor if your own neck is under a boot?’


    The sergeant spoke.


    ‘I’m warning you,’ he said. ‘ Don’t go over the limits.’


    ‘That is the freedom of speech we possess,’ the man said. ‘ I say to you: Love your country. Is that treason? I say to you: Die for your country. Is that treason? I say to you buy the products of your own country, not bellybacon from America, matches from England, cloth from Birmingham. Is that treason? I say to you buy what we can make, to keep your own people at work and in jobs so that they don’t have to die in mud like pigs. Is that treason?’


    ‘Yes, it is treason,’ said the sergeant, putting his notebook in his pocket. ‘You have said enough now. This meeting is over.’


    He signalled with his hand to the other five policemen. They started to move towards the man on the cart. The four young men in uniform who were hatless came forward to meet them. They had no arms.


    ‘No,’ the man on the cart said. ‘We will obey you. I know how dearly you would love to use batons. Did you ever stop to think that you are Irishmen?’


    ‘Move on now, move on now,’ said the sergeant, ‘if you don’t want to end up down in the jail.’


    ‘Attention,’ the man said in Irish. ‘Oghlaigh. By the left, quick march.’ He came down from the cart and got to the head of his little column. They marched up the Bohermore. Dominic knew the Sinn Fein Club was somewhere up there. The people looking on whistled derisively. There was something very pathetic about the five marching men, something forlorn, like boys playing at soldiers. He knew they were the remnants of the great Irish Volunteer Movement. When the Great War came there was a split in the ranks, and Redmond siphoned off the vast majority of the Volunteers and pledged them to fight for the freedom of a little nation called Belgium. Very few people knew where it was. The five marching men were the tatters that remained of the Volunteers who opposed Redmond. They called themselves Sinn Fein.


    He was brought to himself when knuckles rapped quite hardly against his head.


    ‘Here,’ a policeman said to him, ‘get away from here. This is no place for you. Do you want to become disaffected.’


    Dominic felt his face go pale and then red, he supposed. It was all he could do not to hit the red-haired policeman, even though he was twice his size. Then he wanted to spit in his face. He did neither of these things. Just looked murder at him. The policeman put a large hand on his shoulder and pushed and Dominic staggered. ‘Off with you now! Off with you!’ he said, and then turned away. This was most hurtful to Dominic. That I am only worth knuckles on the head and a push, he thought. He looked at the broad back of the retreating policeman.


    ‘If you had a gun now, would you shoot him?’ a voice asked. ‘Right in the middle of that broad, bullocky back? Eh?’


    Dominic blushed. This young man stood beside him. He was grinning. He was a thin sandy-haired man, deceptively young-looking Dominic now saw. He had deep, sunken eyes. His cheekbones were broad, almost Asiatic. His nose was thin, like his lips, and as he smiled now, Dominic saw he had small teeth, the sort that sloped inwards. He was ashamed that this stranger had seen the naked look on his face. He felt as if he had been seen without some of his clothing.


    ‘I don’t suppose you would,’ this young-old man said. ‘You know that’s what’s wrong with us,’ he went on. ‘None of us wants to shoot a policeman.’


    ‘Why would we shoot a policeman?’ Dominic asked cautiously.


    ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Just for fun, say, like you would shoot rats. Have you ever shot a rat?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Dominic, seeing the body of a running rat he had got, flying fifty feet in the air after getting the full blast from the shotgun.


    ‘What’s the difference?’ the man asked.


    Dominic laughed, imagining the big body of the red-haired policeman flying through the air.


    ‘There’s a little,’ he said.


    ‘That’s the trouble,’ the man said. ‘ You are not from our town?’


    ‘No,’ said Dominic, ‘ I’m from way out. You are a man of the town?’


    ‘Yes,’ the other said. ‘ Call me Sam Browne. I don’t know if that’s my name or not, but it’s short and simple and it sounds good. Have you come to join up and save all those pretty Belgian girls from being raped by the Germans?’


    Dominic was a bit shocked. Then he saw the man was trying to shock him, watching his reaction, smiling.


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I was seeing my brother away. He joined.’


    ‘One of Redmond’s people, eh?’ he asked.


    ‘He thinks Redmond is right,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Poor fellow,’ Sam said. ‘So do thousands of others. It’s terrible when you think of those Germans killing all those Belgian babies and boiling them down for gun-grease.’


    ‘What are you up to?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘Nothing,’ said Sam. ‘I’m just sad about the babies.’


    ‘Nobody believes that about the babies,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Oh, some people do,’ said Sam. ‘Thousands of noble Irishmen have gone out to battle for those babies. They are the most valuable recruiting babies that were ever invented. You watch it or they’ll get you too.’


    He had to shout now. The band had come from the narrow street into the Square. It was a grand brass band. The drummer wore a leopard skin over his uniform. He was a tall man and he was swearing, but he was a flamboyant drummer. The band was followed by the Lancers on horseback. They looked very well; the horses were groomed and their coats shone in the sun. Behind the Lancers there were soldiers marching. They were very neat. Then came guns on carriages pulled by six mettlesome horses. It made a brave show. The parade was followed by hundreds of children, shouting and screaming. Dominic felt the tingle running up and down his spine.


    ‘They could do with those guns in France instead of here,’ Sam shouted into his ear. ‘I didn’t hear your name.’


    ‘Dominic,’ Dominic shouted, trying hard to keep the glitter out of his eyes, wondering at himself, at the sort of feeling bands and soldiers and banners waving could arouse in him.


    The Square was well filled now. There were pictures tied to the railings of the place, posters of Germans with the faces of monsters; Germans behind bayonets, or machine guns, straddling burning churches; leering Uhlans bending from their racing horses to lance children, and in front of the platform there was a great banner with letters two foot high beseeching:


    

      

        GOD SAVE IRELAND FROM THE HUNS.


    


    The platform was filling up with well-dressed gentlemen with whiskers and high collars, and army officers, and long-dressed ladies in flowered hats, and suddenly Dominic found himself hemmed in from all sides and pressed by the multitude of people. They were separated from the platform by the soldiers who stood all around it in two ranks. The band had wheeled smartly and its martial air came to an end with a great flourish and a tremendous bang-bang on the big drum. And the people there cheered and called shrilly and hand-clapped loudly, and an army man came to the front and held up his hand and said: ‘Citizens!’


    ‘God bless you, General,’ a lady called shrilly, and everyone hurrooed, although even Dominic, who knew nothing about such things, could see that the officer wasn’t a general.


    He got some silence, and he said: ‘Mister … (Dominic couldn’t distinguish his name) will address you. He …’ The rest was lost in cheers and shouting, so the army man retired and a black-suited tall man with a moustache, and side hair brushed over a bald spot, came to the front, and grasped the rail with practised hands and shouted: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, but more particularly young men of this patriotic city, I come to address you here on behalf of our great Leader: John Redmond!’


    This was the signal for renewed cheering, and shrill cries of the shawled women: ‘God bless him! God bless him!’


    ‘If blessings were negotiable,’ said Sam in Dominic’s ear, ‘ he would have been canonized years ago.’


    ‘I could talk to you today,’ the man said, ‘about many things. But there is nothing that speaks louder than example and nothing more true than the sight of reality.’ This didn’t get a cheer. People boggled at it. Dominic heard Sam chuckling.


    ‘Too many syllables,’ he said to Dominic.


    ‘You know, by rumour and report, that this city in its great generosity has opened its gates and arms in a warm-hearted gesture to some of the stricken citizens of that little land, bowed under a load of hate and terror, crying out to the world for the succour that all free men are bound in conscience to give with all they possess. Ladies and gentlemen, I refer to that noble little land of Belgium.’


    They answered this one with great cries, and groans and cheers.


    ‘I will not refer to the delicate matter of the religious ladies who are in our midst, so unspeakably treated by those monsters of iniquity; not to cloak their shame, of which they are not guilty. Who is guilty? I will tell you who is guilty. The Nero of Europe, the unspeakable Emperor of the Germans, who loosed his barbarian Huns on a defenceless and peace-loving people.’


    ‘That ought to rouse them,’ said Sam, just before the thousands of people broke into a roar of hate. A forest of fists seemed to be raised in the air and shaken at the terrible-faced Emperor of the Germans who glared at them from a poster, his helmet gleaming menacingly.


    ‘There is here on this platform,’ he went on, ‘a citizen of Belgium, who, because he has suffered under this awfulness, can tell you more about it than I; who in his person can be a witness of the terrible things, which you and I, and every citizen of Ireland capable of shedding a tear, must stop with our blood and our very lives.’


    ‘Hear! Hear!’ they called, and ‘Long Life to You!’


    ‘There’ll be none of his blood let,’ said Sam. ‘He’s over the age limit.’


    ‘I will say no more,’ said the platform speaker, ‘just introduce to you this man.’ He turned and went back and came to the front again holding this thin frail-looking gentleman by the arm. He looked a bit bewildered. He had gentle features. His hair was white. He wore a small beard.


    He was greeted with the silence of sympathy, and he spoke into this silence.


    ‘Decent people of this town,’ he said, slowly and haltingly.


    ‘Ah, the poor man hasn’t the English,’ a lady said in what she thought was a whisper, but that came out of this silence almost like a shout.


    ‘No, the English well, I do not have,’ he said, ‘but I have the tongue. You are being what you call, deceived. Out there, those ones that are dressed in the habits of nuns, and that are pregnant, I tell you now, this I say, two are not nuns. You hear this. I tell you. One, she is a prostitute of France, and the other she is of the Belgians, but not good no. I tell you this, she is not what you call ten-shilling prostitute. She would be a twopenny prostitute – of Belgium, but trash, a slut. I tell you. Do not be deceived. Facts are true. This indecency is not necessary. We do not need this. You hear? What I say is true, true, true. No need for lies. No need for lies.’


    His face was very pale with red rising in his cheekbones. His eyes were flashing with anger.


    There was a terrible silence in the Square, as if everybody had suddenly died.


    Two army men came from the back and took the old gentleman by the arms, as if he were a dying lunatic. They had to force him away from the railing. One of them had to unclench his hands from it, and as they went back with him he kept calling out: ‘Is true. Do not be deceived!’


    That was all Dominic saw or heard. He was pushing his way through the crowds almost in a panic. He could see Dualta, tall fair-haired Dualta, riding a train into a nightmare.


    It was easy enough to get through the tightly packed people. They were shocked. They didn’t resist his pressure. He broke free of them on the far side of the Square and ran towards the railway station. Just let me be in time, he was thinking, just let me be in time. When Dualta hears this, he will know and he will not go. Something wrong. Something wrong. Can I persuade Dualta? Dualta will listen to me, he said, through clenched teeth. Dualta will listen to me. What have we to do with things like this? What have we to do with things like this?


    His heart sank as he met people coming away from the station, some of them with red eyes.


    They couldn’t wait to say goodbye, he thought, that’s what was wrong. They couldn’t wait to say goodbye.


    He ran up the stone steps and into the station. A man in a uniform tried to stop his passage, but be broke through and stood on the platform and watched the end of the train. He ran along the platform. He even shouted: ‘Dualta! Dualta!’ but it was no good. The train pulled away and his shout was echoing against the lofty smoke-begrimed panes of the roof.


    He was breathing heavily. His hands were clenched.


    ‘He wouldn’t have listened anyhow,’ said the voice of Sam beside him.


    ‘Leave me alone,’ said Dominic. ‘You just leave me alone.’


    He turned and walked away from him.


    ‘I’ll see you again,’ he heard Sam calling after him. ‘He wouldn’t listen anyhow.’


    ‘He wouldn’t listen anyhow,’ the echo came after him. He thought of getting out the horse and the trap and the long trip home. It would be dark, and his father and mother would be sitting one each side of the fire, and he would have to talk to them and what would he say? You were right, my dear father, Dualta is riding the wrong dream. I don’t know why, but if he dies he’ll be dying for a Belgian prostitute. Nothing more noble? Oh, nothing more noble, my dear father.


    And his father would be terribly sad.


    Dominic rubbed his sleeve across his eyes and went down the steps of the station, and from the Square he could hear the band playing a lively tune.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    DOMINIC LOOKED at his cards. They were useless, so he threw in his hand and leaned back in the chair to watch the others. The room was thick with cigarette-smoke. His own mouth was burned from smoking. Even if he had got good cards, he reflected, he wouldn’t have had the money to play them.


    The other five students at the table put on their poker faces as they looked at the cards. The actors among them looked very pleased as they asked for one or two. Poker didn’t really excite him, but it was a way of passing the hours until it was time to go home to the digs and bed. He thought that young people could never sit in a chair in comfort. They had to be straddling the chair, or half-sitting in it with an arm embracing the back of it, or leaning back like himself, with his thumbs in the band of his trousers, balancing the chair precariously on its two back legs. He thought that the chair didn’t have much more life in it. He could waggle it as well as balancing on it. He didn’t like Saturday night.


    He was facing the door when it opened and this tall fellow came in. He was a handsome one with darting eyes, broad shoulders and tawny-coloured hair. He looked around the crowded room. Dominic thought a look of distaste came over his face. This room in the College Club was like something out of Dante where the first-years or Gibs went through their period of delinquency, sharing their misspent lives with the chronics who never got out of first year until they had exhausted their fathers’ purses; condemned for ever and ever to playing poker and billiards and borrowing the price of a cigarette or a pint of porter.


    He was smiling at this thought, lazily, when he saw the eyes of the man at the door holding his own. This one was known as Lowry. Dominic didn’t know if this was his surname or his Christian name, or just a nickname. Nearly everyone had a nickname. Lowry wasn’t the type for the condemned cell in the Club. He was the sort of hero type, Dominic’s mind sneered, who effortlessly won races at athletic meetings, threw weights around as if they were feathers, jumped as high as a horse, had all the girls fainting with admiration, and yet who was responsible for many of the Rags that so annoyed the citizens. Trouble was he shouldn’t be here looking into Dominic’s eyes now, and beckoning him, yes, beckoning him imperiously, to come outside, because senior students rarely consorted with the Gibs. It wasn’t considered good form, sort of lesser vermin.


    So Dominic pointed to his chest, and soundlessly in amazement formed the word Me with his lips, and the big fellow nodded and just went out, leaving the door open after him. There’s an imperious gesture for you, thought Dominic, wondering if he would just leave it like that, but secretly flattered that he had been even beckoned to like this. Still, a man has his pride.


    ‘You better go,’ said one of the students at the table who had been watching, ‘God has called.’


    The rest of them laughed. This annoyed Dominic, so he got up immediately and walked towards the door. The chair fell on the floor behind him. Nobody picked it up.


    ‘Forgive us our trespasses,’ said one in a loud voice after him.


    He closed the door.


    There was no sign of Lowry outside the room, so he went outside the building. He wasn’t there either. It was getting dark. It was March and it was cold. Then he looked towards the gateway and saw that Lowry was standing there. He went towards him. Lowry was illuminated faintly by a poor street lamp outside on the roadway. He was looking up at the twenty-foot high walls of the County Jail right opposite.


    Dominic pulled the collar of his coat round his neck and stood beside him wordlessly. Lowry was leaning against the arch, one hand on his hip.


    ‘You know most of the citizens of this town think that the positions should be reversed,’ be said.


    ‘How?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘They think that the inmates of the jail should be in the Club, and the inmates of the Club behind the walls.’


    ‘Maybe they have reason,’ said Dominic, thinking of the many forays, hundreds of doorknobs removed from doors, and knockers, and citizens’ clothes ruined with bags of flour, and many citizens in pubs, over the weight, who had to defend their powers against younger opponents.


    Lowry grunted.


    ‘Many men were in there over the years,’ he said, ‘who should never have been there. Many died in there who should never have died.’


    ‘You mean it would be better for first-years to die in there?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘I served Mass in there,’ said Lowry. ‘I used to pass notes to the Castlegar men who were in there for the land troubles. Your father was a good man.’


    ‘What do you know about my father?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘Come on, walk,’ said Lowry, turning right and striding off. Dominic hesitated, and then followed him. They crossed a river bridge and then headed towards the bridge over the canal.


    ‘I know of him well,’ said Lowry. ‘So do many more. Does your life consist of nothing more than playing poker, sitting around in a room like a zombie?’


    ‘I also cut up frogs,’ said Dominic. ‘I draw nice pictures of flowers. Ask me something about chemistry.’


    ‘What does your country mean to you?’ Lowry asked. ‘ You are not stupid.’


    ‘What proof have you?’ asked Dominic facetiously, because he was annoyed.


    ‘Time is running out,’ said Lowry. ‘Do you know Sam Browne?’


    Dominic thought of Sam Browne.


    ‘I know Sam Browne,’ he said bitterly.


    ‘Sam Browne likes you,’ said Lowry. ‘Wake up. The time is getting short.’


    ‘The time for what?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘The time for doing,’ said Lowry. They were walking now over the canal bridge. The water looked black and smooth, like velvet.


    ‘There’s a big meeting tonight. Have you heard of it?’


    ‘Something,’ said Dominic.


    ‘Don’t you even read posters?’ Lowry asked.


    ‘No,’ said Dominic.


    ‘A big meeting,’ said Lowry. ‘A few of us are going to applaud. We want you to join us.’


    ‘Applaud a recruiting meeting?’ Dominic asked.


    ‘That’s right,’ said Lowry. ‘Appropriately. Sam Browne said you wouldn’t like recruiting meetings. I don’t know enough about you. He suggested you. So make up your mind. Now. Go or stay. It’s all one to me.’


    ‘Do you treat everybody as if they were dirt?’ Dominic asked.


    Lowry stopped. They were near the entrance to the University.


    ‘I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I do not. I’m impatient perhaps with people who waste time. Time is a precious thing. It’s going now, tick-tick-tick, like that, and there is so much to do and few of us live to be eighty.’


    ‘Right,’ said Dominic. ‘I will applaud with you.’


    ‘Good man,’ said Lowry, suddenly smiling. His whole face seemed to light up with the smile. He clapped Dominic on the shoulder. ‘Let us run. The others will be waiting.’


    Dominic let him run and then followed him into the gateway, and increased his pace on the wide drive towards where there was a body of young men clustered under a feeble light near the archway. He could recognize some of them. They were in different faculties to his own, just nodding acquaintances, superior nods if they were a year or so ahead, sympathetic if they were not. And he wondered all the time why Lowry had come after him in particular.


    ‘We are ready now,’ Lowry was saying. He handed Dominic an old tattered raincoat ‘ Put that on, you’ll need it,’ he said. ‘You’ll find a glass phial in the pocket. Don’t do anything with it until you are told. Right, lads, off we go.’ He himself took hold of a broomstick with the College colours tied to it and they set off towards the main gate. They were laughing. They were a very tattered-looking crew, Dominic thought. Students didn’t dress very well anyhow. Lots of times their Sunday suits were resting temporarily on the shelves of the pawnshop, but all these ones looked as if they had dispossessed all the tramps in the town. They started singing a marching song:


    

      ‘Sound the bugle, sound the drum!
Give three cheers for Kruger!
To hell with the queen and the old tambourine,
And Hurrah for Kruger’s Army!’


    


    Lowry came back to them.


    ‘Please! Please, fellows,’ he said. ‘ Think of the cause we are here to applaud.’


    ‘Hurrah,’ they shouted. There were two dustbin lids which they proceeded to pound as they came out of the gates. They beat them with hurley sticks. Some of them had penny whistles. Some of them had jew’s-harps which were surprisingly audible and some of them played on pocket combs. The rest of them sang, hardly in harmony:


    

      ‘Keep the home fires burning
While your hearts are yearning,
Turn the dark clouds inside out
Till the boys come home.’


    


    ‘That’s better! That’s better,’ Lowry shouted his approval and as two policemen stood on the road and watched them passing he shouted: ‘Three cheers for the Royal Irish Constabulary. Hip-hip!’ and they applauded the two policemen right heartily. This didn’t seem to reduce the Royal Irish Constabulary to tears, Dominic noticed, because they turned and thoughtfully followed after the marching students.


    Once they got around the jail walls and on to the Weir Bridge they got caught up with a great number of people who were making their way to the Town Hall. Lowry would turn and shout: ‘Three cheers for the noble Lancers! Three cheers for the Fighting Fusiliers!’ whenever he saw one of these soldiers among the crowd.


    They broke their way into the Town Hall square with the sheer noise of themselves. The place was crowded. There were two columns of Redmond Volunteers drawn up, with Garibaldi rifles at the slope. They held the people back from the steps of the entrance to the Town Hall where the distinguished visitors would enter. Many police held back the crowds at the other street entrances. The students following Lowry made their way to the far side where they could climb the stairs to the balcony of the hall. Halfway along here there was a woman speaking. She was held up on the shoulders of two men. She was saying: ‘Don’t send your sons to fight for them! Don’t let them go with them! Keep them here, I tell you, because the fight will be at home. Three months is all they last in the mud of Flanders. Three months and they are part of the muck; Irish blood and guts fertilizing the fields of a foreign land.’ She was dressed in a green uniform, a long green skirt and tunic with a Sam Browne belt, and a hat caught up at the side with a badge.


    About eight policemen converged on her. There was scuffling. He saw her hat being knocked off, the hairpins falling from her long hair. Brown hair she had and it almost enveloped her. The hands caught at her. She kept talking and a large hand was clapped over her mouth.


    ‘Shame! Shame! Shame!’ the students shouted. ‘Three cheers for the Cumann na mBan!’


    ‘No! No!’ Lowry was back shouting at them. ‘Away with the woman! Three cheers for the Royal Irish Constabulary. Cheer, ye misbegotten sons, or they’ll never let us in.’


    So they cheered heartily for the police.


    Dominic could see the straining people laughing. Them bloody students, he heard people say. Always up to their tricks. He noticed a face. It was the face of Sergeant Nick. Sergeant Nick was looking closely at the faces of the students. Dominic tried to avoid his eyes, but couldn’t. He saw the recognition dawning so he shouted louder than any of them for the Royal Irish Constabulary, and then as they turned towards the back parts of the hall he saw his father in the held-up traffic, sitting in the trap with his mother. He was sitting there calmly holding the reins of the pony, who was quiet, as if she was used to these things. And his father saw Dominic. He was smoking his pipe and in astonishment he took the pipe out of his mouth. He caught a quick glance at his mother. He thought her face was sad and that her eyes were red. Maybe he was mistaken. The light was very poor.


    Then they were in the hall climbing up the stairs. Here he saw another face he knew. That was Sam Browne, an idle spectator, who nodded at Lowry as he passed. He was looking closely for someone. When he met Dominic’s eyes he nodded expansively, like a hypocritical stage parson. He had acquired glasses now, wobbly ones on wire frames, and he was wearing a large cap.


    They pushed their way up the stairs, and forced their way through the people and right down to the front of the gallery. Here they banged their dustbin lids, and sang College songs and hurrooed and cheered. All the people in the body of the hall below turned their faces up to them, either laughing at their antics or frowning heavily. The stage was draped with the usual banners and flags; the chairs set, and the table with the jug of water on it.


    The audience consisted of the respectable people of the town, the many shopkeepers and traders who drew most of their living from the barracks on the hill since it was a garrison town. They had their wives and daughters with them. Some of the daughters were known to the students, who shouted their names and the girls blushed and when their fathers weren’t looking discreetly waved back at them.


    Then the trumpets sounded from outside and the swelling cheers of the onlookers. You didn’t have to be out there to see the cars coming down carrying the Government Officials from Dublin Castle and the politicians and the big brass. They could trace them down the street and stopping, and, as a cinematograph light from behind them brought the dark stage into a white glare, they all stepped into it and took their places in front of the chairs. The decent people in the body of the hall got to their feet and clapped and clapped and the students clapped and roared and banged their dustbin lids and just then all the lights in the place went out and, as he had been instructed, Dominic reached in his pocket and got out the phial and flung it in the darkness towards the stage, and then turned and pushed his way towards the exit. He had marked his passage before the light went out, where the bunched people were thin. He thought he would be out in time, but he had hardly gone four paces before he was enveloped in the most appalling stench ever concocted by man. It was a choking stink. It was a combination of all the most vile and terrible smells that it was possible to devise in a chemist’s laboratory. Choking, he thought of all the nice girls down there. Such a shame. Now he knew the reason for the old clothes. This stink would stay, he knew. Clothes would never be the same again after it. Whoever wore the clothes would smell for ever, like out-offices. It was a terrible plan, but it was successful. There would never again be a recruiting meeting held in a hall in the town, from which the authorities thought hecklers and disaffected people could be excluded.


    All he was interested in then was to get to the fresh air. He heard screams and shouts coming from behind him, and had reached the air, when the lights went on again. He came out of the place coughing, feeling like retching. So what must the people of the stage feel like.


    ‘Get away! Get away!’ he heard Lowry saying: ‘Let you all get out of sight for a week.’


    And the face of Sam Browne loomed in front of him. Sam had to bend down to him. Sam didn’t smell at all, Dominic thought, Sam had been wise enough to get out before the bombs exploded.


    ‘Now you see,’ said Sam. ‘That makes up for the Belgian.’


    ‘I see nothing,’ said Dominic. ‘I see nothing.’


    ‘You will,’ said Sam. ‘ You will,’ and he was gone and Dominic was running towards his digs.


    They weren’t far. Up by the market-place and into a street of a row of two-storey houses. He opened the letterbox and reached for the string of the key, pulled it up and inserted it and opened the door and closed it quickly behind him, and stood there looking at his father and mother.


    They were sitting at the kitchen table, just sitting, with the lady of the house turning from the range where the kettle was boiling.


    ‘What’s that awful smell, Dominic?’ his father asked.


    Dominic didn’t answer. He shed the old coat and ran with it to the back door and heaved it into the yard. Then he stood and sniffed. He didn’t smell quite as bad, he thought. Then the face of his mother came into his mind and he turned and looked at her. The kitchen was lighted by two gas brackets with coloured globes jutting from the bricked walls each side of the range, but even in that poor light he could see that his mother was very pale.


    ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


    ‘It’s Dualta,’ she said. ‘We got word. He is missing.’


    Her head dropped in her hands. Dominic got on his knees before, her and pulled one hand from her face and said, ‘It will be all right, I tell you. It will be all right. I feel nothing.’ Although he knew he felt as if he had been kicked in the heart.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    EASTER TUESDAY there was no postman.


    This was a sensational occurrence. Dominic’s mother was always watching the postman now. She had heard that Dualta was missing, that was, officially, but she also knew from other people that the captain of the company or the chaplain or someone always sat down and painfully composed a scrawl. This was what she was waiting for.


    Dominic kept away from the house as much as he could. His father had developed a cold and stayed in bed surrounded by books and hot drinks mainly composed of heated potheen. It was reputed to hunt the germs of a cold in short order, probably burning them to death, Dominic thought; one time it had been forced on himself.


    When the postman didn’t call on Tuesday he went to the post-office shop to find out the reason.


    Nobody could get in or out of the town, he was told. There were no trains, no mail, nothing allowed in or out on account of the rebellion in Dublin. Who? He didn’t know. Some young blackguards. They said there was something moving in the county too. Police and military were piling into the town. Didn’t he see all the warships puffing into the bay, making white water?


    He told this to his father. It nearly cured his father’s cold. It couldn’t be true, his father said. Tackle the pony and go and see for yourself.


    So he tackled the pony and only got two miles when he was turned back by armed policemen, strangers, who searched the trap and himself, asked his name, what was his business, where did he think he was going, and when asked ‘What’s up?’ told him to mind his own business, turn the pony and go back to hell from where he came from. He did so. A rising in Dublin, his father said, just could not be. Who was there among the young men who would have the courage to rise now? Wasn’t the patriotism burned out of the lot of them? Well, there’s something up, Dominic told him. There are no trains. There are no letters. The shopman below cannot get supplies. Have you ever known this to happen before? No, his father admitted, but it was something to do with the war. All the red-blooded young men of Ireland were spilling it in France under the Union Jack. What about the Sinn Fein Volunteers? Them, said his father. Wet wind most of them. All they were good for was throwing stink bombs in public buildings. He said this looking over his glasses at Dominic. Then he settled back to his book.
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