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To David Groff









Fictionalizing the lives of historical persons is herein done with utmost care and respect. Such an approach attempts to emphasize how their prevailing, recorded personalities, might have responded in situations, which while based on the past, are often imagined.


–the author









“A terrible beauty is born.”


Easter 1916


–W. Butler Yeats 
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Part One


Dublin 1916


“We beseech thee, boy, come walk with us again.”


–From the Confession of Saint Patrick








Chapter One


On this cold day in May, twenty-seven year old Johnny Flynn, conscripted British soldier and now acting sergeant-of-the- guards, stood in the ancient west tower of Dublin’s Kilmainham Jail staring out the narrow archer’s window. The unforgiving silence between executions had unsettled his nerves, forcing him to hold onto the sill to keep from falling. Reluctantly, he lowered his eyes, looking down into the old Stonebreaker’s Yard where the last execution had taken place only hours ago. The blood- stains of the rebellion’s leaders formed dark rivulets in the rock dust. A wavering haze, tinted with seared creosote and gelignite, created a cloud of ghostly images that caused Johnny to wonder if the priests had refused the rebels’ last rites, thus tethering their souls to the earth forever.


A gust of wind shoved the stench of mildew and sewer gas deep into his nostrils sharpening the odor of death, a harsh reminder that his duty up in the loft was far from over. Kind and gentle Patrick Pearse, one of the seven signers of the Proclamation that had led to the Rising, would be shot within the hour. The others would follow in short order. They were waiting in their cells, all but Connolly, the crippled commandant of the Dublin Brigade whose leg had been blown to bits in the General Post Office. Hearsay had it that Connolly would be allowed to die on his own in the Royal Castle’s makeshift hospital.


A splatter of gunshots, unmistakably those from a British lorry, pierced the air outside the prison walls. Johnny squeezed the sill as the noise echoed like a reluctant nightmare before fading into the background. Exhausted and cold he leaned against the stones and closed his eyes. He had not eaten in a day. His arms were as heavy as the night he dragged his father’s dying body home from Braley’s, the old man’s favorite pub. As his hands began to shake, it came to him that maybe, after having gone through all this, he had done the wrong thing in coming back to Ireland. Hope – given that such a word still existed – pressed its way through the thought. If he could just hang on until the last of them, perhaps he could find some justification in it.


“Thank God there will soon be no need for this.”


Johnny slapped a hand over his pistol, wheeled and almost slipped on the iron grate, but Father Donovan grabbed his arm. “Easy there, lad,” he said, clutching a small wooden box to his chest. Johnny knew the contents well because he’d had to check it many times before allowing Donovan to take it into the cells. The holdings never varied: anointing oils and candles, laced cloths and room to store last-second memories in the form of notes or locks of hair or buttons or rings. He also knew the Church would not let a priest perform the last rites before someone was executed, only afterwards – in case the soul had not left the body. Johnny couldn’t understand what difference it made. He understood it no more than he understood the Rising itself or Maxwell’s insistence on executing the rebels or the rebels’ suicidal determination to be executed. None of it made any sense. Was it strictly the belief of one side locked against the unswerving belief of the other? It ate at him relentlessly because he understood both without understanding either.


“Angelus Domini …” Donovan began but then broke off the prayer, staring past Johnny out into the Yard. “This horrible place – all of them brought here after sentencing, all but poor Connolly. It’s been the last home for rebels since the beginning of time.”


Johnny was trying to think of something to say when Donovan shook his head and sighed. “Only the names have changed. To think of it…must we die in order to be remembered? And if so, to what end?” He looked up the stairwell. “And today, this very day, we have the likes of Patrick Pearse…” His ascetic face turned into the shadows. “Dear Lord, please lead him carefully through the mire of forgiveness.”


Johnny was staring at the glaze in Donovan’s eyes when the angelus bell rang, its echo spiraling past them along the stone walls. “I’m sorry Father, but I must go now.”


“May God be with you, Sergeant. Your duty is far more difficult than mine. Let us thank the Almighty that you’ve not been called upon to serve on a wretched squad. There are always things to be thankful for. I will see you after the rites.”


As Donovan turned and headed for the Yard, Johnny made his way up the spiral staircase to the catwalk, occasionally halting to catch his breath. Corporal Stevens, a lad who looked much too young to be a soldier was posted at the loft’s desk. An unfamiliar, older private whose face was all but hidden in a nicotine-stained beard stood just outside Pearse’s door looking at the wall clock. He stepped aside as Johnny approached. “You only got a few minutes before we take him down for the binding, Sarge. Four guards will be at your side. He could turn nasty at the end.”


“Your name?”


“Sorry, Sir. Belton, private Belton.”


“You’ve experienced trouble with others, have you?”


Belton grinned. “I’m new to this up here, but I’ve been in the Yard when they crossed the goal line.”


Johnny tensed. “The goal line, private? Does this seem like a sporting match to you?”


Belton glanced at Stevens and then looked down at the grate. “No, Sir. I just meant to say things could go wrong, is all.”


Johnny had never seen a rebel turn nasty. How could they, sitting on an orange crate, legs tied and arms pinioned behind them. Besides, they wouldn’t have made any effort to flee had they been free of the rope and shown the way out. Each one had gone to the Yard proudly, fulfilling what they deemed to be their duty for Ireland, hoping not to be saved by some last minute miracle but praying that their deaths would create a revulsion so vast that all of Ireland would rise up against the British.


But that was then and now was now, he thought, looking through the Judas hole into Pearse’s cell. Pearse was sitting on the plank bed, lips moving silently as he kissed the brass and wooden crucifix Donovan had giving him. In the cell’s dim light, the bronze image of Christ cast an amber glow into the rebel’s eyes, reminding Johnny of a fading lamp. When he opened the door, Pearse struggled to his feet, grasping the crucifix as he lurched forward to fetch a piece of paper from the bed. He was unsteady, as was every prisoner after a fortnight of prison fever, the precursor of typhus. Dinners of moldy bread and black water gave no sustenance, not even when accompanied by cat droppings, served as dessert whenever the round pebbles could be found.


Pearse squinted at the writing on the paper. “Sergeant, this poem is a gift to my mother, who has had to endure my unquenchable thirst for pride. I understand that mementos may be passed along to loved ones.”


“As long as they do not speak of treachery,” Johnny said.


“Is it possible for love and treachery to abide in the same words, Sergeant? May I read it to you and let you be the judge?”


“We don’t have much time.”


“It will be but a brief delay on the road to redemption.”


Johnny wanted to smile but felt awkward and spoke through the impulse. “Be quick about it,” he said and listened as Pearse read the poem aloud. He found himself drawn into the soft, flowing meter. The words were captivating, the meaning forth- right, saying that despite the tears and sadness Pearse had caused her, his love for Ireland had brought her something infinitely greater than suffering, something she could hold in pride forever: a wonderful memory of a life possible only because of her undiminished love for him. His death was her gift to Ireland.


“Does it pass the test of treachery?” he asked.


Johnny became aware that he was nodding to himself and came out of it. “Yes,” he said.


As they stepped through the cell door onto the catwalk, Pearse handed Johnny the poem.


“Certain things cannot be destroyed, and someday my reunion with her will attest to that.”


His smile broadened and his gaunt cheeks rose like scaffolding under the caves of his eyes. The skin of his face had been soft and smooth when they brought him to Kilmainham. In just days it had become coarse and grainy by the freezing moisture that clung to the limestone walls, soiled the blankets, and rapidly crept into the inmates’ lungs. Nonetheless, his flesh seemed to soften as he looked down at the crucifix.


“The same sacred carving that blessed me at birth now arrives to bring a beautiful end to my life,” he rasped, each word revealing itself in the quiver of his Adam’s apple, barely visible in his corded neck.


Johnny stood silently, bewildered and in awe, before handing the poem to Stevens. “Take his mother’s name and address and send this to her by courier.”


Pearse kissed the crucifix again and calmly provided the infor- mation.


“We can send the cross to her as well, if you like,” Johnny said.


“I would prefer to have it with me, to keep my eyes focused on redemption.”


Belton leaned in. “The priest will take it from you as you enter the Yard. It would be considered sacrilege to have it on you when the shots are fired.”


“Best give it to me,” Johnny said.


Pearse’s jaw tightened. He stared at the cross for a long moment and then nodding as if Christ had given permission at last, he handed it to Johnny. “I would have never suspected that you would want a memento, Sergeant. Will not the memories of this place be more than enough?”


Johnny cut his eyes at Belton. “The prisoner will need your support down the stairwell. I will conduct the pat-down and meet you and private Stevens there. Say no more about it.”


As they headed off to the stairwell, he nudged Pearse. “Turn your back to them and open your tunic.”


Confusion registered in Pearse’s eyes. Turning, he stumbled but kept his balance as Johnny grabbed his lapels. When he steadied, Johnny unfastened the tunic and quickly slipped the crucifix between the buttons of Pearse’s shirt, tilting the cross- piece so that Christ’s arms lay outstretched over his heart.


“Button up,” Johnny said, stepping back. Pretending to check for a hidden pair of scissors or a knife, he patted Pearse’s pant legs and moved quickly up to his shoulders. At last he pressed gently against the tunic. “There, it doesn’t show.”


Johnny had never seen such a look of gratefulness. As Pearse attempted to whisper, his voice failed and the words, “Bless you,” came out mimed on his sour breath. Johnny took him by a sleeve and guided him to the stairwell.


When they reached the ground floor, they were met by four guards waiting to shepherd Pearse into the Yard and stand him before the firing squad. Their flinching eyes darted back and forth from Johnny to Pearse and to all corners of the corridor. Their breath came fast, as if they were confused about what they were about but they had been ordered to say nothing in the presence of the prisoner.


Johnny excused Stevens and Belton and the warder handed him the blindfold. His hands were sweating as he fumbled with it. On the first try an end slipped through his fingers and Pearse’s bloodshot eyes snapped open. He glanced over his shoulder at Johnny. “Steady there. It is my dream to die this way, for Ireland.”


It must have relaxed Johnny slightly for he succeeded in tying the blindfold on the second try, snugging tight a quarter knot and doubling it. He stepped in front of Pearse and centered the blindfold. “Can you see?”


Pearse grinned and his voice returned. “By the angel’s lamp alone, and I can tell you, Sergeant, its hem still allows us to see into the darkness.”


“Give me your hands,” Johnny said, taking him by the elbows and gently pulling his arms back.


“Do ye have to tie them, lad?”


“Aye,” Johnny said, taking a length of leather from a soldier next to Pearse.


“Why not let a man confront his tormentors? After all, they get to face me. I would like them to look me in the eye so that I might thank them.”


“You wouldn’t want me to break any rules, now would you?”


Pearse chuckled. He raised his head as if he could see the frescoes on the ceiling. “They don’t know us very well, do they, Johnny Flynn?”


It was the first time any of the prisoners had called Johnny by his name and the warmth he had been feeling towards Pearse soaked in. Johnny finished wrapping the leather around his wrists and knotted the ends. He knew he should have tightened the strap until the veins in Pearse’s hands swelled because that’s how he’d been instructed, but of all those sentenced to die, he was the least likely to panic. He viewed himself as a hero, much in the legendary lineage of Robert Emmet, his real life idol who had been hanged and beheaded decades before. He felt that he, like Emmet, would pass unscathed through the decades to help Ireland stand on its own.


Johnny stepped in front of him. “Be still,” he whispered and with a straight pin attached a small piece of white cloth on the sodden tunic just over Pearse’s heart where he felt the tip of the crucifix. Pearse had worn the same tunic when he surrendered to General Lowe. Maxwell ruled that it was best he die wearing the garb because after all it was black, the color of treachery. His duty was done and well it was because he could not have spoken another word if he’d wanted to.


In that instant Pearse’s face reddened slightly, not with fear or embarrassment but with radiance. He raised his chin and his neck tightened. He appeared much as he had the day he surren- dered his sword, as if he had known something no one else did, something that went far beyond the place he was immediately headed. With one of the young soldiers shoving him toward the doors, he winked at Johnny as if he, too, was now in on the secret. With his chin still aloft, he moved down the dark hallway toward the Stonebreaker’s Yard.


Johnny followed them to the heavy doors where Donovan was waiting with the anointing box.


“Father?” Pearse said, stopping before the priest.


“Yes, my son?”


“I am very happy. I am dying for the glory of God and the honor of Ireland. To die in such a manner is atonement. It was the fate of Cuchulain and thus it is mine.”


Hearing the allusion to the young, mythological hero who gave his life in battle so that Ireland could live for all eternity, Johnny remembered his father telling the fable over and over again while ironically praising and damning the fallen conqueror. He watched from the doorway as Pearse walked into the Yard almost joyfully, until the soldiers stopped him in front of the sandbags and turned him to sit on a crate facing the firing squad. Johnny was glad for the blindfold then. It spared Pearse from seeing the pools of blood on the ground and the lorry at the far end of the yard waiting for his body, and yet he wondered if he might relish those sights.


At the order “Places!” six of the squad’s twelve knelt. Johnny couldn’t watch any longer and quickly shut the doors, imagining the hand signal for the order, “Aim!” Cringing, he envisioned the officer’s gloved hand flashing open for the men to fire. Instantly, a volley rang out and he froze, anticipating the coup de grace. In seconds it came, seeming louder than the volley itself and possessing a binding finality, as though all life had come to a standstill.


It lingered, delivering a stabbing hum that traveled through Johnny’s skull in vibrato. Entangled images abstractly set like hieroglyphics coursed past his eyes and he was forced to sit down on a wooden bench just inside the doors. He had to wait for Donovan, as was the custom, for the priest administering the last rites was required to report to the Sergeant-at-arms when it was over, to describe the condition of the dead man’s soul just before it left on its journey. What condition could a soul be in, Johnny wondered. Each time he’d asked a priest, he’d received the same answer: a soul’s condition described its purity. Had it regained a sufficient amount to warrant God’s forgiveness? Only a priest could know.


As the doors opened, the air recharged with the detestable fumes of sewer gas. Johnny coughed and then heard what he knew to be the drumming of Donovan’s long fingers on the wooden box.


The priest’s eyes were aloft and beaming. “His soul was as fit as Saint Paul’s,” he said, smoothing his hand over the box’s finely carved lid. “I trust it brings them comfort just knowing they will be forgiven, if only after their passing.”


Johnny drew back in astonishment. “Father, did you say, forgiven? Do you believe these men actually sinned against God?” Embarrassed at the silence, he attempted to rephrase his thoughts. “I ask you again, Father, were we, are we, serving God’s purpose?”


The priest’s mouth became a pout. “Well, my son, what the rebels did had terrible consequences, and those few who supported them, mainly close family members, aided their cause and gave them inspiration. Innocent people died as a result. The Irish did not want a rebellion. They had already reached a certain accommodation with the British.”


“Accommodation?” Johnny said, feeling the blood rush to his face. He wanted to turn away but he couldn’t help himself and jabbed a finger at the window. “Try telling that to a city that lets those on the dole die because they aren’t Catholic.” He stood wondering where he might go from there. His thoughts were barely formed, hardly considered at all, springing from fatigue and disgust, but he could not let go.


“So, then, the executions, Father? Are they sanctioned by God? And before you answer…” Johnny’s voice caught in his throat. “What about the young boy I came upon in the streets, no more than an early teen, a bullet hole through his left eye and a British soldier standing over him. Then he puts the match out in the lad’s ear and laughs. Was that God’s will?” The words crested sharply, causing Johnny to wonder if he was losing his mind.


Donovan stared at the floor. His lips began to quiver. “I can’t speak for the Almighty. He has His reasons and sometimes they are lost on us mortals.”


Johnny’s stomach was in knots. It was an answer from a priest who had no answer. He was about to leave when Corporal Rennick, known to all as the Raven for his deliveries of harsh messages from the officers’ quarters, came bounding down the stairwell, skidding to a halt when he caught sight of them.


“Sergeant Flynn?”


Johnny’s chest tightened as he looked up into the anxious face. “What is it, Corporal?”


“Sorry for the intrusion, and to you as well, Father. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but Sergeant, Lieutenant Danes just ordered me to try and find you before you went back to the barracks. He wants to see you in his quarters.”


“Tell him I’ve already left.”


“’Twill do no good, Sarge. He’ll send for you at the barracks straightaway. He was telling, not asking. You know how he is. Best you see him now.” He hesitated. “Besides, if he ever found out I lied to him, well, it’d go hard on me.”


Johnny’s heart pounded against his ribs. He could not go through it again. “The executions, Corporal? Have you heard anymore?”


“Not so far. There’s not been a priest or family called for, unless you know better, Father. No squad called upon neither. The rifle-room’s shuttered for now.”


Johnny relaxed a bit. “Did he say what he wants with me?”


Rennick shook his head. “I know nothing, Sarge. But you’d better get down there. He called a while ago. I thought you were on the catwalk so I ran up there first. Then I went to the larder. I couldn’t find you anywhere.”


Donovan placed his hand on Johnny’s shoulder. “It will be all right, lad. As the saying goes, ‘There are no boundaries between the living and the dead.’”





Chapter Two


As Johnny entered the officers’ duty quarters, Lieutenant Danes glanced up from a desk littered with papers. Lamps glowed on either side of him but the light they cast was barely enough to make out the print on the papers. His eyes were almost closed. As Johnny waited at attention, it seemed the lieutenant had gone into a trance.


“Sergeant Flynn at your command, Sir,” he repeated.


“I heard you the first time,” Danes snapped as though rudely awakened. “At ease, Flynn.”


“Thank you, Sir.”


The lieutenant ran his fingers through his dark hair, glancing at the papers and then at Johnny. “By all counts you’ve done a commendable job under the most trying of circumstances. You’ve kept things…how should I say it…orderly. Yes, orderly, if not dignified.”


“There really hasn’t been that much to do, Sir.”


Danes frowned. “Whatever the reason, Sergeant, you were in charge and you deserve the credit. I know it’s been an enormous strain on you…on all of us.” He leaned back in his chair so the light from the lanterns flickered on his tunic. “I’ve put you in for a commendation.”


After a moment Johnny realized Danes wasn’t joking and felt his face flush with embarrassment. “Lieutenant, please don’t think I’m ungrateful, but there’s really no need.”


“What there’s no need for is false modesty, Flynn. The honor’s well deserved.”


Johnny decided to let it be. He took a step back and saluted.


Danes looked up. “There’s just one more thing.”


Johnny braced, afraid the worst was finally at hand. “Sir?”


“I’m transferring you to the Royal Castle. You’ve earned a break. It’s the rebel Connolly. He’s a very sick man, wounded in the G.P.O. If it hadn’t been for our boys he would have died there, and maybe that would have been just as well. His wound is so bad that if he’s not shot, the gangrene will do him in. That’s what Maxwell’s hoping for at any rate. But either way they’re expecting trouble in the streets. If he happens to die from his wounds, we’re going to be blamed for not doing enough, improper medical treatment, that sort of thing. If he does face the squad, well, that speaks for itself. You’re to report to the Castle tomorrow before dusk, when the shift changes. Connolly may not be left without supervision for a moment. As far as I’m concerned your duty here is finished.”


“Sir…” Johnny began.


“Go on, now, take your leave and get a head start on tomorrow’s eve.” Danes dismissed him with a wave of his hand and his attention went back to the papers. At the door Johnny turned again.


“Sir, if I may?”


“Yes?”


“What’s he like, this Connolly?”


Danes considered him for a minute, rubbed his face with his hands and pushed back from the desk. “Give Satan credit. More than any of the others, the man has won the heart of Ireland. He’s the most loved of the lot but the most dangerous of them all. Single-handedly he organized the Brigade to protect workers from police attacks during the strikes a while back. My God, he even believes in the equality of women. His eldest daughter Nora, a grape ripe for plucking if ever there was one, believes she can think as well as a man because her blood is part his.”


Johnny recalled the day he escorted Captain Rolf to Countess Markievicz’s cell to tell her of her fate – the Countess was the only woman officer in the rebellion and the only woman in the uprising Maxwell had sentenced to death. The captain began by informing her that General Maxwell had sentenced her to death before a firing squad.


“My prayers are answered. I am grateful,” she said. “Thank the dear cuss for me, and when he learns the meaning of the word freedom, please have him send me a card.”


The officer kept reading, clearly uncomfortable. “But given the prisoner’s gender…”


“Gender?” she interrupted. “Does he know the meaning of a two syllable word?”


The officer’s jaw tightened. “He has commuted your sentence.”


She poked Rolf in the chest. “That will not do! I will not back away from the doors of death. Let them close behind me. Men have no corner on that.”


“Madam, kindly remove your finger. Were it mine to say, you would walk directly through those doors and I personally would close them behind you, but my say-so is the equal of yours and on that we both score nil. You’re to be sent to Monteith Jail immediately.”


Danes’ voice sliced into Johnny’s memory. “There’s no room in Connolly’s vocabulary for compromise, or in his daughter’s either as I understand it. She and the old bugger even protested Queen Victoria’s sixtieth anniversary. Infantile and profane I would call it. But back to the matter at hand, Sergeant. Connolly was raised poor in an Irish compound outside London. At an early age, like so many of you, he joined the British Army and was deployed to Ireland thirty years ago now. Married an Irish woman named Lillie. Ever since, he’s been a thorn in our side.”


“Is there any chance he’ll be executed? Word has it…”


Danes slapped the folder on the desk and leaned back. “He’s not well enough to even make the journey to the Yard, much less face the ordeal with dignity. I doubt there’s a chance. But if he is, the Irish will turn his grave into a martyr’s shrine. On the other hand, if they just let him die from his injuries, in time he will fade from memory. In either case, your job is to stand guard over him. If he is spared the firing squad, see that he passes quietly. The less that escapes the Castle walls the better. Be vigilant, Flynn, but unobtrusive. Listen and remember because you could well be called on to testify in history’s courtroom.” He paused to let it sink in. “Get some rest beforehand. The duty could well be protracted.”


Outside, Johnny stopped in the gloom of the foyer. Sending him to the Castle made sense on one level and yet on another he wasn’t sure, unless sending him there was really because he was thought to have become too close to the rebels in Kilmainham. Maybe that was true. Why else would he have felt so confusingly sad up on the catwalk and even more so now as he was preparing to leave the place, hellhole or not?


“Sergeant, the lorry’s here for you,” a guard called out from down the hall and ran to open the front door, letting in a piercing gust of cold air.


“Coming,” Johnny said. At the door he looked up into the arched dome. The mural there was beautiful despite its setting, he thought, stepping out the door and hopping up under the canvas of the lorry.


Riding towards the barracks it seemed that the night was a thick curtain against the lights of the lorry. It felt like he was being pulled through the streets by an invisible leash. He wondered if such a thing was what Pearse had meant by the angel’s lamp, a trust in the unseen. He pressed his face against a gap in the canvas and gazed into the empty streets. If only he could understand all the many things that eluded him, then maybe he could share that trust. But by the time he reached the barracks and had gone to the larder for bread and a shot of whiskey, a dull fear close to his heart but afar, like the fear of an approaching storm, gripped his chest.





Chapter Three


He had had the dream a thousand times. He was running down the streets of Birmingham with a deflated futbol under his cardigan. He was six years old, maybe seven. Mr. Runney, the storeowner, wasn’t chasing him, at least not yet, but every instinct in his body shouted out that the moment was near. He had stolen the ball because he wanted to practice. Every lad on the junior team was better than he was. The others had very little money as well but enough to afford worn cleats and a second- hand ball, and he had neither. They practiced with their fathers but his dad could barely make it to the bars at night. His mates thrived on good food, but his mum had cancer and could barely stroll the marketplace.


So he stole the used ball from a basket of discards at Runney’s Restore, a place where old hurling and soccer equipment was brought back to life. Gray-haired and lean Mr. Runney, looking as though he could still carry his weight on the pitch, was examining a broken hurley and paying no attention. Watching him out of the corner of his eye, Johnny reached into the heap of balls and felt through them for the least damaged. Runney never looked up. Johnny took it as a sign that maybe God had given him permission for what he was about to do. Slowly he slid a soft, crimped ball up under his jacket and held up another to ask the price.


“More than you or your family have,” Runney chuckled. “Put it back.”


Trying to hide his sarcasm, Johnny bit off a thank you and headed for the door. Just outside the shop he began to run.


It wasn’t until he’d crossed the road into the hills that he relaxed for a spell, but when his shanty came into view he grew anxious again. As he drew closer the sight of his mother bending over the splintered porch railing almost caused him to panic. Then she’d been young, maybe his age now, but she walked like an elder, stooped over, cradling her cancerous breasts to ease the pain. Although he hadn’t known it that day, she would be dead in less than a year.


He stopped at the bottom step and waited as she lifted her head. She stared at the lump under his sweater and then into his eyes. “Have you had a lamb for lunch?” she asked. She cringed in pain but her dry lips lifted at the corners. “Come, let me have a look.”


Ashamed and embarrassed Johnny slipped the ball from under the sweater. “I’m sorry, Ma. I’ll take it back right away.”


Her lips trembled into a widening smile. “You’ll do no such thing,” she said, coughing. “God understands. He forgives such a small sin because…it was wrapped in love.” She stopped to swallow some blood and then fought to clear her throat. “You did not want to offend your father by asking for a shilling. God forgives you as we forgive your Da for his frailties.”


He awoke from the dream deep in the afternoon, just after late mess for the overnight soldiers. His stomach growled him awake and lying there shivering, confused by the quick transition from childhood to now; he could barely focus in the faint light from the latrine’s window. Though he realized he’d eaten nothing since early the night before, he wanted a whiskey and a pint even more than food, something to supply him courage for what lay ahead. He squinted at his watch. He had to be at the Castle before the sun went down. He didn’t have time to stop at Emmet’s, the soldier’s favorite bar, named for yet another ancient hero.


For some strange reason, as though he were shirking his duty, he would have preferred his station at Kilmainham but there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. And even if he could, where would that leave him, he wondered. Short of nowhere, he supposed. For now, it was necessary to fling away any such thoughts, thoughts that any other soldier might have thought insane, and batten his mind deep inside the folds of his uniform. Three rebels left to go. Granted, all three as yet untried, but without question the Brits would deliver to each his expected Fate, though God willing, the ailing Connolly would be allowed to die on his own.


He told himself that waiting for a man’s natural death to descend upon him would be a sight easier than gazing through the Judas Hole into Pearse’s cell, feeling much like Judas himself, liking, if not admiring the rebel and yet knowing that he would be the one to bind him and lead him to his death.





Chapter Four


When he reported for duty at the Castle, dusk was settling over the building and a faint mist had gathered in the chill. The air itself, combined with the fading sepia of the building, so charac- teristic of this time of day, seemed to give rise to a nagging feeling that what he had come to do was something more than stand guard over a sick and dying man. He wasn’t sure what it was or why he even thought it, but the sensation bothered him, made him apprehensive, as if something more ominous was at hand. Yet there had been no clue in the newspapers that lined the kiosks outside the entrance or in the faces of the few people who were milling about. There had been no dirty looks or cruel words or rocks thrown at the sight of his uniform. In the barracks all the talk had been about the end of the executions and the possibility of returning home sooner rather than later. There had been nothing terrible he could put his finger on. Still, something in the disappearing face of the building, something that seemed to be leaking from the darkening sky, something vague and yet intimate, made him ill at ease.


As the sentry opened the gate to the Castle Yard, the royal clock struck six. Johnny looked up, disturbing the lightness in his head, and saw what was fast becoming the shadow of the Statue of Justice standing high over the gate.


“She’s got her face to the Castle and her arse to Dublin,” the sentry said, smiling at the age-old quip.


Johnny nodded, noting the manned machine gun emplace- ments along the driveway. “I’m Sergeant Flynn sent down from Kilmainham, reporting for guard duty to tend the rebel, James Connolly.”


“Kilmainham?” The sentry had an Irish accent stronger than his own.


“Yes.”


“This will be easy duty then,” the sentry said. He pointed to the center door on the ground floor. “Through there and up the grand staircase to the third floor. You’ll want to report to the Royal Army Medical Officer; the R.A.M.C. officer as he’s known, in case you’re unfamiliar. There’ll be a nurse to direct you. They’ve just moved Connolly to the Throne Room of all places. Imagine, the leader of the rebellion on the King’s bed. Nothing better to soil the linens, if you ask me. As long as Connolly’s alive, this place is more a jail than a home to viceroys.”


“Why did they bring him here anyway?” Johnny asked.


“They thought he might die on them, so they took him to the nearest hospital,” the sentry said. “That’s what the Castle became that week – for our boys, of course, all but Connolly. Ten armed guards came with him, as well as a flank of medical types. They wanted to make sure he lived long enough to shoot him. Letting him die in his sleep didn’t seem right. There’s no punishment in that, one of them said to me.”


As Johnny approached the Castle steps, more confused than ever over Connolly’s fate, his father’s stories about the Castle surfaced. How it had been the center of social activity in Dublin, prompting a poor and tattered crowd to gather at the gates, waiting for hours to catch a glimpse of the debutantes stepping out of the carriages in silks and satins. A poor and tattered crowd – the image of scrofulous, sick kids came to mind as he reached for the door. It opened and a smartly dressed R.A.M.C. officer stepped in front of him.


“Your business, Sergeant?”


“I’m Flynn, Johnny Flynn, sent by Lieutenant Danes at Kilmainham to guard the prisoner Connolly.”


“You have papers?”


“No, I don’t have papers. They told me late yesterday.”


“Let me see your Army identification.”


Johnny pulled the card out of his wallet and waited as the officer inspected it and compared his face to the fuzzy likeness on the card. Johnny looked over his shoulders to the stairway steps. They were lined with soldiers, so still and stern they looked like they belonged in coffins.


“Are they all for just one prisoner?” he asked.


The officer glanced at the staircase and handed the card back, neglecting Johnny’s question.


“Up those stairs, down the hall to your right past the state- rooms. You’ll be seeing First Lieutenant Rhodes.”


Johnny climbed the carpeted staircase. Passing each rigid soldier he felt he was a moving target for their eyes. They followed him like the pictures of the long dead ancestors his mother had put on the wall along the steps up to his room. Even in his teens he’d never grown accustomed to their haunting eyes, and until the day he left to join the Army he’d climbed the steps with his head down. Now, he looked at the thick red carpet and then up at the gilded ceiling lined with high chandeliers and Doric columns. He went down Saint Patrick’s Hall, through the Picture Gallery, looking even as the eyes of the dead followed him, and on down the Royal Corridor past the staterooms where a few beds of the British soldiers wounded during the uprising still remained occupied. At the end of the hall, a Red Cross nurse was sitting at a desk making notes.


“May I help you?” she said, her large eyes carefully examining his face.


“My name is Flynn, Sergeant Flynn, reporting to Lieutenant Rhodes.”


“And your business?”


“He’s expecting me. I’ve been sent to stand guard over prisoner Connolly.”


She sighed. “That poor creature hardly needs any guarding. He needs proper medical attention. I’m afraid he won’t…” She stopped and looked away. “Wait here. I’ll see if the lieutenant is available. Sergeant Flynn, you said?”


“Yes.”


She disappeared through a tall archway and soon returned with a Royal Army officer who looked younger than Johnny. He was slender and had a moustache so thin it barely mattered. He reached out for Johnny’s hand and spoke before the nurse had a chance to introduce them.


“Flynn, I’m Lieutenant Rhodes. Pleased to see you. Maybe I can get some rest now,” he said, his breath thick with the smell of cigars. He turned to the nurse. “Would you excuse us for a minute, nurse?”


“I’ll fetch some clean bandages,” she said. “By the way, do you know when Dr. Tobin’s supposed to return?”


“Tobin?” the lieutenant said.


“He went to London to try and find if there was a way to stop the gangrene.”


“I really don’t have any idea who this Tobin is, nurse, but I suppose he’s still looking,” he said, grinning. A look of irritation crossed her face as she turned to head down the hall. Rhodes faced Johnny. His grin had become a smile and was now defer- ential. “They say you acquitted yourself admirably at Kilmainham. It must have been difficult there, to say the least.”


“It had its moments, Sir.”


“Well, you’ll have none of that here. You’ve seen the official announcement?”


“No, Sir.”


“Straight from General Maxwell,” he said, taking a piece of paper from inside his jacket and reading from it. “The trials by court-martial of those who took an actual part in the Rising in Dublin are practically finished. It remains that we maintain the splendid decorum shown thus far and expected of British soldiers under all circumstances.” He looked up and slipped the paper inside his jacket. “It goes on a bit but when the reading is done, the General’s telling us it’s over. As for me I’d just as soon see them through. We can’t be seen as turning soft. On the other hand it is possible the population was beginning to turn against us. Now, I suppose they’ll applaud our mercy and that makes for a fitting end, don’t you think?”


Johnny squeezed his eyes closed and gave a huge internal thanks to the darkness and opened them. “It’s good the killings are all but over,” he said.


A pained expression came over Rhodes. “Killings, Sergeant? That’s an unfortunate choice of words. These were honorable military executions. Out of respect General Maxwell let them die as worthy enemy. I suggest you see it that way.”


Johnny set his jaw. “Begging the lieutenant’s pardon, but I’m afraid it’s hard to see things that way anymore.”


The officer stared at him. His eyelids flickered and Johnny knew he’d won a small victory. The lieutenant’s voice was off-key and slightly forced when he spoke. “You are to stay with the prisoner until you are spelled and even that depends totally on the situation here in the room. Is that understood? Tell the nurse and she will see to it, but take no leave short of your replacement being in the room. When you are here, I don’t want to find you’ve fallen asleep or even turned your back on Connolly. He is sick, yes, but tough and cunning and I wouldn’t want him doing anything untoward.”


“Untoward?”


“Connolly knows the others have been shot and that de Valera now appears free from our marksmen. Appears, mind you. I gather his family told him that’s the direction the court is favoring. By God, if it had been up to me I would have banished them from Dublin, but I suppose that’s neither here nor there now. At any rate, if his sentence is commuted it will not sit well with him. He’ll be demanding the same fate as the others and will perhaps do it by his own hand, if he can find the means. So, be on the alert, especially if his wife and daughter visit. Be sure a nurse searches them thoroughly before they enter the bedchamber, particularly the daughter. She’s not above hiding a dagger in the source of all mankind. Keep a close eye on her. Is that clear?”


“Yes, Sir.”


“And another thing. There is to be no discussing the Rising or anything about Connolly’s compatriots. You follow me, Sergeant?”


“I do, Sir.”


“Good, now come with me.”





Chapter Five


Rhodes led him into an alcove guarded by two soldiers with rifles and fixed bayonets. One of them grabbed the closest leaf of the tall double door and opened it. Across the room in a large bed, a middle-aged man lay propped up against a mound of pillows. Connolly’s face was ghostly white, the folds of his sunken cheeks slipping under the ends of a gray moustache. His arms were flesh hanging off the bones. Set above a mouth that seemed fixed in pain, his eyes were dark bags, more deeply inset than Pearse’s even. A wooden structure that looked like a bird cage kept the bedclothes off his gangrenous leg. The odor of disinfectant and decay filled the air, reminding Johnny of Pearse’s cell, and he winced as he caught it. Nausea rose in his throat.


“Connolly!” Rhodes barked.


The rebel opened his eyes narrowly and tried to clear his throat. “Sorry,” he managed. “I’d just fallen asleep.”


“What could sleep possibly mean to you?”


“A gift,” Connolly replied in a low voice devoid of insolence.


“At least you can sit up smartly in the presence of an officer,” Rhodes said and pulled Connolly forward by his pajama top while he stacked more pillows behind him. In one motion he shoved Connolly and the pillows against the head of the bed. “This is Sergeant Flynn. He’ll be watching over you.”


Connolly’s face was twisted in pain. “Sergeant.”


Johnny didn’t know what to say or if he should say anything at all and so he nodded. In an afterthought, he asked, “How are you?” The question tumbled into an awkward lull, but Connolly smiled faintly.


“Other than a shattered leg, a bit of gangrene, and the recent news that all of my brave friends have been executed by the British Army, I’m very well, Sergeant. How about you?”


“Sergeant Flynn isn’t here to chat. He’s your guard,” Rhodes said.


Connolly made a small wave of his hand. “I meant no disre- spect, Lieutenant.”


“None taken,” Johnny said after an awkward pause.


“That’s enough, Sergeant,” Rhodes said. “I’m getting some rest now. I’ll relieve you at midnight. Meanwhile, see the nurse on duty and she’ll arrange your breaks. Have you any questions?”


“No, Sir.”


Rhodes glanced at Connolly. “Keep your distance, Sergeant.”


He went out, closing the door, leaving the room in yet a deeper silence. Connolly looked at Johnny with cool amusement, causing him to go to the window and peer out over the courtyard. Nonetheless, Connolly’s voice came again. “Under the slip of the Queen, you sound Irish, lad.”


Johnny turned around but hesitated to speak in case Rhodes was just outside the door. He waited for a moment. “Born in Cork.”


Connolly’s face softened and he smiled broadly. “Let me see. Your family took you away to England because of some injustice as they saw it? Maybe they were Protestant?”


“My ma was but not my dad,” Johnny said, heartened by the assurance in Connolly’s voice.


“That’s often all it takes. What does your dad do?”


“He was a printer, well, a printer’s helper, really. He died a short while back.”


“I’m sorry,” Connolly said. “Printing’s a fine trade, but as a Catholic he most likely couldn’t find work here?”


Johnny didn’t think he should go any further. Connolly nodded. “No shame in that, lad. It’s an old, old story been handed down for generations. I was raised in England myself.” He looked around the room. There was tenderness in his eyes. Leaning forward he carefully adjusted the cage, grimacing with pain as he did so. “This thing makes me think I’ve stepped in a bear trap.”


“You need some help?”


“There, it’s better, now.” Connolly eased back against the pillows. The sweat above his brows began to crawl into the corners of his eyes.


Johnny wanted to help, then brushed his hand across his pistol as he remembered Rhodes’ warning. But it quickly faded. He went over to the washstand where he poured some water on a cloth, took it to Connolly and wiped his forehead.


“Thank you,” Connolly said as Johnny put the cloth on the basin rim.


“How did that happen?” Johnny said, staring at Connolly’s leg.


“I was in the G.P.O. I’d gone to position some of the men and a bullet hit me above the ankle. It shattered both bones. Foolish me, I was away from everyone – a dumb place to be – and had to crawl until someone saw me. It cost me a lot of blood, and they couldn’t staunch it properly.” He stopped to chuckle to himself. “If my dear friend, Pawth, had made the boots I was wearing that day maybe I would have turned the whole fight around. An elderly cobbler now and every bit a father when I was looking for work as a lad, he took me under his wing and taught me the trade…”
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