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Introduced to the concept of cultural activism at an early age by my father, a prominent operatic coach and language revivalist, I always found it fascinating how various ethnic groups have addressed the concept of national identity, especially when it was in peril.

While examining any nationalistic movement, it is vital to remember that some individuals perceive their facial features and their language as mere technicalities, while other—as definitive elements of their personhood. Some can effortlessly divorce themselves from their roots, move to another country and marry someone from another ethnic group, while others would find such acts blasphemous. Some are willing to fight not only their perceived enemies but even those comrades who show insufficient zeal, branding them cowards and traitors. At what point does love for one’s heritage become unwholesome and destructive? I don’t attempt to answer that question.

One of my goals in writing Martyrs was to challenge the innerving stereotype of the Irish rebel as being a financially disadvantaged Catholic and fond of drink. The protagonist is the complete opposite—a middle-class Quaker of Anglo-Scottish origin and a vehement abstainer. I find that the Protestant angle is largely underrepresented.

My choice of focal character has been questioned on several occasions. I have been asked: “Why did you choose Bulmer Hobson for your protagonist? That’s not a name you hear frequently.” And my answer is: “Because Michael Collins has been done to death, and I have nothing more to say about him.” To me historical fiction is not about brand recognition. I am not interested in capitalizing on the star power of a canonic figure. With the risk of sounding arrogant and elitist, I do not read bestsellers, nor do I watch blockbusters. My lifelong quest is to dig up lost treasures, literary and historical, and bring into light those figures that have remained in the shadow for whatever reason. Currently, Bulmer Hobson is not a star in the popular epos of Irish nationalism, but he certainly was a star in his day—a star that was abruptly extinguished. The story of a man so precocious and egotistical in his politics yet so naïve in matters of the heart fascinated and moved me, and I hope it moves my readers. This novel is my hymn for all prematurely extinguished stars.
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Introduction

By Roland Spottiswoode, Ardrigh Books - Antrim, Northern Ireland.

Martyrs and Traitors is set in the golden years of the Irish Cultural Revival. Against this dramatic backdrop Marina Neary presents us with the unfolding personal drama of many of the women and men who embodied this Revival, who initiated the Easter Rising, some of whom survived to build the new Irish state. Central amongst these is the Quaker idealist, Bulmer Hobson, who was at one time described by the British administration as “The Most Dangerous man in Ireland.”

Hobson was seriously atypical of the milieu of both the revival and the Easter Rising. He was an Ulsterman, raised among the well to do “Linenopolis” merchant class of Belfast and Lisburn. He moved in the artistic and literary circles that revolved around the cultural impresario Francis Joseph Bigger (1867-1926). At “Ardrigh”, his north Belfast home on the Antrim Road Bigger entertained and supported a wide eclectic company of like-minded Gaelic Revival enthusiasts which included poets such as Joseph Campbell and Alice Milligan, playwrights such as Gerald McNamara and Louis Purcell, historians such as Alice Stopford Green, artists such as John Campbell, the Morrow brothers and the Carey brothers and human rights activists such as Roger Casement.

Dr. Catherine Morris has shown that both this particular northern cultural movement and the role women played within the entirety of Irish Cultural Revival have been all but excised in the writing up of a patriarchal post partition Irish history. In addressing these two themes in Martyrs and Traitors Neary elegantly sidesteps this deep-rooted Irish historical canon. The intellectual freedom, afforded to the writer by the genre of historical fiction, permits her to avoid confronting these shibboleths head on—which although heroic, can be almost as fatal as walking into machine gun fire.

Neary’s narrative implicitly restores the central role of women in the re-making of Ireland. Although Bulmer is the central character of the book, his personality is articulated through his relationships with the numerous women who surround him, his family and the friends, the lovers and enemies he encounters in Dublin—frequently these women move from one role to another as the story evolves. Neary almost imperceptibly guides her women fully to center stage from their allotted place in the footnotes of a history centering on nation building men.

But where she neatly avoids conflict with canonical history she embraces it gleefully within the structure of her narrative and characterization. Speaking privately of the book Neary describes her attempt to delineate the internal Irish/Irish ‘conflict’ within the ranks of the Ulster and Leinster cultural nationalists. This simmering antagonism pervaded the Revival, the Rising and their historical legacy.

The clash of cultures is featured in her depiction of the youthful Bulmer Hobson’s eruption as an Ulsterman onto the Dublin scene. In spite of the cultural values he appears to share with all those he meets in Dublin he remains an outsider. His pragmatism isolates him from the romanticism of his comrades. His requirement that any action should be initiated only if it had any hope of success would effectively alienate many of his erstwhile comrades, cripple his efforts as an organizer for the IRB and eventually bring him under a very real threat of execution by his own comrades during the 1916 Easter Rising.

All the familiar names of the Revival and the Rising appear in the book, but they never become two-dimensional. Even Neary’s political activists are artists first and foremost. They move through her narrative as self-motivated creative human beings rather than as the ciphers of history. Neary ensures that they have an authoritative setting. With her theatrically trained eye Neary presents us with parallel mise-en-scènes portraying the real life back stage dramas of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin and the cultural salons of both Dublin and Belfast.

The calamitous theme of the book is the failure of these characters to achieve the Ireland of their aspirations, for their Irish Cultural moment would be aborted by the polarized politics of both parts of Ireland following the partition of the island in 1922. This steady withering is faithfully delineated as the narrative unfolds. At first the characters live and breathe a re-envisaged alternative Ireland animated by a fertile, expansive creativity. All too soon this starts to wane and the early effervescence darkens, colored by the hardened polarizations among Bulmer’s companions in those final years before 1916. Artistic rivalries and political discord, carry Neary’s Irish cultural creatives into an increasingly violent historical vortex. Still, the author never lets us forget the very real human prices being exacted. The fate of all revolutions will perhaps always be an inevitable debasement of that idealism which gave their violence any true legitimacy. While this decline is enacted through a series of interlinking human tragedies Bulmer himself, as he appears in her final chapters, has become a last living embodiment of a vanished Irish Eden. Free of hagiography or sentimentalism Neary has produced, in Martyrs and Traitors, the first volume of a new genre that might perhaps be thought of as Easter Rising Noir.


Prologue

Martin Conlon’s Collection of Antique Chairs

(Cabra Park, Phibsboro, Dublin—Martin Conlon’s House)

Friday, April 21, 1916

Dublin is a grand place for an Ulsterman to get executed. Those not fortunate enough to have been born in the city of a thousand hurdles may seek consolation in the possibility of dying there.

Bulmer Hobson doubted that the gun pointed at his chest was even loaded. Nevertheless, he wiggled his fingers in the air to create an illusion of alarm, if only to humor his captors. He did not mind throwing them a bone, for it would, in all likelihood, be the last bone of their lives.

None of this came as a particular shock to Bulmer. It would have been far stranger if his overt protestations against the insurrection and his attempts to stop it had gone unpunished by Pearse and the clique. Bulmer kept waiting to be struck by a falling brick, run over by a motorcar or pushed under a tram. On the eve of the rising, Seán Tobin, one of the Fenian fledglings, barged into the Volunteer office bearing a saccharine smile and asked Bulmer to follow him to Martin Conlon’s house in Phibsboro, allegedly to attend to some emergency meeting of the Leinster Executive. “Hurry, Hobson! The meeting shan’t commence without you. The lads are burning with impatience. Drop what you’re doing and follow me!”

Bulmer surmised he was not walking into a belated birthday surprise. No, there was no smell of spice cake in the air. As soon as he crossed the threshold, he founded himself surrounded by junior officers of the Irish Republican Brotherhood. Ned Daly poked a revolver in his chest, and the gracious host convoyed him into the living-room. Having surveyed the space that was to serve as his prison, Bulmer shook his head and laughed. “You’re a lot of damn fools.”

Ned Daly could not conceal his excitement over brandishing a real gun. Aged twenty-five, he was the youngest IRB member to hold the title of a battalion commander. In an attempt to make himself look older he grew a fringe mustache. The rest of his face was perfectly smooth, and that giant triangular tuft above his lip looked like a novelty trinket one would buy at a costume shop. Ned Daly made an impression of an adolescent playing dress-up with his father’s military uniform and weapons.

At least they didn’t throw a sack over my head, Bulmer thought. In earnest, he could not have asked for a more graceful and respectful kidnapping. Martin Conlon had even tidied up the house that ordinarily would be in a state of romantic disarray. The rugs had been dusted and some of the sharp objects removed. Bulmer admired the effort expended to prepare a comfortable prison suite for him.

“Gents, am I the only one here? Will there be any more captives? MacNeill, The O’Rahilly, perhaps? Why not simply round up everyone with any sanity left? Isn’t logic the enemy of the fervent Irish soul?”

His captors had unwittingly done him a favor by freeing him from the necessity to make critical decisions. The period of excruciating doubts had ended for Bulmer, as matters were truly and thankfully out of his control. Staring down the revolver barrel, he felt immense relief. No more wondering about the nature of his death—now he knew it would be from a gunshot. The city he had grown to love, though it had not always loved him in return, was about to be demolished by a mob of self-proclaimed patriots in a collective suicide fantasy devised by a handful of IRB bullies under Patrick Pearse’s leadership. The country was due for another amateur insurrection with no chance of success. It had been suspiciously quiet for several decades. What would Ireland be without futile bloodshed? Pearse had always coveted a spectacular martyr’s death, and now he was finally living his dream, reenacting the Cú chulainn myth with himself as the star. Once again, romantic lunacy was on the wave, in triumph over common sense. Bulmer had nothing left to do except lean back and watch the earthquake.

There were several chairs in the room, varying in height, depth and softness. After a few seconds of deliberation, Bulmer chose a cozy and sturdy Victorian rocker with a base of carved oak and velvet upholstery in royal blue. Having climbed on his throne, he tossed his head back and began rocking, filling the room with rhythmical squeaking. Did those buffoons think he was going to make their job easy? Ned Daly was to bear the lion’s share of the suffering, as he was standing closest to the prisoner.

Martin Conlon situated himself across from his guest. “I don’t know what to make of you, Hobson. I honestly didn’t expect you to turn against us in this manner. After everything you’ve done for the cause …”

“After everything I’ve done for the cause,” Bulmer echoed. “I have a blister on the tip of my tongue from repeating myself. I’ve already said it all to Commandant Pearse, who’ll lead you into immortality.”

Conlon squinted inquisitively. “I always had reservations about you, Hobson. You never seemed entirely on our side, even though you always said the right things in a most convincing tone. I couldn’t shake the suspicion that you’d rather be among your Quaker mates.”

Bulmer shifted his gaze away from the barrel of the revolver and produced a lopsided smile; he did not have any Quaker mates left. The road back to the Friends Meeting House on Frederick Street in his native Belfast was barred to him. His former fellows harbored no more love for him than his republican brothers who kidnapped him a few minutes earlier. With one blow Bulmer managed to sever both his Quaker roots and his IRB wings. Once proclaimed “the most dangerous man in Ireland” by the police in Dublin Castle, he suddenly found himself without allies.

“Never trust an Anglo-Scot who calls himself an Irish nationalist,” Conlon continued, propping his chin. “Perhaps, after a good night’s sleep, you’ll come to your senses and join your comrades.”

“That’s hellishly sweet.” Bulmer arched his eyebrow. “Forgive me if I cry. You still want me: a crypto-pacifist, a traitor and a coward?”

“To be fair, Hobson, I have never called you any of those names. You simply chose the most inopportune time to stomp your feet. And yes, we still want you, even after all the obstacles you’ve put in our path. You see, we don’t turn our backs on old friends even if they are struck by hubris.”

“No, you simply kidnap and imprison them—as a sign of great fraternal love, no doubt. If you think that after a few hours of rocking in this chair I’ll change my mind, you simply don’t know me.”

“Oh, I know you well enough, Hobson. You can be quite stubborn, often to the detriment of your own popularity.”

Bulmer hung his head with laughter. “Down with your jokes, Conlon! You don’t want me to awaken the entire block. Popularity! You expect me to scurry into a corner and die of a broken heart because Clarke and McDermott dislike me?” He slicked his hair back and patted himself on his hollow cheeks. “Now, are there any good books in this house?

Around ten o’clock in the evening Mrs. Conlon brought in a tray with some sliced ham on soda bread and a cup of tea. Admittedly, she was enjoying every moment of Mr. Hobson’s stay. How many women get the privilege of entertaining political prisoners in their own home? Mrs. Conlon fluttered about euphorically, absorbing every phrase that was exchanged between her husband and Mr. Hobson.

“You must be famished,” she said in the most amicable tone, placing the tray before the house guest.

Bulmer eyed the culinary offering skeptically and grimaced. “What’s this? If this is to be my last meal, I demand something gourmet.”

“But this doesn’t need to be your last meal,” the host assured him. “Nobody wants you dead, Hobson. Your obstinacy is most distressing.” The smell of dry ham combined with the patronising pathos in Martin’s voice gave Bulmer stomach spasms. He cast an askance glance at the tray. “You don’t expect me to eat this, do you?”

Conlon picked up the sloppy, unimaginative sandwich and took a bite out of it. “See? I’m still alive. It’s not poisoned.”

“Now it is. I’m not touching food that bears traces of your saliva.” The host threw the ravaged sandwich back on the tray. “Very well, go on a hunger strike. Let’s see how long you’ll last.”

“All I’m asking for is a book. Do you deem my request extravagant? I’ve gone to bed on am empty stomach before, but not without something to read.”

The host picked up two anthologies from the night stand and held them before the captive. “Standish O’Grady or Oscar Wilde?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have Count de Monte-Cristo by chance?” Bulmer inquired with an air of fastidiousness. “I’m in a mood for a tale of deceit. Now would be a perfect time for me to revisit that masterpiece.”

“O’Grady or Wilde,” Conlon repeated in a sterner voice.

Bulmer gave himself another thirty seconds to decide. “Wilde,” he announced at last. “Roger Casement’s favourite.”

Saturday, April 22, 1916

Bulmer’s hunger strike did not last very long, as he was not versed in this sort of experiment. In the thirty-three years of his life he had never attempted boycotting nourishment. It was not so much the lack of food but the lack of fluid that caused a fainting spell. After twenty hours of confinement, the prisoner slipped down the back of the chair and sprawled on the floor, knocking over the stack of books. Other figures in Irish history had been able to deliver such drastic gestures of protest with more grace. James Connolly did a far better job during his imprisonment following the 1913 Lockout.

Conlon surveyed the prone and crumpled man on the floor. “Is he feigning?”

Ned Daly approached the prisoner and poked him in the side with his boot. Bulmer did not stir. “I hear Hobson was quite an actor back home in Belfast. Let’s see if I can get a whimper out of this cur.” Before the host could stop him, Ned kicked the prisoner under the chin. Bulmer’s head tilted back with a faint click. A bloody bubble swelled in the corner of his mouth.

Conlon’s eyes widened. “That—that w-was unwarranted.”

“You want me to feel sorry for him?” Ned was jumping on the spot, darting forth and recoiling, like a boxer before a match. “Well, I don’t! You know how many nights this damned traitor spent at my sister’s house? Kattie and Tom treated Hobson like family. He ate at their table and played with their children!”

Ned drew a few steps back from his victim, but it was only to gain momentum for his next kick. Bulmer remained unresponsive, even after his tormentor stepped on his rib cage.

Having the prisoner’s insides liquefied was not a part of the plan. As the owner of the premises Martin Conlon felt responsible for maintaining a semblance of order. At the same time he hesitated to approach his infuriated comrade who had a loaded gun under his belt. The intensity of Ned’s rage mystified Martin. He had never seen the young Fenian in such a volatile state.

“Enough…” The host raised his hand at last. “Save your strength for combat. I knew we should have chloroformed Hobson and taken him to Plunkett’s estate. Now I’ll have my house wrecked.”

Ned sniffed and backed away. “I’m only carrying out the orders.”

“Those weren’t the orders, and you know it damn well. We’re to shoot Hobson should he try to escape, not batter him should he faint. Pearse won’t be pleased, and nor shall your own dear brother-in-law, whose honor you were avenging thirty seconds ago. No more improvisations.”

Having regained consciousness, Bulmer found himself in the care of Mrs. Conlon. She was cradling his head, pressing a wet towel to his cheek and periodically pouring spoonfuls of lukewarm, disgustingly sweet tea between his swollen lips. Mrs. Conlon’s hands smelled like raw onions—she had been cooking her famous French soup. That honey-onion duet triggered Bulmer’s gagging reflex. The sweet concoction, poured so caringly down his throat by the hostess, came up again. Mrs. Conlon’s pristine white apron became stained with a mixture of tea, saliva and blood. She uttered a mild profanity and dropped Bulmer’s head from her lap, wiping her hand.

Spanish Inquisition pales before the Conlons’ hospitality.

Sunday, April 23, 1916

On Sunday evening Conlon dispatched his wife to fetch reinforcements. Ned Daly was growing restless, ready to deliver another volley of kicks and punches, and the master of the house could not continue to guard Hobson on his own.

Mrs. Conlon scurried to the Keating Branch of the Gaelic League and brought back Maurice Collins and Michael Lynch. Armed with revolvers and smoking pipes, both looked well-fed, rested and ready for duty. The Conlons had situated Bulmer on the floor with his back propped against a book shelf. Thus if he fainted again, he would not fall a long distance. He had been slipping in and out of drowsiness all day, having lost all track of time. When the reinforcements arrived, he greeted them with a foggy stare.

“Mick and I weren’t the ones who slapped you around,” Maurice Collins prattled apologetically, glancing sideways at his comrade. “It’s all Ned’s fancy footwork.”

Bulmer covered his mouth, choking, while Collins and Lynch observed him in breathless fascination like children watching a magician pull a rabbit out of a hat. When the captive held his palm out, his jailers saw a knocked out tooth floating in a pool of bloody saliva.

“Ned Daly did me an enormous favor,” Bulmer said. In spite of the pain and the swelling, he managed to talk without slurring his words. “This tooth throbbed for months, and I couldn’t bring myself to have it extracted. Ned solved that problem. He’d make a fine dentist. Does anyone care for a souvenir? Put it on a string like an amulet.”

Suddenly, they heard footsteps under the windows and a woman’s voice. “I know he’s in there. I demand to see him.”

Bulmer stopped breathing and pushed his fists into the carpet, frightened for the first time over the course of his confinement. He recognised the voice of his fiancée.

“He’s not here, Miss Gregan,” one of the guards replied. “You shouldn’t be on the streets at this hour. Go home.”

“I won’t go until I speak with him.”

“I just told you, Hobson isn’t here.”

“Then why won’t you let me in? I’ll believe it when I see it with my own eyes.”

“There’s a meeting in progress. The men aren’t to be disturbed. Go home, Miss Gregan!”

The noises under the windows suggested that the altercation had turned physical. Leaning against the bookshelf for support, Bulmer attempted to stand up.

“Sit down,” Collins demanded in a menacing whisper, pointing a gun at him. “Don’t make a sound.”

“Just tell her I’m alive,” Bulmer implored his jailers, his eyes fixed on the door. “She’ll be running around the city in search of me, frightened out of her wits.”

“We cannot pacify every frazzled mouse in Dublin,” Lynch said. “We have no reason to wish Miss Gregan ill, but we do have orders to shoot you if you make fuss.”

Monday, April 24, 1916

By Monday evening Collins and Lynch were growing fidgety. The insurrection had started without them. The realization of having missed such a solemn moment in Irish history as the reading of the Proclamation had them seething. This damned guard duty was keeping them out of the action.

Through a layer of fluid that had accumulated behind his eardrums, Bulmer heard his captors debating his fate.

“Say, we shoot him and dump his body on the train track behind the house?” Lynch proposed.

Collins appeared initially charmed by the idea. “Why, Lynch, that’s a stroke of genius, but … we’d need to think of a way to explain Hobson’s death to our superiors. What shall we tell Commandant Pearse?”

“We’ll tell him that Hobson turned violent and left us no choice.”

“Pearse will never buy that story.”

“Gentlemen, do I have any say in this matter?” Martin Conlon interjected. “This is my house, and I’d prefer not to have it splattered with blood. If you insist on executing Mr. Hobson, perhaps you should strangle him instead.”

Listening to his captors bicker over the technicalities of his impending execution, Bulmer saw his entire nationalistic career flash before his eyes, the past fifteen years, starting with the hurling club he had founded in his native Belfast at the turn of the century and ending with his speech at a concert on Palm Sunday just five days prior to his arrest, a coded warning to his fellow Dubliners that a great disaster was coming, possibly his last public address. There was an excellent chance he would not leave Martin Conlon’s house alive. Still, Bulmer clung steadfastly to his words: No man has the right to risk the fortunes of a country to create for himself a niche in history.

“What are you waiting for, Lynch?” Collins nudged his comrade. “Shoot him!”

“No, you shoot him!”

“Bloody coward!”

“Look who’s talking now!”

“I say we both shoot, on three.”

“I don’t trust you, Collins. You’ll back out and make me the sole killer.”

“No, not I—Fenian’s word!”

“God help you if you back down.”

“Conlon, you count! One, two …”


Chapter 1

The Devastating Effects of a Poorly Prepared Shepherd’s Pie

(Belfast, Co. Antrim)

November, 1909 - Six and a half years earlier

“If you come home one more time with empty pockets and a sickly complexion, your father and I shall put you under house arrest!”

With those words Mary Ann Hobson greeted her eldest son on the day of his homecoming. She arrived at Belfast Central Station looking for a glowing, debonair twenty-six year old, but instead she found a hunched-over creature shivering in an oversized coat with missing buttons. The upper half of his gaunt face was hidden underneath the brim of a shapeless hat. Heavens, could that truly be Bulmer? He did not embrace her or even wave but simply stood in the middle of a puddle, letting the November rain soak his vagabond’s apparel. The sight was all too distressing for a mother’s eyes. Mary Ann knew it was not homesickness that brought him to Belfast, but lack of money—coupled with minor health troubles. Reluctant to exacerbate his gloom by cackling and fussing, she greeted him with a taunting remark, which Bulmer appeared to have taken literally.

“Ah, I was only jesting, dear boy! Where’s your sense of humor?”

“My sense of humor is sitting in the empty desk drawer at the Irish Peasant. I’d like to see how much longer the paper lasts without me.”

“Forget those editors! I’ve been secretly praying that you would run out of money and come home. With your sister being buried in blueprints, and your brother away in England, I’ve been lonely. Finally, I’ll have someone to accompany me on my archeological trip.”

Bulmer chuckled into the collar of his greatcoat.

“Grand! We’ll arm ourselves with toy shovels and can continue digging for lost civilisations. Perhaps, we’ll get lucky and find a coin from 1904! Then you can publish another article.”

Mary Ann sighed. Her little boy had outgrown those jovial family excursions.

“When was the last time you had a proper meal?”

“Seven hours ago,” Bulmer fibbed. On the train from Dublin he ate a dry biscuit. There were some crumbs left in his pocket. “I’m not hungry, Ma.”

Deaf to his weak protestations, Mary Ann dragged him inside the station diner, claimed a table by the window and ordered a shepherd’s pie. Bulmer sunk in his chair, his long legs outstretched.

“Watch your posture,” Mary Ann chided him. “Is this a proper way for a gentleman to sit at the table? What would Charles Bennington say?”

Charles Bennington was one of the sternest teachers at Friends School in Lisburn where Bulmer received his education. Whenever Mary Ann wanted to rouse guilt in her son, she would always bring up his teacher’s name.

“And pull your legs out of the way,” she added.

“But they’re stiff from the train ride.” Bulmer rubbed his knee caps. “I spent hours in a cramped car. It’s not my fault that my legs are long. I take after Pa.”

“What if one of the patrons stumbles and cracks his skull? And take off your coat. This isn’t a soup kitchen for the beggars.”

“But I’m freezing, Ma.”

“And your hat.”

“But the light is hurting my eyes.”

“What light? The sky is grey.”

“I see flashes of light, explosions.

“Stop feigning.”

“I’m not feigning, Ma. I’m just tired, cold, sick and not hungry in the least.”

Mary Ann snatched the hat from her son’s head—and immediately wished she had not, for she was not mentally prepared to see what had happened to her darling child. More wholesome than handsome, Bulmer did not wear melancholy well. God had not designed him as a brooding romantic hero. His plain, clear face was an unsuitable canvas for such emotions. In his better moments he resembled a brisk choirboy, the leader of the tenors section. While ailing or sulking he looked truly pitiable. His large grey eyes were shaped in such a way that their outer corners drooped ever so slightly—a common trait among those of Anglo-Scottish descent. Sadness exacerbated that peculiarity, turning Bulmer’s face into a mask of tragedy.

The shepherd’s pie arrived, burned around the edges. After one bite Bulmer winced and grabbed his cheek.

“What now?” Mary Ann drummed her fingers against the flap of her beaded purse.

“My tooth,” he moaned into the palm of his hand. “The crust is much too hot.”

“Another word of complaint,” his mother said, leaning across the table, “and you’ll wear that pie on your head. You’ve never suffered from toothache, headache or poor appetite. Perhaps, I should have Dr. Nugent examine you from head to toe.”

“Not that quack with his African remedies made of ground-up elephant tusks.”

“Then eat.” A second later her face softened. “You worry me so. I stil hope that one day you’ll meet a nice suffragette girl in trousers, without a corset, with her hair cropped short and a cigarette in her teeth—for decoration only.”

“Well, Ma, if that’s how you envision my future wife, perhaps I should marry Denis McCullough.”

“If Denis were a woman, I’d give you my blessings. He’d make a fine suffragette. In the meantime, I’ve been hearing rumors.” Mary Ann lowered her voice, even though it was completely unnecessary. “What became of that girl who lived on the farm with you?”

Bulmer peered into the cracks in the floor hoping that one of them would be wide enough for him to slip through. So Ma knew about the botched agricultural experiment in Raheny, the subject of many jokes in Dublin.

“I must confess,” Mary Ann went on, “when I heard about you playing farmer, I was a bit nervous. But when I heard about you sharing your quarters with two women, I was tickled. I’m not referring to the countess. You were raised to respect all marriages, even miserable ones. Tell me about that young actress from the Abbey.”

“Miss Molony?” The tone in which Bulmer uttered that name eliminated any need for further explanation.

“Yes, Helena, isn’t it—Maud Gonne’s protégée? Did she wear a corset?”

No, Helena Molony certainly did not wear a corset—or any other undergarments for that matter. And she made sure to inform everyone of that fact, especially the adolescent scouts from Na Fianna Eireann that Bulmer and the countess had founded back in August. The boys came to the Raheny commune for free food and stayed for Helena’s theatrical performances; she loved to improvise before an audience. She also had a fantasy about being arrested. The very thought of a group of men ambushing, catching, handcuffing and dragging her off made Helena shiver and giggle. Her fourteen-year old admirers were more than willing to oblige.

Belcamp Park, a limestone mansion situated on seven and a half acres of land, with stables and a walled garden was perfect for playing hide-and-seek. There were twenty rooms with countless closets. Helena would find a hiding place, while the countess would keep the boys secluded in the living-room, waiting to unleash them on the count of one hundred. Bulmer, equipped with a lantern and a few sermons on chastity, usually accompanied his rambunctious charges, just to make sure they did not get carried away. For the boys it was a much-needed exercise in self-restraint.

Bulmer sighed, acknowledging the irony: he was the first one to violate his own code. One night during yet another round of hide-and-seek he had found himself secluded with the half-naked actress behind a heavy curtain of burgundy velvet, while the scouts were running amok through the dark halls, stumbling and colliding with each other. It did not take long for Helena to free herself from the rest of her clothes. With a lusty chuckle she perched on the windowsill, wrapped her limbs around her flabbergasted comrade and drew him inside.

After that night Bulmer had forgotten about work and got dropped by the two newspapers he had been writing for. He had even suspended his revolutionary activities. Nothing mattered except for inhaling and worshipping Helena. Together they explored and christened the shady nooks of Belcamp Park. After years of sensual famine, Bulmer had been invited to a Roman feast. Like many young men whose intimate life started belatedly but explosively, he became temporarily dead to the world. Overnight, the young reporter, the fervent Celtic propagandist, the founder of the Dungannon Clubs, had turned into a panting, inarticulate, salivating idiot who could think of nothing else but the storm below the waist.

It shocked Bulmer to discover that Helena did not share his abandonment. For her the world had not stopped turning. She continued running to rehearsals in Dublin, editing Bean na hÉireann and talking to her other male friends.

“Wake up, boy!” Mary Ann plunged the fork into the ravaged pie. “ You still haven’t answered my question. What happened between you and Miss Molony?”

“Let me be, Ma! How am I to know what’s on any woman’s mind? In fact, why don’t you take the next train to Dublin and question Helena in person? Maybe you’ll have better luck extracting the truth from her. Sure as hell, she won’t talk to me.”

Mary Ann seized her son’s hands. “My greatest fear is that one day your paternal instinct will ambush you. You’ll panic and marry some homely cow without a higher calling.”

“You’ve nothing to fear, Ma,” Bulmer comforted her, “for I’ll never marry at all. I’ll die an unemployed bachelor, in the attic of your house. Isn’t that what every mother secretly desires for her son?”


Chapter 2

Whiskey and Lollipops

(Hopefield Avenue, Belfast—Hobsons’ family home)

November, 1909

Crossing the threshold of his parents’ house proved to be less humiliating and emasculating than Bulmer had feared. He did not die of shame when the familiar smell of lavender and blackberry jam greeted him in the hallway. Earlier on, while carrying his bags down Hopefield Avenue, he imagined his old neighbors staring at him and jeering. Look, everyone! Here comes the Hobson boy, unmarried and unemployed. He raised the collar of his coat and pushed the hat over his eyes in hopes they would not recognise him.

“Down with this foolishness,” his mother said. “This isn’t your prison or exile, but a temporary refuge.”

While Bulmer was looking for a free hook on which to hang his coat, Mary Ann hinted in a mysterious voice that she had a surprise for him. “Can’t wait to see it,” he muttered. “Is it a naked woman with a giant peacock fan in one hand and a platter of exotic fruit in another?”

“You’ll have to look for naked women on your own, dear boy. I don’t know your tastes, and I’d hate to get the wrong item.” She paused, then smiled at him and made a sweeping gesture. “Do you like what I’ve done with your room?”

For her son’s homecoming, Mary Ann had made an effort to recreate the chaos that he had left behind. She had decorated the desk top with a few crumbled sheets of paper and scattered chess pieces all over the floor, lest the unnatural tidiness should intimidate her wounded child.

“How thoughtful of you, Ma…” He made an honest effort to sound excited. “So where’s the big surprise?”

“Look on your bed.”

Laid out on the covers Bulmer found four books by Standish O’Grady: The Coming of Cú chulainn, In the Gates of the North, Early Bardic Literature of Ireland and Finn and his Companions. Alice Milligan, his mother’s friend and fellow suffragette, had loaned those books to him when he was a child. The heroes from the illuminated pages had populated Bulmer’s adolescent fancy and sparked his obsession with all things Gaelic.

“They’re yours now,” Mary Ann whispered. “Remember how you inhaled those stories? Now you can revisit your epic realms every night. Be sure to thank Alice. She wanted to make your unplanned homecoming a little more pleasant.”

Alice and Mary Ann worked together in the Belfast branch of Irish Women’s Association, the goal of which was to unite Catholic and Protestant women. Having turned her back on her unionist tradition, Alice became a fervent nationalist. She and the poet, Anna Johnston, loaded Bulmer with Irish literature and encouraged him to join the Gaelic League.

Although already in her early forties, Alice regarded her friendship with Bulmer as independent from that with his mother. To her he was not merely Mary Ann’s son but a promising ally, someone she could inspire and convert. When Alice and Anna started Shan Van Vocht, one of the first nationalist papers in the North, Bulmer, who was still a schoolboy at that time, became a subscriber, incurring the suspicion of his schoolmates. Ironically, he recalled, the same children who had branded him an eccentric would later ask for permission to borrow the newspaper that had caused such a flutter at Friends School.

While not exactly enraptured by the idea of her son’s espousing nationalism, Mary Ann did not consider it her right to condemn him. One of the principles of her Quaker faith was that all men and women had a right to follow their own vocations. She defended the rights of women, while he defended the rights of an oppressed nation.

“Get some sleep and regain your strength, darling.” Mary Ann stroked the back of her son’s neck. “In a few months you’ll be back in Dublin.”

Bulmer gave her a lukewarm hug, kicked off his shoes and crawled under the tartan blanket without undressing, still unable to get warm. He tried flipping through Early Bardic Literature of Ireland, but the poems and the illustrations appeared strangely foreign to him. Was it the same book that had stirred him so when he was a child? After ten minutes of struggling to revive his former enthusiasm for O’Grady’s writing, Bulmer fell back on the pillows and allowed the books to slip to the floor, generating dull thumps and rustles. Alice would be mortified to see her gifts treated with such negligence.

Dozing off, Bulmer heard a flimsy soprano humming, She Moved Through the Fair in the hallway.

Please, God, make my bully of a sister go away, he prayed, too exhausted to put up a resistance. Maybe, I should play dead.

“I know you’re awake, baby brother,” he heard her say with her characteristic ready-or-not inflection as the door swung open. “It’s barely nine o’clock.”

Florence Fulton Hobson, referred to affectionately as Flossie, resembled a giant porcelain doll with her huge topaz eyes and golden-brown locks parted in the middle. At twenty-eight, she was Ireland’s first female architect. James Phillips, a leading designer of Methodist Churches, had accepted Florence as his apprentice after his London-based colleague had scoffed at her: “If you were a little less good-looking, you’d have a better chance.” With Phillips as her mentor, Florence passed examinations under the Royal Institute of British Architects, overcoming the double obstacle of her sex and beauty. In addition to her job with Belfast’s Health and Housing Department that required her to travel to Germany and Switzerland, she was building a private clientele. Maintaining an air of professional austerity could become tiresome, so Florence delighted in poking fun at herself.

Her favourite naughty pleasure was raiding her father’s wardrobe. Benjamin Hobson worked as a commercial traveler and spent long periods of time away from home. Upon his return he would discover certain ties, belts and suspenders missing from his drawers. Later he would spot his accessories on his comely daughter. Benjamin would not dare to chastise her. Ireland’s first woman architect had a right to harmless eccentricities. Flossie was a pioneer, a prodigy, the pride of the Hobson family. To stifle her self-expression would be criminal. Her fascination with disguise could be traced back to her early childhood when she would dress up the family Irish terrier Beppo in glittery costumes and stage pantomimes. Benjamin tolerated her antics, as long as she did not dress up her younger brothers in skirts and gowns.

“I’ve just discovered the most delicious disgusting, perverted treat in the world,” Flossie boasted, persisting in her intrusion. “Come on, baby brother, stop pretending and open your eyes.”

Bulmer sighed and complied. “Aren’t you supposed to be in Geneva?”

“I know when my ailing baby brother needs a chuckle.” Florence waved a caramel bear on a stick. “You dip a lollipop in hot tea with whiskey and stir it around until the sugar begins to dissolve. Then you lick the lollipop and sip the concoction.”

“I shan’t hold your hair when you vomit all that sweet buttery goodness,” Bulmer warned her.

Their fellow Quakers from the Frederick Street Meeting House would certainly wag their fingers at her for consuming alcohol.

“Don’t fret, I have a stomach of brass.” Florence jumped on Bulmer’s bed and pulled her knees to her chest. “Now, tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Every detail! You shared a countryside mansion with Dublin’s two most scandalous women. Is there any truth to the rumor? Did the count really threaten to fight a duel with you?”

“The count wouldn’t duel anyone over his wife anymore. One fencing match in Paris was enough. They’ve been enjoying a thoroughly modern marriage.”

“What became of your affair with that Molony woman?”

“How should I put it in scientific terms? It died in its embryonic state, much like the child we created.”

He had not intended to share such intimate secrets with his sister, but the smell of Flossie’s whiskey made him lose vigilance. The confession flopped off the end of his tongue like a drunkard off a sidewalk.

“There was a child?”

In her agitation, Florence bit the caramel bear’s head off. Bulmer winced at the sound of the crunch.

“Don’t choke.”

Florence wiped her chin with the ruffled sleeve of her nightgown.

“It’s Nature’s way of weeding out the weak.”

“But you see, I don’t believe it was Nature’s work in this case. A pair of human hands may’ve assisted.”

“Baby brother … what a rancid idea.”

“I just know what I heard. When the bleeding stopped, Helena glossed her lips, perfumed her earlobes, lit a cigarette and went off to gossip with the countess. The walls in the house were made of paper, so I heard Her Ladyship say, ‘Stop this self-flagellation, dear. The boy’s unreliable. He hasn’t earned a penny in ages.’”

“Perhaps, the child wasn’t even yours,” Florence suggested, shaking the bare lollipop stick. “That would make it another man’s loss, wouldn’t it? And there you are, grieving and sulking for nothing.”

“Bless you, Flossie. You always know how to lift my spirits.”

“By the way, Ma has arranged for Dr. Nugent to see you tomorrow. She wants him to examine you for tuberculosis. There’s a bright side. If the diagnosis is confirmed, Ma will send you to a sanatorium in Capri or Algeria for six months.”

Bulmer assumed the pose of a corpse in a coffin. “Don’t you see, Flossie? The nature of my illness is irrelevant. I’m not sure I want to get better. Perhaps, I came here to die. I’ll just slowly decompose in this bed.”

Florence smoothed the folds of her ruffled nightgown. “I’ll come back when you’re dead—or in better spirits.”


Chapter 3

A Subtle Touch of Manliness

(Howard Street, Belfast—Denis McCullough’s shop)

November, 1909

After ten hours of tinkering with bagpipes and fiddles for Mr. Bigger’s boy band, Denis McCullough was ready to stick the tuning fork into his ear. His tympanic membranes had taken enough abuse already, and popping them would be an act of mercy. And while he was at it, he could pluck out his eyes too, as he had seen enough of loose strings and whistles.

At half past six Denis heard the door bell ring. He cursed softly and spat into the open violin case. Not another customer! He should have locked the door and turned off the lights at six o’clock sharp.

His wrath cooled when he saw that the visitor was a slender female. Her golden-brown hair was coiled up in a French twist and secured with a pearled comb. She was carrying a formidable leather portfolio under her arm.

“Good evening, Dinny,” she greeted him in a breathy voice. “I hope you weren’t in the middle of composing a symphony.”

Denis rubbed his inflamed eyes and recognised Flossie Hobson, Bulmer’s sister. Last time Denis saw her, she was sporting her father’s tweed trousers rolled up to the knee, high-heeled boots from the times of Queen Victoria and a ruffled blouse tied at the waist. As usual, she had a giant lollipop behind her cheek.

She is handsome, she is pretty,

She is the belle of Belfast city…

Even at the marginal age of twenty-eight, Florence Hobson maintained her status as one of Ulster’s most coveted brides. This endearingly odd woman-child with a stack of blueprints and an impressive income kept the men of Belfast salivating. Denis ranked among them, though he surmised the odds were not in his favor, as he had considerably less to offer than his competitors. He could not even brag about coming from a respectable family. The McCulloughs were as rowdy, hysterical, poor and old-fashioned, as the Hobsons were clean, cheerful, affluent and modern. The McCulloughs’ hovel on Divis Street, where all seven children had been born, reeked of mildew and cheap whiskey, while the Hobsons’ spacious family home on Hopefield Avenue smelled like fresh milk and apple pies.

Denis grabbed his coat. “Can we talk outside? I’m tempted to set fire to this bloody place.”

“You can always revert to laying bricks or chauffeuring Mr. Bigger around,” Flossie said. “When you have a spare minute, do come by our house. We’ve a bit of a family crisis brewing.”

“Don’t tell me: your father wants to join the Dungannon Clubs at his old age.”

“It’s Bulmer. I think he’s contemplating suicide.” Florence yawned and repositioned the portfolio under her arm. “That’s the message I came to deliver. Off I go to meet with a client.”

Was that woman in earnest? How could she remain so calm? Then Denis reminded himself that panicking was simply not allowed in that family. The Hobsons were not like ordinary human beings who shouted, wept and fought. When problems arose, they would simply join hands for a silent prayer. Oh, they were such a damned civil, tolerant, hospitable bunch, like the rest of their Meeting House who scratched Bulmer behind his ears throughout his adolescence. All his endeavours, no matter how outrageous, were received with applause. He could do no wrong, as long as he “lived his own truth,” as his flippant religion taught him. His blackberry-picking, treasure-digging mother and his lollipop-sucking sister nurtured his egotism, telling him he was invincible. A year in Dublin gave that coddled cream-fed pup a taste of reality. The moment he encountered some opposition, he crumbled. What, someone neglected to scratch his warm belly?

Florence’s faint diplomatic cough brought Denis back to the conversation. “Before you run off to save my brother’s life, I need one last enormous favor.”

“What now?”

“I bought this new camisole, silk trimmed with lace. It looked divine in the window, but there’s a hidden button or a hook on the inside, and it’s rubbing against my skin. Would you be good enough to remove it?”

Looking at her grimace of agony, one could imagine she had a spear sticking out of her side.

Denis stepped forward and cracked his knuckles. “All right, where’s that hook?”

Florence unbuttoned her velvet jacket and threw it on the counter. When Denis saw the camisole and what was underneath, the chronic high-pitched ringing in his ears intensified. Was it real? He, Denis McCullough, the wretched instrument tuner, was staring at her lily bosom, inhaling the scent of expensive French soap. A Hobson lady would never be caught wearing cheap perfume. Not that Flossie needed artificial scents in the first place. Her natural sweat smelled like jasmine dew. Denis noticed that her underarms were shaved and powered. Was she really going to a business meeting?

“Are you still with me, Dinny?”

The nipples protruding through the silk looked like giant pearls. Not a freckle, or a pimple or a mole. To prevent himself from losing his footing, Denis put his hand on Florence’s naked shoulder.

“Where … where is the hook again?”

“On the left.” She lifted the hem of the camisole exposing her stomach. “Is there enough light? And Dinny, do be careful. This pretty little garment cost me a fortune. Your task is to remove the bothersome hook without damaging the fabric.”

“For Heaven’s sake, Flossie, I am a piano tuner, not a surgeon.” Denis picked out special scissors that he used for clipping fiddle strings. “Sit on the counter so I can see better.”

“Please, hurry,” Florence whined, wiggling her feet. “I cannot be late for the meeting. The more time you spend fumbling, the less time I’ll have to thank you for your service.”

“Here it is!” Denis straightened up and held the hook to the light.

“Who would’ve thought such a tiny piece of wire could cause such agony?” Florence jumped off the counter. “Now, for your reward …”

“My reward …” Denis closed his eyes, parted his lips and leaned forward.

“You get to keep the hook! Perhaps, you can use it in your trade for pulling fiddle strings and such.”

Denis threw the bent piece of wire aside and wedged Florence between the counter and his throbbing pelvis. He managed to plant a few fervent, angry kisses on her neck and clavicles.

“Silly boy!” Florence threw her head back before he chanced to reach her lips. “Not now, not here.”

Denis froze with his open mouth still against her neck. Did she mean some other time, in a more private place? Did she just consent to a tryst?

Florence used Denis’ stupor as an opportunity to free herself from his clutches.

“You ought to crop your forelock shorter or comb it back. You have such a noble brow, Dinny, even though it’s prematurely furrowed. And that scar on your right temple … don’t hide it. Flaunt it!”

“I owe my battle wounds to your brother with his wild schemes,” Denis reminded her bitterly. “Another inch or two, and I would’ve lost my eye.”

“Well, I happen to admire that little crescent above your eyebrow. It gives you … a subtle touch of manliness.”

A subtle … touch … of manliness. Denis took a few seconds to break that insult into smaller chunks and swallow them one by one.

“You mean to tell me that without the scar I’d look like a sissy? Heavens, woman, do you ever pause and think before you speak?”

“Not really,” she said with a flippant toss of her head. “I just blurt things out. It’s tedious enough that I should sweat over blueprints, calculating and planning. In conversation I like to be spontaneous.”

“In that case, I think you need to loosen your bun a bit. It hinders the flow of blood to your brain!”

“Please, don’t shout.” Flossie placed her fingers on his lips. “Otherwise people might think that we’re lovers.”

Denis glanced behind and discovered the sign on the door still said open. There was enough light inside the shop to make everything visible from the street. The passers-by were treated to a free-of-charge performance.

“God forbid people should think that,” he hissed. “A Hobson lady stooping to the level of a McCullough man? We cannot allow that.”

Florence buttoned up her jacket and fixed the comb in her hair. “Well, good night, Dinny.”

The doorbell jingled behind her back. The smell of French soap still lingered on Dinny’s lips. Now his headache was compounded by a dull ache in the groin.


Chapter 4

Blackberry Jam and Black Tea

(Hopefield Avenue, Belfast)

November, 1909

Born the same year as Bulmer, Denis looked somewhat older with his morose, angular features. The two comrades did the political scheming together, but it was Bulmer with his glowing animated face and a theatrical voice doing most of the talking. That formula of winsome boyish looks and precisely rationed egotism made him a superior orator. The grey-eyed Quaker gained control over his audiences without much exertion on his part. As soon as he would say, “Men and women of Ireland!” the rustles and the whispers in the crowd would abate.

Bulmer had first flaunted his leadership ability at the age of eighteen when he managed to pacify a class of ninety small boys at one of the Gaelic League branches. After his friend Peter Murphy stormed out of the room in disgust, Bulmer took over the group and restored order by sending the disruptive students into the hall and not allowing them back in until they repented. One could only envy his talent for bending a crowd to his will. It was not surprising that after the formation of Sinn Féin in 1905, John Devoy invited Bulmer off to educate his Irish-American brethren about the new organization . The news of Hobson sailing for the States infuriated Arthur Griffith, who considered Sinn Féin to be his brainchild.

Deep inside Denis sympathised with Griffith, though he made no comment.

A handsome face and a loud mouth—that’s Bulmer. He’s indispensible the way he is.

“I came as fast as I could, Mrs. Hobson.” Denis continued to address his friend’s mother formally in spite of her repeated requests to call her Mary Ann. “I had no idea that Bulmer was back in Belfast. Usually he’d telegram me in advance. “

“He didn’t want anyone to know. He doesn’t want any visitors.”

“Then what am I doing here?”

“You’re an exception. If there’s any man who can drive Bulmer out of his stupor, it’s you.” Mary Ann adjusted his lapels as a mother would while preparing her son for a piano recital. “He’ll listen to you.”

“What makes you so certain?”

“Haven’t you been inseparable for the past six years? Haven’t you exchanged your innermost secrets?”

“Nothing outside of our common work. You’ll have to call Roger Casement. He’s the soul-digger.”

Denis never quite understood the quasi-romantic bond that Bulmer and Casement had forged when they first met at a festival back in 1904. A prominent member of the British Consular services, Casement did not join any of the nationalistic groups, though he did occasionally donate to the Gaelic League. Vocational obligations kept him out of Ireland most of the time. He and Bulmer did not see each other often, but they exchanged wordy letters filled with compliments and declarations of eternal loyalty. Bulmer would recite passages from their correspondence to the rest of his friends. Roger says this … Roger does that … All that public back-patting and neck-locking made the onlookers cringe. It may be acceptable for hurlers or football players to embrace after winning a match, but when a middle-aged man grabs a youth without warning and wrestles him down to the grass, that raises eyebows. There were rumors of Casement allowing himself even greater liberties with other young men he had met in his travels. Why would Bulmer tolerate all that growling and groping? Perhaps, on some level it flattered him to have captured the attention of such a distinguished gentleman.

“Where is Roger these days?” Mary Ann’s eyes ignited with hope.

“Out of the country, most likely. He could be in Peru on one of his missionary trips. You’ll have to tell him that Bulmer’s dying to make him abandon his post.”

“But Bulmer is dying! Dr. Nugent examined him and informed me that his lungs were clear. My boy is suffering from a different type of tuberculosis, one that affects the mind. He stays in bed facing the wall. Flossie brings him food and drink, but all that remains untouched on the tray: his favourite pancakes with blackberry jam and tea with a touch of nutmeg. Oh, Dinny, I’ve never worried about him so, not even when he contracted scarlet fever. Even then Bulmer was militant in his delirium. He clawed the air, as if climbing a mountain, while his body was burning. What happened to my daring boy who knew no obstacles? I’ll never forget that time when Mr. Yeats forbade him to stage his plays in Belfast, and Bulmer declared: ‘Damn Yeats! We’ll write our own plays!’ And by God, he did write his own play! And then, when the caretaker at the hall forbade him to bring in scenery pieces, Bulmer draped the hall in curtains and set up candles everywhere.”

Denis realised that the only way to stop Mrs. Hobson’s monologue was to tell her what she expected to hear from him.

“All right, escort me to the patient.”

Mary Ann blotted her tears with the edge of her neck scarf and pointed to the door of her son’s bedroom.

“You better go in alone, Dinny. He must be sick of hearing my slippers rustling in the hallway.”

The lamp on the nightstand illuminated a heaving mound under a tartan blanket. Denis perceived a tuft of greasy light-brown hair on the pillow. So Mrs. Hobson was not lamenting in vain—Bulmer had truly slipped into sloth.

Not being one for ceremonies, Denis skipped the greetings.

“I don’t like what Dublin has done to you, Hobson. Those two bohemian harlots derailed you. Spare me the details. I don’t need to know what happened at Belcamp Park. I just came to say, welcome home.”

The mass under the blanket stirred.

“There’s nothing left for me to do in Belfast,” a drowsy voice replied. “We start one society after another, the Debating Club, the Dungannon Clubs, the Literary Theatre. The subscription remains the same. It’s the same handful of people reading our publications, going to our shows. Whom are we fooling? We’ll never convert the North to nationalism. If we’re to make any real progress, we must live in Dublin or America.”

Denis had no energy for elabourate discussions. That evening he had to attend a cèilidh organised by his principal patron.

“You have ten minutes to make yourself decent for Bigger’s party,” he said. “I’d like to get there before the sandwiches disappear.”

Bulmer tossed the blanket aside and sat up on his bed, looking like a battered drunk with purple bags under his eyes and red creases on his cheeks.

“Who’s going to be there?”

“Everyone who counts. Joe Campbell is back from London with his fiancée. The Careys and the Morrows are coming. I’ll probably have to step outside when McPeake starts playing his pipes, as I have a professional aversion to that instrument, but I’ll return for Campbell’s poetry. Ten minutes, Hobson.”

Denis adjusted his vest and descended into the kitchen. Mary Ann rushed towards him.

“How’s my boy?”

“He’ll live,” Denis replied in a physician’s tone. “Just as I thought, he was feigning his malady to get attention. We’re going to Bigger’s.”

“Be careful. It’s sleeting outside.”

“We’ll stay at McCartan’s for the night. I promise to return your darling son
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