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         I RELAND WAS NEUTRAL during the Second World War, a policy that led to much that was sinister, much that was ridiculous. The
            country had achieved independence from Britain, but at a cost. The War of Independence (1918—21) had led to a treaty with
            Britain that was rejected by the more radical factions within the Irish Republican Army. These divisions led to a civil war,
            where those for and against the treaty fought with a savagery that surpassed that of the War of Independence itself. Eamon
            De Valera led the anti-treaty faction, Liam Cosgrave the pro-treaty government. Normal politics resumed when the Civil War
            exhausted itself, and in 1932 Eamon De Valera won a majority and was elected Taoiseach (prime minister). He was to dominate
            the politics of Ireland for the next forty years. His former comrades in the IRA who disagreed with any accommodation with
            the treaty were then outlawed and suppressed. As the Second World War drew closer, the IRA itself split into factions that
            mirrored the divisions in Europe. One faction supported the fight against fascism, particularly in Spain. The other regarded
            England's enemy as its natural ally and was thus drawn into support for Nazi Germany.

         
         
         
         
         
         De Valera pursued his policy of neutrality during the Second World War with extraordinary rigor, ruthlessly proscribing the
            splintered remnants of the IRA, censoring the press, and effectively sealing off the Irish Republic from any contact with
            events in Europe.

         
         
         
         
         
         For further information, see the Glossary.
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         THEY FILE OUT with the first light and let us stand there for an hour or two. The light will change, we know, from dim silver
            to a blinding white during our stasis and, for the few minutes of what they properly call dawn, the giant hoarding of the
            Virgin will have a sky of ribboned magenta behind it. Almost a halo, of the quite conventional kind, which adorns as an afterthought
            the hoarding of the Spaniard to her left and the Italian to her right. Though their shared glory will take some time to arrive.
            Both Mussolini and Franco flap against their wooden supports in the wind the heatening sun drives before it, wearing similar
            hats, painted with the same monumental rigidity, flicking with each thwack, as if mildly epileptic. She smiles in between,
            moved only by the same occasional twitch, a sad smile on her face, a rigid smile, a monumental one but not too different really
            from the smiles on the statues back home.

         
         
         
         
         Behind her, on the wooden box-towers, the Moroccans stand, half-sleeping in their uniforms, one of them banging the nails
            of the boards that hold him with his rifle-butt. He doesn't care for the light changing behind him, maybe because he has to
            stand all day. I can imagine anything behind those monastery walls, but nothing that would generate a flicker of interest
            from his eyes. We care, since we know that the nauseous riot of colour behind her is only there to signal the procession out
            of the barred doors, the priest coming last behind his peasant altar-boys, their vestments grubby and white, barely concealing
            their khaki uniforms.

         
         
         
         
         The Spaniards to one side, feet swollen under knots of rags, resigned already to what they know will face them. The dark stains
            on the monastery wall, twenty yards from the Virgin's left hand, catch the eye only in so far as every eye tries to avoid
            them. The Jewish kid from Turin, his large eyes forever regretting whatever immoderation drove him here. And the rest of us
            stand bound by a common tough thread. Not being our fight, it could well not be our execution, a thought that plays with a
            sly unwitting smile behind each face, the way a child who hears of death for the first time can but laugh, then suppresses
            it with the most appropriate demeanour. So we stand there, tough, resilient and apparently bored.

         
         
         
         
         
         I remember my father, and what got me here. We would lay nightlines, in our rare moments of tranquillity, on the beach below
            the terrace where our house was. Thin strings of gut between two metal rods strung intermittently with hooks, much like the
            barbed wire that joins the box-towers, on one of which the Moroccan still bangs with his rifle-butt. We would jam them in
            the hard sand at low tide; evening was always best, when all the water had retreated and the low light hit the ridges of the
            scalloped sand. A mackerel sky behind us, more tranquil than the one now forming behind the Virgin's head. The lines pulled
            taut, each hook neatly tied, his trousers rolled around his calfs, bare feet against the ridged sand. A shovel, and a rapid
            succession of holes dug, around each ragworm cast. There were rags and lugs, I remember, the one all arms like a centipede,
            the other like a bulbous eel, both adequate for the task in hand. Which was to walk back to where the lines were strung, shoes
            in one hand, squirming mass of worms in the other, feet splaying sideways over the ridges of sand and skewer a worm on to
            each waiting hook. By which time the sun was almost gone and the rags and lugs would swing gently squirming, dark against
            the dying light. We would turn without a word after watching for a while as if words would have fractured the moment's—peace,
            I would have said, but that would have implied a continuity of such moments between us, which there wasn't. Respite would
            be truer, respite from the many gradations of awkward speech, and more awkward silences. Whatever the word, we both knew this
            moment and would let nothing broach it, would walk back along the ribbed sand, my feet splayed to save them discomfort, his
            firm, set flat across the scallops, bigger, harder, infinitely older. Shoes in one hand, shovel in the other.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning there would be the catch of course, when the tide went out. A couple of plaice, a salmon bass, a dogfish,
            swinging between the lines which would be bent with the weight, silver against the silver tide. We would walk out and could
            talk now; I being the kid would run towards them, he being the father would identify each in that didactic way of his. I'd
            walk towards him, my arms full of poles, wet fish and catgut. The reaping was never as rich as the sowing, somehow. I knew
            that then and would connect that paradox with speech. The words, the sunlight, maybe the fact that the tide had come in. In
            the house behind us she would already be being lifted from her bed for Sunday dinner. I'd deliver the fish to Maisie, who
            lifted her, as she prepared the roast, and know they would be served and stay uneaten, at tea.

         
         
         
         
         My memory of her is more uncertain, probably because she died before it could harden. The large bed which must have been theirs
            before she fell ill, the rolls of toilet paper on the table to her left which her hand would make a handkerchief of when she
            coughed and the mounds of discarded paper on the floor, which Maisie would clear up, periodically. I assume now we were only
            let see her on her best days, which must have been infrequent. The bottles of perfume and quinine on the table, the smell
            of that perfume, which reminded me of churches, and a harsher odour, something medicinal. There were pictures ranged about
            the walls, of her with him, her with her numerous brothers, all with belts low and pot-bellies hanging over, hats at rakish
            angles, cigarettes hanging from lips and fingers.

         
         
         
         
         She would smile weakly when I came in and I would resist the urge to snuggle up beside her, stand by the bedstead playing
            with the pearls she had draped round the metal, until her hand stretched over the pillow to grasp mine. Be a brave boy, Dony,
            she'd say and draw me slowly down to the bed, where some infant urge would take me over and I'd reach across the mounds of
            the quilt to clutch her shoulder and lie there, listening to both of us breathing. I would look from her face to the picture
            of her in her wedding dress, smiling, holding a bouquet, veil slightly askew, then to the one of him in his IRA uniform. I
            would ask her to tell me again the story of when the Tans came to catch him in the house near Mornington and she hid him among
            the potato drills and beat them out of the house with a broomstick.

         
         
         
         
         He was from the country, she was from the city, and the difference for some reason seemed to me significant, though I didn't
            understand why. Her brothers would fill the house at weekends, ruffle my hair and press pennies in my hand and they spoke
            with a wit and a freedom that seemed to have passed him by. He would spend hours with her in the room, the door closed to
            any intrusion, nothing to indicate life inside but the low murmuring of their voices together. I would sit outside there,
            pulling wool from the carpet and rolling it into balls, like some guardian of their privacy. Or I would take the opportunity
            to wander through his office where the makeshift bed was that he slept in, the mass of papers on the green felt table by the
            window, the inkpot and the fountain pen, the sheafs of government notepaper and in the drawer beneath it, when I found the
            courage to open it, the gun in its leather shoulder-belt. It was significant in their union, I understood dimly, redolent
            of a time and a series of events that united them, despite her illness, despite his accent and the fact that he slept in the
            camp-bed by the corner. I would run my finger over its greasy surface and want to be beside her again, hearing her tell me
            of the Black and Tans, the potato drills and the broomstick.

         
         
         
         
         
         I was clearing nightlines with him when the end came. Both of us barefoot again as we jerked the fishes' gullets from the
            hooks, whacked their heads on the hard sand, the white gills gasping and the cold blood streaming my fingers when I looked
            up and saw Maisie on the promenade rubbing her hands in her smock with a distracted air and the doctor with the small black
            bag, running. Wait here, my father said and he began to run too and I heard a strange cry from him as he ran, like an intake
            of breath or the squawk of a herring-gull as he left me with the handfuls of half-dead fish. I knew the immensity of it because
            he had left his shoes beside mine; it was most unlike that monument I thought my father was, scrambling over the layer of
            pebbles between the sand and the promenade wall. The tide was way out, so far out it seemed impossible that the thin white
            line by the horizon could have represented water. And it would be a dream I would have, many times later, the two of us walking
            towards the lines we had placed the night before. The nightlines in the dream would be so far out it seemed impossible we
            could have placed them but there, after all, they were, miles beyond the promenade wall, where the sand was sculpted in huge
            soft curves and the fish our hooks had gleaned were not the comforting plaice and sole we were used to, but odd misshapen
            creatures, pallid, translucent because of the depths they inhabited, huge whiskers and eyes, mouths shaped like tulips. We
            would approach these fish with circumspection, so unexpected were they, but they were fish after all, could be torn from the
            hooks and bleed like any others. And halfway through the work I would hear the roar, I would turn and see the white line of
            the sea had become a wall, bearing down on us and we would run from this tidal wave dragging fish, irons and catgut towards
            the distant haven of the promenade where the maid rubbed her hands on her smock with a distracted air and the doctor ran with
            unseemly haste towards the house.

         
         
         
         
         But then I stood there with the fish; I knew I should follow but couldn't. I turned and walked towards the sea away from the
            house where what I didn't want to know was happening. They found me four hours later, by the rocky inlet round the Head. The
            tide had come in and my feet were bleeding from the stones. The black car pulled up by the road on the headland and Maisie
            walked from it. She clambered down the rocks towards me and said, you come home now. She's dead, isn't she, I said and Maisie
            repeated, you come home now. So I went home.

         
         
         
         
         
         So the light is up and the Moroccan is still banging his wooden support. It won't be long now till the priest walks out, stiff
            as he was last Sunday, alb and cincture blowing in the same wind. Here it's easy to imagine that nothing changes. The pattern
            of blood on what was once a monastery wall grows; each day another is shot and somehow nothing changes.

         
         
         
         
         
         Death, I was to find, brought its privileges. As Maisie patched my knees and cleaned my feet she gave me goldgrain biscuits
            to quieten me. I sat by the warmth of the range and heard my voice coming out, piping, almost cheerful. She's dead, isn't
            she? Hush you, said Maisie, and gave me a biscuit. Tears came to my eyes and she gave me one more. And later, when I was brought
            upstairs, the hush that fell on that sherry-filled room told me of a new dignity I had been blessed with. The priest and all
            the uncles rose at once. I walked past the skirts of aunts with the gravitas of an actor who knew his hour was come. I wept
            when the priest touched my hair, wept more when the priest stroked my cheek and the tears were real, even though they arrived
            on cue. The arms of the grandfather clock held some strange fascination so I stared at them rather than at the faces around
            me. They leapt forwards and the chimes sounded. Father entered and stood with his face by the window. I felt that we were
            vying for this moment and that somehow I was winning hands down. Hand after hand touched my cheek, pennies were pressed into
            my palm and all I had to do was stand and weep. And my father stood, stared out the window. His retiring soul kept the grief
            intact and his reserve seemed shameful. He would suffer with it for years, both the shame and the grief, whereas I being young
            had only the grief and an adequate stage upon which to display it.

         
         
         
         
         Mouse came down later that evening. Mouse, who lived in the cottage up in Bloodybank, who was brought up by the aunt with
            the dyed blonde hair and the bedroom slippers for shoes. He had been sent to get a bottle of milk by his brother and had taken
            the longest of detours to get me to come out. I could see from his expectant face under the black hair that he hadn't heard
            the news. Come on, he said, down the promenade to the amusements and to the corner shop and back. I can't, I said, my eyes
            still wet. You leave him be now, Maisie said, coming from the dark of the kitchen with a tray of fruitcake. Pourquoi, said Mouse, who liked big words. Maisie pulled me back and slammed the door and I tried to imagine the sangfroid with which
            he would accept the rebuff. Turning, shrugging, or walking backwards from the door, jingling the coins in his pocket. She
            drew me upstairs, the tray in one hand, my collar in the other, and introduced me to a room full of a different set of mourners.

         
         
         
         
         They drifted through for what seemed like days. The bell would ring and Maisie would run down and those I had known in other
            guises would enter, their faces now set in masks of condolence. Maisie kept an endless supply of fruitcake sashaying up the
            stairs, of cups of tea, glasses of sherry, goldgrain biscuits. After a while I must have fallen asleep for I remember being
            carried upstairs, the wool of his suit brushing off my cheek, an intimacy to which I was quite unaccustomed. He laid me down
            in the darkened room and said, don't you worry about anything. I could see him standing above me and his cheeks were wet now,
            as if here he could allow himself tears. My voice came out calm and this surprised me, but now that we were alone, it was
            as if my show of grief could be let vanish. I won't, I said. We'll make do, he said, won't we? And there was that hint of
            uncertainty in his voice, as if maybe we wouldn't. We will, I said and felt resentful at being the one who must provide the
            reassurance. What's my name? he asked me. It struck me as an odd question so I didn't answer for a bit and when he repeated
            it I said, you're my father. No, he said, what's my real name? Sam, I said. Your name's Sam. That's right, he said, and he
            wiped his cheek and left.

         
         
         
         
         I lay awake for a while thinking about how everything had changed. He would later ask me about that time and about my memories
            of her, which grew dimmer as the years went on. I remember her well enough, I would say, to disguise that image I had of the
            bed in which she sat daily, surrounded by the paper into which she coughed. My one regret, he would say, is that she died
            before you got a chance to know her. The fact that this phrase, my one regret, became the prefix to many different statements,
            all of which he seemed to regret, did not pass me by. But I came to see that all of his regrets were centred round the one,
            the one he wept about as he stood in the bedroom and asked who he was, the one he felt as he deserted those fish and ran towards
            Maisie when that strange cry came out of him like a seagull's. I didn't know adults, I didn't know they could not state the
            obvious and only cry when alone. What I did know was that everything had changed and that my soul would change into a cold
            hard crystal because it had changed. I felt a sadness oozing out of me that I must dispel since I knew I must be free of it
            or live underneath its moisture for ever. It hovered above me like a departing soul and went out the window and I knew then
            that if she had gone anywhere it was into that sea from which we had plucked so many fish.

         
         
         
         
         And I could see her as time went on gathering crusts of things the way objects do that are exposed to the tide. Things that
            have nothing to do with them: weed, shellfish and the dull green colour of copper when it rusts. Then again I would think
            the opposite: that she would become hard and smooth like a pebble or a piece of glass that loses its edges with the movement
            of the water, acquire the water's pale green colour, become something between water and stone. And I heard pebbles thrown
            against the window, as if to interrupt my thinking. I shook myself, walked out of bed in my communion suit and saw Mouse down
            below, throwing stones at the window.

         
         
         
         
         C'est la vie, he said. He still had the empty bottle of milk in his hand. What does that mean? I asked him. Something deep, he said. Come
            on down, Dony, I'm in trouble. Why? I asked. Spent the money for the milk, he said, and I'm afraid to go home without it.
            As I climbed down he heard the money jingling in my pockets. By the sound of it, he said, you've got some spondulicks. I have,
            I told him and when I reached the ground I emptied my pockets. I knew by now that he knew, but he would wait for me to mention
            it. Of uncertain parentage, he knew the etiquette of these things. So the money clinked, the coinage of the thing itself.
            There were four half-crowns and assorted sixpences. Where'd you get them, he wondered. People give you them when your ma dies,
            I said. He looked at me in the light coming from the upstairs window. His brown eyes like cocker spaniel's, pale creamy face
            that made the lips too red and a lick of dark hair over the forehead. Mine were brown too, the hair was dark, but the skin
            was olive, like a foreigner's.

         
         
         
         
         We walked across the sparse grass that led to the broken wall that led to the promenade. I'm sorry for your trouble, he said.
            But we must be thankful for small mercies. I didn't know mine. I didn't reply to this. I knew he spoke the way older kids
            spoke, for the sound of it mostly, and he mostly got the words wrong. We climbed over the broken wall and began running towards
            the lights of the amusements in the distance. But I stopped. I'd noticed something just beyond the line of the tide. Two poles
            sticking out of the water and a couple of shapes flapping between them.

         
         
         
         
         He left his fish, I said and began to want to cry again.

         
         
         
         
         What fish? Mouse asked.

         
         
         
         
         Those ones. I pointed.

         
         
         
         
         Ah come on Dony, and he dragged at me again.

         
         
         
         
         No. They're important.

         
         
         
         
         And I clambered down towards them, into the water in my good suit, the shoes making a sucking noise each time I stepped. He
            stood at the edge, still jingling the coins.

         
         
         
         
         What do you want them for? he asked.

         
         
         
         
         For posterity, I said. It was a word I thought would have shut him up, since we both would have to pretend to understand it.

         
         
         
         
         Ah yes, he said. The noise of the coins stopped. I grabbed both rods and dragged them out of the water. There were three plaice
            we hadn't yet unhooked. Their surprised eyes bulged and they shivered with their last pieces of life.

         
         
         
         
         Got to go now, I said, dragging them behind me, towards the house.

         
         
         
         
         I'm going to get it, Mouse said.

         
         
         
         
         How much was the milk? I asked. I surprised myself, assuming control.

         
         
         
         
         Sixpence, he said.

         
         
         
         
         Here, I said, and held out my hand. He looked at me silently, his lips red in the moonlight, then he held out his. I took
            the coins and left him sixpence.

         
         
         
         
         Don't go, Dony, he said. It was changing the rules somehow.

         
         
         
         
         Have to, I said, and gave him another sixpence.

         
         
         
         
         I walked back to the house and left him standing there by the water. Everything had changed, all right. When I got to the
            door, he was still there, looking up at me.

         
         
         
         
         My father answered, dressed in his funeral suit.

         
         
         
         
         You forgot these, I told him and held out the two rods and the dying fish. Sam.

         
         
         
         
         
         They laid her out the next morning, in the upstairs living-room, in a dress that seemed to intimate a genteel party of some
            kind. My father held my hand and we both leaned forwards to kiss her perfect cheek. She looked younger in death, not sick
            any longer, but somehow distant, as if she was already sleeping beneath the tide that crept over our night-lines. Her brothers
            lifted the coffin and my father took his place up front. As he was taller than all four of them they had to stretch to keep
            some semblance of balance. They walked gingerly down the stairs and out to the waiting car. We sat in the seat beside him
            and I watched through the window as the cortege drew off and every neighbour we passed removed his hat. Outside the church
            there was a crowd and each hat again came off. I saw Mouse, his school cap in his hand and his aunt's shock of yellow hair
            under a black bonnet. Again I felt numbed and oddly privileged. The wind blew from the Head, my uncles strained to accommodate
            my father's height and only when we were seated inside, next to my tall, dark-suited father and the priest walked through,
            coughing in his coloured robes, did it strike me how fully gone she was.

         
         
         
         
         
         Now that the sun has whatever meridian it needs to recreate that vulgar glory behind her head, the priest can make his entrance.
            The Guardia Civil straighten their three-cornered hats and the soldiers begin their laconic march forwards. The coloured figure
            walks behind them, purple since it will be Easter soon, and behind him two peasant soldiers dressed in white, one carrying
            the cruets, the other the makeshift altar. The Virgin flaps once more in the breeze, Mussolini flaps in turn and the tight-lipped
            Spaniard stays silent, as if he is today the stoic arbiter of the proceedings. The mackerel-ribbed magenta halo behind her
            holds its glory for one last beat and the wind is rising, whipping clouds of dust round the drab procession. The guards behind
            us fall to their knees and we stay standing. And maybe that was part of what brought me, tales of disinterred nuns waltzing
            in the arms of anarchists in Barcelona. I can see myself as Judas, he who betrays because he dimly perceives that was all
            that was expected of him. His stance in the living-room, preparing me for Mass, each Mass in memory of her, I suppose, his
            rigid expectation that I too would follow her precepts and the equally rigid certainty that I wouldn't. She had vanished,
            effected a trick more complete than any town-hall magician, he had moved his bed from his office back into the big brass bed
            where I used to lie with her and the string of pearls she had hung from the metal bars, her wedding and engagement rings now
            sat in the drawer, beside the gun and the shoulder-holster, mementoes of a marriage and a conflict of which he rarely spoke.
            Perhaps I missed her most for that, for the hints and stories she would give me of that past of theirs, bullets whacking past
            the chimney while the Irregulars and Free-Staters fought it out on the hills above.

         
         
         
         
         And I realise that betrayal seeds itself, like a weed through a garden. His memory of his War of Independence was like the
            inviolate rose, ravished by the Civil War that followed. And fifteen years later, I joined a remnant of the splinters of that
            conflict, a wayward bunch of Republicans who, having exhausted the litany of betrayal at home, sought new possibilities abroad.

         
         
         
         
         Come father, I should have whispered, talk to me, tell me why you so disapprove, show me the drama of your past, not your
            stiff present. You will kill him, Rose told me. Rose, who came to teach us piano and stayed. Maybe, I said, but I knew she
            was eluding me too. Whatever unspoken promise had been mooted on the piano keys had by now been forgotten, as if it had never
            existed. He has proposed to me, she said, her head leaning on the door jamb, the piano gleaming like a black seal behind her.
            He told me he would, I said to her. Her eyes wanted to know but I didn't continue. Hands gripping the green baize card-table,
            the veins already bulging blue with the signs of age, eyes all avoidance. I am marrying, he told me, because it will be the
            best thing for all of us. How? father, I asked him. Don't gall me, he said, you know how. But no, I told him, I honestly didn't.
            She has brought some peace to this place, he said, she's from a good family. What else? I asked him. The truth is, he said
            and he looked suddenly tired, I've let you run wild. No, I told him, I've done that entirely on my own. Talk some sense to
            me, please, he asked. I've done the best I could, under the circumstances. And I thought if the circumstances were different,
            she might, we might, get along a bit better. So it'll be on her shoulders, I said. No, he said, it'll be on all our shoulders.
            This place hasn't been a home for fourteen years. And have you informed the lady? I asked him and his hands shook, as if at
            an insult. Miss de Vrai, he said, is aware of my intentions. Thank God for that, I told him. I need your support, he said.
            Just tell me I'm right.

         
         
         
         
         I stood there and said nothing. There was an obscenity at the heart of it I couldn't quite fathom. She is half your age, I
            wanted to say. Don't ask me to make your mind up for you, and I remembered what he said when he put me to bed the night she
            died. We'll make do, he said, won't we? There was the same question there, the need for reassurance. We didn't make do, I
            thought. But I repeated it anyway, wondering would he remember. We'll make do.

         
         
         
         
         That night I played the piano while he tinkered with the fishing gear. She was due at seven. She would come in, I knew, with
            the knowledge that he had told me. Outside the sun was falling over the Irish Sea. The tide would soon be fully out and he
            would roll his trousers up to his calfs and paddle out, with spade and two rods and a tangle of lines. Some ritual was taking
            place, he wanted to be alone where I could see him, remembering that place we inhabited together years ago now while I sat
            with her and somehow managed the knowledge of what he had told me. I tried to get the Ravel perfect while I heard the door
            below me close and heard the gate creak and soon saw him on the beach below, walking towards the line of retreated sea, looking
            for the casts the rags had left. He soon became a thin silhouette against the rage of colour in the evening sky behind. Then
            I heard the gate creak again and knew it was her. I heard the footsteps towards the door and saw the silhouetted figure digging
            furiously in the sand outside. Then the sound of the door opening and the footsteps up the stairs. I played, hitting wrong
            notes with my left and wondered would my rendition of "Pavane for a Dead Infanta" somehow tell her that I knew.

         
         
         
         
         
         Introibe adaltare, the priest begins and I think it odd that they have the universal language while we aspire to the universal politics. The
            Welshman to my left chews a match and the two German youths stand bolt upright, as rigid in their opposition to the ceremony
            that is forced upon them as they would be in the observance. The wind has blown a fine layer of sand on to their faces, barely
            distinguishable from the pale down of their cheeks. They throw a glance sideways towards me, and I'm reminded again that they
            regard me with something like suspicion. Over the first weeks we lay on the hay on the stone floor under the vaulted ceiling
            of what must have been a wine-cellar and they talked about politics with a numb duty, as if only to remember what brought
            them here. In the beginning I answered dutifully but then, unable to stand their heroics any longer or even just possibly
            out of respect for a more mundane level of truth, I told them I came here because of all courses of action I could have taken
            it was the only one I knew with certainty that my father would have disapproved of. The words hung in the air, a dumb reality
            they knew, maybe, but would never admit.

         
         
         
         
         So, though I stand with them now, I am suspect. I know in my heart the intimate rituals the priest circumscribes in the sandy
            air with his thin white hands. I welcome them secretly as a hint of home. I stand out of some obscure sense of fellowship
            but it is neither exhaustion nor the angular pebbles on the soles of my feet that make me want to kneel. I would slip downwards
            with relief, would welcome their contempt, would put myself outside once more another sphere of approval. And if I let my
            heart quicken the way it wants to, tears maybe would stream down my own sandy cheeks. I can remember those walks on Sunday
            down the promenade, both of us in our best suits, to the church on Sydney Parade. Those neighbours who passed us would nod,
            their faces set in what came to seem a permanent mask of condolence. The sea would change, from white-capped to still, steely
            grey, I would grow, my suit would change, my height would gain on his but the walk was sacrosanct and the hush of the church
            interior was always the same. I will go to the altar of God, to God the joy of my youth. There was a shocking relief in the
            silence there, in the knowledge that we could abide together amidst this ritual, and as with the nightlines, not have to blunder
            towards speech. So I came to think of God as a great mass of quiet, a silence that was happy with itself, a closed mouth.
            Till the time came when I would interrupt that quiet.

         
         
         
         
         
         I remember Mouse, his face perplexed and saddened among the surging crowds who tried to block us from the boat on Eden Quay.

         
         
         
         
         He walked with me from the house towards Bray station, past the sea to our left and the large Victorian piles to our right.
            He reminded me of the hawker he'd seen in Greystones, scattering broken glass out of a sack to gather the crowds. We'd bet
            our souls on whether he would bleed when he lay on them. You won Mouse, I told him. Nobody wins a bet like that, he said.
            We turned up from the sea by the Northern Hotel past the Legio Maria pebbledash front with the Virgin holding the ball of
            the known world, towards the train. What'll he do without you, Mouse said. He had come to be more Christian than I. He'll
            have her, I told him. And more to the point, what will you do without me. He sniffed in the cold air and brushed his black
            hair from his perfect forehead. I'm going for prelims next month, he said. He would pretend to me his application to a seminary
            was to provide him with a cheap degree, but I knew the reality. He had found God with a vengeance. And then, I asked him,
            lying, as he wanted me to. Maybe teaching. The train came and I said, you don't have to come any farther. Why not? he asked.
            There'll be a demonstration at the boat, I told him. You shouldn't be seen with the likes of me. But he shut me up with a
            glance of contempt and opened the carriage door.

         
         
         
         
         Rose had declined to come that day and my father had stood by the living-room window, with his face turned to the sea once
            more. You're too young, he said, to take a step like this. Was I ever too young? I asked him. Why do you think you're so different?
            he asked me. I don't, I said. You don't choose conflict, he said, war and hate and all that, it chooses you. So it chose you
            once, I said. That was different, he said. What I can't take any more, I said, is the hypocrisy, the prevarication—Don't give
            me politics, he said, I know all that. Just tell me what it is. You know what it is, I told him. I don't, he said, I honestly
            don't. Then look at me and tell me that, I asked him. But I turned and left before he had a chance to.

         
         
         
         
         You've got him wrong, Mouse said as the train soughed past Killiney. Maybe, I said, but doing something is better than nothing.
            What do you mean? Mouse asked. The heroic act, I told him, is as apt a metaphor as any for this condition we call life. The
            contemplation of it sweet, the execution tortuous and the end product vacuous. You'll have to translate for me, said Mouse.
            If I stayed what would I do? I asked him. Stay in that house where everything is intimated, nothing ever said. Wait for that
            wedding which neither of them will mention. Wish them off to some drab hole like Brighton and wait for them to return again.
            You know I can't live here . . .

         
         
         
         
         What if you're wrong? he asked.

         
         
         
         
         But I couldn't accept that possibility so came out with the grander reasons, the rotten core of the bourgeoisie, the need
            to obviate one's class in the broader struggle, how any action at all is better than paralysis, but I could tell he wasn't
            listening, I could tell that stuff meant nothing to him. I watched his profile against the glass with all the eucalyptus of
            Killiney hill going past and knew he wasn't made for those kinds of abstraction. His eyes were silver with the light behind
            him and his cheek seemed wet.

         
         
         
         
         It's her, isn't it, he said.

         
         
         
         
         What's her? I asked.

         
         
         
         
         You can't stand the thought of him and her.

         
         
         
         
         I turned away but it didn't matter, he knew he had struck home.

         
         
         
         
         They called out the banns in the windswept church on the hill where he had married once before. I hadn't been there but Mouse
            told me of them and I told him he should have come up with some reasons for objection. What ones? he asked. On the grounds,
            I told him, of the ridiculous. She kept the brochures for her wedding trousseau half hidden in her music case. I thought of
            searching in his desk for the ring, hidden I imagined among the yellowing journals where he kept the newspaper cuttings of
            his contributions to the Treaty debates, but decided against it. The silence in the house said everything. A silence different
            from before, a congealed pall of the unspoken. I would pass him on the stairs, her on the promenade and one day decided it
            was simpler to leave.

         
         
         
         
         I want my absence, I told Mouse, to be a more effective damnation than my presence could ever have been. With me there, they
            can cough and shuffle, imagine my presence is a barrier to speech. With me gone, they will be left with the reality of it.

         
         
         
         
         And what's that? Mouse asked.

         
         
         
         
         Ridiculous, I said.

         
         
         
         
         When we came to Westland Row and made it to the quays the crowds were all around us. I looked at the sad bunch coming out
            of Liberty Hall under the ITGWU banner. He had belonged to the same union once, walked out of the same hall, his Trinity scarf
            like a beacon among the mufflers, before he chose more staid political realities. I made my way towards them and was about
            to say goodbye but the crowds surged forwards, spitting blood and rosaries. Mouse was swept beyond me, part of them now without
            wanting to be. He pushed forwards and got the bag into my hands and tried to say something but the crowds pulled him beyond
            me. And I walked under the drab banner and felt the spittle or maybe it was the spray on my face, for the wind was up and
            the boat was pitching, and as we walked up the swaying gangplank I turned and saw him in his black gabardine coat, pressed
            between a mass of women on their knees, rosaries raised in their fingers and he tried to wave his hand but couldn't so he
            smiled, as if only now conscious of the joke at the heart of it all.

         
         
         
         
         Lord I love the beauty of Thy house, the priest says, and the place where Thy glory dwells. As the boat drew towards the Kish
            lighthouse I could see the house one last time, the roofs perched above the thin fawn pencil of Bray harbour, barely visible
            in the mist. A line of three-storeyed late Georgian dwellings at right angles to the sea. With a balcony running the length
            of them, adding a touch of rococo, white-painted, peeling, sagging under the weight of hard winters. Ours second from the
            end, protected somewhat from the waves that buffeted them, worst when the tide was high and the wind from the east. A small
            ledge running the length of them too to prevent flooding. The view was of a promenade, a long stretch of green and concrete
            leading to Bray Head with a railing to frame the ocean running its length, painted blue sometimes, mucous green at others.
            A bandstand, quite proud of itself, smack in the middle. The shape of this bandstand, with its top like a Chinaman's hat,
            was echoed intermittently down the length of the prom by gazebos, follies, small shelters, call them what you will, perched
            somewhere between utilitarian and purely decorative functions.

         
         
         
         
         Why he chose that house I will never know, it was too small for one of his Protestant Ascendancy background, too large for
            one of hers. He would have been by then a veteran of the War of Independence, a fact I would have been inordinately proud
            of, if he allowed me, if he allowed himself a hint of the same. My mother was from Dorset Street and the pictures he kept
            of her show a rolling Edwardian glamour not too far removed from the music-hall. They must have been miles apart, aeons, centuries,
            light-years, if I can judge from the pictures, my own uncertain memories and the uncles that I met, in cinemas, at race meetings,
            the dogs, places he would rarely have gone. All of them small, with a swagger dictated by the rolling belly, conversation
            scattered from the left-hand corner of the mouth, between drags of a cigarette, a short rasping cough and a quick guffaw.
            They met during the Black and Tan War. She was nineteen, spending her summer in her uncle's farm in Mor­nington on the mouth
            of the Boyne. The uncle kept a safe house; he was billeted on it in the way of those days, came in the dead of night, wet,
            his Mauser tucked in his greatcoat and slept in a chicken-coop. She blundered in to collect the eggs next morning and found
            him in the arms of Morpheus among the flying feathers. She cooked him breakfast and that, I suppose, was that. I like to think
            of her in a cardigan, the rough hem of her dress dangling over a pair of Wellington boots, a young impressionable girl with
            a tomboy's face, a pair of eggs in her hand, entranced with this figure half covered in hay and chickenshit. He took to visiting
            her, during the long winter that built up to the truce, in that redbricked slum in Dorset Street. The erratic nature of his
            visits, the romantic allure of the gunman fastening round her heart I suppose.

         
         
         
         
         The differences in their nature were left dormant, to emerge. A Trinity student, he became a convert, in more ways than one.
            To the Republican creed of those days, and then, before his marriage, to Catholicism. They married during the Truce and honeymooned
            during the Treaty debates, and a certain greyness must have entered his soul as he watched the rhetoric of betrayal lead inexorably
            towards civil war. Perhaps it was exhaustion that led him to take the Free State side, and perhaps again it was the pull of
            his background.

         
         
         
         
         He bought the house before the marriage, I learnt later from the title deeds. She was to die within five years of coming,
            so it was destined to be her only one. And again I can imagine her first view of it, from the train that would have brought
            her from Dublin, the harbour and the boatworks behind it swinging past, then the row of houses and the balconies revealing
            themselves from a sideways perspective that gradually became flat, like a painted postcard. Dishevelled, mid-Victorian, comfortable
            somehow like the skirts of aunts or a game of bowls on a Sunday afternoon. The peeling white paint of the wooden balconies,
            the sea beating behind, the brown length of the harbour wall and the shell of the Turkish baths on the ocean side. Did she
            know she was to die in it, I often wondered, that the regular thump of the waves on the promenade would accompany her last
            heartbeat? When she opened the front door for the first time and sunlight disturbed the dust the last owners had left, and
            saw the fleur-de-lis on the linoleum floor did she make a mental note to replace it? If so she never got round to it, for
            its prosaic ugliness dominated my childhood. The pair of small white high heels with the pearls where the laces should be
            would have left neat prints on the dust over the linoleum, since I can't imagine him lifting her in the way that tradition
            demanded. But then again maybe he did, maybe there was a strong, reassuring forearm under the small of her back, the folds
            and laces of a wedding dress tucked underneath his palm, her lips and chin embedded in his neck, beardless, since the beard
            came later.

         
         
         
         
         A foghorn blaring through their first night in that house together. Announcing the mists that would surround it, creep up
            to the ground-floor windows from the sea beyond. The mists I can imagine would envelop it like a glove, seep through the cracks
            in the window-panes and drop the temperature inside so she could clutch him more ardently in the brass bed she was to die
            in.

         
         
         
         
         
         Confitebor tibi in cithara, Deus, Deus meus. The words are carried on the wind which raises another cloud of dust and the Virgin shudders with her melancholy smile. I
            will praise thee upon the harp, O God, my God. Why art thou sad, o my soul? and why dost thou disquiet me? There was a piano
            in the front living-room which I have a dim memory of her playing. Some wet afternoons I would hear the keys tinkle again
            and imagine she had come back, picture the keys moving of their own accord. I would creep downstairs, the random arpeggios
            creating chords I'd never heard before, then see Maisie through the half-open door, brushing the notes with her dustcloth.
            Maisie made a poor substitute for even the hope of her presence, but sometimes at night when the wind whistled through the
            sails in the harbour outside my bedroom window I would mistake the sounds for music. I would creep down again, in darkness
            this time, and see the keys gleaming in the moonlight, untouched. I would tinker with them, become her ghost myself, pick
            out the melodies I most wanted to hear. "Roll out the Barrel," "Roses Are Blooming in Picardy," "The Harp That Once Through
            Tara's Halls." The piano became my way to her, till one night a shadow crossed the moonlight over the keys and I felt the
            hair stipple on my back. I stayed still, my hands holding the dying notes until the shadow moved to my left and I heard the
            cough behind me and realised it was him. Where did you learn to play? he asked. I didn't, I said, afraid to turn. You make
            a good hand at it, he said and came towards me and his voice was hoarse. I thought it was her, he said. I lifted my hands
            from the keys and listened to the silence, realising it had been years since he mentioned her, and still not by name.

         
         
         
         
         I have hired you a teacher, he said soon after. Miss de Vrai, and I imagined a thin spinster in a tartan dress, clutching
            a ruler with which she could rap my knuckles. But what came was Rose. Rose, whom I first saw from the top window, her damp
            hair lifted in the wind like a flock of starlings. It was just after a spring tide and it was spring too, for the waves were
            crashing with celebrative bursts along the whole length of the promenade. She clutched her gabardine coat around her, held
            her music case up to protect her face from the spray and laughed as she struggled with the wind. I understood that laugh,
            I'd seen it on kids, indulged in it myself, being a kid but had rarely seen it on adults. A wave hit her, nearly knocked her
            sideways and she stopped a moment to regain her breath. I knew she was bound for our house, by the music case. So she gripped
            one hand against the railings, her hair wet, the gabardine clinging to her body. She moved to dodge the next wave and walked
            straight into another and laughed again. She looked up at the house, and I wondered could she see me in the upstairs window.
            She moved to safer terrain then, and walked on. I tried to imagine what the house would look like to her, a line of peeling
            facades, buffeted by wind and water, at the farther end of the promenade. I saw her cross the grass verge then, by the broken
            wall that was meant to protect the green from floods; she tried to pick her way through the numerous pools then gave up, and
            simply walked, the water coming up to her ankles over her laced boots. I wondered whether I should shout to Maisie that she
            was here. Then I heard the doorbell ring and heard Maisie running anyway to answer it. I walked out of my room to the top
            of the stairs and looked down. Maisie was ushering her in and the wind slammed the door behind her, leaving her in a small
            damp patch of her own making. Maisie ran to get towels, gave one to her and dabbed the carpet with the other.

         
         
         
         
         So where are they? she asked, her face invisible under the towel.

         
         
         
         
         Dry yourself first, said Maisie. Plenty of time. She drew her inside the kitchen as I came down the stairs. When I reached
            the ground floor the door was shut. I could hear voices from inside it, Maisie with her high Wicklow whine and hers, which
            seemed to have the softness of the west coast about it. I opened the door slowly with my foot, wanting to see but not wanting
            to be seen yet, and saw Maisie wrapping one of my father's coats around her, her skirt and stockings hanging round the stove.

         
         
         
         
         So I should have known, I suppose, even then: the drizzle-filled accent, her head bent so her straw-coloured hair could catch
            the heat, wearing my father's coat. I should have foreseen, with the instinct which, if it were given to any of us, would
            save all manner of trouble, would let us know which door to open and which to leave closed, which corridor to walk down and
            blunder towards the light. But I doubt if it would have made any difference, maybe only made the possibilities more alluring,
            more forbidden, and besides, how could I have connected him with this easily natural creature, running her fingers through
            her dampened hair, turning to greet me with a wry, cracked smile and saying, and you must be Donal.

         
         
         
         
         I blushed at the mention of my name. Every child hates their name, I discovered later, hates the present they have been given,
            imagines others far more potent and alluring. Then I saw the stockings and thought my embarrassment might be misinterpreted
            so blushed again.

         
         
         
         
         He's a shy one, she said, walking towards me, wrapping my father's coat around her waist.

         
         
         
         
         Still waters run deep, said Maisie.

         
         
         
         
         They do, she said, and held out her hand. I'm Rose.

         
         
         
         
         I shook her hand and smiled and said, hello Rose, and with the sound of my own voice gathered mastery of myself once more.
            You've come to teach us piano.

         
         
         
         
         That I have, Donal, she said. When do I start?

         
         
         
         
         I would have said now, but Maisie shooed me out, told me Miss de Vrai needed time to make herself respectable, whereupon Rose
            laughed as if such words hardly applied to her and Maisie shut the kitchen door.

         
         
         
         
         I walked back up the stairs and sat in the living-room. I could see the waves crashing down the length of the promenade. I
            decided only someone exceptional would let themselves get that wet. Only someone exceptional would wrap a man's coat around
            them, dry their hair in front of me by the stove and smile even though her stockings were drying on it. I heard footsteps
            below then and the tinkle of a cascade of scales, light and rapid, the waves outside thrusting up in some odd counterpoint.
            I became aware, slowly, that some new principle had entered the household, some new element that made me apprehensive and
            excitable all at once. After a time the music stopped and Maisie's feet trudged up the stairs and I understood I had been
            summoned.

         
         
         
         
         You behave yourself, Maisie said, ushering me downwards.

         
         
         
         
         Why wouldn't I? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         When I came down my father's coat was draped round the wicker chair and she was sitting by the piano in a flower-patterned
            dress, rippling up and down it like a concert pianist, her head thrown back and her damp hair hanging down her shoulders.
            She looked up when I entered, but kept playing. She smiled, said my name silently, and gestured with her head for me to sit
            beside her. I sat down as close as was comfortable and imagined I got the smell of roses from her, but that could have been
            her name.

         
         
         
         
         Rose, I said.

         
         
         
         
         That's my name, she said, still playing.

         
         
         
         
         Where are you from, Rose? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         A place near Sligo, she said. Strandhill.

         
         
         
         
         What's it like?

         
         
         
         
         Like here, she said. Only the waves are bigger.

         
         
         
         
         So I understood the way she stood on the promenade when the water ran its fingers down her. She was used to hurricanes.

         
         
         
         
         Where did you learn to play like that Rose?

         
         
         
         
         School of Music, she said. In Chatham Street.

         
         
         
         
         That in Dublin?

         
         
         
         
         Yes. She still played.

         
         
         
         
         You live in Dublin, Rose?

         
         
         
         
         Unfortunately.

         
         
         
         
         Where's your family then?

         
         
         
         
         Aren't you the curious one, Donal.

         
         
         
         
         Must be.

         
         
         
         
         Then her fingers stopped.

         
         
         
         
         So show me, she said.

         
         
         
         
         I played "The Harp That Once Through Tara's Halls." I was inordinately proud of my mastery of it, so was stunned when I finished
            and she said nothing.

         
         
         
         
         Well? I asked her. I looked up and saw her staring out the window.

         
         
         
         
         Good, Donal, she said. Good. She opened her bag and took a small metronome out and set it clicking on the piano. Try it again
            and watch the timing.

         
         
         
         
         There was light rain falling when she left, the kind that created a veil over the head, and the waves had died down. I assumed
            the tide had changed. She put her music case over her head again and walked through it, in her newly dry gabardine coat. I
            saw a figure come down the promenade towards her, carrying a briefcase, and knew it was my father, coming home from work.
            I saw her walk towards him, oblivious, about to pass him when she stopped, summoned by him I suppose. They talked for a moment
            then she went on. I assumed he must have known her, searched out an ad in the Irish Times, walked to the Music School in Chatham Street, questioned her credentials from the way they spoke. I allowed myself to be jealous
            for a moment, a warm feeling, creating both need and sadness, with the rain falling round them, her stopping, raising her
            head from under the music case, a moment of recognition, him stiff against the railings, the sea moving in big slow swells
            behind them. Then she smiled, placed the case over her head again and walked on. He watched her go, I watched the two of them,
            then he turned, allowed his cane to rattle off the railings as he walked.

         
         
         
         
         
         Confiteor Deo omnipotent, he says and the wind and the hammering carry away his words, but I hardly have to hear them, I know them so well the litany
            carries on regardless. Beatae Mariae, semper Virgini. I could confess that I wanted her then, but that would be an untruth, or a truth after the fact, a retrospective lie. I was
            too young to know such things, was glad of a feminine presence other than Maisie in the house, wished to reinvent the mother
            I had lost perhaps, wished to complete this household in a way I'd never known. So maybe that would be the retrospective truth,
            the posthumous truth that when I saw them greet each other on the promenade through the patina of rain I hoped that something
            in her would gladden him. In the way that children have, their knowledge that something is important, beyond their comprehension,
            but they cling to it and build upon it and work to fill the gaps they feel are missing.

         
         
         
         
         She came regularly, on Tuesdays and on Thursdays, and the music was secondary to the feel of her hair brushing off my cheek,
            the half-attentive way she listened, the way when I'd finished a piece I'd turn, see her sitting by the window, quite forgetful
            of the fact that I was there at all. Then she'd come to and whisper, good, Donal, good, better every day, talk of the left
            hand or the right and once, or if I was lucky twice, during a lesson would come behind me, grip one hand and show me how to
            hold my wrist. There were no rings on her fingers, which I knew was significant. Much more significant was the smell of her
            hair as it brushed off my cheeks, the feel of her breasts pushing into the small of my back. There was an eroticism there
            which was undefined, which I would always connect with the stark glory of a Bach prelude, which even now I could not call
            desire. It gave me balance and poise, completed me, or more properly, completed the house. That cold structure, perched on
            the edge of the Irish Sea seemed warmer for it. I allowed myself to wonder would my mother have been like this, had she lived.
            I lost the memory of the bed surrounded by crumpled paper, the cold imagined grave at the bottom of the sea. I remembered
            a younger woman now, unencumbered by sickness, hair with a hint of red, in a gabardine coat. They were the happiest days,
            looking back on it, me, him and her, twice a week. He took to coming home early on the days of her lessons. He would ask about
            our progress, hold her coat for her as she went to the door, sometimes walk her to the station.

         
         
         
         
         The way it goes, said Mouse, as we followed their silhouetted figures on the promenade from the shore below, is that the gentleman
            takes the lady's hand.

         
         
         
         
         How? I asked him.

         
         
         
         
         Like this, he said, slipping his arm through mine. I could see my father's hand above though, wrapped chastely round her music
            case, a gap of blue air between his shape and hers. Perhaps the feel of the scuffed leather gave him the same pleasure as
            ran through me when Mouse's fingers curled into mine.

         
         
         
         
         It's called stepping out, he said. Courting. The bit before the other bit begins.

         
         
         
         
         And what's the other bit? I asked, though I already suspected.

         
         
         
         
         The gentleman, he said, gathers the courage to kiss the lady.

         
         
         
         
         Aha, I said. Try as I would, I could never imagine my father's lips on hers.

         
         
         
         
         He blushes, said Mouse, coming to a halt. And the lady's heart flutters. Then he goes for it.

         
         
         
         
         He placed his red lips on mine, not blushing at all. I could feel the breath from his nostrils on my cheek. Then his tongue
            came through them and played with mine.

         
         
         
         
         What's the tongue for? I asked, squirming away.

         
         
         
         
         That leads to the next bit, he said.

         
         
         
         
         There's even more bits? I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Bit after bit after bit, he said, one leading to the other till the gentleman gets his bit.

         
         
         
         
         His bit, I said.

         
         
         
         
         Yeah, but that comes much later.

         
         
         
         
         I looked up and saw their figures vanishing under the bridge.

         
         
         
         
         Come on, I said. Let's see what bit they get to.

         
         
         
         
         I followed him up the broken stone steps with a heavy heart. We climbed the footbridge and saw their figures vanish behind
            the railway station, then emerge by the tracks, standing under the dripping eaves. The thought of his lips on hers made me
            feel sadder than I had ever felt. Then the train came in and enveloped them in steam. We saw him standing stiffly, bowing
            slightly as he handed her the case. The thought came again, of his lips on hers, but nothing in his body suggested it. I felt
            sorry for him suddenly, realising he'd never get to the first bit, even. Then the other sorrow came back to me at the thought
            that he might. The sorrow rattled between us, like the doors of the train as it shuddered into movement. Then it drew off
            slowly and he turned to watch it go and Mouse dragged me down beneath the rail to hide. The train trundled beneath us, enveloping
            us in a cloud of smoke.

         
         
         
         
         No go, whispered Mouse.

         
         
         
         
         He had gone when the smoke cleared and the wisps of it vanished from the tracks like the sadness.

         
         
         
         
         
         Misereatur vestri omnipotens Deus, the priest intones and the wind whips the surplice of the kneeling altar-boys and I can see two pistols stuck behind two leather
            belts. That walk of theirs became a regular occurrence, whenever he was home early enough to meet her, and when the rains
            came he would carry an umbrella. His courtship, if that's what it was, would progress to holding her arm when the winds were
            high and the waves crashed over the railings. I watched every gesture, sometimes from my bedroom window, sometimes from the
            beach below. Mouse would design appropriate futures for them both. The day would come, he would tell me, when some cataclysm
            would prevent the train from arriving and they would wait at the station till the light went. He would walk her back, all
            hope of the journey to Dublin vanished, back along the promenade to the front door. And then? I asked him. Then, Mouse said,
            Maisie, acting on some instinct for such disasters, would have a tea ready. A tea for three. You, her and him, Mouse said.
            I tried to imagine the scene, with a catch in my throat. You would eat boiled eggs on the table by the kitchen range and she
            would stay the night. Where? I asked, with an unerring eye for such details. It doesn't matter where, he told me. On the contrary,
            I said, it matters a lot. On the couch by the piano, I said, preferring to keep her near my element. A lady can't sleep on
            a couch. On the contrary, I told him, echoing his diction, a lady can, on that couch. It pulls out into a settee. And then?
            he asked. Then, I said, we would have breakfast the next morning. More boiled eggs, he said. Fried ones, I told him. Fried
            ones with bacon. Then, he said, the sun would be up and they'd walk down to the station again. But nothing would be as it
            seems. Why not? I asked. During the night, he told me, everything would have changed. He walks down the promenade with no
            need to protect her from the wind but yet with his arm around her. Why would it have changed? I asked him. And he must have
            sensed my disturbance, for he didn't reply.

         
         
         
         
         The train would never come, I told him. The tide would go out and never come back. They would wait hours by the station and
            come back that night and I'd pull out the couch for her and she'd sleep on the settee once more. She'll teach me the next
            morning and every morning after till I can play like Chopin. Who was he? asked Mouse. A Pole, I told him, with long fingers
            who had a way with the ladies. And where's your father? Out, I said. Always out, trying to find where the sea has gone.

         
         
         
         
         You're lying, said Mouse. How'm I lying? I asked him. You'll be the one out there, trying to find where the sea is gone. No,
            I said, you're the one who's lying. How? he asked. You know, I said, that the train always comes.

         
         
         
         
         Though their walk remained as chaste as ever, as the hot days came down on us Mouse and I invented an erotic history for them.
            We would swim in the afternoons, then lie naked on the rocks before the Head, see their tiny figures on the promenade below.
            We would twine bodies, as he told me they one day would, our pricks hard against each other's legs. We'd kiss and go through
            the inventory of gestures men went through with women. It was fine to imagine Mouse as her and him as me and I'd scour the
            roof of his mouth with my tongue to keep the sadness at bay. I could imagine an erotic thread interlacing the four of us like
            a necklace, stretching the length of the hot promenade. I wanted him outside of it, yet somehow part of it, an arbiter of
            the affections and pleasures I knew were properly mine.

         
         
         
         
         The weekends between the lessons were filled with her absence. He would take the fishing lines out from beneath the stairs
            while I practised the scales she had given me till I would hear the front gate open and the scraping of the metal rods off
            the concrete outside. I would see him through the window, untangling the hooks from the catgut and know they would remain
            knotted till I made my way outside to join him. The tide is good, he would say and hand me one rod which I would walk backwards
            with as the skein unravelled. Then we'd walk across the scutched grass to the broken parapet that led to the promenade with
            the hooks swinging between us. You were practising, he'd say, leaving a hint of her in the warm air. Yes, I would answer and
            want to talk about her but feel the weight of his reserve. So I'd look at the thin line of the sea instead and wonder would
            we come out the next morning to find her entangled in the lines, like a mermaid, mine for the whole weekend.

         
         
         
         
         Then the day came when they walked the promenade and every lamppost was emblazoned with a poster advertising his face. I had
            long come to understand the probable significance of the handgun he kept in the spare room, among my mother's things. He had
            been born a Protestant but converted to Catholicism at the time of his marriage. Betrayal, then, began with him. He had betrayed
            the interests of his Ascendancy class by joining the Republican movement. When the War of Independence gave way to the Civil
            War, he felt betrayed by that Republican movement in turn. He joined the Treaty side, was given a post in the first Cosgrave
            administration and there his slow drift back to the politics of his class began. One of the few of Protestant background in
            the Free State government, his presence would have given some comfort to the disaffected of his own class. So he presided,
            in part, over the incarceration and decimation of his former comrades. I had heard him mutter darkly about De Valera as the
            embodiment of satanic guile, as the murderer of one Michael Collins. He had seen the same De Valera spend years in the outer
            wilderness of nonparticipation in the electoral process, and then march back with his followers into the Dail, one hand on
            the book, reciting the oath of allegiance, the other on the guns inside their coat pockets. He went for election again in
            1932, in West Wicklow, his military past and his Ascendancy present presumably a bulwark against the rising tide of Republicanism.
            So for the following summer, the Wicklow landscape became synonymous with my father's face. Plastered on to stone walls, nailed
            on to trees, flapping outside churches, the rains sweeping down from the Sugarloaf gave his image the texture of whatever
            surface it covered. I saw him speak from the bandstand through a megaphone, in halting tones more suited to the proceedings
            of the Royal Dublin Society than to the group of windswept weekenders that congregated on the promenade in front of him. He
            campaigned with a decorum that must have been unique to his constituents, in all weathers, outside churches, pubs, football
            pitches, and one morning the gaunt, iconic figure of De Valera himself harangued the Mass-goers from one side of the church
            railings, my father from the other. I glimpsed it with Mouse as we filed inside and knew even then how unequal a contest it
            was. When we came out, all that remained of the encounter was a road filled with pamphlets and the posters of my father's
            face flapping against the church railings. Do you think he won? I asked Mouse, not quite versed in electoral procedures. I
            think they were just the heats, he said, the big game is later.

         
         
         
         
         Though he lost, needless to say, along with his party. Rose came to teach us on the day the results came in and was unusually
            subdued. I played for a while and she hardly listened. Then she placed her hand over mine on the keyboard and asked me where
            he was. In his study, I told her, looking at the freckles of her muscular hand on mine. Go up and talk to him, she said. About
            what? I asked her. Whatever, she said, just go and talk to him.

         
         
         
         
         So I left the piano and walked upstairs. I knocked on his door and when there was no answer, pushed it open slightly. The
            floor was strewn with newspapers, he was sitting at the green card-table by the window, smoking a cigarette. Is there anything
            up? I asked him. No, he said, nothing's up. What are you doing then? I asked him. I was listening, he said. He pushed his
            glasses off his forehead and looked at me. I had so rarely seen his eyes without the opaque glass in front of them that I
            was surprised by their startling blue. We might be in trouble, he said to me. Because you lost? I asked him. Yes, he said.
            Won't Dev give you a job? I asked him; and he smiled at my naivety. Dev, he said, wouldn't give me the time of day. Didn't
            you know him once? I asked. More than that, he said. He was my chief. So what happened then? I asked him. We fought, he said,
            but that's all over now. Tell me about it, I asked him, since like any kid I longed to know about the gun and the blood it
            had spilt. No, he said, you wouldn't understand. Go down and finish your lesson.

         
         
         
         
         So I went down and played again. I was aware he was listening and took care to finish every phrase, to anticipate mistakes,
            to keep the pedal down so the notes would carry upstairs. I had progressed to Schubert by then and tried to fill the house
            with it. When I had finished, there was silence, from upstairs and from Rose beside me. I turned to look at her, expecting
            some comment but her head was tilted back, her eyes looking up to the ceiling and her hair hanging free like a curtain behind
            her. She said nothing for a while.

         
         
         
         
         What do you think would make him happy? she asked me eventually.

         
         
         
         
         You, I was about to say, but didn't.

         
         
         
         
         A job, I said.

         
         
         
         
         To his surprise, though, he was given a job. Whether it was a sudden softening in the harsh deity De Valera had become or
            the fact that the new administration needed some semblance of continuity, he was appointed to the post of under-secretary
            to the Department of External Affairs. Whatever the cause, he was absent from the house now consistently, returning long after
            nightfall.

         
         
         
         
         So his defeat had one happy outcome. I got to walk Rose down the promenade to the train. The sky was an expanse of silver
            over the mottled sea. I was taking his place, I felt, in loco parent is, and tried to fulfil my role with all the gestures at my disposal. I carried her music case, a touch I was proud of. I held
            her elbow as we crossed the pools of brine on the grass, making our way up to the level-crossing. Won't be long now, I said,
            in my best adult manner as she leaned her head against the station wall, waiting for her train. His election poster curled
            round every pillar in the station as the train drew off, flapping in the wind the carriage left behind it, the way those three
            huge visages do now. It had the same distant authority, the same melancholy, the same sense of loss.

         
         
         
         
         Over the next weeks the posters decayed, became sodden with rain, torn at the corners, wedding themselves eventually to the
            brick and metal surfaces they sat on. He grew into the landscape, became part of it, of the gazebos, the lampposts, the stone-pillared
            shelters, of the promenade I walked down towards the train with Rose.

         
         
         
         
         That became my job and I its diligent servant. Touching her elbow, passing the bandstand, to which the weather had welded
            the remnants of his face. Rose? I would ask her. Yes, Donal, she would answer in a way that became an obligatory litany for
            our conversations. What kind of house did you grow up in in Sligo? A cottage, she would tell me, beside a golf course that
            backed on to the sea. And Rose? I would say again. Yes, Donal, she would answer. Are your sisters anything like you? Two of
            them are, she would tell me and two of them aren't. And the ones that aren't, Rose, I would ask. What do they look like? Sheila,
            she would tell me, looked good till she married the farmer but now she's bigger than a haycart. And Joan was born to be a
            spinster, so she's thin. Were you born to be a spinster, Rose? I would ask her, knowing she would bless herself and give her
            special smile. And Rose? I would ask. Yes Donal, she would answer. Tell me their names again. Sheila, Joan, Fergus, Johnnie,
            Angela, Mary and Pat. That's seven, Rose I would say. Eight, she'd tell me, including me.

         
         
         
         
         Because every detail of her background fascinated me, more than the lessons, maybe even more than her head of hair. The cottage
            I could picture, the golf course where they picked balls from the rough and sold them back to golfers at twelve a penny, the
            beach she described to me with the sand-dunes and the curling breakers, but I could never see the legions of sisters and brothers
            inside the cottage, only her. A cottage with a tin roof which the rains played on like a kettle-drum and her inside, sitting
            at a piano among the bric-a-brac. Though I later learnt there was no piano, she had learnt on the upright in the priest's
            house, then graduated to playing organ at Mass on Sundays, won a scholarship to Dublin and stayed at a hostel run by nuns
            in Leeson Street. But what matter, we should be able to choose the pasts of those around us: I would have had her in bare
            feet, an only child, walking that beach and golf course endlessly, a lover of twilights, aware of a grander destiny than was
            implied by her simple surroundings. We would reach the station then and she'd lean on the green pillar as the five-thirty
            came in from Greystones, she'd pat me on the cheek, tell me to practise and be gone in an expanse of railway carriages.

         
         
         
         
         
         The sun has become proper daylight now and the winds have died a bit. The priest turns and raises his fingers and rivers of
            sweat are running down his forehead. It is possible almost to feel sympathy for him in that board-like purple outfit, in front
            of this stolid congregation. He is reaching up to his moment I imagine when the pale hands take the small white disc and the
            mundane miracle happens. The Welshman to my left looks at me sideways, imagining my response. He knows everything, I imagine
            for a moment, with his small miner's eyes, his rocklike common sense. So what's a Mick doing here? he asks me with monotonous
            regularity. Passing the time, I tell him. I fancy the heat to disguise the fact that I know he knows I'm not one of them.
            Something in my face shows it, I suppose, some comfort emanates to me from the altar beyond us on the packing cases, the wine
            the priest pours from the leather gourd into the cruets and I wonder when he lifts the tiny disc between both thumbs and forefingers
            will I be able to resist the urge to kneel. My apostasy is almost over.

         
         
         
         
         She became a friend, I suppose that's the word for it, the gap between our ages wasn't that great; she would have been nineteen,
            pushing twenty, when I reached fourteen. I was a quick pupil, had a strong mimetic ability, came to copy every movement of
            her hands and came to see in the end that her facility was limited. The pieces we played became like duets. She tried to disguise
            the fact that I was gaining on her and I tried to hold myself back. But one day working on the Schumann I must have forgotten
            myself and played the whole thing, from start to finish, her turning the pages, saying nothing for a full twenty minutes.
            Then the piece was over and I remembered. I looked at her, a deep blush spreading over her cheeks, and cursed myself silently.

         
         
         
         
         You know what it is, she said.

         
         
         
         
         What? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         You don't need me any longer, she said.

         
         
         
         
         Why not? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         Because I can't get through that.

         
         
         
         
         Can you keep it a secret? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         Now why would I do that? she asked.

         
         
         
         
         Because I want you to stay, I was thinking, because he wants you to stay.

         
         
         
         
         Because you need the money, I said, shooting in the dark.

         
         
         
         
         She smiled, embarrassed, and I realised that I was right.

         
         
         
         
         Because I need you to listen, I said. If you didn't teach me, I wouldn't play.

         
         
         
         
         She said nothing and the smile slowly faded.

         
         
         
         
         That was a fluke, I said, growing desperate. Then she stood up.

         
         
         
         
         Please, I said, and I grabbed her hand to stop her. My arm was across her stomach. She placed her other hand over mine and
            held it, warmly, kneading the fingers. I felt a deep blush flooding my cheeks, but she didn't seem to notice.

         
         
         
         
         I could hear Maisie moving around upstairs. Rose's fingers kept that ripple over mine and I realised we were talking about
            the lessons no longer. And slowly the blush on my face receded. She turned, took my head in her hands and kissed me on the
            cheek.

         
         
         
         
         Don't worry Donal, she said. I'm going nowhere. Anyways, I can't afford to. I stayed still, feeling her lips close, her breath
            on my cheek and wondering what I would have done if she had been Mouse.

         
         
         
         
         You can teach me, she said, hardly moving a muscle. I could hear Maisie's feet coming down the stairs and she drew away.

         
         
         
         
         Now play it again, she said.

         
         
         
         
         
         Hoc est enim corpus meum, the priest says and now raises the small disc of white. The Virgin seems to sweat in the heat and Mussolini stares into some
            indeterminate future and the Caudillo contemplates his own moustache. And I feel the urge to kneel, if only for my father's
            sake but the Welshman spits contemptuously to the pebbles in front of him and the Spaniard who tries to crawl into my bed
            each night cracks a thin, melancholy smile.

         
         
         
         
         He left us to our own devices, as his face on the posts of the promenade urinal became gradually indistinguishable from the
            concrete. Rose stayed, I can only surmise because she had to, because of those seven brothers and sisters in that cottage
            in Sligo, because prospects for young ladies were limited. Some years later I would visit out of curiosity the hostel where
            she lived in Hatch Street and understand more: the barred windows, the nuns in blue, the list of rules pasted on the inside
            door. But at the time I imagined she'd stayed because of me. The thought of her complementing my father's life had vanished;
            he was rarely there, she began to complement mine. I came to understand the precise emotional import of those stockings, drying
            by the stove that day I first met her. I discovered Erik Satie. The arbitrary melodies puzzled her, but she worked her way
            through them while I stood behind her, watching the movement of her shoulders under her dress. I could see between her buttons
            the down of her skin. I reached my finger out to touch that skin, expecting a reprimand, or the music to stop. But none of
            that happened; she stiffened slightly, then relaxed and played on. This then became our habit, Erik Satie, her working out
            the discords as I sat beside her and worked my hand up the inside of her leg. Stop it, Donal, she would mutter, but some peasant
            pleasure-principle took over, her knees would shift to hit the pedals and my hand would stay there till her legs were wet.

         
         
         
         
         
         Hie est enim calix sanguinis mei, the priest says, which shall be shed for you and for all men for the remission of sins. He raises the battered cup to the
            sunlight. Rose's notes would falter and her body would shudder slightly, a tiny missive I was coming to recognise. She would
            tell me to stop, but without conviction. Her eyes would fix on the manuscript as if the dots charted the rhythm of her breathing.
            She would only speak of it in musical terms. Moderato cantabile. The more profound her pleasure was, the less she referred
            to it. Afterwards I would play the same tune while she stood by the window and smoked. Music, I realised, was the way to keep
            Maisie's footsteps at bay. And Rose tried to disapprove, but her heart wasn't in it. Give over, Donal, she'd say, what would
            your father think? Till the day I took the dusty record from the pile of my mother's things in the attic upstairs.

         
         
         
         
         It was Rachmaninov playing himself. When she came for her regular class I showed it to her and placed it on the phonograph.
            I put the needle down, turned up the volume gradually and his second concerto filled the room. What's this? she asked. Sit
            here and listen, I said, tapping the space on the couch beside me. I want to learn this. She sat beside me and let me take
            her hand, which was by now smaller than my own. She listened with her head back, let me unclasp one stocking, then the other.
            Stop it Donal, she said when I undid the buttons of her blouse, but again her heart wasn't in it. Her hand played with my
            hair, my mouth and then in a moment of surrender eased me down on to the carpet. The playing was impossibly good and I wondered
            whether Maisie would notice the orchestral bits or hear our ever-more impassioned breathing but gradually the concerto seemed
            to fill the house, to echo round the promenade, beyond the railings and out over the Irish Sea.

         
         
         
         
         
         O res mirabilis. I remember Mouse's voice echoing round the arches of the church on the windy hill. And the priest now turns to give the wafer
            to both of his muscular altar-boys, to the Guardia Civil who walk forwards as meek as any line of schoolgirls while the Moroccan
            still whacks the stays of the tower that holds him. The wind blows in one last gust with hardly enough breath to shift the
            Virgin, sending eddies of sand round my ankles and I know the moment has passed and I'm still standing.

         
         
         
         
         
         Afterwards we lay in one another's arms and the record had got stuck in a groove, playing the same three notes over and over
            again. And that's it, Donal, she said. That in the end is where it all leads to. All what? I asked her. Everything, she said,
            every word, every hope, every glance across a crowded room, the whole damn thing all leads up to that. And that's your lesson
            for today. I reached out to bang the phonograph, wondering what she meant when the door opened and I saw Maisie standing in
            the wedge of dust-coloured light.

         
         
         
         
         The carpet, she said.

         
         
         
         
         What about the carpet? I asked.

         
         
         
         
         I need to do the carpet, she said.

         
         
         
         
         Rose's stockings were hanging from the side of the couch, behind which she lay, her face deep crimson, mouth closed to prevent
            an explosion of laughter.

         
         
         
         
         Rose got wet, I said, to explain the stockings.

         
         
         
         
         It's not raining, said Maisie.

         
         
         
         
         From the sea, I said.

         
         
         
         
         The carpet, she said again, closing the door.

         
         
         
         
         Maisie was simple, but not that simple. I turned to Rose and saw that all urge to laugh was gone.

         
         
         
         
         I better go, she said. She stood quickly, pulled her stockings over her feet.

         
         
         
         
         Don't worry, I said to her.

         
         
         
         
         It's not her, she said. It's your father.

         
         
         
         
         She won't tell, I said to her.

         
         
         
         
         She will. Some day, she said.

         
         
         
         
         Let her, I said.

         
         
         
         
         You're a kid, she said, you don't understand.

         
         
         
         
         But she didn't tell, whether because of an innate simplicity or sense of decorum I would never know. I sat at tea that evening
            waiting for the words to blurt out of her, some remark about the mythical rain, her being wet again with stockings undone
            but she served us in silence, then returned to the book she had open by the range.

         
         
         
         
         Rose however took it to heart. The thought of my father knowing struck her with an almost scriptural force. The next week
            she listened to me play with a sternness that would have done any country schoolteacher proud. When I walked her back to the
            station she talked. I'm sorry, she said, I shouldn't have let you. I should have had more sense. I wouldn't have let you stop
            me, I said. It's my fault, she said, I should have left long ago. No, I said, its not your fault. Blame the music. So it's
            Rachmaninov's fault then, she said, smiling wryly. I love you, Rose, I said, surprised at how easily the words slipped out.
            You don't, she said, and I'm going to stop teaching you. You can't, I told her. I can, she said, and I have to. What will
            you tell my father? The truth, she said.

         
         
         
         
         The truth, I thought. The truth about the roses on her dress and the way her hair spread out on the carpet. What is the truth?
            I asked her. The truth, she said, is that you're a bold boy and I'm a hussy. And I'm the one who should have known better.
            But you can't stop coming, I told her. Why can't I? she asked. Because you won't tell him, I said.

         
         
         
         
         And that was the truth. We came to the station then but she drew me on, through the back streets till we came to the church.
            Come inside, she told me. So we walked into the draughty hall. I watched her sit in the back row beneath a picture of the
            Garden of Gethsemane. Sit down beside me, she said. I obeyed her and we both looked up at the altar. Now tell Him you're sorry.
            I'm not, I told her. How come I am? she asked me. Maybe you're sorry enough for both of us, I said, and she laughed. We sat
            in silence for a while. I presumed what she was doing was asking for forgiveness. After a time I let my hand touch her leg.
            She smacked it away, but laughed again. We're not getting very far, are we? I asked. She shook her head and blessed herself.

         
         
         
         
         
         Pater noster, qui es in caelis, the priest says, facing the spatters of blood on the monastery wall. I asked her outside whether God had spoken to her. She
            told me that indeed He had. But the burden of the conversation she never shared with me. I was to discover it at next week's
            lesson. She listened to me play with the same abstracted air as on her first day. You could at least talk to me, Rose, I said,
            wrapping up the piece. That's true, Donal, she said, patted my hair and left without a further word. I followed her down the
            promenade, at about twenty yards behind. She would turn, see me following, wave me away, then walk on again. The next week
            followed a similar pattern. So God expressed Himself as always, through silences. I came to accept them after a while, came
            to enjoy them, even: the pregnant silence between phrases of music, the occasional hush of her voice and now and then, as
            before, but infinitely more nostalgic, the feel of her hands on mine when she came to correct me. We came to relish our status
            as sinners, the melancholy of the truly damned.

         
         
         
         
         The winter came on and the rains with it and the gabardine coat she wore was wet more often than not. Her hair hung around
            her face in moist curls. I progressed to Debussy, and the fractured harmonies reinforced my sense of exile. We had banished
            ourselves from each other, from that intimate contact and need that after a time was like a dream, so distant it seemed. She
            became Rose, my piano teacher, which was what she was after all. There was a pain in the blunt reality of this fact but after
            a time I must have grown up, for I began to forget the pain too. I could open the door and welcome her, say hello Rose; say,
            Maisie, what time is Rose due, without the world turning somersaults between the phrases.

         
         
         
         
         Then one afternoon, the lesson ended, I walked her to the door and said, see you Rose, next week.

         
         
         
         
         You won't, she said and my heart skipped a beat.

         
         
         
         
         What do you mean I won't? I asked her.

         
         
         
         
         You'll see me at the weekend, she says. Your father's asked me.

         
         
         
         
         Asked you what? I said.

         
         
         
         
         To come out here. For a picnic.

         
         
         
         
         I stared at her and wondered why I had to keep myself from shaking.

         
         
         
         
         And you said yes.

         
         
         
         
         I did. Thought it would be nice. The three of us.

         
         
         
         
         She walked towards the promenade then, leaving the door open, holding her music case up to shield her face from the rain.

         
         
         
         
         I sat with him at teatime and waited for him to mention it.

         
         
         
         
         He didn't, so the silence that seemed the natural state of things continued. I sat the next night and again waited. Again
            he didn't, so I asked.

         
         
         
         
         Rose is coming out, I said to him, more a statement than a question.

         
         
         
         
         She told you? he muttered, reading as he ate.

         
         
         
         
         For a picnic, she said.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, he said. I thought it would be nice. The three of us.

         
         
         
         
         He was repeating her phrases, but the words seemed foreign. I wondered then had she asked him.

         
         
         
         
         We don't spend enough time together.

         
         
         
         
         You and Rose? I asked.

         
         
         
         
         No, he said. You, me, the three of us.

         
         
         
         
         Why didn't you tell me? I asked him.

         
         
         
         
         I was about to, he said.

         
         
         
         
         When I asked you?

         
         
         
         
         More or less.

         
         
         
         
         I got up, cleaned my plate and walked outside. The sun was perched over the low tide like a beached whale. The light was beautiful
            and bilious. I wondered what conversation had led to that conversation and how many of them there had been. I tried to picture
            the three of us, napkin spread with scones between us, sipping tea in the Wicklow Hills. I wondered whose silences would be
            the most severe: mine, his or hers.

         
         
         
         
         Mine were, in the end. We trudged through the Devil's Glen, me holding the hamper, both of them ahead of me like Mouse's vision
            of a courting couple. I felt churlish, even ridiculous in my silences but could think of nothing to say. That she had changed
            I could notice. From the girl who came to our door five years ago she had become a woman. She walked the way a woman walked,
            took her shoes off the way a woman would, planting her feet square in the damp grass, catching his arm when she stumbled,
            smoothing the linen cloth over the rock we had chosen to eat on with an almost maternal air. She expected something, a new
            stage in her life; the girl she had been on the piano stool now wanted something, something vague and undefined, but something
            very close to me. And whatever it was, it felt to me obscene.

         
         
         
         
         
         I lay with my head in the grass, staring at the parting clouds, trying to define this obscenity. He was relating some story
            about a reception for the German ambassador. Donal, you're too quiet, she said. I know, I said, I'm sorry, and raised my head
            when he came to the punchline and attempted to laugh. But the laugh wouldn't come.

         
         
         
         
         We both stood at the train when the day was over and watched her depart. He talked and I maintained my silence. About the
            day, the way it went, how we should do these things more often. We should, I lied, then walked in silence with him home.

         
         
         
         
         
         Ite, Missa est, the priest says and the ceremony is ended. But we can't take him at his word and go yet, we have to wait till he washes and
            wraps his cruets, till the altar-boys grab the makeshift altar and march ahead of him to the ruins of the monastery door.
            He'll return next week in the battered truck with his black case and the miracles inside. Then our guards walk round in a
            lazy swagger and click their tongues against their teeth as they would to cattle and we take it as a signal to move. We are
            marched towards the cool of the hard shadows by the monastery wall, through the low arch and down the steps. The sun comes
            in great shafts through the cellar windows, which move from left to right throughout the day. We'll shift around the straw-covered
            floor as it does, crowding into the shadows, the only diversion whatever happens in the square outside.

         
         
         
         
         The thin boy from Seville takes his place by the window and stares at the blood-spattered wall. You'll take my place, Irlandes, when the time comes. We look like each other, no? I tell him we do, and that I will. Then I'll go to Ireland and meet your
            sister. I tell him I have to disappoint him about the sister. Ah, he says and smiles, as if it had been a possibility after
            all. Then maybe I stay here. Maybe, I tell him, that is the only viable option. So when they come to shoot me, Irlandes, you will hold my hand? I tell him that if I hold his hand, the likelihood is I will be shot too. So we go together, he says,
            like I should have gone with Frederick?

         
         
         
         
         He is in our cell because he joined, incongruously for a Spaniard, the Abraham Lincoln battalion. The lover of a Boston student,
            he signed up with him in Paris and they made their way to Madrid. Frederick was hit by a Red Cross truck two miles behind
            the lines, denying both of them the glorious demise they had imagined.

         
         
         
         
         How would you have gone with Frederick? I ask him, but before he can tell me yet again we're diverted by the sounds outside.
            Here we go, Pat, the Welshman says and takes his pew at the ledge by the window. They lead a line of shoeless figures from
            the shadows into the hot sun. One of them breaks and runs and the Moroccan in the box-tower decides to put his gun to better
            use. He aims and fires twice and the figure falls, a dark shadow on the whitened ground, a darker stain gradually spreading
            around it. The others shuffle forwards with eerie obedience and form a line by the blood-splattered wall. Their guards make
            an untidy half-circle, raise their rifles and create an intermittent staccato like a badly played kettle-drum till the line
            has become a crumpled heap.

         
         
         
         
         Inside we say nothing for a while. Then Antonio beside me tugs at my belt. You'll think of me, Irlandes, when they shoot me? I tell him that if they shoot him, they will shoot all of us, and that if they shot all of us, diplomatic
            incidents would ensue. He shakes his head, smiling wryly. No, he says, they take the one Spaniard from the cell and shoot
            him, like a dog. I shake my head, knowing that I'm wrong. And when they shoot me, he says, I want you to think of me. I assure
            him I think of him hourly. No, he says, I want you to read this and think of me. He takes a crumpled paper from his pocket
            and holds it to the light. From Frederick, he says, and asks me to read.

         
         
         
         
         It is a yellowing scrap, torn from a book. I read.

         
         
         
         
         
         Because I could not stop for death—

         
         
         
         
         He kindly stopped for me—

         
         
         
         
         The carriage held but just ourselves—

         
         
         
         
         And immortality.

         
         
         
         
         
         He waits for more but the page is torn and at the rough edges the words are indecipherable. What does it mean? he asks. I
            tell him it is a poetic meditation on the theme of death, quite at odds with the shabby ceremonials outside. But beautiful,
            no? Beautiful indeed, I tell him, but useless. Frederick had a use for it, he says. He said his soul was in the words. And
            if you read it when they shoot me, mine will be in them too.

         
         
         
         
         I look at his dark eyes by the barred window and my own feel wet. Because he accepts it so readily, I can only believe it
            will happen. So I promise him I'll read it if they come to shoot him, if they haven't shot me first. He rewards me with a
            smile.

         
         
         
         
         
         The gun was to blame. It hinted at a past of his I'd never seen, at possibilities I dared not think of. The piano lost its
            frisson for me, though the lessons kept on, like the memory of movement in a limb that has been severed. I took the gun walking with
            Mouse along the tracks round the Head, laying bullets from the chamber on the metal struts and waiting till a train came by
            to explode them. I took to shooting salmon in the river by the harbour, in mid-air as they leapt up the weir, flashes of silver
            which would explode when hit in a stripe of red. The nightlines had become a memory as well by then and this mode of fishing
            would have to suffice. I sat on the peak of the Head one afternoon with the town below me and the sprawl of the city beyond.
            I put one bullet in the chamber, spun it then stuck the barrel in my ear and listened to the sound of the trigger as I pulled.
            A greasy click, slow, like the operation of a giant wheel as the chamber moved and then I knew either an explosion of sound
            and the final silence or a further click. I heard the hammer hit home and then a silence did descend, the clouds moved in
            quiet glory over Djouce mountain, the sun came through in a many-fingered burst and I relished my escape. It was a version
            of death, a peace beyond anything life could throw at me. I tried again with Mouse, in the old mill behind the sewage plant.
            Here, I told him, a game of chance, and showed him how I put the single bullet in the chamber, spun it with the palm of one
            hand and shoved the barrel in my ear. Stop it Dony, he said. Why? I asked him. Give me one reason why. I waited for a reason
            and when he had none squeezed the trigger. He hit the gun from my hand as I did so and it exploded, sending the bullet into
            the watertower of the sewage plant behind. We watched a stream of amber-coloured liquid squirt from the tower. There's your
            reason, he said.

         
         
         
         
         It was an escape though, of another kind. The liquid fell, silently, in a long arc and formed a puddle at our feet. Mouse
            was shouting at me, his mouth opening and closing, though no sound came out. Then he hit me in the face and I could hear again.
            Could have been you, he said, you fucking nut. That stream of piss, I said. Yeah, he said, and turned away, it could have
            been you.

         
         
         
         
         I kept it with me, though, tucked into the pocket of a gabardine coat I developed the habit of wearing. I took the train to
            Dublin, to a meeting of the Republican Congress in Rathmines Town Hall. I heard grizzled old veterans of his war rail against
            the Free State, talk about the betrayal of just about everything, including the Republic and the working class. "I knew your
            father" became a kind of refrain to me, expressed with a hint of regret and disapproval and a large dollop of suspicion about
            my presence there. He had put his name to several publications on the danger of the growing tide of anarchy, De Valera's betrayal
            of the principles of the Treaty and the rising communist menace. I watched him speak in the Royal Dublin Society on the virtues
            of the corporate state. I stood in the background while they drove a flock of goats through the august premises, twenty through
            each door, and I could see from the back his expression as a large horned monster leapt the podium. Cries of Blueshirt! and
            Fascist! and scum of all description echoed round the hall as the meeting broke up in chaos and my last glimpse was of him,
            tall, statuesque, his bearded mouth still moving soundlessly amidst the mayhem.

         
         
         
         
         I took the train home, wondering did he know I had been there. I found him standing in the kitchen, a glass of whiskey in
            his hand. You were there, he said, I saw you near the back. It was a public gathering, I said. What happened, he asked, to
            the right to disagree? I don't want to argue, I said. Do, he said, tell me what they would have replied if they hadn't taken
            recourse to a herd ofgoats. Don't worry about it, I said. You kept your dignity intact. What does that mean? he asked. It
            means, I said, you expounded your Fascist drivel with all the decorum of a gentleman. Where did you learn those words? he
            asked, those aren't your words. I'll make them mine, I said. They're teaching you to hate me, he said. And who is they? I
            asked. Those latter-day Republicans, he said, those corner-boys and counter-jumpers, the ones who've made a career out of
            hating. I don't hate you, I said, to myself as much as to him. Then I wondered had I told a lie, or at best a half-truth.
            He must have wondered too, for he finished his whiskey and walked towards the kitchen door.

         
         
         
         
         
         A key rattles in the metal lock and the barred door opens. A triangle of light comes in and they come in with it in their
            triangular hats. The Spaniard turns his face to the shadows but it is me they point at. I stand and approach the tilted gun-muzzle
            and the fear that has run through everyone shifts in me like a dulled ulcer.

         
         
         
         
         I walk between them down the long corridor with its peeling parabola of white. They gesture the way with their hands, quite
            without suspicion or hate, as if both seem pointless now that it is all over. We pass a plaster-cast statue of Christ in the
            wall. Both the hands are broken and the guard nearest me turns to me and grins. He mutters in a dialect I can't fathom and
            I smile back to show I understand. We come to a door which they both reach to open, then one steps back to let the other do
            so and they usher me inside. We pass through a room without windows, with a plain wooden desk and a water bucket with a dull
            liquid inside it. One sits by the desk, the other stands by the bucket and gestures me towards the door beyond.

         
         
         
         
         I open the door and see an oak table and a silver cigarette case, a carafe of water and diamond-cut glasses. There is a man
            sitting at the table, German, his uniform bearing the insignia of the Abwehr, with a sheaf of papers in his hand. His skin
            is fair, as unused to the sun as mine is. After a space of seconds he says, please close the door.

         
         
         
         
         I obey. The room has churchlike windows with a fan revolving in the ceiling.

         
         
         
         
         Gore, he says, Donal Gore.

         
         
         
         
         I nod, then when he stays silent, I say, that's me.

         
         
         
         
         The question is, I suppose, what is one of your nationality doing here?

         
         
         
         
         Waiting, I say.

         
         
         
         
         Or should I rephrase it, he says. How did one of your nationality get here?

         
         
         
         
         There is another bucket near the wall, dark water inside, a rag floating in it, stained with crimson.

         
         
         
         
         I volunteered, I say.

         
         
         
         
         Why?

         
         
         
         
         Do I have to give an account of myself?

         
         
         
         
         He looks up, for the first time. Green eyes and sandy hair, a freckled sunburnt face and a mouth that seems amused at nothing
            in particular.

         
         
         
         
         No, he says, in precise Oxford tones, but it would be simpler if you did.

         
         
         
         
         Why? I ask him.

         
         
         
         
         You've seen what happens in the square outside. If you cooperate, it could be to your advantage.

         
         
         
         
         And if I don't?

         
         
         
         
         He shrugs, then lights a cigarette and reads from the sheaf of papers.

         
         
         
         
         You were born into a middle-class Irish family, your mother died when you were six, your father was a minister in the Free
            State government.

         
         
         
         
         He inhales, looking at a paper in front of him.

         
         
         
         
         Your first encounter with politics was with the Republican Congress in Dublin. He exhales, and raises two pale eyebrows.

         
         
         
         
         So, he says. You tell me. What brought you here?

         
         
         
         
         
         He was eating bacon from the breakfast Maisie had prepared for him when I said I was going and the strings of bacon stuck
            between his teeth and he had to pause between his sentences to pick out the bacon with a sharpened match so his words were
            even less frequent than normal. You are leaving, he said, because you hate me, not because of any nebulous political ideas.
            And though it might have been true, I said it wasn't. And you think you hate me because of her, but in fact you hate me because
            I am simply me, your father. Please, he said, as I moved to leave, get your hatreds in perspective otherwise you'll never—and
            he stopped there, as if he couldn't finish. Never what? I asked. But he said nothing else, so I went.

         
         
         
         
         
         The cigarette is nearing its end. The German lets the ash fall from his lip to the surface of the oak table in front of him.

         
         
         
         
         Representations, he says, have been made on your behalf. You would be most unwise to ignore them.

         
         
         
         
         By whom? I ask.

         
         
         
         
         I don't know, and frankly, I don't care. So what brought you here?

         
         
         
         
         My father, I say.

         
         
         
         
         Your father brought you here? He smiles.

         
         
         
         
         No. He's tried to arrange—Ah. Your father has made the representations? Perhaps. As I told you, I neither know nor care. My
            function is simply to get some answers to some simple questions.

         
         
         
         
         For instance?

         
         
         
         
         If I must repeat myself, what brought you here?

         
         
         
         
         
         She had come the night before with her music case under her arm out of habit I assumed, since we had long given up all pretext
            of lessons. Let me be the first to congratulate you, I said, aware that he could see us from the living-room window, walking
            the length of the promenade. The evening sky was immaculate, the sea was serene, only disturbed by the movement of paddle-boats
            around the Head. You can't blame me, she said, you can't take that tone. What tone is that Rose? I asked her. I don't expect
            you to understand, she said, I don't want to talk about it. So what can we talk about? I asked her. You, she said. You'll
            kill him if you go. So, I said, maybe there is a reason to my going after all. How did you get like this? she asked. I don't
            know, I said. Maybe the sins of fathers are visited on their sons. He is a good man, she said, better than you've ever given
            him credit for. Better than you'll ever know if you go like this. So where should I stay? Rose, I asked her. In the bedroom
            next to yours? He asked me, she said, he asked me to consider his affection for me. He finds it difficult to say such things,
            I was touched, I said I would and you're going to tell me that's a crime. All I've said is my congratulations, I told her.
            Donal, she said and she grabbed me and pushed my shoulderblades against the promenade railings, I'm begging you, don't do
            this to him. So it's him it's being done to, I said. All right, she said and took a breath. Don't do it to me, then. I'm not
            doing it to you, I said.

         
         
         
         
         She was wearing a peach-coloured dress underneath her gabardine. Her blonde hair was piled on her head in a way that was new
            to me. She laid her chin on my shoulder and stared out at the sea. I have a feeling, she said. A premonition. Of what, I asked.
            Something dreadful. Something worse than dreadful. If you go. I can't stay, Rose, I said, as softly as I could. You know that.
            Let me leave, then, she said. I'll get out of your lives. It'll be as if you never saw me. The thing is Rose, I said, it can
            never be that. It can't? she said. Then go and be damned. 'Cause you will be.

         
         
         
         
         
         I volunteered, I tell him, I took the course of action most likely to wound my father. I became the person he was most likely
            to fear, despise, to loathe. I wanted to quench forever the last embers of speech between us. I joined the Republican movement
            he had abandoned, espoused whatever politics would fill him with terror. I walked into Liberty Hall by the Liffey in Dublin
            on an April morning and stood in a queue with a line of other lost souls and when my time came I wrote my name down. So what
            brought me here was a series of accidents, beginning with the accident of birth, a childhood spent on the promenade in Bray,
            a holiday town not a stone's throw from Dublin, a slender talent for music at an early age, the discovery of certain sentimental
            harmonies in the company of a woman who was to become my stepmother. And, while we are at it, nightlines.

         
         
         
         
         Nightlines? he queries, a smile playing on his thin lips.

         
         
         
         
         Nightlines, I say, a practice common in the South of Ireland. Two metal rods with a line of hooks strung between them, to
            be jammed in the sand at low tide, the hooks skewered with rag or lugworms, take your pick, then left to simmer as the ocean
            passes over them until morning.

         
         
         
         
         And in the morning? he asks. His smile has broadened.

         
         
         
         
         In the morning the tide, following a logic known only to itself, makes an orderly retreat, leaving a ray, a plaice, a pollock
            or, if you're lucky, a salmon bass swinging from the hooks. This practice to be indulged in at arbitrary intervals with a
            familiar who may relish the sense of relative peace it brings, the main pleasure, I might add, being in the silence brought
            about by the absence of the need for speech.

         
         
         
         
         Is that all? he asks.

         
         
         
         
         No, I say. Lest I misrepresent the pleasures of this ritual, it should be stressed that the actual catch is ancillary to the
            process. The evening walk with the hooks swinging between both participants is without doubt the high point. The morning's
            catch is an afterthought, a by-product, often-times a let-down.

         
         
         
         
         I think I understand, he says.

         
         
         
         
         No, I say, you don't. Neither for that matter do I. But if representations have been made on my behalf by my father, I will
            regretfully have to decline them.

         
         
         
         
         What precisely do you mean by that?

         
         
         
         
         It means, I say, I won't accept his patronage. Or yours. Whatever sordid arrangement he came to with your superiors is nothing
            to do with me. Now, if you'll excuse me.

         
         
         
         
         I stand. He stands too. He says certainly, then floors me with a straight right from the shoulder, western style. I feel a
            mouthful of knuckles, an exploding lip and find my head crashing off the bucket on the floor. It wobbles, then falls, spilling
            stale blood and water over my chest.

         
         
         
         
         He walks round the oak table and stretches down a hand. I take it.

         
         
         
         
         You must excuse me also, he says. It is after all the least that is expected of me.

         
         
         
         
         He pulls me upwards. He smiles, pats my cheek, then turns me towards the door.

         
         
         
         
         Let's talk again tomorrow, he says.

         
         
         
         
         There is a cry I recognise as they walk me back down the peeling corridor. I hold my sleeve to my lips to stem whatever blood
            is coming from them. They turn the key in the barred door then and push me back inside the room. Every figure there is hunched
            by the windows, dark against the streaming light. I hear the cry again like the strangled gull my father had inadvertently
            imitated when he ran from the fishing lines. I walk across the straw-covered floor and peer above their shoulders. I see Antonio
            standing by the wall, head tilted backwards at a strange angle, staring at the sky. Three Moroccans raise their rifles nonchalantly
            and fire at random while his figure jerks, an odd dance to the rhythm of their bullets. He spins several times, face to the
            wall, then face to us and falls.

         
         
         
         
         There's silence in the room. The Welshman coughs then, a spasm, born out of years on some coalface. The boy from Turin mutters
            a prayer. The Germans withdraw from the window and sit back in the straw, drawing their long knees towards their chins. I
            take the scrap of paper he gave me from my pocket. I am several seconds and maybe an eternity too late since his blood has
            spread a pool as large again around his body, but I read it anyway. Because I could not stop for death—He kindly stopped for me.

         
         
         
         
         They rough you up, Pat?

         
         
         
         
         The Welshman talks between wheezes. I remember my split lip and for a moment am glad of it.

         
         
         
         
         A little, I say.

         
         
         
         
         And what did they want?

         
         
         
         
         Wanted to know what brought me here, I tell him.

         
         
         
         
         You find out anything?

         
         
         
         
         Like what?

         
         
         
         
         What's going to happen to us.

         
         
         
         
         I shake my head to intimate infinite possibilities, then turn back to the window.

         
         
         
         
         When did they come for him? I ask.

         
         
         
         
         Just before you came in.

         
         
         
         
         He coughs again, then stares at me.

         
         
         
         
         You know something, don't you, Pat.

         
         
         
         
         What could I know? I ask him.

         
         
         
         
         You tell me.

         
         
         
         
         
         In the night his shadow edges over to my bed, invisible hands are laid upon my shoulder and his voice whispers, you cannot
            sleep, Irlandes, like me, neither. His ghostly syntax is as misplaced as ever. I turn, about to brush him off but see nothing there. Soft moonlight
            coming through each window and the figures huddled in the straw around the walls. It comes to me suddenly, with an odd, perfect
            clarity, that all of us could die here. Our release would be too troublesome, and once released we would have tales to tell.
            The Welshman snoring, his broken nose pointing towards the ceiling, the two Germans, their hair indistinguishable from the
            straw, the Jewish boy from Turin, all beyond the help of ordinary discourse. I think of us joining that realm below the waves
            and fall asleep dreaming of the Abwehr officer plucking us from a row of hooks from which we swing, gently, in the morning
            light.

         
         
         
         
         And I am called to him next morning. The same two guards, through the triangle of the early morning light, walking me with
            the same brutal insouciance through the vaulted tomb. The German sits and smokes, questions as before. Nothing will do for
            him but some answers, so I reply, inventing a past that might satisfy him. Yesterday's outburst was just that, an outburst,
            I tell him. But what you want is the truth. The word seems to satisfy him and he nods. How does the son of an Irish reactionary
            find himself in Republican Spain?

         
         
         
         
         My father's world, I tell him, was an unfinished one. I joined the Republican movement to bring it to some conclusion. His
            revolt had been stillborn, dissipating its energies in the nonsense of a Civil War. The State resulting from it was one of
            paralysis, echoed in himself. I became his nemesis, his alter ego, took up the gun he'd dropped and made it my own. The divisions
            in Europe echoed ours, or was it the other way round, I forget now, but it seemed important at the time to make them my own.
            So here I am.

         
         
         
         
         And what now? he asks.

         
         
         
         
         What about now? I reply.

         
         
         
         
         Where do your sympathies lie?

         
         
         
         
         Where they always did, I say. With the Republic.

         
         
         
         
         Irish or Spanish?

         
         
         
         
         Both, I say.

         
         
         
         
         But the one you said is stillborn and the other you know is finished.

         
         
         
         
         I am Irish, I say. I live in realms of pure possibility.

         
         
         
         
         Representations have been made, he says, and I can only act on them under certain conditions.

         
         
         
         
         Who made these representations? I ask.

         
         
         
         
         To repeat myself, that is irrelevant. I can only act on them under certain conditions.

         
         
         
         
         What conditions are they? I ask.

         
         
         
         
         We have contacts with some members of your movement. We need to expand them.

         
         
         
         
         You want me to collaborate?

         
         
         
         
         Phrase it as you want. To quote your movement, England's difficulty is Ireland's opportunity.

         
         
         
         
         And what precisely is England's difficulty?

         
         
         
         
         That remains to be seen.

         
         
         
         
         My father, I tell him, would be most unhappy with this turn of events.

         
         
         
         
         Why?

         
         
         
         
         Look at it through his eyes, I say. He arranges for diplomatic pressure to be exerted to free his wayward son. His son will
            only be freed on conditions that make him more wayward.

         
         
         
         
         Everything has to be paid for.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps, I tell him, but my answer will always be no.

         
         
         
         
         Why? he asks.

         
         
         
         
         Because, I think, he gave me life once and I won't accept the same gift twice.

         
         
         
         
         Because, I tell him, what you propose is unthinkable.

         
         
         
         
         For myself I don't give a damn, he says and the slang comes out oddly from his lips. My job is to file a report. But you are
            being more stupid than even I could have thought possible.

         
         
         
         
         Why? I ask him.

         
         
         
         
         Your time here has run out. They will erase this place together with all memory of it. You'll be shot.

         
         
         
         
         That will have the virtue, I tell him, of keeping things simple.

         
         
         
         
         You like simplicity? he asks.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, I tell him. I feel my hands sweating, underneath my bluster. And it would be simpler not to change my mind.

         
         
         
         
         I stand. I expect a knuckleful in the mouth again, and am almost disappointed when it doesn't come. He stands too and bends
            his head, a quick, odd little bow.

         
         
         
         
         Thank you, he says. You have made my job easier. My report shall be brief. And simple.

         
         
         
         
         He smiles as if waiting for me to change my mind. And I would, if I could feel something, some premonition of the world having
            changed, but there is nothing there, merely the sweat running down my fingers and down my forehead now. And I wonder is this
            fear that has not yet reached me. He snaps his fingers and the guards come to the door. They walk me back the same corridor
            and I hear cries once more. I am pushed inside to see the Welshman being dragged, barrel-chested and screaming from a mound
            of flailing straw. Three guards around him, and seven more pressing the others to the wall.

         
         
         
         
         I'm an Englishman, he screams, in his thick Welsh vowels. Write that down, you bastards. I move towards him and feel a rifle-butt
            against my split lip and hit the straw beneath me. The three get him through the door and the others then follow with a careless
            swagger.

         
         
         
         
         The German boys stand by the wall and a dark stain spreads down the trousers of one of them. The Turin boy moans from his
            hide of straw. No one can bring themselves to move to the window. We hear the outer door clang and his screaming stops. We
            can hear the mutter of obscenities through his clenched teeth and then the sound of dragging pebbles as they move him to the
            wall and after a moment's silence, the dull thud of shots. As staccato as before, but more of them.

         
         
         
         
         When we can engender the will to get to the window, it is over. He is being dragged by both feet to a waiting truck, his barrel
            chest still streaming, leaving a trail of blood behind him. The truck shudders as its engine ticks over, waiting for the lines
            of Spaniards being led to the spot on the wall he has vacated.

         
         
         
         
         There is a certain dignity, the German with the dry trousers says, in being shot on one's own.

         
         
         
         
         [image: -1743750558]

         
         
         
         That night, there were no dreams. I counted fish on an imaginary line to will myself to sleep and when it eventually came,
            it was blank, like God's silence. I awoke with the first light and the knowledge that when they came for me it would not be
            to ask questions. The mound of hay on which the German youths slept now stank of disengaged bowels. But they were silent as
            oxen in their stalls, as if the world had ended. I lay there watching the light turn the straw to gold and when it was all
            ablaze I heard the feet.

         
         
         
         
         They came with intent, nailed boots striking off the flagstones outside. The door opened and the room was full of them, three
            to keep the others in place and three to drag me. The first three were redundant since rigor mortis had already touched those
            in the straw and they stayed, apparently sleeping. The others pulled me in one movement and dragged me, my feet scraping off
            the floor. I tried to help them and walk but all life had gone from my muscles and any moisture in my mouth had retreated
            to the pit of my stomach. Because I could not stop for death, I thought, but could not remember what followed. They pulled me through to the arches and behind me I heard the door clanging
            shut. I closed my eyes: I didn't want to face the blinding sunlight, the square, the reddened wall. I had told myself that
            when it came I would be calm, retain whatever dignity was left to me. And now that it had come I had no alternative but calm,
            that awful silence I had always suspected lay behind it all, for my lips moved and no sound came out. I would have screamed
            had it been possible but nothing could move, shift or whisper in this pit my body had become. I was inert and howling inside
            it but outside all else was dumb. Then I realised we had not turned. What should have been the crunch of pebbles beneath their
            feet was still their boots on the flagstones; what should have been the sun bleaching the red behind my closed eyelids was
            still dark. I let my eyelids open slowly, saw the curved, vaulted ceiling coming to me and away. Then another door. They have
            taken a different route, I thought, to another end of the square; and two of them opened the door and I saw open countryside
            outside. The German standing there, bleached by the light, pale leather gloves on his hands, an open-topped car behind him.
            Come with me, Irish, he said, whether you like it or not.

         
         
         
         
         The hands let go. I swayed on my numb feet. He kindly stopped for me, I remembered the verse.

         
         
         
         
         We drive through the outskirts, factories reduced to rubble, bomb craters filled with water, lines of people walking in both
            directions as if the destination doesn't matter. His white scarf blows in the wind and the kid gloves play nonchalantly at
            the wheel, one hand continuously on the horn. He talks of how they'll make the world a rubbish-tip, cut through cities like
            a cleansing wind, how he would care if his uniform allowed him. He was a physicist, he tells me, worked in Leipzig with Heisenberg
            on the uncertainty principle. He relates to me the bones of quantum physics, says how Einstein claimed God does not play dice
            with the universe then tells me how he discovered God does nothing else. His father was Prussian, an officer, rooted in the
            civilised brutalities of the Wehrmacht. Perturbed by the more pervasive brutalities of the Reich, he was foolish enough to
            express his feelings and now worked as a sub-postmaster in Silesia. Both of his brothers joined the Waffen SS, and he had
            chosen to hide himself in the bureau cratic niceties of the Abwehr. I ask him the connection between that and the uncertainty
            principle and he tells me to look around me.

         
         
         
         
         Lorries full of returning loyalists are passing us from the north and the legs of a child jut out behind a mound of rubble.

         
         
         
         
         I was an indifferent mathematician, he tells me, more interested in metaphors than equations. And quantum theory was as apt
            a metaphor as any for what I saw around me. I have no taste for brutalities but a certain aptitude for interrogation. I listen,
            I ask the pertinent question after the teeth have been extracted by others, I find civility works wonders. My brief, if you
            must know, was to question those members of your brigade whose sympathies may be uncertain. You fell into that category by
            reason of your movement's approaches to the Reich. You knew about this?

         
         
         
         
         I shake my head.

         
         
         
         
         You have some argument with Britain?

         
         
         
         
         I shake my head again.

         
         
         
         
         Then certain of your compatriots do. Whether you do or don't, frankly, I couldn't give a damn. That's how you say it?

         
         
         
         
         As good a way as any, I tell him.

         
         
         
         
         You will be contacted in Dublin by persons possibly unknown to you. Whether or not you act upon these contacts is no concern
            of mine.

         
         
         
         
         He drives in silence for a while.

         
         
         
         
         Frankly, my dear, I don't give a damn.

         
         
         
         
         He smiles. It's from a film they made while you were inside. Clark Gable, walking down the staircase. Vivien Leigh, walking
            up. Gone With the Wind. See it, when you get the chance.

         
         
         
         
         We are bumping across a makeshift bridge over the Ebro, the ruins of the aqueduct to our left. Beyond it, miles of broken
            farmland, as far as the eye could see.

         
         
         
         
         In fact, he continues, you would have been released either way. Representations have been made on your behalf.

         
         
         
         
         He is repeating himself, I tell him.

         
         
         
         
         OK. But be so kind as to repeat to me the burden of what I've told you.

         
         
         
         
         You studied at the University of Leipzig with Heidegger.

         
         
         
         
         Heisenberg. Heidegger holds the chair of philosophy at Freiburg. But that was not my question. About your movement.

         
         
         
         
         They have had certain contacts with the Reich.

         
         
         
         
         Yes. And on your return, you are to resume your contacts with your former comrades. In time you will be approached by persons
            unknown.

         
         
         
         
         Should I get out and walk? I ask him.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, if you wish to be a martyr and an idiot.

         
         
         
         
         Then stop the car.

         
         
         
         
         He screeches to a halt. The landscape is lost in a cloud of dust and my head crashes off the windscreen.

         
         
         
         
         Be my guest.

         
         
         
         
         A trickle of blood runs down my nose. I feel for the door handle, push it down and stagger outside. He looks at me with amused
            contempt. I wipe my nose and smile and thank him and walk forwards. As the dust clears I see the ruins of a farmhouse in the
            distance, the thin line of refugees starting again. To the left of my feet is what must have once been an irrigation ditch,
            now filled with bloated cattle. I walk forwards. I attempt to calculate the walk to Barcelona and guess it at fourteen days.
            After a time I hear the Hispano-Suiza purring behind me.

         
         
         
         
         Irish, he calls.

         
         
         
         
         Hans, I answer. The car draws alongside.

         
         
         
         
         Am I to take it you won't act upon my brief?

         
         
         
         
         Yes, I tell him.

         
         
         
         
         Then please accept my hospitality.

         
         
         
         
         I stop, wipe the blood again and look at him, his face still wreathed in the same smile.

         
         
         
         
         This is no time for heroics, my friend.

         
         
         
         
         I turn again and walk on, knowing the car will follow. And after a time it does.

         
         
         
         
         You heard what I said?

         
         
         
         
         Which part?

         
         
         
         
         All of them.

         
         
         
         
         I heard the lot, I tell him. And while not wishing to offend you, I think I might enjoy the walk.

         
         
         
         
         The smile diminishes somewhat.

         
         
         
         
         You do offend me.

         
         
         
         
         Then please accept my apologies.

         
         
         
         
         I bend my head, to signal my regret, then walk on. I hear silence behind me for a time, then the engine roars and he passes
            me in a cloud of dust.

         
         
         
         
         The cattle by the ditch are long-horned, their ribs showing through their cases of skin. Their stench is overpowering. I walk
            on, my hand over my face and slowly, ever so slowly, the line of figures comes closer. A dozen men in front, like a bedraggled
            bunch of navvies and behind them women and children. We pass, without exchanging a glance. The ruins come closer and I see
            instead of a farmhouse, the remains of a hamlet, smoke rising out of a bare chimney unsupported by walls. The sun in time
            congeals the blood on my face, then the sweat from my forehead makes it flow again. I can see a table now beneath the chimney,
            an open fire with scattered motorcycles round it. Glinting in the sunlight, a phalanx of three-cornered hats. They turn as
            I approach, to watch the sole figure walking in their direction. The smell of charcoal drifts towards me, mixed with a hint
            of pork. I can see a suckling pig roasting on a spike, a young boy turning it. A figure in torn khaki tied to a broken column,
            the head bent down at an unnatural angle. Two of the three-cornered hats rise. They walk towards me, casting tiny shadows,
            thumbs stuck in their ammunition belts. I follow the only course open to me and walk on.

         
         
         
         
         Buenos dias, I mutter, with what I hope is a hint of dialect, and they step aside to let me walk between them. I keep an even pace, down
            the centre of the track, then hear their footsteps close and congeal behind me. I think it unwise to turn, but hesitate for
            a moment, then feel my feet kicked from beneath me.

         
         
         
         
         I smile as I hit the dirt, try to raise my hands in a supplicant manner when they grab them, flip me over and drag me face
            down towards the table. I can see the figure in khaki still motionless, tied to the broken column. They dump me by the burning
            embers, beneath the suckling pig on its spike, and the fat leaps from its browning skin to the skin of my face. One of them
            plants a boot in my shoulders. I attempt to comprehend their talk as the weight crushes my chest into the pebbles. The breath
            squeezes out of me slowly and one of them rises, takes a knife from his belt and cuts off the roasted flesh in strips. He
            turns the spike slowly, shifting the carcass on its axis and chews as he mumbles instructions. The pressure on my back eases
            and the hands above me drag me over to the column. The kid in khaki with his neck bent strangely can't be more than fifteen.
            His lips are blue and the rope that jams his neck to the sandstone column has plenty to spare. They wrap it around mine so
            my cheek touches his then tighten it with a perfunctory jerk. I breathe in long strangled gasps, and each struggle to breathe
            better causes the rope to tighten more. I can see spots in front of my eyes, the figures in the three-cornered hats, like
            blurred puppets in the sun, sitting by the table, bringing pigmeat to their mouths. They mutter as they eat and it seems to
            be about everyday things. Then I close my eyes, feel the blood sink to my bowels and hear a familiar sound: the even purring
            of the Hispano-Suiza. It comes closer, I open my eyes and see a haze of white. I hear the engine sputter into silence, the
            door open and his voice, in screaming Castilian, thick now with a German accent. He calls them sons of the leavings of whores
            and one of them walks towards me, cuts the rope with a knife that smells of pork gristle. My head flops downwards, almost
            on to the blade, and a pair of hands lifts me till my face is even with the patent-leather hat. Then the hands on my neck
            are replaced by ones covered in soft pigskin and he carries me over to the open door of the car.

         
         
         
         
         You are an idiot, Irish, he says almost wistfully as he eases me inside. His gloves run along my neck where the rope burned
            it. He closes the door, takes the driver's seat and starts the engine, reverses suddenly so the high boot strikes the table,
            sending it cartwheeling in the dust, upending the bearers of the three-cornered hats. He guns it forwards then, and lurches
            off in the direction he came.

         
         
         
         
         So, he says, you will accept my hospitality whether you like it or not.

         
         
         
         
         
         We drove for three days and nights. Through towns covered with the dust of chalk, through a moonlit landscape of small broken
            farms. After a time, the swelling on my neck subsided and it was comfortable to talk. Until then, I listened. There is a price
            to pay for everything, he told me, rarely apparent at the time of the transaction, making its claim at the most unexpected
            moments. He himself had no doubt that his bill would come, but no longer understood the terms. Until then he was content to
            observe the demolition going on around him. He had become convinced from an early age that the greatest triumph of the human
            being was the most useless: the attempt to create meaning from a meaningless world; to create a moral system out of the random
            chaos of human affairs. The Reich's greatest triumph, he told me, was its recognition of chaos, of the arbitrary maelstrom
            that raged beneath the veneer of what we term civilisation. That recognition gave it power, a power it could use to create
            yet another absurdity: an amoral system based now upon an amoral premiss. So of the fact that he would one day pay, he had
            no doubt. His sole amusement lay in conjecture, of what form that payment would take.

         
         
         
         
         I listened to him talk, watched his scarf blow in the wind, the pale glow of his hands on the wheel. There was a river behind
            him, following the road, then the ruins of a wall, an old broken millwheel, a courtyard with tables, the light of a pens ion burning inside.

         
         
         
         
         Can I call you by your name, Irish? he asked me softly.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, I told him. You know it. Donal.

         
         
         
         
         Donald, he said.

         
         
         
         
         Donal, I told him. From the Gaelic.

         
         
         
         
         We sat by a table and drank wine from earthen mugs.

         
         
         
         
         So you are alive, Irish, he said. We must be thankful for small mercies.

         
         
         
         
         You are my small mercy, I told him. And now I presume I must pay.

         
         
         
         
         That seems to be the norm.

         
         
         
         
         And I can only conjecture on what form this payment will take.

         
         
         
         
         He ordered from a stout woman with a butcher's knife who seemed to be proprietress, cook and waitress all at once.

         
         
         
         
         You want to know the truth?

         
         
         
         
         Is there one?

         
         
         
         
         There is, and it is quite mundane. The truth is, I didn't have to take you. But now that you are with me, there are procedures.
            I must file a report, conjecture upon any possible use you may have, itemise your specific talents—

         
         
         
         
         I am a moderate pianist, I told him.

         
         
         
         
         And your contacts.

         
         
         
         
         I have a friend, I told him, called Mouse.

         
         
         
         
         You are right, he said, there is an absurdity at the heart of it. Even that I must itemise. You came here by way of the Republican
            movement.

         
         
         
         
         By way of a faction of it, I told him.

         
         
         
         
         Who are engaged in certain disturbances in Britain.

         
         
         
         
         England's difficulty, I told him, is Ireland's opportunity.

         
         
         
         
         That is your belief?

         
         
         
         
         No, I quote.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, I remember the phrase.

         
         
         
         
         Would you believe me, I asked him, if I said I will be of no use to you?

         
         
         
         
         I would, he said. But you must allow me the courtesy of procedures. Otherwise, I must leave you by the roadside.

         
         
         
         
         You already did.

         
         
         
         
         He nodded. You are right. I already did. But look what came of that.

         
         
         
         
         The food came. Thin strips of pork, fried with rice. I ate slowly and swallowed with difficulty.

         
         
         
         
         You said representations had been made, I asked him. By whom?

         
         
         
         
         He shrugged. You know someone in government circles?

         
         
         
         
         My father.

         
         
         
         
         Ah. Your father. He must love you.

         
         
         
         
         He must.

         
         
         
         
         You don't believe he does?

         
         
         
         
         I don't think about it, I lied.

         
         
         
         
         He slipped into conjecture then. The moon was sinking low over the river, throwing silver on the dried husk of the millwheel.
            He asked me to entertain the fiction that I could be of use and asked me to imagine what use that could be. I drew a picture
            of my homeland for him as a mandarin world where each statement had two meanings, its apparent meaning and its actual one.
            Foreigners, I told him, must approach us with circumspection, guile and an adamant refusal to believe things are as they seem.
            A naive acceptance of the surface of things would lead one to believe the island lay fifty miles off the coast of Britain,
            whereas its actual position could only be found with reference to medieval cartography, wherein the earth was flat and the
            boundaries to the known world lay somewhere to our west. My main use to him would be, I surmised, as interpreter, or to be
            more precise, diviner of the hidden facts, the hidden meanings, the hidden landscapes which lay behind the apparent ones.

         
         
         
         
         Admirable, he said. I am not alone in my affection for metaphors.

         
         
         
         
         Not at all, I assured him. The wine was going to my head. But there is one caveat.

         
         
         
         
         What is that? he asked, his face flushed, and I hoped the wine was going to his head too.

         
         
         
         
         My role as interpreter/diviner would itself be an apparent one.

         
         
         
         
         Ah! he exclaimed, and I saw the wine was getting there, but you would still have provided the interpretive codes.

         
         
         
         
         Perhaps, I said, but can that which is apparent be trusted to distinguish what is not?

         
         
         
         
         We stagger from the tables towards the pension. He supports me by the elbow, whispering that perhaps those distinctions will be made by people other than ourselves. I am
            by now tired of the whole conceit but can divine some hidden meaning in the clasp of his hand on my elbow. There is a wooden
            staircase leading to a small stone-walled room, two beds against opposite walls. He stands too close to me in the darkness,
            swaying slightly.

         
         
         
         
         Scarlett, he says.

         
         
         
         
         I ask him what he means.

         
         
         
         
         An apparent name, for your apparent function.

         
         
         
         
         Scarlett, I repeat.

         
         
         
         
         Yes, he says. He walks slowly towards the bed to his left. You must see the motion picture.

         
         
         
         
         What motion picture? I ask him.

         
         
         
         
         Gone With the Wind, he says. And I shall be Rhett.

         
         
         
         
         He sits there, staring at his boots, then looks from them to me.

         
         
         
         
         Could you do me the honour, Irish.

         
         
         
         
         I pull off one boot, then the other and place them by the wall. He lies slowly back, staring at the ceiling.

         
         
         
         
         The scene on the staircase, Vivien Leigh walking upwards, Clark Gable walking down. Watch it, when you get home. Think of
            me.

         
         
         
         
         There is a hint of self-pity in his voice which touches me. I lie on the other bed and feel sleep coming on in a rush. Then
            he speaks again, as if unwilling to let me depart.

         
         
         
         
         You will think of me, Irish?

         
         
         
         
         I tell him I will, then let the sleep take over.

         
         
         
         
         
         The drive to Barcelona takes two more days. The city seems crushed, like a drugged patient afraid to let his eyes wander.
            The streets are empty of people, but for the posters of the General, which stare from every wall and lamppost, the Virgin,
            who stares from every church, and everywhere the three-cornered patent-leather hats. He drives through it to the port, where
            a statue of Columbus looks out on the Mediterranean. He has arranged my passage on a coal-tip, heading for Dublin. An Irish
            consular official is waiting by a black Ford, a sheaf of papers rustling in his hand, surrounded by a sea of triangular heads.
            My Abwehr deliverer walks through them with a contempt that is matched only by the distaste with which the consular official
            looks at me. 

         
         
         
         
         Gore, he says, Donal Gore.

         
         
         
         
         I nod.

         
         
         
         
         I knew your father, he mutters, ruffling through the papers. He looks at my ragged clothing.

         
         
         
         
         How is he? I ask, but he doesn't reply.

         
         
         
         
         Could you not have made yourself presentable?

         
         
         
         
         I apologise. His accent is thick Cork.

         
         
         
         
         Let's get it over with. He hands me a pen and papers to sign.

         
         
         
         
         We walk in a phalanx towards the dock, the consular official from Cork ahead, behind him me and the German, behind us again
            the phalanx of triangular heads. Some odd ceremony of nations is taking place, the Cork official muttering to himself about
            scuts and layabouts and thooleramawns who should be left to rot in their own ordure, striding like an undersized zealot through
            yards of wooden warehouses, the German easily keeping pace with him, all of the Spaniards straining to keep up, their shoes
            shining even brighter than their patent-leather hats. We come to a mound of coal, the giant claw of a crane stretched over
            the brown water and beneath it a vessel that looks like an enlarged coal-scuttle. Three men in blackened vests are stretching
            a walkway to the pier.

         
         
         
         
         He shakes my hand and with his gloved one; his green eyes smile.

         
         
         
         
         Scarlett, he says.

         
         
         
         
         Rhett, I say. Did you believe a word I told you?

         
         
         
         
         It needs interpretation, he says. Do not think badly of me.

         
         
         
         
         I won't, I promise and walk out on the ridged plank.

         
         
         
         
         Tell your father, says the Corkman, Jeremiah Noonan sends his regards.

         
         
         
         
         I will, I promise. His black eyes fall from mine to the water.

         
         
         
         
         Are ye comin' or goin', shouts a Dublin voice from the boat. I look at the Spaniards, standing in a triangular phalanx behind
            them. I walk up the gangplank and step aboard.

         
         
         
         
         
         We headed down the tip of Spain, past fleets of destroyers massing round Gibraltar. By Algeciras we saw a submarine slink
            below the waters like a giant seal. The coal-scuttle sent a constant trickle of black smoke into the air. When we hit the
            Atlantic it developed a sickening roll. I vomited for a day, then learnt sea-legs. Somewhere past Bilbao, the wizened stoker
            with the voice like grinding coke told me that Germany had invaded Poland. I looked out over the rolling seas and wondered
            would I think badly of him and wondered where his Hispano-Suiza was now. We pulled into Portsmouth for an afternoon and while
            the stokers looked for whores, I tried to find a cinema where I could see Vivien Leigh on the staircase going up, Clark Gable
            going down. Frankly my dear, I don't give a damn.
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