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      Chapter One

    


    Sullivan came out of his house and banged the door behind him. He was eating a large slice of bread and jam and it was staining the sides of his mouth.


    He scuffled his bare feet on the pavement. His feet were white. It was the first day he had left off his shoes and stockings. He decided that the pavements were barely warm. It was early May. It was a long street. Sullivan’s house was in the middle of a row of about twenty houses, two-storeyed, with wide windows and nearly all of them containing pots of geraniums in front of lace curtains. There was another row facing him. It was early morning. The streets were deserted, except for a bread van down below, the horse already drooping although he had barely started his work. He must be tired, Sullivan thought, and then turning left, he went towards the Gardens.


    He walked cautiously there because the nettles were thick and beginning to grow strong again. He got one sting despite his best efforts, so he searched for a dock-leaf, licked it and stuck it to the sting and sat down on a stone.


    He finished eating the bread and jam. He guessed that his mouth was stained, so he rubbed the stains off with the sleeve of his jersey. The jersey was navy blue, so the stains didn’t show too much. Sullivan sighed as he surveyed the deserted Gardens. He wondered where all the fellows were. This was a holiday. No school, so where were they? He was bored. He propped his narrow chin on his thin hand. The Gardens must have been named by a cynic. It was a rectangular bit of spare ground that would one day be built upon by the Corporation, but at the moment it served as a playground for the children. All the middle parts of it where they played football were smoothed earth where even the nettles had no chance to grow, but thistles and nettles grew in profusion all around the bare ground.


    Thistles are all right, Sullivan was thinking, watching the bees sucking at their purple heads, and there were nice smells too. He raised his head in the air to smell better. The sky was a hazy blue with cotton-woolly-looking clouds drifting lazily across it.


    It seemed to Sullivan that he was being overpowered with this particular scent. Then he remembered and looked behind him at the high walls of the orchard. That was it. From there the smell was coming. He got up from the rock and made his way out on the road and ran around the high stone walls. They were really high, the walls that enclosed the orchard. Over twelve feet high, built of snugly fitted stones and smooth cement so that a sparrow would have a job getting a foothold in the cracks. The walls enclosed a space of about two acres. There was only one entrance to the orchard; that was a small wooden door up by a lane. Sullivan came to this door and put his nose to the cracks and smelled. It was wonderful. There was one small crack where you could put your eye and see a small sliver of the place inside. Just trees you saw, absolutely bothered with blossoms. Trees and green grass. Sullivan felt that he would have given all he possessed to be able to open the door and go in and walk under the apple trees.


    He knew that an old man lived in there. People respected him but were slightly afraid of him. In the autumn if you knocked loudly on the door he would come and sell you a pennyworth of apples. Peer out at you and take your penny and go away closing the door and coming back with a handful of apples. Why any man should have come and built an orchard here and shut himself away was more than the people of the street could understand. But he did. So he was peculiar. So leave him alone. He was cranky too. When he had built, the place was all open fields. Now on all sides he was enclosed by houses, so it was a funny thing to have an orchard in the middle of the streets in a town.


    I’ll get Pi, Sullivan thought suddenly, and we will go into the orchard. That was Sullivan, impulsive. His green eyes were shining as he turned away. He ran down the lane again and turned right around the back of his own row of houses and into another lane. It was a forgotten spot. Progress had not caught up with this lane, called Paradise, but it would. There were four thatched cottages there, dating from the Flood, people said, but they were condemned. One was decayed with the thatched roof fallen in, and you could see the smoke-stained gable-end and the green stains from the rain. The other three were occupied. Sullivan halted at the half-door of the one in the middle and rattled it.


    ‘Mrs. Clancy!’ he called. ‘Mrs. Clancy! Where’s Pi?’


    ‘Come in, amac,’ said Mrs. Clancy, appearing out of the gloom of the place. She held the door open, then turned her head and screamed: ‘ Pius! Pius! Young Sullivan is here for you.’


    Sullivan didn’t want to go in, but he went. He sat on a stool. The open fireplace was smoking. There were bits of boxes burning in it ‘Can’t get them to do a thing,’ Mrs. Clancy was grumbling. ‘Not a damn thing, and how could you with their father lying on his backside in bed yet like a duke in the middle of the day?’ Then she shouted again, ‘ Get up, Tom! Out of that, you lazy bastard, and get something done.’


    Sullivan closed his eyes and thought of his own nice house at home, the almost surgically clean kitchen, the brightness. But then there was Pi. Pi was all right. Mr. Clancy drank, people said, and so did Mrs. Clancy, people said; when it was all added up they were no better than one degree above tinkers. She was grumbling away. ‘Yeer all well up there, I hope,’ she said, sitting opposite him, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘Well for ye with yeer nice house and yeer steady jobs, and what have we? In and out like jack-in-boxes. Sometimes better to be dead I say.’


    Pi came in. He was carrying broken wood.


    ‘It’s all bruk, mother,’ he said, and put it on the hob. ‘Can I go now?’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ she said. ‘Go now, go now. Not a thought for yeer poor mother. No thought. But go on. You’ll be young once and dead when you’re old, and in between what have you? Not a bloody thing, a bloody thing. Hey, Tom, Tom, you hear me? You hear me?’


    By then Sullivan was outside with Pi.


    ‘Phew!’ he said, and grinned at Pi.


    Pi was small for his age. He was as old as Sullivan, eight. He had spiky hair standing up on his head, white, it was so fair, and extraordinary blue eyes, and very regular features. His trousers were a hand-down from a big pair of his father’s, the legs were very wide, and Pi’s limbs were very skinny. His bare feet were not white. Sullivan never remembered Pi wearing shoes or stockings. He had braces on the trousers and a patched shirt that was a bit too big for him, but Pi was as clean as a pig’s bladder, like they say. He always was.


    ‘Where we going, Sullivan?’ he asked.


    ‘I’ll tell you,’ said Sullivan. ‘ We’re going into the orchard.’


    ‘Is it Morgan Taylor’s?’ Pi asked.


    ‘Yes,’ said Sullivan, turning away. Pi had to trot after him. Sullivan’s legs were longer.


    ‘But why?’ said Pi. ‘Ther’s no apples in it now. Not until later on. Why do you want to go in now?’


    Sullivan stopped. He put up his face.


    ‘I want to walk under the blossoms,’ he said, ‘and feel my feet on the green grass.’


    ‘Janey, you’re cracked, Sullivan,’ said Pi.


    ‘Do you want to come or don’t you?’ Sullivan asked. ‘You don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I can go in myself.’


    ‘Oh, I will,’ said Pi, ‘but you won’t be able to get in.’ He said this decisively but with a note of doubt, because he knew that Sullivan was determined.


    ‘You wait,’ said Sullivan, starting to run. He didn’t go directly to the orchard. He went up by the back of his own house and opened the back door and went in and shortly appeared. He was carrying two broken forks of a bicycle.


    ‘You see these,’ he said. ‘I had these all ready to go into the orchard in the autumn. We can still use them then, at night, but now I want to go in, in the daylight.’


    ‘But he has a dog,’ said Pi, trotting beside him.


    ‘I don’t mind,’ said Sullivan. ‘All I want to do is get in, that’s all.’


    Pi wished that he could be like Sullivan, not counting the cost until afterwards, or not having the imagination to see yourself being beaten by the stick of the old man or bitten in the bottom by the sharp teeth of a dog. Pi suffered all these indignities as he followed Sullivan in the circuit of the place. Sullivan was cute enough. There was one place around the far side near the posh people’s houses where the land rose beside the orchard wall cutting half the height of it Sullivan paused here and started to dig at the cement between the stones with the battered fork. He was about twenty minutes getting it sufficiently cleared, then he forced the fork into the crack. It held fairly well, so he stood on that and started digging another hold farther up. Pi was looking at him with his mouth open. Now Pi would never have thought up a thing like that. When he had a second hold made, Pi handed him the first one, levering it out of the crack; he stood on the second and started making another hold above him. In about fifty minutes Sullivan was leaning on the top of the wall peering into the orchard.


    ‘Wow,’ said Sullivan. ‘Wait’ll you see this, Pi; just wait’ll you see this.’


    The orchard was spread before his eyes. There were hundreds of trees bursting with white and pink blossoms. The scent arising from them was overwhelming. They were all low-spreading, carefully pruned over years and years. You could hardly see the ground under them, and what grass you could see was festooned with fallen blossoms, and the gravelled paths in between were the same. Farther back on his left, Sullivan thought he could see the path that led to the house. He had never seen the house. He had an overpowering desire to see it.


    ‘Come on, Pi,’ he said, ‘get up here and we’ll get moving.’ He threw down the two forks and Pi, very reluctantly, started to fit one into the bottom crack. In front of Sullivan’s nose mere were iron stanchions, holding barbed wire. The stanchions were old, had never been painted and were rusting badly at the holes that held the wire. Sullivan caught hold of the top of one of them and bent it and it broke off like a rotten branch. He did the same with the one next to it, so they had only one strand to get over.


    Pi got up on the wall beside him, shakily, and looked with wonder at the scene below him. He snuffed in the smell of it ‘ Janey mac,’ said Pi, ‘ oh, janey mac!’


    ‘I’m going in now,’ said Sullivan. He crossed the wire, caught the edge of the wall with his hands, let his body down its full length and dropped. It was a long drop. He fell on his back and sat there on the grass looking up at Pi and grinning. ‘Come on, Pi,’ he called, ‘I’ll catch you.’ Pi was very hesitant. ‘But how’ll I get out again, Sullivan?’ he asked. ‘ Easy,’ said Sullivan; ‘we’ll just open the gate and go out that way.’


    They could have done that too but for unforeseen circumstances. First Pi became suspended on the barbed wire, and, second, an enormous black Labrador dog came running from the house, his fangs looking fearful as they were the only white thing about him. Pi was hung up on one of the broken stanchions. As he was turning to slide down the wall, it pierced the loose trousers and hung him up like a coat on a nail.


    ‘Oh, Pi,’ said Sullivan in exasperation, and then he turned and attacked the dog. He walked and then ran towards the dog. This was unusual. The dog had collected more samples of the seats of trousers, protecting this orchard, than a multiple tailor’s would put out in a year, but no boy had ever before run towards him. He backed snarling. ‘Good dog, nice dog,’ said Sullivan and grasped him firmly by the loose fur of the neck. The dog subsided. Pi, uncomfortable, thought if that wasn’t just like Sullivan. Sullivan talked to the dog. ‘That’s a grand fellow. That’s a great dog,’ and I declare to God if the dog was a cat he would have started to purr.


    ‘You are very good with dogs,’ said a soft voice above Sullivan’s head. That startled him. He looked up and half stood up but he didn’t let go of the dog.


    There was a young girl there looking gravely at him. Sullivan’s mouth dropped open for a minute as he looked at her. They had heard of Morgan’s girl all right, but nobody that he knew had ever seen her much. The fellows trying to raid the orchard might have heard her, but they would have been too busy trying to save their meat to pay any attention, and then it was mostly in the night that the raiding was done. She was a tall girl, but it was the way she was dressed that surprised him. A long dress, well below her shins it was, of white sort of stuff, and a blue ribbon around the waist of it. Like something but of an old picture. So far as Sullivan up to this knew, all girls wore long black stockings and blue knickers and they grew out of their skirts so that the hems of them were always being let down for the sake of decency.


    ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked him. She had brown hair. It was cut in a fringe across her forehead. She would be about twelve or so, he thought.


    ‘Oh, miss, it was the smell,’ said Sullivan. ‘We’re two country boys. Only last year our people came to live in this town, and we do be after missing the smell of the apple blossoms. At home we would walk under them in April. And now we have to live in small poky houses in the town and our hearts breaking, and we are walking by and we get the scent of the blossoms through the wall and nothing can stop us. I say to my friend: “We will climb the wall and walk among the apple blossoms, and I’m sure nobody will mind.’’ ’


    She was fascinated. His green eyes were gleaming; his copper-coloured hair was shining in the sun. He was on one knee looking up at her. His voice seemed to have deepened and become mellifluous as he talked to her. My God, Pi thought, Sullivan is acting again.


    ‘You don’t look like country boys,’ she said.


    ‘That’s what they have done to us in a single year,’ said Sullivan.


    ‘Hadn’t we better do something about your friend up on the wall?’ she asked.


    ‘Oh, he’s all right,’ said Sullivan, He’s used to it.’ Now that he thought of it that was true. Pi seemed to be always hung up somewhere.


    ‘His leg is bleeding,’ the girl said.


    Sullivan looked up at the hanging boy. The trousers were pulled right up under his crotch and a thin stream of blood was edging down one of his legs.


    ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Pi!’ said Sullivan in exasperation. Pi looked hangdog. The girl laughed and clapped her hands at the look on Pi’s face. Pi blushed.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly, ‘ I didn’t mean to laugh. There’s a ladder up there by the wall,’ she said to Sullivan. ‘You needn’t be afraid of the dog,’ as he hesitated. She put her hand on the dog’s collar. ‘Quiet now, Satan,’ she said. Satan growled and lay down, her hand patting his head. She watched Sullivan. All his movements were swift. His body was thin and lithe. His clothes were good. They were far better than Pi’s clothes. She looked again at Pi. He was hanging patiently. She put a hand over her mouth to hide her smile. Pi wasn’t looking at anybody. He was sweating with embarrassment. He tried not to think of his predicament. He wished the ground would open up and swallow him. Sullivan came back with a ladder and propped it against the wall. He climbed the ladder.


    ‘I never saw anyone like you, Pi,’ he said, as he climbed. ‘You can’t go nowhere that something doesn’t happen to you.’


    ‘I’m sorry, Sullivan,’ said Pi. ‘Janey, how could I help it. The ould yoke caught me up when I was turning.’


    ‘Hold tight now,’ said Sullivan. He got Pi’s legs on the steps of the ladder and made him walk up backwards. He had a bit of trouble freeing him from the stanchion and two strands of barbed wire. A bit of his trousers gave with the strain. Pi put his hand back to cover his flesh.


    ‘You better come down this way,’ the girl said, ‘and I’ll let you out the gate.’


    ‘Come on, Pi,’ said Sullivan. Pi came down but he came down frontwards. It was a bit of an effort, but he felt ashamed with the hole in his trousers. They stood at the bottom of the ladder and looked at the girl.


    ‘You must be cut, Pi,’ she said. Pi plucked up courage when he heard her saying his name.


    ‘Ah, it’s nothin’,’ said Pi.


    ‘All the same,’ she said with a furrow on her forehead, ‘ we better look at it.’ Pi backed away terrified. ‘No, no,’ he cried, ‘it’s fine. Honest, miss, there’s nothing wrong with it. It’s fine.’


    ‘Let’s look at it,’ said Sullivan and pulled up the leg of his trousers. There was a hole in his thigh, where a barb of the wire had caught him, a sort of blue-lipped hole.


    The girl had come around to look even though Pi was backing away.


    ‘I’ll get some iodine,’ she said, but before she could move the old man was on them. He was waving a blackthorn stick. Pi felt his mouth going dry.


    ‘You little demons,’ the old man was crying, ‘ what brought you in here? Why are you talking to them, Bernie? Get the police. You hear! Get the police! You saw the notice on the wall. You are trespassing, you hear that! Trespassing!’


    He wore a beard, close clipped to his face. Sort of grey-black. He was dressed in a black suit with narrow trousers and a sort of swallowtail coat, and a hard hat that was a bit green with age.


    ‘It’s all right, father,’ Bernie said, going to him. ‘They didn’t mean any harm. They are two country boys. They were attracted by the smell of the apple blossoms.’


    ‘They were, heh?’ he asked. Then he came close to Sullivan. He looked closely at him. Sullivan looked at him with a frank open gaze. Sullivan was interested in the way his eyes were lined at the side and the deep fissures by the side of his nose and the permanent furrow between his eyebrows. ‘Your name?’ he asked.


    ‘Sullivan,’ said Sullivan.


    ‘That’s what I thought,’ he said, ‘and you told a pack of lies. Didn’t you?’


    ‘Well, no, sir,’ said Sullivan. ‘They weren’t lies really. We were attracted by the smell of the blossoms.’


    ‘Are you not country boys?’ Bernie asked.


    ‘We are not, miss,’ said Pi in a rush. ‘Sullivan is always tellin’ tales like that. He doesn’t mean it, miss, it just runs away with him. He didn’t mean any harm.’


    ‘Your father is Tim Sullivan,’ the old man said. ‘ I’d know you out of him. What kind of a misplaced liar are you at all? Your father is a good man. Didn’t you know he prunes my trees?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Sullivan. ‘He spoke so much about the beauty of the orchard that I had to see it.’


    ‘Another lie,’ said the old man. ‘Go on now, pack off to hell with the pair of you and don’t let me ever see you here again. What would you think if I broke into the privacy of your homes because I liked the smell of cooking meat? This is my home. All of it, you hear, all about it, walls and all, and when you break in here it’s the same as if I broke into your houses, without rhyme or reason. You mustn’t come back. Just go away and you mustn’t come back, you hear, or I’ll set the dog on you. You hear that?’


    ‘Yes, sir,’ said Sullivan.


    There was a little spittle at the corner of the old man’s mouth. His eyes were blue, but sort of washed blue. For no reason at all Pi suddenly felt sorry for the old man, and sorry that they had broken into his peace. The old man was looking over their heads.


    ‘Yes,’ he said suddenly. ‘In November two of the Irish peach will have to go. There’s canker on them, Sullivan. You hear? We’ll have to cut them at the roots and fell them. That will have to be done and then we must get an auger and bore a deep hole in them and fill the hole with paraffin oil. That will kill them. They have mighty roots. They are as old as the orchard. But they will have to go. Remember that. A terrible thing, Sullivan, that a tree can live longer than a man and that it doesn’t. That’s terrible. And we must burn the canker away.’


    He was looking at them and didn’t see them. ‘Remember that,’ he said and turned away. Then he saw Bernie. ‘You won’t forget, Bernie.’


    She said, ‘No, father, I’ll remember.’


    He put a hand on her head. It was a thin hand with long fingers. Sullivan was remarking the blue shadows between the tendons. That’s what makes hands look old.


    ‘I don’t mind about them, I have you,’ he said. ‘You are an Irish peach, Bernie. While I have you I have the peaches. That’s right?’


    ‘Yes, father,’ she said, smiling at him.


    Then he looked again at the two boys. Clarity came back to his eyes. ‘These,’ he said, ‘ get rid of them, Bernie. For God’s sake get rid of them.’ Then he turned away and went back to the house.


    ‘Your father is not well?’ Sullivan asked.


    ‘Sometimes he is forgetful,’ she said.


    ‘I’m sorry we broke in like that,’ said Sullivan. ‘Honest’


    She smiled.


    ‘Maybe I’m glad,’ she said. ‘I don’t see a lot of people. I’ll get the iodine for Pi.’ She turned and walked away swiftly towards the house. They couldn’t see the house through the trees, just the grey lower part of it.


    ‘Jay, it was a cruel thing to do, Sullivan,’ said Pi. ‘ I knew we shouldn’t have done it.’


    ‘I didn’t know the old man was a bit loopy,’ said Sullivan. ‘Imagine that girl living here all alone with a loopy old man, Pi.’


    ‘He’s not loopy,’ said Pi. ‘ He’s just old, that’s all. Everybody forgets a bit when they get old. My oul Grannie couldn’t remember the time of the day or nothing. She always thought I was me oul fella.’


    The girl came back. Pi lifted the leg of his trousers carefully. He let her dab the cut with iodine. She noticed that he winced but didn’t cry out. She noticed that his clothes were pitifully shabby but that his flesh was remarkably clean.


    ‘Now, Pi,’ she said, smiling at him.


    ‘Thanks, miss,’ said Pi.


    She walked with them to the gate.


    After all, thought Sullivan, feeling the petal-strewn grass under his feet and the smell of the blossoms wrapping him around, I got to walk on the grass under the apple trees.


    At the gate he turned back and looked at the orchard once more and sucked the smell of it into his lungs.


    ‘It’s real nice,’ said Sullivan.


    ‘Even if you’re not country boys?’ Bernie asked.


    Sullivan shrugged that away.


    ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘Sunday night I’m having a film show in my backyard. It will be good. Why can’t you come? Penny entrance but we won’t charge you anything. Eight o’clock. You’ll enjoy it. Can’t you come?’


    She hesitated.


    ‘Ah, do come, miss,’ said Pi. ‘ It won’t be like to-day. Everything will be fine.’


    ‘I’ll try,’ she said.


    ‘Number eighteen,’ said Sullivan. ‘Around by the back door. Well be waiting for you.’


    Then they were outside and the door closed behind them.


    Sullivan had to shake himself a bit.


    ‘It’s like a different sort of world, Pi. In there and out here.’


    ‘What are you going to have for the show, Sullivan?’ Pi asked. ‘What kind of fillums did you whip? Where are they?’


    They will be good,’ said Sullivan. ‘All my shows are good.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    ‘Sullivan! Sullivan!’ his father was calling.


    ‘I’m out here, father,’ said Sullivan.


    He was setting up the magic lantern in the yard. He got the thing for his last birthday. His father grumbled a lot. He said it cost him more than two weeks’ wages and wasn’t that a nice to-do? His father’s average earnings were two pounds ten a week. The yard was small. It was surrounded by a wall pierced at the end by the wooden door with a latch. It was a concrete yard. Half of it was covered in with an iron roof. It was a sort of scullery, and at its far end held the lavatory. The rest of the yard was open to the weather and contained a lot of pots and boxes with plants and seedlings growing in them. Sullivan’s father loved all these things.


    Sullivan had a sheet hanging from the roof covering the sink and he was setting up the yoke on an upended orange-box. He was very intent on it.


    He heard his father coming from the passage behind him.


    ‘What’s the idea?’ his father was asking him.


    ‘I’m putting this thing up,’ said Sullivan. ‘Going to have a show tonight, penny a skull.’


    ‘I don’t mean that,’ said his father, ‘I mean what’s the idea going in and disturbing old Morgan Taylor?’


    ‘Oh, that,’ said Sullivan, walking back into the kitchen and shoving his head into the cubby-hole under the stairs searching for the flex and the bulb.


    ‘What made you do it?’ his father was asking him. ‘If I knew you were going to do that I’d make your skin tingle, I’m telling you.’


    ‘I didn’t know I was going to do it myself,’ said Sullivan, coming out again with the flex and going back into the yard.


    ‘Stand still, dammit, until I talk to you’ his father roared at him.


    ‘But I’ll never be ready in time,’ he said.


    ‘I don’t give a damn!’ shouted Sullivan’s father. Sullivan stopped then and looked at him. He was a massive man. He had his Sunday suit of navy blue on him. He had a broad clean-shaven face, with wide-spaced eyes and heavy black eyebrows. He looked very fierce, but he wasn’t. His large hands were clenched. They were very delicate hands when they were handling young plants.


    ‘How did you get in?’ he asked. ‘ Even a cat shouldn’t be able to get in over that wall.’


    ‘We just climbed in,’ said Sullivan.


    ‘Now listen, Sullivan,’ his father said. ‘You are not to go in there again. Do you hear that? You mustn’t go in there again.’


    ‘All right,’ said Sullivan, ‘I won’t go in there again unless I’m invited in.’


    ‘You won’t go in there at all,’ his father told him. ‘It took me twenty years to get to know Morgan Taylor. He’s a decent man, and if I catch you spreading any tales about him it’ll be the worse for you.’


    ‘What kind of tales?’ asked Sullivan. ‘You mean about him being dippy?’


    ‘He’s not dippy,’ said his father. ‘Just because a man builds a wall and keeps himself to himself, he’s supposed to be queer. Listen, that fella could blind you with knowledge. He’s a well-educated man. You hear that?


    ‘All right,’ said Sullivan, ‘ but he still has a slate loose.’


    Sullivan’s father turned his back. ‘ God give me patience,’ he said, ‘so that I won’t strike you.’


    Sullivan grinned. It’s a good job he wouldn’t strike me, he thought. One blow from him and I’d end up in the middle of next week.


    ‘Ah, I’m only joking, father,’ he said then. ‘I wouldn’t say anything abroad about him.’


    ‘He’s a good man, you see,’ said his father, relaxing.


    ‘Who was Bernie’s mother?’ Sullivan asked.


    ‘There you go again,’ said his father. ‘Questions, questions! You’re as bad as the women. Leave them alone, I tell you.’


    ‘He’s not her father,’ said Sullivan. ‘She called him “father”. He couldn’t be her father. He’s a hundred years old.’


    ‘He’s not her father. He’s her grandfather. But he likes to think that she’s his daughter. His daughter died having her. Is there anything wrong with that, tell me?’


    ‘No,’ said Sullivan, ‘just so long as I know.’


    ‘Well, you know now,’ said his father. ‘He must be out there now for thirty years. Something happened, I don’t know what. Away back. He was something in a university. He has many books. He’s a good man. Just you leave him alone, Sullivan, and get all the other young monsters around the place to leave him alone, not hounding him.’


    The voice from upstairs was calling: ‘Tim! Tim!’


    ‘There’s your mother,’ he said. ‘I’ll go up to her. Remember what I told you.’


    ‘I will,’ said Sullivan, turning back to meddle with his contraption.


    Tim went into the kitchen and up the stairs. The kitchen floor was red-tiled and the range was gleaming. All the pots hanging on the wall beside it were burnished. It was mostly Tim’s work. He sighed a bit as he mounted the stairs. The stairs were covered in linoleum. He worried about his son and Morgan Taylor. It would be all right. He knew his son. Once he spoke to him it would be all right. Tim thought of his friendship with the old man. It meant a lot to him to go behind the walls of the orchard and feel shut off for a while from the life outside.


    His wife was in bed in the front room. The light was on. She was a thin-faced woman with copper-coloured hair and green eyes. Like his son, but his son had more chin on him. She didn’t look well all right. Her face was a bit drawn and there were dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was flecked with grey ribs. He threw his cap on the bed, sat down beside her and took her hand.


    ‘Feeling better, Mag?’ he asked her.


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘I have that tearing headache. It has me crippled. Would you get me another few aspirins? There on the table.’


    ‘Are you taking too much of them things?’ he asked her.


    ‘No, no,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to die?’


    He sighed and rose and turned a few tablets out onto his hand. Was there ever a time, he wondered, that she didn’t want them? He poured water from the ewer into a glass and handed them to her. He looked closely at her, remembering. She had not always been like that. What? Nearly twenty years ago now. Up behind in the big place outside the town. He used to do the garden for her father. The garden was gone now. The town had crept up and engulfed it with houses, like a creeping disease the spread of a town was. She was a different girl then. Spry, dreamy-eyed. Not much work in the house. Three maids there. Time to help him to prune the trees; to watch over him in the greenhouse, until she became part of him, without hope, something you might never possess, like a blue rose. But her father died and he had been very fond of the drop, and when he went all went with him. And Meg was left like a ripe fruit to fall into the arms of the gardener. It would have worked out, maybe, he thought, if they had gone away altogether to another town. But here she had her memories of the good days, when she was bowed to in the shops and greeted on the streets and went to many parties here and there. She lost all that of course. He felt sorry about that. But she shouldn’t have taken it so hard. It was nearly ten years before their son was born and he came hard too and she said, ‘Never again, oh, never again, it would kill me’, and so it was. Never again. Well, all that teaches you something, he thought. Patience and forbearance. Anyhow being in a garden prunes you in a way. You learn to put up with disappointment and frustration, and hope for next year.


    ‘Where’s Terence Anthony?’ she asked. ‘What is Terence Anthony doing now?’


    Tim had to grin, thinking of Terence Anthony. Since his son had reached the age of reason and had been asked his name he would say, ‘ Call me Sullivan’. And so it was. How could any man live under the burden of his names?


    ‘He’s below,’ said Tim. ‘ He’s having some of the kids in to a show.’


    ‘These dreadful children,’ said Meg. ‘ Why does he encourage them?’


    ‘It’s his business instincts,’ said Tim. ‘Making a bit of money.’


    ‘I don’t know where we got him,’ she said. ‘ Honest to God I don’t know where we got him.’


    ‘He’s all right,’ said Tim, ‘he’s not a bad boy.’


    ‘What would my father say if he were alive?’ she asked. ‘If he saw him mixing with the children of this street. My father was particular.’


    Tim thought her father wasn’t so particular near the end. He’d drink with the devil, not to mind all the corner boys bumming around him for drinks. He had seen him, staggering down the town late at night, very well dressed in his black clothes and his starched stiff collar and black bowler, sometimes mouthing obscenities, hanging on to the arms of a bowsey. Meg never saw that, or if she knew about it she had put it away from her mind as she put every other unpleasant thing. If they were too unpleasant she went to bed and got rid of them with aspirin tablets. He chided himself for his thoughts. She was a good wife. She kept the place well when she was well herself, and even if the neighbours were awed by her standoffishness, she wasn’t a bad woman. That was the way she was brought up. She had never been brought up to live in or with the mixem-gatherum of Duke Street.


    ‘Send Terence Anthony up to me, Tim,’ she said. ‘He hasn’t been near me at all since I got the head. Are you staying in?’


    ‘I might go out and see old Morgan for a few minutes,’ he said.


    ‘Well, don’t be too late,’ she said.


    He went then and called his son. The son was very reluctant. He was sticking two bits of film together with horrible-smelling stuff.


    ‘What’s up, father?’ he asked.


    ‘Your mother wants to see you,’ Tim said.


    ‘Ah, for goodness’ sake,’ said Sullivan. ‘I’m shocking busy, father, and I’ll never be ready.’


    Tim clipped him on the head with his fingers.


    ‘Go on, do what you’re told,’ he said. Sullivan looked at him. His voice was sharp. It was always that way when Meg was in the picture. He was very patient, very forbearing about everything else, but nobody must say a word about Tim Sullivan’s wife, or disobey a command of hers or say the slightest thing about her.


    Sullivan sighed.


    ‘All right, father,’ he said and started to mount the stairs, still holding the two bits of film in his fingers, pressing them to make them stick.


    ‘And be careful with all those young villains out in the yard,’ his father called after him. ‘And don’t let them make too much noise. Remember that your mother is not well. You hear?’


    ‘I hear and obey,’ said Sullivan, going out of sight.


    Tim grunted. He put coal on the fire in the range, tidied Meg’s apron on the back of the kitchen chair and then went out of the front door into the street, closing it softly after him.


    ‘Why didn’t you come and see me of your own accord, Terence Anthony?’ his mother asked him as soon as he came through the bedroom door. ‘Do I have to beseech you to come and see me?’


    Sullivan wondered why he didn’t come of his own accord. It seemed to him that his mother was a lot in bed. Sullivan discovered from reading a book one time, where he got the big word hypochondria, which at first he thought meant that you were bitten by a mad dog. He used the word in an essay at school. He remembered it well. The reason he remembered it was because the teacher thought it was amusing and read it out loud so that everybody could hear it. ‘The snarling foaming animal bit him on the thigh and he got a bad dose of hypochondria.’ After the laughter Sullivan looked it up in the dictionary and read that it meant a nervous malady, often arising from indigestion, and tormenting the patient with imaginary fears. He thought then, That’s like my mother, and killed the thought, and had to tell it in Confession the next time he went and the priest read him off a long strip about the fourth commandment.


    ‘I didn’t think, mother,’ he said. ‘I have a big do on to-night. It will take a lot to be ready in time.’


    ‘I think your mother is more important,’ she said. ‘After all you won’t have your mother long. You know that? I might be here myself all the night and when you came to see me I might be cold and dead on the bed. You know that?’


    Sullivan got cold prickles on the back of his neck. His mother, ever since he could remember, talked a lot about death. It always frightened Sullivan; the thought of coming up the stairs and into the room and seeing his mother stiff and cold in the bed.


    ‘I’m sorry, mother,’ he said.


    ‘Don’t forget to keep the fire going in the range,’ she said, ‘and don’t let any of those dreadful children into the kitchen.’


    ‘All right, mother,’ he said, and stood there holding the film, not meeting her eyes, waiting to be dismissed.


    ‘Go on back to your boys,’ she said then, petulantly. He went He will be hardly outside the door, she thought, when he will have forgotten me. She thought how different he was to the way she had been with her own mother. She had lavished attention on her mother until she died and afterwards she had spent her life on her father, pressing his clothes, starching his collars, waiting up for him at night when he would come home very late (he would be dead tired, poor thing, not helplessly drunk, as they said – he only drank a little wine with his meals) and she would undress him and get him to bed. There was devotion for you! Perhaps it was a pity that Terence Anthony wasn’t a girl. Sons would never treat their mothers well. They would go away and leave them.


    Pi was below when Sullivan got down.


    ‘Are you ready, Sullivan?’ he asked. ‘Is everything set?’


    ‘All ready, nearly, Pi,’ said Sullivan. ‘Just to stick this last bit of film.’


    There was just one reel for holding film on top of the lantern. There was a crank to turn the film in its grooves, but what was shown would just snake down and lie on the ground and would have to be tediously rolled again with the fingers. Sullivan stuck the last bit of film on to the last bit in the reel and pulled it through the catches. Then he switched on the bulb in the lantern. It threw a fairly good rectangular light on the sheet. Sullivan had earned the bits of film. He usually went to the cinema down there at the matinees on Sunday and turned the crank of the big machine for an hour. His payment was a free look at the films and all the spare bits of film that the operator cut off when he was patching up the broken reels.


    ‘All ready now,’ said Sullivan, ‘except for seating accommodation.’


    He went into the kitchen followed by Pi and they brought out the four kitchen chairs. With two to a chair that made eight, and they set on end a few of his father’s seed-boxes and with those they could seat twelve.


    ‘Now,’ said Sullivan, ‘we’ll go to the back gate and wait for the customers.’


    It was quite dark now. Their only illumination came from the light in the shed. Sullivan stood at the back door. He was a bit nervous. Suppose after all his preparations that nobody came at all? Nonsense then, his ego said, a Sullivan show is always appreciated and looked forward to. This was the first time he had shown films. The other times he had done shadowgraphs for them and spoken a few funny ballads like Sarah Tinker’s Turkey and Raftery’s Pig and The Night of the Big Wind, and as well he had sung a few things like The Boys of Wexford and Skyball and the Wedding of Ahhy McGraw and a few patriotic tear-wipers. The kids liked the show. That one had only had an admission fee of one halfpenny, however. With the film show he had upped his prices one hundred per cent and he was wondering how they would take that.


    They started to come. Small nippers, the little brother holding the sister’s hand or the other way round, with their pennies clenched in their hot hands. One or two wise characters tried to get in for a halfpenny but Sullivan insisted on full prices and they duly paid up. The parents were glad to get rid of them for an hour or two and they knew they would be safe enough in Sullivan’s place. It was well worth a penny.


    There were eighteen of them altogether, but they were so small in the main that they could get three at a time sitting on the chairs. Sullivan was beginning to enjoy himself until Badger turned up with Porky and presented his penny with a smile. Badger was big and antipathetic to Sullivan. He was well built, coarse of features, and gave promise of being an excellent prospect for pugilism when he got a bit bigger.


    Sullivan said: ‘This is a show for kids, Badger.’


    ‘I’m a kid,’ said Badger. ‘I’m oney twelve, Sullivan, and Porky is oney eleven. Two poor little kids. But we are not small enough, is that it? Will you prove that be comin’ out the back here and having it out, coats on or off, take your choice?’


    Sullivan summed up. He wouldn’t mind a fight, but after all what was the use? And he was expecting Bernie, every minute wondering if she would come. He wouldn’t like her to see him in a brawl.


    ‘All right, Badger,’ he said, ‘ but no funny business or you’ll go out again on top of your head.’


    ‘That goes for me too,’ said Pi.


    ‘Out of the way, maggot,’ said Badger, pushing past Pi. Sullivan caught Pi by the back of his shirt and pulled him back as he went after Badger. Porky passed by. Badger went into the shed and brushed three kids off the chair and sat down on it and took out a Woodbine butt and lit it.


    Bernie came.


    ‘Hello.’ she said.


    Sullivan had been contemplating Badger when she spoke. ‘Oh, hello,’ he said. ‘You came.’ He didn’t realise until now how much he had been looking forward to seeing her again. She was wearing a dark coat of some kind. ‘I’m glad you came,’ he said.


    ‘I couldn’t,’ she said, ‘if your father hadn’t come over.’


    ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘ Come on in.’


    They went inside. Badger whistled, brushed three more kids off the seat near him and said: ‘Sit down, Apples.’ She behaved well. She said, ‘Thank you’ and sat there and took two of the kids up on her lap. ‘Have a smoke,’ said Badger, presenting her with a rancid butt taken from behind his ear. ‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘ I don’t smoke.’ Sullivan was furious. Is everything always to be spoiled by people, he wondered? He speculated about having a row with Badger. He thought what it would mean: the upsetting of all the chairs and the machine and the kids screaming. He went over to Bernie. ‘I’m sorry a couple of rats got into the place tonight when we weren’t looking,’ he said, ‘but say the word and we will exterminate them.’


    ‘Don’t bother,’ said Bernie. ‘Please go on with the show.’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Badger. ‘ Let’s have some action. Brighten the fillum.’


    Sullivan doused the main light and switched on the bulb in the lantern and the film started. Pi had to keep pulling it and letting it lie on the ground. It was an entertaining film even if it didn’t make much sense. First you saw a big tall house and smoke coming out of the windows and then the scene switched to a fire station with all the fellows dropping down the pole and rushing to the engines, then back to the house again and a lady leaning out the window enveloped in smoke and then a blank and the words ‘Save me! Save Me! SAVE ME!’ written, on the screen, and then you saw the fire engine racing, and then there was a click and you saw a girl walking in a field picking some kind of flowers and you couldn’t see her face at all on account of a big floppy hat she was wearing, and then the words on the screen said: ‘The birds were singing in the pastures of Nebraska’, and then you saw the pastures again and an enormous bull pawing the ground and setting off, and you saw another picture of the girl bending over the flowers, and another sight of the bull racing, and then there was another click and you saw a train with furious wheels turning, tailing, and the words on the screen said: ‘Nearer! Nearer! Nearer!’ but nobody ever got to see what was nearer because there was another click and you saw a fellow on some kind of a farm chasing another fellow with a pitchfork, and all the kids were delighted with this and screamed and screamed, but it didn’t last very long because you saw a lassie in a very long dress hanging on a rope over a cliff and below her, hundreds of feet below her, the white waters thundered in a gorge and then just a lot of white lights.


    ‘Well, that’s it,’ said Sullivan.


    There was a silence in the shed. Even to Sullivan, now that he thought about it, the show seemed inadequate. It had only lasted about twelve minutes.


    ‘Fraud! Fraud!’ Badger started shouting. ‘ We want our money back.’ All the little kids were inclined to agree with him.


    ‘The film show is over,’ said Sullivan, thinking quickly, ‘but the stage play has yet to come.’


    ‘Fraud! Fraud!’ Badger cried. ‘We want our money back.’ He threw away his butt.


    ‘You keep out of this, Badger,’ said Sullivan. ‘You can have your money back and get out of here. I’ve had enough of you,’


    ‘It’s about time this thing was broken up,’ said Badger, getting to his feet, and then behind them there was a sizzle and a sheet of flame as the sprawled film exploded. Sullivan drew back as the flames spewed into his face. There was a sound of all the boxes falling and the kids screaming. Sullivan fell back. He thought he was blinded; his arm was over his eyes. Then he lowered his arm and looked and blinked his eyes and found he could see, so he raced around the fire towards the sink behind the sheet. The sheet was down and there was Bernie with a basin in her hand. He grabbed at children then and threw them away from him towards the back gate. The flames were licking up as far as the tin roof of the shed. They doused briefly as she threw, a basin of water at them. Then she filled another one. Sullivan was beating at the fire with a box. The box was smouldering. What have I done? he thought And there was his mother upstairs. The second basin arrived and the flames died even more and then they were black and out, with Bernie stamping at them with her shoes.


    Sullivan looked at her.


    She had smudges of black on her face. His own eyes were streaming with tears from the fumes.


    ‘You’re a g-g-good girl in a f-f-fire,’ said Sullivan, ‘ but the show was a f-f-flop. I wanted it to be good and it was a f-f-flop.’


    He saw her eyes widening as she listened to him. He didn’t know why. Not for the moment.


    Then he heard the voice of his mother calling from upstairs in a terrified voice: ‘Terence Anthony! Terence Anthony! Come here to me! Come here to me at once!’


    He moved to go.


    ‘I’m s-s-sorry, Bernie,’ he said. He walked towards the kitchen. Then he heard the way his voice had behaved. He turned back to look at her. My God, they are back again with me, he thought. He put pressure on his voice, dragging it up from his chest, exploding the beginning of every word. ‘ But next time, wait’ll you see, I’ll put on a POWerful show for you. Wait’ll you see.’


    He listened carefully to that. It was fine. No hesitation in it. Then he nodded his head and went in.


    ‘Lord,’ said Pi, at Bernie’s shoulder, ‘the stuts are back again with him. That bloody Badger!’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Sullivan was in a dilemma.


    Here he was in this gigantic theatre, the biggest probably in the whole world. Thousands of people had their eyes glued to his form. He was tall and his chest swelled, and his arms were as thick as the thighs of a common man. He was dressed in chain mail and over that the flowing robes of the great king became him well. His own hair over a noble head only it wasn’t copper-coloured but fair and he wore a fair beard. There was a tense silence in the house. On the couch lay the form of his dead Queen whom he had just strangled with his own hands. Skewered to the floor with the blade of a great sword, that could only be wielded by the sinews of a really strong man, lay her lover, the Grand Duke of Spiddal, Connemara. Outside could be heard the raving shouts of a rebellious people. The audience waited breathless on the words of the doomed king. He spoke. I will not yield, said the king, though each and every one of my veins was filled with the blood of cowards. I will go out and face the people and I will tempt them from their great betrayal by the glory of my unconquerable spirit. The trouble was that when he reached the end of that speech it came out g-g-glory and s-s-spirit.


    ‘Dammit,’ said Sullivan, and stamped his foot on the ground. That hurt his foot because he was still in his bare feet, so he had to curse again and hop a bit. Then he heard the town clock striking four, and he started to run. He was carrying a can of tea for his father and the sandwiches rolled in paper. Not that his father would chide him but all the same it was well not to be too late.


    He was crossing the bridge over the river on his way to the Docks. Gardening had fallen on bad times. Sometimes there was no gardening that required the services of his father, so at these times when extra help was needed down at the Docks Tim went down there. His mother didn’t like his father working at the Docks, but then they had to eat.


    He stood up on the bridge and looked down at the swirling water. He waved his hand in the air, twirling a great sword. He was the ferocious captain of the Gaelic fleet raiding into England, the prow of his long-boat churning the waves from the massed oars of the muscle-knotted arms of his great crew. ‘ Death and destruction,’ Sullivan shouted, ‘and spare none, no woman, no man, no new-born child!’


    He heard somebody laughing and saw a man with a fisherman’s jersey and long boots passing on the bridge. He didn’t say anything. He just put a hand over his mouth, laughing. Sullivan ignored him and came down from the bridge. How can the passer-by understand greatness? he asked. That satisfied him. As long as greatness doesn’t stutter, he said to himself then. Immediately he started toward the enemies on the ship with his leaping sword. He was hacking his way through them, his eyes gleaming, his footwork wonderful to behold. Stab and hack and retreat and advance, stabbing, blood flowing down his great arm over his chest, the smell of blood on all sides. He was wading through blood and the piled bodies of the enemy when he saw six of his real enemies coming up from the Long Walk near the river. They were the boys from down there and they didn’t like the boys from where Sullivan came from, and if Sullivan or his friends saw one of them up in their bailiwick they would do to them what these six running enemies were now intent on doing to Sullivan. They ran towards him screaming. ‘Here’s Sullivan, men,’ they said. ‘ Here’s Sullivan from the West,’ they cried. ‘ Get him, men! Get him!’


    Sullivan had two courses of action. He could advance or he could retreat in safety. His father wanted his tea. When you were unloading coal all day at the Docks you could do with tea. Of the six boys Sullivan could lick five in single combat. The tallest of them might be a match for him. But Sullivan was thin and at fourteen his legs were long and his wind was good, so he raced madly to get through the closing space. Once he got to the Docks he would have protection. It was a tight fit. The whole six of them spread out, started obliquely to run towards the one narrow opening between the tall buildings that led down to the dock. Sullivan ran in a straight line. His flying feet raised powdered dust into the air. He was laughing. This was good. This was better than dreams. He was in danger. The enemy was all around. Their screams of destruction loud in his ears. But he was Cuchulain that could outrun the fastest hound of Banba. He beat them to the opening with about six yards to spare. He could nearly feel them breathing on his neck. The can of tea was a handicap to him, but the lid was tight and it couldn’t spill so he could let it go with the waving of his arms.


    They flew into the next opening. There was a horse and cart right in the middle of the road loaded with coal. Sullivan shaved by it into the path. The horse reared, the driver cursed loudly, and as the other six followed Sullivan the horse reared more than ever and the small man, his purple face suffused, aimed blows at them with the whip as they passed by. They had to swerve to get away from him and Sullivan gained a few more yards and ran into the opening of the Docks with his heart soaring.


    They were still behind him, but well strung out, he saw, as he looked over his shoulder, the smallest little fellow pounding along at the end, with his face red and scalded-looking, a little midget of a chap who was hampered in his running by the trousers he wore which came too far below his knees.


    There were two long coal boats there, taking up almost one whole side of the dock. There were four great black baulks erected beside the ships, and the four donkey engines of the ships were screaming and groaning as they hauled out the coal in the steel buckets, guided them to the black-faced man on the baulk who directed them into the maw of the heavy horse-carts waiting below. There was apparently great confusion, with empty horse-carts milling about, and others being loaded, and others trying to get into line, and others crossing the road loaded or unloaded through the gates that led to the coalyards.


    Into the middle of this confusion raced the seven boys, shouting and swerving and dipping under horses’ heads and under wheels, and the drivers shouting and cursing and threatening. When he was well into the middle of the confusion, Sullivan halted and suddenly darted back the way he had come in order that the enemy would be completely foxed. So it was that he saw what had happened near the first baulk.


    The little fellow that was bringing up the rear was running right near the edge of the water, pounding along with the heart of a lion, but from the confusion of milling horses and carts, one horse and cart had broken away, its reins trailing on the ground. These carts were very heavy. Their sides were built up with about four feet of inch-thick heavy timber to bear the burden of the falling coal. The horse was snorting and rearing and running, its eyes rolling in its head, and it was running directly for the little chap with the too-long trousers. Sullivan stopped, petrified. What could he do? He was too far away. There was nothing anybody could do. Sullivan’s hand was up to his mouth. Oh my God, Sullivan was saying. The man who was directing the tubs at the first baulk did something about it. He levelled himself and jumped onto the cobble-stones. It was a long drop, but he landed safely. Sullivan noticed that his hobnailed boots knocked sparks from the cobbles. He had just time to straighten himself and reach for the trailing reins of the horse. He grabbed them, drew himself close to the head of the horse, turned him, but they were too near the water and the horse had too much impetus and the cart was too heavy and before anybody could say or see, the man and the horse and the heavy cart were into the fitter-ridden waters of the Docks.


    Sullivan threw down his can and his package and he ran, and he ran straight towards the water. Other men were running too and shouting, but Sullivan got there first. The water was boiling. Just a great white boil was on the water, that was all, and before anybody could stop him Sullivan went feet first into the water, because he had seen the man from the baulk and that man was his own father, and Sullivan was terrified.


    He went down, down, and he couldn’t see anything, just the dirty dock water in his eyes. And he must have opened his mouth saying, ‘ Father’, because it went into his lungs and it was dirty stuff, and he went down far enough to feel the wheel of the cart under his bare feet and then he couldn’t hold himself because he was grabbed and hauled up and up with a terrible strong hand on his jersey.
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