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  DAVY CLANCY WAS NOT a good sailor, in fact he was secretly afraid of the sea, yet here he was, on this fine summer morning,

  about to set out on it in a boat that looked to him like a large and complicated toy. It was, they all said, a perfect day to be on the water. They did not say it was a perfect day to be in a boat,

  or to be out sailing. No: a perfect day to be on the water, as if it was their motto or something. And they were all so jolly and brisk, smiling in a smug, self-satisfied way that set his

  teeth on edge. Unlike him, they knew what they were doing, the wind-burned men in yachting caps and khaki shorts and shapeless jumpers playing at being old sea-dogs, and their loud-voiced, leathery

  wives—sea-bitches, he thought, with a twinge of bleak amusement. He did not belong here, among these sailing folk with their lazy expertise; he knew it, and they knew it, too, which meant

  they had to behave twice as heartily towards him, though he could see that look in their eyes, that gleam of merry contempt.




  It was June, and although it had rained every day the first week of the holiday, this morning was sunny and warm with not a breath of wind. The tide was high, and the water in the bay had a

  sluggish, swollen look, the surface oily with streaks of sapphire and pink and petrol-blue. He tried not to think of what was below the surface, of the murk down there, the big-eyed fish nosing

  along, and things with claws scuttling around on the bottom, fighting in slow motion, devouring each other. Victor Delahaye had brought the jeep round to the front of the house that morning and

  they had rattled the ten miles over the mountain road to Slievemore Bay in silence. Going for a sail was the last thing Davy wanted to do, but it had not been possible to refuse. ‘You can

  crew for me,’ Delahaye had said the night before, in Sweeney’s bar, and everyone had laughed, for some reason, everyone except Delahaye himself, and Delahaye’s wife, who had

  looked at Davy narrow-eyed with that smile of hers and said nothing. And so here he was, about to venture out against his will on this frighteningly calm and innocent-seeming sea.




  The Clancys and the Delahayes had been close for as long as anyone could remember. Samuel Delahaye and Philip Clancy had gone into partnership together at the turn of the century, running

  coalboats from Wales; later Samuel Delahaye had spotted the potential of the motorcar and the partners had opened one of the first big garages in the country, hiring in mechanics from England,

  France, Italy. The business had flourished. Although the founders were supposedly in equal partnership, everyone knew from the start that Samuel Delahaye was the boss and Phil Clancy merely his

  manager. Phil—poor Phil, as people were inclined to say—was not of an assertive disposition, and had quietly accepted his inferior role. Now Samuel’s son Victor was in charge of

  the firm, and Phil Clancy’s son Jack was supposedly his partner, but it was still as it had been in the old days, with Delahaye in charge and Clancy his second-in-command. Unlike his father

  before him, Jack Clancy resented his subordinate position—resented it deeply, though he tried hard, and mostly with success, not to let his dissatisfaction show.




  But a Clancy could not say no to a Delahaye, that was understood, which was why Davy Clancy had only smiled and shrugged when in Sweeney’s the previous night Victor Delahaye, on the way to

  getting drunk and with a soiled look in his eye, had leaned over the table and invited him to come out for a sail in the Quicksilver. He knew nothing about boats, but everyone had laughed,

  and someone had clapped him on the shoulder, and what could he do but say, yes, thanks, sure, and bury his nose in his glass? ‘Right,’ Delahaye had said, smiling tightly and showing his

  teeth, ‘I’ll pick you up at nine,’ and sauntered back to the bar. And that was when Delahaye’s wife had looked over at Davy with that thin-lipped, mocking smile.




  The two families spent their holidays together every summer; it was a tradition that went back to Phil and Samuel’s time. Davy could not understand why his parents still carried it on. Old

  Phil was gaga now and in a nursing home, and Samuel Delahaye was in a wheelchair, and although Davy’s father and Victor Delahaye kept up the pretence of friendship, it was an open secret how

  bad relations were between them, while Mona Delahaye, Victor’s young wife—his second, the first wife having died—had barely a civil word to throw to Davy’s downtrodden

  mother. Yet every summer the whole gang of them decamped for the month of June to Ashgrove, the Delahayes’ big stone house halfway up the back slope of Slievemore. The place had ten or twelve

  bedrooms, more than enough to accommodate Victor Delahaye and his wife and their grown-up twin sons, Jonas and James, as well as Victor’s unmarried sister Marguerite—Maggie—and

  the three Clancys. This year there was an extra guest, Jonas Delahaye’s girlfriend, Tanya Somers. Tanya, a student at Trinity College, cut so provocative a figure in her one-piece black

  bathing suit that the men in the party, except her boyfriend and, of course, Jack Clancy, hardly dared allow themselves to look at her, a thing that added to the tension in an already tense

  household.




  This morning the little harbour was crowded with boats, their owners’ voices sounding sharp and clear across the lifeless surface of the sea amid the snap of ropes and the clink of brass

  fittings. Victor Delahaye was greeted warmly on all sides—he was commodore of Slievemore Sailing Club this season—but he hardly responded. He seemed preoccupied, and the flesh between

  his heavy black eyebrows was knotted in a fixed frown. Davy supposed he had a hangover. Delahaye wore sandals and tailored white trousers and a sailor’s dark-blue cotton shirt, and the rakish

  blue sailor’s cap that he had brought back from a business trip to Greece. He had a tanned, craggy face that wore well its forty-something years. Walking dutifully behind him, Davy felt

  everyone must know him for the hopeless land-lubber that he was.




  The Quicksilver was moored at the end of the stone jetty, its sails furled. Seen close up, it did not look at all like a toy, but had the sleekly menacing lines of a giant white

  swordfish. Delahaye stepped nimbly down to the deck, but Davy hung back. He remembered being told once by a science teacher—Harkins it was, a Christian Brother, the one who had been sent away

  for interfering with the boys in the junior classes—that you could move a vessel as big as an ocean-going liner with just a push of one hand against the hull. He was supposed to be impressed,

  but the thought of such a huge thing being susceptible to the force of a boy’s hand had filled him with dismay. Delahaye was already unwinding the mooring rope from the bollard. Sure enough,

  when Davy put his foot to the deck he felt the whole boat tilt a fraction, and his innards heaved. The contrast between the solid stone of the jetty underfoot and the boat’s ponderous

  buoyancy made him giddy. He would probably be seasick, he thought gloomily, and saw himself hanging over the side, heaving and retching, while Delahaye stood above him with his fists on his hips,

  smiling in that cold, fierce way, showing his teeth.




  Davy had wondered how the boat would be made to go, since there was no wind, but now Delahaye went to the back—the stern—and started up the outboard engine there. That there was an

  engine seemed to Davy a kind of cheating, and the thought bucked him up a bit. But then the boat yawed out from the jetty and swept in a tight turn on the oily water and he had to grab for the rail

  to keep from being thrown off his feet. Delahaye stood at the wheel, with his cap over his eyes and his jaw squarely set, looking like Gregory Peck as Captain Ahab. Once again Davy pondered the

  question of why he was here, aboard this boat that had seemed so large, tethered to the jetty, and that now felt as if it were made of balsawood, skimming towards the broad and desolate horizon. He

  thought he might know why, and hoped he was wrong.




  The speed surprised him. In a few minutes they had cleared the headland and turned towards the open sea. Delahaye was all business now, shutting off the engine and unfurling the sails and

  pulling on cords and lashing ropes to those brass things on the deck. There was a good breeze out here, and the surface of the sea had begun pricking up everywhere in dancing white points. Davy sat

  on a bench at the back—the stern, the stern!—and tried to keep out of the way. He might as well not have been there, as far as Delahaye was concerned. A black bird with a long neck flew

  past in a straight swift line a foot above the surface of the sea—where was it going to, in such a hurry and so determinedly? The big sails shivered and rattled and then suddenly the wind

  filled them and at once the boat bounded forward, lifting its pointed front—the prow, he told himself, the prow was what it was called—as if it would take to the air. Davy closed his

  eyes but that made him feel dizzy and he opened them again and fixed his gaze miserably on the swaying horizon. Everything was straining forward now, the mast and sails tensed like a cocked

  crossbow and the water slapping and sucking at the boards. He supposed they were not doing more than fifteen or twenty miles an hour—knots: are knots the same as miles?—but it felt as

  if they were going at an impossible speed, surging over the little waves and seeming barely to hold to the surface. His hands on either side were gripping the bench so hard his fingers had begun to

  ache.




  Delahaye, satisfied that everything was set just so, pushed past him, going towards the back of the boat, and Davy caught his smell: salt, sweat, aftershave, and something else, something sharp,

  sour, bitter. He sat down at the tiller and Davy turned on the seat to face him. The peak of his cap still hid Delahaye’s eyes. What was he thinking? Davy was suddenly afraid of more than the

  sea.




  What was the point of sailing? Davy did not know, and had never dared to enquire. Sailing, doing things in boats, was as natural as walking, among the Delahayes. The Delahaye twins, Jonas and

  James, were champion yachtsmen, and had trophies to prove it; one year they had crewed on some millionaire’s boat in the America’s Cup. Even their aunt Maggie was an expert sailor.

  Davy’s father had tried to get Davy interested, and Davy had done his best, but it was no good: he could not overcome his aversion to that uncanny, treacherous realm the main aim of which, as

  far as he was concerned, was to drag him under and drown him.




  ‘You all right?’ Delahaye growled, startling him. He nodded, trying to smile. He still could not see Delahaye’s eyes under the peak of his cap but he knew he was watching him.

  What, what, was he thinking?




  Davy looked back; the land behind them now was a featureless dark line. Where were they going? The horizon in front was empty. They were headed south, there would be no land now

  until—what?—Spain? Surely there would be a marker, a buoy or something, to tell them where they should turn around and start back. But on they went, and with every mile—every

  league?—they travelled the sea deepened under them; he thought of it, the coastal shelf falling away steadily into silence and utter dark. He shut his eyes again, and again felt dizzy.




  Delahaye was saying something about Davy’s mother. ‘Did you see her, this morning, before we left?’




  Davy did not know how to reply. It sounded like a trick question, but what could the trick be? ‘Yes,’ he said warily, ‘yes, I saw her. She made breakfast for me.’

  Queasily he conjured up again the rashers of bacon, the fried bread, the egg yolk leaking across the plate. His eyes closed, this time of their own accord. His mind swam.




  ‘Good,’ Delahaye said. ‘That’s good.’




  Davy waited, but that seemed to be the end of the subject of his mother. He looked behind again at that thinning line of land. Should he suggest turning back? Should he say he had an arrangement

  to meet someone? It was half past ten. He could say he had an appointment, a date, at half eleven. But even as he heard himself say it in his head it sounded wholly implausible. Yet they could not

  just keep going like this, towards that bare horizon—could they?




  ‘Do you talk to your father?’ Delahaye asked suddenly. ‘Do you and he . . . discuss things?’




  Again Davy was baffled. What new line was this, and where was it headed? ‘We have a pint together, now and then,’ he said.




  Delahaye made a dismissive grimace. ‘No, I mean, do you talk? Do you tell him about your life, what you’re doing, what your plans are, that kind of thing?’




  ‘Not really, no.’ Despite the cool breeze in his face Davy realised he had begun to sweat, and he could feel the dampness at his wrists and between his shoulder-blades. ‘My old

  man and I, we’re not . . .’ He did not know how to finish.




  Delahaye pondered, nodding slowly. ‘No,’ he said, ‘fathers and sons, they don’t really talk, do they? I don’t talk to the boys, the twins, not much, anyway. I did

  when they were young, but now . . .’ With the hand that was not holding the tiller he fumbled a packet of Churchman’s from a pocket of his slacks and got one into his mouth but did not

  attempt to light it. Davy wished he could see his eyes; there was the glint of them there, under the cap’s peak, but it was impossible to guess at their expression. ‘My father in his

  day didn’t talk much to me,’ Delahaye went on. He chuckled grimly. ‘And these days, of course, we don’t talk at all.’




  There were two white birds now, diving for fish; they would fly up steeply in a fluttering, corkscrew motion and then flip themselves over and draw back their wings and drop like blades, making

  hardly a splash as they entered the water.




  Davy made a show of consulting his watch. ‘I wonder—’ he began, but Delahaye was not listening, and interrupted him.




  ‘He was a great one for self-reliance, my father,’ he said. ‘Self-reliance and loyalty. A man is not much if he can’t depend on himself, he used to say,

  ‘and nothing if others can’t depend on him.’ He took the unlit cigarette from his mouth and rolled it between his fingers. ‘I remember one day he took me into town

  in the car. I was—oh, I don’t know—six? Seven? Young anyway. We were living in Rathfarnham then. He drove all the way across the city, out to Phibsborough, or Cabra, somewhere

  like that, and stopped at a corner shop and sent me in to buy an ice cream for myself. I don’t think I’d ever been in a shop on my own before.’ He was leaning on the tiller now,

  relaxed, it seemed, and smiling thinly to himself, remembering. ‘Anyway, he gave me the money and I went in and bought a wafer of ice cream—you know, a penny wafer?—and when I

  came out he was gone. Just—gone. No father, no car, nothing.’




  He stopped, and there was silence save for the beating of the waves against the prow and the shrieking of the sea birds. Davy waited. ‘What did you do?’




  Again Delahaye seemed not to be listening. He tossed the cigarette backwards over his shoulder and the churning wake swallowed it. ‘Funny feeling, I remember it, as if the bottom had

  fallen out of my stomach, my heart thumping. I must have stood there for a long time, outside the shop, rooted to the spot, because the next thing I was aware of was the ice cream dripping on the

  toe of my sandal. I can see it still, that corner, the kerb painted in black and white segments and a hardware shop across the road. Strange thing is, I didn’t cry. I went back into the shop

  and told the shopkeeper my daddy had gone away and left me. The shopkeeper went out to the back and fetched his wife, big fat woman in an apron. They sat me up on the counter where they could get a

  good look at me, to see if I was fibbing, I suppose. The woman took what was left of the ice cream from me and wiped my hands with a damp cloth, and the shopkeeper gave me a barley-sugar sweet. I

  could see them looking at each other, not knowing what to do.’ He shook his head and chuckled again. ‘I can still taste it, that sweet.’




  When Davy tried to speak, his voice did not work the first time and he had to clear his throat and start again. ‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘I mean—did he come back for

  you?’




  Delahaye shrugged. ‘Of course. It seemed like hours to me but I suppose it was no more than ten or fifteen minutes.’




  ‘Where had he been?—where had he gone to?’




  ‘Just round the corner. He took the shopkeeper aside and spoke to him, and gave him a pound. The woman looked as if she was going to spit on him, and marched back in behind the shop where

  she had come from and slammed the door. Then we went home. Here, take the tiller, will you?’




  He stood up and they exchanged places. The arm of the tiller was damply warm where Delahaye had held it. Davy’s palm was wet. He was still sweating, but he was cold, too, in his shirt and

  wished he had brought a windbreaker. It struck him with renewed force how absurd a thing it was to be out here, skimming over God knew how many fathoms. And people sailed for fun and

  recreation!




  Delahaye was gathering in the sails, first the smaller one at the front and then the bigger one. ‘Self-reliance, you see,’ he said, ‘a lesson in self-reliance. You got a

  sweet out of it, didn’t you? was all my father said. And I bet the woman was all over you. And you didn’t cry. That was the most important thing—that I didn’t

  cry.’ He had folded the big sail expertly and was lashing it now to the horizontal part of the mast with salt-bleached cord. The boat faltered and seemed puzzled as it felt itself losing

  momentum, and dipped its nose and settled back with a sort of sigh, wallowing in the water, and for a second or two all sense of direction failed and the sea around them seemed to spin crazily on

  its axis. The sudden hush set up a buzz in Davy’s ears. Delahaye, wiping his hands on his trousers, sat down on a big oak trunk set lengthways down the middle of the boat and leaned his back

  against the mast. He seemed weary suddenly, and lifted his cap to air his skull and then put it back on again, but not so low over his eyes as before. ‘What I couldn’t help wondering,

  even at the time, was: where did loyalty figure in this lesson I had been taught?’ He looked directly at Davy now, with an odd, questioning candour. ‘What do you think?’




  Davy’s fingers tightened on the tiller. ‘About what?’




  ‘Loyalty. You’re a Clancy, you must know about loyalty—eh? Or the lack of it, at least.’ His eyes were of a curious glittery grey colour, like chips of flint. Davy could

  not hold their steady gaze, and looked away. ‘Come on, Davy,’ Delahaye said softly, almost cajolingly. ‘Let’s have your thoughts on this important topic.’




  ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Davy said. ‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’




  Delahaye was silent for a long moment, then nodded, as if something had been confirmed. He stood up from the wooden trunk and lifted the heavy lid and fished about inside and brought out

  something wrapped loosely in an oily rag. He stood in thought for a moment, hefting the thing in his hand. ‘Loyalty,’ he said, ‘it’s not valued any more, is it? Loyalty.

  Honour. What used to be called common decency. All gone, that kind of thing.’




  He began to unwind the rag, and as he did so Davy heard himself say something, exclaim something—Whoa! it sounded like—and he looked about wildly, as if, even out here,

  there might be a place to shelter behind. And yet at the same time he felt almost like laughing.




  ‘Yes,’ Delahaye said, as if reading his mind and sharing in his desperate amusement, ‘it is an ugly bugger, isn’t it? A Webley, Mark’—he brought the pistol

  close to his eyes and peered at the frame below the cylinder—‘Mark Six. Pa got it off a fellow in the Civil War, I think it was.’ He glanced sideways at Davy with a sort of smile.

  ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘it works. I tested it.’




  He sat down again, dangling the gun in both hands between his knees. It was an absurd-looking thing, all right, big and heavy and nearly a foot long, with a chamfered barrel and a hammer at the

  back like a silvery tongue sticking out. There was the faintest swell now, and the boat rocked gently from side to side, the small waves making a playful chattering sound against the hull. Davy

  tried to get his bearings from the sky, but the sky was empty. The boat seemed not to be moving at all, as if it were at anchor, but he supposed it must be drifting, at the mercy of tide and

  breeze, and that it only seemed motionless because there was nothing to measure movement against. He was amazed at how calm he felt, tranquil, almost. He might have been running in a race, a

  marathon that had been going on for so long he had forgotten he was running, and only now remembered, when everything had come to a sudden stop. Why was he not frightened? Why was he not

  terrified?




  ‘I’d send you for an ice cream, if there were any shops,’ Delahaye said, and laughed, and turned the pistol about and put the barrel to his chest and pulled the trigger.




  What amazed Davy was that there was so much blood; that, and the vivid redness of it, which made him think of those spiders or insects or whatever they were, tiny scarlet

  specks, that used to fascinate him when he was a child, as they crawled among the rose bushes in his grandfather’s garden. The blood had a faint smell, too, spicy and slightly sweet. The

  bullet hole in the left side of Delahaye’s chest was black in the centre with a ragged rim the colour of crushed raspberries. The blood had quickly soaked the lower half of his blue cotton

  shirt and the lap of his white trousers, and had dripped out between his legs and made a puddle in the bottom of the boat with a single rivulet running out of it. Davy had managed to ease the

  packet of Churchman’s out of the pocket of Delahaye’s trousers—it had seemed important somehow that the cigarettes should not get blood on them. He checked his watch, as if it was

  important, too, to know what time it was.




  The gunshot had sent Delahaye sprawling, with a look of astonishment on his face, and for the first seconds Davy had thought the boat would capsize, so violently did it yaw from side to side. He

  pictured the two of them sinking together feet first through the water, down through the glinting light into the shadows, and then on into the blackness of the deep.




  The awful thing was that Delahaye was not dead. He would be, eventually, that was certain—Davy had never seen anyone die, yet he knew Delahaye was a goner—but for now he was still

  breathing, making wheezing noises, like a child when it has finished crying and is trying to catch its breath. Once he moaned, and seemed to try to say something. His eyes stayed closed, there was

  that to be thankful for. He had slid off the trunk and was sitting at a crooked angle. He had dropped the pistol between his legs, and the handle was in the puddle of blood in the bottom of the

  boat.




  Davy leaned forward, holding on with one hand to the what-was-it-called, the gunwale—he hated boats, hated them—and picked up the weapon by the barrel and flung it

  out of the boat as far as it would go; it landed in the water with a comical plop. He sat back, and realised at once that he should not have thrown the gun away. They would not think he had shot

  Delahaye, would they? But what if they did? He swore, over and over, punching himself on the knee with his fist.




  He looked about, scanning the sea in all directions. There was no other vessel in sight. What was he to do? Down in the middle of the boat there was a pool of water—it was there that the

  single thin rivulet of blood was heading for—that swayed and shivered as the little waves nudged against the sides. It was not a lot of water, but what if it was not rainwater, but seawater,

  coming from a leak? He remembered from films how leaks that sprang in the hulls of ships widened in a matter of seconds until the sea was cascading in, washing sailors away and floating their bunks

  up to the ceilings. Maybe Delahaye had bored a little hole in the bottom, a little hole that would get bigger and bigger.




  Davy looked at the dying man. His face was a bluish grey, like putty, and there was a film of moisture on his forehead and on his upper lip. His breathing was slower now. He looked at his watch

  and was surprised to find that not quite three minutes had passed since Delahaye had fired the gun—three minutes! It seemed to Davy that he was suspended high above the boat and looking down

  on all this, Delahaye slumped there, and the two puddles, one of blood and one of water, and himself, huddled in the stern, his two hands out and clutching to the sides in terror. For the first

  time it occurred to him that he, too, would die, lost out here in a sinking boat.




  A plane appeared from the south, banking to the right, headed for Dublin. He jumped up and waved his arms frantically. The boat set up an angry rocking and at once he sat down again, feeling

  foolish and dizzy. The plane was too high, no one would see him, and even if someone did spot him he would probably look like some half-witted fisherman waving hello to the tourists as they flew

  in.




  He examined the outboard motor. He had no idea how to start it. Should there be a key? He turned to Delahaye, and heard himself swallow. Did he have the stomach to search in those blood-soaked

  trousers again? He crept forward and ran his fingers over the outsides of Delahaye’s pockets. He could feel no key. Maybe Delahaye had dropped it into the sea. A lesson in

  self-reliance. He sat back once more on the bench. The sun was high now, shining directly on the crown of his head, he could feel the beads of sweat crawling on his scalp like insects. He

  thought again of those blood-red mites in his Grandad Clancy’s garden.




  Delahaye opened dazed eyes and frowned at the sky. He gave a rattly groan and struggled forward as if trying to get to his feet, spoke a string of incomprehensible words in what seemed a tone of

  irritation, then slumped back into silence and died.
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  MARGUERITE DELAHAYE did not like her brother’s wife. She had tried to like her, had tried and tried over, but in vain.

  This troubled her, for Marguerite—or Maggie, as everyone called her, though she hated it—was a kindly soul and wished to think well of people. However, it was difficult to think well of

  Mona. Not that Mona seemed to care. There were not many things, it seemed, that Mona did care about. She was what Maggie’s late mother would have called an awkward customer. Still, Maggie

  kept on trying. Mona was her sister-in-law, after all, and it was her duty to keep up the effort, even if in her heart she knew she would not succeed. In her heart, too, she suspected that Victor

  himself found it hard to like his wife. He loved her, that was certain—loved her too much, as Maggie knew to her chagrin—but she was sure it was perfectly possible to be in love with

  someone without liking the person. Disliking Mona meant that Maggie had to work all the harder at being nice to her. Mona took Maggie’s tribute as she took all signs of kindness and regard:

  with indifference or at best a sort of vacant amusement.




  Mrs Hartigan had put a crystal bowl of sweet peas on the table in the hall, and their lovely scent was everywhere in the house, even in the bedrooms and the big stone kitchen off at the end of

  the corridor behind the green baize door. Maggie, coming down from her room, stopped on the return to admire the flowers, arrayed there in soft sunlight falling in through the transom over the

  front door. The leads of the transom broke up the light and reassembled it into a bright, complicated shape, like a birdcage.




  Maggie loved Ashgrove. She had been coming here with her family every year for as long as she could remember. The house had been old when she was young yet she had the secret notion that it was

  somehow accompanying her through the years, keeping pace with her, its most favoured visitor. For the rest of the year, when she was not here, she missed the old place, as she would miss a beloved

  dog, or a friend, even. A pity there had to be so many people in the house. She always made sure to arrive a day or two before the others, and to leave a day or two after they were gone. That was

  bliss, being on her own. She loved especially to lie awake early in the morning, the newly risen sun striping the counterpane, and the house all around her stretching and creaking under the light

  of the new day. Solitude was her balm. She had never married. There had been offers, but she had wished to live her life in her own way, according to her own wishes and rules, without the

  interference of a husband.




  She had spent most of the afternoon reading in her room, or trying to read, sitting by the window in the faded-green armchair, her favourite. The window looked down on a secluded corner of the

  garden, and now and then she would close her book—Agatha Christie; rather dull—marking her place with her thumb, and watch the blackbirds and the rabbits playing at the edge of the

  lawn. The rabbits, two or three of them, would venture out from the long grass under the trees, the birds would fly down quickly and the rabbits would scamper back for shelter; this little game was

  repeated over and over. She supposed it was not really play, but she liked to think it was.




  She had delayed for as long as she could before leaving the sanctuary of her room. Her father was in one of his moods and had deliberately said something to upset Mrs Hartigan and, of course,

  there were ructions that would go on at least till teatime. Her father had suffered a stroke three years previously and was confined to a wheelchair and therefore was bored and prone to rancorous

  ill-temper, although even in his heyday he had not been exactly of a tranquil disposition. It pleased him to annoy people, to set them against each other. This afternoon it was Mrs Hartigan’s

  turn to suffer the edge of his tongue, and having started that particular fire he had then settled down contentedly to warm his hands before it. Mrs Hartigan kept house for the weeks when the two

  families were here, and acted as caretaker for the remainder of the year. She was touchy, was Mrs Hartigan—Maggie suspected she considered herself too good for such menial work—and took

  offence easily. And of course it always fell to Maggie to smooth her ruffled feathers. Standing in the hall now, still admiring the flowers, Maggie smiled to herself; ruffled feathers,

  yes—Mrs Hartigan did look a bit like a plump, excitable old hen.




  Samuel Delahaye was in the lounge, which was what the main living room had always been called, listening to a programme on the wireless. He had parked his wheelchair next to the sideboard on

  which the set stood, its green eye pulsing, and had his ear pressed up close to the mesh of the speaker—it was one of his amusements to pretend to be hard of hearing. He was a big man,

  broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with a swept-back mane of silver hair; Maggie believed he modelled himself on William Butler Yeats—certainly he was as vain as the poet surely must have

  been. When she had entered the room and shut the door, and before she had spoken even a word, he flapped a hand irritably in her direction, as if she were making a commotion of some sort and

  interfering with his enjoyment of the programme, which seemed to be about bees. He did not look at her.




  She sighed. Her sister-in-law was seated on the long beige sofa in front of the fireplace, flipping through a glossy magazine. On a low table before her stood a tall glass of gin and tonic, with

  ice cubes and sliced lemon; the glass was misted down the sides. The french windows at the far end of the room were wide open on to the lawn, at the far side of which was the stand of ash trees

  that gave the house its name.




  Maggie came forward and Mona looked up from her magazine. ‘We thought you must have left and gone home,’ Mona said, in her languid way. ‘Where have you been hiding?’




  Mona’s abundant hair was the colour of polished bronze, and her skin was porcelain-pale. Her eyes were violet, and tapered at the outer corners. The only flaw in her beauty, Maggie

  considered, was her mouth, a thin scarlet slash that gave her something of the look of a mean and sulky child.




  ‘Oh, you know, I was just pottering,’ Maggie said.




  ‘For Christ’s sake!’ her father cried from across the room. ‘Can’t you stop that racket and let me listen?’




  Neither woman paid him any heed.




  ‘Has Mrs H. calmed down yet?’ Maggie asked quietly of her sister-in-law. Mona shrugged; she was turning the pages of her magazine again, pausing only to examine the adverts with a

  narrowed eye.




  ‘How should I know?’ she said. ‘The old bitch never speaks to me.’




  Maggie sat down at the other end of the sofa. ‘I do wish he wouldn’t provoke her,’ she said. ‘If she were to leave we’d be lost.’




  Mona gave a soft snort of laughter. ‘No fear of that,’ she said. ‘She has it too easy here.’




  ‘I think she works quite hard,’ Maggie said mildly, picking a speck of fluff from the hem of her skirt. ‘It’s a very big house, and there’s just herself and the

  girl she gets in at the weekends.’




  Mona did not reply to this, and leaned forward and took up her glass. Maggie watched her gazing before her vague-eyed as she drank. She really was an exquisite creature—to look at, at

  least. She was not yet thirty, which made her—what was it?—a good sixteen years younger than her husband. It always puzzled Maggie that Mona should have consented to marry Victor.

  Victor was handsome, of course, though she supposed his looks were faded a bit by now, and he was well off, and generous, but he was not the kind of man Maggie would have thought Mona would go

  for, as she would say herself. The kind of man that Mona would go for, Maggie would have thought, would be as careless and cruel as she was herself. Thinking this, Maggie immediately felt

  guilty, and even blushed a little, though it had only been a thought, with no one to hear.




  The dance of the drones, the voice on the wireless was saying, is thought to be a system by which returning bees direct their fellow-workers to the richest sources of pollen in the

  vicinity of the hive. Bees will travel for distances of as much as—




  And then the telephone outside on the hall table began to ring.




  A week of rain had left the ground in a soggy state but all the same Blue Lightning, the sprightly three-year-old from the late Dick Jewell’s stables, which was supposed

  to like the going hard, romped home at seven to two, surprising everyone. Everyone except Jack Clancy. He collected his winnings from the bookie’s in Slievemore and went round the corner to

  Walsh’s and ordered drinks for everyone in the bar. The locals, he knew, would despise him for his largesse—Who does your man think he is, playing the big fellow?—but all

  the same they would drink his drink. Their contempt did not bother him. On the contrary, he was gratified to see the resentful looks they gave him, as they muttered behind their pints.




  The publican’s wife, a big redhead with green eyes—a splash of tinker blood there, surely—helped out behind the bar on race days. Jack sat in the alcove just inside the door

  and watched her as she worked. From here he had a view of the woman herself and also of her reflection in the fly-blown looking-glass behind the bar. She was wearing a sleeveless summer frock, and

  when she lifted her freckled arm to pull a pint, he glimpsed a smear of sweat-damp coppery moss in the shadowed hollow of her armpit. Her name was Sadie.




  Watching the woman made him think of Jonas Delahaye’s girlfriend. Not that Sadie resembled Tanya Somers even in the least degree. Just picturing Tanya in her black swimsuit gave him an

  ache at the root of his tongue. Not a hope there, of course. On the other hand, you could never tell. He was more than twice her age, but some young ones, he knew, had a taste for older

  men—look at Mona Delahaye. That would be some row, if he were to have a go at Jonas’s stuck-up girlfriend and got found out. Jonas, that spoilt whelp. He knew Jonas and Tanya were

  sleeping together. They were in separate bedrooms, but that was only for the look of it, and not to scandalise old Ma Hartigan; every night after lights-out Jonas was in there like a shot, Jack

  knew it for sure. Victor Delahaye prided himself on being broad-minded and modern, now that his father was ailing and he was no longer under the old man’s thumb. Victor’s sister was a

  different matter, though: when Tanya came sashaying through the house Maggie’s mouth got small and wrinkled, as if she were sucking a sour sweet.




  And what about Davy? Jack was uneasily aware that his son was of an age to be his rival when it came to the ladies. Davy was a handsome young fellow—Jack had seen the looks that women gave

  him, even Mona Delahaye. What if Davy were to make a play for Tanya Somers? That was a possibility Jack did not care to contemplate. A row of that scale between the two families would be

  disastrous, especially now, when all his plans for the future of the firm were so delicately balanced.




  He thought, not for the first time, how strange it must be being a twin. The Delahaye brothers, tall, blond, blue-eyed, were like two peas in a pod. Imagine having someone around all the time

  who was your spitting image. Jonas and James did not seem to mind; in fact they were always together. What, he wondered, did James make of Tanya Somers? Would he resent her, would he be

  envious—resentful of her for coming between him and his brother, and envious of his brother for having her? And Tanya: was she able to tell the difference between the twins? What if Jonas and

  James were to swap places some night and James were to slip into bed with her—would she know it was him? Or what if the two of them got in with her, one on either side—would she be able

  to tell them apart? Those two big blond lads in bed with Tanya in the middle, that was a thought he had found himself entertaining on more than one occasion over these past weeks, with a mixture of

  excitement, envy and sweet regret. He was forty-seven, himself, and hated it.




  He signalled to Sadie for another Jamaica red rum. He handed over a ten-shilling note, and when she brought the change she gave him a queer sort of smile, her lips pressed together and one

  eyebrow arched, and he did not know what to make of it. Either she was telling him she knew his type and he was not to bother trying, or the opposite, that she liked the look of him and would

  listen to any offer he might care to make. If it was the latter, it would be impossible, down here. He had made that mistake once before, years ago, a cattle dealer’s wife over at

  Crosshaven—a redhead too, as it happened—and had got such a beating from the cattle dealer’s three brutes of sons that there were bones in his shoulders and his back that still

  ached when the weather turned wet. But surely Sadie must come up to the city sometimes, to shop, or whatever. He would slip her his phone number before he left.




  A fellow he knew from the sailing club came in and Jack stood him a drink and they talked boats for a while. Jack loved being in a pub at this time of a summer evening, loved the sound of slow

  talk and the rich reek of whiskey, loved the look of sunshine the colour of brass coming in at the open doorway and lighting up the lazy swirls of cigarette smoke in the dusky air. Being here was

  not being at Ashgrove, a pleasure in itself. And then there was Sadie, and the possibilities she might represent.




  The sailing-club fellow’s name was Grogan, a solicitor from Cork and, as Jack now belatedly remembered, a terrible bore. They had sailed together in the Slievemore regatta; Grogan in his

  Mermaid had taken the Commodore’s Cup this year. He was saying something now about a boat with two men in it having been found adrift off Slievemore Bay—there had been a report about it

  on the wireless, on the six o’clock news. Jack was watching Sadie, admiring the way her frock tightened over her bust when she drew the handle of the beer tap back and down in a slow,

  effortful arc. Yes, he would definitely suggest a drink next time she was in Dublin. What had he to lose?




  ‘One chap dead, it seems,’ Grogan said. ‘Sounds a funny business.’




  Sylvia Clancy steered the big car on to the causeway below the village of Rosscarbery. She always liked to drive back from Cork along the coast road. Today, however, she had no

  eye for the scenery, for she was worried. This was not unusual. Being worried was Sylvia’s accustomed state of mind. How could it be otherwise?—she was married to Jack Clancy and Davy

  Clancy was her son. Today, however, her specific concern was Mona Delahaye’s party, to be held on the following Saturday night. Mona was what could be described as a party person. Three years

  ago she had thrown—surely the right word—the first Ashgrove Bash, as she called it, and since then it had become an annual event and the talk of the county, if not of half the

  country.




  Most people who gave parties, Sylvia supposed, gave them in the hope that their guests would enjoy themselves and go home happy. Evidently Mona’s intention was the opposite of this. She

  seemed to wish that everyone should have a good time, only she had a peculiar notion of what having a good time should involve. She did not want people standing about with drinks in their hands,

  chitchatting: arguments, insults, challenges, fights, even fist fights, these were the kinds of things that Mona wished her parties to inspire. And if matters were not going her way—that is,

  if they were going peaceably and enjoyably—she was fully prepared to step in and set them awry. Mona had a genius for provocation. She stirred things up without seeming to, bestowing a smile

  here, a soft word there, enquiring, informing, advising. And as she progressed through the room there would spring up in her wake little conflagrations that were her doing but that yet appeared

  entirely unconnected with her. Then, reaching the far end of the room, she would turn and survey her handiwork with pleasure, her eyes narrowed and her thin mouth upturned at one corner.




  Yet in her heart Sylvia felt sympathy for Mona. Mona was a child, really, with all a child’s avidity and incurable mischievousness. Whatever was going on, Mona had to have it, and if she

  could not have it she would spoil it for others. It was simply her way. Sylvia suspected that Mona, like her, felt secretly that she had strayed into the wrong family. The Delahayes were a

  formidable clan, as were the Clancys in their different way, and to have married into them was to be devoured, or as good as. Could poor Mona be blamed for asserting herself in the only way she

  knew how? Mischief-making was her declaration of independence, which was why she and her father-in-law, old Samuel Delahaye, were fond of each other, if fond was a word that could be fitted to

  either of these wilful, reckless and malicious creatures.




  Sylvia was driving the Delahayes’ Mercedes—Jack was off at the races in their own old Humber—feeling nervous and at the same time faintly thrilled, for the big car frightened

  her, with its brutishly square front and that emblem on the bonnet that looked to her like the sight of a gun. Yet she had to admit it was exciting to be in control, however fearfully, of such a

  powerful machine. She had been to Cork to see a new osteopath—they were called bone-setters, down here—whom Mrs Hartigan had recommended. Mrs Hartigan swore by him and declared him a

  miracle-worker, but Sylvia had consulted him only out of politeness to the housekeeper, a tiresome woman at the best of times. Sylvia had a bad back. No one had ever been able to discover why she

  should be suffering such awful, chronic pain, and this new man had been no wiser than the others, though he had talked a lot of mumbo-jumbo about frozen joints, and fused discs, and plates—he

  was very hot on plates, whatever they were supposed to be. A foolish, ignorant man, Sylvia judged. However, the evening was so lovely, with the sun flashing its burning arrows through the trees

  along the roadside, and the wheat and barley in the fields beyond swayed and polished by the breeze, that her heart lifted, despite the motor-car’s slouching impatience and the ache in her

  lower spine—which, if she was not mistaken, the bone-setter had only made worse.




  Sylvia was English. This seemed increasingly to be, for herself as well as for others, the most significant fact about her. Yet by now she had spent more than half of her life in Ireland. It did

  not matter. They would be conscious of her Englishness until her dying day. Not that they expressed resentment or showed prejudice towards her. Indeed, they seemed to admire her pluck, to think her

  a good sport, for being undaunted enough to make her life among them. The response in general to the fact that she was English was a sort of amused fascination; people would look at her in that

  half-smiling, wondering way, and say, ‘And you’re English, are you?’ as if it were something outlandish, like being a racing driver, or a jungle explorer. She was a permanent

  curiosity. She could not resent this. Probably they perceived in a dim way the inner life she continued to live, which was mild, reasonable, tolerant and self-mocking—which was, in a word,

  English, or what she thought of as being English, Englishness as she remembered it.




  Just as Sylvia knew Mona should not have married Victor Delahaye, so she knew that she should not have married Jack Clancy. Oh, she loved Jack, whatever that meant now, after all these years. At

  first, when they were young, certainly she had adored him. She had never met—no, she had never conceived of the possibility of there being a person such as Jack: charming, dangerous, darkly

  handsome, and given to a destructive gaiety that she had found immediately irresistible. These things, the charm, the danger, the satanic good looks, that impish, corrosive humour above all, these,

  she understood now, were the very things that should have warned her off him.




  She was taller than he was, taller by a good two or three inches. He had never seemed to mind this, and only made jokes about it. She, however, was acutely aware of the disparity, not for her

  own sake but for his, and in their first months together had devised a way of standing beside him with her chin lowered and her left leg drawn back a little way and her right knee surreptitiously

  flexed, which, if it did not reduce her height in any noticeable way, at least announced that she knew she was the one who must try to right the balance, and suffer the humiliation of not being

  able to do so. It was not that Jack was too short, but that she was too tall.




  She slowed the car and turned in at the gate of Ashgrove.




  Now her mind, going its own way as always, went back to the awful prospect of Mona’s party. Last year Davy had got into a scuffle with the son of some local grandee and had bitten off part

  of his ear. She rather thought the other boy had deserved what he had got, for obviously he was a brat, but still, getting into fights and biting people was not the kind of behaviour she would have

  expected of a son of hers. But then, many things in her life had turned out to be not as she had expected. Davy, she thought, was rather like this brute of a car, barely controllable,

  single-minded, and always eager to run ahead of himself. And now, all at once, a thought that had been lurking beneath her anxiety about the party came flashing to the surface of her mind and would

  not be pushed down again. It was the thought of that Somers girl. Tanya Somers had trouble written all over her. It always puzzled Sylvia that men could not see how calculating a girl like Tanya

  was, how all her effects were—not thought out, perhaps, but instinctive, measured and sure. What if Davy tried to take her away from Jonas Delahaye? Yes, and what if—what if someone

  else were to attempt—? What if—?
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