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WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY, writing of Clew Bay, County Mayo, in 1842:





The most beautiful view I ever saw in the world…. The mountains were tumbled about in a thousand fantastic ways and…the bay…which sweeps down to the sea, and a hundred islands in it, were dressed up in gold and purple, and crimson with the whole cloudy west in a flame. Wonderful, wonderful!
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Island Man


















CHAPTER 1




CLEMENT FORD HEARD the phone ring in the hall of the Clare Island cottage that he had occupied now for over fifty years. He glanced at the clock on the mantel—4:15.

“Strange hour of the afternoon to be ringing up,” said his wife, Breege, who was sitting in the other wing chair across the hearth from him.

Like a cracked red eye, a mound of peat was glowing in the fireplace, the white smoke tracking quickly up the flue. Outside a chill wind that had brought drenching rains was whining through the eaves. It was the last gasp of a wild and wet spring, Ford hoped. Apart from the clock, the clicking of Breege’s knitting needles was the only other sound.

“Shall I answer it?”

“No, of course not,” said Ford, clenching his pipe between his teeth and grasping the arms of the chair. “I’ve always answered the phone round here, and I’ve no intention of stopping now.”

“Mind your poor knees. Or are they feeling better today?”

Ford glanced at her. Although her hands were moving at a furious pace, her star-burst blue eyes, which he had always considered the most beautiful he had ever seen, were staring up into the shadows on the other side of the room. Breege had been blind since birth.


A dark woman with long, finely formed features, she was thin with good shoulders that had remained square even as she had aged. In fact, with only a touch of gray in her jet black hair, Breege scarcely looked a day over fifty, though she was nearly as old as Ford himself.

A proper woman in everything, she kept herself, her house, and all she touched shipshape. And he loved her still, as he had from the moment she and her aunt had pulled him half-dead from the sea all those years ago.

“If you must know, my knees are beyond hope, says the specialist in Dublin. So there’s no sense discussing the subject further. If I don’t use them, they’ll seize up, and then we’ll be in the soup right enough.” One blind and the other a cripple who was now pushing eighty, Ford thought.

In spite of his age, Ford’s shoulders and arms were still well muscled and strong, and he easily pushed himself up from the chair. He had to wait a tottering moment, however, before knowing if his legs would bear his weight, which was twenty stone. A massive man by any measure, he had “shrunk”—Breege was wont to tell people who asked—to six feet six inches tall. “I can see him diminishing by the day,” she’d say with a slight smile.

“Well, whoever it is, they know enough to keep ringing,” she now observed.

The phone was maintaining its manic, two-ring jingle in the hall.

“Maybe it’s one of the children calling.” The Fords had no offspring of their own, nor had they raised any. Yet their mantel was filled with framed photos of several dozen young people in various stages of growth. “We should really get one of those radio telephones that Mirna rang up on the other day,” Breege continued. “She bought it in Westport, and she can even carry it up to her pasture and down to the harbor. It’s rigged to one of the American satellites. I’m afraid I’ll never understand how it happens, but she sounded like she was sitting where you are, Clem.”

It was the last thing they needed, Ford thought—as he moved stiffly—another modern device that would put him on his duff and keep him there, until the both of them were ready for some “home.” Ford planned to live at least as long as Breege, who needed him more than she knew.

How? By staying active. “Chinese exercise,” Breege’s own maiden aunt had called it, and Peig O’Malley had died at an even hundred years. “I’ve had to hack, scratch, and claw for everything I’ve ever needed,” it was her wont to say, “and ’tis work that’s kept me fit.” And would Ford too, if he could just persevere and fight through the pain. Clare Island practices had saved him once before and would keep him alive now, if he let them.

“Hah-loo. How may I help you?” Ford said, forcing a bit of affability into his voice. His accent was decidedly British.

“Clem—Paul here. I’ve got another one for you.” A distant relation of Breege, like so many others on Clare Island, Paul O’Malley meant another boat. His was the highest dwelling on the harbor side of the island and commanded nearly a complete view of the surrounding sea. As a shut-in, he was known as the “eyes of Clare Island,” and he phoned Ford whenever any vessel of size put into the harbor.

For the favor, Ford bought O’Malley the odd pint when the quadriplegic’s parents took him out for an airing. Also, it was believed that Ford had performed several extraordinary services for the large clan, who had inhabited the island at least since the notorious Grace O’Malley of Elizabethan times.

There was the matter of Padraic “Packy” O’Malley’s surgery in Dublin, where he was taken after having caught his hand in the winch of his lobster boat. A specialist had to be flown in from London, but miraculously the bill had arrived at Packy’s tiny cottage marked “Paid in Full.” When Packy had inquired by whom, he was told a “giant Englishman” with a great white beard, though Ford had denied everything. He made mention of his modest lifestyle in the cottage that Breege had inherited, the three meager fields that he farmed assiduously, and the fact that he did not own even an automobile. Or a boat.

Also a number of O’Malley children had been sent to universities in Ireland and abroad, courtesy of the anonymously endowed Clare Island Trust. Businesses on the island and in County Mayo, of which Clare Island was a part, had been started, churches repaired, and libraries supported through the Trust.

And it seemed that whenever Clement Ford was informed of a native Clare Islander or a good cause that was in need, the matter was set to rights, later rather than sooner. There was always an appreciable lag between Ford’s learning of a problem, and its happy resolution. Clare Islanders, who believed they knew the source of the bounty, called it “the Ford gap.”

Ford now thanked Paul O’Malley and inquired after his health and that of his parents. “Will I see you at the hotel?”

“Saturday, as usual.” It was the night Paul was taken to the island’s only hotel for a bit of a gargle. “Nine sharp.”

“I’ll stop round, and we’ll have a jar.”

“I’d like that. Bring Breege.” Perhaps because they were both disabled, the two cousins got along famously and seemed to buck each other up.

“Sure, I couldn’t get out of the house without her.” Ford rang off and reached for his storm anorak and hat. To Breege he called, “I’m stepping out for a moment, dear heart. Don’t hold tea—I might be late.”

“Who was that—Paul?”

From the cabinet beneath the hatrack, Ford added the pair of Zeiss night-seeing binoculars that he had treated himself to when last in Dublin. They were heavy, bulky, and had cost the better part of two thousand quid. As always, he had trouble fitting them under the rain gear.

“Don’t you think you could stop this foolishness after all these years?”

It was a question that Ford had often asked himself when having to go out into weather like this. But he always came up with the same answer: He had been placed in trust, as he thought of it, over the cargo that he had brought with him to the island in 1945. It wasn’t his. In fact, after the passage of time and all the changes that had taken place in the world, it probably wasn’t anybody’s.

But the uses it could be put to were important to Ford. Granted, the impulse to acquire the cargo had not been selfless. But during his long recovery from the pummeling that the ocean had given him, Ford had realized that there was something operating in the world that was bigger than he or his personal needs. That something had saved him. And it had given him Breege and Clare Island, which was like a kind of paradise. It was right to use the resources at his disposal to serve that something. And so he had.

The others that Ford had, well, “stolen” the cargo from? They were predators and would never forget. As long as even one of them was still alive, there was a chance that he might be out there in the harbor someday, and Ford had to guard against that possibility, if not for himself then for Breege and for the Trust.

“I’ll try to make it fast.” But all depended on how quickly the crew of the vessel would show themselves on deck.

Ford lowered his head and glanced at himself in the hatrack mirror. With his full beard and long hair, which was now going white, he looked rather like Father Time. His nose was long and beaked, his cheeks now hollow with age. Snugging the woolen fisherman’s hat over his brow, he clamped his pipe between his teeth. “Good-bye!” he called, opening the front door.

But before he could amend his words, Breege snapped, “Don’t ever say that! You know how I don’t like it.”

“Cheerio, then.”

“Well, I hope it isn’t cheery, and the storm drives you home. I’ll hold your tea.”

“I said don’t. Don’t!”

“And who are you, out on a fool’s errand, to tell me anything at all.” Breege stood to take herself into the kitchen at the back of the cottage.

As Ford closed the door, he saw her reach toward the table beside the chair, her fingers feeling for the diamond ring he had given her all those years ago. The surround of brilliant sapphire stones was just the color of her eyes, and too large to wear when knitting. “Foolish man,” she muttered, as she slipped it on her finger.

The blast of the storm staggered Clem Ford the moment he stepped out of the small vestibule that was necessary protection on an island that fronted the Atlantic Ocean. Between his home on Clare Island and New York lay nothing but ocean, over three thousand miles of it.


Still, Ford paused out of habit, while the wind buffeted him, to push the small Judas stone against the edge of the door. Glancing up, he scanned the ragged edge of the storm front that was sweeping in off the ocean from the northwest.

Like a black curtain—dark and impenetrable—it was closing down over the brilliant tones of the setting sun. More tellingly, the barometer had begun to plummet. Reaching toward the panel of instruments that he had fixed above the frame of the door, Ford tapped the glass face. They had lost a full inch of mercury in the last hour; the storm would strike soon and hard.

Ford pulled the hood of the anorak over his woolen hat and knotted the scarf about his neck. It might be high time for early summer on the calendar, but Nature heeded her own schedule. Bitch-goddess that she was, she would do as she list.

Turning, Ford launched his large body into the gale.








CHAPTER 2




FORD KNEW THE boat—or at least the type—since he had sailed one in his youth between the wars.

Then his father had operated a legitimate import/export business by day, but by night he had made his real money. From Harwich in England he had smuggled alcohol, tobacco, gasoline—any commodity that was in short supply or heavily taxed—into the Weimar Republic.

An eighty-foot North Sea pilot schooner made little more noise than the water cut by her sharp bow. Drawing a mere eight feet, she could sneak into the sleepy, shallow ports off the Friesland coast that the authorities never thought of patrolling. Yet her beam was great enough for substantial cargoes of contraband. “Why risk confiscation for a pittance,” his father had instructed him. “If you’re going to steal, steal big.” Words that had later come to haunt Ford.

Now he wondered at the fluke of an exact replica of such a boat sailing back into his life at the end of his seventh decade. Clement Ford was not given to superstition, but his life on Clare Island had made him attentive to the vagaries of chance. According to more than a few of the island’s inhabitants, there was no such thing as coincidence.

God—they had it—spoke to us through other persons, places, and even things. Could the boat now be a warning? Ford thought it might.

A sliver of waning sunlight was still striking the graceful, white hull, where she was anchored in the harbor not far from the granite breakwater and short quay. From the crosstrees of her two tall masts, working lights had been hung. Once the sun faded, the deck would be awash in achromatic light.

Raising the binoculars to his eyes, Ford discovered he did not need their night-seeing capability. He had positioned himself, as he always did on such an occasion, in the topmost open window of the small O’Malley castle. Now a national monument, it had guarded the harbor in ancient times and did so again for Ford.

From there the quay with its short jetty and tall protective wall were about a hundred yards away and the schooner perhaps two hundred where she was riding easily on her anchor in a stiff chop. Bracing his elbows against the castle wall, Ford focused the vessel in.

There were two men working the rigging, furling and securing the sails, while a third hand, who moved like a woman, was belaying line and stowing running gear. All were dressed in bright orange foul-weather gear that displayed the name of the vessel—Mah Jong—on the back in Chinese-like letters.

When the schooner swung on her anchor, Ford noted that her home port was “New Orleans, La.” and he wondered if the boat had embarked from there. If so, the crew had time and good weather to work on the boat. The topsides bore none of the encrusted salt or dull bronze that an ocean crossing inevitably produced. Everything from her paint through her brightwork to her sheets and canvas seemed fresh or recent-lyitted out.

Or could the boat itself be new—a reproduction of a North Sea pilot schooner? If so, Ford wondered where the plans had been got, who had built her, and at what cost. She was something he would like for himself, or would have, were he younger and less beset by his history. Apart from Breege’s ring, Ford had assiduously avoided any display of wealth that would raise questions.

Now another figure appeared on deck, who was not garbed in storm gear. Instead, he wore a simple Norwegian fisherman’s cap and pea jacket, both navy blue. Below were denim trousers and storm boots. A small but broad, older man, he looked jaunty and nautical with his gloved hands clasped behind his back and a lidded pipe in his mouth. On the blast off Clew Bay, puffs of blue tobacco smoke bolted past the antennae on the cabin top.

It was only then that Ford realized how well provided the vessel was with modern communications equipment. In addition to the standard Loran, radar, and VHF arrays in the masts, he counted four other aerials and dishes that he did not recognize, not having kept himself up on every advance in marine electronics.

Now the female deckhand began loading duffel bags into the large jolly boat at the stern of the schooner. As the old man approached her, Ford realized that there was something vaguely familiar about his bearing and the way he moved. Stiffly, proudly, as though unable to conceal a swagger.

More so, when the right hand came up, and he spoke some order. The hand chopped down to make his point, stiffly, all in one piece. The woman immediately stopped what she had been doing and followed his commands. Turning, the man then peered up into mast lights and said something to the two men above him, who were now climbing down and had nearly reached the deck. Ford froze.

What? Was his imagination playing a trick on him? Was all the superstitious claptrap of the last fifty-years causing him to make too much of this boat that was like the one from his past? No, he thought not. Even allowing for the passage of time, it could be nobody but Angus Rehm, the man he had bested all those years ago. Granted Rehm’s face was creased with age and the hair that was visible along the sides of his temples white, not blond. But there was no mistaking the face, the eyes, the gestures. And the hand.

Ford tightened the binoculars to his eyes and reached for the automatic-focusing button.

Which was when the mast lights were extinguished.

Ford flicked on the night-seeing capability, but he had not even accustomed his eyes to the greenish-yellow, infrared image, when a hooter aboard the schooner began blaring. At first Ford supposed it was some warning system, telling the crew that the bottom was too shallow or the anchor had lost its grip. Or that fuel or gasoline was leaking.

Until he saw the man in the cap and pea jacket reach inside the companionway and retrieve what looked like a scanning device. With it, he began sweeping the beach, the hills, the hamlet of cottages and houses that bordered the harbor, the pub, and finally the quay, the jetty, and the castle. He stopped there with the device virtually pointed at Ford.

Ford heard a command shouted from the boat, and then a klieg light—as bright as burning magnesium—swept him standing there in the open window of the castle, and then returned.

Like a large, old, slow animal caught in headlamps, Ford stood there, blinking. Only then did he realize that one of the electronics systems aboard the schooner must have detected the infrared illuminator in his binoculars, and Rehm had then used the scanner to locate him.

Ford switched off the infrared, and stepped into the shadow of the castle wall. But too late. Or was he imagining all of it. Or getting soft, as the Irish spoke of senility. No, damnit—the arc light was still emblazening the open window. What to do?

Flee—back to Breege and see if he could get her out of the house and to some safe haven at least for the night, and then off the island altogether in the morning. Rehm would see him, of course, the moment he got beyond the wall that surrounded the castle. Clare Island was treeless, and Ford could only hobble on his gimpy knees. And realizing how truly helpless he was, they would swoop down on him like the predators they were.

Instead, Ford chose a different course. Demonstrating the daring that had marked his naval career, he stepped back into the light and trained the binoculars on the boat. There he found Rehm—he was sure of it!—staring back at him with another pair of glasses.

Rehm then lowered his binoculars, and Ford watched and read his lips as he said, “It’s him. The Sea Wolf,” before the klieg light was switched off.

Ford had to wait until his eyesight returned before making his way down from his precarious perch in the dark castle. Once outside, he paused to look back at the schooner in the harbor, still scarcely able to credit what he had seen. Even with all his years of strict vigilance, Ford had been caught out nearly from the moment the bastard had dropped anchor. If he couldn’t now hear the chop rushing past the boat’s long white hull, he might again think it a cruel dream. Or a hallucination.

Breege, who was guiltless, was his first concern. Not that Ford himself felt any guilt. If anybody, it was Rehm who had been the criminal and a special class of being—a kind of devil. Witness the fact that he had hardly aged. Ford should have stamped him out when he had the chance, those many years ago.

The black curtain of the storm had descended, and Ford only managed to keep to the muddy path that was lined with bogs because he knew it so well. He tried to think of his options. Years ago, when he fully believed in the possibility that Rehm would one day arrive, he had developed a complicated escape plan. Now he could scarcely remember the details. And how to get himself and a blind, frail woman off the island at night in the midst of a storm?

The wind was howling about his ears, and a cold rain stippled his face whenever he turned to the west. In the far distance, he could see the yellow lights of his snug cottage. How he longed to sit himself down by the fire and smoke his pipe. Had he not earned that much in his old age?

No, he had earned nothing. But much less so Angus Rehm.








CHAPTER 3




AT THE DOOR of his cottage, Clement Ford did not bother to remove his hat or coat. He merely stepped inside, threw the bolts on the cubby and main doors, then divested himself of the heavy pair of high-tech binoculars. Making his way quickly to the kitchen, he found Breege busy about their tea.

“Back so soon? Was it a party boat, or did the storm prove too much for you? I haven’t heard the wind howl like this all the year long.” She was working at the cooker, holding out a hand to feel the heat from a burner before setting down a pot.

The kitchen was warm, the air redolent of the cooking meal. Again Ford thought he would give almost anything just to be able to collapse into his chair and forget what he had just seen. But there was no time for comfort. And how to tell her so she would listen and heed his words. Breege could be stubborn in her own pleasant way, and she had as much as ruled him, lo these many years.

“You haven’t taken off your coat,” she said, being able to smell the dampness on him. “Or your boots. There’s muck on them.” Suddenly she stopped what she was doing and turned to him, her beautiful, blind eyes finding his own, as though she could actually see him.

“Ah, Breege”—Ford began in lament, which he knew was a blunder—“it’s wrong that it should arrive at a time, like this, when we’re so old. But remember how I said years ago there would come a day when I would ask you to leave this place—no questions asked?”

She nodded the perfect arrangement of dark hair that only recently had begun to turn silver. She had always set it herself—by feel!—and the process had never ceased to entrance Ford. At that moment he believed he had never loved her more. “Well—that day has come.”

The slight smile that pouted her definite cheeks did not fade. “Clem—is this a joke?”

“I wish it were. I don’t know how to tell you, Breege, so you’ll believe me—but after all these years he’s here. Rehm.”

She paused for a moment before continuing her labors over the cooker. “Really? What did you say his name was again?”

“Rehm. Angus Rehm.”

“Rehm. What a curious name! And Scots! How it fits what you told me about him at Oxford and during the war. I mean, like the word, the one in Latin. Ar ee em. Oh”—she raised a finger—“and there’s a rock group by that name now. I heard them over the wireless the other day.” Breege moved toward the fridge. “Tell me now—how do you know it’s Rehm?” She removed a plate of butter from its depths. “Or are you after nipping into the pub.”

Ford sighed in exasperation. “Breege—listen to me. It is Rehm, the man I told you about. I’d know him anywhere. It’s like”—Ford glanced behind him down the hall toward the door—“he’s hardly changed. And he’s got three others with him that I could count.”

“But, sure, even if it is, couldn’t we just ring up Kevin O’Grady, who’ll have them off the island by noon?” She reached for a pot handle and gave it a shake.

O’Grady was a retired guard. Otherwise Clare Island did not have—or want—a resident police officer. Nor did Ford wish to bring the police into the matter, since they might ask questions that he would rather not answer. And Breege was innocent of everything in every way; she deserved to live out her days as she would have, had he never entered her life. Ford turned back to the front door.

There at the pegs he removed her storm coat, a woolen hat, and a muffler. In their bedroom he found her warmest stockings. From a drawer in his own dresser, he removed the Webley automatic that had still been strapped to his side that morning in the spring of 1945 when Breege and her aunt had found him on their beach half-dead, washed in with the tide.

While recuperating, Ford had stripped down the weapon to its component parts, then desalinized, lubricated, and reassembled the pieces. Through a connection in Dublin, where Ford went from time to time, he had obtained a stock of ammunition. Over Breege’s objections, he had also taught her to shoot as straight as she could at what she could hear. Now Ford slid a clip of seven bullets into the Webley and dropped it into his anorak.

Back in the kitchen, he found Breege standing on her side of the table. She was pouring tea from the kettle. On platters there were lamb chops, green vegetables, and potatoes along with a tureen of fish chowder that was one of Ford’s favorite dishes. Suddenly he was hungry. And angry.

“Now sit down and eat,” she said. “You’ll soon find yourself feeling much better. Did I tell you what’s coming over the telly this evening? You’ll like it—all about the Russian Navy. They’re selling it piecemeal to anybody who can pay the price. And what they can’t sell is just being left to rust.”

When Breege sat, Ford merely swung her chair round so he could take the slippers from her feet and slip on the stockings and Wellies.

“What are you doing, Clem?” she asked in her usual pleasant tone of voice, although he was handling her.

“Breege, my love,” he began, hoping she might credit his concern, “I don’t think you fully understood what I said. That…bastard is on the island. And he’s equipped and not alone. No. When I flicked on the infrared, some device on his vessel detected me.”

“You? How? Detected what?”

“The infrared illuminator in my new binoculars, I assume.”

“Well, how did it do that? What’s infrared?”

Ford only shook his head, knowing any explanation would be pointless and probably fatal at this juncture. “They caught me in their floodlights,” he went on. “He—Rehm—saw me. He won’t wait until morning. One question in the pub, and he’ll be onto where we are, and a quick strike is best for him. A storm? Better still.” Ford pulled off her slippers and began fitting on the stockings.

The wind was now keening around the house.

“After fifty years you still know what this Rehm looks like?”

“Yes. The size, the shape of him. The way he walks. He even had gloves on his hands.”

“But it’s cold. That’s a storm you’re hearing outside. Everybody should have gloves on his hands. Even yourself.”

“Breege—I looked into his face! In the glasses. It’s him.”

She put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Luveen—look at me and listen.”

Ford glanced up into her pretty face.

“Has it never occurred to you that we’re getting old? And you have been…consumed by this matter and this man many a long year. Could it be that he has now come alive in your imagination? Sometimes things I think about over much assume a reality of their own. Sure, I say this because I love you, and for no other reason.”

“Keep your foot still,” Ford replied. “I’m going to dress you for outside so you’ll be warm. You are my life, and if you won’t walk yourself, I’ll carry you.”

“You, with your bad knees? Clem—where would we go?”

It certainly was the question. Years ago Ford had maintained a boat that he kept on the other side of the island in an isolated cove. But it had been destroyed in a rogue storm, and Ford had not replaced it, because of the time that had passed. “Out of here. We’ll find some place to stay for the night. It’ll give us time.”

“And him time too, if he’s real. Clem—what’ll people say, our just leaving in the dead of night? They’ll be worried sick about us. Think of the talk! They’ll call the guards.”

“Let them say what they will, as long as it’s not over our dead bodies. I’ll figure something out.” It came to him then that he’d seen Packy O’Malley’s boat docked at the jetty. It was small but fast and able, even in a storm sea, and the man would be glad to do him a favor. “And if not of yourself, think of the Trust—the good it can do. And will, if we can keep it out of Rehm’s hands.”

“But isn’t it his?”

“No, damnit!” Ford had on Breege’s Wellies now, and he tried to stand so he could help her to her feet. But his knees would simply not support him, and he staggered against the door to the press. “As I told you, what he had was stolen itself, from whom I don’t know.”

“But you have an idea.”

“Yes, but that’s not knowing!” he said far too strongly. “And if he gets it now, after how we watched over it all these years and made it grow, it would be a double shame.” Having regained his balance, Ford reached down for her elbows.

“Wait,” she objected, trying to pull his large hands away. “Clem, luveen. Let me go, please. Please!”

He released her, and she reached for and found his hands.

Again she looked up at him. “If that’s what’s so important to you—why don’t you tell somebody else where it is and how to keep it safe. That way, if this Rehm does come for us, and the worst happens, the Trust will continue.

“Now, please—sit down with me and eat your tea, which is what I have every intention of doing myself. Come Armageddon or Angus Rehm.” Obviously she still did not believe him.

Ford released her and straightened up. She had a point. Confiding in somebody else was something that Ford had been considering now over the last several years, since it would be necessary eventually. He would not live forever. But who? He could never decide. Who could he possibly trust with such a secret? Well, now he had to.

Breege herself had never wanted to know the details of the Trust with its Dublin connection or even the location of the cache here on the island. “Why,” she had asked, “when I could never see the blessed hidey-hole anyhow? And even you think it’s dangerous going up there.”

Also, Breege was a woman who lived in the present. “As long as I have you, Clem, and we’re happy here—I don’t care how much we have or haven’t. Before you, my aunt and I lived on the little we could get for ourselves—her even then an old woman and me blind.”

Ford now sat in his chair beside her. “Like who?” to confide in, he meant. “We should have decided this long ago.”

Breege rearranged her chair and picked up her knife and fork. “Now, try a chop, Clem. They come from Achill, and you know how nice the spring lamb tastes from there. They say the sheep feed on clover the year round.”

“Breege—who?”

“Oh, I don’t know. You know more people than I.” She began carving the meat on her plate. “What about Mirna? She’s a quiet, careful person and educated. And she would probably sympathize with our intentions for the Trust. No—she would sympathize, being the artist that she is. Are you eating, Clem?”

Pondering what he knew about Mirna Gottschalk, Ford did not answer.

“Well, since you aren’t, why don’t you go tell Mirna, and I’ll finish my tea. If you’re still…disturbed about this when you get back, why, I’ll leave here with you. For the hotel. I can register as…I don’t know. Mary Robinson”—who, of course, was the president of Ireland—“and you can hide in the cellar, since you’re so conspicuous.” Breege had a sense of humor, though Ford did not appreciate it at the moment.

He sighed again; it was hell getting old. Certainly he wouldn’t be able to carry her very far under any condition, and she was right about one thing—it was time to confide in somebody. Maybe Mirna was the one. She had a fine young son in Dublin, who had already benefited substantially from the Trust and could deal with the details on that end. And Mirna’s house was but a long, if arduous, mile away, over the hill in back of the house and then along the cliff.

He stood. “Right—we’ll compromise. Here are my terms. After your tea, you take this and sit with it in your chair in the sitting room with your face to the door. If anybody comes into the house apart from Kevin O’Grady, you’re to use it, as I taught you.”

Breege turned her head to him. “Use what?”

“This.” He placed the Webley on the table beside her plate.


She put down her fork and felt it. “The pistol?” she asked incredulously. With a click she dropped the knife on the plate. “Clem—have you quit your senses? Me use that? Why I—” but she thought better of it.

“All right,” she relented. “Anything you say. I’ll take myself into the chair and sit in it. If anybody but Kevin comes in, I’ll…well, I’ll do what I must. When you return, we’ll leave. Perhaps the air will do me good. But you must speak to Mirna first.”

She retrieved her knife and fork. “I don’t mean to be difficult about this, but I would like to know what excuse you’ll give when asking Kevin to come ‘sit’ me? And don’t think to tell him I’m the frightened one.”

Ford moved toward the phone in the hallway. “I’ll just ask him to come.” And bring a gun, he thought. He had never requested anything scurrilous of O’Grady, and the man would do his bidding.

How long did he have? Ford tried to think of how Rehm would proceed.

He would make no direct inquiry of, say, the barman there at the island’s only pub in the harbor. Instead, he would engage some local in conversation. Dressed in their storm gear with the name of their vessel, Mah Jong, on their backs, they would order drinks, and the topic of their voyage or the boat would soon come up, given the interest of island folk in boats and visitors. Rehm had been a charming, engaging man back when Ford had known him, and he was undoubtedly more practiced now. But he had also been a careful man.

He’d say something like “We were wurried aboot this place,” in his heavy Scot’s burr that even in their Oxford days was devised. “While we were anchoring, we glammed a hoary great giant, peeking out at us from the castle walls. Are there Druids on the island?”

The locals would laugh. “Oh, that’s just Clem Ford, our resident Druid,” as Ford had once overheard himself described. “He’s harmless, really. Just likes to get a look at any new boat that puts in.”

“Strange—we didn’t see him again. It was as though he melted off into the hills.”

“Not to worry. Clem lives up on the flanks of Croaghmore, the mountain you can see looking west. A pretty, rambling cottage that was left to his wife. She’s an O’Malley, like so many of us on the island.”

And Rehm would have him. Another, say, ten or so minutes to change the topic of conversation, finish their drinks, and amble off. “We’ll go up to the hotel now, have ourselves a night ashore. Cheerio. See you tomorrow.” Then maybe a half hour to pretend registering in the hotel, and an hour to get their bearings and travel by the road in the dark here to Ford’s cottage. They’d not risk an overland route with the chance of walking into a bog or waking a dog.

By then, O’Grady would be firmly in place. Seeing him armed, they would make up some story and take themselves off on such a night, returning either to the hotel or their boat. The storm, which Ford could now hear moaning through the thatch, was simply too foul.

Three hours, Ford decided. He had three hours to trace the difficult overland path to Mirna’s, tell her the tale that would seem incredible to her after all the years she had known him, then get himself back and Breege into O’Grady’s car.

He’d also ring up Packy and have the fast boat ready to put off the moment they reached the harbor. They’d head due north toward Achill Island but continue on to Belmullet, which was a fishing port. There he might be able to hire a car.

He picked up the receiver and dialed.

O’Grady was just finishing his tea. Ford could hear kitchen sounds and O’Grady’s children in the background. But he agreed to come. “If you think you need me, Clem, I’ll be right up. But—why the gun?”

“Just bring one, please. And be prepared to use it.”

There was a pause before O’Grady asked, “How’s Breege keeping?”

“She’s fine. It’s me who wants you. I’ll explain everything when I get back. And don’t forget the gun.” Explain what, Ford wondered? He didn’t know, but some credible story would come to him when needed. He told O’Grady where he would leave the key, then rang off.

Breege, who scarcely ate enough to keep a bird alive, had finished her meal. Ford made her sit beside the hearth in the chair that faced the door.

He then stuffed the Webley down between the cushion and the padded arm of the chair and pulled the chair shawl over it. “Kevin knows where the latchkey is, so you won’t have to get up to let him in. When you hear him at the door, call out. Make sure he answers, and you recognize his voice. If not, use this.” Taking her left hand, he made her feel the butt of the weapon. “Remember how I taught you to shoot?”

Breege wagged her still lovely, dark head. “But that was years ago, Clem. And this is all so cloak-and-dagger. Are you sure you’re right?”

In every way, Ford suspected she meant.

“I could not be wrong. It’s Rehm. He’s come for the cargo and to kill me. And anybody who gets in his way, make no mistake.”

“Did you tell Kevin that?”

“No, of course not. How could I?” Reading her expression, Ford thought for a moment that she finally believed him. “There’s still time to change your mind. Come with me to Mirna’s. She’s got the big new Land Rover. She can take us to the harbor. Packy is probably in the pub, and we’ll be gone by midnight.”

Breege turned her head and listened to the wind, her eyes seeming to track its passage from the distant Western ocean, over the cliffs and pinnacle of Croaghmore, and past the house. “No, Clem—I’m just not up to it. And as long as you say Kevin is on his way, I’ll rest easy. And, sure, I’ve got this.” She patted the side of the chair where he had lodged the Webley.

Bending to the fire, Ford picked up the special tong-like device that he kept among the fire irons there. He knocked aside the few remaining lumps of peat that were still smoldering, and he pried up a deep stone from the inner hearth. A strongbox came next. From it he extracted the manila packet that was all the box contained.

Years before they had discussed it—Breege noting that, after they were gone, older Clare Islanders might think to look under the bricks of the hearth. “It’s there in times past a family’s valuables were hidden from the tax collectors, revenuers, and Lawlife’s bailiffs.” Lawlife being the London insurance company that had owned Clare Island before the turn of the century.

With the packet now in hand, he replaced the box and the stone, and with a briquette of solid parafin he built a new fire for Breege.

Reaching for a notepad of his stationery Ford sat in his wing chair and scribbled the two addresses in Dublin that Mirna would need. He also added the name “Angus Rehm.”

Ford was left-handed and his script had a curious backward slant that was even less legible because of the mild arthritis that afflicted his large hands. He had to concentrate to form the letters, and it took more time. Seven minutes by the clock on the mantel.

Placing the slip of paper into the packet and then stuffing the packet into the liner of his hat, Ford stood up.

“Do you have everything you need?” Breege asked.

“If you mean the Trust envelope. I do.”

“Now, hurry back.”

“I will, and you be ready to leave, when I am.”

It took Ford another ten minutes to batten all the window shutters and to lock the front and cubby doors. Leaving by the rear, he locked that door as well, then walked round through the soggy soil to the front and left the key under a rock for O’Grady, as they had discussed. With a toe he eased the Judas stone against the door and checked his wristwatch by the light from the transom.

Forty-seven minutes had elapsed since Rehm had seen him on the hillside. He deducted that plus the hour it would take him to go and come back from Mirna’s. He would then have something less than an hour to tell her—no, to convince her of what he wished her to know, which was nothing less than fifty or so years of history. And, then what he wished her to do, which would change her life irrevocably.








CHAPTER 4




MIRNA GOTTSCHALK HAD been born on Clare Island in 1941, four years before Ford arrived. Her father, Rudolph—then a young painter from Vienna—had once summered on the island, and in 1940 he came to stay. He told people he was attracted by the quality of light, the vistas of Clew Bay, and the island’s tranquility. Also, being a Jew did not seem to matter as much here as it did in Austria after the German occupation in 1938.

From Austria, Gottschalk had gone to Spain to fight for the Republic. But he had no sooner recovered from the wounds that he had suffered in the siege of Barcelona, than the Insurgents, led by Franco, took Madrid, and the bloody civil war was over. Fleeing across the border into France, he met a beautiful, young Basque woman who was also a political refugee. Together and with little more than their talents, they arrived in Ireland.

The house that they squatted in on Clare Island had been abandoned during the famine of the last century and was nothing but crumbling walls and dung, since sheep and cattle had sought shelter there over the years. It took the Gottschalks nearly a decade and plenty of hard work, but they created the most handsome and unusual dwelling on the island, Ford judged. With bits of the considerable flotsam that had washed up on Irish shores during the war, they fitted out and furnished their building. They used everything they could get their hands on—packing crates, ships’ timbers, the entire cabin of an old freighter that had been finished in Philippine mahogany.

They added a studio in 1951 and, with the help of the Clare Island Trust, several long white outbuildings that served as a kind of factory. There they made “Clare Island sculpture”—also fabricated from driftwood, which they sold throughout Ireland and England. It was the enterprise that had provided the elder Gottschalks a living, and (now that they had passed away) allowed Mirna the freedom to paint what she would.

Topping the crest of the hill, Ford was relieved to look down at a light in the studio windows. It meant that Mirna was in there painting and would be alone.

But descending the steep trail seemed almost harder on his ruined knees than the climb up had been. Ford staggered several times, then slipped on the muddy slope, and fell in a long, bruising tumble that nearly brought him up against the door of the studio. His hat blew off, and he tried to scramble after it and the all-important envelope that it contained. “Christ!” he shouted. Finally in one, last, desperate effort before the hat swept over the cliff Ford’s hand grabbed the envelope. The hat, however, sailed off into the darkness and tumbled toward the sea, some four hundred feet below on the western side of the island.

Feeling hopeless, as though he could never respond to the challenge that Rehm represented, Ford cursed himself and his old age and with difficulty pulled himself to his feet. In a bit of moonlight that now appeared briefly as if to illuminate the event, he caught sight of his hat, still airborne and spiraling out into Clew Bay. The clouds closed again. Ford reached for the handle of the door—which, like most on Clare Island—was never locked.

Mirna Gottschalk turned from the canvas, then said, “Oh, Clem—I thought I heard a voice.” She began walking toward him. “But, I’m sorry, you can’t come in.”

Ford stopped. “What? Why not? Are ye’ not alone?”

Stepping in front of him as though to keep him from seeing into the room, she smiled. “Certainly I’m alone. Or are you here with a proposition?” To show him she was fooling, she touched a hand to her hair which had turned gray early and was now closer to white. She kept it in braids.

In her mid-fifties now, Mirna Gottschalk-Byrne was still an attractive woman with a lithe body and the dark Spanish, good looks of her mother. The only bit of her father that Ford had ever been able to discern in her was her long, straight nose and hazel eyes.

Divorced now, she lived mostly alone, although she was visited from time to time by her son, Karl, and “suitors,” she called them, who never stayed more than a few weeks. During weekdays, of course, she was surrounded by other island women, who came to work on the driftwood ornaments that she designed and produced in the shop.

Ford tried to move around her, but she again stepped in front of him. “Really, Clem—can we go into the house? I’ll make you a cup of tea. You look”—her eyes ran down his muddy anorak and soiled trousers—“like you could use one. Did you fall? Where’s your hat.”

“No,” said Ford, easily pushing past the thin woman. “There isn’t time.”

“But”—she reached for his sleeve—“you’ll only ruin the surprise.”

“What?”

“The surprise that I’m making for your birthday. It’s not done, and I only have the week.”

She tried to prevent him, but Ford’s eyes swept the studio and fixed on the canvas and easel that was illuminated in the center of the room.

It was a large oil portrait of Breege, painted after Ford’s favorite photograph of her that had been taken in 1948. A print was clipped to the easel. He moved toward it.

“Well, so much for the surprise,” said Mirna.

It was Breege as Ford always saw her in his mind’s eye—as the dark, fey, young angel who had nursed him back to health and made him believe in life again. There was her slight smile and her full red lips, and the definite youthful sparkle in her bright, blind but very blue eyes. It was the same smile she had when Ford had declared his love for her, the
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