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            Note
            

         
 
         We in Ireland tend to describe the events that happened here in the years before 1921 as a ‘war of independence’, but this is not what it was called at the time. It was especially hard for the British to call it that, since politically – like other colonial powers later on in the twentieth century – they had to deny there was a war going on at all. While Ireland was legally part of the United Kingdom, and had British troops in it just as other parts of the UK did, the Government solution to the problem was to call the guerrilla fighters criminals and to militarise the police force. To strengthen the backbone of the old Royal Irish Constabulary, two new ‘police’ units were recruited, mainly from soldiers left over from the recently-ended First World War. One of these forces was known as the Auxiliaries (called ‘Auxies’ for short by the Irish) and was made up of former officers. The other force, whose members acquired a fearsome reputation that has remained to this day, were universally known by the nickname they were given by the Irish. The new force was mustered in such a hurry that there weren’t enough proper police uniforms for them, and in their early days they were dressed in mixture of the dark green RIC uniform and army khaki; because of this they were nicknamed, after a famous pack of hunting dogs, the Black and Tans.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Empty Steps

         
 
         I was standing in the kitchen when there was a knock at the back door, and when I opened it Mattie Foley stuck a pistol in my face.
 
         ‘Hands up, Nancy!’ she growled in a let-on tough man’s voice.
 
         I suppose I let a squeal out of me. My Ma, who was kneading dough at the kitchen table, looked up and gasped at what she saw.
 
         ‘Matilda Foley!’ she said, in a tough voice that wasn’t a bit let-on. ‘You put that thing down now!’
         
 
         Mattie giggled and, holding the gun high, wafted past me into the kitchen. I stood looking after her, with my hand still on the handle of the door. Ma held her flour-covered hand out to Mattie.
 
         ‘Give me that,’ she said. ‘Is it real? Where did you get it?’
 
         Mattie hesitated. For a second she looked like she was going to refuse, then she handed Ma the gun.
 
         ‘I found it in the yard by the back wall,’ she said. ‘It’s real enough. I bet some gunman got caught in the street search this morning, and thrun it in over the wall so it wouldn’t be found on him.’
         
 
         The soldiers and Auxies had blocked both entrances to the court and searched everyone and everywhere. They hadn’t bothered saying who or what they were looking for, but then they never did. At any rate they’d arrested nobody, just terrified everyone and made the usual nuisance of themselves. Still, no-one had been hurt, and not much broken. That was something.
         
 
         Ma handled the gun like she might catch something off of it. She put it down very carefully on the table and stood with her hands on her hips looking down at it. Mattie stood beside her, wriggling her whole body the way she did whenever she was excited. She rubbed each bare, dirty foot in turn along the ankle of the other, like she always did too. It made people laugh the way she could never stand still. Her nickname was ‘Dancer’ because of it – and to rhyme with her Da’s nickname, which was ‘Chancer’, because that’s what he was, a complete chancer.
 
         I shut the back door and went over beside Ma and Mattie. We all stood and looked at the gun. It looked evil, and it looked twice as evil there on the floury table beside the big ordinary lump of everyday dough.
 
         ‘That’s a Mauser,’ Mattie said. She liked to know the names of things.
 
         The gun really was an ugly-looking thing. It was a big black metal rectangle with a rounded butt sticking out of it and a long, thin, nearly delicate-looking barrel.
         
 
         ‘How do you know it’s a Mauser?’ Ma said. ‘It could be a Maxim gun for all you know.’
 
         But Mattie pointed to some words stamped proud on the metal just above the wooden grips.
 
         ‘See here,’ she said, and read slowly: ‘Waffen … fabrik Mauser … Oberndorf … A. Neckar. That’s German, that is.’
         
 
         I’d never seen German writing before, any more than Mattie had. But I took her word for it. The word Mauser was plain to see, and everybody knew that they were German guns. The German rifles the rebels had used in the Rising had been Mausers. There was an old fellow in the court who’d been out in ’16, and he called the rifles ‘Lousers’ because he said they were rotten guns and nearly took the arm off you every time you fired one.
 
         Mattie was very proud of being able to read. She was the first in her family to have learned. But it seemed little use when the words were in a foreign language. At least German seemed to be written with real letters – not like Irish, that was supposed to be our own language but was written in a mad alphabet that only a few odd-bods could make out.
 
         Ma’s eyes weren’t the best. She leaned down and squinted at the printing on the gun.
 
         ‘It says Mauser, all right,’ she said. ‘But the rest is gibberish to me. Waffenfabrik – what class of a fabric might that be, I wonder? Oberndorf sounds like a place. But A. Neckar – that’s like someone’s name.’
         
 
         ‘I bet you it’s the fella that made it!’ Mattie said. ‘Oh, I wonder what he’s like! What could the “A” stand for? Not Archie, surely. Alfred, maybe. No – it’d be a foreign name.’
         
 
         ‘Anthony,’ I suggested.
 
         Mattie wrinkled up her face.
 
         ‘Sure that’s not foreign, Nancy. I know – Antonio! Antonio Neckar! And he puts his name on every gun he makes, because he’s proud of it.’
 
         And she started to sing, which she’d do at the slightest excuse:
 
         
            
               ‘Oh, Oh, Antonio, 
               
 
               He’s gone away. 
               
 
               Left me alone-io, 
               
 
               All on my own-io.’
               

            

         
 
         But Ma became very serious.
 
         ‘Shut up, Mattie,’ she said. ‘This is bad.’
 
         She slapped the gun with the flat of her hand. ‘Don’t you know what this is?’ she said.
 
         Mattie looked puzzled. ‘A Mauser pistol,’ she said. ‘Made in Oberndorf out of Waffenfabrik by Herr Antonio Neckar, the master gunsmith.’
 
         It was as if Ma didn’t hear her. Ma’s face was suddenly tight and hard.
 
         ‘It’s a death-sentence for any man in the house that it’s found in,’ she snapped. Now the gun looked even more ugly, and I got a cold feeling in my stomach thinking of my Da and of my brothers Jim and Ray. They were at work now, but they were all old enough to be suspicious characters to the Tans. There were boys my own age throwing bombs at the Tans in their tenders – fourteen-year-old boys, trying to kill soldiers! Succeeding, sometimes, too. I looked again at the gun. It seemed to have got bigger as well as uglier.
         
 
         ‘We have to get it out of here,’ Ma said.
 
         ‘There’s no need to say “we”, Mrs Ryan,’ Mattie said. ‘It’s not your problem: I found it, remember.’
 
         Her voice sounded mild, which meant Ma was trying her temper.
 
         If Mattie had one fault it was that she couldn’t share things. Her Da was a complete waster, and drank what little money he got. Any money her Ma made skivvying went on the rent. They never had enough to eat, never any proper clothes – their good clothes, as my Da said, were the ones that had patches on the holes in them. That kind of poverty made you greedy, Da used to say; it made you greedy whether you were that way by nature or not. The Foleys had so little that they didn’t feel able to share even their troubles – and with Chancer Foley for a Da, troubles was the one thing they’d more than enough of. He’d been picked out of more gutters, my Da used to say, than a fag-butt.
 
         Mattie picked the Mauser up off our table. It looked even bigger in her little hands. We were almost exactly the same age, but Mattie was tiny. She looked at the gun and she smiled.
         
 
         ‘Maybe I’ll just leave it back where I got it,’ she said.
 
         ‘No,’ said Ma. ‘It’s too late for that now. If it’s found there then all the men and the older lads will be arrested – at the very least.’
 
         ‘Sure, who’ll find it?’ Mattie said. ‘They raided only this morning, and they never even looked in the yard. They won’t be back this way for a while.’
 
         It hadn’t struck me that the pistol had been in the yard while the Auxies were around. Thinking of that now I was suddenly frightened.
 
         ‘You can’t leave it there,’ Ma said. ‘For all we know they could raid again tomorrow – and this time they might look there. And what will we do if they don’t – leave it for your little brothers and sisters to play with?’
 
         ‘I’ll keep it somewhere safe, so,’ Mattie said. ‘I’ve a secret place where I keeps things.’
 
         I wondered what place could be secret in that house teeming with children. Mattie was the eldest of ten brothers and sisters. And her Da, Chancer, had a nose for anything that might be turned into drink-money.
         
 
         ‘It’s worse in the house,’ Ma said. ‘Don’t you understand that? They’ll be sure it’s your Da’s if they find it.’
         
 
         Mattie thought, but then she giggled – that was Mattie’s problem, I suppose: she saw the funny side of everything. But it was what made you like her as well.
 
         ‘A raid would sober Da up,’ Mattie said. ‘That would be a sight to see. I wouldn’t know him if I saw him sober.’
         
 
         ‘That thing has to be got out of here altogether,’ Ma said.
 
         ‘And what if it’s gone,’ Mattie said, ‘and its owners come looking for it? What do we tell them?’
 
         Ma’s hand went up to her mouth. You could see she hadn’t thought of that. She was as frightened of crossing the gunmen as of crossing the British. All you wanted to do in them days was keep your head down, and hope no-one hit it. Even that didn’t always work.
 
         Mattie looked at the gun. ‘I’ll get rid of it some way,’ she said in the reasonable, sincere voice that told me she was lying. ‘I’ll stuff it down a shorehole or something. If the gunmen do come then I’ll say I never saw it. They’ll blame one of the childer. Anyway,’ she said, ‘I suppose we can all guess whose it is.’
 
         Ma said nothing to that, but I knew we were all thinking of the mystery man who was staying in Nolans’. He’d been there for a week now, a dark young man who came and went. Mrs Nolan gave it out that he was a cousin of theirs from Fairview that was looking for lodgings, but his whole manner suggested something else. No-one in the whole court doubted that he was some class of gunman, probably on the run. Naturally no-one would say anything, because we weren’t like that. Certainly no-one would tell anyone official. It’s not that we were mad rebels or anything, but ‘informer’ was about the dirtiest word you could call anyone. Our sort were natural enemies of the police, because they were natural enemies of ours. My Da had explained all that to me: the police were on the side of them that had things; they were there to protect them from them that had nothing – the likes of us. If the rebels won, and Ireland got its own police, we’d be their enemies too. It was just the way things were.
         
 
         Mattie said no more, but turned towards the door.
 
         ‘Oh God, don’t walk around outside with that, Mattie, love,’ Ma said.
 
         But Mattie smiled at her. She’d a lovely smile.
 
         ‘Sure, who’s to see me in the yard?’ she said. She posed in the doorway with a hand on her hip, the pistol held up by her ear.
 
         ‘Look, Nancy,’ she said. ‘I’m Countess Markievicz during the Rising.’
 
         Her face assumed what she supposed was a Countess’s look. It made her look a bit like a codfish. I was going to laugh, but Mattie couldn’t keep it up: she herself laughed first. Then she went out into the yard, still holding the gun.
 
         ‘She’s a terrible young one, that Mattie,’ Ma said, but she said it fondly. Mattie had a hard life at home, and Ma pitied her. Mattie’s Ma was her best friend. Our houses backed on to one another, sharing a yard that was enclosed on two sides by a high stone wall. There’d been a tanyard years ago where our houses stood, and the wall was all that was left of it. That and a tanyard smell, Mattie used to say, though I never smelled it myself. I think she just meant it smelled bad. I suppose it did, but there were worse places.
         
 
         Maybe Mattie really did smell the tanyard in her mind. They talk about ‘the mind’s eye’ so I suppose you could have a mind’s nose too. If so, then Mattie Foley was the sort of person who’d have one. She was a funny girl. She had a great imagination, and was always making up very complicated stories that would go on forever. She’d tell you these stories, and she was so convincing that you’d half-believe her even though you knew they weren’t true. I think she half-believed them herself. My Ma used to say that Mattie lived in her imagination; I suppose it was better than living with Chancer Foley.
         
 
         Our houses were the only two left standing from an old row of back-to-back cottages in a cramped court in the centre of the city. The other houses had fallen or been pulled down, and they’d been replaced by a new row of hovels even more densely packed together. The newer houses were in even worse condition than our older ones. That was what came of cheap building, my Da said – cheap building and cheating gangers.
 
         Both our house and Mattie’s were owned by the same landlord. He was something in the city corporation. We never saw him, only his agent that came for the rent money. The cottages were very old, and we lived there only because we couldn’t live anywhere else. Nobody in their right mind would live in such a place, given a choice.
         
 
         My brother Jim had started working as a messenger boy that spring. Now that there were three wages coming into the house Da wanted to move. He wanted us to live somewhere better. Mattie was always asking me whether we’d found a place yet. She hoped it wasn’t far away, she said; she didn’t want to lose her only friend.
         
 
         ‘But, Mattie,’ I’d say, ‘sure, you’re the most popular girl in the street. Even old Mrs Curran the monster likes you, and she don’t like anyone.’
 
         ‘Ah, Nancy,’ Mattie would say, ‘they likes me, but they don’t understand me. You and me, Nan, we’re two of a kind.’
 
         And we were best friends, although calling us two of a kind was plain daft. I could never be like her: I was too timid. Mattie was mad as a hatter – ‘harum-scarum’ myMa called it. Not that Ma didn’t like Mattie – everybody liked her, that was true; but Ma was certainly glad that she didn’t have to live with her. Ma would have murdered me if I’d got into quarter as much trouble as Mattie did. But Mattie’s Ma was always working, and her Da was always drunk; my Ma never blamed her for the trouble that she got in, only pitied her. People found excuses for Mattie, however she managed it.
         
 
         ‘She’s the most unfortunate class of an orphan,’ Ma would say. ‘The kind whose Ma and Da are still alive.’
 
         I didn’t see much of Mattie the rest of that day or the next, which was odd. She had to mind the rest of the Foley brood, of course, but otherwise she was usually as much a fixture in the street as a lamp-post – well, there were no lamp-posts in the court, but you know what I mean. We kids lived in the streets then, and the adults too. The streets were healthier, anyway, than the houses we lived in.
         
 
         I wondered about Mattie and I wondered about the pistol. I kept an eye out for the young man from Nolans’ but I didn’t see him either. Then the next evening I was playing chasing with some kids at our corner when I saw Mattie walking along. I ran straight over to her.
 
         ‘Where were you?’ I asked her. ‘I didn’t see you since yesterday.’
 
         Mattie gave me an odd smile. She took my wrist and led me over to what we called the Empty Steps. These were a set of six wide stone steps that had once – we supposed – led up to the front door of a house. It must have been a very long time ago. At any rate the house was so long gone that nobody could remember anything about it. Nothing was left except these stone steps going nowhere. They were used for playing on, and to hang washing on, but mostly as a seat. Mattie pulled me down on them now, still holding my wrist in her thin fingers. There was a sort of intensity in her grip.
 
         ‘I was away,’ she said mysteriously.
 
         ‘Away?’ The very idea was strange. Round our way, when you said that someone was away then you usually meant they were in jail.
         
 
         ‘Away with my man,’ Mattie said.
         
 
         That one flummoxed me altogether. I stood there with my mouth open. Mattie smiled at the look on my face.
 
         ‘My man Antonio,’ she said, and I knew where I was then: Mattie was off on one of her fantasies. I could fill in a lot of the details, because I’d heard them so often before – the neat little house where she’d live with her devoted man, making him sandwiches and sending him off to work. Lots of girls had daydreams, but Mattie’s were special: they were very detailed, and she told them in that voice that made me think she half-believed them herself. I wouldn’t class them as lies. They were fictions, like people make up and put in books.
 
         A thing I’d noticed about Mattie’s fantasies too was that in a strange way they were very ordinary. My other friends fantasised about living in palaces and having servants, of being rich or famous or married to a prince; Mattie’s dreams were of much simpler things. Maybe that was partly what made them sound so real. One time when I told my Ma about one of Mattie’s stories, Ma got a soft, sad look on her face.
 
         ‘A clean house and a decent man and something to put in a sandwich,’ Ma said, ‘is as big a dream to a girl like Mattie as any palace.’
 
         It was that way now, in the story Mattie told me on the Empty Steps. This time Mattie lived in Germany. She lived with Antonio Neckar in a little rose-covered cottage with a garden where Mattie grew vegetables. They had lovely sofa-coverings and curtains made of the softest, finest Waffenfabrik. (‘I figured it out, Nancy,’ she said. ‘Waffen means weaving: doesn’t it sound like it? Waffenfabrik is woven fabric – that lovely soft sort of stuff that they puts on cushions and armchairs.’)
         
 
         Mattie made sausage sandwiches every morning for Antonio’s dinner, and sent him out to work with a little package of them under his arm in brown paper. He’d sit at his table in the factory and assemble pistols, thinking all the time of his dear Mattie and determined to make good guns that would help her poor homeland be free.
 
         ‘He have trouble with his eyes,’ Mattie told me, ‘because some of the parts in the pistols is very small and he spends all day squinting at all the little springs and bits. And he gets headaches sometimes when he comes home of an evening, from all the squinting, and I bathes his poor forehead with a damp cloth. He’ve a lovely high forehead – a noble forehead. And sometimes when I’m wiping his poor head he’ll put his hand on mine and we just stays there, him in his favourite armchair and me standing over him, saying nothing, happy, listening to the German band playing out in the square.’
         
 
         Mattie always got a look in her eyes when she was telling a story like that. A faraway look. She wasn’t seeing the dirty court with its piles of rubbish, or the barefoot kids in their castoff clothes and their scabs. She was, I knew, seeing the place she described. She was in a kind of a trance. And I often longed just once to glimpse the places that she saw, for all that they were never palaces. Because when I looked around all I saw was what was there, and what was there wasn’t a whole lot to look at.
         
 
         I suppose I should have quizzed Mattie about the pistol. I knew her too well to think she’d have told me anything if she didn’t want to, but still I should have asked. I’d have felt better after. Because Mattie’s stories took her over in a way, and she got … impractical, I suppose, is the best word for it. And in lives like ours, and in days like them days especially, impractical was one thing that you just couldn’t afford to get. Mattie’s dreams were powerful, and Mattie’s dreams were nice; but they were dreams. In the real world, like the Empty Steps they led nowhere.
         
 
         My Ma had said nothing to my Da about the Mauser, and she’d warned me to keep quiet too.
 
         ‘There’s no point in worrying him,’ she said to me. ‘I only hope Mattie have the sense to dump it someplace. The best we can all do is forget we ever saw it.’
 
         I agreed with her completely, but I had a bad feeling about that gun. To Mattie, now, it was a sort of memento of Antonio. I’d seen her get like that about odd things before. There was one time that we found a little hip-flask in the gutter in Elliot Place. It was early one morning when we were on our way back from looking for the loose coal on the quays. A few lumps used always fall off the wagons bringing the unloaded coal to the yards, and you’d always see women and children there scavenging for them. It was all the fuel that some people had – unless they burned the furniture, which most of them had done long ago anyhow, if they’d ever had any furniture.
         
 
         But oh, that flask! Mattie kept it for days. It became part of one of her oddest fantasies, about a young doctor who loved the poor. This doctor had invented a cure for consumption, the great scourge of the slums. There was only one batch of the cure and he’d kept it in the flask for safety. He’d been attacked while he was answering an emergency call, and he’d beaten off his attackers but dropped the flask. Now he was lying hurted in one of the city hospitals, despairing of ever finding again the cure he couldn’t duplicate. Mattie would keep it safe for him, hiding it from thieves and from other, evil doctors who’d steal his discovery.
         
 
         I knew myself that the flask was for holding drink. You could see a dozen like it in the window of Peterson’s shop. But the power of Mattie’s stories was so strong that I started looking out for strangers in the court, especially for anyone who looked like an unscrupulous doctor. They’d have been easy to spot there, God knows: doctors didn’t come anywhere near the likes of us.
 
         Anyway Mattie had managed to hide the flask somewhere, but Chancer Foley, her Da, came across it. He lost his rag when he found it had no drink in it, but then he realised the flask was silver and could be sold. When Mattie found he’d sold it she nearly went mad herself. The odd thing was, the way she ranted you could see that in some way she really believed her own fantasy. Chancer had acted as an agent for one of the evil doctors, she said. He’d betrayed her young hero and cheated the poor of a cure for a disease that plagued them. Was there anything he wouldn’t do for drink? Now he’d sold human life for drink-money, and he’d pay for it in hell!
         
 
         It would have been all right if she’d talked like that to me. But she’d screamed it at Chancer himself as he drank with his cronies in a pub – spending the few shillings he’d got for the flask.
 
         When he couldn’t shut her up, and the landlord told him to get out if he couldn’t control her, Chancer flared up in a drunken rage. He kicked Mattie out into the street and there and then he gave her a beating that was still talked of in the court, even there where my own parents’ habit of not beating their children was looked on as something strange and nearly sinful.
 
         ‘You won’t dance for a while now, Dancer,’ Chancer Foley raged, kicking Mattie as she lay dazed and bleeding in the dirt of the street. ‘You won’t dance around screaming at a poor man in his misery!’
 
         In the end, some of the men had pulled him off before he killed her. Chancer had a terrible temper when he was drunk, at least with his wife and children. I was amazed that Mattie had crossed him in his cups, but even more when I heard the things she’d said. It was as though the fantasy was so strong that she’d forgotten the reality. Like I say, she was impractical.
         
 
         When I got my Ma on her own that night, after I’d talked to Mattie on the Empty Steps, I told her the latest.
 
         ‘She have that gun someplace still, Ma,’ I said. ‘She have it hid – I’m sure of it.’
 
         Ma looked worried, but there was nothing we could do. Mattie was a wild thing.
 
         The next morning, just after eight o’clock, the Auxies and the soldiers came back. They blocked the entrances to the court as they’d done two mornings before, and they got off their lorries and stood around with bayonets fixed on their rifles. The soldiers weren’t too bad, but the Auxies must have been specially picked for their bad tempers. Kids would go up to the friendlier-looking Tommies and ask them questions – what they were looking for and so on – and sometimes they’d answer and they’d crack a joke. But from the Auxies you’d get a curse at best, and more often a kick. They drank too much, my Da said: every morning started off for them with a hangover.
 
         When they were all in place that day a last police tender drove in. In the back there were more Auxies and a forlorn-looking figure who was obviously a prisoner. He was dressed in a white shirt that was torn and bloody, and his face was puffed and bruised and bloody too from being beaten. When they threw him off the back of the lorry he landed on his back and cried out in pain, clutching one shoulder with a bloody hand. My heart went out to him, the way your heart would go out to any hurted thing. But at the same time a part of me wished that he’d drop stone dead where he stood. Because even under the bruising and the swelling I recognised the man: it was the stranger who’d been staying in Nolans’, the one we’d thought must own the gun.
         
 
         I’d been in the street when I saw the first tenders come into the court, and I’d wondered whether to run home or to stay and watch. When I saw the prisoner I was doubly torn, not knowing what to do. The Auxies drove the man on with cuffs and riflebutts to Nolans’, where old Mrs Nolan was standing in the doorway with her apron up to her mouth, looking in horror at the poor face of her lodger coming towards her. The Tans pushed him in the door, and her too, and followed them in. There was a great noise of things breaking, and a lot of cursing. A woman’s voice screamed in anguish, and a man’s in pain. Then the prisoner was flung out the door again; he landed in the street with a big groan and a fresh bloody place on his face.
         
 
         People stood around, frozen, watching. I was frozen too. I think in my heart I knew what was coming next, but I didn’t want to know. A half-dozen doors down from Nolans’ was a high wall, and behind that wall was the back yard we shared with the Foleys. The bloodied man was walking down the street towards the wall. He staggered like a drunken man, hardly able to stand upright, holding his maimed shoulder, leaving drops of blood on the cobbles as he went. A half-dozen Auxies walked around him, grim and silent now, watching him, prodding him on with bayonets.
         
 
         When the man reached the wall he stopped and put his back to it. He slid slowly down till he was sitting in the street. He wept. We all stood looking. You could feel the people’s pity. Most of us had no truck with rebels or rebelling, but this was only a hurted man crying. The Auxies had had him; and you wouldn’t wish that on your worst enemy.
         
 
         One of the Auxies barked at the man.
 
         ‘Well?’ he said. ‘Was it here?’
 
         It wasn’t an English accent, or even a Scottish one. Maybe it was Canadian or American. There was all sorts in the Auxies.
 
         The weeping man nodded his head.
 
         ‘It was,’ he said, and the two words were a sob.
 
         The Auxie who’d spoken turned to his men. ‘Get that damned gun,’ he said. ‘And I don’t care if you have to tear down every house in the place.’
 
         At once the Auxies were running round both ends of the wall, heading for the houses that backed onto the yard. My house. Mattie’s house. My heart was in my mouth. I knew they’d destroy everything in our house, but there wasn’t so much to destroy. It wasn’t things I was worried about: it was Mattie.
         
 
         I was torn between a longing to run home and a longing to stay where I could see it all. I knew my Ma would be worried about me, but she’d be glad I wasn’t home. They would go through our house like a whirlwind, and they’d break what they could break; but at least she’d be safe in the knowledge that there was nothing dangerous there. With me on her hands she’d only worry more.
 
         I told myself this, but still I wondered. From our house I could try to get into the yard. I could try to see what was happening with Mattie. I’d no idea where her secret place was, but I was certain that the pistol would be there. If the Auxies found it there was no telling what they’d do. Chancer Foley would make the most unlikely suspect as a gunman that I could imagine; but unlikely men had been shot as gunmen already, and men and boys shot without any hint of suspicion at all.
 
         Some people made a move to follow in the direction the Auxies had gone, to see what was happening. But the soldiers and the other Auxies kept us all back, watching us for signs of suspicious movements. Harmless-looking men had pulled out guns before in situations like this, and started blazing away at them. It wasn’t simple brutality, I should say that for them. They had to be careful.
         
 
         Then there was shouting, and a small figure came flying around the corner of the high wall. It was Mattie, with her dancing feet running and her hair flying behind her. Dark figures of Auxies ran after her, but I had no eyes for them at all because I’d seen what Mattie was carrying, holding it by its butt with her two little hands: the ugly black memento of Antonio, the cursed Mauser.
         
 
         One of the waiting Auxies made a grab at her and missed. She screamed at him to leave her alone. More of them tried to pen her in, but she wrong-footed them with those dancing feet, dodging around them and in and out of groups of bystanders, leading her pursuers a merry dance. People shied away from her as she neared them – shied away not from her but from that ugly black thing she was holding in her hands. The Auxies and soldiers were shouting and cursing, a dozen of them or more pushing towards her and getting mixed up with locals and shoving them out of the way.
 
         I don’t know what Mattie thought she was doing. She must have known the entrances to the court would be blocked. There was never a way out for her, and the place was crawling with British.
 
         An Auxie caught Mattie’s shoulder. She smashed his hand away with the pistol and he cursed. Mattie danced off again. She reached the Empty Steps and she danced up them to the top. Then she just stood there, breathing hard. She looked up and out around the broken-backed roofs of the court, peered at all the faces turned towards her as though looking for someone in particular.
         
 
         No-one said a word; people just backed away and watched this mad girl. The British too had quietened, knowing they had her now, a big circle of khaki and black surrounding the ragged creature on the Empty Steps – my best friend, none of them taking their eyes off her, none of them taking their eyes off the death in her hands.
 
         ‘Antonio!’ Mattie shouted, really loud.
 
         She did. I heard her.
 
         I can hear her still.
 
         She should never have raised the gun. All the rest she might have got away with. If she’d got a beating itself, sure, it wouldn’t have been the first she’d had. They mightn’t have believed she knew nothing, but they wouldn’t have tortured a child. Maybe they would if they’d been let, I don’t know; but surely they wouldn’t have been let torture a young girl.
 
         But she did raise the gun, and she pointed it at a soldier, and she squeezed the trigger.
 
         There was a very loud click as the hammer fell. No bang, just a very loud click sounding in the total silence. Maybe it was a misfire. Maybe the pistol was empty. But it didn’t fire.
 
         The British guns did. Three, four, maybe half a dozen of them. All I heard was a ragged volley, swollen by the echoes from the crowded houses in that mean square, and Mattie Foley was raised up off the Empty Steps with the force of the bullets. It seemed to happen very slowly. The Dancer Foley’s feet did a last little flurry in the air, and her skinny body wriggled with the force of bullets. She spun around completely. Then she fell in a little bundle of nothing and tumbled down to lie in the dirt at the foot of the steps.
         
 
         I felt like I’d been shot myself. It didn’t hurt, but it was like a big lump of lead had been slammed into my chest and stayed stuck there. I felt like I was sinking into the ground with the weight of it. The women started keening and the men started cursing and the children started crying. They all started running away, as if they expected the soldiers and Auxies to mow them all down now. Stranger things had happened. I just stood there looking at Mattie. The British closed in around her, and all I could see was the odd flash of rags through gaps between their boots. Someone who was crying and saying broken words grabbed me and hustled me off. I fought them, fought to stay where I could see my friend. But the person was too strong. When we got around the corner of the high wall I looked to see who it was. It was my Ma.
 
         Our house wasn’t broken up too bad. Mattie had made her run with the gun before the Tans got properly started on it. Ma sat me down at the kitchen table, but I started shivering so hard in my whole body that my knees bounced off the bottom of the table. I think I had some kind of a fit. I know that I fell on the ground and I was shaking and then I was gone. When I woke up I was lying in the bed with an overcoat over me and Ma was bathing my forehead with cold water from the bucket. She was crying without making any noise.
         
 
         ‘The poor child,’ she kept saying. ‘The poor, poor child.’
 
         I suppose she was talking about Mattie. Maybe she was talking about me. She tried to get me talking but I hadn’t the heart to say anything. There didn’t seem to be anything to say. After a long time she left me alone in the room with the curtains pulled and I lay in the dark and I stared at nothing. I didn’t actually cry at all. I just stared. I don’t know what I thought about – nothing, I think, if you can think about nothing. Little rose-covered cottages and sofas covered with Waffenfabrik and sausage sandwiches, maybe. Antonio Neckar with his headaches and his squinty eyes.
         
 
         My Da came in to me that night when he got home.
 
         ‘Nancy,’ he said, ‘would you not come out and talk to us?’
 
         He put a hand on my shoulder and I held it. He worked on the docks, my Da. He was a big strong man but I never heard him say a cross word to one of us kids unless he had to. One time a man blamed my brother Ray for breaking his window. He blamed Ray because Ray was outside when the man came out to see who’d done it. Ray swore he hadn’t but the man wanted to take it out on somebody. He was boxing Ray’s head when Da came up and asked Ray if he’d broken the window. Again Ray said he hadn’t. The man called Ray a liar, and still tried to hit him. Da hit the man a single box that left him stretched out on the street with his jaw broke.
         
 
         ‘When you call my son a liar,’ he said to the man, ‘then you call me a liar. I may not have much but I have my word. Don’t try and take it away from me.’
 
         Afterwards I found out that Ray really had broken the window, but he was ashamed to tell Da because he’d have been disappointed. Years later, when Da was dying, Ray, a grown man then, confessed that thing to him. Da laughed.
 
         ‘Sure, I knew you were after doing it,’ he said to Ray. ‘But that fellow was only a bully. And I never liked bullies.’
 
         When I held my Da’s hand that night, the time Mattie Foley got shot, that’s when I started to cry. I cried and I cried and I shook the same way I’d been shaking at the kitchen table. Da held me tight till the sobbing went down, then he brought me out and sat me down and Ma gave me a cup of sweet tea. Jim and Ray were sitting by the fire. No-one said anything. We were sitting like that for a while when there was a knock on the door. My Da opened it and two men were standing there. They were strangers.
 
         ‘Well?’ Da said.
 
         ‘We’re asking around about a friend of ours,’ one of the men said. He spoke with a country accent.
 
         Da looked at them for a long while.
 
         ‘Come in,’ he said then, and they came in past him. They were young men in caps, with long dark coats. They looked serious and shifty at the same time. I was too numb to take them in, really, but I could sense the others tensing. Da closed the door and came over to the table. He sat down and looked up at the men without asking them to sit.
         
 
         ‘What do you want to know?’ he asked.
 
         ‘We had a friend staying with Mrs Nolan,’ the man with the country accent said. ‘He had a bit of a problem.’
 
         ‘Someone informed on him,’ the other man said impatiently. He was a Dub.
 
         Da looked from one to the other.
 
         ‘Well, it was no-one in this house,’ he said. He sounded tired. ‘We minds our own business, and we don’t like peelers.’
 
         ‘We believe,’ the first man said, ‘there was money involved.’
 
         Da looked like he was going to spit, but Ma would have taken the head off him if he’d done it in the house.
 
         ‘Blood money, so,’ he said. ‘No good ever came of blood money.’
 
         There was a clatter on the back door, and I jumped. I must have made some noise too because Ma came over and held me. Da was on his feet facing the door with his fists clenched. Each of the strangers stuck a hand in a pocket of his topcoat.
 
         The back door was always on the latch. It opened now and Chancer Foley came in. His face was white.
 
         ‘Mick,’ my Da said. ‘I’m sorry for your trouble.’
 
         Chancer Foley held up a silencing hand. He looked past my father at the two strangers.
         
 
         ‘Youse are looking for the man that put your friend on the spot,’ he said.
 
         There was something odd about him that I couldn’t place. Then I realised he wasn’t drunk. Here was Chancer Foley sober – a sight Mattie had said she’d never seen.
 
         The two young men looked at Chancer. They took their empty hands out of their pockets.
 
         ‘What do you know about it?’ the second one asked. He was thin-faced, intense.
 
         Chancer Foley started crying. It was an ugly sight, without even drink to excuse it.
 
         ‘I’m the man,’ he said. ‘I’m who you’re looking for.’
 
         I felt something like a lump of ice moving up and down my spine.
 
         ‘I had a daughter,’ Chancer said, ‘and one time my daughter told me I’d do anything for drink-money. I’d sell human life for it, she said, and I’d pay for it in hell.’
 
         His whole face was moving as he spoke, big spasms moving across it. His eyes were mad.
 
         ‘Well, I done it!’ he said. ‘I sold human life for it. And she was right – I’m paying. But it’s not enough.’
 
         He looked over at my Da.
 
         ‘She was a mad young one,’ he said. ‘Mad as a hatter. You could neither talk sense into her nor beat it into her. But she was only a young one, when all is said and done. There was no harm in her.’
         
 
         There was a drip on the end of Chancer’s nose. He wiped it with his coat-sleeve.
 
         ‘Them boyos the other day,’ he said to the two men. ‘The Auxies. They were looking for a man. They said they’d pay good money for word of strangers. And money is money.’
 
         ‘Blood money,’ my father said.
 
         ‘Blood money, aye. I never knew what that meant.’ Chancer held up two shaking hands, the dirty palms washed clean in places by the sweat and maybe tears on them.
 
         ‘When I looks at these hands now,’ he said, ‘I sees them full of me own daughter’s blood. It was on the street outside today, her blood. A big lock of it. Me wife had to go out and scrub it up when she came back from work. I found her still at it when I came home. She had the blood washed up this long time, there wasn’t a sign of it on the stones. But she was still scrubbing. She’d scrub the very stones out of the ground on that spot if she could.’
         
 
         He put his hands down and looked at the men.
 
         ‘There’s a stone wall outside here where this whole thing started.’ he said. ‘Your mate saw the Auxies coming the other morning, and he thrun the gun over the wall. I seen him do it. I wants youse to take me out now and put me up against that wall. I’m asking youse to do it. Begging youse. I’d do it me own self only I’ve nothing to do it with.’
 
         The second stranger, the intense one, moved as if to go over to Chancer; but his friend stopped him.
         
 
         ‘It was your daughter that was shot?’ he asked quietly.
 
         Chancer looked at him with mad eyes.
 
         ‘Sure, what do you think I’m talking about?’ he said. ‘You stupid culchie!’
 
         The young man looked at him evenly.
 
         ‘I think,’ he said, ‘you’ve been punished enough.’
 
         Chancer Foley moved quicker than I’d ever seen him move. He crossed the room and grabbed the man’s coat by the lapels. He was taller and heavier than the countryman, and he glowered down at him.
 
         ‘No!’ he said. ‘No, I haven’t.’
 
         The countryman reached up and pulled Chancer’s hands from his coat. He looked up at him coldly.
 
         ‘It’s a priest you need,’ he said. ‘And I’m not a priest.’
 
         He nodded to his friend. The two of them bade us goodnight and went out, closing the door after them. Chancer looked around at us. He started to say something to my Da, but something in Da’s eyes stopped him. Chancer ran out the back door, leaving it open behind him. A couple of days later his body was fished out of Dublin bay by a dredger. There were no signs of violence.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The court where I grew up is gone now. There’s a block of offices and apartments on the site. Well-dressed young men and women come and go, talking on their mobile phones, running busily up and down steps that are rarely empty. My mother and father are long gone to their reward. My brother Ray fought in the British army during the Hitler war. He died in Germany in 1945. My brother Jim went to America. I was over there last year for his funeral. I often think of Mattie, and wonder what would have become of her. One time when myself and my husband were home on a holiday we went to the National Museum. They’ve a special display there about them times, with guns and uniforms from the Rising and from the Tan war. There’s an Auxie uniform there that set the hairs of my neck standing up when I saw it. But the thing that struck me most was a pistol, a Mauser pistol, there in a glass case. It was the spit and image of the one that Mattie Foley brought into our kitchen that morning. You could even see the same words stamped on the metal: Waffenfabrik Mauser … Oberndorf A. Neckar. And for the first time in too many years I thought of Antonio Neckar, with his headaches and his craftsmanship.
         
 
         There was a couple looking into the case at the same time as me, and when they spoke to each other I recognised the language as German. They even said something about Mausers – maybe surprised to find so many of the guns had come from their own country. And though it wasn’t like me at all, I turned to the couple and asked them about the words stamped on the pistol, and I learned that Waffenfabrik wasn’t a thing you’d cover sofas with at all, but that it just meant ‘weapons factory’. And I learned too that the rest of the inscription meant only a factory site, Oberndorf-Am-Neckar, the Neckar being a river and Oberndorf-Am-Neckar being the same sort of a name as, say, Kingston-on-Thames, where my sister-in-law used to live. And, of course, it’s not that I’d ever believed that there really was a fellow called Antonio Neckar, because I’d known all along it was only a mad story, but in a foolish kind of a way I found myself standing there not knowing whether to laugh or cry. Because, mad or not, Mattie Foley had called out to Antonio with her last living breath. And as we left the museum I seemed to hear a little girl’s voice echoing in the high rooms, up in the rafters, singing a daft old song:
         
 
         
            
               ‘Oh, Oh, Antonio, 
               
 
               He’s gone away. 
               
 
               Left me alone-io, 
               
 
               All on my own-io.’
               

            

         
 
         I think that, in a strange way, and though I hadn’t thought about him for years, Antonio Neckar came alive a bit in my own mind that day. Because those things in the glass cases – the uniforms and the guns – they were only history, and history is a name for things that are dead. And Antonio, even though he’d never existed, was still more alive than those things. Because Antonio, with his headaches and his craft, like Mattie Foley with her dirty dancing feet, would never be a dead thing in a museum. The only museum he’d be in was the museum of this old woman’s heart. And a heart may be old, but so long as it is beating it’s a living thing; and the things that are inside it are not dead. And somewhere in a corner of my own heart, in a place full of dreams, a bit of me will always be sitting on the Empty Steps with Mattie Foley, listening to her mad stories, eating sausage sandwiches, maybe, and waiting for Antonio.
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