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  AUGUST 1982 KILROSS




  To kill time, Michael followed the old Cork Road from the town square over the bridge towards the fields. The heat was oppressive, but it was some relief to walk. When there

  was no distraction, the anxiety was a solid thing that pressed on him so that his breath was tight in his throat. He’d left his mother back at the house, trying to get through to the school

  office, but there was something wrong with his gran’s phone, so maybe they wouldn’t find out how badly he’d fucked up until they were all back in England.




  There was a squat row of cottages, then the cattle market. He turned into the yard and walked between the pens where cows scuffed and snorted. A bull startled him, clattering down the ramp of a

  cattle truck. Inside the shed he was assaulted by the smothering warmth and the smell of livestock. He thought he might be challenged, but if the men took notice of him it was to mumble words of

  greeting with a wink or a nod.




  A young priest asked him was he home for good and would he be staying above at Keilly’s. Michael shrugged and said he didn’t know any Keilly. ‘No offence,’ the priest

  said. ‘I took you for someone else.’ And he stood with the dust staining the skirts of his cassock, twisting his hands in embarrassment.




  In the saleroom, a window in the corrugated-iron roof let in more light. A raked circle of benches faced the auctioneer’s box across the ring. The farmers sat with their knees splayed,

  gripping their thighs, shirts dark with sweat. Michael slid onto the end of a seat and edged his way along to get a better view. He had his sketchbook in his pocket but wasn’t going to draw

  where people might look over his shoulder. Five heifers jostled for space in the ring, splattering their dung on the concrete. A sixth hung back in the gate. A shrivelled man in a brown coat gave

  the straggler a thwack on the rump and she joined the others.




  ‘You’re from England.’ The young priest was sliding onto the bench beside him.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So you’re visiting like me.’




  ‘Just for a week or so. We leave the day after tomorrow.’




  ‘Saturday. Me too.’




  ‘But you’re not from England.’




  ‘No, Dublin. I’m leaving for Dublin.’ The conversation stumbled. The eyes of the priest flared and darkened and in his lap his long fingers twisted awkwardly.




  Michael wondered if he was really a priest. There was no clerical collar. He might almost be an altar boy who had come from morning Mass, leaving his surplice in the vestry.




  ‘I’m Fergal Noonan, by the way.’ He offered Michael his hand. ‘I’m sorry about before. I thought you were someone else entirely.’




  Michael shrugged. ‘So are you here to bless the cows, then, or what?’




  ‘Oh no!’ Fergal Noonan’s laughter went on for longer than necessary. ‘The cows don’t need any blessing from me. My uncle thinks if I’m to minister to regular

  people I should learn more about their lives, and educate myself about commerce. It’s my uncle I’m staying with in Kilross. I have studying to do, but here I am anyhow to see how cattle

  are bought and sold. I’ll be sent to England, I should think, and will be in a city among factory workers, so . . .’ He trailed off, turning bashfully to watch the progress of the

  auction.




  It was more than the cassock that set him apart. He sat with an upright posture. His face was studious but not pale, and not reddened either like the farmers around him, but with a strong earthy

  colour. He was older, Michael guessed, than his awkwardness made him seem.




  The auctioneer banged his gavel, and the heifers crowded towards the exit, the shrunken man prodding them with his stick. An arthritic hand fell on Fergal Noonan’s shoulder, and he turned

  to greet the old farmer who sat behind him.




  ‘So, was it you bought my heifers, Father?’




  Fergal laughed to show that he knew he was being teased, to show that he didn’t mind. ‘Oh now, Mr Crottie, you know I’m not yet ordained.’




  ‘And how long before the learner plates come off?’




  ‘A while yet, I’d say, Mr Crottie.’




  ‘And would this be Moira Doyle’s boy?’




  ‘Doyle?’ Fergal turned back to Michael, his face animated. ‘You’re a Doyle?’




  ‘Well, Cartwright, actually. Michael Cartwright. But my mother’s name used to be Doyle.’




  ‘Good day to you, so,’ the old man said. His voice sounded squeezed, leaking air at the edges. ‘You can tell old man Doyle that Sprinter says hello and I’ll maybe see him

  below at Docherty’s for a jar.’ He rose stiffly, supporting himself with a stick, and moved towards the cattle pens.




  ‘So you’re a Doyle,’ Fergal said. ‘That makes us second or third cousins, I think. Do you know Dennis O’Connor at all?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’




  ‘He sells suits and jackets. Away beyond the church in Freemantle Street. He’s my uncle. I think maybe your gran’s an O’Connor.’




  Michael shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ He’d never thought much about family names.




  ‘And you came by yourself?’




  ‘With my parents, and Kieran and the girls.’




  ‘Kieran?’




  ‘My brother.’




  ‘Older or younger?’




  ‘Younger, but only by seven minutes.’




  ‘You’re twins. So next time I see you it might be him I’m seeing and not you at all.’




  ‘We’re not identical. People expect us to act alike and be good at the same things, but we’re just brothers really.’




  ‘It must be grand, even so, to have a twin.’




  The voice of the auctioneer rose above the mumbled conversations and the animal noises, the rhythm changing at the nods of the bidders. The strange music of it reminded him of his gran saying

  the rosary, the way she would cut in each time with the next Hail Mary before the rest of them had finished the response. They’d knelt among the living-room furniture, the first night of

  their Kilross holiday, fractious and disgruntled after the cramped car journey and the ferry crossing. As soon as they’d finished, before they could get to their feet, his mother had launched

  into the Litany of the Virgin – Holy Mary, mother of God, virgin of virgins, mother of Christ, mother of the Church. She’d done this to please her own mother, perhaps, or to

  punish the rest of them with more kneeling. Mother most pure, mother most chaste, mirror of justice, seat of wisdom, mystical rose, tower of ivory, gate of heaven, morning star . . . And in

  his head, Michael had started improvising a nonsense litany of his own to the Blessed Virgin Mam – queen of martyrs, tower of dishes, mangler of language, thrower of wobblies, door of the

  larder, Evening Gazette . . . When he was bored with that he had started on his father.




  He winced now in anticipation of his father’s anger.




  ‘Something troubling you, Michael?’




  Over Fergal’s shoulder, he saw little Emily silhouetted between cattle pens. She moved towards him and light from a high window caught her face. Her eyes were solemn under her fringe. He

  felt his stomach lurch.




  Fergal turned to see where he was looking.




  ‘I’m wanted,’ Michael told him.




  ‘You’re leaving already?’




  ‘I’d better.’ The school must have called back with his results. He squeezed past Fergal’s legs and climbed down onto the concrete.




  ‘Well, I’ll maybe see you again.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Michael said. ‘I don’t know what I’ll be doing.’ He followed Emily into the yard. She was frowning as though ready to deliver a lecture

  – she was earnest for an eleven-year-old. The certainty of failure gathered inside him and for a moment he had difficulty breathing. It occurred to him to pray but he rejected the thought at

  once. What could he ask for short of a miracle?




  The front room was stuffy and smelled of soot. There was a clatter of saucepans from the kitchen and a sound of sawing in the back garden. Michael’s twin brother sat at

  the table by the window with a book.




  ‘You did OK, then?’ Michael asked him.




  ‘Yeah, I did OK.’




  ‘More than OK, I bet.’




  ‘I got a B in French.’ Kieran spoke defensively, as though the bond between them might be re-established by this small lapse.




  Katherine had appeared at the foot of the stairs. Her face was crumpled. She was thirteen and newly alive to life’s tragic possibilities. ‘Mikey,’ she said, running towards

  him. ‘I’m so sorry.’ She threw her arms round his waist. ‘Stupid O-level people. What do they know?’




  ‘A lot, actually,’ Emily said. ‘They know about every subject there is.’




  The back door swung open and their father stood watching them. ‘I’ve got a job for you, Michael, if you’ve got nothing to do but mooch about.’ He moved out of sight.

  After a moment they heard the handsaw again.




  ‘They’ve been waiting for you,’ Kieran said.




  Michael disentangled himself from Katherine. ‘Yes, I know.’ Tower of scaffolding, he thought, beginning his litany, reader of pamphlets, scourge of the clergy, bane of the

  council, drowner of kittens, prick of self-righteousness. For some reason it wasn’t as funny to him as his mother’s.




  Gran came out of the kitchen, a slight figure dressed from her shoes to her collar in black. Half a cigarette dangled from her lower lip and fluttered up and down as she breathed. ‘Ah,

  here now,’ she said, as though these words were heavy with meaning. Looking up at Michael, she took his hand in hers. Her eyes were piercing and full of sadness. ‘You’re a good

  boy.’ With skeletal fingers she pushed a coin into his palm, closing his hand around it. ‘Take your girl out,’ she said and limped on towards the front door. Michael looked at the

  coin. It was an old threepenny bit, darkened by use.




  He found his father sawing. He’d removed the door from the outside toilet and was taking half an inch off its bottom edge. There was a wild look in his eyes as though the door was getting

  what it deserved. Every now and then, with a quick move of his left hand, he swept back a strand of grey hair from his forehead. He was older than other people’s fathers and understood

  nothing, but there was this energy in him that made him dangerous. Behind him in the whitewashed wall, the doorway buzzed with flies.




  Michael looked down the garden towards the river and thought he would like to wade across it and keep walking and not stop until he dropped to the ground with exhaustion.




  The loose strip at the bottom of the door began to flap.




  ‘Hold it steady, would you,’ his father said.




  With two clean strokes of the saw the loose piece came free and Michael was left holding it.




  ‘Well, it looks as though you’ve made a mess of things.’




  Michael stared down at the flaking surface of the door.




  ‘I’m not going to waste my breath reproaching you. You’re not cut out for school work and that’s all there is to it.’




  ‘What did I get?’




  ‘What are you going to do to justify your upkeep, that’s the question? I was giving my parents a wage packet every Friday by the time I was your age.’




  ‘Michael!’ His mother had appeared at the back door. There was a sob in her voice. She held a scrap of paper in her hand. ‘How could you? And Kieran doing so well.’




  ‘I hate that school, Mam. You don’t know what it’s like.’




  ‘Oh, Michael, if it hadn’t been for me they’d have thrown you out years ago. Will I ever forget that third-form parents’ evening, and it was Father Brendan who said,

  If the boy turns over a new leaf, Mrs Cartwright, I’ll stand behind him all the way. And there was me promising him you had it in you, and now you throw this in my face.’ She

  flapped the piece of paper at him.




  ‘Michael’s a dreamer, that’s all there is to it.’ His father rattled through tools in search of something. ‘And he won’t wake up until he has to earn his own

  living.’




  ‘What did I get in art?’




  ‘Art? Never mind about art. It’s always the line of least resistance with you, isn’t it – whatever comes easy. You won’t earn your living with art.’




  ‘And you could have passed science,’ his mother said, ‘if you’d put your mind to it. Look at Kieran. Nine months you had together in my womb. You might have learned

  something from him. And what about Christopher? He sailed through all his exams. Even Eileen passed biology, though she couldn’t abide it, and had that hoyden Sister Patrick teaching her.

  Poor Eileen! Light a candle for me this afternoon, she said to me once, for I have a rat to dissect.’




  Christopher, who could do anything he turned his hand to, and Eileen the slogger, and Matt who was in everyone’s bad books since he’d dropped out of teacher training to live in a

  squat – they’d all left home, lucky bastards, but here they all were still, cluttering everyone’s heads, crowding the air from the backyard.




  Emily wandered out. ‘I think you’ll find it’s time for lunch,’ she said.




  ‘You, put the Hoover round and be quick about it or you’ll feel the back of my hand. Jack, talk to this boy.’




  When they were alone, his father said, ‘It seems to me you’ve got a lot of thinking to do.’




  Together they put the door in place. Michael held the hinges against the doorjamb. His father drove the screws with rhythmic twists of his hand, the tendons in his forearm tightening and

  relaxing, his rolled sleeve flapping at the elbow.




  When he was done, he dropped the screwdriver into his tool bag and stooped to pick up the saw. ‘And that’s not an excuse for you to hang about all day. I’m sick of the sight of

  you doing nothing.’ He turned in the doorway. ‘Come to me if you need something to do.’




  Out in the river, two men in waders cast their lines upstream and the green water tumbled around their legs. One of them raised his hand in greeting. Michael imitated the gesture, imagining

  himself the autonomous being for whom the fisherman had mistaken him, an adult who might raise a hand in greeting to another adult. The man drew his rod back behind him. As the line whipped

  forward, Michael caught a glint of blue, high against the trees. He breathed in slowly and the air felt hot and sluggish in his mouth.




  Vaulting the wall, he followed the river downstream, behind the houses on Strand Street, past the church and out into the fields where cows huddled in the shade of trees and hedges, too dazed by

  the heat to move.




  He took his sketchbook from his pocket and settled against a trunk. For a while, he did what he could to capture the shapes of things, scoring the shadows into the paper and leaving space to

  suggest the light, but the dizzying haze was beyond his skill. He pulled out a paperback and tried to read, but the words made as much sense as the insects buzzing on the riverbank.




  He was thinking about things that had come to an end sooner than he’d expected – art lessons in the cloisters and down by the playing field with a stool and a drawing board, RI with

  Father Kenton, orchestra practice. And he thought about Salema who came down from the convent every week with the other girls and sat by the accompanist to turn the pages and sometimes, when the

  accompanist wasn’t there, played the piano herself. He wondered what her O-level results were like. Perfect, probably, like her piano-playing, like everything about her. Even her name was

  delicate and mysterious. Salema Nikolaidis. It sounded Greek, but someone had said she was Indian and she looked as though she might be. From his seat among the trombones he’d heard the

  timpanist call her Saliva Knickers and the other brass players had laughed, and he’d allowed himself to smirk and felt immediately a pang of guilt at this small betrayal. One fumbled attempt

  to ask her out was as close as he’d got. And now he might never see her again.




  It was dusk when he returned, coming in the back way among low whitewashed cottages with tin roofs. Beyond the trees, the sky was losing its colour. There was a prickle of

  moisture in the air as though the stifling weather might be about to break. He pushed against the back door and found it locked. He rested for a moment with his head against the wood. A breeze had

  begun to agitate the trees along the riverbank, ruffling the runner beans and the fuchsia by the kitchen window.




  From an upper room came a sound of keening. Unsettled, he picked up his father’s sawhorse and positioned it at the end of the outhouse, on the uneven ground next to the compost heap.

  Raising a foot to the top of the garden wall, he scrabbled up onto the slates. He hugged the roof while his heartbeat slowed. The sound came again, familiar after all – a long, low note on a

  violin. He stood, balancing on the slope. Through the window he saw his brother, head tilted, bowing arm rising towards the wardrobe.




  Kieran had set up his music stand beside the iron bed. His eyes met Michael’s but showed no reaction. His attention was on the sound he was pulling from the instrument with his elbow and

  his bent wrist and the bow drawn across his body. Michael raised his arms in mirror image, miming the action of a left-handed violinist. What must it be like to be Kieran, he wondered, to have your

  impulses so conveniently aligned with adult expectations, to be driven today to do what tomorrow you would be glad to have done? He tipped his head towards his right shoulder and tried to intercept

  Kieran’s gaze. He was invisible, he realized, standing on the dark side of the glass. If Kieran could see anything other than the colour of the note he was playing, it was his own

  reflection.




  When Michael tapped with his fingers on the glass, Kieran turned, startled, peering into the darkness. He crossed the room to open the window. ‘Where were you?’ he said, his

  mouth wide with the pleasure of seeing his brother.




  ‘I don’t know. Wandering around. There’s nothing out there for miles.’




  ‘What were you doing?’




  ‘Nothing much. I drew a bit. I tried to draw some donkeys but they kept moving.’




  ‘Can I see?’




  ‘No, it’s crap. I can’t draw.’ He climbed over the sill into the bedroom.




  ‘You got an A.’




  ‘An A. Big deal. Doesn’t mean I can draw. Where’s everyone gone?’




  ‘Mam went with Gran to bingo. Dad took the girls out for a walk.’




  ‘What did you have for tea?’




  ‘Boiled ham and carrots. Haven’t you eaten?’




  ‘Not recently.’




  ‘There’s probably some leftovers in the fridge.’




  Michael sank onto the bed. He thought about boiled ham, the thick salty smell of it. He’d missed lunch as well as tea. ‘Maybe in a minute,’ he said.




  With the violin cradled on his chest, Kieran had begun moving his fingers across the strings. He was looking at Michael, then at nothing in particular, his head leaning towards the instrument.

  He played a slow phrase, feeling his way from note to note.




  ‘Sounds nice,’ Michael said as the sound faded.




  ‘As a dirge, maybe, but these are semiquavers, look.’ He pointed with the tip of his bow, tapping the music. Perched on their stalks, the notes fluttered above the stave.




  ‘It looks difficult.’




  ‘The chromatic bit’s not so hard. It’s this jump here . . .’ He played the sequence again, pausing at the awkward interval. ‘When I do it up to speed, it’s a

  mess.’ He played it faster, fumbling the same two notes. Groaning with exasperation, he dropped the violin onto the bed and began adjusting the tension in his bow.




  ‘Were they worried about me, then – while I was gone?’




  Kieran shrugged. ‘They were going on about your results.’




  ‘Still?’




  ‘What do you mean, still? Don’t you think it’s important?’




  ‘Don’t you start.’




  ‘I’m not starting anything, I’m just saying. They were arguing about it.’




  ‘About what?’




  ‘Mam thinks they should ask the school to let you back. Dad said he wasn’t going cap in hand to Father Brendan, tugging his forelock, etc. Then he went up on the roof to a fix a

  leak.’




  ‘What leak?’




  ‘Search me! A leak, that’s what he said.’




  ‘There is no leak. How would he know there’s a leak? It hasn’t rained since we’ve been here.’




  ‘Well, he went up on the roof anyway.’




  ‘I would’ve thought they’d celebrate your results with me out of the way. You might have all drunk champagne or something.’




  ‘Well, we bloody didn’t, all right. They just had a fight about you.’




  ‘So what was the point of you doing all that work, then?’




  ‘I don’t do it to keep them happy, if that’s what you mean.’




  ‘No, you do it because you’re a creep.’




  Kieran scowled, and the bow moved in his hand as though he might do something violent with it. ‘Just . . . go to hell.’




  ‘Go to hell yourself.’ Michael was halfway down the stairs when he heard the bedroom door slam and felt the stale air move around him.




  In the kitchen he opened the fridge and squatted in front of it. There was a slab of ham standing on a plate in its own congealed grease. He cleared a space on the counter top, pushing aside

  some unwashed dishes, a spanner, a copy of the Cork Gazette. He sawed off a couple of slices of soda bread and a slab of ham. The first bite of his sandwich was bulky and dry in his mouth.

  Up in the bedroom Kieran had gone back to his violin practice. Again and again the same half-dozen notes scuttled upwards as though attempting to take flight.




  It had felt almost as if it might rain, but by next morning there had been no change. Weary with the heat, Michael stared at the racks of shirts and ties and braces in

  O’Connor’s gentleman’s outfitters and listened to Dennis O’Connor quizzing his father.




  ‘And how’s herself? That’s grand, Jack, that’s grand. And this is your fourth? And the older ones up at the university. What a credit to you and Moira. And you’ll

  be following one day soon, I suppose.’ O’Connor had turned to Michael. ‘Wasn’t it yourself I saw yesterday evening below at the river with a book in your hand? Sure,

  you’re a great reader like all of them, I’ve no doubt. And tell me what was it you were reading?’




  Michael blinked. A girl with an armful of socks stood watching him. She chewed gum with her lips drawn back from her teeth. She was Michael’s age, more or less. There was something

  insolent in the steady way she looked at him.




  ‘It was Schopenhauer,’ Michael said. ‘The World as Will and Idea.’




  ‘God help us but the lad’s got a rare head on his shoulders, would you not say?’ O’Connor faced the others theatrically, as though Michael was his performing monkey and

  he was about to pass the hat round.




  Michael felt exposed. He had trapped himself by answering honestly. He should have made something up.




  ‘He’s got his mother’s brains,’ Jack Cartwright said.




  Pillar of Englishness, Michael thought, disdainer of shopkeepers, persecutor of the afflicted, dungheap of smuggery.




  ‘Indeed he has, indeed he has, and a fine-looking young man he is too. And we’ll find a suit that will do him justice.’




  While O’Connor looked along the rail, Michael spoke urgently to his father, lowering his voice so as not to be overheard by the girl. ‘Honestly Dad, what do I need a suit

  for?’




  ‘No one’s going to employ you dressed like a punk rocker.’




  ‘I’m not a punk rocker.’




  ‘Like an anarchist, then.’




  ‘I’m not an anarchist, Dad. Everyone dresses like this.’




  ‘Nobody I know. There’d be raised eyebrows if the new trainee at W. H. Smith’s turned up to work dressed like an anarchist.’




  Michael wanted to know what W. H. Smith’s had to do with anything, but O’Connor had returned with a selection of suits. Since he didn’t like any of them, Michael tried on the

  first one he was offered. It was tight where it should have been loose, and loose where it should have been tight. The lapels stuck out like wings, and the trousers, unbelievably, were flared. It

  was a suit a teacher might wear, one of the lay teachers, like Mr Hughes who explained rugby tactics on the board when they were supposed to be doing European history.




  The girl who chewed gum looked up from the shelf she was stacking. Michael felt the heat rising to his face and a prickle of sweat on his skin. His father was nodding cautiously.




  ‘It’s a touch long in the sleeve,’ O’Connor said, ‘but we can fix that for you so you’d never know the difference.’ He turned one of the sleeves under

  and caught it with a pin he found in his own lapel. ‘I could have it down to you at the house later this morning, Jack. What do you say?’




  When Michael came out of the changing room in his own clothes, the girl appeared by his side, with her arms full of trousers. ‘Schopenhauer,’ she said. ‘He’d be a

  philosopher, I suppose.’




  Michael shrugged. ‘I only got it out of the town library to annoy Father Kenton. He’s my RI teacher at school. I don’t know anything about philosophy, really.’




  ‘And what does Mr Schopenhauer have to say about the world and the will?’




  ‘Well, I haven’t finished it yet, but as far as I can make out he says the world is basically like a shadow of what’s really behind it, which he calls the idea. A bit like

  Plato.’ His voice had become hoarse. Tasting the dryness of his mouth, he swallowed and cleared his throat. ‘And the nearest we can get to reality is art. And about will he says you

  can’t control anything because life is basically suffering, so morality is irrelevant. Sorry, I’ve got that a bit muddled.’




  ‘I think you must have. Morality irrelevant, indeed! I’d like to hear what Father O’Leary would say about that.’




  Michael laughed. ‘When Father Kenton saw me reading it before class, he said it’s good to know what the opposition thinks and why don’t I try Das Kapital next or the

  Koran, but I couldn’t tell if he was being serious because you never can with Father Kenton . . .’ He stopped, embarrassed to be talking so much.




  The girl’s eyes had widened, as though Michael had let her in on a conspiracy. Well, Michael Cartwright, you’re a wonder all right.’ She smiled, and pink strings of gum

  stretched between her teeth. ‘Will we be seeing you at the dance later?’




  ‘I don’t know. What kind of dance?’




  ‘Just a dance. In the hall over by the church.’




  ‘I don’t dance, really.’




  ‘Who cares? It’ll just be girls gabbing and lads getting drunk, anyhow. Who wants to dance in this heat? You can maybe tell me some more about Schopenhauer.’




  ‘I’ll have to ask.’




  The girl glanced at O’Connor, who was following Michael’s father to the door. ‘I’ll look out for you, so.’ She gave him one last look at her teeth and the plug of

  chewing gum, before turning back to her work.




  Michael made himself scarce for the rest of the morning. When he showed up at the house, the atmosphere in the living room was murderous. His mother stood in front of the

  fireplace, hands on hips, face taut with anger. Katherine squatted on the staircase.




  Hunched in a chair staring at the floor, Kieran was muttering, ‘All I said was no. You don’t have to go on about it.’ The violin lay on the table beside its open case.




  Jack came in, sweating from his work on the roof. ‘Oh, Jack!’ Moira said, choking back tears. ‘To be humiliated and made a laughing stock, and in front of Dennis

  O’Connor, and his nephew who’s practically a priest.’




  ‘For pity’s sake, what now?’




  Michael saw his new suit hanging from the curtain rail and understood without needing to be told. O’Connor had called, bringing Fergal Noonan with him, and Kieran had refused to play his

  violin.




  Kieran was still scowling at the floor. ‘Well, why couldn’t you just leave me alone?’




  ‘Oh yes.’ Moira’s voice shook with scorn. ‘It would be a fine thing if we’d all just leave you alone to starve in the gutter, and when you’d cut yourself off

  from your family you’d quickly learn how little help you’d get from those clever friends of yours who teach you to talk down to your mother.’




  ‘All right, then, play it yourself.’ Stung to a fury, Kieran jumped to his feet and swept the music from the stand, thrusting it in his mother’s face, the pages flapping at the

  end of his arm. ‘Here, take it, you stupid woman. If you want to hear the blasted piece, you practise two hours a day for seven years and get backache and a sore wrist and a red lump on your

  neck and then you can play it whenever you bloody well like.’ He hurled the music towards the ceiling. It fluttered above Moira’s head and took a swooping dive towards the

  fireplace.




  Before it had crumpled on the hearthrug, Jack Cartwright’s hand caught Kieran on the side of the head. ‘You’re not too old,’ he said, grabbing him by the arm.

  ‘I’ll take a stick to you.’




  ‘She started it.’




  ‘Talking to your mother like that.’ Jack’s jaw was clenched with the effort of a second blow. It landed awkwardly, as Kieran, white-faced and gasping, squirmed free and made

  for the door.




  Michael felt the old fear clutching at him, but a kind of exaltation also, as though bobbing on the wake of his brother’s defiance. He had a sense of the system cracking under pressure,

  its lunacy unmasked. He thought of Caligula appointing his horse to the senate – Father Kenton’s favourite image of the pagan world – and the tension in him broke with a snort of

  laughter. Then, from nowhere, he felt inclined to cry. Standing in his grandparents’ sooty living room, among the rage and the sobbing, he felt the weight settle on him. He was to blame, not

  Kieran, because he’d upset everyone with his results. And there was no excuse for it – they were right about that. It wasn’t that the work was too hard. It was just that after all

  these years there was so much of it. It was like the basement at home, so crammed with junk you wouldn’t know where to start.




  Later Moira Cartwright fussed over Kieran at the tea table. Was the fish not done the way he liked it? Would he eat more potato, or the last of the peas? There was something

  abject in her tone that made Michael want to hurt her.




  Only Jack remained buoyant, giving a brittle performance of unconcern as he read extracts from The Times. He practised his elocution on Israel’s bombing of Beirut. ‘You should

  all be taking more of an interest in world events,’ he said, offering as an example the troops Reagan was sending to Lebanon. His tone altered when it came to the British news.

  ‘They’re still going on about the sinking of the Belgrano.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘We liberate the Falklands, and the lefties can’t bear it. Can you

  imagine Churchill having to worry about exclusion zones? He didn’t defeat Hitler with a bunch of lawyers looking over his shoulder.’




  No one rose to the challenge. An uneasy peace settled on the room as they ate. Michael picked at his food. His suit hung at the window, a dark shape against the evening sun.




  The first person he recognized at the dance was Fergal, looking even more out of place here in his cassock than at the cattle market.




  Fergal seemed relieved to see him. ‘You came, then. Peggy said you would.’




  ‘Peggy who?’




  ‘My cousin Peggy. Uncle Dennis’s girl.’




  So she was O’Connor’s daughter. ‘I almost didn’t. They would have stopped me if they could. My dad would probably lock me in the cellar if he could get away with

  it.’




  ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’




  They stood for a moment, watching the band and the dancers, pretending that these things interested them. Michael wondered why he had said that about being locked in the cellar.




  ‘I’m in trouble too,’ Fergal said. ‘Peggy’s in a mood, and who can blame her – lumbered with me.’




  ‘Why did you come, then?’




  ‘Because Uncle Dennis insisted.’




  ‘You could have said no.’




  ‘Like your brother, this afternoon, when your mother asked him to play his violin?’




  ‘Oh, that. Was it awful?’




  ‘A little tense, I’d say.’




  ‘After you’d gone, Mam had a meltdown and Dad went ape-shit.’




  ‘Is that any way to talk of your parents?’




  ‘You don’t know them. They’re lunatics.’




  ‘That might be an exaggeration.’




  ‘How would you know?’




  Seeing Fergal’s discomfort, Michael repented his sharp response. ‘They’re angry,’ he explained, ‘because I failed my O-levels.’




  Fergal looked surprised. ‘They didn’t mention it.’




  ‘They’re hardly going to talk about it, are they?’




  The band wore velvet suits and frilly shirts. They played synthesizers and sang in sobbing voices about a woman called Mona, who’d left the backstreets of Havana, and locked her feelings

  in a cupboard to prowl the catwalks like a leopard, like a tiger, like a puma, poor loveless Mo, oh, oh, ona.




  ‘You shouldn’t worry,’ Fergal said at last. ‘There’s more than one way to skin a cat.’




  Michael wanted to ask what the hell this was supposed to mean, but someone lurched against him, spilling beer down his T-shirt and onto his jeans. It was an older boy with a strong pockmarked

  face, who was turning unsteadily to see who had knocked into him, saying, ‘Will you fuck off out of it, you fucking heathen.’




  ‘You mind your mouth, Dan Sheahan.’ Peggy O’Connor was coming towards them from the dance floor. She wore ankle boots and a pea-green dress. ‘My cousin Michael

  doesn’t want to be listening to language like that. My cousin Michael’s a rare reader. He knows all about the world and the will. Isn’t that right, Michael?’ She eyed him

  mischievously through clumps of hair.




  ‘Not really,’ Michael said.




  ‘And how about the flesh and the devil?’ Dan Sheahan asked him. ‘Are they on your reading list too?’




  ‘I don’t think Schopenhauer believed in the devil,’ Michael said. ‘I’m not sure, I haven’t got that far yet.’




  ‘Well, fuck Schopenhauer.’ Dan Sheahan grabbed Michael’s shoulder, breathing alcohol fumes in his face. ‘I believe in the devil, right enough, strutting through Derry and

  Belfast, seeking whom he may devour, with his automatic rifle and his road blocks, and he’s a fucking Englishman.’




  ‘Ah come on, Dan, you might show a little more politeness to a guest in our country.’




  ‘If it’s a guest he thinks he is, and not the landlord come to visit the peasantry.’




  ‘I’m sure Michael doesn’t think that, do you, Michael?’ Peggy said.




  With his mouth open to speak, Michael found himself jostled towards her. She smelt of musk and calamine lotion. Her bra strap was slipping down across her arm.




  ‘Well, Michael,’ she said, ‘what was it you were saying?’




  ‘I’m only half English.’




  ‘So then, maybe the Irish half will ask a girl to dance?’




  ‘Yes, of course. Sorry. To be honest, it’s not really my kind of music.’




  ‘Well, I wouldn’t say it’s mine either, but you take what you can get in Kilross.’




  ‘So very sorry,’ Dan said imitating Michael’s accent, ‘not really, to be honest, my kind . . .’




  ‘Now, Peggy,’ Fergal said, ‘perhaps it’s time we went on home.’




  ‘I’m talking, do you mind?’ She shrugged Fergal’s hand from her arm.




  Fergal shrank back into himself, biting his lip.




  ‘Seven hundred years,’ Dan said, ‘and British soldiers still in our country, and what do we get from Thatcher’s gang but more of the same.’




  Peggy gave Michael a challenging look. ‘So are you coming, or what?’




  Without waiting for an answer, she headed into the crowd, her boots clacking on the wooden floor.




  Michael turned to follow her, but Dan Sheahan held him by the elbow and spoke into his ear. ‘Someone should put a bomb under that bitch.’




  Peggy was bouncing up and down out of time with the music, pushing one shoulder forward then the other so that her earrings clanked. Her eyes were closed. Michael turned back to Dan, puzzled at

  his vehemence. ‘She’s only dancing.’




  ‘Not Peggy, you eejit. I’m talking about your Prime Minister.’




  ‘She’s not my Prime Minister. I’d never have voted for her.’




  ‘Now, Dan,’ Fergal said, ‘this is not the time for politics.’




  ‘But this is the time, Fergal, no time better, and I’ll give you ten good reasons why: ten good men dying a martyr’s death in the Maze, ten families left to mourn.’ Dan

  pushed his face towards Michael’s and began listing the names. ‘Bobby Sands, Patsy O’Hara, Mickey Devine . . .’




  Michael knew about the hunger strike – the slow drama had played out on the national news and the older members of the family had argued over the dinner table about the rights and wrongs

  of it – but it was a shock to come face to face with Dan’s anger, to feel implicated, to know that he had paid it too little attention.




  Feeling Dan’s grip slacken, he pulled himself free and followed Peggy onto the dance floor. He turned and caught Fergal’s reproachful gaze. Dan, who had taken a swig from his beer

  glass, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and winked. Michael shifted from one foot to the other, trying to feel like somebody dancing.




  Peggy put her arms round his neck and spoke into his ear. ‘Are you having a good time?’




  The floor was beginning to fill up, but Michael could still feel Dan Sheahan’s eyes on him. ‘What is this music? Why do they call themselves Chateau Nuremberg?’




  ‘How should I know?’




  ‘Are they German, then, or French or what?’




  ‘They’re from Cork and they’re shite.’




  ‘Who’s Dan?’




  ‘Would you like to go somewhere we can hear ourselves think?’




  ‘Is he your boyfriend?’




  She was leading him past the stage. Her dress glinted as she moved through the lights. In the corner of the hall, half a dozen steps led down to a narrow door. The corridor beyond was cluttered

  with stacks of chairs and instrument cases. It was cooler under the stage and the noise of the band was dulled.




  ‘Who is he, then, Dan?’




  ‘Dan is a professional wanker.’ She pushed open a fire escape and they stepped outside.




  ‘So he’s not your boyfriend?’




  ‘Yes, no, maybe. What do you care? Are you proposing? Do you think we should run away together?’ She was smiling at him.




  ‘I was just curious.’




  ‘I’ve been out with him a few times. Maybe he thinks he’s my boyfriend. Come on, I want to show you something.’




  She led him along the side of the hall on a narrow path between high brick walls. There was a faint stir of wind. It felt cool where his shirt was damp. At the back of the hall, the path turned

  along the edge of a graveyard. The stones stood like grazing cattle, oddly spaced. The ground rose towards an iron fence and a handful of trees. Peggy turned and met him with her mouth open on his.

  She kissed him energetically, tangling her hands in the hair on the back of his head in a way that seemed grown-up to him, like the way women kissed in films. Her mouth tasted of alcohol and stale

  cigarettes. He could feel the zip of her dress running down her back. So I’m to be thrown out of school, he thought, and I’ll wear a suit from nine to five in W H. Smith’s, but

  there’s always this.
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