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Abstract — The Traveller
Mairin Mc Sweeney
Batiment F, Le Clos Charmeil, 40 Rue de La Voute,
Veyrier du Lac, 74290, France.

The concept of the traveller has changed considerably in Irish society over the last fifteen
years. Traditionally, the traveller was either the emigrant, forced to leave Ireland to better
himself, or the gypsy, marginalized since the time of the Famine (1846). Since the advent
of the Celtic Tiger (1994), and the wealth and prosperity it brought, the new traveller is
the immigrant or refugee who comes to Ireland because of the opportunities it offers. 1
also believe that the definition can be broadened to the Irish people themselves, who can
learn to travel within their own space by embracing the multitude of cultures, ethnicities,
languages and religions that are now a part of the society. In fact, the very definition of
‘Irishness’ is shifting and morphing away from the majority Catholic Celtic nation, to an
exciting blend of otherness. We must become travellers by leaving our preconceived
notions of ‘the other’ behind, and travelling out of our own personal narrative into the
stories of others.

In an attempt to show this shift in ‘Irishness’, and the difficulties it brings, this
novel has been structured to echo the great Irish literary work Ulysses by James Joyce.
While I am not so ludicrous as to compare my effort to Joyce’s, I do not believe that any
creative work deserves ‘holy grail’ status. Therefore, while my aims are far more minor
than Joyce’s, I felt that shadowing Ulysses would be a perfect way to contemporise the
issues that still lie at the heart of the Irish psyche. Just as Joyce set his book on one day,
June 16™ 1904, The Traveller is set on June 16" 2004 (Centenary Year). In the same way
as Joyce used ‘The Odyssey’ as a foundation for a reflection on the Irish society of 1904,
The Traveller loosely recreates Ulysses in contemporary Dublin. Like Joyce, I see this as
a way of creating a thread of continuity between the actions of a small group of people in
a particular place and the wider historical context, as well as showing the archetypal
nature of human relationships.

The Traveller does not adhere slavishly to the plotline of Ulysses, but builds upon
it, creating additional characters and transferring the original themes to a modern context.
Where appropriate, I have echoed the style of certain chapters in Joyce’s original, eg. the
soliloquy format for the last chapter.

Where Joyce used the central character of Bloom, a Jewish advertising salesman
of Hungarian extraction, my central character is Omar, a Muslim journalist of Egyptian
descent. They both represent the outsider in their own time, and suffer from being born
into a tradition/religion that is alien and threatening to the society in which they live.
Neither is a hero in the Homeric sense, but ends up being one through ordinary humanity.
In The Traveller, the character of Omar is key to exposing the difficulties faced by ‘the
stranger’, even one who is half Irish and has grown up in that society. His journey
through one day indirectly illuminates the key themes of politics, religion,
marginalisation and love, as do the characters of Kinch, Flora, and Blaithin.



Chapter 1 -Telemachus

Badum, badum, badum. The hollow sound of his companion’s heart beat into the cold morning
air. Open your eyes. Light flooded in, a slow thudding tremor rattling his eardrums. Remember
not to do that again. The body beside him shifted slightly.

Empty beer bottles littered the floor of the men’s toilets. They had slept there after a hard
night out, for lack of a better option. Kinch looked out across the bay towards Howth Head. The
sky was a burgeoning mass of grey, streaked with electric blue light.

Meteorological Chaos. A strip of black cloud deposited its load on the other side of the
bay. Thank God I'm on this side...Northsiders get all the bad luck. A cigarette pack lay by his
side begging to be opened. Ah the morning fag, can’t beat it. He flicked a match alight, pulled on
the short white stick, and pushed the air from his lips with a light groan of pleasure.

Through the small, broken window of the toilet, he could see a crowd gather outside the
entrance to Joyce’s tower.

‘How the hell did Joyce stick living in that, with its big thick walls and windows the size
of rat’s eyes? I"d go bloody mad.” He kicked the motionless body beside him.  What do you
reckon, Quixote? Like being locked up in a circular stone prison, if you ask me.’

‘Que?’ A small groan came from the dark-haired young man, and a bloodshot eye opened
slowly.

‘The Martello tower. You know the one in ‘Ulysses.’ Joyce lived in it, mad bugger. At
least it was because he hadn’t a spare penny to rub together. Now they’re the in thing and the
celebs are queuing up to pay a small bloody fortune. Even bloody Bono lived in the one out in
Bray. Like living in a giant Guinness vat, but without the Guinness. Feckin eejits forget why they
were built in the first place. You know why?’ He kicked his friend again.

‘I don’t give a sheet Kinch. Shat the fuck up!’

‘Il tell you why.’

His friend groaned and pulled his jacket over his head.

“You know the short, French lad, with the habit of sticking his hand into his jacket,’
Kinch eyed his friend for a response. ‘Even in Columbia you must have been told about
Napoleon, man.’

‘I might have been told about him, but I didn’t geeve a sheet then and I don’t geeve a
sheet now.’

Kinch took another drag. ‘History’s a fuckin nightmare alright. We could all do with
waking up from that one.” He blew a perfect ring into the air. ‘But, as the bishop said to the
prioress, I’ve started so I’ll finish.’

Quixote moaned.

‘The shame of it is we could have been invaded by France. The British stuck these giant
stone towers all down the East Coast as lookout posts for the big invasion that never came,
more’s the pity. Just think of it mate: early morning baguettes, pouting sallow-skinned women
and crepes oozing with sauce au chocolat. What did we get instead? Greasy bloody chip bags,
semi-naked women with beer-bellies, and bread and butter pudding. Quelle bloody Dommage!!’
He grabbed the watch from his inside pocket. Seven forty five, fifteen minutes to the
performance, bollox.

‘Quixote, come on, I have to get dressed for the tower. Now!” He chucked the box of
cigarettes at his slumbering friend.

‘Hijo de puta.” The normally sallow skin looked green with sickness.



‘Fifteen minutes, come on.” Kinch grabbed his backpack and ran into the cubicle behind.

‘Oh fawk, my head man.’

Kinch wrestled with the right arm of his black suit. The Columbian winced
uncomfortably, pulled the black curls from his eyes, and tied them gypsy-like behind his head.

‘Have a jump in the fortyfoot, that’ll cure your head quick enough. Ballbruising stuff!’
Kinch turned back to the cracked, dirty mirror, and glanced at himself through the fragments.

Need to clean this up. With the sole of his newly polished shoes he crushed the remnants
of a dying cigarette; the tips of his fingers stroked the end of his goatee, sweeping upwards
through a crop of dirty blond hair. His pale skin and sharp blue eyes wouldn’t have looked out of
place in a Stockholm nightclub. Not bad for a hard night’s drinking.

Once he had buttoned the pinstriped waistcoat and stuffed the nose rag in his top lapel, he
gazed across the bay. The morning ferry crossed the horizon towards Dun Laoghaire. A golden
light crept under the clouds like the fingers of an invisible God. Kinch placed the grey Latin
Quarter hat on his head and stepped out into the light. His wrecked-looking friend stripped to his
boxers, raced past him, and leapt into the black, cold water.

‘Hijo de Puta Madre, Aggghhhhh!” The Columbian thrashed wildly in the water.

‘Jesus, I was only kidding you mad bastard!” said Kinch, drawing breath through his
clenched teeth.

The crowd had moved to the shore wall to see what all the commotion was about.

‘No worries, ladies and gentleman, just a hypothermic drowning Columbian. An
everyday sight around the Forty-Foot these days.” He tipped his hat towards the assembled
crowd.

‘Conjo, it’s like melted snow in here.’

‘In Nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, Amen.” Kinch made the sign of the cross
over the shivering body in the water beneath him. ‘Gotta go, don’t die on me you mad bastard.’
He picked up his ash plant — a tiny sprig growing from seeds he had planted weeks before — and
climbed the ramp towards the Tower entrance. The crowd squeezed their way through the door
of the granite tower.

An ageing American woman pointed a plump finger and screamed ‘Look, it’s Dedalus!’

‘Stephen at your service, madam.’ His body stiffened and the ghost of Dedalus stepped
inside.

‘Kinch ahoy!” came the gravelled voice from deep inside the tower.

‘I’m coming,” Stephen said, turning.

A thin moustached man sat behind the desk at the entrance to the Tower. He picked at his teeth
with the top of his pen, and nodded at the crowd as they exited the performance.

‘Hey John, nearly forgot my pay check mate. Should be under the desk with my name on
it.’

‘Sure thing Kinch, hang on a minute.” He emptied the contents of the drawer on the desk:
scrawled on post-its, several bic pens, a half-eaten Mars bar, and a deodorant stick. ‘Nope,
doesn’t seem to be. Are you sure?’ His resemblance to Joyce combined studied effort, and
genetic fortune.

‘Fuck, it’s the third time I asked Mr. Lacey for the cheque, and he keeps putting me off,
the bastard.” Kinch banged his right hand on the oak desk.

‘Sorry.’



‘It’s not your fault, but does the bastard not realise I'm a starving actor? Does he think I
get this bony arse from an abundance of riches?” He slapped his behind with vigour.

‘Ah, you know what they’re like Kinch. It’s all about the bottom line nowadays.’

‘Christ almighty this country is reeking with dough and yet they’re starving us poor
creative bastards.” The crowd squeezed past him, and averted their eyes.

‘Guess that was never any different before. Joyce wasn’t exactly rolling in it,’

‘Well, he could afford to live here, amongst the Yaw brigade for God’s sake.” The
American lady Kinch had spoken to passed by.

She smiled clearly eager for a chat. ‘Great performance, you really entered the character.

‘Why thank you Madam, glad to oblige,” he replied in Dedalus speak.

‘I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation son, and I just wondered if I could give
you a few dollars, as a kind of tip, I mean.” She pushed a ten-euro note his direction.

He stared at the note in her hand. ‘That is most kind of you, but I don’t know if I should.’

‘I'insist,” she replied, slipping the note inside his lapel pocket, ‘and actually I was
thinking you might be able to do me a favour?” She rubbed his right arm and moved closer to
him.
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Her smell reminded him of the bargain perfume counter in Roches Stores. The brightly
coloured clothes were clearly labelled, although they sat on her plump frame uneasily.

‘I’ll see what I can do,” Kinch replied. He eyed the exit door, and moved towards it as
subtly as he could manage.

‘It’s my grandson’s birthday party today. He’s twelve, Ennis, where are you love?’ she
drawled.

The child happily ignored her, occupied with trying to pry Joyce’s Death mask from the
wall.

John leapt the desk in one movement. ‘Young man don’t touch that, for God’s sake,” The
child’s neck was the perfect size for his long-fingered hand.

‘Aw Gran, this man is hurting me.’

‘Don’t be silly Ennis, come over here and meet this nice young man who just performed
for us.” John deposited the child beside his grandmother, who was too busy smiling at Kinch to
notice the boy’s discomfort.

‘Hi.” The floppy haired kid groaned audibly.

Kinch cocked his hat at the boy with a wink, as the proud Grandmother hooked the
child’s head under her ample right arm, and proceeded to strangle him with affection.

‘Isn’t he gorgeous?’

Kinch squeezed out an uneasy smile.

‘We’ve hired out a place in the city centre for a party for this fellow later and there are
going to be jugglers and magicians and all sorts of fun stuff. It’ll be great, won’t it Ennis?” The
barely breathing child nodded his head, unable to speak.

‘Anyway, there’ll be loads of us adults as well so I thought since it’s Bloomsday and all,
that it’d be so great if you could come and perform a little bit of the book for us. I just love this
dressing up as the characters. It’s so darling. My Jimmy there is obsessive about the book. To be
honest, I tried to read the thing and got a flaming headache, but every sixteenth of June, Jimmy
dresses me up like Molly, and we traipse down to the Irish club near us in Houston and booze up
a storm. That’s the way I like literature, off the page.’

Kinch smiled weakly. ‘Sounds great.’



‘Could you bring one of the others, Mulligan or Bloom or someone? 1’d pay you well,
trust me.” She pinched his waist and winked as though her eye would fall out.

‘Ehm, well I’m very busy all day as you can well imagine.” He faltered to allow her time
to break in,

‘Please, please, how much do you want? Name your price.” A Guess bag hung from her
shoulder, and she pulled out a bulging wallet.

‘No, but really 1 only have about two hours off today between 3.00 p.m. and 5.00 p.m.,’
he argued.

‘Well, that’s perfect then. That’s exactly when the party is. We’ve hired out a Café
called...what is it again Ennis?’ She released the choking boy.

‘Munchies Gran.” The child rubbed his neck and moved towards the door at speed.

‘How about fifty dollars an hour or pounds or euros or whatever it is? Oh My God,
Jimmy is going to love this!” Her voice rose two octaves with excitement, and Kinch smiled
weakly, wondering at the state of affairs that had brought him to this.

‘Madam, it’s a deal.” Well, fifty quid is fifty quid.

‘I’m Kathleen Kelly.” She took Kinch’s hand, and squeezed it. He fought back the pain,
and smiled at her through clenched teeth. ‘Here’s my card if you need to give us a call.’

She jumped around the Museum, thrilled with her new acquisition.

‘Jimmy, Jimmy, the young man is going to perform for us, isn’t that great?” The weary
looking man tore himself away from Joyce’s writing desk. ‘Great dear.’

Kinch waved a goodbye. ‘Jesus, John, this is what [’ve become. An acting whore, for
every eejit who can pay enough. Shoot me now.” He put two fingers to his temple and pulled the
imaginary trigger.

‘Ah sure, you’d be mad not to take the work when it comes your way, although I’m not
sure I like the look of that brat. Good luck with that!’

Kinch picked up the ash plant. “Yep, well better get on with it. Still have a trillion more
performances to pack into this day. At least | got fed during that one. Mulligan makes a damn
good pot of tea. Where is the bastard? He raced out of here before 1 had a chance to chat to him.’

‘Ah you know Frank, stressed out about inhabiting the character correctly. Anyway, |
think he’s on in one of the Bloom scenes in the city in the next hour or two.’ John continued to
pick his teeth, this time with the edge of his fingernails.

‘Oh yeah, Christ better get going myself. Bloody plant will drive me mental. So much
for method acting! The cock crew / The sky was blue: / The bells in heaven / Were striking eleven
./ Tis time for this poor soul / To go to heavn ... See ya mate.” He tipped his hat to the laughing
John.

‘Watch out for the hollybush friend, full of pricks,” replied John, exploding in a
convulsion of laughter.

“Yeah, full of pricks John, nice one.” He followed the last of the crowd out the door into
the sunlight.

A shivering Quixote sat perched on the edge of his battered Honda fifty.
‘Good man yourself, ready and waiting,” said Kinch, throwing his thumb in the air.
‘Conjo, I’m bladdy freezing.” Quixote wrapped his arms around himself, and shivered
wildly.



‘Well, that’s what you get for listening to me, mate,” replied Kinch ‘Should know better.
Anyway, let’s hit the road. Want to meet up with Blaithin before I have to rush to Sandymount
Strand.’

‘How’re we going to both fit on the bike with that plant man?’ asked the Columbian.

‘Good ol Rozinante can take us all no bother.” Kinch slapped the seat of the bike with
whore-warming enthusiasm.

‘Ok, but where is she, because I have to go busking in town? Need some dineros, man.’

‘I’m meeting her for a coffee in Bewley’s on Grafton Street. Feck it. Thave to tell her
something she won’t like.” Kinch threw his leg over the Honda and clutched his plant like a
prized pet.

‘Wha conjo, can’t hear you?’ questioned the helmeted Columbian.

‘Nothin man, Grafton St, GRAFTON ST! OK?’ he shouted into the back of the helmet.
Quixote stuck his thumb in the air and took off.

They whizzed through the streets of Dun Laoghaire. Hordes of people busily exercised the length
of the West pier.

What was it Joyce had called it again? Oh Yeah, a disappointed bridge. A large lump of
rock projecting out into the sea; no destination, incomplete. How oddly appropriate that seemed
to his undetermined path through life. The morning ferry had just arrived in from Holyhead and a
steady flow of yellow reg cars were weaving their way out of the port. The British invasion three
times daily: like an endlessly repeating loop of history. At least we can send them back with
empty pockets. Reparation of a kind.

They travelled over a speed bump. A fist of dry earth from the plant catapulted itself at
speed all over Kinch’s black suit. Great! A mucky Dedalus; well I suppose he never washed, but
this is taking it a bit too far. Quixote began singing ‘The Rocky Road to Dublin’ with a guttural
Latino curl. Kinch laughed loudly, joining in, as they negotiated a further series of speed bumps
through the Blackrock suburbs. Their laughter faded into the traffic noise. Can’t believe a
Columbian knows ‘The Rocky Road’ word for word. Mad. How far we 've come! Like a river
flowing back to the source; the sea water on its back, the Irish return with strangers in their
arms. A country that never persecuted the Jews because we never let them in. Hah! Watch out
for the Celtic Tigers as the other animals are let into the cage. How predictable we humans are
the world over. Still we 're not the worst. They stopped suddenly at the Hospital lights. ‘Cead
Mile Fiilte,” Kinch sang at an unsuspecting Romanian woman. With a look of suspicion, she
pushed a Big Issue magazine in his face. He scrambled with his free hand to dig a euro from his
left pocket. The woman coaxed his efforts with a look of urgency. The lights changed and
Quixote took off at speed, the desperate woman chasing in vain.

‘Jesus, Quixote, | was trying to buy a magazine,” Kinch screamed through the speeding
air.

‘What man, what, can’t hear a thing through dees helmet?’ replied the Columbian. Kinch
didn’t even bother replying. He continued to clutch the plant in his right hand. Well, at least I
tried.

Quixote stopped the bike by the Stephen’s Green Arch, and Kinch hopped off.
‘Thanks a million man, good luck with the busking. Where will you be? Maybe I can
catch up with you later.” He flicked his blond hair out of his eyes.



‘Sure conjo, How bout The Barge? 12.30 p.m. Great for lunch by the canal.” The traffic
flooded past and Quixote wove his way back into the flow.

Kinch gave him the thumbs up, and crossed the road to fight his way through the throngs
of shoppers weaving their way up Grafton Street. A crowd had gathered around a tall lanky
comedian with glasses, and a protruding nose. A small microphone strapped to his ear, he
strutted gamely through the crowd, eyeballing potential victims. It’s McSavage doing his
terrifying the masses thing again, good man himself. Gas man. ‘There’s England like a great
stalking beast bent over the small cowering figure of Ireland,” declared the lanky comedian, as he
proceeded to grab the imaginary figure of Ireland, and hump her with dirty enthusiasm. Kinch
laughed. The slightly uncomfortable crowd rippled with laughter. He weaved his way through
the bodies and imagined the crowd to be a giant snake slithering its way through the curving
street. It moved silently through the tall buildings, its great dappled skin shining in the sunlight.
One of the suit-and-tie brigade passed him, his mobile phones stuck to his ear. ‘Listen Charles,
just racing to meet the wife. Bloody wedding anniversary. I’ll have to chat to her for five
minutes to keep her happy and then I’ll call you back. Don’t let that cunt O’Brien into the
bidding, do you hear me?’ The well dressed man bumped into Kinch’s right side and knocked
some more dirt from the worse for wear plant. The man continued on, bashing his way through
the crowd like a blinded bull. Kinch narrowed his eyes in contempt. Cunt is right, St. Patrick
didn’t manage to banish all the snakes from Irish shores.

The usual clutch of people stood under the clock outside Bewleys waiting for their boyfriend or
their psychiatrist or god knows who else. He looked up at the old Victorian clock. 10.00 a.m.
Shit, don’t have much time. The large glass door shone in the sunlight as he passed through it,
and into the dark back room. His eyes moved around the space, over the wooden tables, past the
wine-velvet seating and unlit fireplace. She was sitting under one of the larger stained glass
windows at the back, staring at a piece of paper. Dressed in a vintage black bodice, a flowing
russet skirt, and high heeled lace up boots; she looked every inch the part. Her deep black hair
fell in unruly strands from the flowered clasp on the top of her head. Damn, there she is, gotta do
it, damn! She scanned the room, her blue eyes falling on Kinch as he lifted his hand to catch her
attention. The pixie-like face lit with a smile. He didn’t smile back. A current of confusion darted
through his body, and he moved towards her slowly.

‘Hey, how’s the crack?’ He placed the ash-plant on the seat beside him.

‘Oh alright, a bit sick of the smell of kidney. Puke.’

‘Can imagine.” He pulled a cigarette from the pack in his pocket, and knocked it on the
edge of the table. ‘Did the house scene go ok?’

‘Didn’t have much to do in this one really. It’s the soliloquy that’s terrifying me. I’ve
practised it a million times and I’m still shitless,” she replied. ‘I must be mad to have taken it on.’

“You’ll be great. You were made to play Molly.’

‘Are you planning to light that or just abuse it?’

‘Very funny, Listen Blithin I...°

She pointed at the plant. ‘What the fuck are you doing with that?’

‘It’s the ash-plant, you know.. he carries it around with him..in the book.’

She scrunched up her face in disbelief. ‘Wha? You’re joking right?’

Kinch looked at her smiling face. God, this is going to be more difficult than I thought.
‘What do you mean? Listen Blaith..”



‘You’re actually serious. Jesus, you can be such an eejit. An ash-plant’s a walking stick
babes, not a bloody plant, least I think so. You haven’t even read the bloody thing have you?’
she asked.

‘Shite, yeah of course I have, I’'m sure you’re wrong, but for fecks sake it’s bloody
impossible to figure out what’s happening half the time. Are you telling me I'm wearing half this
bloody thing for no reason?’ He pointed to the stains on his suit.

Blaithin clutched the sides of the table, choking on her egg with laughter. ‘God you’re
gas babes. That’s why I love you.” She stroked him affectionately on the cheek, and he felt his
skin harden underneath her touch.

A group of eager tourists had gathered at the table beside them, pointing and whispering.
Kinch played with his cigarette box, cursing the smoking ban that denied him the immediate
stress relief of a good old-fashioned rush of nicotine.

‘Hey babe, it’s like being a couple of film stars.” She leant over the table and took his
hand. He pulled it hand away, and began to play with the egg on her plate.

She sat backwards slowly. ‘What’s the matter Kinch? You’re acting a bit funny.’

‘Listen, I know it isn’t a good time for this Blaithin, but well, I just can’t help it. How do
you even say this without sounding like a tosser?’

‘Say what?’ she asked.

‘Well, how about, I think I need some space, or maybe we should take a break, or
perhaps the overused, I just don’t think we’re right for each other. Jesus, I’'m sorry, I just don’t
know how to do this.

The tea travelled up her nose and she began to choke. ‘“Wha? [ don’t understand, but |
thought we were getting on great.’

‘Well, I know we’re great friends and all, but Jesus, I’'m bored Blaithin. I just need a bit
more,” he whispered.

‘A bit more,” her voice rising, ‘Would that be a bit more affection, or a bit more sex, or a
bit more money, or a bit more bloody love, because you know, I bloody well gave it all away to
you if you haven’t noticed. Let me check, any extra love lying around?’ She emptied the contents
of her pockets on the table with a bang. ‘Nope, all given away to Brian bloody Kinch Nolan by
the looks of things!’

‘Christ, Blaith, get a grip,” he whispered, gesturing for her to sit down. ‘The whole place
is staring at us.’

‘QGreat, they probably think it’s the lost chapter of Ulysses, bloody eejits.” She waved her
arms around her body in a gathering gesture. ‘Yep, the lost chapter folks performed for you for
free today, and in the title roll of lying, scheming, bastard is the great Brian Kinch Nolan!’

Kinch took his jacket from the back of the chair. ‘Christ, I’ve had enough. Can you see
why I’m leaving you now, you bloody lunatic?’

‘Is that part of it? Is that part of the book?’ questioned an excited group of young
Americans sitting near the fireplace.

‘Yes indeed, ‘The Phaeacian Games,’ the All’s Fair in Love and War scene,’ Blaithin
replied at the top of her voice. Kinch picked up his hat, and started to move for the door.

‘Kinch, you bastard, you forgot something?’

He turned back to see the plant hurtling his direction at speed. He ducked and it hit the
empty fireplace behind him. The Americans scattered wildly. Blaithin rubbed her hands, picked
up her shawl, and walked out the front door with determination.



Chapter 2 - Nestor

As soon as he stepped into the ebb and flow of the crowd, his body slumped heavily and he felt
slightly faint. What the fuck just happened? Need to find Quixote, bollox, need a drink. He turned
onto Wicklow Street. A band was playing the usual Indie Rock fare in the corner of Tower
Records. The drumbeat thudded through his brain like lead through glass. Jesus, they 're shite.

‘Don’t leave the day job!” he shouted through the door to a puzzled looking group of
teenagers, thrashing wildly at the back of the shop. He approached the International Bar corner,
and noticed that Quixote was not in his usual spot. Damn, where’s the bugger when I need him?
He lit another badly needed cigarette, and scanned the street. His eye caught the glinting sign
above the Butler’s Café across the road. ‘Philip Lacey, Art Promotions.” Might as well see if the
tight bastard has my money. This day is shaping up badly enough as it is. Sucking on his
cigarette he climbed the steep stairs. Patron of the Arts my arse. All he gives a damn about are
his appearances on the Late Late Show.

The dyed blonde behind the desk was putting the finishing touches to her scarlet nail
polish.

“Yes, hi would Mr. Lacey be around by any chance?’ he asked.

‘Wha? Yeah, sorry just give me a second,’ finishing off her last two digits carefully.

‘Tough job.’

‘Wha? No not really. Just a minute, the phone’s ringing.” She dipped her head in a
disturbingly unattractive manner, placed the loudly ringing cordless between the base of her
palms, and pressed the answer button with her nose. ‘Mr. Philip Lacey’s office. How can | help
you?’ — strangulating the vowels in an effort to impress. I’m not the only thing the mean bastard
is scrimping on around here. She dismissed the person on the line, and manoeuvred the phone
back into the cradle with her head.

‘Impressive talent,” he offered with a sly smile.

‘Tanks, yeah. I’ve bin workin on me phone voice.’

‘Very nice, yeah, clearly you were made for this job,’

She batted her eyelids furiously, and adjusted her top downwards. ‘Gee tanks, Ehm, sorry
wha is your name again?’

‘Stephen, Stephen Dedalus,’ he replied.

‘Right Steve, I’ll just get Mr. Lacey for you.” Must try “Adolf Hitler” the next time.
Nothing, not a glimmer.

Lacey sat in a black leather swivel chair: his feet resting on the small locker by his desk.

‘Ah, Kinch, how the hell are you my lad? Looking good in all that black, I must say.’
The nasally tones of his faux-british accent grated on Kinch’s nerves. ‘Very much the part. Yes
indeed.’

Kinch smiled. It ’s far from Oxford you were raised you posh bollox.

‘Glad you approve Mr. Lacey, and about that...’

‘Sit down, sit down lad, for God’s sake. You’re going to spend enough of this day on
your feet.” Lacey guided him forcefully into the hard wooden chair, and grabbed the hat off his
head.

‘Quite a hat. Love the old style, don’t you? So much more civilised. Don’t know what
the youngsters are wearing nowadays. My nephew goes around with holes deliberately put into
his trousers, and he wears the blasted things around the rim of his behind. No style about



nowadays. All those outside influences from across the Atlantic, and God knows where else,
don’t you think?’

‘Well, I don’t really know, but ...’

‘Yes, yes, I'm sure you agree. Not like Joyce’s time. The country is invaded for
Godsakes. Hard to tell who’s who nowadays.’

‘At least we invited the invaders in this time,” interjected Kinch, determined to interrupt
the monologue.

‘Poppycock, No mind of our own anymore lad, I'm telling you.’

‘Indeed you are. Ehm, Mr. Lacey, you wouldn’t have that cheque for me, would you?’ he
asked gently. Overinflated windbag.

‘Of course my boy, I’'m happy to hand out money where money is due.” He walked to the
filing cabinet and pulled an envelope from the top drawer. ‘Once you’ve worked for it you’ve
earned it. Not like the wasters begging in the streets, and stuffing up our dole queues.’

‘But the country is at near full employment, Mr Lacey! And anyway, the bloody Irish are
too fussy to do menial labour now.’

‘Maybe so, but not for long. Look at Germany for God’s sake. Rightly stuffed after
dropping that wall. I’'m telling you, it does nobody any good to weaken borders. Destroys
cultures and don’t tell me you’re not terrified by the state of the South Circular Road with all
those Arabs up to God knows what! New York first. God knows when the rest of us are going to
get smashed into when we least expect it.” He handed the envelope to Kinch. ‘Prevention, nine
tenths of the law and all that. We’ll deserve it otherwise, I tell you. Turning a blind eye never did
anyone any good.’

‘Christ wouldn’t agree,” Kinch said.

He raised the glasses off the bridge of his nose and stared. ‘I never took you for a
believer, lad.’

‘I believe in what’s out there on that street, the dark and light of it all.’

‘Ah, the ease of vaguery. Need more than that, my boy, need structure to hold it all
together.’

Eejit, Bloody eejit! “You’ve been around longer than I have, Mr Lacey. No doubt you
know better.” He stepped backwards turning to face the door.

‘How’s that girlfriend of yours? Acting her part today as well, fair dues?’

Bollox, will I never get out of here? ‘Actually, she’s not my girlfriend anymore but I'm
sure she’s fine, need to go...’

‘Sorry to hear that my friend. A fine filly. Mutual I hope?’

‘Not exactly. I'm sorry, [ need to get to the Strand, Mr. Lacey, must go.” He grabbed the
door handle with determination.

‘Don’t mind those women, lad. They are the downfall of us all.” Lacey bent to pick up a
newspaper from the desk .

‘I nearly forgot, you still do a bit of writing for The Irish Independent, don’t you?’ He
waved the paper in Kinch’s face.

‘Yes, from time to time, why?’

“You wouldn’t drop this letter in for me lad, would you? It’s to the Editor. Musn’t keep
my thoughts to myself, I feel. Better to get out there and voice them. Might do some good you
know.’

Kinch pushed the letter into his right pocket. ‘I’ll try, but today is busy.’



“That’ll do, my boy. Got to fight together to preserve this culture. Take out the sword
and give it a whirl,” mock jousting with the air.

For Ulster will fight And Ulster will be right. *Go raibh maith agat agus go mbeidh bron
agus ocras i do theach fein,” Kinch said boldly.

‘Got the first part, lad, but what was that second bit? Rusty at the Gaelic.’

‘God, Mary and Jesus be with you,” Kinch replied.

‘Fine thought, fine thought my lad indeed. Good morning to you,” moving back to his
chair.

‘Good morning Mr. Lacey.” Kinch tipped his hat downwards, and left the building at
speed, much to the dismay of the preening blonde at the door.
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Chapter 3 - Blaithin

She hadn’t been expecting that! His moods had shifted a lot these days. It was to be expected
with the anniversary of his Mother’s death; anyone could understand that. Blaithin had done her
best to soothe the deadening pain of such an unresolved ending. After all, she had encouraged
him to go and see a shrink, and that had helped a lot. She lit a badly needed cigarette and sat by
the edge of the Molly Malone statue to soak up whatever relief it could give her.

Could do with something stronger. Gotta find Quixote. Might sort me out. A young man
in torn jeans and a tie-dye t-shirt, sat in front of her, drawing a portrait in coloured chalk on the
path. Two or three people lingered around him, obviously with nothing better to do than gawk at
the creative efforts of someone who was down on their luck. He worked diligently from the
portrait of a handsome middle-aged woman that lay beside him, capturing the haunted shadows
that oozed from her dark green eyes. Blaithin sat down at the Molly Malone statue beside him.
‘Afro Celt Sound System,’ played on the stereo beside him. Blaithin admired the talent that
could imitate another’s creation to such perfection. It was the type of craft that lay in the
shadows of recognition because it wasn’t born from ‘original’ thought. Such bulishit she thought,
we 're all the spawn of another’s moment, throwing the man a euro into the hat that lay beside
her.

The portrait reminded her of Kinch’s Mother. She had been a beautiful woman. Great fun
to be around, but her excessively religious nature freaked Blaithin out. Still, she didn’t quite
understand why Kinch had to be so cruel in the end, refusing to pray by his Mother’s bed. Even
Blaithin, a confirmed heathen, would have given in to that one. That last day was hell, his
Mother’s gasping breaths as she begged him; his stony composure on the subject. He could never
forgive himself for the stress it caused her in the end. Blaithin had done her best to console him.
She didn’t deserve this, to be cast aside just when he was getting his feet back on the ground. It
was cruel, unfair; when she had done so much. She had held him sobbing through the whole
sorry mess for God’s sake; put aside her own priorities just to pull him through it all; it just
wasn’t bloody fair. The tears began to drip over her pale and freckled complexion, as she pulled
clumps of her deep auburn hair around her like a protective shield. Skit, everyone’s watching.
Why does he always have to make me lose it in public? The old straw shopping basket she had
found in the second hand shop on Liffey Street was beginning to bug her. How the hell did they
carry something this big around with them all the time? Still she was in character and she had to
look the part. Her head was pounding. Must have been the joints from last night. Fuck it, I really
need a line.

The artist turned to look at her. ‘You look a little worse for wear. Everything Ok?’

‘Yeah, it’s nothing.’

‘Well, if you’re sure?’

‘Thanks.” She wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and forced a weak smile.

‘] like your painting. I don’t know how you can copy that so perfectly, amazing.’

“Years of practice, sure anyone could do it, just requires a sharp eye and lots of bloody
patience,” he replied

‘Well I think it’s brilliant. By the way, who’s the woman in the painting? She reminds me
of someone,’

‘It’s Lady Lavery or Caitlin Ni Houlihan depending on who you talk to...have you heard
of them? he asked
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‘[ think so. Was it something to do with our old currency or something?’ She struggled to
drag a lost scrap of historical fact from her scrambled brain.

“Yeah, spot on. This was the original painting for our old bank notes, done by her
husband, John Lavery...picked it up off the Net...cracks me up that no-one even remembers it
now...short memories around here.” Heavy Dublin accent she thought to herself, but cute in a
down and dirty kind of way.

‘Shit, it’s mad alright. I’ve seen photos of the notes but they were changed before I was
born, right?’

‘Yeah, early eighties or something. | have a stack of them at home that my Dad hung
onto. I guess I’'m a nerd like him cos I got a bit fascinated by the woman on the note. It turns out
that she was American. Can you believe it? It’s so fuckin ironic it cracks me up.” He had a
softness in his voice that belied the lank greasy hair and stubbly face. But there was something
about him — the smile maybe, his brown eyes — yes, definitely attractive.

‘No kidding. Who was the American?’ she asked, her interest boosted by his enthusiasm.

‘Lady Hazel Lavery. Have a bit of an obsession about her I do. A real beauty. Married to
the most famous portrait artist of the time. Apparently she was a really wild one — had loads of
lovers, my kind of woman.’” He smiled broadly, and cocked an eyebrow mischievously.

‘Bit of a slut, was she?’

‘Hah, suppose so...like I said, my kind of woman.’

‘An American slut pretending to be an Irish heroine on our currency. It says it all really.’

‘Yeah, so fuckin Irish.’

‘Thanks for cheering me up man,’ she said. ‘It’s been a rough day so far. Murdering the
fags for a bit of solace.’

‘Yeah, I can see that. Listen if you fancy something stronger I have some of the white
stuff in my gaff. Need a break from this shite anyway.” He moved closer to her and lowered his
voice. She shuffled nervously, a little afraid of this sudden leap in confidentiality. The urge to
numb away the sadness was there but she didn’t know this guy — could be dodgy as fuck. Still, it
was what she really needed. Fuck it, fuck it, I can't.

‘Really, I wouldn’t mind...it’s a bit early man. Feel like shit, but no thanks anyway,’ she
replied.

‘Well, if you change your mind, here’s my number.” He handed her a self-made business
card. ‘Inspiration Portraits — that’s me business, normally like.” The gold print on the card spelt
out an address in Cabra.

‘Well, you never know. Gotta head, nice meeting you though. By the way I’m, Blaithin.’
She stuck out her hand for the proverbial shake.

‘Yeah, Paul, see you round.’

She walked away, and her phone beeped a message. Her Mother was trying to get a hold of her
again to perform at her Father’s function that evening. She’d had it up to here trying to explain to
the woman that she wasn’t a performing puppet for her Father’s politician cronies. Their
understanding of Ulysses probably went no further than attempted buyouts of the aforementioned
B&l Ferry boat to Holyhead, or a double yankee on the Gold Cup horse of the same name. She’d
learnt her lesson when she found herself auctioned off at one of those glitzy fund-raising events
in The Burlington Hotel. She ended up having to go on a date with a balding, pot-bellied
associate of her Father’s from Texas, whose idea of charm was to bring her to Bordello’s Strip
club, ply her with copious amounts of Moet & Chandon, and encourage her to lap-dance with an
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unfortunate Lithuanian stripper. No bloody thanks! Anyway, it was mortifying having anything
to do with her Dad these days. All the Tribunal stuff he was caught up in made her blood run
cold. She didn’t know what to believe.

She turned left towards Nassau Street, and stepped into the road to cross towards Trinity
College. An arm grabbed the neck of her jacket and pulled her backwards. A double-decker bus
whizzed past the end of her feet, as she fell in a heap of legs and arms on the path in front of
Oasis.

‘Jesus, that was close!” muttered the dark-skinned young man.

‘Hanan, what the fuck just happened?’ she asked, her sharp blue eyes alive with fright.

‘God girl, are you suicidal today or what?’

‘I..1 don’t know..sorry?’

“That bus was coming straight for you for God’s sake!” He lifted them both off the
ground.

‘God, sorry Hanan, I’m a mess at the moment, I’'m not feeling great.’

‘Just as well you can be spotted a mile off in that get-up. Looking very sexy in the lace-
up boots and that corset...Oooohhhh!!” He glanced at her from head to toe with a look that made
her ears glow and her body tingle.

‘Yeah well, I feel like a train-wreck, but thanks all the same.’

He picked up his bag. ‘No prob. Are you heading over to the College?’

“Yeah. Is Sarah there? I need to tell her something.’

‘I was just about to meet her at the Coffee Dock. She’s got some Med-Action, students
against-the-world-of-oppressors type of thing going on. I know she has to head in the next fifteen
minutes.’

‘Shit, let’s run, need to catch her.” They crossed the street towards the Nassau Street
entrance of Trinity College.

‘These Med students make me feel like a waster.’

‘That’s because you are a waster Hanan. Then again, so am I, prancing around in this
gear like a plonker,” she replied.

‘But we’re a charming pair of wasters, and that’s much more fun.” He smiled at her
warmly, his stare lasting a fraction longer than was comfortable. She didn’t really find him
attractive. His oval face had strongly marked features that didn’t seem to fit his calm nature, and
his black hair was cut to within a millimetre of its life, a style that clashed with her hippy
tendencies, but his eyes were a shining hazel, and his smile broad, inviting. It struck a soft chord
of comfort within her when she bothered to notice.

They fought their way through the flow of students exiting the glass doors of the Arts
building. The wall was plastered with a mish-mash of posters for visiting bands, affirmative
action groups, student organisations and visiting lecturers. One poster caught her eye: Low, the
American Mormon rock group, was playing in Christ Church Cathedral that night. Kinch loved
them, and he’d promised to bring her as an early birthday present. So much for that now. She was
pissed off because she really wanted to see them, but he’d be there and she’d probably beat the
shit out of him if she saw him again today. Bollox. The tears began to swell behind her eyes.
He’s not worth it, not worth it.

‘Are you ok Blaithin?’ Hanan touched her gently on the elbow.

She knew the one sure answer to shut up a questioning man. ‘Fine, don’t worry, just
woman’s stuff, you know.’
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‘Right, right,” he replied. ‘There’s Sarah with her crew... Hey hun,’ he shouted over the
buzz of students.

They picked their way through the crowd to the group of four who were huddled around a
lap-top exclaiming over the design of a would-be website for their would-be action group.

‘Hi lads, come over and look at this. t’s like fab!” Sarah sat, perfectly groomed as
always, in the middle of the group, holding court. The perfectly tight jeans wrapped around her
perfectly slim figure like a skin; hair ramrod straight, and glowing in the sunlight. Her eyes were
a type of magazine blue that glowed scarily, like they had been touched up by a Vogue cover
artist. Blaithin loved her despite their obvious differences.

She knew this crowd a little. Not a bad lot: an odd assortment of Trinity heads from all
over, brought together by Medicine and ‘the cause’ of looking after the down at heel. Admirable
though this was she was always suspicious of extremes of any kind, even the liberal kind.
Beside Sarah sat Will: every inch the Rugby boy. He usually dressed in striped Polo shirts, and
paraded around campus with some preening blond attached to his arm. His current flavour of the
month, Portia, sat on his right side blathering on about some inane party she’d been to the night
before. Still, he wasn’t so bad. He had once helped Blaithin to change the tyre on her bicycle,
when she was a little worse for wear, and incapable of clear thinking. She tried to fight against
her anti-rugby attitude, but just the sight of the large groups of beer-swilling polo-shirt wearers
made her want to puke.

Beside Will sat Indira, an international student from Dehli, and Naria, the daughter of a
Jordanian Minister. She wore the traditional headscarf — by choice — and otherwise was dressed
in the usual jeans, Converse and t-shirt of the average Trinity student. Blaithin sat down beside
Sarah who was getting an earful from Portia.

‘I swear Sarah, he was such a bogger, right. | mean, he wouldn’t stop banging on about
some girl in the corner, who was, like — 500 pounds at least! Can you believe it like?’

Sarah nodded disinterestedly, and gave Blaithin the eyes.

‘I mean, what the fuck is my mother thinking right, sticking me with this bogger to look
after for a week like. I know he’s my cousin but Jesus — right—, I have standards!’

‘Sooo Blaithin, any crack?’ Sarah was desperate to stop the flow of useless information
coming from the Barbie doll on her right hand side.

“Yeah, well, actually hun, need a word, not feeling the best, Kinch just dumped me,’

‘OH MY GOD! The bastard!’ and Portia was off blathering on about how they were all
the same..blah, blah, blah...and he wasn’t worth it...blah, blah, blah...and actually got around to
“plenty more fish in the sea”...blah,blah,blah!!

‘A+ for imagination,” whispered Sarah in Blaithin’s ear. ‘Right, what do you reckon we
should get out of here before our ears hurt?’

‘Great idea, the Coffee Dock maybe?’ Blaithin bent to pick up her bag. Sarah made her
excuses to Portia, and grabbed Hanan to let him know what was going on.

‘Aaaanyway, if you need a chat you know where | am right, ... Réisin, ... isn’t it?’
Portia’s heavily made up eyes popped out of her head with mock sympathy.

“Yeaaaahh. No hassle, Thanks.” Blaithin was desperate to extricate herself from the
situation.

At that moment Will scooped up the anorexic blonde in his overly muscled right arm-pit.

‘She’s something else this one. Isn’t she Blaith? A real sweetheart!” awaiting a
confirmation of the ‘I’ve scored well this time,’ status.

“Yeah, Will, lucky man.” Blaithin bit back the sarcastic tone of voice.
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‘We’ll go and get, like, completely vaagina-faced right and you won’t remember a thing
about the retarded wanker after that, I promise, right.” Portia extricated herself from Will’s grip,
and hugged Blaithin as though they were life-long friends.

Sarah grabbed her from the clutches of the fawning blonde. ‘Come on Blaith, Out of
here.” They headed onto the cobble-stoned court-yard at full speed.

‘Christ, can you believe her? What the hell is Will thinking?’ said Sarah.

‘Thinking isn’t Will’s strongpoint when it comes to a bit of action, remember?’ Blaithin
laughed. ‘She fits the bill if you ask me.’

‘Guess so. I think I might whack the retarded cow one of these days if she doesn’t shut
the fuck up.” They laughed as they crossed behind the stone arch.

‘Anyway babes, what the fuck happened with Kinch? I thought you guys were getting on
great?’ Sarah lowered her voice, and led Blaithin down the steps of The Buttery.

‘So did bloody 1. Honestly Sarah, I give up. First John, now this. What the hell is wrong
with me?’ The tears began to flow. She followed Sarah to the back corner of the dark, cavernous
room.

‘Listen girl, you’re perfect. They’re just wankers. They’re the fucked-up ones, honestly. [
like Kinch but who knows what’s going on inside their pea-brains? He’s been really fucked up
since his Mother anyway, so it’s not your fault! Don’t do that to yourself.’

‘I know you’re right but I reaaally like him hun, [ mean, I think I love the bastard, Oh
Fuck, I can’t believe this is happening!’

Sarah gave her a tight hug, and wiped away the tears with the corner of her blue silk
scarf. She always looked so perfect to Blaithin, not a flaxen hair out of place, not a blemish on
her absurdly golden skin, but it was impossible to resent her perfection, when her heart was
always in the right place.

‘I know hun, I know it hurts. God it makes me feel like shit because...” Her voice trailed
away.

‘What?’ asked Blaithin.

Sarah looked away. ‘I was thinking of dumping Hanan today.’

Blaithin stifled the obvious comment — that Sarah always got bored once the poor
unfortunate became too adoring, which they always did.

‘I see. Why? Not to sound like a stuck record but 7 thought you guys were getting on
great,’

‘Oh, I don’t know. He’s sweet, and all that, but well, [ just don’t feel the buzz anymore.’

Blaithin had heard this many times before but knew that Sarah wasn’t the type who
wanted an honest opinion about the subject. ‘Uh-huh.’

‘And all the stuff with his family, and his Dad not wanting to meet me because I’'m not
Muslim, well, you know I just don’t need that.’

‘Mmmm. But Hanan himself is really cool, and doesn’t believe in all that stuff.’

‘Yeah, he’s non-practising, I guess, but you hear all these stories about how these guys
change once they have you.’

Blaithin pulled away from Sarah ‘Well, if you’re not into him, you’re not into him. [
guess that’s how Kinch feels about me.’

‘Shit, I didn’t mean it like that Blaith. It’s different. You’re fantastic..not that Hanan isn’t
lovely...Oh Jesus, I’'m making an arse of this, sorry.” Sarah shuftled nervously in her chair.
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‘Listen hun, you do what you have to do. Don’t mind me, I’ll just be miserable for a
while; then scrape myself up off the ground as usual. Thanks for listening anyway.” Blaithin
leaned over to give Sarah a hug and picked up her bag to leave.

‘Are you sure you’re ok? By the way you look fab, and I completely forgot to ask you
how it went with the Molly stuff this morning?’

‘Yeah, great. Thank God it was before I met Kinch or I’d have been a wreck. Don’t know
how I’m going to cope with the soliloquy this evening.” Blaithin rubbed her temples with her
fingers. ‘It was bad enough before this.’

‘Blaith, you’ll be fucking brilliant. Just think of all that extra passion, and venom you’ll
bring to it now girl.’

Blaithin smiled. ‘Yes I said yes [ will Yes.” They laughed, but Blaithin couldn’t escape
the sinking feeling of darkness that fell over her like a heavy cloud.
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Chapter 4 - Proteus

Unavoidable moody bastard, that Julian Guinness. Kinch nodded his cap at the stern-looking
man waiting for him on the Sydney Parade station platform. Better get on with it then.

Kinch approached the small bespectacled man. ‘Hi Julian, are you ready for the big
narration?’

‘I’ve been waiting for you for thirty minutes. Better things to be doing with my time you
know.” His face was a glowing orb of anger.

‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Julian. It’s ten to eleven, which is plenty of time in
my book.’

‘Your attitude leaves a lot to be desired, young man,’

Kinch ignored him to watch the Dart shed its mottled load of tourists. ‘This’ll be the first
time I’m paid to walk on a Strand and look thoughtful. Got to be some perks to this job.’

‘Indeed. As your interior monologue I’d better give this text a run over, or God knows
what thoughts I’ll be giving you.” The small balding man fidgeted with his boater hat and
mumbled quietly as they walked.

‘Don’t let me stop you. I’ll practise thinking.’

Can’t believe he’s a Guinness. Our national brew in the genes of a fool. They turned onto
Strand Rd. The crowds were gathering by the Tower wall. 4 day of towers. Wonder where my
flower is? Bonking some other bloke who has more to offer no doubt. Usurper. Hope that’s not
true. Hmmm, wonder? Been awfully friendly with Quixote these days. Jesus, not possible. Don't
even think it. Wouldn't do that. A friend, right? Stop it, stop it, stop this thinking lark. Aggghhhh!
Not possible. Must take up Meditation. Silence the little man. Driving me mad. Unavoidable
moody thoughts. Unavoidable queues of memory. The sound of her singing, the sight of her
naked on the pisspot. The trickle of sound that ran between her slender thighs. I could have
sucked it out of her. Oh God. The sweat ran down his pale skin in large beads of tension.

‘Right Kinch, the throngs await us,” Julian said.

He approached the crowd. A black woman with exquisite dark eyes stood at the back of
the crowd and fiddled with her programme.

‘Ineluctable modality of the visible.’

Julian was off, breaking into narration as they passed the crowd and stepped down onto
the crunching shale of the beach, while Kinch silently followed, in character.

‘Signatures of all things I am here to read, seaspawn and seawrack, the nearing tide, that
rusty boot....’

Kinch looked down at his feet. Hope I don’t scuff the hell out of these new shoes. Not
exactly designed for a seaside walk. The crowd followed blandly. He closed his eyes. Wonder
who she is? Striking, yeah, beautiful, black beauty. Strong black thighs wrapped around me.
Now that would be something. Wonder how she moans?

‘Ineluctable modality of the audible.’
Like a deep low whisper, a saxophone’s mounting breath, yeah, God, it's hard to walk in

the dark. Don’t trip. Make a fool of yourself. This lot, shuffling worshippers of the word. And the
word was made man. Transubstantiation of the mind. Cannibalistic hordes devouring the
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thoughts of another. Have to define that which is indefinable. Bet they couldn’t put pen to paper
if they had to. ...

His foot slopped through the remains of a dead jellyfish, splattering the ends of his neatly
tailored trousers. That’s a tenner onto the laundry bill right there. Their problem not mine. God,
that felt like stepping into a dead brain. Slursghhhsss. Suppose it was. Move on, don’t flinch,
Kinch. Hah, poetry in motion.

‘Am I walking into eternity along Sandymount Strand?’

No, just into the North Wall, if I don’t open my eyes soon. Damn, it would be a bitch to be
blind. Feel your way, man. careful, careful.

‘Open your eyes now.’

Iwill, and thank God for that. Woah, the light. Floods in like a breath while drowning.
Without it darkness. Too late then. Like that poor bugger fell off the Cliffs. Must have felt like
Sflying and then THWACK, the lights go out. Not a bad way to go, I suppose. The roar of the
waves sucking you into the dark. Scared of the edges myself Too tempting to try. Can see it all
now? Bldithin wailing up a storm — ‘But why, WHY? He seemed so happy.” — Would never
come up with the truth. ‘Just to see what it felt like.” Still, like tripping around here too much for
that lark. The crowd followed at a distance, Julian filling Kinch’s silence with words.

“The dog’s bark ran towards him.’

Here he comes. Damn; hope he knows what he’s doing. Afraid of the buggers, since O’
Malley’s dog — practically savaged me! Good boy, good boy — no...not the trouser leg: Shit!
Whose bloody dog is this anyway? Probably Lacey’s; clueless, like him. Grin and bear it. The
Cocklepickers; a long time since I saw that: ghosts from the past: no-one could be bothered
anymore. The smell of my childhood. Mother used to love them or was it periwinkles? The
blinking eye; small souls of the sea. God, they could scream for something so small! The pot of
death; found that hard to take. She heard nothing: Odd that; just craved the taste of salt; loved
to suck it out of their tiny, limp bodies. The smell of memory: that’s what it is! hmmmm! Alone
now.

‘His lips lipped and mouthed fleshless lip of air: mouth to her womb.’

Now there’s a thought. Me inside her, growing, safe .Guess we spend the rest of our lives
trying to get back in. Explains it really, the endless search for pussy, especially her’s; my Polish
flower. You're like her. Aren’t you? Mother. How strange we humans are. Mother coveter —
Mother fucker. Hah, that’s what I am. A slave to the void. Oh well, brings me pleasure all the
same; filling the gap! God, I wish she would touch me now. Later, I'll see her later. He's out for
the day, so no danger. Time for the letter. Might as well, take out Lacey’s. Give it a bash. Sure
it’s a pile of dung! Foot and Mouth Disease is what the man has, that’s for sure. Need to scratch
myself down there. Damn, they 're all watching. Rub against the rock. Aaahhhh, better now.

‘Touch me. Soft eyes. Soft soft soft hand. I am lonely here.’
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I wonder am I? — without her. That’s where it begins — with her; safe. Closer to where it
ends now, closer to her anyway. Lie down, down on the seawashed rocks. It will seep away into
the sand, the sadness. Think of something else. Ah Yes! Imagine Her, caressing your thighs,
moving her gentle skin around the hump and flow of it all, the hard grasp and pull. Oh God,
they 're watching. Stop, Stop! Those thoughts are moving up into the cold air. Quick, jump up,
move briskly, Oh Shit! Think of him, that bastard, Reidy, that’ll bring it back to earth. Good,
good, that’s it, keep moving. Oh slowly now; slowly, slow ... 00000000.

‘In long lassoes from the Cock lake the water flowed full.’

You 've got to be kidding me —Now I have to whip it out for all to see! Jaysus, there’s
method acting and then there’s bloody mortification! Hope I drank enough. Remember turn your
back to them; no need for the shock factor; probably think I'm fakin; no bloody fear after a river
of tea. Right, that’s it. Aaaahhhh!!

‘In cups of rocks it slops: flop, slop, slap:’

Slip, slup, slep, indeed it does. There go the trousers again. Needed that all the same.
Jesus, I hope that gorgeous black woman couldn’t see. Mightn’t measure up. The Irish may be
the blacks of Europe, but not sure we would compare. Wonder why she’s here. Must be tough.
God, I can’t believe they 're following me around like sheep! Guinness is still droning on. I could
do with one; a pint o plain, yer only man, ha. Here we go, the final act of indignity: stick the
finger right up there, it’s not every day you get to pick your nose on cue. A good wipe now,
bloody thing still dangling, the edge of the rock. My God, this is mad. Jimmy boy, you have a lot
to answer for. Anyway that’s it. Out of here; the silent ship has sailed.
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Chapter S - Calypso

Mr Omar Wilde was full of thoughts of her as he weaved his way through the crawl of Dublin
traffic. The car inched along Camden Street, and he leant over to take a bite from a sausage
sandwich he had fried up before he left the house. He had made extra for her, like always. She
wasn’t in the habit of eating in the morning. She would squeeze every second of sleep out of the
day. Spent too much time in that bed of hers. Still, he liked to look at her as she shifted from one
side to the other, stretched her long, fluid limbs; her round, soft rump creeping through the sheet
invitingly. Such delicate beauty; the sharp green of her stare never seemed old to him, surprised
him from the corner of a room when he least expected it.

She had been restless this morning; distracted. He found it hard to talk to her these days,
to understand what she was thinking. She seemed out of focus, in a world that he could not
access. Maybe he was imagining it, but there was absence in her touch; a shadow-woman
moving through a space she had once known, but no longer inhabited. He suspected that her
thoughts lay elsewhere; had migrated to another’s bed, but how could he know? What was the
point in knowing? Loved to mess with those emails, propped up in the bed like a proper invalid;
tapping away at that lap-top of hers. Seemed very happy this morning; saw her from the
bathroom, practically ate the screen; switched it off as soon he walked in. Maybe he was better
off not knowing. Still, a man has pride, for the good and the bad of it.

‘Looks like something important?’

‘It’s nothing tchiki, just a note from Matt Phelan, about the concert this evening. You
haven’t forgotten, have you? You’ll be able to fit it in, right?” He wasn’t sure he liked it when
she called him that: picked it up from some Spanish man she had dated in the past; never told
him what it meant; at least it struck an affectionate note, he supposed.

‘I’m traipsing around the Bloomsday performances doing reviews today, but I think that
it’s over about nine, so should make it.’

‘Mmmmm, grand then.” She glanced at the screen distractedly.

‘Flora?’

‘Yeah?’

“You know I, ehm, well, you look nice today, that’s all.” He fumbled with the cap in his
hand.

‘Mmmmm, thanks tchiki.” She kept staring at the screen intently. ‘Listen, can you just
boil the kettle before you leave; don’t want to have to get out of the bed twice.’

Omar sighed. ‘Right love, see you later.’

She didn’t even look up to see him leave.

He hopped in the car and headed towards New Street South. Rush hour traffic was at its
worst. He wished he had never gotten her the bloody lap-top. Taken his place, it had. She had
loved him once, hadn’t she? Yes, yes, he was sure. Losing the baby, that had changed things,
never right since then. How long ago now? Eleven years, yes, fifteen years married, eleven years,
imagine. Ruairi; she wanted an Irish name, to signify newness, beginning again. Never quite got
his tongue around it. Would have been doing the holy communion if she got her way. Well, what
did he really know of the Pillars of Islam, apart from the chunks of the Qur’an that had been
drummed into him as a child? Still, one never forgets. Would have shown his boy the beauty of
the scripts, Muhammed’s word, beauty in it all the same; all ruined with these messers at the
moment. Lumped them all in the same boat now, they did, Arab; Muslim; Palestinian; all the
same to them. Drove him mad! Hard for the Palestinians all the same: when you have no home,
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no defined home; barricaded like animals, but doesn’t justify all that messing all the same. Like
the crowd up North, all the same in his opinion.

He looked out the side-window. Camden Street was awash with people moving at speed
through the chaos of the early morning rush. A group of Spanish students babbled loudly as they
pushed their way past the Asian Market. Two older women laid out the fruit stall for the day.
One of the students, slim, dark and covered in piercings, slipped her hand into a box of litchis,
hoping to go unnoticed as she meandered on through the chattering voices. The small, high-
boned, shop woman was standing behind her. With lightning speed, she grabbed the offending
hand, screaming profanities in her native tongue, while the tall, wiry girl, came to life, and flung
the little woman from side to side in an effort to escape her angry grasp. Two sharp languages
clashed in an explosion of words, ‘Puta Madre, Deja me, deja me, la ostia.” The traffic flowed
forward. Omar could see the girl’s friends yank her from the grasp of the fiery woman. They
raced past him, and right, into Grantham Street. The little woman screamed and roared at a
female Garda who was tripping her way through the crowd on the other side of the street. The
Garda looked largely disinterested, but dutifully picked her way through the traffic to the
hysterical woman, with a ‘here we go again’ look plastered across her face. Omar chuckled to
himself, and took another bite of the sandwich.

At that moment, his mobile erupted in the seat beside him.

‘Wilde?’ the lilting Corkonian accent of his boss, Willy Farrell, blasted its way through
his eardrum.

‘Yeah, hang on a minute Will, gotta mouthful of sausage.’

‘Wilde, where are you?’

‘On Camden Street, bloody traffic is hell this morning.’

‘Listen, I need a story for the ‘Inside People’ section of Friday’s Indo. Helen’s called in
with laryngitis or some bloody contagious thing, so you’re it! What can you do for me?’

Omar swallowed the last mouthful. ‘Shit, boss, I’'m on the Bloomsday reviews all day.
Don’t know if I have time.’

‘Well, make time man. It’s an emergency. Give me a call back in thirty minutes with an
idea, and Wilde?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Drop into the Office around lunch-time and I’ll have a word with you about re-
negotiating that contract, ok?’

‘Right Will, right, that’d be great. Call you back in a while.’

‘Good man.’

Omar cursed vociferously. What was he going to do now? This man would drive him
mad. Right, think, think. He glanced out the window as he passed a Halaal shop. An older man
sat with an agitated looking young man on the step of the shop. The older man was dressed in
traditional Arabic garb. The young man gesticulated wildly, his jeans falling around the crack of
his arse, while he waved his finger in the bearded man’s face. Some things are the same in all
cultures. The journalist in him saw an opportunity to butt into this little domestic scene and get
some fodder for his eager boss. It was a world he knew something about, having lived with his
mother’s family in Egypt until the age of eight. He could barely remember it now, but he knew
that at the time he had felt traumatised, arriving into a strange country unable to speak their
language, and unfamiliar with everything. He remembered missing the open light of the desert,
the sharp smell of souk spices, the spray of purple and yellow on the land and in the clothes; now
it was like remembering a photograph rather than the source of the memory itself.
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He manoeuvred left into Camden Row and squeezed his grey Civic through the narrow
laneway past Whelan’s music-bar. The clampers were out in force these days but shag it, he had
no time, so he mounted the footpath in front of a pretty red-brick townhouse. He turned to grab
his notepad, and realised he had forgotten his dictaphone. Bollox, not again. Get it after. He ran
back into the flow of people on Camden Street. The same two men were continuing to
gesticulate wildly in front of the Halaal shop. He approached, and a teenage boy exited the shop
to join the argument.

‘I know the five pillars of Islam, Papa, but there’s nothing in there about not being able to
date an Irish woman. We live in Ireland for God sake. I’m Irish.” The older man sighed heavily
and raised his bushy eyebrows to the skies.

‘Hanan, it is not the fact that she is Irish, it is the fact that she is not Muslim. It just makes
life difficult for you, that is all. The whole world is against us right now, why make it harder on
yourself?’ His soft voice showed concern rather than anger.

Omar stood to one side staring at the travel brochures in the Agency next door.

‘It’s you and your old-world cronies who make it harder for me. I just want to fit in, be
the same as everyone else, don’t you understand?’

‘No-one is ‘the same’ anymore, Hanan. This country is awash with different religions and
traditions now. Look around you. It doesn’t mean you have to put yourself in an impossible
situation.’

‘It’s you who are putting me in an impossible situation Papa. I’ll go out with whoever |
want to go out with, and I’ll marry whoever | want to marry, do you hear me? Anyway Sarah and
[ aren’t serious. It’s just a bit of fun. It still doesn’t make any difference. I’'ll be with whoever |
want to be with.’

The older man shook his shoulders in a look of resignation. ‘We’ll see.’

‘That sounds like a threat. Khaled, are you hearing this?’ Hanan turned to the teenager
seated on the vegetable boxes by the window.

‘I think Papa is right.’

‘Jesus, I’m surrounded by zealots. You’re nineteen for God’s sake, go out and have some
fun like everyone else your age.’

‘Fun is for those wasters I went to school with.” The boy jumped to his feet. ‘They’re a
pack of knackers who get sloshed on cider, and smoke doobies on the corner of St. Stephen’s
Green. No thanks!’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’

“You need to respect your tradition more, that’s what I think. Anyway, those Irish girls
are all slags.’

Omar inched his way closer, waiting for a chance to interrupt.

‘But you’re Irish, you eejit. You were born here! What is wrong with everyone in this
family? We’re not in Lebanon anymore, Thank God! I’ve never been there, you’ve never been
there. What the fuck is wrong with you?’

‘Mind your language boy,’ interrupted the older man.

‘Aaaaggghhhh. No wonder everyone is suspicious of us in this country. Jesus, I think I
might change my name to Redser or Tosser or something fucking stupid, and convert to
Catholicism. Can’t be worse than this. You all have me driven demented!” Hanan turned
suddenly, nostrils flaring, and swept past Omar in a cloud of heat and anger.

Omar took his chance to interrupt. ‘Excuse me, sorry but I couldn’t help overhearing;
sounds like things are a little heated.’
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‘Ah, it’s nothing, usual family stuff,” commented the bearded man. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I’'m Omar Wilde. I work for the Irish Independent. I’'m working on a story about being
Muslim in Ireland. I just wondered if you might have a few minutes to chat to me.’

The old man stroked his beard, his brown eyes sizing up Omar. ‘Well, I don’t know. How
do I know what this article is being used for?’

“Trust me Sir, ’'m a Muslim, or at least, I was born a Muslim, in Egypt actually, so I will
be sympathetic, | promise. It’s for a section of the newspaper that looks at different people’s
lives in Ireland. I’m not out for a big expose or anything. Just want to show how ordinary people
are getting by in this country, that’s all.’

The man hesitated, and looked at Omar carefully. ‘Ok then I guess, come on in. I’'m
Mohammed and this is my son Khaled,’ gesturing to the suspicious looking teenager, who had
begun to unpack a box of vegetables behind them.

Omar reached for his notebook, gesturing to Mohammed. ‘Do you mind? Makes it easier
to get things exactly right.’

‘Of course, of course.” The soft-looking man nodded his head, and sat on a seat behind
the cash register. He gestured to Omar to take the seat beside him.

After the interview, Omar decided he had better go home for the dictaphone. He turned into
Kevin Street, and switched on the radio. The Gift Grub crew were taking the piss out of some
Government Tribunal or other. The Taoiseach, ‘Bertie’, was in a dither about ‘Lawlor’s’
shenanigans, ‘Jaysus, Lawlor, you’ll bring us all down with you.” Omar belly-laughed his way
up New Bride Street, wondering at how the country could continue to prosper with the endless
corruption Tribunals sucking at the bones of a government no-one took seriously. Thank God I'm
not a politician. Need to have an ego of steel. He had purchased the 92 Honda Civic from a
colleague for a song. A car more than ten years old in this country was considered a piece of
junk, no matter its condition. This worked to Omar’s advantage, because his scrupulous nature
meant he kept things long after the shelf life dictated otherwise. He mounted the kerb beside the
red-brick townhouse, 7 Long Lane. They had been lucky to buy it eight years ago before the
price of property went through the roof. If they were out there looking for a house now he would
have been living in a shack. Wondering if she would still be in bed, he passed through the newly
painted red wooden doorway. Her voice was easily heard from the hall below.

‘Babe, I’ll be here, I promise... What?...No, no he’s out all day...some shite about
Bloomsday...Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean that...You know I do,... yes,... yes.” His stomach lurched.
He hesitated, wondering if he should let her go on, let her incriminate herself further, but what
was the point? He knew making a fuss about it wouldn’t make any difference. He rattled the
doorway at the bottom of the stairs.

‘Flora, I had to come home. Left my dictaphone behind like the bloody eejit I am.” He
entered the bedroom, and pretended not to notice her on the phone. He moved quickly to the
dresser table to pick up his things; his eyes traced her in the mirror as she pressed the red button,
and put the phone carefully on the bed beside her.

‘“Tchiki, you’ve a head like a sieve. That’s the second time you’ve done that in two
weeks.” She looked flustered, her light auburn curls tossed and wild around the edge of her green
silk nightie. Omar turned to face her, exhaled lightly and picked up his Dictaphone.

‘I know I'm a fool, a real fool. Can’t seem to get my head around anything nowadays;
must be the stuffy atmosphere.’
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‘Stuffy. Are you mad? [ know it’s warm for Ireland but stuffy is not a concept that this
country has ever experienced. Try Kracow in Summer.’

‘Yeah well, I’d better go luv, Farrell is putting me under pressure today.” He moved
towards the doorway; avoided her eyes.

“Tchiki?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Good luck today.” She threw him a look mixed with affection and sorrow, a look of
regret and recognition: they both knew that it was beyond voicing, beyond rejection; a mutual
void of acceptance.

24



Chapter 6 - Flora

She heard the door close behind him. Her head burned from a mixture of anger and guilt; a
potent concoction drummed into her through years of Catholic school. That, and an angry
grandmother, who wrestled daily with her God. The oceans of prayers I send him every day and
he lets our country be raped over and over, she would rant while marching off to Mass every day
nonetheless. What did Flora care anymore? That was all long behind her. There were certain
things she missed; the smell of cooking dough from the corner bakery in downtown Kracow; the
easy smiles of the people as they chatted on the market stalls; the slow, crawling pace of life as
people moved like chess pieces towards an uncertain future. She remembered a certain similarity
in the eyes of the Irish when she arrived sixteen years before. Now it was very different. The
quiet glint had been swept away in the whirlwind of prosperity. It gathered momentum with
every passing year. Not that she didn’t like the buzz of success: the crowds of people chatting
animatedly at the corner cafes; the bars oozing with energy, but something had evaporated in the
whirl of excitement. She couldn’t put her finger on it but she could see it in the corner of her
memory. What good were memories to her now? Random facts the brain drags up to construct a
past that is largely forgotten; a total misrepresentation of what has actually happened. It annoyed
her that she couldn’t control her own brain; choose the moments for herself, instead of the
random darts of memory that shot through her; of moments that had been bad enough the first
time around.

It’s his birthday next week; would have been eleven. Omar will forget. Well, she couldn’t
blame him; better to forget. She hated when he got that look in his eyes; that sad acceptance of
how things were. Why couldn’t he be stronger, better able to stand up to her, to surprise her, but
that was never his style. Who could blame her that she had to find that elsewhere: she needed
more. The screen of the mobile phone beside her flashed the time. Half past nine, better get a
move on, ring him back later, need to see him today. Dying for it I am! God my hormones are
racing. She moved into the bathroom, and began to run a hot bath; her greatest pleasure no
matter what mood she found herself in. Her nightie fell to the ground, and she stared at herself in
the mirror. Nothing much had changed in the previous twenty years; a fact for which she was
very thankful. She cupped her breasts, sucked in her stomach, and squeezed the skin underneath
her buttocks. None of the dreaded orange peel. Not bad, but for how long?

The water of the bath rose slowly. She sat on the edge of the bath; poured lavender oil
into the rising water; watched her form in the mirror as it shaped through different movements.
At the age of thirty-eight, she could seduce a twenty-two year old, and hold his attention above
all the soft-skinned beauties that surrounded him. This continued to surprise her. Her power lay
on the fringes of acceptability; in the dark shadows of a Mother’s love, unfulfilled and craving
deliverance. She climbed into the bath and sunk deep into the warm water. It surrounded her,
entered within her. It felt like him, warm and comforting. She would hold the long muscular
limbs of his youth to her breast, as he slept quietly dreaming in the afterspace of exercised
passions; covet the possibility of what she could have been, and never was.

If Ruari had lived, she may never have felt this screaming desire to posses such a young
man, but it was what it was, and she couldn’t deny it. He needed her for the exact same reasons;
to bring his dead Mother to life within her, and she marvelled at the lust that could drive them
through their search for dead love. Omar suspected, and that made her feel sick with guilt, but he
could never be that to her, never bring back that which she had lost. What’s more, his touch
reminded her of the origins of her pain. It wasn’t his fault but she couldn’t bear him inside her,
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grunting his sadness through her body like a distant phantom of the man she had once loved. It
wasn’t fair, she knew: he did his best to try to make her happy, but they had lost something long
ago. It had been replaced by a groaning apathy, a comfortable habit that neither of them was
willing to dig themselves out of.

Taking a spoonful of shampoo, she worked it through the tangles of her dark hair,
scooped the bubbles in her hand and caressed her body with the sweet-smelling liquid. She slid
her right hand over the cup of her breast; the tips of her fingers circled her protruding nipples.
Her left hand played with her bellybutton, slipped its way slowly towards the soft pink folds of
her vulva. She tickled herself gently, a slow tingle that built through the bubbles of the water.
Allowing her legs to fall open, she thought of him: shifted her form in the flow of liquid, as
though his watery thrustings had convulsed her body in a wave of passion. The water splashed
onto the floor, and she exhaled air from her lungs in a long slow groan of release. Her arms fell
over the side of the bath, and she slid her mouth below the water line exhaling deeply through
her nose.

At that moment, the phone rang on the chair beside her. The name flashed on the small
screen. Bldithin. Shit I have a lesson with her this afternoon. Not answering that now. Can’t deal
with it. She left the phone on the chair and climbed out of the bath. The ten o clock news came
on the radio in the background.

‘Pope asks for pardon on torture and burnings during the Inquisition,” Five Hundred
years later, no less! Better late than never I suppose. Granny will be pleased!

The stray hairs around her dark eyebrows were getting harder to shift. Why in God’s
name was it that as women advanced in years they were in a never-ending battle to fight the
matted sprouts of hair that threatened to cover every spare inch of bare skin. Men, of course,
spent their time trying to stitch the hair back in. It was one big celestial piss-take at the expense
of human-kind.

‘Portugal plays Russia in the European Championship tonight.” Well, that’s Omar out for
the night. Good news.

The razor slipped gently down the line of her inner thigh, taking care to remove the hairs
from the tops of her toes. Once finished with her legs, she placed the razor gently underneath the
lather of foam that lay around the edge of her vagina. With care she pulled it upwards until it
reached the top line of her pubic hair.

‘Non-nationals nervous of referendum results.’ No Kidding!

She repeated this movement on the other side and pondered the recent National
Referendum. The Irish had been very welcoming when she landed in the country with her violin
in hand, and not much else. If Matt Phelan hadn’t spotted her playing in the Kracow
Philharmonic Orchestra, God knows where she would be right now.

She placed the razor into her black day-bag, moved into the bedroom, and opened the
bottom drawer of the wooden cupboard. She reached into the back of the drawer, and pulled out
a black lacy bra with matching briefs. They were wrapped carefully in a crumpled white paper
that had Happy Anniversary written on it in silver writing. Time to get some use out of this. A
Pronuptia tag was still attached to the bra, and she cut it off with her teeth. A woman came on the
radio from the Refugee Council giving out yards about how the Irish had been taken in all over
the World for centuries, and now that it was their turn, they dug in their heels, refusing
nationality to non-national babies born in Ireland.

It’s a worry. She didn’t have much reason to begrudge, but what if Ruari had lived? How
would she have felt if her baby was rejected by the place of his birth? It didn’t seem fair. She
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didn’t know all the facts, but it just didn’t feel right. It reminded her of the Purgatory that Father
Kopinsky spoke of endlessly in Mass when she was a young girl. It horrified her that un-baptised
babies were supposedly sent to float in an ether of nothingness, belonging to nowhere, receiving
love from no-one. Dogma of any kind frightened her, and she began to wonder what lay behind
the Yes votes of the four out of five people who crossed her paths daily. Their smiles and nods of
acceptance seemed uncertain to her now. Not that she felt it personally, but she worried for
others around her. The world was becoming a fragile place, bursting at the seams, and barely
able to contain the humanity within.

She slipped carefully into the briefs, leaned forward to fit her ample breasts into the cups,
and returned to the mirror in the bathroom to take a good look at herself. A small hand mirror lay
on the dresser beside her. She grabbed it and turned full circle.

With a widening smile she reached for the black sweatshirt dress that lay on the back of
the chair. It fit over her shoulders with ease, and she watched as the thin material clung to the
soft curves of her body. She looked in the mirror at the face of a woman who could deceive so
many people. It was a strong face; high cheekbones, full mouth, but behind the eyes she could
see a cold glint. This upset her, but she supposed everyone developed a hard layer in the end. She
glanced out the window at the small garden which she had nurtured with determined care. The
sun had dried the earth around her azalea bed. It was hard to keep up at this time of the year. The
summers were definitely getting warmer, thank God. She placed her feet in a pair of low-heeled
sandles, and slung her brown leather satchel over her shoulder. Light streamed through the
doorway into the small living room. It caressed the edge of her shoulder and she smiled, knowing
he would be with her soon.
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Chapter 7 - The Lotus Eaters

As soon as he shut the door behind him, Omar decided that it was too nice a day to be fighting
through the traffic in his car. He reached into the passenger seat for his bag, and slung it on his
back. He pressed the door lock from the inside, and banged the car door shut, giving it an extra
kick with the side of his hip. Gotta get that lock fixed. He pulled out a sheet of paper from the
inside pocket of his jacket, and headed towards the city centre. St. Patrick’s bells drifted over the
hum of the traffic and he walked steadily towards them. A double-decker bus pulled up at the
stop one hundred yards ahead. A young woman stepped onto the path in front of him. She was
wearing a pale blue summer dress that was cut just below the thigh. He could see the line of her
thong; the light material curved around the fullness of her buttocks. His eyes dipped around the
edge of her hips. The material of her short skirt swung above her long tanned legs like a hypnotic
pendulum. Bollox, I hate the summer, it’s like torture. The girl disappeared into the Spar shop,
and he sighed with sad relief.

The queue in the sub-post office wasn’t too bad. It was Pension day and two aul dears
were nattering away in front of him about the awful heat, and the state of the young ones
nowadays dressed like hoors in their tiny miniskirts, and what about the new smoking ban which
meant having to be out on the streets like a homeless person to enjoy a fag anymore.
Immediately in front of him was a heavily pregnant young woman.

‘When are you due luv?’ asked the old lady. She tapped the young woman’s stomach
knowingly.

“Yesterday, bu dey say you usually go two weeks over with de first one, so here | am. Fit
to burst I am,” replied the young woman, with a heavy inner-city accent.

‘Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl luv?’

‘Raader not know. Me fella, Nelson - he’s from Nigeria - he wants to know but [ keep
tellin him, dere’s no fun in dat sure.’

‘No fun at all. Sure we couldn’t know in our day, and it did us no harm apart from a few
little fat boys goin around in pink frilly babygrows.” The old lady erupted into a high cackle of
laughter. “Nigeria is it. You’re goin to be havin one of those gorgeous creamy babies then, you
lucky thing.’

‘Yep, at least I won’t have to worry about me child bein burnt to a crisp like me Mammy
had to. Could end up with a Samantha Mumba, or Phil Lynnot if I’'m lucky.’

‘Better Samantha than Phil love, poor lad, but I’m sure your baby will be a stunner.’

‘Next,” called the lady from behind the bullet-proof cubicle. The pregnant girl moved
forward. The aul dears continued nattering.

Omar noticed a poster on the wall advertising a trip to Granada in Spain. His parents had
been there on their honeymoon, while his Mother was on one of her concert tours in Europe. He
remembered her talking about the markets of the Albaicin, an ocean of competing aromas: the
sticky smell of Arabian spices mixed with the pungent odour of smeared dogshit. Apparently, it
was a place where the smells of the Orient blended with the incense of the Catholic Rite: a
confused concoction of religious origins and cultural identity, a bit like himself. / must go there.
Place of my conception.

The two pensioners still nattered in the queue ahead of him. The pregnant girl moved
away to lick her stamps. A middle aged woman with dyed honey-coloured curls stared out
blankly from the bullet-proof cubicle. ‘What can I do for you ladies?’
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Outside the door, Omar spotted a guy dressed in black. He couldn’t see his face but there
was something about the way he moved that looked suspicious. The man pulled something over
his head. Then another one appeared. He had something in his hand...A long knife. Omar’s
stomach lurched, and he froze to the spot. He could see now; they were wearing balaclavas. The
door opened suddenly. Before the others had even noticed, the smaller man had slipped the bolt
upwards and locked them all inside.

The taller of the two moved towards Omar, a sharp butcher’s knife in his grasp. ‘Get the
fuck down. On the fucking floor NOW!’

The older women began to wail.

The small stocky man pushed his way through and forced everyone onto the floor. ‘Shut
the fuck up, lady!” It was a young voice. Couldn’t have been more than eighteen.

“You. Open the fuckin safe!” The lanky man towered above Omar, his red eyes bulging
through the slit of his balaclava like joke-shop eyeballs.

‘I don’t work here mate.” Omar felt an odd calm wash over his initial panic.

‘Open the fucking safe, you fucker.” The youth pushed Omar to the back of the room, and
plastered his face up to the bullet-proof glass counter. The Post-Office lady had barricaded
herself inside, and was reaching for the phone.

‘Don’t fucking touch that bitch, or he gets it.’

Omar felt the knife shove against his throat, until it nipped the underside of his chin. ‘I
don’t work here, [ don’t work here.” He repeated this line like a mantra in calm, steady tones.
High as a kite. Gotta calm him down. Jesus! Thank God it’s not a gun. Wish that woman on the
Sfloor would just shut up.

‘Open the fucking door bitch!’

The woman inside was motionless. She stared at the balaclavad youth with a look of
disbelief. He smelt of ginger spice and lemon soap; had a Dublin accent. Omar realised that he
would soon be the casualty of this pathetic attempt at daylight robbery if he didn’t join his
assailant in waking the woman from her stupor.

‘Open the door, for God’s sake. I have a knife to my throat.” The startled woman moved
to the door and turned the lock. Omar felt the grip loosen from around his neck, and he was
pushed to the ground violently.

‘You, don’t fucking move,’ screamed the other black-clad youth. He was smaller with
short stocky legs, and danced around the room like a bantam-weight.

The woman opened the door. The lanky youth scrambled into the room; forced her to
open the safe and empty the contents into a large sack. Omar placed his hand on the shoulder of
the old woman who lay beside him. She was shaking with fear.

He whispered into her ear. ‘It’1l be alright.’

She smiled at him weakly, and he held her hand to calm her down.

‘Jaysus man hurry up, we need to get the fuck out of here.’

Omar stared at the shoes of the agitated thief. The small feet continued to shuffle: white Gola
Runners with blue stripes, looking like they had seen better days.

‘Right man, let’s get the fuck out of here,’ said the other. ‘Keep the fuck down everyone
or we’ll slit yous.’

Omar picked himself up off the sobbing woman, and checked that she was ok. He
watched the two men unlock the door and exit at speed.

He helped the old lady off the floor. ‘Are you alright Mam?’
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‘Ok love, feeling a little shaken but in one piece. The little bastards, if I could get my
hands on them I would wring their necks!” Her grey perm shook vigorously.

Omar looked around the room. The other pensioner and the pregnant girl were picking
themselves up off the ground. Omar recognised the old man: the newspaper seller who sat on the
corner of Exchequer Street and St. Andrews Street. He had never spoken to him, but he was one
of those characters you couldn’t help but notice.

‘Are you both ok?’

The newspaper seller appeared to be breathing laboriously.

‘Just need a minute, son. The heart isn’t the best. I think that knocked the stuffing out of
me.” His chiselled face looked unnaturally red as he lent his slight frame against the door of the
cubicle.

‘Should I call a doctor? I have a mobile. It’s no bother.” Omar guided the frail man to a
plastic chair in the corner of the small room.

‘No son, I’m grand. Just need a minute to recover. Little bastards got the better of me.’

The grey haired lady looked concerned. ‘I think you should let him call, Mick. Sure what
harm is there?’

‘No, no. I don’t like all that fussin, Kitty. Sure look, amn’t I grand already.” He picked
himself up off the chair, and forced a smile.

‘Well, if you’re sure.” said Omar.

‘Couldn’t be surer son,” replied Mick. ‘Was on my way to Paddy Powers to put a bet on
the Queen Mary Stakes. After that bit of drama, I reckon luck has to turn my way.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Might put a bet on myself. If you’re alright I have to run, and catch
a few of the Ulysses performances.’

‘What’s that son? Ulysses?’ He glanced at the listings. ‘By God. I heard he’s a good
horse and with the day that’s in it, sure why not?’

‘Well, I didn’t really mean...’

‘Buy you a pint son, if he comes good. Goodbye ladies, it’s bin an excitin mornin.’
Omar excused himself, and raced for a taxi.
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Chapter 8 - Flora

Flora often found herself drifting towards the National Gallery. She ate her sandwich on the
canal bank; made her way down Baggott Street and right into Merrion Street past the Dail. There
was some commotion outside the stone arch of Government buildings. A group of people held
placards — ‘No to American Fighter planes landing in Shannon!’ and chanted ‘Stop Bush visit!’
for the RTE television cameras.

Flora had been asked to perform supporting Christy Moore at the ‘When Bush come to
Shove’ concert, organised by the Irish anti-war movement for the following Saturday night. Even
though she was no fan of the current American President, she’d turned it down. She did feel
somewhat guilty, but she had a serious aversion to politics and anything that was remotely
linked. Growing up in post-Nazi, Communist Poland had taught her to steer clear of ideologies,
no matter where they came from. When she was a young music student in Kracow everyone had
been in a flap about the fall of Communism, and pushing Lech Walesa to power. To be honest,
she’d been too busy trying to figure out how to get away to ‘be involved’, but she knew there
was a place for such enthusiastic people. She just wasn’t one of them.

The sun drifted in and out of focus behind a floating sea of white. Every time it broke
through, the warmth washed over her skin like a gentle blush. She climbed the steps of the large
stone edifice. A message reminder beeped in her pocket. Blaithin’s name flashed at her from the
screen of her mobile.

‘Flora, sorry will be a little late for lesson. Kinch just broke up with me. Need to talk.
Feel like shit. See you at 12.00 p.m...’

Damn, don’t need this drama. Need to be careful. She entered the long central corridor of
the Gallery with its high ceilings, arched door frame and soothing light. A slow breathing calm
descended upon her brain. She loved it here. The solace of creativity was something she could
never get enough of. Her own creative nature lay on the darker side of this force; the need to
exorcise pain and unfulfilled passion. She would pound a heartbeat into the strings of her violin,
until her demons disappeared into the air like phantoms on the edge of daylight. Here she felt the
opposite; the colour and form of the paintings moved through her like a sweet opiate. It was a
rare opportunity to acquire stillness, and allow it to surround her. She loved churches for the
same reason, despite their association with her Catholic past. Slowly, she moved through the
rooms. Her eyes scanned the paintings: the fall of a young girl’s arm in the sunlight; the blood-
red dawn of a battlefield; the dark tears of a crying child. She felt her emotions speed and blur
through wave after wave of colour. She knew where she was going. Always to the same spot.
The large canvas was tucked away in the corner of the new Millennium wing of the Gallery. The
seat was empty, and she sat down in front of Sir John Lavery’s ‘The Artist’s Studio.” She had
stared into the depths of this painting many times, and never grew sick of its hypnotic energy.

The classily dressed woman at its centre sat bolt upright, her perfectly groomed hair
contained within a violet Clara Bow hat; curls escaping delicately around the rim. Her face was
strikingly beautiful: high cheekbones, dimpled chin, and languorous eyes. Flora felt the
seduction of this woman’s gaze; she wanted to capture her confidence and make it her own. A
little girl sat beside the woman, perfectly groomed and looking like a porcelain doll. There was
no hint of a mother’s affection in the space that lay between them. The child seemed no more
than a delicate possession. Flora was fascinated. She felt admiration for this woman despite her
obvious lack of maternal instinct. That same instinct formed a depressing shadow over Flora’s
life. She coveted this woman’s cold confidence: the impenetrable yet beautiful shell through
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which the pain of life struggled to penetrate. No doubt it was a lonely way to live, but at least it
prevented the dull pain of unfulfillment. This gnawed at Flora like a hungry rat. Beside them lay
a fine-boned dog; its face oddly shadowing that of its owner. The artist could be seen painting in
a mirror at the back of the elegant room. She knew that this was the man’s own family, and
marvelled at the passionate detachment with which he could portray the distances that lay
between them. The admiration and fascination he had for the woman at the centre of his life was
palpable. It was also obvious that he struggled to contain her beauty in a space which he could
control. She suddenly felt sorry for Omar; sorry for his inability to shape her energy into
something he could handle. Washed with sadness, she turned to leave.

‘The Laverys,” commented the man seated in his security uniform by the edge of the
doorway. ‘Beautiful woman, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes, indeed. I love this painting.” Eager not to be dragged into an unnecessary
conversation, she moved towards the opposite doorway.

The man was determined to continue. ‘They say she tried to fling herself into Michael
Collins’s grave at the funeral — she was his lover, you know.’

‘Really?’ The fact that Hazel Lavery had been the Irish Revolutionary leader’s lover did
not surprise her — fit the bill. Interested though she was, she was not in the mood for
conversation. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to run.” The Irish had a way of forming a conversation in the most
unlikely of places. Although largely an attractive trait, there were times when she wished for
silence and this was not a concept that sat easily in the minds of this chatty nation.

He nodded his head. ‘Well enjoy, love.’

She headed back through the original Gallery and descended the winding stairs into the
Shaw room. At the end of the high-ceilinged space, a teenage boy sat transfixed by a large
canvas. [t struck her that he was not of an age that typically would be caught dead hanging out in
a gallery. She looked at the painting that so fascinated the young man. It was a battle scene.
Bodies lay strewn around the edge of a burning building. At the centre stood two majestic
figures; a woman and a man.’ Flora wasn’t sure what they were doing. She glanced at the
explanation on the left hand side of the painting. ‘The Marriage of Strongbow and Aoife’ by
Daniel Maclise. Now it was obvious. 4 wedding in the middle of a battle. How odd. The boy
continued to stare at the painting. She noticed a schoolbook sitting beside him on the bench. The
name, Khaled Hussein, was scrawled across the cover. She moved to the bench and sat beside
the boy, who barely registered her presence.

‘Powerful painting.’

‘Mmmm.” His eyes glanced sideways with a look of discomfort.

“You like this a lot. Do you mind me asking why?’ She realised she was committing the
offence that she had been so eager to escape two minutes before, but there was something about
this boy that intrigued her. He looked at her with unsmiling eyes.

‘It makes me angry.’

‘Really, why is that?’

‘Strongbow. He just invaded Ireland with his powerful army, murdered everyone,
married the daughter of a traitorous Irish King. He just claimed something that wasn’t his, and
destroyed an ancient culture with arrogance and evil. It’s like what’s happening to my culture.
Being wiped out by that bastard Bush.” His voice displayed a controlled anger: his eyes, cold and
impenetrable.

‘What do you mean by your culture? You sound Irish to me.’
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‘Islam. I live in Ireland, but I’'m a Muslim and that makes me a citizen of the world of
Islam, a member of the Ummah. That’s more important to me.” He lapsed into silence. Flora
thought carefully about what she should say next.

“To be honest, I don’t know much about it, although my husband was born a Muslim. But
were you born here?’

He nodded.

‘So your parents moved here from?’

‘The Lebanon.’

‘I see. A lot of trouble there. Have you ever visited?’

‘No. [ want to go there very badly. I just don’t belong here. It’s not my place.’

‘Well, I'm not from here either. Polish actually. Do you know anything about Poland?’
She didn’t expect a positive reply.

“The Pope is Polish, right?’

‘Yes, that’s right, comes from Wadowice, not far from Kracow where I grew up.’

He turned to look at her properly, his dark eyes cold, unsmiling. ‘Are you Catholic?’

‘I was born a Catholic, but I don’t believe in any religion really. Too much warring
comes from all that crap.’

‘Sometimes the war is necessary.” There was something in his voice that scared her
slightly. Not that she thought this boy could do her any harm, but maybe he wished he could.

‘What do you mean?’

He picked up his backpack to leave. ‘I think I had better go.’

‘Sorry, | hope it wasn’t something I said. I...1 just would like to understand these things
better.’

‘There’s nothing to understand. Sometimes the gap’s too wide, lady. I need to go.” Before
she had a chance to say goodbye, he disappeared down the corridor at speed.

What a strange kid. She was left with a heavy feeling of disquiet; a fractured uneasiness.

Her mobile flashed the time: 11.40 a.m. Better get back for Bldithin. Wish I could put it
off. No choice, I suppose. The heavens opened as she exited towards Merrion Square. An army
of umbrellas flooded past her. She cursed the fact that she had forgotten her ‘just in case’
umbrella again. As she raced across the road, she spotted the boy going in the side gate of the
Park. A cold breeze invaded her body. She thought about Omar. Should try and understand him
a bit better, understand his world. She pulled her scarf over her head, and made a vow to herself
to try a little harder, just a little harder.
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Chapter 9 - Hades

Omar sat in the last carriage with two other journalists, Dick Cowen and Mark Jameson.
Monsignor Reidy sat beside them in flowing vestments. As the carriage tripped its way slowly
past Dermot O’ Hurley Avenue, he spotted that lad, Kinch, dressed up in the Dedalus garb.
Meant to interview him later, must give him a buzz. The Monsignor shifted nervously in his seat,
and he sank backwards out of the light. Jameson leaned out the window with his camera.

‘Dedalus, gotta catch that,” he muttered, snap, snap, snap. ‘Should be a good one.’

‘Wasn’t that lad’s Mother your housekeeper, Monsignor?” Cowen tapped the notepad in
his lap.

‘Brian?...Mary, yes... grand woman, lovely woman, God Rest her.” Omar noticed an odd
nervousness in the demeanour of this otherwise ebullient man. The Pope’s footman. Looks like
Shakespeare. Odd that.

Cowen leant forward. ‘Saw your letter in the paper today Monsignor. Glad to see you’re
supporting the big man on this Limbo thing.’

‘Well son, if we can’t admit when we’re wrong, what hope is there, eh?” Reidy adjusted
the flow of his cassock.

‘What’s that?’ asked Omar.

‘Haven’t you heard, Wilde? The Pope’s abolished Limbo, the place where unbaptised
babies were damned to float into eternity.” Cowen smiled mischievously. ‘I guess eternity is
finite after all. What a bloody relief!’

‘Nasty business, that Limbo. Scared the hell out of me as a child. Never seemed right
now did it,” said Jameson.

The Monsignor looked irritated. What’s done is done son. We can forget about all that
now. Get on with the dirty business of living.’

Jameson pointed his camera towards the window and spoke out of the corner of his
mouth. ‘Good man, that John Paul. Bit slow off the mark sometimes, but gets there in the end; I
suppose.’

Omar strained to see what he was shooting. A group of children were jumping off the
walls of the bridge into the river. The Dodder’s looking a little murky these days. Kids must be
mad. Catch something dodgy from that they will.

‘Yes, but he hasn’t exactly apologised for all that child abuse business in Ferns; sure they
all protected that bastard. Monsignor, you must admit that.” Cowen wasn’t going to let him off
the hook.

‘We did what was right in the end, Dick. That’s all that counts. Even the Pope himself
could do with some forgiveness sometimes.” The edge of his voice had curdled into something
uncomfortable.

Omar felt he should dissolve the building tension. ‘Sure that’s all past us now, Cowen.
No point in harbouring grudges.’

Cowen’s eyes narrowed. ‘Wilde, aren’t you a Mecca Man? Hardly in the position to
comment.’

Omar felt himself stiffen.

Cowen winked broadly at Reidy. ‘Sure myself and the Monsignor here have an
understanding. He knows I like to stretch his limits.’
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The Monsignor smiled back. ‘You’re a terrible man Dick.” They laughed, forming a
circle of understanding in which Omar was clearly unwelcome. He had always felt awkward
around Cowen. In the Office, the spiky man had made it clear that he didn’t like Omar. He had
the sneaking suspicion that if his name had been Owen or Oisin, Cowen would have treated him
with substantially more respect.

‘Never been to Mecca in my life, Dick,” interrupted Omar with a forced smile.

Jameson, ever the peace-maker, tried to change the subject. ‘So, Monsignor, you’ve been
demoted to a lowly Priest, I see.’

Nice Fella Jameson, no harm in him..

‘Indeed, indeed. Does it suit me, the old garb?” He stroked the length of his long white
cassock. ‘I’m not much of an actor. Thank God Joyce didn’t give the priest any lines. I just need
to look the part, and that [ can do.’

Cowen spoke up. ‘You’ve got to hand it to the man. He has us all running around acting
the Mick one hundred years after he put pen to paper. Quite a legacy from a man who spent half
his life in another country bitching about how awful this one was.’

Omar sat on the edge of the conversation. His three companions continued to natter
intimately. The carriage continued to trip its way slowly over the Grand Canal bridge. Like that
fella crawling up the skyscraper. Wonder where he’s going? The horses hooves beat off the
tarmac; clip, clop, clackity-clack. Syncopated Symphony, Soothing. Like her practising in the
parlour. She’ll be practising later. Better keep away. He could see the old Gasworks building in
the distance. A flurry of cranes littered the blue sky. Omar imagined the city to be a growing
insect trapped inside its cocoon,; its limbs stretching and changing shape daily. He had a horrible
feeling this evolving creature might drown in its own juices before it had a chance to blossom
into something beautiful.

‘There’s Matt Phelan, richest man in Dublin.” Jameson pointed at the tall, well-built
figure. He sauntered along the footpath like he owned the world.

‘Is it? ah yes.” The Archbishop tipped his cap towards the man, who responded in kind.
‘Talented man. That show of his, Celtic Waters, put this country on the map, it did. Impressive
stuff.’

Omar felt uncomfortable. He knew that everyone thought that Flora had a thing with this
man Phelan. He wasn’t sure himself. What did it matter anyway? Still, the man was an arrogant
prick, one way or the other.

‘Wasn’t your wife in that show Wilde? Quite a player she is.” Cowen arched his eyebrow
and tapped his pen vigorously.

‘Ehm, yes, travelled all over with it. It was great. She’s travelling next month, to Belfast,
with the Three Tenors.’

‘Indeed,’ said Cowen, with a glint in his eye.

Omar nodded his head one too many times, and turned towards the window. Nosy
buggers. No-one knows, no-one really knows. He thought of her, the look of concentration as she
plucked the strings with her index finger, the sweep of her bow. Two strings fo it, but no more
than two surely?

As they passed the walls near Trinity, he noticed the hoardings, stuffed with upcoming
events. A man was plastering a poster for Low, playing in Christ Church Cathedral that evening.
The cortege turned into D’Olier Street and picked up speed as it approached the bridge. Omar
eyed the billboard men lined across the bridge. ‘The Traveller.” Haven't read that one yet. Must
have a look. Can'’t see their faces. Like ghosts amongst us.
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‘There’s the Nigerians, making a few extra bob on the side. Clever lot, that lot.” Cowen
was clearly looking for a response.

Jameson squinted at the window. ‘Look Arab to me. At least some of them.’

‘We have two Nigerian priests in the Pro-Cathedral, Father Ogunbusola and Father Njoo.
Good men,’ responded Reidy. ‘Don’t know what we’d do without them these days.’

‘Low on the native enlistments, are we Monsignor? No-one left to convert.’

‘No Dick, there’s always someone.” Reidy smiled out of the corner of his thin mouth.

‘Parnell Street is looking like downtown Lagos these days, so I’m sure you must be
cleaning up there.’

‘The African people are a devout people. Good, simple, God-fearing people. We’ve lost
our simplicity in the middle of all this madness, not necessarily a good thing Dick, even for a
cynic like yourself.” Reidy clutched his cap as the carriage hit a bump.

Omar felt it was time to enter the conversation. ‘Can I ask you, Dick? Have you ever
written anything positive about our immigrants? I saw that article you wrote about the ritual
sacrificing of animals by an African family in Finglas. It’s just hatemongering. It doesn’t help
with the overall picture.’

‘Listen Wilde, stick with the Arts features.” Cowen leant forward, and waved his pencil
in Omar’s face. ‘Real News is about exposing all aspects of society, even the nasty ones —and
that was nasty, man.’

‘Gentlemen, gentleman, enough of that. Let’s agree to differ.” The Monsignor raised his
voice to stop the flow of angry discussion.

Omar wished he could hop out of the carriage, and leave the bad air behind him. They
turned left, past The Ambassador. The shutter of Jameson’s camera clicked at speed. He snapped
a group, dressed in Victorian mourning garb. They doffed their hats at the passing carriages.

‘They really get into it, some of these literary heads, looks great but I have to admit, I’ve
never read it, what about you guys?’ asked Jameson.

‘Me neither,” added Cowen. ‘You two?” He nodded at Omar, and the Monsignor.

‘No, afraid not,” replied Omar.

They all turned towards the Monsignor.

He smiled. ‘I’ll leave that up to you fellas to decide whether a Monsignor has read the
most scandalous Irish book of all time!’

‘You have, haven’t you? Need to know the enemy, after all,” replied Cowen.

The Monsignor narrowed his eyes. ‘As a matter of interest, how many of you good men
have read the Bible cover to cover?’

Cowen laughed. Jameson looked at Omar blankly.

‘Well you can’t expect the Arab to have read it surely.” Cowen gestured towards Omar.

‘Actually, I have, maybe not cover to cover but enough to know what it’s all about. And
you Cowen, I suppose you’re an expert on the Qur’an?” Omar wasn’t going to let him away with
anymore of his snide comments. Cowen stopped tapping his pen, sat back in his seat and grunted
without saying anything.

‘Touché.” Jameson threw Omar a look of acknowledgement.

The carriage stopped suddenly. They were right outside the Black Church on the Western
Way. A real funeral was jamming up the street. Three Gardai on horseback attempted to unravel
the intertwining of the two funeral corteges, one fake and one real.

Jameson jumped up to the window. ‘It’s the real thing blocking the way. Isn’t that mad?’
Omar peered out at the shiny black hearse. He could see a young woman walk slowly behind the
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hearse. She was dressed in black, and clutched the hand of a little boy. A tall man with a shaved
head, wrapped his long arm around her. She stared blankly at the tiny white coffin. It sat uneasily
in the wide back space of the hearse. Omar felt a wave of nausea wash though him. Newborn, so
tiny. He recognised this scene. Ruairi. The name formed in his brain like a sickening mantra. The
Monsignor made a sign of the cross, and mumbled a prayer of some kind. Cowen sat quietly in
the corner. Jameson’s camera shutter sounded like a demented moth. Their horse drawn carriage
made its way slowly through the crowd.

‘Shame when a child goes before the parent. Against the order of things,” commented the
Monsignor.

How would he know?

‘Indeed.” Jameson glanced at Omar.

Cowen mutterred out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Thank God the poor little thing wasn’t
born last week, or it would be floating around in Limbo as we speak. Probably unmarried, those
two.’

All three turned to look at Cowen without saying a word.

‘What? I'm simply speaking the God-honest truth,” he continued defensively.

“There’s a time for humour, and a time for respect, and you are sorely in need of a lesson
in the latter, Dick,” said the Monsignor. Cowen sank back into his seat, and began to scribble on
his notepad like an idle schoolboy. Everyone lapsed into silence. The carriage moved forward
past a hairdressers called Rita’s, packed with mid-morning perm washes. Next door, at the
Allegro chipper, a gang of young boys wrestled playfully. At the end of Phibsborough road a
postman emptied the morning post into a large brown sack. The road continued towards Doyle’s
corner. Two large, muscular men rolled metal barrels full of porter from the Guinness lorry to the
door of the pub. The grey-haired barman stood outside the door of the pub, sleeves rolled above
his elbows. He directed the day’s feed of porter through the door, a cigarette dangling from his
mouth.

Jameson jumped up to the window to point his camera at a commotion on the Royal
Canal bridge. Several garda cars had cordoned off an area along the bank of the canal. A body
bag lay on the edge of the bank. A crowd of people lined the bridge, staring down to the water
below.

“The Grim Reaper is having a busy day today,’ said Cowen. ‘Bet it’s a jumper.’

‘Sure it’s hardly high enough for that,” said Jameson. ‘More common to jump in front of
the Dart these days if you want to do yourself in.’

‘Gruesome thoughts boys, never a good thing to take your own life. Best not to talk about
it,” said the Monsignor, looking the other direction.

‘By the way, Monsignor, do they still go straight to hell, or has the Pope done away with
that too?’ asked Cowen, winking at Jameson.

‘Very funny Dick. Sins are sins. That’ll never change, and I’d say you’ve a fair few
notched up so watch that smart talk,” said Reidy, with a quick smile.

Omar stared at the nails on his hand. Could do with a clean. Wish they 'd give it a rest.

‘Still, it’s a cowardly thing all the same,’ said Cowen.

Omar stared at him coldly. What would you know about courage? Sometimes it’s too
much, that’s all. His Mother’s face flashed through his brain. She didn’t mean it. Leaving me that
way. Her eyes, sunken and empty; heart broken and drowning. What do you know of that?

‘It’s just a sad thing, Cowen.” Jameson shot Omar a look of sympathy. ‘We all have our
own private hells to live with. It’s just harder for some than others.’
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He knows. Kind man. All over the newspapers after all. Not that Cowen would notice.
Cold Fish.
‘We shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, one way or the other,” said the Monsignor.

Omar sank deep into thought. The sound of his Mother’s voice singing ‘The Irish Lullaby,’
floated through his mind. They passed under the shade of the trees on Prospect Rd. The old
Victorian sash windows revealed faces: smiling, creviced, curious, and indifferent. The eyes of
Dublin peered out on the past, as it moved slowly through the leafy street. The others continued
to chatter. Omar allowed himself to dream. His thoughts flew above the roofs of the fine
Victorian houses: like a bird caught on a drift of air, he dipped and dived through the alleys and
lanes, past women at washing lines, children in playgrounds, packed offices; swirled through the
scent of the sea; followed the line of the river as it widened out, past the Docklands, the Point
Theatre; over the queue of people who poured onto the Ulysses ferry, and out into the breadth of
the bay: Dublin bay, wide and bright and wild.
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Chapter 10 - Kinch

The funeral cortege passed and turned left into Bridge Street. Kinch eyed his watch. Right on
cue. The Gardai had barricaded off the route. A line of Victorian horse-drawn carriages trotted
past solemnly. The black of the carriages gleamed like rain-soaked coal. Although he admired
the austere beauty of such a display, Kinch felt a shiver run down his spine. It was as though
Death himself was coming to visit the people of Dublin; to populate the empty casket with a
city’s people. They lined the roadway; excited tourists popping off cameras, while curious locals
looked on. He thought of his mother, lying quietly in her grave, deep in the bowels of the earth,
and a claustrophobic dread invaded his senses.

Where is your God now as you rot in the bowels of the earth? She came to him in a
dream the night before, begging him to believe; her ghastly figure floating in the fogs of Limbo.
He woke soaked in the sweat of guilt. Why was your belief not enough, Mother? Why did you
need mine? I cannot give what I don’t have. The horse hooves clipped past. A group of
American students waved at the lead carriage as though it were a royal parade.

The small, plump girl in front of him jumped around with excitement. ‘Hey guys, isn’t
that cart just like sooooooooo rad!” Her smile stretched across her face unnaturally, elongated by
the traintrack braces that filled her mouth like some weird inquisitional torture instrument.

Thank God I come from a nation where rotten teeth are a sign of character and a life
well-lived! The last carriage passed by. He recognised its occupants instantly.

There’s the Moor. Nice bloke. Don’t have anything against him. Just has no balls, poor
bugger. Oh My God HE’S there too! I feel sick inside, all holier than thou in that floaty garb of
his. Must be doing the Priest’s part. How ironic!

‘Hey, dude, can I have a photo with you like. You look so hot in your costume.” The girl
with the traintracks grabbed his arm. He winced as the group of giggling college girls crowded
around him.

‘Fromage,’ said the girl.

He extricated himself and wished them well, not meaning a word of it. His headphones
would provide the perfect excuse not to engage, and he stuck them on. He knew it was a bit odd
to see Stephen Dedalaus wandering around like that, but he had them as well hidden under his
hat as he could manage, and he needed a soundratck to his life, to guide him through his moods.
U2’s “11 O’clock tick tock’ blasted into his brain. Perfect.

The crowds collected behind the funeral cortege, and he followed them down Pearse
Street. They turned into D’Olier Street and headed for the bridge. Ahead of the cortege he could
see a row of sandwichmen standing on O’ Connell bridge in perfect formation. Each wore a
placard with a single letter spelling out ‘The Traveller.” Kinch had applied for a job with this
funky new travel publication but had got no reply. He fantasised about being sent to some far-
flung destination, and actually being paid for it. He was keeping an eye on the cheap Ryanair
flights and hoped to could come up with something original. The sandwichmen stretched across
half the bridge. They looked foriegn. Probably paid a pittance. Behind them the sun caught the
point of the Spire, and light shot in all directions into the sky.

He passed the enormous stone statue of Daniel O’ Connell. The ‘Great Liberator’
towered above him, covered in a sea of bird-shit. He felt oddly depressed as he turned into
Abbey Street to get away from the crowd. The Independent Offices were just ahead of him but
he hesitated. Bit early for the cheque. He retraced his steps and made his way to the front of the
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Anne Summers brightly lit shop. The window was littered with multi-coloured dildos, flavoured
condoms, and lingerie that left nothing to the imagination. It wasn’t long ago the mere mention
of the word ‘dildo’ would have sent the population skulking into a corner with shame. Got over
that one quickly. Howya Missus. It’s far from that crotchless body suit you were raised. He
nodded at the middle-aged woman with the greying roots. He could see she was trying to chat to
him ,so he paused his iPod.

‘I’'m lookin for somethin to keep the hubby happy luv. It’s his 60". What do you reckon?’
She held up the aforesaid item with a dirty grin.

‘Yeah, I’'m sure he’ll love it,” But maybe not with you inside it!

‘Better than Viagra anyday, Wha?’ She cackled loudly, and poked Kinch in the ribs.

‘God yeah, anyday.’

Her eyes widened suggestively. ‘Get you goin would it young fella.’

Jaysus! ‘Well, if my girlfriend was in it, yeah, definitely.’

‘Lucky girl, to have a fine young man coming in here to buy her somethin hot an sexy.’
Feelin my leg, Oh bollox. ‘My aul fellas still got it in him though. Don’t think cos we’ve one foot
in the grave that we’re not still mad at it, let me tell ya. Still everyone needs a little spicin up,
don’t they luv?’

‘Sure yeah. Sorry, in a rush, gotta go.” He sped to the back of the shop behind the X-rated
items.

Christ, the aul ones are gone mad nowadays. He peaked around a vibrator stand and
could see that the woman was cashing up her purchase. He couldn’t help casting an eye over the
dazzling array of male members hanging in front of him. Holy Shit, look at the size of that one.
Black, wouldn’t you know. Still, I can hold my own. He came to the conclusion that he was
definitely ‘above average’, if this was indeed a typical representation.

‘Not switching to the other side on me, are you man? We’re a dying breed, us heteros.’
‘Hanan, Jesus, you frightened me. What the fuck are you doing in this salubrious
establishment?’ He’d liked Hanan from the first minute he met him at Sarah’s party four months

before. He was an easy-going guy; no bullshit about him.

‘It’s Sarah’s birthday next week, so I thought I might surprise her with a little hot
number. Bit of a pressie to myself, I suppose.” He held up a red silk bra, and thong with
matching suspenders. There were little black roses edging the top of the bra and panties.

‘That should do the trick...Up to the same thing myself.” A wave of panic hit him like a
cold shower when he realised how this would be misinterpreted.

‘But man, I thought you broke up with her this morning. In a right state she was. I saw
her with Sarah about an hour ago. Second thoughts or what?’

‘No, I mean, yeah, that’s right. We broke up, but I thought I would get her something to
make her feel a bit better.” Shit, scrambling, bound to smell it.

‘Bit weird man, she might get the wrong idea. Sexy lingerie doesn’t usually mean ‘I’m
breaking up with you.’

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I’m no good at this breaking up stuff.” Cringe, I look like
an eejit!

“Think I should give you a few lessons, although come to think of it, I’'m usually on the
receiving end.” He slapped Kinch on the back amicably. ‘Listen, fancy a quick scoop?’

Shit, that was a close one. Gotta watch what I say. She’d kill me. ‘Yeah sure, why not.
Still have thirty minutes to kill before I head in to get my cheque in the Indo. Like everyone else,
they owe me a months worth.’
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‘Bit strapped myself man, but always a bob or two for a pint, you know.’
‘Priorities Hanan, priorities, | know.’
‘Let’s head round to ‘The Flowing Tide’ for one.’

A sea of people floated up and down O Connell Street, as they exited the shop.

Hanan sighed heavily.Christ man, they’re never going to be finished with those bloody
road-works. I don’t know what this street looks like without a building site.’

‘I know. It’s called regeneration, I believe. More like mass destruction and wanking
bollox to me.’

They laughed as they turned into Abbey Street, and walked towards the National Theatre.

‘Ever been to the Abbey, Hanan?’

‘Yeah, went to see Othello last year. My Dad loves that play because Othello’s an Arab.
It’s fucking stupid. He latches onto anything which promotes ‘our’ culture. Normally gives me a
pain up my hole, but I have to say, it was brilliant man.’

‘I wouldn’t have taken you for a Shakespeare lover.’

‘Hey, us Arabs are good for more than blowing up buildings you know.’

Kinch laughed nervously. ‘I was thinking of the fact that you don’t often see an
economist with a copy of Shakespeare in their clutches man.’

Hanan laughed, and walked ahead of Kinch into ‘The Flowing Tide.’

‘To be honest, I'm a bit worried about my little brother, Khaled.” He gestured to the
balding barman. ‘Two pints please.’

‘Why so man?’

‘I’ve caught him reading all kinds of subversive shit on the Net. Stuff about Al Qaeda
and Bin Laden. It’s not that I don’t think he should be curious, but he’s such a zealot about the
whole thing.” Hanan creased his brow and lowered his voice. ‘I wouldn’t say this to just anyone
man. [ trust you. It’s hard for a Muslim to even mention this kind of stuff without being stuck in
the fucking stereotypical box that everyone loves to see us in. I fucking hate it!’

‘It must be really shit. Jesus Christ, it’s not so long ago that there were signs up in pubs
across the water saying ‘No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs.” Memory’s short man. You guys have
taken over the hotspot — much to the delight of the boys up North.’

‘Yeah, it’s a double whammy for me cos I’m Irish as well. Can’t fuckin win!’

‘Yer pints lads.” The portly barman delivered the pints while making a sign of the cross
over them with great aplomb. ‘Hope they’re creamy enough for ye now lads. Enjoy.’

Kinch was always amused by the reverence which surrounded the pouring of a pint of
Guinness. It was a rite of passage for the un-initiated into the secret labyrinth of the Irish mind;
the dark and complex nature of its flavour, a secret combination of piping and pouring methods,
not to mention a little bit of publican magic that was undefinable but well recognised. The fact
that it did not ‘travel well’, a proud confirmation of the importance of its origins.

‘About your brother, he’s probably just going through a lot of adolescent angst and all
that shit. Maybe you should have a chat with him,” Kinch suggested.

‘I’ve tried, honest. He just tells me to fuck off back to my Irish friends. Stupid fucker
thinks he’s living in the depths of the Lebanon.” He looked frustrated, anxious, seeking answers.

‘Do you want me to suss him out, man. I think he likes me since 1 let him share that joint
last week.’

‘You did fucking what?’
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‘Hey, I saved your ass. You were sucking face big-time with Sarah in your room blasting
music. I was just chilling out in the living room thanking God I couldn’t hear a thing. It woke
him up. It was all I could think of to stop him going in, and seeing you in flagrante.’

‘Fuck, really. Sorry, I mean thanks, I think. Anyway, yeah, yeah. Listen, can you come
round later? I can tell him you’re interested in hearing that weird electronic music he’s been
fucking around with.’

Kinch grimaced. “You’re jokin. I’d rather shite nails than listen to that stuff.’

‘Ah go on. He knows you’re into music, so he might swallow it.’

‘Jesus. Alright then. Not sure about today but if there’s any time I’ll text you, ok?’

‘Great, yeah great.’

They lapsed into a comfortable silence, sipping their pints slowly.
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Chapter 11 - Blaithin

Blaithin arrived at Long Lane bang on 12.00p.m. She tied her black bicycle to a lamp-post, and
took her violin case out of the wicker basket. As she walked through the iron gate into the tiny
front garden, the door opened. Flora stood, illuminated by the sunlight. There was something
different about her today: her lustrous hair, the dress as it clung to her rump like the skin of a
fruit, the red of her lipstick; a distinct uncontainable beauty. Hope I look half as good as her at
her age.

‘Hi Blaith, are you ok?’ Flora looked concerned. ‘You’re looking great in that gear, by
the way.’

‘I feel like shit. Can you believe that he dumped me? Today of all days. I don’t know
how I’ll hold it together for the day.’

Flora closed the door behind them and ushered Blaithin into the cosy living room.

‘I know, it’s not fair, but did you have any sense that it was coming?’

‘Honestly, no. I thought things were fine, although I said something I probably shouldn’t
have.’

‘How do you mean?’

Blaithin shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well, we were out on Howth Head at the weekend. It
was beautiful and so romantic I kind of told him...I love him.” The tears began to build behind
her eyes. ‘I couldn’t help it. I know, I’m an egjit!’

‘I see.” Flora put her arms around Blaithin’s shoulders. ‘Men are such cowards.’

Blaithin let the emotion flow through her like rain: hoped this warm, beautiful woman
would soak up her pain; comfort her in a way that her own mother was incapable of doing.

Flora reached for a box of tissues on the coffee table beside her. ‘Maybe you’re better off
without him. He was never reliable...was he?’

‘I don’t know. 1 know he’s a little lost, but [ guess that’s part of the reason I like him so
much.” Blaithin plonked herself on the red couch beside the fireplace. Flora sat beside her.

‘Little Lost Boys are dangerous. You never know what they’re thinking or what they’re
up to.” Flora looked away towards the fireplace.

Blaithin detected something in Flora’s voice. ‘What do you mean? Do you know
something I don’t?’ A piece of stray knowledge perhaps; a clue to a fact that eluded her.

‘Of course not, no. I just mean that Kinch is always a little distant. Isn’t he? You can’t be
sure, that’s all...” Flora got up from the couch and walked around the corner into the kitchen.
‘Can I make you a tea hun? Make you feel a little better.’

‘Mmmm. Yes, please.’

She looked around the room, while Flora pottered in the kitchen. Many of Flora’s own
paintings, hung on the walls. Female forms in sketches and outline, fractious creatures that
seemed to move like glistening shadows under the roof of the ocean. Flora’s violin sat beside a
music stand in the corner. Blaithin felt safe here. The old walls were like whispering ghosts, and
for some reason that comforted her. Now it contained Flora: her bright, feminine force was
everywhere. There was no hint of Omar in this space. It was almost as if she lived alone.

‘Sugar and milk?’ The soft voice drifted around the corner.

‘Just milk thanks.’

‘I recognise the woman in the reproduction you have hanging behind your violin stand.
Who is she again?’ Blaithin struggled to place the face.
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‘It’s Lady Lavery.’

‘Right, that’s it. There was a guy painting her on the footpath by the Molly Malone statue
today. Never noticed you had her on your wall before.’

‘I just put it up this week.” Flora came out from the kitchen and placed two mugs of tea
on the wooden coffee table.

‘Really. Coincidence that. I like her face.’

‘Me too. There’s something in her eyes | recognise.” Flora poured some milk into the
mugs of tea. ‘Can’t quite put my finger on it.’

Blaithin moved closer to the painting. ‘I think she looks like you.’

‘Do you think so? Funny, I never saw that.” Flora sipped the tea, glanced at herself in the
mirror, and then to the painting. ‘Maybe so.’

Blaithin fiddled with a copy of Marie Claire that was sitting on the table in front of her.
‘Maybe I should read my horoscope to see what disasters coming next.’

‘I don’t believe in all that crap. No-one can predict what’s coming next. Just have to do
the best we can right now.’

‘Jesus, that’s optimistic. I suppose there’s no point in asking if you think I can get him
back then?’ said Blaithin.

Flora smiled. ‘I don’t mean to be so negative. Maybe...I think it’s best to be cool about it
all. Stand back...don’t crowd him out. You never know. Men hate to be pressurised.’

Blaithin knew that Flora was no fool when it came to men. She could see how their eyes
followed her everywhere she went. ‘I’m not so good at playing the game, unfortunately,’

‘Who is?’ replied Flora. ‘Have you spoken to your mother about it?’

“You know what she’s like. She’ll be delighted...hated him in the first place...thought he
was a waster because he wasn’t some big investment banker or techy millionaire whom she
could brag about.’

‘Is she really that bad?’ asked Flora, sipping her tea.

“Trust me. My friends call her Godzilla for a reason.’

Flora looked at her watch, put her cup on the table, and moved towards the corner of the
room.

‘Maybe we should start the lesson hun? I’'m afraid ’'m a bit pressed for time today.” She
picked up her violin case, unzipped it, and placed the shining instrument on her shoulder.

‘Yeah, ok. I’ll probably suck, I’m in such crap form,’ said Bldithin, reaching for her
violin.

‘Just put your emotion into the playing. It can work wonders. Trust me.’

Blaithin moved to hug Flora. ‘1 do trust you. You’re a good listener and a good friend.’

Flora dropped the violin to her side, and half hugged Blaithin.

‘Let’s get started.” Bldithin thought she could feel an irritation in her voice. I must be
imagining it. Don’t know what I feel anymore. She picked up her instrument, and placed it gently
in the crook of her neck. Flora adjusted the music sheet on the stand in front of her.

‘Alegro Moderato, Dvorak. Are you ready?’

‘Ready.’

The two bows moved slowly along the length of the strings: delicate wrists formed soft
fluid shapes in the air. The light, wisp of sound seeped into the room slowly, like a child’s
sleeping breath. Flora closed her eyes, and Blaithin stared at the page with a look of intense
concentration. A wave of calm washed over her. I will find him again, he will love me. She wove
her thoughts into the strings of her instrument, and allowed the music to soothe away her worry.

44



Chapter 12 - Aeolus

The ‘funeral’ had gone perfectly according to plan. Omar interviewed a few of the cast,
including the Monsignor. At the end of the scene, the Monsignor jumped in a cab for the
Independent Offices with Omar, Jameson and Cowen. Reidy needed to talk with the Editor about
a letter he had sent to the paper. When they got to the door of the Independent, Jameson asked
Omar if he wouldn’t mind picking up some photographs for him in Kodak on Bachelor’s Walk.
Omar was sick of being a gofer for all and sundry, but he liked Jameson, who was pressed for
time, so he agreed. Jameson chucked him his camera, and asked him to get the roll that was
inside developed in a one hour development, just to check what he had. The others went inside,
and Omar raced across O’ Connell Street, turning right beside the river.

Pockets of people scurried from the surrounding office buildings, desperate to get their
one hour of release from the drone of daily activity. Short-skirted women with ironed straight
hair, and men in blue ties and pink shirts chattered madly, hyped up on coffee and stress-fuelled
adrenaline. He could feel the sweat mat his hair into the side of his head. Mad heat. No wonder
they 're out in their droves. He looked across the bridge, and could see that several of the
sandwichmen had broken away, and were having lunch at the end of the boardwalk. The letters
crowded around each other. He could make them out. R sat lazily on the edge, seemingly
uninterested in the converstion. E listened intently while V gesticulated wildly clearly
dominating the conversation. To his right stood another man wearing E. He poured out tea from
a flask. Omar could just make out A and L, who nodded vigorously when V got excited. He
wished he could get to know who these men were, where they came from, how their lives had
been reduced to a single letter. Instead he picked up the camera and began to snap. He zoomed in
on their faces. Snap, snap. There was something about this little group: they didn’t smile, stared
out at the passing parade with detached fascination, as though watching a 3D Cinemax film
which they could never be a part of. The shutter stopped suddenly, and the roll began to unwind.
Must get those off Jameson.

After Hanan had left, Kinch looked around the walls of The Flowing Tide. The National
Theatre’s nearest pub was like a museum. Posters and photographs of dead and famous people
covered the walls: Michael Mac Liammoir, Cyril Cusack, Siobhan Mc Kenna. He wondered if he
could ever reach these walls: earn his place in the collective memory of a people, exist after the
last breath of life had been sucked from his lungs. That was the point, after all: all this artistic
endeavour; achieve the impossible, live on. But what did he know of these people really? Images
on paper, and celluloid; voices falling from a cracked recording. These small fragments and
shadows created an impression: a distorted reality; a reconstituted ‘memory.” He wondered when
he would stop remembering his mother, when she too would blur into shadow.

He sipped the last layer of froth from the bottom of his pint glass, and looked at his
watch. Shit, better text Quixote. Can’t meet him at The Barge. He punched out a message on his
mobile, pulled on his jacket and hat, and walked out onto the street. As he approached the door
of the Irish Independent, his phone beeped in his pocket. The message was from Quixote: ‘In
trouble, can’t explain. Need your help. At Pearse Street Garda station. Can you come please?’
Damn, what’s that about? Been acting a bit weird lately. He’d call him back as soon as he was
finished at the Indo. Abbey Street was a mess: the new Luas tram tracks were being laid at last,
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although Kinch remained sceptical about whether it would make a blind bit of difference in the
city that brought traffic hell to a fine art.

The day’s paper sat in a pile on the way in the door, and he grabbed a copy. Government
fighting again. What’s new? Bloody Tribunals, never end. What'’s this? ...the Columbia Three
were freed...sure they did it, but Quixote will be happy. He climbed the long stairs to the busy
office. Into the belly of the beast.

The main office was a buzz of activity. Bertie Macken, the Arts Correspondent, busily
tapped on his lap-top. His white hair sat wildly above his thin, friendly face.

‘Ah, Nolan. Good man. Was worried you wouldn’t show.” Newspapermen, insisting on
the surname at all times. Muscular barrier to emotion. Guess it helps them to lynch an
aquaintance if the story requires it.

‘I’ll always show up for a few extra bob, Bertie, no fear,” replied Kinch.

‘Good man yourself. Listen, I’m off for a few weeks. Just wanted to give you the
schedule for those upcoming theatre and film reviews. You’ll be ok for those [ assume?” Bertie
shuffled through the mound of papers on his desk.

‘Grand, no bother. Where you off to?’

‘The wife’s brother has a place on the Algarve. I'll be hanging out with all the tax-
dodgers. Maybe get a few free pints off them’ He laughed and continued to push paper around
his desk. ‘Jaysus, | can never find anything when I want it.” A pale, red-haired woman sped
through the office, passed a package over Kinch’s head, and dropped it onto Bertie’s already
overflowing desk.

‘It’s the piece about the Bloomsday breakfast, President was there and all. Gay Byrne
was shite at the acting.” She moved at speed to the other side of the office.

‘Are we talking Gay or Gabriel?” asked Kinch, with a pained expression.

‘Gay, I’m afraid. [ know, I know. What the fuck is the world coming to?” She ripped
open a stack of envelopes on her desk. Kinch observed a rip running the length of her brown
tights into the back of a filthy white runner. Lois Lane you 're not! The large office buzzed with
ringing phones, heads in corners tapped madly at lap-tops, shouted questions from one side of
the room to the other.

‘Tina, are we running with the illegal migrant piece?’

‘Yeah, bottom left-hand corner.’

A subeditor dashed over to Bertie’s desk. ‘Here’s the first page layout for tomorrow.’

‘Good man, I’ll check it over.’

An older man, neat moustache, broad smile, tufts of grey hair protruding underneath his
plaid cap, bounded through the door gamely.

‘Got me boxes for the afternoon, lads?’

The worse for-wear looking young man seated by the door picked up a box full of
newspapers, and handed it to the man.

‘There you go Mick. You’ll be sweltering out there in this heat today.’

‘Jaysus, I know. Saw that piece about the salmon getting sunburnt down the South.
Forgot to put on their factor fifty eh?’ He slapped the hung-over man on the back with a
wheezing laugh.

‘Mind the head, Mick, had a rough one last night.” The young man stroked his temple,
and squinted with a pained expression.

‘Hop over to The Oval and swallow a hair of the dog, lad, that’ll soon sort you out. Right,
['m oft.’
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Kinch nodded a hello in the older man’s direction. He nodded back, picked up the box
and headed out onto the street.

‘How’re you getting on with all the commotion?’ asked Bertie.

‘A bit wrecked. Off to the National Library next. Feel like a minor celeb though.
Probably as close as I’'ll ever get.’

‘Ah, here’s the bloody thing!” Bertie grabbed a piece of paper from under a half-open
sandwich in the corner. ‘Sorry about that.” A piece of lettuce had stuck to the corner of the paper,
and he wiped it away.

Kinch picked up the schedule with the tips of his fingers, and placed it carefully into the
black satchel he was carrying.

‘Jaysus, you’re some knacker, Macken.’

‘It takes one to know one, Nolan,” he replied with a wink. ‘Head over to Eileen in
accounts and she’ll sort you out, good man.” He turned back to his lap-top, and began to type
furiously.

Kinch turned to leave, when he remembered the brown envelope in his bag.

‘Shit, nearly forgot, Bertie, I have a letter from that windbag, Lacey, moaning on about the state
of Ireland or some shite. Can I leave that with you?” Kinch placed the envelope on a spare inch
of space beside the lap-top. The wiry man continued typing. ‘Not bloody Lacey again! Well,
we’re running out of toilet paper. I'm sure I can put it to good use.” He nodded to Kinch to leave
the item on the desk beside him. ‘Good luck today Nolan.’

As he turned to leave, the Editor’s door opened at the street side of the room. A mumble
of familiar voices emerged.

‘Do you hear that Flatley’s at it again? Planning some big extravaganza called...wait for
it... Celtic Tiger’. Can you bloody believe it?” Mark Jameson’s nostrils flared wildy.

‘Well, I enjoyed Celtic Waters all the same,” interrupted the Monsignor.

Jesus, it’s him again. What the fuck? Twice in one day. Need to get the fuck out of here
before he sees me. Bloody cheque. Kinch stepped sideways, into the accountant’s office, and hid
himself behind the door. A round-faced woman, with spectacles balanced on the end of her flat
nose, eyed him curiously.

‘Hiding from the law again, are we Brian?’

‘No, sorry, just don’t want to cross paths with them,” he whispered, pointing to the group
assembled outside the Editor’s Office.

‘Very mysterious. What’ve you been up to now?’

‘Nothing Eileen, too complicated to explain. Listen, do you have that cheque for me so |
can get the fuck out of here?’

‘Sit your arse down there lad. I have to go upstairs to get the chequebook. God you’re a
mad one,” and she was out the door, throwing her eyes to heaven.

Kinch sat with his back flat against the wall. The gossiping group didn’t spot him, and he
cocked an ear to their conversation.

‘Was given the knees up by Phelan. The fool is actually going to help finance the bloody
thing,” said Cowen in disbelief.

‘Fair fucks to the man, he made a bloody fortune on the other one sure, why wouldn’t
he?’ Farrell turned to the Monsignor for agreement.

‘Quite so.’
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‘Right lads. How’s this for a description? He gave me a copy of the proposal. ‘Celtic
Tiger is a green-tinted hymn to Ireland, with pastoral panoramas and bucolic scenes of winsome
lasses...” Jameson clutched his sides with laughter. ‘Can you bloody believe it?’

Cowen cocked an amused eyebrow. ‘Only colic lasses left around here.’

‘Wait for it, there’s more....St. Patrick is represented by a group of monks who
alternatively pray and dance about, while banishing a nest of snake-women from Ireland.’
Cowen and Jameson were creased double with the laughing.

‘Wha? We should be so lucky!” said Cowen.

‘It sounds a tad over the top, doesn’t it lads?’ said the Monsignor.

‘Over and above and out the other side. I think Flatley has finally lost it,” said Farrell.

Kinch played with his hat in his lap.

‘Wait, the best is yet to come. He high kicks his way through British colonialisation, the
Famine (now that’s tasteful!) and the Easter Rising.’

‘Tiocfaidh ar L4. Adams and the boys will love it,” said Farrell.

Cowen jigged around the room, high kicking madly, and knocking a tray of papers onto
the floor. ‘Can’t you see Pearse dancing his way out of the GPO, proclamation in hand?’ Eileen
passed through the Office at that moment, and cursed vociferously about the mess that, she, no
doubt, would have to clean up.

‘As we said, banish those snake-women,” whispered Cowen. They all laughed in unison.

Eileen slipped back into her Office, and handed Kinch the cheque for two hundred and
fifty euros. ‘Here you go, Brian. Don’t put it all on one horse.’

‘Thanks Eileen. Might have a spin on Ascot today sure. Any suggestions?’

‘I actually heard Jameson talking about Damson or something...yes Damson.’

Kinch eyed the back door for a quick exit. ‘Mmmm, never heard of it. Thinking of
backing Ulysses, the day that’s in it and all.’

‘Well, sure you’d be mad not to.’

Kinch glanced back at the group in the Office.

Cowen moved to light a cigarette.

‘Outside Dick. No unlawful activity in this Office.” Farrell edged the protesting journalist
towards the door. Cowen ran down the stairs and out the front of the building for a cigarette.
Kinch grabbed his hat. Shit, Cowen will see me now. Never mind.

‘See you Eileen.” He sped down the stairs, tripped on the bottom step and fell on his hat.

‘Mr. Nolan, you’re in a bit of a rush.” Cowen flicked a match off the side of the wall.

“Yeah Dick, a lot to do today man.’

‘Is that right? Not trying to avoid anyone, are you?’ A doubledecker bus passed by
spitting fumes and noise into the air. Kinch strained to hear.

‘Don’t know what you mean, man. Listen, do you have a fag there? I could do with one.’
Kinch cocked a head towards the stairway, making sure he could hear if anyone was coming.

“Yeah sure.” Cowen tapped the side of the box, and a cigarette popped out.

‘Thanks man.’

‘Listen Kinch, I’v been meaning to ask you. I know you have your ear to the ground. I'm
doing a new column which features curiosities, odd stories, modern-day fables if you know what
I mean. You being an actor and all. Any ideas for me man?’ Cowen tapped the side of his
cigarette, watching the ash fall to the ground.

‘Odd stories. Yeah, got one or two of those. Actually just heard one yesterday. You might
be interested.’
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‘Go ahead.’

‘Heard it from a taxi driver,” said Kinch.

“The Oracles of Dublin,” replied Cowen. ‘Go on.’

‘Apparently, last month two Aul ones from the Liberties had saved up to go to London, to
do some shopping for the weekend. Never been on a plane, but got one of those cheap Ryanair
jobbies. Were delighted with themselves heading out of Ireland for the first time.’

‘Better off in a boat but go on,” said Cowen in his usual dry tone.

‘They called a taxi, and a Lithuanian man came to pick them up. On the way they got the
driver to nip into a random garage, so they could buy their weekly lottery ticket.’

‘Right.’

‘So there they were, wearing the poor man’s ear off about the state of Ireland and too
many foreigners stuffing up the place...well you know the story. The poor bastard had left his
wife and teenagers in Lithuania, because his wife couldn’t get a working visa. He’s living,
sharing with seven others in some shite hovel over near Parnell Square. The man is practically
suicidal. Anyway, the aul ones, no doubt feeling squeezed out themselves by the invasion of
foreigners in their area, weren’t exactly sympathetic. They hinted that maybe he should go back
home to his family. In the mean time, the traffic is monumentally stuck, even for Dublin. The
clock is ticking. The two women are like demented banshees. They start to get irritated with the
taxi driver. The poor bollox has only just arrived in the country, so he doesn’t know the short
cuts.’

Cowen looked at his sceptically. ‘Is this going anywhere Nolan?’

‘Jaysus man, patience is a virtue, so they say.’

‘Never had it man, and never want it, but go on.’

‘As they crawl through the traffic, time passes and the two women finally get out of the
taxi, hurling abuse at the stressed driver. They refuse to pay, calling him ‘a useless Spick’ — so
much for geogrpahically correct insults! —and hop on a nearby bus.’

‘At least if you’re going to be racist, be an informed racist eh?’ said Cowen.

‘Bit of an oxymoron that mate. Anyway, when they get to the airport, their flight has
taken off, and they have to turn around and go home. When she gets back to her flat in the
Liberties, the Aul wan, I think it was Mary O’ Brien, sits down to watch ‘Spin the Wheel’and
sure enough her numbers come up for...wait for it... 1,000,000 euros. The poor woman nearly
has a heart attack on the spot, goes into her bag for the ticket, and..’

Cowen eyes widen. ‘No fucking way man.’

“You guessed it, she had left the ticket in the taxi cab.’

‘Divine Justice, divine justice. Hah.” Cowen threw the butt on the ground.

‘Wait til you hear. That evening the Lithuanian spotted it, and when he saw the numbers
come up he decided that it was a gift from God, called his family immediately and told them that
their luck had changed. And now the Liberties gals are going mad. There’s some mad fight going
on between them all now, because the person in the garage has no idea who they sold the ticket
to, and the Lithuanian is swearing blind it was him.” Kinch stopped to draw breath.

‘I like it. The old vs the new eh? Whose side would you be on?’ asked Cowen.

‘I don’t take sides, maybe that’s my problem, man. Anyway, there’s something in that, |
reckon,’ said Kinch.

‘Maybe so. Moral dilemmas are a winner. Do you know where I can get my hands on this
taxi driver?’

‘City cabs. I use them all the time. Cheapest around,” said Kinch.’
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‘Great stuff, listen if you hear any others let me know. What’s a good heading for this
one, do you reckon?

‘I don’t know. Maybe, ‘The Parable of the Promised Land’ or ‘Dublin traffic has a lot to
answer for!’

Cowen chucked the butt on the ground. ‘Damn right Kinch. Glad I’'m a bike man.’

‘Listen man, I have to head, but thanks for the fag and let me know if you do something

with that,’ said Kinch.

‘Will do. Thanks for that.” Cowen disappeared up the stairs.

Kinch picked up the old Trilby, and punched it back into shape. Thank God these were
made to last. Right, out of here.

The Oval pub was packed for lunch. Omar saw the Monsignor and Cowen disappear inside. An
unlikely pair. The Cocky Corkonian and the Pious Papist. Off for a scoop. Could do with one
myself. A truck was parked outside the main entrance to the Independent Offices. Two burly
tattooed men effortlessly threw boxes into the back while two others raced up and down the
stairs, depositing the afternoon edition load on the path beside them. A skinheaded man bashed
into Omar on the stairway.

‘Sorry head, in a bit of a rush.” The old wooden stairway rattled underneath the man’s
heavy boots. Rush, run, rattle, never ends. He entered the Office. The Editor and sub-editor were
deep in conversation bent over the day’s broadsheet.

‘Did ye hear that one lads, Muslims applying for Citizenship are being told they can
have only one wife, poor bastards. How will they ever survive?’ said Farrell.

‘I’m still trying to get rid of mine.” Bertie lifted his head from the lap-top. ‘Maybe we can
make a collection. Spare wives to be handed over to the National Muslim Congress by Irish
charitable organisation.’

‘Shower of misogynist wankers.” ‘Lois Lane’ piped up from the far corner of the room.

‘Is that us or the Muslims, Kate?’ asked Farrell.

‘Stick on a dress Boss, and [ won’t be able to tell ye apart.” She stood up, sucked her
thumb, and flicked it in the direction of the three laughing men.

‘Hear that Omar, you’re only allowed one wife now. Will Flora be enough for you?’
Bertie cocked an eye to the other two.

‘She’d be enough for me.” Farrell spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

Omar decided not to be baited into the converstaion. ‘Listen Will, can I have a word
about that piece | was supposed to give you?’

‘What piece?’ asked Farrell. ‘Bertie, We just heard the Columbia Three are not being left
out of the country. Need to get that on the front page for the late edition. Tim’ll drop it over to
you in an hour.” Farrell turned to go back inside his office.

‘Will, the feature piece you asked me for this morning. | have an idea but...’

‘Shit Wilde, what are you talking about. I gave that piece to Cowen. Never heard back
from you man. Gotta be quick off the mark. Kate, make sure to drop the Ascot results on my
desk as soon as they come in. Any tips anyone?’

‘Magnier’s horse is hot for the main race,’ replied Kate. ‘Do you want me to a put a few
quid on for you boss, when I’m over in Power’s?’

‘Will, what do you mean you gave it to Cowen?’ interrupted Omar.

‘Stick on twenty quid for me Kate.’
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‘Will, are you listening to me?” said Omar. The Editor moved to shut the door.

‘Jesus Wilde, give it a rest. ’'m up to my eyes. I don’t have time for this. Just get those
reviews over to Bertie by the end of the day.’

‘But what about my contract? You said...’

‘I say lots of things Wilde. Another time.” He shut the door in Omar’s face.

Omar could feel the humiliation creep up the back of his neck. Bastard! I'm running to
standstill in this place. Why do I bother? He looked around the Office, and everyone seemed
engrossed in their tasks, perhaps a little too engrossed. He crawled back to his desk and sat down
despondently.

Eileen passed his desk with a smile. ‘A small surprise for you Omar.’

He stared at the printed cheque, his eyes devouring the numbers. ‘200 euros. What’s that
for Eileen?’

‘A present from the Revenue. ‘Actually I’ve been taking too much tax off you. Forgot your tax
free allowance. But sure you can have a ball now’

Enjoy.” Her gap-toothed smile spread across her freckled features. This small woman’s
pleasant nature dissolved the sharp bite of his colleagues like aspirin in an overworked brain.

Kate raised her hand over the top of her computer. ‘Fancy a flutter with that Omar? You
might as well.’

Omar stared at the small piece of luck that had landed on his desk. ‘What’s the name of
Magnier’s horse?’ he asked, flipping the cheque over in his right hand.

‘Damson,’ replied Kate, biting on the edge of her pen.

A plum horse for a plum sum. Omar crossed the room. ‘Here. The lot on Damson.” He
signed the back of the cheque and handed it to Kate.

‘Whooah, good man Wilde. Now that’s a proper bet. More balls than the big man
himself.” She nodded in the Editor’s direction.

Omar felt a wave of satisfaction pour through him. He returned to his desk somewhat
appeased. His stomach grumbled beneath his striped shirt. The time? Davy Byrnes time. Right -
lunch.
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Chapter 13 - Blaithin

All she could think of after leaving Flora’s house was finding Kinch and convincing him that he
was wrong. They had something; she knew it. She had texted him a million times but he wasn’t
responding. He would be at the National Library around 2.00 p.m, but she wanted to speak to
him before then. She had tried to ring Quixote, but he wasn’t answering either. It seemed like the
whole world wanted to blank her out. As she got closer to St. Patrick’s Cathedral the bells
chimed 1.00 p.m. She had to hitch up her ample skirt so it wouldn’t get caught in the bicycle
chain. Hope I'm not flashing the world. Her violin case was strapped to the rack at the back of
her bike, and she prayed that some crazy bus driver wouldn’t send it hurtling to outer space.
Kevin St. was a mess of traffic as usual, and she wove her way through the cars and buses. She
could feel the sweat drip down the back of her neck. I'm definitely overdressed for this lark
today. Damn! The Camden St.lights turned red. She spotted Hanan on the other side of the street
sitting outside his Halal shop with his younger brother: what was his name, Kaleb or Kalid or
something? The lights turned green. Always been curious about what they sell. Maybe he'’s seen
Kinch. She turned right and just avoided being creamed by a taxi eager to plough its way through
the intersection. She pulled up in front of the shop; Hanan in deep converstion with his not too
happy looking brother.

‘How goes it?’ she asked cheerfully.

Hanan jumped to his feeet. ‘Blaith, heading home?’

‘Not exactly, actually, | was just wondering if you’ve seen Kinch around?

‘Actually, I just had a drink with him in ‘The Flowing Tide’. Left about thirty minutes

ago.’
‘Did you know where he was going?’
“‘Said something about heading into The Irish Independent for a cheque or something.’
‘I’m leaving,” said the brother, throwing her a look of disdain.
Hanan grabbed his brother’s arm. ‘You’re going nowhere, Khaled. We’re not finished
yet.”

‘Make me,’ said the young man with a look of defiance.

Hanan pushed his brother onto the seat beside him. ‘Don’t push me. Just sit down and
don’t move.’

Blaithin suddenly felt uncomfortable. ‘Listen, don’t worry about it. I need to head
anyway,’

Hanan softened his voice and smiled at her in the same way he had smiled at her that
morning; in the way that made her feel uncomfortable but happy at the same time. ‘Listen Blaith,
[ know you two had some problems, but I’m pretty sure he’s realising what a fool he is. I told
him he was mad, and I think he might have a little surprise for you... I told you nothing.’

She could feel her heart pound through her eardrums. ‘Really? Are you sure?’

‘Just a hunch.” Khaled stared at her with what she could only describe as a look of hatred.

‘Listen, thanks Hanan.” She leant over her bike to hug him. He held on for just a fraction
longer than she had expected.

‘I told him I think you’re gorgeous,” he said, stumbling over his words.

She could see Khaled put his fingers in his mouth behind Hanan’s back. She shot him an
‘I’ve seen you look’ and he grinned back at her.

‘Right then, see you later Hanan. Thanks.’

‘No Prob.’
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Her skirt had a habit of getting stuck in the chain of her bike so she hitched it up, angled
her bike across the road, and headed off into the traffic. That brother of his gives me the creeps.
Must check out to see if Quixote is at his usual corner. She passed a group of eager Bloomites.
They waved madly. ‘Molly, Molly, flash us a bit of that fine thigh of yours.” A pot bellied older
man in a pin-striped suit and boater made groping signs with his sausage like hands. Jesus,
sloshed on a breakfast of kidney and champagne, no doubt.

‘Blazes Boylan has nothing on this.” He grabbed his crotch with enthusiasm. Blaithin
winced. A well-dressed woman hit the man with her well-made handbag.

‘Really Owen, you’re mortifying me.” A group of equally well-fed men fell around the
place laughing.

Blaithin shouted back. “You should be so lucky mate.” She flew past him, and right into
Exchequer St. The newspaper seller, Mick, stood on the corner, chatting animatedly with the
barman of the Exchequer pub. No sign of Quixote though.

‘Hi, sorry, Mick, isn’t it?’

He stroked the end of his moustache, ‘Yeah love, and you would be?

‘Just a friend of Quixote’s...the Columbian who’s always busking across the street. You
haven’t seen him, have you?’

‘No love, no. He’s gone awol, but if [ do, who shall I say dropped by to our little corner
of the world?’

‘Blaithin, if that’s ok?’

‘No bother love.’

She looked down at the headlines plastered across the front of Mick’s stand: ‘O’ Leary
took 50,000 euro in bribe for Stillorgan land deal.’

Jesus, Dad. What the fuck have you been up to now?

She pointed at the pile of Evening Heralds sitting beside the old man’s arm. ‘Could 1
have one of those please?’

‘No problem love. That O’Leary fella’s a right chancer, isn’t he?” She could feel the
blood rise to her nostrils. ‘Robbin us all blind he is, sittin in that big mansion of his out in
Dalkey.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Listen thanks.” She walked away from the older man in a daze. She
balanced her bicycle in one hand, the front page of the newspaper in the other.

‘Bernard O Leary, Fianna Fail Minister for Justice and ex-Minister for Finance, is
embroiled in scandal once again. A reliable source claims to have been present at the
house of Fresh Air tycoon, Michael Power, on October 22" [ast year, when ex-Minister,
Power accepted a 50,000 euro ‘donation’ from the prominent businessman. O’Leary has
been closely linked to the controversial purchase of land at the old Bord Gais site on the
Stillorgan Dual Carriageway. The beleaguered Minister, on the way to yet another Mahon
Tribunal session, refused to comment, stating that he had a solid alibi, his daughter’s
birthday dinner at their family home in Dalkey...’

Blaithin could feel her legs buckle underneath her. Has he not caused me enough trouble
already, Jesus! The Sex and the City ringtone burst from her phone. Her mother’s name flashed
at her like a beacon. Fuck, fuck, better answer it.

‘Mum.’
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‘Blaithin, I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all morning. Did you not see my missed
calls?’ The tone of her mother’s voice affected her moods as dramatically as a hormonal surge.
She dreaded those first few seconds when she would answer the phone, not knowing whether her
day was about to turn away from her. Predictably her mother’s stress vibrated through her
eardrum like a migraine.

‘I’m up to my eyes, Mum. You know I’ve loads of performances today.’

‘Have you seen the papers?’

Thanks for asking me how they went! ‘Just this second. What the fuck is he up to now?’

‘Don’t curse, and don’t talk about your Father like that.’

‘For God’s sake Mum. Give it a rest. How the fuck can you continue standing up for
him?” She was sick of it. Sick of the lies, sick of the heartache, sick of having to be loyal to a
man who barely acknowledged her existence. Sick, sick, sick of it!

“This is not the time for one of your tantrums, Blaithin. We need you home right now,’
said her mother.

‘What? Are you mad. I have to get ready for my performance tonight. Anyway part of the
deal is that | wander around Dublin in the gear so that the tourists are kept happy.’

‘To hell with the tourists Blaithin! This is your family and we need you NOW!’ Her
mother’s voice exploded through the earpiece. Blaithin dropped her bicycle with fright; her
violin case spilling onto the road. A mercedes headed in her direction at speed and she scrambled
to pick it up.

‘Blaithin?’ Her mother’s voice continued to reverberate from the mobile. Mick ran to
help her pick up her bicycle.

‘Are you alright?” he asked, placing the bicycle against the wall behind her.

She held onto her violin for dear life. ‘Yeah, thanks.’

‘Bléithin!!!” She put the mobile to her ear.

‘Mum. Jesus! I nearly fell in front of a car. No need for the bloody shouting.’

‘Are you all right?’ It sounded like an afterthought; an inconvenient interruption to the
flow of necessary conversation.

‘And if 1 wasn’t?’ She liked to bait her mother. It had become a game that the two of
them had perfected in her adult years.

‘Oh for God’s sake, save the dramatics for your performance.’

‘Mum, you have such a way with words.’

‘All right, what do I have to do to persuade you to come home now?’ She could hear the
strain in her mother’s voice as she attempted to soften her approach. ‘I’ll drop you back in this
evening, I promise.” Though Blaithin wanted to step out of the crazy loop of her parent’s lives,
she was always sucked back in. A sense of duty always seemed to override her common sense in
the end.

‘Ok.’

‘Take a taxi. We’ll pay for it.” Her mother’s relief was palpable. ‘See you soon.’

‘And thank you too Mother,” muttered Blaithin as the phone beeped back at her.

The taxi pulled up beside her house on Sorrento Rd., and she was besieged by a crowd of
reporters.

‘Ms. O’ Leary, can you corroborate your Father’s story?’ A young female reporter
shoved a dictaphone in her face. ‘Blaithin, what do you think of your Father’s activities?” A TV3
microphone nearly clocked her on the chin.
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‘No comment.” She shoved her way through the jostling group. What she hated most was
that it made her feel like she had done something wrong, like she was responsible for her father’s
behaviour. Nigel Murray, her father’s henchman stood inside the gate waiting to usher her
through. The electronic gates clicked open. She slipped through, and left him to fend off the
invading reporters. Her mother appeared at the doorway, dressed immaculately in a cream linen
trouser suit and mauve silk scarf. Jesus, even in a crisis she looks like Hilary Clinton! Her black
labrador, Buffy, pushed its way out the door, bounded down the steps, and leapt on Blaithin,
showering her with saliva-laden licks.

‘Hey Buff, you beauty, down girl, yes, yes.” Most of her adolescence was spent with
Buffy curled up at the end of her bed , and she sometimes thought that the only one in the house
who truly cared about her was this affectionate creature. She managed to extricate herself from
the enthusiastic attention, and climbed the steps towards her mother.

‘You didn’t say anything to those vultures out there, did you darling?’ asked her mother
ushering her into the bright, spacious hallway.

‘Just told them that 1 was working my second job, lap-dancing in Lapello’s on the night
of October 22", 1 didn’t screw up did 12’

Her mother squinted her well plucked eyebrows, and pursed her lips. ‘Really, you don’t
have to be such a smart-arse all the time.’

Blaithin turned left through the large oak doorway into a brightly lit reception room.
‘Where is he?’

‘I’m here.” She turned around. His shirt was open at the neck. The sky blue tie was
yanked open, and hung around him like a medal. His white hair, normally groomed and
immaculate, flew around his head wildly.

‘“You look a little worse for wear Dad.” She wanted to delay the process of ‘getting into
it’. That never ended the way any of them wanted it to.

‘You look lovely Blaith.” The worst of it was that she loved her father. For all his
weakness of character, impulsive meanderings, and downright corrupt behaviour, she could still
see the man he once was. The Father who spun her bedtime stories so fabulous that her little
friends would beg to stay over to hear them; brought her fishing every Sunday in Summer on
Lough Dan; and called her his ‘pise6g ailinn’whenever he was around to kiss her goodnight. But
here he stood before her, defiant as ever in the face of accusation, totaly unable to see his own
faults. This was despite the fact that at one point or other the front page of every newspaper had
run a story about him being one of the most corrupt politicians the country had ever seen.

‘They’re after me again love. I really need your help this time.” His voice was soft and
vulnerable, a voice she knew from her childhood, when he had used it to say things he really
meant.

‘Maybe they have good reason Dad.’

‘Do you have to always take their side Blaithin? Did it ever occur to you that [ might be
innocent?’

‘Not often.” She knew she could be cruel, and she didn’t like it, but she was past
niceness.

‘Well, I am love, but it’s his word against mine, and I need you to back me up on this
one.’

‘But you know damn well that you left my birthday dinner at 9.00 p.m. that evening Dad.
It had barely got going. I wasn’t so impressed, remember?’

‘What I remember is I went upstairs for a lie-down, Blaithin.’
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‘Memory is a very fluid concept around this house. I remember you hopping in your
Merc with Nigel, and disappearing for the night.’

‘Jesus, Fionnula, will you help me with her? She’s impossible.” Bernard O’ Leary sunk
into the brown leather armchair, sighing heavily.

‘Don’t bother Mum, I remember what I saw.” I won't be pulled into this, I won’t. “Why
didn’t you get Grainne or Rachel to back you up? They love to blow your trumpet. You know
how I feel about these things?’ She could hear her voice jump an octave, the blood rushed
through her veins like caffeine.

Her Father stared at her intensely. ‘The twins are already on my side but [ need you as
well.”

‘Dad, they’d say anything to keep you happy. All they’re thinking of are their precious
trust funds. One year to go and then we’ll see the loyal daughters act go out the window.” Her
Mother jumped to her feet, and moved towards her like a rabid animal.

‘Blaithin, you are going to stop this ‘I’m a rebel’ thing and listen to me. It’s actually very
simple. The night in question was your birthday party. Your Father went to Nigel’s house to
discuss the case of that Senegalese boy who was being deported. He has no-one except Nigel to
back him up, and he’s not exactly Mr. Popular where those vulturous bastards are concerned.’

‘Language Mother.’

Fionntla O’ Leary glared at her daughter. ‘Blaithin. If you don’t help your Father he will
lose his job. Do you know what that means? Forty years of hard work for this country down the
drain, not to mind no Dadil pension. For God’s sake, can’t you put your high ideals on hold for
once for the sake of this family?’ Her mother shook with anger, and it looked as though her
perfecly bobbed haircut was about to fall off her head.

‘Dad, I just need to know and please be honest with me, if | ever meant anything to you.
Did you do it? Did you take that money as a bribe? Did you help Power purchase that land? Yes
or No.” She looked him straight in the eye.

He held her gaze. ‘No Blaith, [ didn’t.” The two of them stood transfixed in a moment of
appraisal; appraisal of the truth, if any, that lay between them. It was no longer tangible to her:
the word of her father had become a shifting mist; an ungraspable wisp of air. She struggled to
contain it and shape it into a truth she could understand. He rubbed the end of his nose with his
finger. She had noticed this habit of his over the years, and knew what it meant.

‘I don’t believe you.” Her father slumped in his chair, defeated. She felt her heart rip in
two for this man who she loved so much, but she could no longer fight her own beliefs.

Her mother grabbed her shoulder, and smacked her across the face like an errant child.
‘Get out of this house. Get out now before I throw you out.’

Shocked, she picked up her satchel and moved towards the door.

‘And if you think you’re getting a penny more from that fund of yours. Forget it! You’re
on your own. Out, get out!” She looked towards her father and he looked away.

She walked slowly down the front steps, and fought the urge to cry. What now? Shit the
bloody journalists!

They waited for her like greedy seagulls, clumped around the doorway. Just say nothing.

‘Ms. O’ Leary. You’re looking a little upset. Had a fight with your father?’ A young wiry
reporter stuck microphone in her face. Shit, a camera.

‘No comment.” She pushed her way through the crowd and walked at speed towards the
Dart station. A number of reporters tried to follow. She screamed at them. ‘No comment. Leave
me alone!” They backed off and she began to run, her skirts billowing around her calves. The
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tears flowed, and she struggled for breath. She ran faster than she ever remembered running,
away from the whole sorry mess of her life.
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Chapter 14 - Flora

Flora arrived at the Dublin Adult Education Centre on Mountjoy Square just in time for her
lunchtime lesson. The Centre gave English language courses for non-nationals. Flora had
persuaded them to let her use a room to teach the violin to asylum-seekers desperate for
something to do while they waited for their work applications to go through. Flora knew only too
well the struggle to fit into a new and different space. She had offered her services for free,
wanting to give these people a tangible joy, a creative space in which they could live. The
Nigerian woman, Sandra Comfort Sampson, had been coming to the Centre for lessons from
Flora since she had arrived in Ireland with her two young daughters four months before. She sat
by the doorway to their practice room, her normally sparkling eyes staring dully at a spot on the
wall in front of her. Beside her stood Father Ogunbosola, a priest from Sandra’s country. He had
befriended her when she attended his services in St. Mary’s Pro Cathedral. Although Flora was
wary of priests, a by-product of her stifling upbringing in Poland, she found Father Ogunbosola
to be kind and modest in his beliefs. Sandra’s two little girls sat beside her, poking at each other
playfully. People milled around the Centre, running from language classes to advisory sessions.
She tipped the dazed woman on the shoulder.

‘Hi Sandra. Are you ok today? You don’t look great.’

‘Oh, hi. No, I’m not. Can we go inside, and I’ll tell you?’

‘Of course, how are you guys?’ Flora smiled at the pretty little girls. They giggled and
replied shyly together. ‘Fine Mizz.” Sandra looked like she had been crying, her eyes puffy and
red. Flora ushered them into the tiny room where they normally practiced. The priest followed,
guiding the little girls in front of him. They fought playfully amongst each other, tugging at a
little cloth doll. Flora shut the door behind them.

‘What’s wrong Sandra?’ The woman placed her head in her hands, and started to sob, her
shoulders heaving with the stress. Flora put her arms tentatively around Sandra, and glanced at
Father Ogunbosola.

‘I’m afraid Sandra has a big problem Flora, and we’re wondering if you can help.’

The two girls sat down quietly holding hands, and looked nervously at their Mother.

‘What happened?’ The details of this proud woman’s story had come out over coffee
several months before. A shy woman, Sandra took her time to trust people, to know that they
were someone she could allow into the delicate spiral of pain that had become her life.

‘They’re deporting us in a couple of days. No more appeals. I ...don’t know what to do
anymore.” Her hazel eyes fell back inside her head, leaden and heavy with fear and grief.

‘Oh My God, no. They can’t. The children.’ Flora looked at the little girls who hugged
each other closely, clearly unsure of how to react to their Mother’s distress.

‘I know...They don’t care.’

‘But they have to.’

‘Caring is an impediment to progress in this world I'm afraid.” The priest looked grim.

Flora felt a wave of pity creep through her body. Sandra had told her what happened to
her first daughter, eighteen months old Anna. Sandra’s in-laws in Lagos had taken the baby from
her while she was sleeping one night, and butchered the screaming child with a blunt knife to
remove her clitoris and her labia. Engrained into their belief system, they felt the child would
have no chance of a good marriage, and fall into promiscuity, if she wasn’t circumcised. In their
eyes, if they didn’t step in and save the baby she would succumb to the fallen ways of her
parents, who had become immoral imitators of Western culture. Once Sandra realised what was
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happening it was too late, and the baby bled to death. Although she rushed her to the hospital
alive, there was nothing the doctors could do to save her. Sandra was so traumatised by the
incident that she was afraid to have another child. With time, her husband, Michael, persuaded
her to try again, and they had two more baby girls. Although her husband fought against his
parents to keep his children away from this barbaric tradition, the grandparents hatched plans and
made attempts to steal the children from Sandra and her husband. Eventually they could no
longer take the risk. Sandra should go alone to Ireland, and apply for asylum for her and the
girls. Michael stayed behind and waited.

‘But surely this is her basic human right, to protect her children?’ Flora struggled to
understand.

Father Ogunbosola continued. ‘Apparently it has something to do with the definition of a
refugee. They’re afraid that if women are seen as a "particular social group" then countries may
be at risk of an influx of women claiming asylum on the grounds of gender-based forms of
persecution, which are, of course, extensive.’

‘But that’s crazy!’

The priest nodded. ‘I’m afraid logic not compassion is the rule of thumb for this modern
world of ours.’

‘I can’t let them send the girls back. I can’t.” There was a tone in the woman’s voice that
filled Flora with dread.

‘Mama, where will they send us back to?’ asked the older of the two girls, clutching the
hand of her little sister tightly.

‘Nigeria, Anna, where we came from in the first place,” replied Sandra. ‘I’ll explain
later.’

‘Back to Daddy, but I want to see Daddy. Why can’t we go?’ The petite four year old
nestled into her older sister’s armpit.

‘We just can’t Ellie. Bad things will happen.” Sandra turned to the children and held their
hands in hers. ‘Let me just talk to Mrs. Wilde for a minute. We’ll talk later I promise.” The little
girls looked at Flora with curiosity, and nudged closer to the quiet priest who placed a tight,
protective arm around them.

‘It’s all right girls. God will look after you all. I promise,’ said the priest in a soft voice.

Flora smiled lamely at the priest, sure that God was way too busy elsewhere to notice the
plight of this little family. ‘But what can you do?’

Sandra stared at Flora silently, clearly unsure of how much she was at liberty to reveal.

‘What? Sandra. You can trust me.’

‘Can I?’

‘Of course. God, I would do anything I could in your situation.” Flora knew what it was
to lose a child. She knew that it felt like dying; like a long, slow breathing death that one could
never escape, never pass through.

‘I’m going to run. I’m going to hide with the children. Father’s going to help me.’

‘Oh God, Sandra.’

‘I can’t tell you any more, but I just need one favour and I have no-one else to turn to.’

‘She needs you to put them all up in your house for one night, tonight.’ Interrupted the
priest. ‘I’'m going to make some alternative arrangements but I need until tomorrow.’

‘Please.’

‘You, the music, it’s helped...somehow Flora. That’s why I thought of you. I know you
have a kind heart, and you know the hurt of losing a child. You know how that tears you apart.’
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Flora reached out and hugged this woman whose life was teetering on the brink of
disaster. She held her close, close enough to feel her fear. She found herself thanking God that
she did not have to live inside this fear; that her pain had found a bearable space where she could
manage it, like an unruly child.

‘Ok, sure. I need to talk to Omar but that will be absolutely fine. Don’t worry.” I hope this
isn’t a mistake. Omar shouldn’t mind. Bleeding heart that he is.

‘God, thanks, thank you so much.” Sandra began to cry again openly, and Flora continued
to hug her. The children sat quietly their little faces a picture of confusion and worry.

‘What time do you want to come over?’ Flora wondered when she would have the chance
to warn Omar.

‘I have to bring the children to the Doctor on Ormond Quay this afternoon, and go back
to the house to pack our things so I was thinking around 6.00 p.m.?’

‘6.00 p.m. That’s perfect. I have to head out at 7.30 p.m. ’'m playing at the Joyce recital
in the National Concert Hall tonight. Is it ok if I leave you guys something to eat? You can just
watch the telly for the evening. I should be back around 11.30 p.m.” Gives us two hours. Better
than nothing.

‘No problem Flora. Thanks so much.” Sandra looked at her watch. ‘We’ve got forty-five
minutes left. Do you mind if we play?’ Sandra picked up her violin.

‘Are you sure you’re up to it, and with the children here?’ asked Flora.

‘I need to. I need to feel something other than fear. They’re used to me practicing. Girls,
you’ll be quiet for Mama while I practice with Mrs. Wilde, won’t you? You don’t mind Father?’
He nodded quietly.

‘Will be a pleasure to hear what you’ve been learning Sandra,’ replied the priest.

‘Hang on one second.” Flora ran to the cupboard in the corner. She pulled out two pieces
of paper and a box of crayons, and handed it to the children.

“They use this room to teach English to families. Lots of stuff lying around.” The girls
happily set themselves in the corner with the crayons.

‘Say Thank You, Ellie, Anna.’

“Thanks.’

‘Now Sandra, what would you like to play?’ asked Flora.

‘Salut d’amour. I’ve been working on it.” Sandra placed her bow against the strings. Flora
sat down opposite and nodded her head silently. This time she would watch and listen. Sandra
creased her brow as she struck the opening chords; the bow flew back and forth through the air,
cut the silence with three sharp, violent blows; then softened into a sublime breath of sound.
Flora thought about Ruairi and what she would have done to protect him. Anything, absolutely
anything. When it comes to a child there are no limits. But she knew Sandra was fighting an
uphill battle. This was a small country and if the powers that be wanted to get her, they would
find her. It all depended on who you knew in a country of four million people, and Sandra knew
no-one. Flora couldn’t bear the thought of these lovely little girls being subjected to such horrors.
Get the word out. Contact the media. What else? Sandra was lost in the beauty of the music.

Wait a minute. Bldithin, Bldithin is Bernard O Leary’s daughter. Of course. Could I? No harm in
trying. Sandra tripped over a note and stopped playing.

‘That’s beautiful Sandra. You’ve been working hard. I just need you to close your eyes
and feel the modulation of the phrases. Feel how they dip and swirl; how they move with your
emotion. Well, you know what | mean.’ Flora suddenly felt awkward that she was telling a
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woman in such a crisis how to feel. Feeling was not a problem for this woman. It was shaping
that feeling which was essential. Shaping it into something meaningful.

‘Right, Ok. I’ll start again.” Sandra closed her eyes, and her bow flew through the air like
a weapon. She sat totally absorbed in the sound she was creating. Flora began to tap out a
message with her phone on silent. ‘Bldithin, I need your help. My friend is about to be deported.
Horrible story. Can I call? Could you possibly talk to your Dad? Two little girls lives are at
stake. Call me in an hour. I will fill you in. Luv Flora XX

‘That’s good Sandra, very good.” She decided she wouldn’t say anything until she knew
if it could make any difference. What would be the point?
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Chapter 15 - Kinch

Kinch had an hour to check what was up with Quixote. A group of sweaty men were working on
the Luas tram lines that were due to open at Connolly station in four months. Probably take four
more years, the rate these lads work. Still, should be fun ding-donging it across the city. Like old
times. A large hairy man poured water over himself, babbling in a language that Kinch thought
he could recognise. Poles. Building the city for us they are.

Crossing over to O’Connell bridge, he spotted ‘The Traveller’ men chewing on some
sandwiches. V seemed very exercised about something. Kinch had a close look at him as he
passed over the bridge. Looks Arabic. They don’t look too happy. Must be sweltering. E had
wandered off looking disgusted with the situation. The other four sat to the side like bold
children in the face of a reprimanding teacher. Kinch read the letters from right to left as he
passed ..L..A..E..R. It’s like a human game of scrabble. As he passed, A moved to the other side
of E and picked up a hammer which he waved at V, while screaming in an Arabic sounding
language. Kinch chuckled to himself. Must go down well with the ladies. ‘So what do you do for a
living?'.. ‘Well, I'm a letter.” Fuck— who knows — maybe better than saying I'm an actor.

He crossed over into Westmoreland Street. Herds of people shoved past him nattering wildly.
The lunchtime crowd poured into Bewleys Caf€. Feeling a little peckish. A quick sanger will do.
He stood in the queue for the take away sandwiches. There was a poster on the wall for the Joyce
recitals in the Concert Hall that night. That’s my lady. Wouldn’t mind seeing her outside the
bedroom. Not possible. He reached for his mobile and tapped out a text ‘Need to see you
desperately!! 4.00 p.m. Ok? Got a surprise for you...’

‘Excuse me sir, what would you like?’ asked the Latino-looking girl behind the counter.

‘Ham and coleslaw on a brown roll please?’ She shuffled away, slapping mounds of
butter onto the inside of the roll. There go the arteries. Her hair was chopped into the side of her
head, a long tail travelling down the back of her neck. Mullet girl. A multitude of earrings
studded her small ears, a tiny stud in her nose providing the finishing touches to a look that
Kinch found seriously unattractive. Pretty girl underneath all that mess. No accounting for taste.

‘Anything else, sir?’ she asked lazily.

“That’s grand.’

She stuck out her hand. ‘Three euro fifty.” Kinch could barely see her though the mounds
of sticky buns and creamy eclairs.

He took the brown paper bag, ripped it open and stuffed the end of the sandwich in his
mouth. Mmmm. Needed that! Continuing to chew on the sandwich he crossed the wide street,
zigzagging his way through speeding double-decker buses. Jesus, it’s a death-trap around here.
The coleslaw dripped down the front of his face. He chewed at speed, attempting to get as much
of the sandwich into him as possible before he reached the Garda station. A large glob of
mayonnaise attached itself to the pocket of his jacket. Bollox, beginning to look like a homeless
man. ‘War of the Worlds’ was playing in the Screen Cinema. Wells is turning in his grave. Give
that one a skip.

Two beangardai sat on the steps of Pearse Street Garda Station, basking in the sun now
that it had decided to stick around for a while. Kinch stopped to finish his sandwich. Don’t know
why [ feel so guilty everytime I go into a Garda station, like I did something when even I don’t
know what the hell it was. He scrunched up the paper bag, and lobbed it towards a bin at the
corner of the room. It teetered on the edge and fell to the floor. The glass screen at the reception
area was pulled shut. He rang the silver bell and waited. A tall garda pulled aside the screen.
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‘Yep?’ He bent his large frame over to peer out at Kinch.

‘Hi, I’'m just looking for a friend of mine, Quixote Garcia. He sent me a message saying
he was here.’

‘Indeed. Hang on a minute.” The towering Gard moved into the adjoining room. Kinch
could see him talk to a small woman, and point in his direction. She nodded and came out to talk
to him.

‘Hi, do you mind me asking who you are?’ Her country accent tripped off her tongue like
a song.

‘The name is Brian, Brian Nolan. I’m a friend of Quixote Garcia’s. He asked me to come
here. Is he in trouble?” Kinch felt increasingly uncomfortable. What the hell has Quixote been up
to now?

“You could say that all right, Mr. Nolan. He has been arrested for robbing a post office on
Upper Kevin Street this morning. Do you mind me asking where you were this morning at
approximately ten o clock?” She stared at him intently, a wave of panic passing through his body.

“You don’t think I had anything to do with this, do you?’ He felt his leg begin to twitch.

‘Just answer the question and I’ll be sure you hadn’t.” She reminded him of Sister De
Victoire from first class. Used to scare the shite out of him with her foot-long bamboo.

‘Well?’ she reiterated.

‘Ehm, let’s see, ten o clock. I think I was in Bewleys with my girlfriend... ex-
girlfriend...I I think.” Was it that or Lacey’s? Not sure.

‘Is she ex or not? You don’t seem sure.” She eyed him suspiciously.

‘Yes, yes ex...we broke up this morning actually.’

‘Really, well let’s hope for your sake she doesn’t hold that against you. Might need her to
corroborate your story.” A sweat bead hung on the end of his nose.

‘Do I look like I’m going to be robbing a Post Office dressed up as Stephen Dedulus,
Guard?’

She jotted something onto the notepad in front of her. ‘Dressed up as who?’

‘You know, Bloomsday. One of Joyce’s main characters. Loads of wankers stuffing up
the streets in boaters and pin stripes. Surely you must have noticed.’

‘Are you being smart with me?’ she replied, giving him that De Victoire look.

‘No Guard. Just trying to explain why I'm d