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			Prologue

			July 3, 1992

			Kevin McDonough was early arriving at the pub. Eight-fifteen in the morning. The sooner he got the place scrubbed to a shine, the sooner he could get to rehearsal with his band. Tonight would be their third paid gig, and this time it was at the Tivoli. At this rate, they’d soon be opening for U2! These odd little jobs had been tiding him over till he could earn his living as a musician. He didn’t mind cleaning the floors, washing the windows, and polishing the bar at Christy Burke’s pub twice a week. It was no worse than his other jobs, and there were articles of interest to him inside the place. 

			Oh, would you look at that. Finn Burke was going to be wild. Finn had just repainted the front wall after the last incident of vandalism, and now some gobshite with a can of paint had hit the pub again. Kevin noticed a glass of whiskey on the ground, tipped against the wall. The fellow must have been lifting a jar while doing his handiwork. More than one maybe, by the looks of the paint job this time round. Or perhaps it was the heavy rain last night that threw him off. The message was “Come all ye to Christy’s, killers own loc . . .” Must have meant “local”; the words ended in a smear. If the message was meant to slag Finn Burke about his Republican activities, Kevin suspected Finn would be more vexed about the look of it than the meaning; no doubt he’d faced worse in his time. Well, Kevin wasn’t about to call Finn at this hour of the morning. Finn would be seeing it with his own eyes soon enough. 

			Kevin picked up the glass, singing to himself, “There’s whiskey in the jar-o.” It was the rock version by Thin Lizzy that Kevin liked, and he tried to draw the words out the way Phil Lynott did, “I first produced my pistol and then produced my rapier.” There was a bit of a mess in the garden beside the front door. “Garden” was too grand a word for it really. A few years back, the city had torn up the pavement to repair some water lines. And before they replaced the pavement, one of the patrons of Christy’s had talked Finn into letting him plant some flowers. The man didn’t keep it up, so now it was just a little square of patchy grass in the midst of all the city concrete. But still, Finn was none too pleased when the rubbish collectors drove their lorry right onto the grass and tore it up with the spinning of their tires. They’d obviously been at it again; a big clump of grass had been gouged out and overturned. Early, though, for refuse collection; they usually didn’t get to Christy’s till at least half-nine. Ah. Sure enough. Kevin checked the bins and they hadn’t been emptied. 

			He went to work inside. Washed the glasses, polished the bar, filled a bucket with water and suds for the old stone floor. But his mind was on music, not mopping up the pub. He decided to take “Highway to Hell” off the set list and replace it with “Whiskey in the Jar.” Maybe the band should dust off some other old standards. Could they work up a heavy-metal arrangement of “The Rose of Tralee,” he wondered. Ha, wouldn’t his old gran be turning in her grave over that! Just as he was heading to the loo for his last and least favourite chore, he heard a lorry roar up outside. He glanced out the window and saw the rubbish collectors, out in the roadway where they were supposed to be. No worries there.

			When his work was done, Kevin grabbed an electric torch and treated himself to a trip downstairs. He loved the once secret tunnel that had been dug beneath Christy Burke’s back in the day when the pub was a hideout for the old IRA. Somebody said Christy had dug the tunnel in 1919, and Michael Collins himself had hidden in it, when Ireland was fighting its War of Independence against the Brits. Nobody was supposed to go in there, but Kevin did. And he knew some of the regulars had made excursions down there as well, when Finn Burke was away. The fellows who drank at Christy’s day after day knew everything there was to know about the pub, including where Finn kept the tunnel key, under one of the floorboards behind the bar. More than once Kevin had tried to prime Finn for information about the old days, hoping he would let his hair down and regale Kevin with some war stories from his time fighting for the Republican cause. Kevin’s da was a bookkeeper and stayed away from politics and controversy; a great father, no question about that, but Kevin thought of him as a man without a history. Not like Finn. But Finn kept his gob shut about his service to the cause. So what could Kevin do but poke around on his own? He inserted the key in the padlock, opened the heavy trap door, and eased himself down into the tunnel. You could only get into the first part of it, which was around twenty feet in length; the rest of it was blocked off, and Kevin didn’t know of any key that would get you in there. 

			But that was all right. There was lots to see right here. The place was a museum. There were old photos, hand-drawn maps, packets of faded letters, uniforms, caps, and, best of all, guns. Kevin had no desire to point a gun at anybody, let alone fire one, but he was fascinated by the weaponry stashed beneath the pub. A Thompson submachine gun, some rifles, and two big pistols. But there was one weapon Kevin particularly liked, a handgun, wrapped in rags and squirrelled away from everything else behind a couple of loose bricks. He had noticed the bricks out of alignment one morning, and took a peek. He’d handled it a few times since then. The gun was all black and had a star engraved on the butt of it — deadly! He thought it might create a sensation at a party some night. He knew it was loaded, but he’d take the bullets out first, if he ever got up the nerve to “borrow” it. Where was it? Not in its usual spot. Not anywhere. Kevin looked all over, but the gun was gone. 

			Maybe Finn took it himself. But Kevin doubted that. If Finn needed a weapon, he’d likely have one closer to home, and it would be something a little more up-to-date. Well, Kevin certainly wasn’t going to mention it. He wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place. He was supposed to do his job, cleaning up the pub. And, whatever had become of the gun, he knew this much: there were no dead bodies on the premises to clear away. So his job was done. He locked up and left the building. When he got outside, he kicked the overturned sod back into place. Didn’t look too bad. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			July 11, 1992

			Michael

			Nobody loved Ireland like Michael O’Flaherty. Well, no, that wasn’t quite the truth. How could he presume to make such a claim over the bodies of those who had been hanged or shot by firing squad in the struggle for Irish independence? Or those who had lived in the country all their lives, in good times and in bad, staving off the temptation to emigrate from their native soil? Nobody loved Ireland more than Michael did. He was on fairly safe ground there. He was a student of history, and his story led him straight back to Ireland. A four-cornered Irishman, he had four grandparents who emigrated from the old country to that most Irish of Canadian cities, Saint John, New Brunswick. His mother was fourteen when her parents brought her over on the boat in 1915, and Michael had inherited her soft lilting speech. 

			He was in the old country yet again. How many times had he been here? He had lost count. Monsignor Michael O’Flaherty cut quite a figure in the tourist industry. The Catholic tourist industry, to be more precise. Every year he shepherded a flock of Canadian pilgrims around the holy sites of Ireland: Knock, Croagh Patrick, Glendalough. And he showed them something of secular Ireland as well — all too secular it was now, in his view, but never mind. He conducted tours of Dublin, Cork, Galway; it varied from year to year. All this in addition to his duties as pastor of St. Bernadette’s Church in Halifax, Nova Scotia. He had moved to Halifax as a young priest, after spending several years in the parishes of Saint John. Why not pack his few belongings in a suitcase and cross the ocean once and for all, making Ireland his home? Well, the truth was, he was attached to Nova Scotia, to his church, and to the people there. He had made friends, especially in the last couple of years. And two of those friends were in Dublin right now. He was on his way to meet them, having seen his latest group of tourists off at the airport for their journey home to Canada.

			He looked at his watch. It was half-noon. Brennan Burke had given him elaborate directions but there was no need. Michael knew the map of Dublin as well as he knew the Roman Missal, and he was only five minutes away from his destination at the corner of Mountjoy Street and St. Mary’s Place. His destination was Christy Burke’s pub. 

			Michael, decked out as always in his black clerical suit and Roman collar, kept up a brisk pace along Dominick Street Upper until he reached Mountjoy and turned right. A short walk up the street and there it was. This was an inner-city area of Dublin and it had fallen on hard times. But the pub had a fresh coat of cream-coloured paint. There was a narrow horizontal band of black around the building above the door and windows. Set off against the black was the name “Christy Burke” in gold letters. Lovely! He pushed the door open and stepped inside. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the smoke and the darkness after the bright July sunshine.

			“Michael!”

			“Brennan, my lad! All settled in, I see. Good day to you, Monty!”

			Michael joined his friends at their table, where a pint of Guinness sat waiting for him. Brennan Burke was a fellow priest, Michael’s curate technically. But it was hard to think of Burke, with his doctorate in theology and his musical brilliance, as anybody’s curate. He had lived here in Dublin as a child, then immigrated to New York before he joined Michael at St. Bernadette’s in Halifax. It was a long story. Christy Burke was Brennan’s grandfather, long deceased by now, of course. Brennan himself was fifty or a little over. Young enough to be Michael’s son, if Michael had been tomcatting around in his seminary days, which he most certainly had not! In any case, they looked nothing alike. Brennan was tall with greying black hair and black eyes. Michael was short and slight, with white hair and eyes of blue. Monty Collins, though, could be mistaken for Michael’s son. Same colour eyes and fair hair. A few years younger than Brennan and deceptively boyish in appearance, Monty was their lawyer and confidant. 

			Michael greatly enjoyed their company. So it was grand that they were able to arrange this time together in Dublin. Brennan had signed on to teach at the seminary in Maynooth for six weeks. Michael was on an extended vacation, with the blessings of his bishop. It was the first time he had been away for more than two weeks, ever. And why not? In any other job, he’d be retired by now! They had left the home parish in the capable hands of another priest they both knew. Monty, too, was on vacation. Told his office he was taking a month off. Made whatever arrangements he had to make for his law practice, and boarded the plane. So here they were. 

			Brennan

			Brennan Burke was a man of firm opinions. He knew where he stood, and those who were acquainted with him were left in little doubt about who was standing and where. But that sense of certainty deserted him each and every time he came home to the land of his birth. He was glad to be in Ireland, to be sure, but he was afflicted with sorrow, anger, and frustration over the violence that was tearing apart the North of Ireland. Catholics and Protestants, Nationalists and Loyalists, Republicans and Unionists — however you labelled them — had been blasting one another to bits for the past two decades. This was the nation that had sent monks into continental Europe to evangelize and educate the barbarians after the fall of Rome, monks who had helped keep the light of European civilization glowing through the Dark Ages. St. Thomas Aquinas had been taught by an Irishman in thirteenth-century Naples, for the love of Christ. And look at us now. 

			Brennan’s own family had been steeped in the events of Irish history, certainly in the first half of the century. History had stalked his father, Declan Burke, all the way to New York City. Declan had fled Ireland at the point of a gun when Brennan was ten years old; he remembered as if it were yesterday his loneliness and terror as the ship slipped out of Cobh Harbour in the dark of night and began the long, heaving voyage across the Atlantic. Brennan’s father had not laid shoe leather on the soil of Ireland since that hasty departure in 1950. But that wasn’t the end of it. History caught up with Declan as recently as a year ago in the form of a bullet in the chest, at a family wedding in New York. The wound was not fatal, but nearly so. 

			Well, his son was a frequent visitor to the old country even if Declan was not. And here he was again. The Burkes of Dublin were spoken of as a “well-known Republican family.” Were they in the thick of things still?

			But there was pleasure to be had today, so why not just bask in it for a while and banish dark thoughts to the outermost chambers of his mind? He picked up his glass of whiskey, inhaled the alcoholic fumes, and took a sip. Ah! Tingling on the lips, honey on the tongue. Cigarette? No, wait. As usual. Enjoy a pure hit of the Jameson first. The warmth spread through him as the whiskey went down. And there was more to come.

			Michael

			“When did you fellows arrive?”

			“This morning,” Brennan replied.

			“And how long have you been planted in here?”

			“Not long at all, Michael. We’ve barely got our throats wet.”

			Christy Burke’s was a typical Dublin pub with a dark wood interior, old flagstone floor, long counter with its pumps and glimmering bottles of spirits, brass foot rail and stools, and tables along the walls, some of them separated by wooden partitions. Tacked to the wall beside the bar was a tattered copy of the 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic, one line of which had always resounded in Michael’s mind: “We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High God, Whose blessing we invoke upon our arms.” The walls bore numerous old photographs, including one dated 1922, showing a group of men wearing trench coats or jackets and ties, tweed caps or fedoras — slouch hats, he guessed they were — all carrying rifles as they marched down Grafton Street on patrol. There was a faded sepia-toned picture of a man tending bar. Christy himself? A score of dedicated drinkers, most with cigarettes smouldering in ashtrays beside them, were scattered throughout the pub. To a man, they had turned slowly, pints in hand, when Michael came in.

			Someone had left a newspaper draped over the arm of Michael’s chair. The Irish Independent. Michael picked it up and turned the pages. Ah, there it was. The missing preacher. Michael had been following the story. An American evangelist who ran a television ministry based in South Carolina had vanished in the early hours of the eighth of July while on a visit to Belfast. He and his wife had been touring England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland with a group of fellow evangelicals. On his third day in Belfast, he left the Europa Hotel at six o’clock in the morning and had not been seen since. The photo showed a man in his early sixties, smiling around a big set of bright white teeth, grey or blond hair blow-dried and puffing out from a side part. The Reverend Merle Odom.

			“Still no word. What a shame,” Michael remarked. “Pray Mary he’ll turn up unharmed. What do you think of my idea, Brennan?” He had mentioned the plan to Brennan over the phone.

			“What idea is that?” Monty asked.

			“I’m thinking we could gather a bunch of Catholic clergy and issue a statement calling for the man’s release. Sort of an ecumenical show of support. The message would be: ‘This hurts all of us. Let’s put our differences aside and bring the man home.’”

			“Do we even know he’s been captured?” That was Monty, a man for the facts, but perhaps a little naïve if he thought Odom had just embarked on a long, solitary walk along Great Victoria Street in Belfast three days ago!

			“No, we don’t know that at all.” The voice came from the bar. Michael looked over to see a handsome, white-haired man around his own age. He looked remarkably like the publican in the old photo on the wall, except for the fact that his eyes were obscured by dark glasses.

			“Finn!” Brennan called to the man. “Come introduce yourself to my pastor.”

			The man left the bar and came over to the table. He held his hand out to Michael. “Finn Burke. I’ve heard nothing but good about you, Monsignor.”

			“Call me Michael. Or Mike if you prefer. So you’re the new Christy Burke.”

			“Ah, I’ll never be the man my father was. This place was a shambles when he bought it in 1919, and laboured night and day to get it restored. But when he started to get feeble near the end of his life, I came in to help and I’ve been here ever since. I’m still involved with the trucking business — Burke Transport — but behind this bar is where you’ll find me most days.” 

			“It’s lovely.” 

			“Where are you staying, Michael?”

			“I’m in a bed and breakfast on Lower Gardiner Street. I’ve brought them so much business over the years, they’ve given me the room for free!”

			“You’ve been lugging busloads of tourists all over the island, I understand, Michael. How long have you been at that now?”

			“I’ve been at it such a long time, Finn, I’d have to puzzle out the answer for you. But I can tell you this: I’ve kissed the Blarney Stone so many times I feel I ought to do the right thing and marry it!”

			“Well, nobody here has ever been intimate with the Blarney Stone, so you’ll find no competition from these quarters.”

			“Don’t I know it, Finn? It’s only the tourists who want to see it, but they insist. So back I go every time. They always want to wear silly hats too, whether it’s something that looks like a pint of stout on their heads, or a Viking helmet here in Dublin. What can you do?”

			“Leo Killeen will show you a slice of Irish life you’ve never seen before.” 

			“Oh, yes, I’m looking forward to it. When will we be seeing Leo?”

			If there was anyone Michael was anxious to meet on this trip, it was Leo Killeen. Leo was a priest and friend of Brennan Burke’s father. Michael had read Irish history; Leo had lived it. 

			“Well now, he’s tied up today,” Finn said.

			“Is he in the city?”

			“In the city, no. I believe he’s in the North doing good works. But he’ll be back in the parish before too long.”

			“What kind of good works is he performing in the North, Finn?” Brennan asked.

			Finn turned his head in Michael’s direction, then in Monty’s, before returning his attention to Brennan. A slight nod from that quarter seemed to be the assurance he wanted that he could speak freely.

			“You’ve heard about that, em, accident. In Dungannon.”

			“The bombing, you mean?”

			“It was a bombing, Brennan, yes. But you know it was never meant — from what I hear — never meant to harm a human soul. It was only after —”

			“The owner of the business, and his sister visiting from England, were blown to bits, Finn.”

			“It’s a tragedy, to be sure. But they wouldn’t have been scratched — they wouldn’t even have been on the premises — if the Royal Ulster Constabulary hadn’t decided, for reasons of their own, to ignore the warning. It’s well known that a warning was given. It’s all been in the papers. The warning wasn’t acted upon. And the lads — the organization — issued an apology, as you know. It was meant to be a routine commercial bombing, the kind of thing . . .” Finn’s voice faltered against his nephew’s unyielding expression. 

			Another bombing in Northern Ireland. This clearly wasn’t the time to probe further into that. And what, if anything, did it have to do with Leo Killeen? Well, Michael would find out soon enough. In the meantime he would keep his own counsel. Brennan had given Michael a friendly warning that his interest in this country’s past and politics might not be shared by everyone he would meet on the trip. Most people would be more interested in getting on with their lives than reliving and rehashing their history. Others would be all too interested, and Michael could bring trouble on himself if he said the wrong thing in the wrong company. He understood that.

			But he couldn’t banish the poor American preacher from his thoughts. “Perhaps Finn could put his two cents in. What I have in mind, Finn, and you can tell me whether you think there’s any value in it, is a press conference held by Brennan and myself, and other priests, perhaps bishops and sisters, all of us calling on the Reverend Merle Odom’s captors to release him to his family, no questions asked. Maybe Father Killeen would have some advice for us.”

			The dark glasses turned to Brennan, who eventually spoke up. “I think we’re a little out of our depth here, Michael. These things tend to be more complicated than they might appear.”

			“Sure, you’re right, I imagine. It’s just that I can’t get it out of my mind. An event like that, it tends to take on a life of its own, causing repercussions farther down the line. What did they say on the news about him leaving the hotel? Was he carrying anything with him? Was he in the habit of being up so early? Who was the last person to see him?”

			“You’ll have to forgive Mike, Finn. He missed his calling as Sergeant O’Flaherty of the Garda Síochána.”

			“Ah, now, Brennan,” Mike said.

			But his fellow priest had a point. Mike was a bit of a crime buff — no, better rephrase that! Mike wasn’t in favour of crime of any sort. He deplored and feared violence, and did not understand how a person could bring himself to cause pain to another human being. Or even to animals. He himself feared stinging insects of all kinds, broke into a cold sweat whenever they buzzed around him; yet he felt guilty every time he squashed the life out of one. But he was keenly interested in detective work and crime-solving, and spent the little free time he had reading detective stories. Brennan was right: Mike liked to think that if he hadn’t been called to the priesthood, he might indeed have become a policeman. And Sergeant O’Flaherty had a ring to it, no question! There was something else, too: the Protestant minister was a man of a certain age, as Mike was himself, and even if the fellow was in error theologically, even if he “dug with the wrong foot,” as was often said of the Protestants, still, the thought of the elderly man being snatched from the street . . .

			“A man of his age, off for a little holiday, and he becomes the victim of a crime.” Mike shook his head. 

			“We’re on holiday too, Mike. And we too are on the premises of a crime scene,” Monty said. “Isn’t that right, Finn?”

			“It is,” Finn agreed.

			“What do you mean? What happened?” Mike asked.

			“Dastardly deeds were done right here,” Monty replied.

			“What was done? To whom?”

			“To Christy’s itself. Christy Burke’s pub is the victim.”

			Finn explained: “Nothing too dreadful, Michael, but an annoyance all the same. Some louser has been vandalizing the pub. Spraying graffiti on the walls outside.”

			“Oh! I’m sorry to hear it, Finn. Such a fine building. I didn’t notice anything.”

			“No, we’ve cleaned it up. Painted over it. Getting a little weary of it. But pubs on this island have come to more grievous harm than this, so I shouldn’t whinge about it too much. Still, I’m not happy.”

			“Who could blame you for being aggrieved? When did it happen?”

			“Happened three times. Just over a week ago, most recently. We got it painted yesterday.”

			“This is a foolish question, I suppose, but have you any idea who’s doing it?”

			“If I did, he’d not be doing it again, the fucker.”

			“I suppose you have to throw someone out of here occasionally . . .”

			“I have to turf someone out from time to time, but either they come back promising to sin no more, or they come back to give me a bollocking. Either way, I get them sorted. There’s also a handful of hard cases that have been excommunicated. Barred for life. But none of these fellows are going to tiptoe quietly about the place and write mysterious messages on my walls.”

			“Could the fellow be targeting you for . . . some other reason?”

			“Michael, I won’t deny I’ve made enemies from time to time. But they’ve always been more direct in their retaliation! Don’t be worrying about me.”

			“What does it say, the graffiti, or is it just scribbling?”

			“‘Come all ye to the killers own loc . . .’ Unfinished but obviously meant ‘local.’ That was the latest.”

			“Killers in the plural or killer’s with an apostrophe or was it plural and . . . ?”

			“No apostrophe. We’ve got it narrowed down to people who didn’t take the cup for punctuation when they were in school!”

			“And the other messages, the earlier ones?”

			“Same class of thing. ‘Guinness for the Guilty’ or ‘Guinness, Guns, and Guilt’ or some such rubbish. Then something about ‘A Pint for the Perpetrators of Crime,’ with ‘perpetrators’ spelt as ‘perpetaters.’ What a tool!”

			“Don’t be a tool, stay in school! You can spray-paint that on his T-shirt if you locate him, Finn,” Monty said.

			“He’ll be lucky if that’s all he gets from me.”

			“Maybe he ‘got it’ from somebody else,” Michael said. “The fact that your artist — or poet — didn’t finish his message suggests he was interrupted in the middle of things.” 

			“Well, we didn’t find a corpse in the morning, Michael. Or any signs of violence. If the man received a thumping, there was no indication of it left behind. I’ll tell you this much: if I’d caught him while he was at it, there’d have been blood spilt! But I didn’t and there wasn’t. Maybe somebody walked or drove by, and he scarpered so he wouldn’t be identified. Most likely, though, the vandal is some head-the-ball who doesn’t know what he’s talking about!” 

			A middle-aged woman approached the bar, and Finn poured her a pint. When she returned to her table, Michael resumed his interrogation: “What time does the last person leave here at night?”

			“I’m the last man out usually, after one. Closer to half-one, most nights.”

			“And you open in the morning at what time?”

			Brennan interrupted at that point. “Mr. Burke is tired now, Sergeant. Perhaps he could answer your questions another time, if he thinks of anything that could assist in your inquiries. Do you have a card you could leave with him?”

			Michael had to laugh. “Pardon me, Finn. I’m getting a little too deeply into my role!”

			“The role you were born to play, Mike,” said Monty. “I’ll have to hire you as my investigator when we get home. I often require the services of a private eye in my law practice.”

			“I’d be pleased to be of service, Mr. Collins.”

			“You’ll have to show me a good track record. Solve this crime against Christy’s, and come see me.”

			“I may surprise you!”

			Finn said to his nephew: “There’s never a lull in the conversation with these two, Bren. Lets you save your voice for the pulpit on Sundays, I guess.”

			“Ah, they’re a grand pair, Finn. Why don’t you station them outside the pub in the wee hours? They’ll catch your vandal, and the money you save on paint you can hand over as a reward for their efforts.”

			“I’ll give it some thought. But in the meantime, I’ve pints to pour and thirsts to slake.”

			He went back to his work, and Monty and Brennan turned to another subject of conversation, namely the differences in flavour they seemed to recognize between Guinness and Murphy’s stout. But Michael’s thoughts were on the lines that had been spray-painted on the wall of the pub. “What do you think about those messages, Monty? You’re a student of criminal behaviour.”

			“I’m out of my league here, Mike, though it strikes me that the accusations escalated over time, from ‘guilt’ or ‘guilt and guns’ in the beginning to ‘killers’ at the end. Or, as you pointed out, he may have meant ‘killer’ singular, in the possessive.”

			“Escalating, yes, you may be right. Which makes you wonder what he’ll say next. Or do!”

			Brennan said: “You’ve done enough on it for now, Sergeant. We’ve a session starting up. You can resume your investigation next time you’re in.”

			Michael had a mouthful of questions but they would have to wait. At the far end of the room a group of musicians took their seats, and the session started up. Mandolin, tin whistle, fiddle, and bodhran. Fresh drinks materialized in front of Michael and his cronies; they sat back with their glasses and enjoyed the music. Still, Michael’s mind was abuzz with other matters. The allegations of murder scrawled on the pub wall. The vanished preacher. And the upcoming introduction to Father Leo Killeen. Michael knew that Brennan’s father, Declan Burke, had been involved in the “politics” of his day in Ireland, and that he had spirited his family out of the country in the dead of night as a direct result of that involvement. He knew something else too: Leo Killeen had been Declan Burke’s commanding officer in the IRA before discovering his vocation to the priesthood. What was Killeen doing in the North? Michael felt a little frisson of excitement. He didn’t intend to miss a thing.

			And there was something else. The cream in the cocoa, really. Not only was Michael on holiday in Ireland with his two closest male friends, he was also going to be seeing . . . Kitty Curran. Sister Kitty Curran was a native of Dublin, and she had done missionary work in some of the poorest and most war-torn areas of the globe. She now worked in the heart of the Vatican, with one of the church’s peace and development organizations. It was in Rome that she and Brennan had become friends. The nun had paid a short visit to Halifax earlier in the year, at Brennan’s urging. She and Michael had hit it off right from the start. And why not? Two people in middle age — well, a little past that in Michael’s case. Two people living consecrated lives. It was only natural for them to get along. He gave his watch a discreet glance. 

			“Don’t be fretting now, Michael. She hasn’t stood you up.” That was Brennan. Wouldn’t you know he’d catch Michael checking the time.

			“We should have met her at the airport, Brennan. Helped her with her bags, a taxi, all that.”

			“Kitty has been carrying her own bags around the world since she left this country for Africa as a newly minted nun in the 1960s. Rumour has it she took over the controls of an old turboprop that had been hit by gunfire in the Belgian Congo. She’s well able to look after herself.”

			“Ah, now, Brennan. That doesn’t mean we can’t be gentlemen.”

			Brennan leaned towards Michael and spoke with urgency. “Let’s clear out now, while we still can. Give her the slip. She’ll only break your heart, Michael.”

			“Have you ever thought that’s why men go into the priesthood, Brennan? So they won’t have their hearts broken?”

			“Maybe that’s it. I know it’s worked for me.”

			“Has it now.” 

			Brennan did not reply, but took a long sip of his John Jameson.

			They listened to the band’s final number before their break, a haunting piece on the tin whistle called “The Lonesome Boatman.” When the music died out, Michael and his companions pondered their empty glasses. Time for another round?

			“Here she is!” Monty exclaimed.

			There in the doorway, peering into the dim interior, was Kitty Curran. Short, a little on the plump side, with reddish curls turning grey, the nun was dressed in civilian clothes: a navy skirt, a sky-blue sweater over a white shirt, and a discreet gold cross above her left breast.

			Monsignor O’Flaherty sat rooted in his chair, beaming in the direction of the door. 

			“Monsignor?” Brennan prompted him with his left eyebrow raised.

			“Good heavens, where are my manners?” Michael rose and made for the new arrival. “Kitty! Kitty! Over here. Isn’t this grand! How are you?”

			She held out her arms, and he stepped into her embrace. She planted a big kiss on his cheek and then tugged him to his table. “That lipstick on your cheek, Michael. Whatever will they say at the parochial house?” Michael’s hand shot up to his left cheek, and she laughed. “I don’t paint my face, a chara!”

			“How’ve you been, darlin’?” Brennan asked. “Any big shakeups in the Vatican I should know about?” He stood and embraced her.

			“They’re talking about you for the red hat, but I told them the Reverend Doctor Brennan Xavier Burke is content to serve as a humble parish priest to the end of his days. Monty! Is all of Halifax over here?”

			“Everyone who’s anyone is here in this very room. Good to see you, Kitty.”

			“Now make yourself comfortable, Kitty,” Michael said. “Here, would you like this seat? You’ll be able to see the band. Or how about this one? Farther away from Brennan and his cigarettes, should he be so inconsiderate as to light one up again.” 

			“I’m grand, Michael, thank you. I’ll sit right here. If Brennan does anything to get on my nerves, I’ll crack his knuckles with my ruler.”

			“What can I get you to drink, Kitty?”

			“Considering the company I’m keeping, I’ll have a parish priest.”

			Michael stared. He wasn’t sure how to respond, until Brennan started to laugh, then called over to Finn: “Something tall and black with a white collar for the lady here, Finn.” 

			“Coming up.” He proceeded to pour her the customary pint of dark stout with white foam on top, and Michael caught on.

			“Now. Kitty. Are you hungry at all? Should we be thinking of something to eat for you? Finn doesn’t serve meals here, but . . .”

			“No, Michael, I’m grand, I’m telling you. There are Dublin men who went to work for a day with nothing but Guinness to sustain them, and I’m in solidarity with them. Bring it on. Speaking of solidarity with the workers, Monty, where is your lovely wife? She’s a bit of a commie, is she not? And don’t waste my time telling me she’s not your wife anymore, or whatever trouble you imagine you’ve brought upon yourself. Life is short. Is she here?”

			“Not yet, but she’s coming with Normie and the baby. She’s very keen to see you.” The two women had struck up a friendship in the short time Kitty had been in Halifax. 

			“Splendid! When can we expect her?”

			“A week from tomorrow. I’m at the Jury’s Inn, Christchurch, and all I could get is a single room; they’re very booked up for the summer. I’ll have to find another place.”

			“Tell her I have a convent with several rooms vacant, if she and the children would like to stay there. Much more economical than a hotel. I can’t invite you, Monty, sorry to say. Mother Superior’s ninety-two but, from what I hear, she doesn’t miss a trick. So she’d notice if there was a man lurking about the premises . . .”

			“No problem. I’m sure Maura would love to join you there.”

			“Perfect. Where are the rest of you staying?”

			“I’m at a B and B in Gardiner Street,” Michael replied, “and Brennan’s not far from Monty’s hotel, staying with some other priests in a house near the John’s Lane church. One of the priests is his cousin, if I’m not mistaken.”

			“Another Father Burke,” Monty remarked. “That’s all we need, two of them tag-teaming us.” 

			“Fear not. This is a Father Brennan, my mother’s side of the family.”

			“You’ve got both flanks covered.”

			“Can’t be too careful.”

			Kitty noticed the Irish Independent folded on the table and picked it up. “I’m going to be bringing death to the table now, I’m afraid. Is it safe to walk the streets of Ireland these days at all? You have to wonder. I hope somebody can tell me this is not the Rory Dignan I knew. It can’t be him if it happened in the North, surely. They’re a Dublin family. Northsiders like myself.”

			“It can’t be who? What’s this about Northsiders?” They looked up to see Finn Burke approaching the table.

			“Kitty, this is my uncle, Finn Burke. Finn, Sister Kitty Curran.”

			They greeted each other, then Finn joined them at the table. 

			Kitty smoothed out the newspaper and read the article. “It says a funeral is to be held in Endastown tomorrow afternoon for Rory Dignan, one of three men shot by Loyalist paramilitaries last week. The shootings are widely believed to have been reprisal killings for the bombing of the factory in Dungannon two months ago.” She looked up. “The Rory Dignan I knew would no more take part in a bombing than I would take part in a game of strip poker.”

			“There goes your game plan for tonight, Michael.”

			“Brennan!”

			Monty chimed in, “I’ve seen Michael at poker, Kitty; you wouldn’t lose so much as a headband. Michael might want to layer on the garments, though. Or not . . .”

			“Monty!” 

			“Don’t be blushing now, Michael,” Brennan chided him. “We were only slaggin’ yeh.”

			This was what Michael was going to have to endure, all because he had a friendship with someone who happened to be female! Just like two bratty younger brothers, when you thought about it, annoying and slagging him without mercy.

			“Pay them no mind, Michael,” Kitty urged. “If I had the power to hear confessions and dish out penance, Brennan Burke would not be up off his knees till the Second Coming of our Lord. And even then he’d have some explaining to do. Now, back to Rory Dignan. He wouldn’t be one of the Drumcondra Dignans now, would he? The lad used to come by the school where I taught, to walk his little sisters home. An angel of a boy. It wouldn’t be him.”

			“It would, unfortunately, Sister,” Finn replied. “His father landed a job in the North, so they went up there when young Rory was, what? Eighteen or so.”

			“And did he involve himself in the Troubles?”

			“Em, well, he made quite a name for himself up there. Well respected. In Republican circles, I suppose you’d say.”

			“Oh, Mary Mother of God. They’re burying little Rory Dignan. I remember him stopping to tie the shoe of one of the little girls at school. Then another girl saw the attention her friend was getting from this dashing young boy, and wouldn’t you know it, her shoe came untied too. In the end, Rory had a queue of little girls waiting for him. Didn’t mind at all. He tied every shoe and had a little joke or a remark for each of the children. Now,” she said, returning to the newspaper, “they’re saying it was a reprisal hit. Well, I’ve been wrong before and I may be wrong today, but I’d say they got the wrong man. I just can’t believe he’d have any part in a bombing.”

			“He didn’t.” Finn was no longer the smiling barman. His mouth was set in a hard line, his eyes invisible behind the dark shades. “It was murder, pure and simple. They wanted Dignan out of the way, and here was their chance.”

			“By ‘they,’ you’re referring to the UDA.” 

			“What’s the UDA?” asked Monty.

			“Ulster Defence Association, a Protestant paramilitary group. And if that wasn’t enough, there are efforts afoot to stop the funeral.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The funeral was supposed to take place yesterday. Family flew in from as far away as Australia for it. They’re not people of means; they can’t afford to change their flights, buy new airline tickets. If the funeral doesn’t go ahead tomorrow, those people will miss seeing him laid to rest.”

			“I don’t understand. What’s the holdup?”

			“There were some matters to be negotiated. Things are tense in Endastown these days. Some of the boys were going to read a statement that accuses the security forces and the British Army of turning a blind eye — more like giving the wink of an eye — to assassinations carried out by the UDA and other paramilitary groups. Word went round about the planned speech, and they got a belt of the crozier.”

			“I take it that means the bishop disapproved,” Monty interjected.

			“The bishop indeed. The Cardinal Archbishop of Armagh, Primate of All Ireland.”

			“Some crozier, some belt.”

			“Exactly, Monty. Himself considers the statement too inflammatory. The Dignan people have gone out of their way to compromise. They brought in a negotiator from here. Somebody known to you and me, in fact, Brennan. Anyway they’ve agreed to modify the statement. Water it down. And they’ve even agreed that Dermot Cooney — one of the lads who’s a little hotheaded — will not be reading it as planned. Somebody else will. So they rescheduled it for tomorrow. Now they’ve got the Orange Order to contend with.”

			“How’s that?” Monty asked.

			“Well, you know what day tomorrow is.”

			“July the twelfth. Ah yes, the Glorious Twelfth.”

			“Orangemen’s Day. Wouldn’t I like to be up there to peel a few of them myself. Fuckin’ marching season. I’d have them marching. Right off the edge of this island!”

			“Finn,” Brennan cautioned.

			“I don’t get it,” Monty said. “What’s that got to do with a Catholic funeral?”

			“Well, it’s like this. They’re expecting a huge crowd of mourners for the Dignan send-off. Buses full of people from here as well as people from all over the North. The time of the funeral procession will conflict directly with the Orange march.”

			“So why don’t they change it?”

			“Why doesn’t who change what?” Finn snapped.

			“Can’t they schedule things so that both events can take place?”

			“No, they cannot. Or will not, in the case of the Orangemen. We, that is, the Catholics, cannot change the time of Rory’s funeral. There’s another funeral Mass scheduled in the church in the morning. The only Catholic church in the town. And the Aussies have to fly out just after tea time. So it has to be in the afternoon. And that’s when the Orange eejits march through the town beating their drums and crowing about the victory of King William of Orange over the Catholics at the Battle of the Boyne in July 1690. Now they’re trying to get another victory over us, three hundred years later.” 

			This was the kind of talk Michael had heard around the family table all the time he was growing up. He was well aware of the past three hundred years of Irish history. Eight hundred years, really, if you measured from the time the English first landed in Ireland. It was eight hundred years exactly between the Anglo-Norman Invasion of 1169 and the beginning of the modern-day Troubles in Northern Ireland in 1969. Things had always been bad for Catholics up there. The Loyalists, those who wanted to remain united with Britain instead of with the Catholic republic to the south, had gerrymandered the electoral boundaries to make sure they held on to political power; this enabled them to discriminate against the Catholics when it came to jobs and housing. Catholics began to demand their civil rights in the late 1960s, resulting in beatings from the police. It was in 1969 that the British Army was sent in to the northern counties. The army was still there. More than three thousand people — soldiers, Republican and Loyalist paramilitary forces, Catholic and Protestant civilians — had been killed in the Troubles since then. The casualty list said it all: there was aggression and there were victims on all sides of the conflict. No side was blameless. The death toll was still nearly a hundred people a year.

			In spite of it all, Michael firmly believed that peace would soon be at hand. It had to be. He prayed every night for Ireland, offered Masses for peace. He followed the news of developments like the Anglo-Irish Agreement of 1985, which brought the British and Irish governments together to pursue a solution, and the new round-
table talks involving several of the main political parties in the North. When Michael escorted his tourists around the island, he incorporated the latest news in his spiel. A turning point was near, he always said, and he believed it.

			Brennan’s voice brought Michael back to the present. He was speaking to his uncle Finn: “The negotiator you said is known to us, trying to broker the funeral across the border; that wouldn’t be . . .”

			“Leo Killeen.”

			Brennan

			The whiskey might have had something to do with it, and the Guinness consumed by the rest of them, but mainly it was compassion for the young victim of a sectarian killing, and priestly solidarity with Leo Killeen; all those factors went into the late-night decision to travel from Dublin to Endastown in the North of Ireland for the funeral of Rory Dignan on the twelfth of July, 1992.

			Finn was not amongst them. When they formulated the plan, Brennan had invited him along. But he shook his head. Not willing, or perhaps not allowed, to cross the border. Brennan didn’t ask. Again. Every time Brennan came home to Dublin, there were questions he didn’t ask.

			So he had Monty, Kitty, and Michael with him as passengers in a little black sedan he had borrowed from his cousin at the John’s Lane church. Brennan and Michael were in clerical dress. Kitty was not in a nun’s habit, but her navy suit and gold cross were the next best thing. Monty wore a dark blue tweed sports jacket with a white shirt open at the neck. A thoroughly respectable contingent. 

			Traffic slowed ahead of them as they approached the border with Northern Ireland. British territory. 

			“Ah, the timeless architecture of County Armagh,” Kitty remarked. A massive watchtower, surrounded by a metal cage to withstand a rocket attack, loomed ahead of them. “Did you know, Michael, they built this guard post because the police force, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, couldn’t take the chance of using the roads to get to their station? Everyone and everything had to come in by helicopter. So here’s the result.”

			“That’s what they get for putting the border on the wrong side of a Nationalist area of Ireland,” Brennan said.

			This was known in some circles as “bandit country.” The Provisional Irish Republican Army was a dominant force here in South Armagh. 

			They stopped at the crossing, and a young, heavily armed British soldier emerged from a hut and signalled for Brennan to roll down his window. Brennan did so and warned himself to keep his thoughts to himself. The soldier peered around inside the car, taking note of all the occupants, and addressed them in a strong North British accent.

			“Where are you headed?”

			A few seconds went by before Brennan answered. “Endastown.”

			“For what purpose?”

			Brennan pointed to his collar. “Religious purposes.”

			“How long will you be staying?”

			“As long as it takes to carry out our religious duties.”

			“How long?”

			Brennan glared at the fellow and considered many possible replies, several of them inconsistent with his religious duties. But Monty gave him a cautionary nudge with his knee, and Brennan finally answered, “A few hours is the plan.”

			“May I see your driving licence?”

			There shouldn’t even be a border here, with this young functionary demanding to see his papers, but Brennan told himself to focus on the funeral, and not to do anything that might jeopardize their arrival. He was a frequent traveller and he always carried an international licence. He leaned across Monty’s legs and opened the glove box, drew out the licence, and handed it to the British soldier, who glanced at it, then back at Brennan. 

			“Passport?”

			Without a word, Brennan leaned over again, opened the glove box, brought out his passport, and gave it to the soldier, who examined it, then held on to it.

			Brennan put his hand out to get it back, but the soldier asked him, “Irish? Why does your licence say you live in Canada?”

			“Because I live in Canada.”

			“How long have you lived there?”

			“A couple of years. Like the couple of years I’ve spent at this border crossing today when I’m trying to get to Mass in what is, however improbably, your country.”

			“Did you live in the Republic of Ireland until a couple of years ago?”

			“I lived in New York City until a couple of years ago.”

			“But you have an Irish passport.”

			“My family immigrated to the United States. I reclaimed my Irish citizenship. As so many others would like to do.” Others on the northern side of this border, is what he meant.

			The soldier made a signal of some kind to a couple of other soldiers on patrol. Brennan heard him say “a Burke,” and the other two trained their gazes on him. They came towards the car while the first soldier disappeared inside the hut. Brennan crossed his arms over his chest and faced forward, ignoring the military men at his side. 

			A minute or so later, the first soldier returned and said to Brennan, “Open the boot, please, sir.”

			“And what exactly do you expect to find in there?”

			“Open it.”

			Brennan took a deep breath. He received another nudge from Monty, and a softly spoken “Now, Brennan” from his pastor in the back seat. It was times like these that the ancient rage welled up in him, the rage that had fuelled his grandfather, his father, his uncles, in their revolt. But there was a practical side to his character, and it saved the day here as it had on countless other occasions. This was not the time for a showdown with the British Army; Brennan and his companions had to get to the funeral. So he kept his mouth shut, got out and opened the trunk, and did nothing more aggressive than give the Brits a damning look. Then he glanced at Kitty, sitting beside Michael in the back. Her lips were clamped tight, her eyes straight ahead. She, too, was exercising extraordinary control over her mind and her mouth. But the indignities were finished soon enough, and they were permitted to cross into British territory.

			They travelled through the farmland of South Armagh for a short while, until the traffic slowed again. Brennan saw vehicles parked on the side of the road, people walking forward in groups. A sign informed them that they had reached Endastown. A young man with a black arm band signalled for them to pull over. 

			“Good afternoon, Fathers. Sister. Here for the funeral?”

			“We are,” Brennan replied.

			“I think you’d be better to pull over and walk the rest of the way. Through traffic is being rerouted around the town, but anyone here for the funeral had best go on foot. There will be no place to stop your car up ahead.”

			“All right. How far are we from the church?”

			“A mile or so. But there’s trouble.”

			“Oh?”

			“They’re not letting us through.”

			“Who’s not letting us through?”

			“The RUC. The Orangemen are on the march. The funeral procession is going to be held up.”

			“What?”

			“I can’t tell you any more right now. Because that’s all I know.”

			“Thank you. Appreciate your help. We’ll head up there.”

			It was a brilliant sunny day, and the four new arrivals joined the throngs of people gathering for the funeral. The closer they got, the thicker the crowds. There must have been two thousand people on hand. The streets were lined with three-storey houses and shops in pastel colours, with chimney pots at each end of the buildings’ roofs. A short distance away Brennan could see a tall spire topped with a cross. That would be St. Áine’s, the only Catholic church in town. It was then that he heard a rhythmic pounding. The Lambeg drum, the traditional drum in the Orange parades. He thought they didn’t carry it much anymore, it was so heavy. Well, they were wielding it here today. Loud and insistent, primitive and threatening, it seemed to alter the very beat of his heart. He sent a murderous look in the direction of the sound.

			“Let’s see if we can find the funeral cortège,” Michael said. “Try to spot Father Killeen. Brennan, we’ll follow you.”

			They all fell in behind him as he moved forward. He heard a cacophony of accented speech in the crowd, as people from the Irish Republic mixed with their separated Northern brethren. Nobody objected as the priestly contingent passed them in the queue. There, up ahead, was the hearse, and the rest of the vehicles halted behind it. Flanking the hearse on either side was a line of men dressed in camouflage jackets and dark berets; black balaclavas covered their faces. Directly ahead of the hearse, and stopping it in its tracks, was a barricade manned by armed members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary. And on the other side of the barricade were three armoured personnel carriers, each one a squat and menacing presence with its massive steel plates, its pipe-like gun pointed away to the side. A slightly built grey-haired man in vestments of white stood before it, in animated conversation with two enormous British soldiers who loomed over him.

			“There’s Leo!” Brennan announced, and charged ahead. 

			“Let’s see what this is all about!” Michael exclaimed as he followed behind.

			“Michael, the less said the better,” Kitty warned him. “You don’t know these people.”

			“She’s right, Mike, keep that in mind,” Monty echoed.

			“Oh, I’ll not be saying a word. No worries there.”

			They stopped and observed the vested priest at the barricades. Leo Killeen. Now there was a man with a past; Brennan wondered how long it took him to be cleared at the border. Before taking Holy Orders in the church, Leo had been issuing orders as a commander in the IRA, and one of those under his command in the 1940s was Brennan’s father. Declan Burke was a formidable man by any reckoning and, ever since Brennan had met Leo the year before, he had marvelled at the notion of Leo being in command of Declan and keeping him in line. Did Leo even weigh a hundred and forty pounds? Well, he was certainly having his say now, in a strong Dublin accent.

			“No, the Mass cannot be put off any longer. The man’s family has to be at Belfast airport in two hours’ time. It has to be now. Let us through. The man has a right to a decent Christian funeral in his church, and a decent burial outside it. Halt the march, and let us pass.” The words were mild, but Brennan could hear the metal beneath them.

			“I can’t let you through, Father. I have my orders. You’ll have to turn them back. Return to the table and come up with an alternative plan. I’m sorry.”

			“No, we won’t be turning back. Get those bowler-hatted, drum-beating gobshites to turn back. This is a young lad’s funeral. Take a look at his mother, why don’t you. What sort of a man prevents a mother from burying her son?”

			“There’s nothing I can do.”

			Father Killeen turned then, and Brennan could see the cold white anger in his face.

			“Leo!” 

			It took a couple of seconds for Leo to recognize him. “Brennan!”

			He joined Leo at the barricades and the two men conferred, then Brennan returned to the head of the crowd and caught the eye of one of the women.

			“What can I do for you, Father?” she asked him.

			“Could you get us a table and round up as many loaves of bread as you can find? And a bottle of wine and a cup?”

			“Sure there’s a bakery right in the square, and I’ll duck into the off-licence for the wine. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

			“Bless you!”

			She turned and ran down the street. People made way for her, and she returned a few minutes later with the wine and a silver goblet. In her wake was a man holding a small wooden table above his head. There were gasps from the crowd, and murmuring, as they realized what was happening: the Mass was going to take place right here, right now. Behind the man with the table came a little girl, pulling a clanking cart behind her. The cart was stacked with loaves, and people moved to help her with the load. Michael, Kitty, and Monty sprinted to the bread cart, and began helping people shred the loaves into tiny pieces. They put the hosts in a large basket. More baskets appeared, and the work went on at a frantic pace. 

			Brennan rejoined Leo to serve as an altar boy. Turning his back on the army of occupation, Father Killeen raised his right arm, made the sign of the cross, and the requiem Mass began, “In ainm an Athar agus an Mhic agus an Spioraid Naoimh. Amen.” In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

			Quiet descended on the congregation, almost in a wave. The only sounds were the voice of the priest, reciting the ancient prayers, and the Lambeg drum on the other side of the barricade, its pounding rhythm marking the enmity that had blighted this island for centuries. The orange sashes and bowler hats came in sight, and a loud rumbling started among the worshippers. Brennan looked into the congregation and saw Kitty leave Michael’s side and climb up on the concrete base of a light pole. The base was wide enough to stand on if she leaned against the pole for support. From her perch Kitty faced the crowd, placed her hands together in prayer, then spread them out and lowered them. Keep the noise down, she was telling them. You’re at Mass. Ignore the interruption. The crowd fell silent again.

			The men in balaclavas and berets lifted the coffin from the hearse and draped it with the Irish tricolour. With quick, efficient movements, two of them assembled a folding stand and placed the coffin upon it, then they all arranged themselves around it. 

			By this time, a news van had pulled up. The film crew emerged and began to record the scene: Father Killeen dwarfed by the armoured cars behind him, the IRA honour guard, the grim-faced Orangemen marching on the other side, Sister Kitty standing on her concrete platform and urging the crowd to silence. 

			At the consecration, the great crowd fell to its knees. Priests and altar servers came forward from the crowd to distribute communion. The drumming never let up. Priest and acolyte did their best to ignore it, and the huge congregation followed the Mass as if it were their first. Or their last. When Father Killeen lifted a ragged piece of bread and spoke the words of consecration, suffusing the bread with the real presence of Christ, a feeling of unearthly peace came over Brennan, as it often did during the most sacred moment of the Mass. The strife, the hatred, the ugly backdrop of tanks and guns receded from his consciousness. It was as if a veil had opened between the seen and the unseen world, for an instant in time, and rays of brilliant light bathed the worshippers in front of him. The joy for Brennan at these moments was indescribable. This was what it was all for; this was why he had become a priest and, despite his many struggles, remained a priest.

			When the Mass was nearly over, one man emerged from the honour guard and strode towards the light standard where Kitty stood. He swiftly discarded the balaclava and beret, revealing a hard-looking face incongruously topped by strawberry-blond curls. He drew a sheaf of papers from his pocket. Father Killeen gave a quick shake of his head. The man kept on. Killeen said, “No, Dermot.” The British soldiers behind the barricade seemed to snap to a new level of alertness; they gripped their machine guns more tightly. Dermot hesitated, then turned and leapt up on the concrete base with Kitty. A soldier took aim, and the gun on one of the tanks rotated slowly to the front until it was levelled at Dermot and Kitty. Brennan’s heart missed a beat. He saw Michael O’Flaherty’s mouth form the word “No!” Dermot hesitated, then shoved his papers into Kitty’s hand and hopped down. He and his cohorts moved off to the side and stood in formation with their hands behind their backs. The British soldier lowered his weapon, and the tank gun was turned aside.

			Kitty, alone on the makeshift podium, shuffled the papers, obviously trying to absorb what they said. Brennan saw the Dignan family looking up at her. It seemed they were pleading with her to read what she had been given. As the television camera captured every word, she spoke of the short and intense life of Rory Dignan, from his days as an altar boy and student and loving brother to seven siblings to his calling as a Volunteer for the Irish Republican cause, from the kindness and humorous banter he always displayed to the depth of his commitment to a united Ireland. 

			“And it was in that struggle that Rory came to know at close hand the terrible sectarian slaughter perpetrated by Loyalist paramilitaries, aided and abetted by their masters in the British . . .” She stopped and scanned the text, flipped to the next page and resumed reading, “Then, Rory was the victim of scurrilous and baseless accusations that he was involved in the factory bombing in Dungannon in May of this year. Absolutely false. Rory was innocent, as anyone who knew him would realize. But his innocence did not save him from being targeted and hunted down by the very same forces that did the factory bombing, a put-up job, a Reichstag fire, so to speak, to make it look . . .” Her voice came to a halt again, then she turned the page and finished with, “Rory was a beloved son and brother, a faithful Catholic who never missed his Sunday Mass, who looked upon his life and work as service to God, and who now will be carried by the angels of heaven to his new home with God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and with the Mother of God and of us all, the Blessed Virgin Mary. May she and the saints receive him, and may perpetual light shine upon him.”

			It was only after the Mass had ended, the marchers had drummed their way out of sight, and the procession had made its solemn way to the gravesite and seen Rory Dignan committed to the earth that Brennan and Michael were able to make their way through the throng to Kitty. Monty emerged from the crowd and joined them.

			Brennan could see the effort Michael made not to fling his arms around her in relief. 

			“Kitty, acushla, you put the heart crossways in me!” Michael exclaimed. “I thought they were going to blow you away! When you got up there and that fellow leapt up with you, and the guns were turned on you —” 

			“Michael, my darling, I’ve survived the Congo, I’ve survived El Salvador. And do you know how I survived? By being the biggest, yellowest chicken God ever created.” Brennan, behind her back, shook his head. Nothing yellow about this woman. But Kitty kept up the fiction. “They’re not going to waste government property — bullets — on a harmless little oul nun in holy Ireland. If I thought they would, I’d have been hiding myself under a rock at the arse end of the congregation.”

			“But it wasn’t the holy Irish who had their guns trained on you; it was the British Army.”

			“It wasn’t me they had in their sights, Michael; it was that ruffian Dermot they were after. And they didn’t even pop him. So stop your fussing. Ah, here comes Father Killeen. It’s time we all introduced ourselves.”

			Michael spoke up. “It’s almost like the days when our people had to sneak out in the fields to have Mass, Father. You’re a courageous man, and it’s an honour to meet you. I’m Michael O’Flaherty.” He put out his hand, and Father Killeen shook it.

			“Michael. I’ve heard your name from Brennan. We meet at last.” Leo turned to Monty. “Mr. Collins, welcome to Ireland. Better late than never at all.”

			Leo and Monty had met in New York, when Leo flew over to straighten some matters out for Brennan’s father after the shooting. Leo had taken Monty to task, him with the name of Collins and never having set foot in Ireland. The New York shooting, an eruption of Irish history on American soil, and now Mass at the barricades with tanks facing them; was any of this likely to engender in Monty an attachment to the land of his forefathers? Let’s hope things don’t get any worse, Brennan said to himself. He half expected a wisecrack from Monty about Leo and guns and trouble, but no. Even Monty, who had seen it all in the criminal courts for over twenty years, hadn’t seen anything like this. He appeared to have been left speechless by the spectacle today.

			Michael O’Flaherty said to Leo, “I have been attending Mass for seventy-one years, and saying Mass as a priest for forty-five years. Never, ever has the Mass moved me as profoundly as it did today.”

			Leo nodded. Obviously, there was a world of conversation O’Flaherty wanted to open up with Killeen, but this was not the time; Leo was a man with a lot on his mind. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Brennan

			When Brennan arrived at Christy’s the day after the tank-and-
barricade Mass, Finn had a set of keys in his hand and appeared to be on his way out. Standing in his place behind the bar was a young man in his twenties, with very short auburn hair and a close-cropped beard. His light brown eyes had a humorous look about them. 

			“Ah. Brennan. You caught me on the fly,” Finn said. “Sean will be taking care of business while I’m out.” He made the introductions. “Brennan Burke. Sean Nugent. Brennan is my nephew, Sean, but you don’t have to take any guff off him. Feel free to toss him out if he gets scuttered and starts a row with somebody.”

			“I’m well able for him, Finn.”

			“Knew you would be. Brennan, come round the back with me for a minute.”

			Brennan followed his uncle into the darkness behind the bar. Finn turned to face him.

			“This vandalism has me concerned, Brennan.”

			“As well it might.”

			“I’m afraid the fellow has targeted one of the faithful here. I don’t know which one. But I’m afraid it might go beyond that. One of the lads could be in danger if this gouger thinks he’s a killer. And obviously I don’t want somebody coming in and shooting the place up, or setting fire to it.”

			“Have you called in —”

			“I don’t want the guards nosing about in here.”

			Why not? Brennan wondered. But he knew from long experience there was no point in asking.

			“So, would you help me out here? Keep your ears open. If you hear anything, let me know. Don’t get me wrong; if anyone has got himself into trouble, it’s not my business and it won’t go any farther than here.” He pointed to himself. “I don’t care what they’ve done; I won’t be informing on them. My concern is what might be done to them, by this unknown quantity with the paint can. Who knows what kind of weapon he might use next?”

			“I’ll do what I can for you, Finn, certainly. I can hardly fault you for being concerned.” 

			He fixed his eyes on his uncle’s dark lenses as if he could penetrate their obscurity. But he could not, which, he had always assumed, was the point. If the eyes are the windows of the soul, Finn apparently preferred to keep his soul, pure or impure as it might be, hidden from public view. And, of course, the shades afforded him the opportunity to scrutinize the eyes of others while remaining inscrutable himself.

			“But,” Brennan asked him, “aren’t you the most obvious target here?”

			“It’s not about me. We’ve covered that ground already. Look elsewhere.”

			“Very well. Who do you have by way of regulars that I should be observing?”

			No reply.

			“Finn. The messages refer to someone who is known for spending his time here, not a blow-in who stopped by for a pint and never darkened the doorway again. Now, who drinks here?”

			“Well, I have four in particular who call the place home.” Brennan waited. “Frank Fanning. I have to say I value his custom.”

			“All right. Fanning’s a pisshead. Who else?”

			“Tim Shanahan. Tim takes a drink, but he’s a gentleman. An intellectual.”

			“So. He might have bested somebody in an argument. Judging by the quality of the graffiti, that wouldn’t be hard to do. Go on.”

			“Jimmy O’Hearn. Lives on a boat out there in the harbour. And there’s Eddie Madigan. He was with the guards. Now he isn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“There’s been talk of corruption. I don’t believe it. Whatever it is, it’s unknown to me.”

			“What can you tell me about the other three, or any of them, that might account for the slander spray-painted on your wall?”

			“Nothing. If I knew, I’d know. And I wouldn’t be bothering you about it. I’m hoping you’ll hear something I’ve never heard.”

			“Well, they’ve got their faces hanging over your bar day in and day out. If your ears haven’t picked up anything, my chances are slim.”

			“Maybe so. Give it a try.”

			“I will.” He understood his uncle’s concerns, and wanted to help him out. But it was not in Brennan’s nature to go probing into other people’s lives. He was a fiercely private individual himself, and was quite content to see others keep to themselves as well. Michael O’Flaherty, on the other hand, loved to gab with people and get their stories. He would be ideal for this assignment, unless and until it took a turn that might prove to be dangerous. Brennan would put O’Flaherty on the case. He tried not to think of it as fobbing the whole thing off on his friend and pastor. It wouldn’t hurt to have Michael distracted from the case of the missing American preacher; no good would come of that, and no good would come of Michael associating himself with it in any way. Brennan returned to the subject at hand. “I’ll have the others listen to the pub talk as well. Michael O’Flaherty is someone people open up to. The kind, sweet face on him.”

			“I know what you mean about him. Just as long as he doesn’t . . .”

			“I’ll caution him to be discreet. He’ll understand.”

			“Very well then.”
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			After they emerged from behind the bar, and Finn had taken his leave, Michael O’Flaherty arrived. Brennan introduced him to the young barman. 

			“Nice to meet you, Monsignor.”

			“Good to meet you, Sean. Please call me Michael.”

			“Okay. What can I get for you, Michael?”

			“A pint of Guinness would go down nicely, I’m thinking.”

			“Two would go down even better,” Brennan said.

			“Coming up.”

			Brennan and Michael sat at the bar and took delivery of their drinks. 

			“Now, you don’t sound like a local boy,” Michael remarked to Sean. “Would you be from County Cork by any chance?”

			“I would. The fellows here are forever slagging me about my Cork accent. Better dan soundin’ like a Dub, I’m after tellin’ dem all!”

			Michael laughed at his imitation of the broad North Dub accent. “I know Nugents in my home town. I’m from Saint John, New Brunswick. That’s an old port city, in fact the oldest city in Canada, and it —”

			“Sure I know it well.” 

			“You’ve been there?”

			“No, but it’s familiar to me even so. I had an uncle over there. He was my grand-uncle, really. And up until the week he died we were getting letters from him, telling us all about it.” 

			“I may have crossed paths with him. You never know. I grew up on Waterloo Street, right across from the cathedral. The faces you’d see around that church, Sean, you’d swear you were in Ireland. And most of the Nugents, as far as I know, originated in Cork or thereabouts.” 

			“You’re right. They would have. And from what my uncle had to say, it sounded as if history followed the Irish people over there and wouldn’t let them go.”

			“There’s something in that, for sure. When I was a lad we — the Catholics — stayed well inside when the Orangemen were on the march. We were told to keep our doors and windows locked when the parades wound through the city. I remember it all too well.”

			“Ah, yes. You’d want to be far from all that, so.”

			“But the Catholics weren’t angels either. A gentleman of my acquaintance was among those who painted one of the rooms in the Admiral Beatty Hotel green from floor to ceiling on St. Patrick’s Day!”

			“I suspect there was drink taken,” Nugent replied with a smile.

			Might as well get the investigation under way, Brennan decided. But O’Flaherty got there ahead of him. Which wasn’t a bad thing at all; O’Flaherty needed no urging to relieve Brennan of the task. 

			“Do you work nights as well, Sean, or just the day shift?”

			“I do both. Nighttime’s a lot livelier.”

			“I can well imagine!” Michael said. “A busy place in the evenings, I’m sure. Better earnings behind the bar. But you’ll want to watch yourself on the way out at night. You don’t want someone getting in your face with a can of spray paint! Finn has told us about the vandalism. A nasty business, by the sound of things.”

			“Sure I’m not worried about being here at night. I’d be well able for him if I found him at it. But he must have come in the dead of night because nobody ever caught a glimpse of him.”

			“What time do you open in the morning?” 

			“Half-ten.”

			“And Finn leaves . . .”

			“Last orders are at half-twelve, with thirty minutes’ drink-up time. So he wouldn’t get away before one in the morning.”

			“That leaves a span of around nine hours for the fellow to creep up on the place and do his dirty work.”

			“On some days, not even that, Michael. Kevin, our cleaner, would be in well before opening time. But he didn’t come in every day.”

			“Kevin? Who would that be now?”

			“Kevin McDonough. Used to give the place a complete mop-up a couple of times a week. But he called in yesterday to say he’s giving up the cleaning job. He’s in line for bigger and better things, is Kevin. His band was brilliant at the Tivoli, and they’re booked for two more gigs. Tonight and tomorrow. They’ll hit the big time, no question about it.”

			“Good for him! What kind of band does he play in?”

			“Rock band. Call themselves the Irish Problem.”

			“Maybe we’ll buy a ticket, eh, Brennan?”

			“Sure.”

			“Enjoy rock music, do you, Father?”

			“I’m a fan,” Michael claimed. “You, Brennan?”

			“Me too.” In his case it was the truth.

			Michael

			The investigation was on! Brennan told Michael that Finn had requested his assistance in the Christy Burke’s graffiti case, had asked him to keep his eyes and ears open. And now Brennan had asked Michael and Monty to do the same. Of course he chided Michael for muscling in on the first interrogation. But Brennan was obviously just taking the mickey out of him; Michael’s initiative had not hurt his chances of promotion. Brennan had a warning, though: “Now you know Finn wants this kept sub rosa . . .”

			“Don’t be worrying about that, now. I’ll be discreet.”

			“Carry on then, lads.”

			“Does that mean you’ve deputized us, Brennan, me and Sergeant O’Flaherty?” Monty asked.

			“Just don’t tart yourselves up in police gear, all right? No little tin badges, gadgets hanging off your belts, none of that. Do I make myself clear?”

			“We’re undercover, you’re saying.”

			“Well, plainclothes at least. And for tonight, that means no Roman collar.”

			They were standing in Brennan’s digs in the working-class area of Dublin known as the Liberties. The area was a little rough, and the two-storey brick building where he was staying needed some major repairs, but none of that seemed to bother Brennan. They had just met his cousin Ciaran, who lived in the building with a couple of other Augustinian priests. Tall, dark, and bearded, he appeared to be in his early forties; he had a good sense of humour and a devotion to the poor. He was interested to hear about the graffiti investigation, and wished them well on the night shift.

			That was how Monsignor O’Flaherty ended up with his eardrums nearly splitting open at the Tivoli Theatre in the Liberties, listening to the Irish Problem, surrounded by young people, some of whom appeared to be on drugs. Not that they were behaving badly. They seemed happy and good-natured. What was the word, mellow? Well, there were worse ways to be than mellow. 

			“Are they any good?” he shouted into Monty’s ear. “I can’t tell for the noise!”

			“They’re great!” Monty shouted in return.

			Well, he would know. He played in a band himself. Not a hard rock band, or at least Michael didn’t think so. But it was something else you didn’t dress up for. Blues, that was it. Here, the guitars seemed to scream, and the drumbeat was loud and incessant. The vibration went right to the very heart of him. Kevin McDonough was the lead singer and when they did a “quiet” number, Michael could tell the lad was talented. He was tall and skinny with dark hair cropped in front and longer in back. They all had that haircut.

			“And now for all you traditional music fans out there,” Kevin announced. “There’s whiskey in the jar!”

			Grand! That was a song Michael knew and liked. The Knights of Columbus were known for a rousing version of it after lifting a few jars of their own. Wait a minute, what was this? That guitar was distinctly rockish, and the drums — was it the same song? Yes, apparently so. But it wasn’t bad. And it wasn’t long before Michael found himself singing along with the chorus. And joining in the wild applause at the end. Monty gave him the thumbs-up. 

			When the concert was over, Michael, Brennan, and Monty stood in the lobby with a couple of dozen teenagers, mostly girls, waiting for the band. A squeal issued from the mouth of one of the girls, and there was Kevin, followed by the other — what would one call them? The other Irish Problems? 

			“Oh, Matt!” a young girl called out. “Would you ever be givin’ me a ride in the band bus? You don’t even have to have the wheels goin’.” This was met with loud shrieks of laughter from the girl’s friends. Matt was the bass guitarist; Michael saw him lean over and whisper something in the girl’s ear. She covered her mouth with her hand and giggled.

			“Kev!” another girl shouted. “Will you sign my ticket? Make it out to Sheena, with love from Kevin? Or just your name would be good too.” 

			He smiled at her and scribbled something on her ticket, signed a couple more autographs, then excused himself. Brennan took the opportunity to approach the singer and introduce himself as Finn’s nephew. He introduced his companions as well. 

			“Finn is not letting on, but he’s very concerned about the vandalism at the pub. Afraid it might escalate to something worse. More serious property damage, or even violence. He wants it looked into, but doesn’t want the Garda Síochána involved.”

			“I can believe it,” Kevin said.

			“So we decided to take in your concert — brilliant by the way — and have a word with you if we could. You were the first on the scene after the last incident, I believe.”

			“I was.”

			“Would you mind if we asked you a few questions?”

			“I don’t mind. Best not here, though. I’m meeting somebody at the Brazen Head, so we could all go over there for a pint.” 

			The four of them made small talk on the short walk to the Brazen Head, Ireland’s oldest pub. There had been a pub on the site as long ago as 1198. The front part of the establishment had the look of a medieval stone castle with an arch leading to a courtyard. A larger white-walled building rose behind it, and that’s where the party of four headed. It was jammed inside, no seats available, so they stood at the bar and ordered pints of Guinness all round. The place was dark and low-ceilinged, the walls covered with memorabilia. 

			“This place was the scene of plotting and planning for every rising in our history, and it was duly raided after every one of them,” Kevin said. “Robert Emmet drank here and so did the hangman who took his life. Emmet’s speech from the dock is posted on the wall.”

			Michael was content to sip his pint and peer around in the smoky darkness, luxuriating in the history, while Monty and Kevin discussed the music scene in Dublin and Brennan listened with interest. The door opened, and Kevin waved to someone at the entrance. She was a very attractive and very pregnant young woman, with honey-blond hair tied up in the back and a fine, freckled complexion. It was plain that she had something on her mind as she stalked towards the bar. 

			“That poxy fecker, Matt, he should be checking himself in to a clinic, he should. If I ever caught you carrying on with those little tarts, you’d be shredded into so many pieces, they’d need an industrial-strength vacuum to suck enough of you up to give you a funeral, and don’t expect any kind words to be said over your coffin because —”

			“Brenda, we’re not alone.” 

			“Oh!” Brenda looked past Kevin and caught sight of his three new acquaintances. “I’m sorry to be giving out to him like that in front of you.”

			“More like giving sound advice, I’d say,” Monty replied. “My name is Monty Collins and this is Michael O’Flaherty and Brennan Burke.”

			“I’m Brenda. But I guess you know that already.”

			Kevin put his arms around the woman then, and gave her a kiss. He turned to his companions and said, “Brenda is my wife. With her is our child-to-be.” 

			“Your first?” Michael inquired.

			“Our third!” Kevin replied, and laughed. “She keeps me busy at home and out of the . . . well, out of the clinic! Brenda, let’s see if we can find a chair for you.”

			“No worries. I’m fine standing. I’d be finer with half a Harp in me.”

			Michael raised his eyebrows, and Brenda caught him at it. She laughed. “That’s all I allow myself, is half a pint. Couple of times a week. It didn’t do any harm to the first two, so . . .”

			“It never hurt me,” Kevin proclaimed, “and my mam took more than half a pint when she was looking forward to me! All right now, gentlemen. . . . They’re asking about Christy’s, the vandalism,” he explained to Brenda. “Brennan here is one of the Burkes.”

			“Right. We’d better get on with our questions so you can get on with your evening,” Brennan said. 

			“Not at all. Ask away.”

			“I guess you could begin by telling us what you saw that morning, when the graffiti last appeared.”

			“It was green paint and it said, ‘Come all ye to Christy’s, killers own local.’ Or it started to say local but the paint just dribbled down. Rain must have got at it. Though maybe not. When I think of it, there wasn’t any water in the whiskey.”

			“Whiskey?” Monty asked.

			“Yeah, there was a glass of whiskey sort of leaning against the wall at an angle. The bollocks that did the paint job must have been enjoying a jar while he worked. The drink wasn’t watered down, so the rain must not have been hitting against the building. So maybe that’s not what stopped him writing.”

			“What kind of a glass was it?” 

			“Usual kind.”

			“The kind you have in Christy’s.”

			“Sure. In all the pubs.”

			“What else?” Brennan prompted.

			Kevin shrugged. “Didn’t notice anything.”

			“You came home with muck on your shoes,” Brenda said. “Remember, Kev? What did you tell me about that? Some mess in the garden.”

			“Oh, right. The grass had been torn up by tires. So I kicked it back into place. Lot of muck after the rain. I thought it was the rubbish collectors that had driven up on the grass again, but turned out it wasn’t. They came later.”

			“So, a vehicle on the premises that night or morning,” Brennan said. 

			“And somebody having a drink outside,” added Monty.

			“Yeah. Nothing stood out.” 

			Kevin looked down at his pint. Michael had the impression suddenly that he was avoiding something.

			“Kev?” Brenda spoke up.

			“Mm?”

			His wife gave him what Michael thought of as a significant look.

			“Tell them. It’s not as if you did anything wrong.”

			The young man looked uncomfortable. “Come on, Brenda, you know I wasn’t supposed to be down there.”

			“You did no harm.”

			“But Finn will have my bollocks. Especially if . . .”

			“What is it, Kevin?” Brennan prompted him. “Finn wants to know what happened. I’ll do my best to keep him in good humour.”

			“It’s just that . . . there was a gun down there.”

			Michael looked at Brennan. The younger priest’s face was without expression. All he said was “Where?”

			“The tunnel they dug under the place. You know, during the Troubles — the old Troubles — when they were fighting the English. Finn has something of a collection stashed in there.”

			“Yes?”

			“Didn’t he tell you about it?”

			“We’re aware of it,” Brennan answered. Suavely, Michael thought.

			“Yeah, well, one of the guns was missing. The black pistol he kept in a little niche behind the bricks. But that doesn’t have to mean anything. Finn might have taken it out to, em, clean it. Or put it in a safer place.” Kevin shrugged and took a sip of his pint. “I don’t know any more than that.” 

			“What did you do?”

			“Just what I always did. Cleaned the place up, washed the glasses, locked up, and went home.”

			“Including the glass you found outside?” Monty asked. Kevin nodded.

			“What’s your take on it, Kevin?” Brennan lit up a cigarette and drew the smoke into his lungs, then asked, “Any thoughts about what’s behind it?”

			“I figured it was about Finn himself.” He glanced uncertainly at Brennan. “You know, some nutter who doesn’t share his Republican views. But I really don’t know. I saw it, but I have no idea what it meant. I imagine there are lots of dark theories making the rounds, and dark thoughts about the fellow that did it. Christy’s is sacred ground to some.”

			“People are fond of the place,” Brennan agreed.

			“Fond indeed. There’s some that practically live there.”

			“Right. Would you be acquainted with any of them? Do you spend time there in the evenings, or just shine the place up in the morning?”

			“Oh, I lift a jar there from time to time. After all, I know the place is good and clean!”

			The others laughed and, when Brennan didn’t ask, Michael stepped in: “So, who would they be, Kevin? The regular patrons of Christy Burke’s pub.”

			“Well, you’ve got Frank Fanning. You’d need a grenade to get him out of Christy’s. And Jimmy O’Hearn. He’s a fixture as well. Eddie Madigan. He used to drink there when he was with the guards. Still there, as a civilian. And Tim Shanahan. Brainy sort of fellow, Tim. There was old Joe Burns, but he hasn’t been in Christy’s for months. He’ll be breathing his last any day now in the Mater — the hospital. They’ve got him all hooked up to tubes. There were a couple more who used to spend time there, but they moved on.”

			“Who would they be?”

			“The Buckle brothers.”

			“Buckley?”

			“No, it’s Buckle. Because they get so buckled by the end of the night the legs go on one or the other of them, and they have to prop each other up. They drink at Dec Gallagher’s now. They were out of Christy’s before any of this started, with the graffiti.”

			Michael continued the questioning: “Why did they leave Christy Burke’s?”

			“Dec Gallagher’s is closer; they live two doors away from it. Every step counts for that pair. You’d never get a sensible word out of them.”

			“I see. Anybody else?”

			“Well, there’s Nurse McAvity.” 

			“Oh, a woman?”

			“No. Just drinks like one! Ha. No, can’t say that, can I now? There are some women who can drink us men under the table. They call him Nurse McAvity, or My Cavity; bit of a joke on his name, which is really Bill McAvity. You could set your watch by Bill; he’d arrive at Christy’s at a quarter to six on the dot. He runs an auto repair shop, and he’d close up at five, give himself a wash, and take his place at Christy’s. But he’s gone back to the Bleeding Horse. They put up with him there, same way Finn Burke did.”

			“Why ‘put up’? Did he cause trouble?”

			“No, nothing like that. It’s just that he doesn’t drink. He’ll order half a pint and — here’s the other part of his name — he’ll just nurse it all night, take a sip or two every half hour or so. He’ll finish it off right at closing time, then say, ‘Lads, it’s time,’ and he’ll head out sober as a Paisley Prod on a Sunday morning. Something wrong with the man, that was the thinking. And there are the oul ones who get table service because of their backs.”

			“Their backs?”

			“They have all these health complaints. That’s what they talk about the whole time, their sore backs, their arthritis, their pills. One’s got a bad leg, another one’s waiting for an operation. They rabbit on about this stuff all the time, but they look healthy enough to me. They manage to get to Christy’s once a week. Drunk as owls, a couple of them, by the time they leave. The fellows at the bar have a name for them. Can’t remember it right now. You probably won’t get any useful information out of them, since they’re not there every day, and they keep to themselves at the back. Anyway, Fanning and O’Hearn and Madigan and Shanahan, they’d be the regulars who would have an intimate knowledge of the pub and its goings-on.”

			“There you have it: the Christy Burke Four,” Monty declared.

			“I like it,” Michael said, “though it has a bit of a political ring to it. Let’s hope we’re not looking at anything political in this.”

			“Political or otherwise, I suspect it won’t be pretty,” Brennan warned. 

			They spent a few more minutes with Kevin discussing his musical career. Then, after extending best wishes for the family present and future, Michael, Brennan, and Monty said goodbye to the McDonoughs and headed towards Monty’s hotel, nearby in Christchurch Place. Brennan would walk home from there, and Michael would call a taxi. 

			“Now there’s an oddity for you,” Michael said, pointing at two churches side by side. “Two churches called St. Audoen’s, one dating from the twelfth century and the other neoclassical. Strange to say, the medieval one is Protestant — that is, it became Protestant — and the newer one is Catholic.”

			“History around every corner here,” Monty remarked.

			“And you don’t always see it coming.”

			Brennan

			The next day Brennan went to work, so to speak, at Christy Burke’s, and he had his sergeant with him. He had assigned Michael, with his mild, friendly manner, to chat up the regulars during the early rounds of questioning. Brennan would observe the proceedings from his bar stool. He was in civilian clothes, Michael in his collar. When they entered the pub at around five in the afternoon, they saw four men sitting on stools at the bar, pints in hand. Brennan realized he had seen them before, planted in the very same spot. Quintessential pub regulars. The Christy Burke Four. Was one of them the victim of the spray-painted slander on the wall? Was one of them a killer, right at home in the “killers own local”?

			Brennan chose a place at the other end of the bar. Michael sat right beside the last man in the row of four and nodded at the group.

			They all nodded back and said, “Father.”

			“Gentlemen, I’m on vacation. The collar’s a habit I can’t seem to shake, but call me Mike.”

			“Mike,” they said in unison.

			“And that’s Brennan.” They all acknowledged each other.

			“Is Finn not in today?” Mike asked.

			“He’s got the young fellow on. Sean will be back in a jiffy.” The man who spoke had a pleasant, roundish face, round eyes, and sandy hair going grey. “My name’s O’Hearn. Jimmy.”

			The young barman came in then, greeted Mike and Brennan, and took their orders for pints of Guinness.

			Jimmy made the introductions: “This is Mike, Sean. And Brennan. Gentlemen, Sean Nugent.”

			“We’re acquainted already, as a matter of fact. Good day to you, Sean. You’ve given Finn the day off, have you?”

			“Sure I told him to take all the time he needs.”

			“And he could use it. A finger in many pies, has Finn Burke.” This came from a hard-looking man sitting next to Jimmy O’Hearn.

			“Keeps the man sharp,” a tweed-capped regular put in. “If we had half the business sense Finn has, we’d be . . . em, well . . .” 

			“We’d be swimming in money and in drink. Wouldn’t be good for our health!” O’Hearn exclaimed. “Here’s to us, the leisure class!” 

			Everyone lifted a pint and took a sip. 

			“Let me introduce everyone to you,” O’Hearn said then. “The oul fellow in the cap is Frank Fanning.” 

			Fanning wore a shirt and tie, a grey cardigan sweater and a tweed cap, even though it was a warm July day. He wore heavy-framed glasses and had the red nose and broken capillaries of a heavy drinker. 

			“Oul fella, is it?” Fanning groused. “We’ll see who’ll be the last man standing!” He spoke in a broad Dub accent.

			“And this is Eddie Madigan.”

			The man with the hard-looking face had high cheekbones, and cropped, bristly grey hair. He raised his glass in greeting.

			“And the quiet fellow with the specs is Tim Shanahan. Can’t you tell from the look of him he’s always got his face in a book?”

			“When it’s not in a pint of porter,” Shanahan replied in a soft west-of-Ireland voice. 

			“He’s the voice of wisdom, is Tim.” 

			A few years younger than the other three, maybe his late forties, Shanahan was a handsome, ascetic-looking man with a thin face, black hair parted on the side and falling over his forehead, and small rimless glasses. He looked like a scholar. Or, Brennan thought, a priest. 

			There was a companionable silence then as the men returned to their drinks. Brennan had advised Mike not to cut to the chase but to warm them up first with a bit of friendly chatter. 

			“How long have you been coming here, Jimmy?” Mike asked.

			“Oh, it must be twenty years now. Since I moved here from Donegal.”

			“Ah, there is indeed a trace of the North in your voice. Do you still have people there?”

			“I have a sister there. Sarah. She works in a lovely spot called 
McKelvey’s Bar, so it’s a double treat whenever I go and pay her a visit.” 

			“McKelvey. I was telling Sean here that I know Nugents back home in Saint John. McKelveys too. Is the bar in Donegal Town?”

			“No, a few miles from there, a place called Ballybofey.”

			“What brought you to Dublin, then?”

			“I came to seek my fortune.”

			“I hope you found it!” 

			O’Hearn laughed. “So does my wife! Then she’s going to let me back into the house!”

			“Oh, are you and your wife separated, Jim?”

			“Well now, we are and we aren’t. We don’t live under the same roof, haven’t for many years, but we get along better now than we ever did. That should tell you something, but I’m not sure what!” 

			“And you, Frank?” Mike inquired. “You sound like a Dublin man.” 

			“Right you are. I’m a Dub and right now I’m off to the bogs.” He got up and headed for the men’s room.

			“Well now,” Jimmy O’Hearn said, “there goes a brilliant pintman, brilliant!”

			“He is,” agreed Eddie Madigan.

			“Legendary, you might say.”

			“He has a bar stool now, but for the longest time he stood, did he not, Eddie?”

			“He did. But now he’ll have a seat.”

			“He has all the time in the world for the pouring of the perfect pint. Frank never rushes you, does he, Sean?”

			“A gentleman and a connoisseur. It’s a pleasure to pour a pint for Frank Fanning.”

			“Not like some that come in the door. They want their pint and they want it now. Sure if you’re that pressed, go to Temple Bar, grab your glass before it’s even settled, and blather away to the rest of the . . . what is it you call them, Tim?”

			“Poseurs,” the younger man replied. 

			“Frank’s one of the regulars here,” Jimmy explained.

			You’d have to wonder how much time the man spends in here, Brennan said to himself. They all seemed to be regulars as far as he could tell.

			“How often does Frank come in?” Mike asked. Three pairs of eyes stared, uncomprehending. “I mean, on average, you know . . .”

			“Well, he’ll come in twice, Michael,” Tim replied.

			“But how many days of the week?”

			Again the stares.

			Sean spoke up. “He’s in every day, so.”

			“Like the rest of us,” said Madigan.

			“Daily communicants, you might say,” added Shanahan.

			Mike took a sip of his pint and then got down to business. “Finn was telling me he’s had to do some painting lately.”

			“That fecker with the spray can is fortunate Finn Burke never caught him at it. Finn’d spray him from here to Bantry Bay!” Frank Fanning had returned to his seat and punctuated his remarks by taking a big gulp of Guinness, then brought his glass down on the bar with a resounding crack.

			“He won’t fare much better if the four of us get hold of him,” Eddie Madigan warned. “Defacing a public house like that. Little gurrier.”

			“It seems to be over now,” Tim Shanahan stated.

			“Let’s hope so,” declared Fanning. “Maybe he came crawling round and spotted us on the job, and ran away. Wise move on his part.”

			“What do you mean, on the job?” Mike asked. “Were you keeping watch on the place?”

			“Sure we were,” Jimmy O’Hearn said. “Thought we’d help Finn out a bit, stay around late at night, see if we could nab the fellow.”

			“But,” Frank said, “he never showed up on the nights we were on patrol. Maybe, as I say, he saw us and backed off.”

			“What was he getting at, do you suppose?”

			“I’d say what he was getting was off his meds!” Frank asserted. “Well, I hope we’ve seen the last of him. And of his sacrileges against this place!”

			“I’ll drink to that,” Tim said with a smile and took a sip of his pint.

			“Here’s Mr. Burke now. Howiyeh, Finn,” Frank said, as Finn arrived, saluted his patrons, and installed himself behind the bar. Sean said goodbye and left the pub.

			Brennan listened to Mike and his new companions making small talk until their attention was caught by the television. It was six o’clock.

			“Oh! I didn’t even notice the TV over there,” Mike remarked. The television sat on a shelf where the wall met the bar.

			“Well, Sean enjoys it once in a while, but Finn’s not keen on it,” Jimmy O’Hearn explained. “He rarely turns the thing on except at news time or when they’re showing a football or a hurling match. But here’s the news.”

			“God love the RTÉ,” Mike commented, as the Irish broadcaster duly played the Angelus bells before the news came on. The first story was from the United States, where a group of evangelical Protestants had issued a demand for the release of the Reverend Mr. Odom. There was still no word on his whereabouts. Then the news presenter announced that tourism was up this year. Particularly tourism from the Far East.

			“A planeload of Japanese tourists touched down at Shannon Airport today. But these are tourists with a difference. They’re actually landowners here in Ireland. Diane Brosnan explains.” 

			The reporter’s voice came on and said, “A hundred and forty-four people from Japan have arrived in the country today to stand for the first time on Irish soil. Their Irish soil. These are all people who have purchased lots of land in the Republic, and have chartered an aircraft to bring them here and make their dream come true. Soon they’ll be standing on their very own little piece of —”

			“Fuck!” Finn muttered, and thumped the TV off with a punch of his fist.

			The regulars raised eyebrows and exchanged glances but made no comment.

			Immigration might be a topic to avoid with Finn, Brennan reflected. But there was no lack of other subjects of conversation in the pub. Somebody piped up from a table in the rear, and described his luck the day before at the Leopardstown races. His horse was seconds from the finish line, promising big returns, when he, the horse, fell and broke his leg and had to be put down. Things had gone better at Croke Park, someone else noted; Dublin had trounced Kildare in hurling. This set off a round of sports talk, and Frank Fanning sought Finn’s views on the hurling season so far. But Finn had the appearance of a troubled man as he stood behind his bar with the TV battered into silence at his side. 
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