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I


There are only three great puzzles in the world, the puzzle of love, the puzzle of death and, between each of these and part of both of them, the puzzle of God.


God is the greatest puzzle of all.


When a car drives off the road and crashes into your life, you feel the puzzle of God. You feel the sharpness of its edges fall on top of you and know the immensity of the puzzle from the force of the life being crushed out of you. You want to lift the pieces and throw them away into the darkness. You feel the chill of loss, the draughty air, as if the walls of your soul have been knocked down in the night and you wake to realize that you are living in a vast exposed emptiness.


When the man driving the car turns out to be a drunken priest who receives only minor injuries you wonder if God was ever there at all, or if the puzzle itself was your own invention to excuse the existence of the random and the brutal where they criss-crossed our days.


Philip Griffin wondered. He wondered what crime his ten-year-old daughter could have committed, what grievous error she had made that had drawn the priest’s car upon her that afternoon? What fault could his wife Anne have been guilty of as she drove into Ranelagh to collect rosin for her daughter’s half-sized cello? In the weeks and months following the accident Philip Griffin asked the questions and could arrive at only one answer: there was none. The fault was his own, the judgement had fallen not on them but upon him. For it was the survivor who suffered. In the weeks following the funeral of his wife and daughter he had scoured the burnt bottom of his soul for the myriad failings of his love – the days he had said nothing, had returned from work with some bitterness and left the children doing their homework, telling them to leave him alone when they came with copies, raising his newspaper like a drawbridge and retreating inside the loveless world of facts and news until a knock came on the room door and he walked out to tea, the evenings he did not tell them he loved them, but told them only to go to bed and be quiet or he’d be cross. He searched out each of his failings and then concluded that they were so numerous it was perfectly clear why God had smote his life with suffering. Understanding that was the only way he was able to continue living, for in his eyes his living with the hurt was a kind of cleansing. Mary and Anne were in heaven awaiting him, and he would be there to join them one day when he had done whatever he could do for his remaining child, Stephen, when life had at last purged his sins and cancer would arrive.


There was peace in that. The puzzle of God was not so bad after all, and Philip could endure suffering knowing that at least when it was over it would mean he was forgiven.


In twenty years that day had not come. His son, Stephen, had become a schoolteacher and moved away from Dublin to the west. The fracture that had fallen between them the day of the crash, when they had each retreated into great guilty rooms of silence, had grown steadily wider and the father had felt each year the weakening of his ability to reach his son. Stephen was a lone figure; he was tall and silent and intense and had vanished from his father into the world of history books before he had finished his teens. Now he arrived one weekend a month to sit opposite his father in the sitting-room and correct copies and read the newspaper while Puccini played on the small stereo and the light died in the street outside.


‘Hello.’


It was a late autumn afternoon. The chestnut leaves had fallen in the garden and blackened the grass which Philip Griffin did not rake. A small man, he sat in the front window with the Venetian blinds open and watched the road for the coming of his son’s car. When it entered the driveway he had looked away and gazed at the air as if watching the music. He heard Stephen turn his key in the door but he did not get up. He sat with his hands on his knees and waited with the terrible immobility of those who have lost the means of talking to their children.


‘Hello,’ Stephen said again.


The music was playing. His father raised his right hand three inches off his knee as a greeting, but said nothing more. He was listening to the singing like a man looking at a faraway place. There were words in the air but Philip Griffin did not need to say them, he did not need to say: ‘When your mother was alive, she liked this one,’ for Stephen already knew it. He knew the terrible sweetness of the melancholy in that music and how it soothed his father to be there within it. He said nothing and sat down.


On the small tape recorder beside his chair Philip Griffin turned up the volume and let the music fill the space between them. They had not seen each other for three weeks, but sat in their armchairs, surrounded by Puccini, as if the spell of the music would bear no interruption and the memory of the slim and tall figure of Anne Griffin were walking in the room. The sorrowfulness of the aria was cool and delicious; it was beyond their capability of telling, and while it played father and son lingered in its brief and beautiful grief, each thinking of different women.


The heavy golden curtains of the room were tied back from the window; they had not been closed in many years and their gathered folds held within them the ageing dust of the man who sat there every day. Philip Griffin had his face turned to the open Venetian blind, and bands of orange light fell across it as the streetlights came on. He was sixty-eight years old. He had never been handsome but had once been lively. Now his hair grew like curling grey wires over his ears and in his ears, while the crown of his head was so bare it looked vulnerable and expectant of blows. As he sat he held his hands in his lap and sometimes looked down at them and turned them over, as if searching for traces of the cancer he imagined must be growing now inside him. He was a tired man who had grown to dislike company. The place in his spirit where he was broken had grown so familiar to him and he had so long ago abandoned the notion of any fingering or magic that could repair it, that his living had assumed a frayed quality, waiting for the last thread to give.


The music played, he held his hands. When three arias had ended he reached down and clicked off the machine. ‘Well,’ he said, and looked through the darkness of the room to see with astonishment the changed face of his son.
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You can know a lot about a man when you are measuring him for trousers. You can know his own sense of expectation about the world and whether he feels himself fitting into it or not. Sometimes he has grown beyond himself and the extra inches that may be the loss of youth are hidden by the quick thumb on the tape measure. Sometimes the inches are the inches of pleasure and the man allows them like the proof of his own expansion, the feasting and fortune he has known. He can be told he is larger now, for he feels the responsibilities of his age and is not yet aware of his own diminishment. The tape measure tells a thousand stories. As a tailor in Clery’s, Philip Griffin had made a legion of men fit better into the world and, looking at his son in the armchair, knew the slackness of his trouser belt, the looseness of his collar, were the tell-tale signs of love or death. God could not kill the whole family before him, he thought, and so he knew it was the former.


‘Put on the light,’ he said.


Stephen stood up. When he clicked the switch his father was startled even more by the look of him. Stephen had emerged from adolescence with an angular air of oddity; his body was thin and long and crooked and his head was enormous. He was almost twice the length of his father. But as he stood there in the room the thinness of him seemed stretched by the pressure of his feelings. His clothes did not fit him; you could put three fingers inside the belt of his trousers, his father thought, your whole hand inside his shirt. The tailor had seen this shrinking often before, he had measured men who trembled silently in the dressing-room, feeling the wasting of themselves beneath the power of a passion, but it belonged to springtime. It was a Maytime rapture, an annual fact of men in their clothes like the brief season of happiness in summer when satisfied love made every man larger in his chest by an inch. No, this was different, Stephen was alarmingly thin, and even before he had turned his face fully towards his father, Philip Griffin had begun to formulate who the woman might be.


‘I’ll make tea,’ Stephen said.


‘If you want.’


‘Do you?’


‘If you’re making it.’ Stephen turned to leave the room. ‘I don’t need the light,’ said his father, and sat back into the darkness when the switch clicked. Alone, he quickly glanced outside at the old car Stephen had driven up from the west and saw that one side of it had been recently dented.


‘My God,’ he said aloud to his wife, and then reminded himself not to talk to her while Stephen was in the house. He sat and listened. He heard the loping of his long son move about the kitchen down the hallway. It was an empty place, made all the more so by how full it had once been with the presence of a woman and two children; on its clean counters and polished table-top were the memories of the ten thousand meals of childhood, the smells of tarts and jam, the hiss of the iron and sizzle of fry. They were not entirely vanished into the walls, and Philip Griffin knew that as Stephen made the tea and stood by the counter the sense of loss would still be potent. He should have sold the house after Anne and Mary died. He should have moved out and left the place; for no matter how glowing were all the moments of the past, the first years of marriage, the happiness of Stephen’s birth, then two years later, his sister Mary, the tumble and laughter, the evenings at the Dublin Grand Opera Society, the Christmases, none of it mattered or survived that afternoon he had been called from the tailoring in Clery’s to come to the hospital and identify his wife and daughter after the car crash.


He should have sold the house then, but didn’t. He couldn’t, the grief was too great. He breathed the death in the living-room air, the sorrow that lingered in the stairs, until it got inside him. He never knew that a small man could carry so much grief, and was amazed that the years did not diminish but amplify it until the day three years earlier when he had woken up and realized with a huge sigh of peace that at last he was dying.


Now, as he sat in the darkness listening to Stephen outside in the kitchen, he knew memories grew sharper with time. For the measure of his pain in losing Anne Nolan was the measure of his love; perhaps if he had loved her less he might have endured the world better afterwards; perhaps it was never intended that we give ourselves so much to one person that the vanishing of their face makes us feel the world is only a shadow. So, as he sat there in his armchair looking towards the street, he prayed that his son would feel the emptiness of the kitchen like a pain, and somehow realize he must not love too deeply.


‘Here’s the tea. Do you want the light?’


‘Not unless you do.’


‘All right.’


Stephen left the light off and came in carefully with the tray.


They sat with their tea. In the time since he had realized he was dying, Philip had not mentioned it to his son. He hoped the illness would sweep through him swiftly. He imagined waking one morning moments before his death and then surrendering in a long gasp; his good suit was ready in the closet with one of the silk ties from Harry O’Connell up in Brown Thomas. He would be no burden on Stephen, and didn’t want his son worrying about him. The boy had had enough. No, any day now, it would arrive; for a man who had already put up with as much as he had there would be no painful deterioration. He was certain of it. One day he would be alive sitting in his chair, the next he would be dead.


He sipped his tea and looked at his son. He even looks like a history teacher, Philip decided. There’s something dishevelled about history, goes well in a tweed jacket, or even corduroy. But not those jumpers he wears, not on a man over thirty. No, a man should wear a jacket.


‘How is school going?’ he asked. It was what he always asked, and always received the same answer.


‘It’s fine.’


And there was comfort in that too, like throwing a ball back and over to each other, the familiarity and simplicity of its rhythm making everything seem in its place in the world.


There is no way he can tell me, thought Philip. No way he can begin to say I have fallen in love. And that this is already different to anything else, that already he knows that there is a greater magnitude of feeling in his heart than he had possibly imagined before. There is no way he can tell me, even as I cannot tell him I am dying.


‘That’s nice tea,’ said Philip, and looked down at his hands. He waited some time and said, ‘Will we get to evening Mass?’


They left the house and pulled the door and went into Dublin. Philip drove the car and Stephen sat beside him. The night had fallen. There were no stars or moon. While they drove, Stephen said nothing. His knees were crooked up in front of him. His breath steamed the window excessively; the warmth of his thoughts about the woman he had met rose against the glass until at last his father asked him to open the window. When he did, Gabriella Castoldi flew out on the night air one hundred and sixty miles from where she was in the city of Galway. Stephen rolled up the window, but it was quickly fogged with her again, the car air smelling increasingly of white lilies and clouding the view ahead so utterly that neither of the two men could bring themselves to mention it, but instead drove on, peering outwards through the fogged windscreen of hopeless love.


The journey was fifteen minutes. Philip parked the car in ‘No Parking’ before the gate of an office building. He saw the sign but paid it no attention, getting out of the car with his hat on his head and telling Stephen not to bother to lock it: when the plot of your life is written, there is no need to worry about trivialities. The two men stood on the path, they smelled the lilies escaping with them, and noticed an elderly woman waiting for the 46 bus raise her nose and catch the scent as it passed down the street. But they said nothing about it. Silence was the family code.


Philip touched the brim of his hat slightly. He stepped into the street without looking.


But nothing was coming; it never was. That was the monotony of being spared: God was always there before him. The Dublin evening pressed like a damp cloth across the backs of their necks, and the two men hurried across to the door of the Church of the Blessed Sacrament. When they opened it, Mass began. Philip Griffin took off his hat, he knelt into the pew furthest from the altar, closed his eyes and told his wife there might be a delay, but he hoped he would be there before too long.
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That evening they played chess in the dark. Not that it was entirely dark, but the only light came from the low table lamp in the hallway and cast elongated shadows across the board, making the pieces larger and giving the impression to anyone passing outside that the men were playing with giants. Over the years of Stephen’s visits it had become routine to play after Mass. The language of chess was much like the secret language of men’s clothes, only it took longer to discover. Now, Philip knew that there existed in the movement of the pieces a communication infinitely more true than anything he and Stephen might have said to each other.


So, as one game followed the next, the movement of the chess pieces was the ancient vocabulary through which Stephen began to tell his father that he was daring to believe in love. All of his moves signalled it; his knights flew into the midst of the board, his bishops ventured criss-cross along diagonals that bespoke the innocence of a beginner, or the blind invulnerability of dreams. Stephen moved his queen constantly, taking the piece in his fingers and holding it a moment, suspended above the game before once again releasing it to the danger of the board.


Stephen lost the first game, and then the second; by the time they had begun the third his father had already understood the turbulence of his son’s heart, and wondered at how he was managing to play at all. They had played together for years. Once Philip had been the Master; he had first learned the game as a boy with the Christian Brothers in Westland Row. Later, he played against the newspaper, opening out a pocket set in the tailoring room and playing against the puzzle between stitches, only looking at the solution before he pulled on his jacket and walked across the emptied ground-floor lobby to go home. He had taught his son when Stephen was fifteen, and beaten him consistently until a June evening five years later when the matchless audacity of Stephen’s moves told his father that he had finished rearing him. From then on the fluctuations of his form reflected his spirit so keenly that within five moves of beginning a game Philip Griffin could already tell the depth of Stephen’s grief, anger or frustration.


So it was. They did not speak, they played chess in the dark. They played without a clock, making the moves the way other men beat a ball with a racket or a club, releasing the demons that lay in the low places of their spirits, and seeing arise in the ever more complex patterns of the board the perfect reflection of their lives.


‘We’ll play again?’


Stephen had lost for the fourth time and was already resetting the pieces when he asked his father. It was past midnight. Three times the tape of Puccini’s ‘La Bohème’ had replayed itself, and Philip Griffin had lowered his head until his chin was propped just above the board on the knuckles of his joined hands. He cannot play himself out of it, he thought. No number of games will free him of thinking of her. He looked down at the white king’s knight that had begun the new game by jumping forward already. What could he tell Stephen? How could he instruct him in caution, in restricting the wild movements of his pieces that so clearly told the story of his heart? He could not. He looked at the back of his hands and felt the papery skin at the top of his cheeks. He felt an enormous tiredness opening itself like a great cloak within him. He wanted to go to bed, but he played again, and again after that. Time ran away; no cars moved down the empty suburban road outside. Dublin was asleep beneath its streetlights, the autumn night foggy with dreams while son and father played on. They did not look up from the board, nor did Philip remark when the scent of the lilies arose and filled the room. He breathed their perfume and kept his gaze fixed on the queen, recalling how Anne Griffin had smelled of those flowers, and realizing there and then that life repeats itself over and over, and that, though the game may change, its patterns were the same, his son’s loving was his own, and it would be morning before Stephen exhausted himself telling of it and fell across the chessboard asleep.
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While Stephen slept, his father watched him. The king’s knight’s pawn was in his son’s hand, but his body had slumped backward into the armchair. Whatever move he had intended to make was frozen in his hand and the game lay suspended, its communication broken, like a missing page in an old love letter.


Philip Griffin watched him. He had watched him for thirty years, watched him more carefully than any father watched his son. He loved Stephen like a wall loves a garden. He knew his son’s life was lacking in excitement or joy, but believed that it needed to be fiercely protected from the treachery of dreams.


He watched over his son. The visions that rode Stephen in sleep gave his face the look of fearful anticipation; his eyebrows were knotted, the lids of his eyes shut tight. His father did not think to move him. He had waited almost half an hour for Stephen to make a move, not looking at him in the half-light, keeping his eyes fixed on the board and continuing to read the fable of his son’s loving. In that half an hour he had realized that the love was not returned at all yet, and that the desperation of the position that Stephen kept creating in each game was the plain metaphor of his heart. When at last he dared to look up, Philip thought at first that time had stopped. He thought it was he who had died and that it was his spirit looking down at the stilled picture of the world as he was leaving it. Nothing was moving, there was no sound in the room nor in the street outside, and he had to lower his hands slowly to touch the armrests of the chair to be sure that he was not floating away.


It would have been a peaceful death; but almost at once a new pain arrived swiftly. It lanced him like a kitchen knife: he was not going to die just yet, he was not going to be allowed to sit out his days and wait for the moment when he would topple sideways from his chair onto the carpet and meet his wife and daughter again. No, he was to live to see this: to see the unrequited love of his son burn the boy’s soul until there was nothing left of him, too. Philip was sure of it. That the relationship might unfold happily, that it might be reciprocated and the feelings amplified, was a foolish impossibility to him. Even to think that was a way of thinking he had long ago abandoned, and he remembered it now only as the skin remembers its scars.


In the sudden spring that arrived three years after his wife and daughter had died, Philip had opened the door one morning to feel the warmth of the air come like a caress across his face and hear the birdsong, rapturous in the awakening limbs of the old chestnut tree. Spring was throbbing in the air, he saw it but somehow could not accept the pleasure of it. It was as if the grief had already enwrapped his life and he had settled into it like a comfort. It was easier to live like that. But that morning as he travelled to work he kept noticing the small tilting trees that grew in grass verges next to the path; they had leafed overnight it seemed. He looked at them as if seeing them for the first time and wondered if it was three years since the last spring. That afternoon he had slipped away from the shop and left a pair of trousers in the hands of young Dempsey while he went to the doctor. Walking across Dublin in the remarkable blue of that afternoon, catching something of the quickened heartbeat, the gaiety that moved tangibly through the crowds on Grafton Street, he had no idea exactly what he was going for. He sat in the high-ceilinged waiting-room of Dr Tim Magrath’s surgery on Fitzwilliam Street; the window was raised on its cords and the city stayed with him. When at last he was called in, he took the big doctor’s handshake and held on to it. Philip had tailored Tim Magrath’s clothes for eighteen years and, although he had spoken to the doctor often and about every possible subject while measuring him in Clery’s, he had never consulted him and they had never met anywhere else. That afternoon when Tim Magrath saw him there, he had imagined at first that Philip Griffin had come to make a delivery, that he had forgotten some trousers or a jacket and the tailor had been good enough to bring them over. It was only when he felt the hand of the other man holding on to him and noticed that he had brought nothing with him, that he realized there was something else. Philip sat down on the leather couch. He left his hat on and looked directly at the doctor’s grey eyes.


‘I can’t feel any joy,’ he said.


Tim Magrath said nothing. He felt the eyes of the patient staring at him for an answer, but was so surprised that he had to get up and look at the street outside. He watched the cars passing for a moment.


‘My wife died. My daughter died with her.’


The doctor felt a shiver of guilt run down his spine; he had heard of the crash, of course, but missed the funeral and then let the facts of it slip away beyond acknowledgement.


‘It was three years ago,’ Philip said, ‘and it’s just, I can’t feel any joy. In anything. Maybe I’m not supposed to. But I just thought I’d mention it to somebody. I wonder will I? . . . I just can’t seem to.’ He was not distressed, he spoke about it as if telling a mildly unusual facet of his diet.


Tim Magrath did not know what to say; he looked out the window. (He did not yet know the prescription for loss, and would not even understand the ailment until four years later when he would return from golf at the Grange on a Saturday afternoon and find his wife Maire dead on the bed upstairs. Then the loss would descend upon him and he would walk out across the manicured summer lawns of his front garden and feel nothing. Then he would recall the tailor and realize with a blow that made him sit down on the grass that in fact he knew nothing about healing.)


But he did not know yet that the incredible world could vanish from the living as easily as from the dead. He looked out the window and watched the traffic in a practised way that he knew looked as if he was thinking. Finally Dr Magrath turned around to face his patient. ‘Are you sleeping at night?’ he asked.


And that was it. When Philip walked back across the city to the shop he had a bottle of sleeping tablets in his jacket pocket. He had never taken them, and gradually allowed the promise of spring to die away into the wet summer of that year, taking with it the faint prompting at the corners of his mind that perhaps there was a way back to joy. By the autumn the relentless and immutable progress of sorrow had continued like an intimacy in Philip Griffin’s heart. He anticipated affliction and imagined that by doing so his life was more bearable.


No, happiness did not run in the Griffin family, it fled away; for them there was no relief to balance tragedy. In quiet moments after Stephen had moved to the west, Philip had begun to hope that his son’s life would simply escape into ordinariness, that nothing remarkable would happen. But now, sitting opposite him at the chessboard in the dark, he realized that was not the case. And worse, that he was to live to see it.


He looked at the chessboard and memorized the position. He would lay it out again after Stephen had driven away, and study it for clues. He knew the woman Stephen was in love with was unsuitable, but was not sure yet why. Perhaps she was married, or did not care for him at all.


It was a little time before Philip stood up and moved past the sleeping figure. He moved out into the hallway and in the hotpress found a blanket. When he came back and laid it over his son, the young man seemed to him to have grown younger. He was smaller too. And for the four hours that remained until morning Philip decided to sit in the armchair opposite him.


They had had so much time together since the day, that day, years of living in the same house that had taught them the fine skills of walking in empty rooms and being aware of the ghosts. They had lived around each other as much as with each other. But the invisible bond that held them together was the searing memory of those first moments after the accident, when they had seen each other for the first time and stood in mute but tearless rage as they felt the pain of love burning and the perishing of hope. The funeral had been automatic; it was as if two other people and not Philip and Stephen were there. But afterwards, in the unnaturally stilled days when father and son came from their rooms in the house only when they knew they would not encounter each other, when they stole down the stairs laden with the guilt of having survived, the bond between them had grown. It grew without their speaking of it. It grew while they lay in their beds in the dark, sleepless and angry, asking God over and over why it was they who had lived. Why not kill me? And as week after week passed and they still lived on, the man and his son washing the dishes at the counter, hanging out the clothes on the line where the ghost of the mother was already standing, Philip and Stephen carried the burden of their survival in exactly the same manner. They did not speak of it, but took the puzzle of their days everywhere with them, growing an identical jagged wrinkle across the middle of their foreheads and talking fitfully in the brief periods of their night sleep.


Now, fifteen years later, Philip Griffin saw that his son had not entirely escaped the habits of those years. For at once, instants after the blanket had been put across him in the armchair, Stephen began talking in his sleep. His words were unintelligible at first, and even though his father got from his chair and knelt down beside him like a priest, he could make nothing of them. He touched the sweat on his son’s forehead where it glistened in the low light. He was startled at how cold it was. It was as chill as sea water. He was thinking to get another blanket, or wake Stephen and move him to the bed when he finally realized that the words his son was speaking were Italian.
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Stephen Griffin had first seen Gabriella Castoldi playing violin in a concert in the thick-curtained upstairs room of the Old Ground Hotel in Ennis in County Clare. He had not intended to be there and marvelled often afterwards how one moment leads to the next until the pattern of our lives seems inevitable. He worked as a history teacher in a grey school by the sea at Spanish Point twenty miles away and lived in a house with no curtains where the Atlantic sprayed his windows and whispered like a mystery in every room. He had lived there for three years since taking the job. The day he came for the interview he drove west until he met the coastline and knew at once not that he wanted the position but that he wanted to be there in the west, for that sense of arrival in reaching the edge of the country. He had searched for the house for the same reason, finding a place that was small and damp but, unlike so many of the other old cottages, turned outward to the sea. Its front-room window looked out over a small slope of burnt grass that fell away in a sharp cliff into the alarming pounding of the tide. When he sat in the front room and looked westward into the slow movement of the swollen waters, he did not know it but he was the mirror of his father sitting in Dublin.


‘History is disappearing,’ the principal, Mrs Waters, told him at the interview. ‘Nobody wants to do history any more. It’s a terrible shame.’ The students preferred computers, she said with a tone of derision. ‘History is long and difficult, Mr Griffin; there’s a lot of reading in it,’ said Mrs Waters. ‘That’s the reason. They don’t like reading. They’re too lazy. Your classes will be small. But maybe you’ll be able to change all that.’ It was a little threat. Mrs Waters was a big woman with a small mouth; she seemed to know the smallness of her mouth betrayed some lack of feeling and had overpainted her lips, which she pursed constantly to reassure herself. She sat across the table from Stephen and wondered would he do. It wasn’t everybody who could stick it out, the west was bleak in the winter and between the broken Atlantic skies and the rough sea few souls not born to it endured. So Mrs Waters imagined, sitting in the neatness of her principal’s office and priding herself on the rigid indestructibility of her own person.


‘You think you might like it here?’ she asked Stephen.


‘I can’t tell you,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘The future has no history. We can’t know anything of tomorrow, can we?’


Mrs Waters stared at him; it was an outlandish remark and she had to pause a moment to decide if she was being insulted.


‘I think I will, that’s why I’m here. But I don’t know.’ Stephen looked directly at her. ‘I’d like the chance to work here, I know that.’


It was not exactly what Mrs Waters wanted to hear. But she nodded and pursed her lips.


‘You’d teach all classes?’


‘Yes.’


‘We believe in discipline here. We have school rules.’


Stephen said nothing, he simply looked back at her, and Eileen Waters could not tell if he was agreeing or not. She was a good judge of men; she often said so. She had judged her husband Eamon at forty-three and married at last, congratulating herself on not surrendering to any number of brutish fellows and finding in the assistant librarian in Ennis the quietest man in Clare. He had not disappointed her. She was a good judge. But with Stephen Griffin she was lost. It was a feeling to which she was not accustomed, and to escape the discomfort she decided on him. He was the best of the three applicants by far, she told herself. That he was the only man, and the other two women candidates had both seemed powerful competent figures who might have challenged her, was beside the point. No, this fellow is the best. It was only when Eileen Waters stood up to congratulate Stephen on getting the job, that the thought occurred to her that he might be a dreadful teacher. It was only a passing impression and she drove it, like everything else, resolutely out of her mind by shaking Stephen’s hand forcefully and telling him three times how wonderful it was all going to be.


In the years before he arrived at the concert in Ennis that Friday evening, time had stopped for Stephen Griffin. He had found the house and moved into it, taken the job at the school and fit his life into the routine of both of them, paring down his days until they had arrived at a still and unbroken sameness.


Then time stopped altogether.


He was the teacher who lived in the house. He was a quiet and shy man. He didn’t go to the pubs at night, nor join the little golf club on the dunes at Spanish Point. The Clancys who lived in the small cottage down the road hardly saw him; the word in Marrinan’s shop was that he was writing a book and wanted to be left alone. And so he was. He taught his classes, he lived in the house by the sea and visited his father in Dublin once every month. He felt himself grow old.


Then one day he was asked to buy a ticket for Moses Mooney’s concert.
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Moses Mooney had a great fluff of white beard and walked down the streets of Miltown Malbay with his head held backwards to let it flow. He had two coats and wore them both in winter, one on top of the other, so the fullness of his figure as he came towards you seemed a statement of intent. His eyes were blue gimlets. He had sailed the seas of the world for many years and three times died and lived again according to his own tales. Each encounter with God had left him with the remarkable blueness of his eyes made brighter and the rosiness of his cheeks proof of the health-enhancing properties of resurrection. He was an extraordinary man. Moses Mooney had grown up in a house of music, the notes were in his ears when he was born, for his father Thomas was rumoured to have fiddle callouses on his fingers when he arrived in the world and his mother was the singer Angela Duff, who had made men weep in the kitchen when she sang ‘Spancil Hill’. He had grown up with the music and then left for England and the sea. It was on the third of his meetings with God, when he was fifty-two years old, that Moses Mooney realized what he was to do with his life and returned from the shores of Brazil to Miltown Malbay with the project of building an opera house by the sea.


At first, of course, it was not an opera house. He told the people who would listen to him in bemused amazement in Clancy’s bar, that it was a concert hall. That the sides would be removable to see the sea and that in summertime they would lift off to let the roaring of the ocean meet the playing of the music in the fabulous symphony of Man and God. He was perfectly clear about it. Everything about him seemed convincing, and for as long as his vision remained the wildest and least probable of all dreams the people indulged his fantasy and bought him drinks. Moses Mooney was a figure around the town, that was all. He did not tell anyone yet that the building was to be an opera house, nor that the music he had heard in God’s company was not like any other and that only later when he had arrived back on the shores of Brazil and heard on an old radio the singing of Maria Callas did he recognize that that was the music of God.


How he intended to build the opera house was not at first clear to him either. All he knew was that he had to come home to Clare, that his travelling days were over, and that this project was what he had to pursue until the day that he died. When he arrived back at his home cottage the roof had fallen in. There were two cats living in the parlour in a clump of old thatch and when Moses stood in the doorway they came to him with such gentleness and affection that he told his neighbour he would name them after his parents. It took him three months to get the house partially repaired. He had money saved from his sailoring, and before he had declared his full intentions he used what he had left to buy an acre of ground next to the golf course at Spanish Point.


And there it remained. The West Clare Opera House. Grass grew within the barbed-wire boundaries of the field while all about it were the fairways and greens of the golfers. Every day Moses would walk across the field and imagine the dimensions of the building shaping around him; from the whispering of the sea winds he dreamed the singing of the future, the magnificent music that was as yet all unheard by everyone but himself.


Other than this vision, Moses Mooney showed few signs of oddity in his behaviour. He was a churchgoing man and kept himself comfortably once he had repaired the cottage. He was the owner of a thousand tales and could tell them with such conviction that two priests, three bankers and one insurance man, were among his regular company in the late evening sessions in Clancy’s. He had gone out into the world and brought more than his share of it back with him, and when he told of unknown tribes in Chile, the bizarre habits of the male cockatoo, or the weird majesty of a communal dream shared by each of eighty sailors one night after a storm off the Cape of Good Hope, no one walked away. He finished a story and sat back, palming his great beard gently and then sipping his stout as if chastened by the things he had lived to see.


It was two years after he had bought the field before the idea of the concerts came to him. When he first dreamed the opera house into the space where the tufts of grass blew in the wind, he did not think of how the money would be raised. It was only afterwards, when the emptiness of the field began to spread in his mind like an ache, that he wondered if there was not a serious flaw in God’s vision or if perhaps he had resurfaced too soon in the Southern Atlantic before getting the entire message. With the childlike innocence of the visionary he had supposed that once he announced his intentions the money would be forthcoming. When it wasn’t and nobody stopped him on the street with the offer of finances, he decided that information was the problem, and stayed awake all the following night making three bright posters with red and yellow crayons, announcing the number of the bank account he had opened, and telling the good people that he was going to donate his field and all of his personal savings to the cause of building a place for music of the sea. He hung the posters the following day before dawn. The town was asleep and only a brisk salty wind passed along the street. Thomas and Angela, the two cats, had followed him from the house and stood together beneath the lamp-post while he pressed home the thumb tacks. When he had done all three he walked down the empty town with a pure and clear pride glistening inside himself; he was as clean-souled as after Communion, and turned to look back at the announcements with such a blaze of joy that they might have told of the coming of Christ Himself. Moses Mooney walked home and went to bed. He slept with the two cats at his feet and dreamed of the town waking up and seeing the notices, an infection of delight enveloping the people at the whimsical originality, the daring and wonder of the plan, and the queues spreading from Bank Place down to Clancy’s.


When he awoke he was like a new man, and had the flushed rapture of those who know they are about to see their dreams realized. He imagined the money adding up, he totted the imaginary figures and was able to elaborate the plans for the opera house, extending the balcony and adding a small restaurant where chamber music could be played in the summertime. He laughed at the miracle of it all, the simplicity of how things happen in the world, of how his seagoing days and nights, the endless blue journey towards the limit of all horizons, had arrived at this, the meaning of his life. He did not go out that day. Nor the next. He let the dreams bank up like snow. It was three days later when he at last allowed himself to go out, to walk down the town and find out what had happened. He arrived at the bank just before closing and asked to check the balance in the account.


It was exactly the same amount he had started with.


He had to lean on the counter to keep from falling. The teller did not look at him but kept her eyes fixed on the blue light of the terminal screen. Moses heard the water gurgling in his ears like laughter, and kept staring at the figures on the docket until he could no longer hear or see anything. The vanity of hope and the mockery of all enterprise flooded through the sluice-gates of his brain, bringing with them the hopeless realization that he was utterly alone and carrying away in a single instant any possibility of help. He gripped the counter he could no longer see, he felt his throat tighten and gag him, and then he fell to the floor with a soft thump.


It was seven days and fourteen tests later before Dr Maguane could confirm for certain that Moses Mooney was blind. The procedures had been complicated by the patient’s inability to tell whether he could see or not; he sat before charts without a word and kept his blue eyes fixed so perfectly on the letters that at first the doctor was certain he could see them. He sometimes called out the letters with such accuracy that Maguane himself had to walk up next to the board and peer at the smallest of them to be sure that Moses was right. The whole business was complicated even further by the blind man’s declaration that he could see them perfectly clear in his mind. The examinations of his eyes were not conclusive either and it was only when Dr Maguane saw the patient reaching for his fallen stick that he agreed to give the diagnosis and shatter the town with splinters of shared guilt.


When Moses Mooney was brought home to the cats on the first afternoon of his declared blindness, the balance in the opera house account rose by six hundred pounds. The following week there was four hundred more, and although it was still far short of the impossible goal it was enough to send Moira Fitzgibbon of the Community Development Association to visit Moses Mooney by the fireside in his house and tell him the good news of how the people were responding.


What nobody knew was that although Moses Mooney had lost his sight, he had gained omniscience and knew already. On the vast seas of his blindness he sailed now, guided by no stars and not daring to dream. He sat in his house with few visitors and retreated to the warm exotic landscapes of his imagination. The world had no place for vision, he told God.


And yet something had lingered on. For, one year after Moses Mooney had awoken in his blindness, Moira Fitzgibbon had contacted the Italian Embassy. She had heard of a touring Venetian ensemble sponsored by the embassy and phoned to ask them if they could play a concert in Miltown for the Opera House fund. The woman from the embassy had never heard of Miltown, she sounded the name like Milano, and told Moira to wait. When she came back on the line she said: send a letter, we’ll see.


At any moment the plot might have turned in another direction, the lines left to dangle, disconnected, and the meaning lost. But Moira Fitzgibbon wrote the letter, and when the Italians wrote back, saying that the ensemble would not come to Miltown but would donate one half of the takings from the planned concert in Ennis, there was a sense of rightness about it, like the smallest part of an elaborate puzzle, the sense of things fitting, and bringing the unlikeliest of moments together.


Two days later Stephen Griffin was asked in the staffroom to buy a ticket.
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Vittorio Mazza did not want to play in Ennis. He did not want

to play in Ireland at all. The day after he arrived in Dublin with

the other members of the ensemble, he woke in his hotel and

felt with alarm the peculiar greyness of the light. He imagined

the cause was the net curtains and drew them aside only to

discover with grim astonishment that the grey was the colour of

the sky. A steady October rain was falling, the Dublin traffic

was blocked in apparent perpetuity and the people who moved

on the city path below wore the downcast and mottled

expression of desolation. Vittorio gasped with the awfulness of

it, blinked his eyes and opened them only to understand that he

had arrived in the haunting landscape of his worst dream and

that Dublin seemed to be the place that for sixteen years he had

been calling Purgatory.




He lay on his bed and ordered room service. When it did

not arrive he was confirmed in his fears that the city was a kind

of prison. The misery of the place was leaking in on him, the

massiveness of the melancholia so potent that at first he thought

he would not be able to stand, never mind play. He was the

lead violin; he was Vittorio Mazza, he was fifty-eight years old

and had been playing the violin for half a century. He had

played in twenty-two cities in the world, and although he had

never achieved any personal fame, his name was known as a

quality musician and it was he who had been sought by the

impresario Maltini when the Interpreti Veneziani was being

founded.




Now he lay on the bed in his white shirt and wept. The

dream of purgatory had first tormented his sleep sixteen years

earlier. It was May, his mother was ill, and Vittorio Mazza was

in love with Maria Pecce, the beautiful wife of the baker Angelo.

Due to the obsessive jealousy of the baker, who imagined no

woman as beautiful as Maria could be faithful to the likes of

him, the meetings of Maria and Vittorio were arranged with

great difficulty and at odd hours of the day and night. Maria

was known to everyone because of her extraordinary good looks

and raven-black hair and had to slip from the bakery in a variety

of scarves and coats, even during the furnace heat of that

Maytime. When she came to Vittorio she was often naked

beneath her coat and as he pressed her to himself the vapours of

fresh dough entangled with the scent of rose petals that she

scattered on her innumerable baths. He could not believe that

she loved him, but ignored as best he could the muted voice in

the back of his brain that it was really the music that had

brought her into his bed. She had heard him play Rossini in the

gala at Easter, and the moment had fired her with such

reawakened passion for the rapturous and infinitely tender

quality of life that she could barely sit out the concert and wait

until the violinist was in her arms. The passion between them

was instant, and remarkable, for they didn’t tire of each other’s

bodies but made a kind of hungry loving as if trying to devour

one another’s limb and mouths and arrive at the essential stuff

of the soul.




Vittorio knew the affair was doomed, but was helpless to

escape. He knew he should tell Maria that he could not meet

with her on the morning after his mother had taken another

turn in her illness. He should have left Venice and driven to

Verona. But when Maria came to his door the look in her eyes

erased his words, and his gratitude for the comfort of her breasts

washed over everything else. Later, she lay like a dark cat on

the pulled-back sheets of his bed and he played Schubert on the

violin over her, not yet knowing that his mother had died.




When he found out, it snapped him like a Communion

wafer. He met the anger of his sister’s eyes at the bedside of the

corpse and knew at once there was a judgement upon him. He

did not sleep for three nights; he lay in the bed like a ship

moored in mid-sea, and waited for the horizon of the dawn. He

waited through three nights and then came downstairs in his

mother’s house one morning to hear on the radio how the baker

Pecce had killed his wife with a knife.




Since that night Vittorio Mazza had lived sixteen years in the

solitude of his guilt. He played music, but found little joy in it.

At night he fell headlong into the same dream, over and over

again. A grim place and a grey sky. Greyness everywhere. The

feeling of wet concrete touching his face and the sense of his

descending endlessly downward throughout the night, journeying

down a slippery and rat-grey pathway where cold rain was

falling.




It was, he knew, the condition of purgatory that he carried

around with him. It was the place his soul had fallen into, and

much as he wished that sleep would bring him the warm and

fabulous caress of Maria Pecce, in sixteen years he had not found

it. He suffered the torments of his nights and woke exhausted

into the light of the morning like a swimmer surfacing from a

great depth. The sunlight revived him, and he could move

through the day briefly postponing his despair. But that morning,

in Dublin, Vittorio Mazza awoke and looked out and felt

the familiarity of misery smite him with the frightening awareness

that the condition of his sin had deepened. This was worse

than anything he had known previously. For the city, on that

fourteenth consecutive rainy day in October, had taken on the

air of a mortally ill patient and under the persistence of the

drizzling sky every man and woman seemed to Vittorio to wear

the dulled expression of a long-time heartache. The grief of his

own condition seemed to have leaked out into the city in the

night, and made everyone and everything the cousins of affliction.

Even the buses that shouldered with infinite slowness

through the traffic past the hotel suggested the impossibility of

hope and progress here, their engines thrumming a despondent

music and the passengers with their faces to the streaming

windows looking out on the journey that would last for ever.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
NIALL
WILLIAMS

ASIT IS INC






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





