[image: image]

[image: image]

Contents
Title Page
Dedication
Acknowledgments
The Call
I
Travelers
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
Dubliners
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
About the Author
Other books by Mary Gordon
Copyright Page

 
FOR
Enda McDonagh
&
Eileen Tobin

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
In researching the history of the I.R.A., I began, as everyone must, with the work of Tim Pat Coogan. I am also indebted to Ed Moloney’s A Secret History of the I.R.A., and Padraig O’Malley’s Biting at the Grave. I have, as well, consulted more personal accounts, most especially Bobby Sand’s Writings from Prison and Gerry Adams’s autobiographical work, most particularly Falls Memories. I was greatly helped by Silvia Calamati’s Women’s Stories from the North of Ireland. I consulted video footage of the Omagh bombing from both English and Irish sources.
Most important were the many conversations with Irish friends, particularly Martin Byrd, Barbara Fitzgerald, Enda McDonagh, Cliona Ni Cheallaigh, and Ronan O’Ceallaigh.
My medical advisers, Dr. Patricica Kauffman and, as always, Dr. Maureen Strafford, were generously available with their expert knowledge.
To my patient readers, my endless thanks: Penny Ferrer, Kathleen Hill, David Plante, Claudia Rankine, Jan Zlotnik Schmidt—and with special thanks for her special attentions, Fran Kiernan.
For her careful and enthusiastic support, my thanks go to my editor Deborah Garrison and, as always, to my agent, Peter Matson.

The Call

1
We may as well begin with the ride home.
It is Christmas night, 1998. The ending of a day that was not unseasonable, except in its failure to fulfill the sentimental wish for spur-of-the-moment snow. The sky: gray; the air: cold, with a high of 33 degrees Fahrenheit. Palpable winter but not winter at its worst. Fewer of the poor than usual died on that day of causes traceable to the weather. Perhaps the relatively unimpressive showing of weather-related deaths was due to the relative clemency of the air, the relative windlessness, the relative benevolence that could be counted on by the poor to last, perhaps, nine days, December twenty-fourth through the first of January.
Ten o’clock Christmas night. Four friends drive south on the way home after a day of celebration. They have had Christmas dinner at the house of other friends, a weekend and vacation house in the mountains north of New York. One couple sits in the front of a brown Honda Accord, the other in the back. They are all in their fifties. All of their children are on other continents: one in Brazil, working on an irrigation project; one in Japan, teaching English; one in Ireland studying the Irish language at Trinity College. They were determined not to have a melancholy Christmas, and for the most part they have not.
They leave Maria Meyers off first since she lives in the most northerly part of the city or, as they would say, the farthest uptown.
She opens the door of her apartment on the sixth or top floor of a building on the corner of La Salle Street and Claremont Avenue, a block west of Broadway, a block south of 125th Street, on the margins of Harlem, at the tip end of the force field of Columbia University. Before she takes off her brown boots lined with tan fur, her green down coat, her rose-colored scarf, her wool beret, also rose, she sees the red light of her answering machine.
Her heart lifts. She reads the red light as a message from her daughter, who has not, after all, forgotten to call on Christmas. She probably thought her mother would be home all day; Christmas has never been spent anywhere but at home.
 
In the darkness, seeing with clarity one thing only, the blinking red light that means her daughter’s voice, Maria knows that when she flips the light switch she will be illumining a place nothing like the house she grew up in. Purposely, deliberately unlike. Walls painted orange-yellow. Woven fabrics from Guatemala, carved wooden angels—green and pink—from Poland, and from Cambodia a tin demon, her protector.
She drapes her coat, her hat, her scarf over the chair covered with a slipcover the color of a green apple. She sits on the footrest in front of it, on woven triangles of magenta, cobalt, rust. She takes off her boots, which made her feet so uncomfortably overheated in the car. She is greedy for the sound of her daughter’s voice, her greed a tooth that bites down hard. Her stocking feet are slippery on the pine floor. She’d been more hurt than she wanted to admit that Pearl hadn’t returned her call, hadn’t made contact before she left for the countryside. But that was what she wanted, wasn’t it? A daughter who did not feel obligated, who felt free to pursue her life, her interests, her pleasures, her adventures. She’d imagined Pearl sitting in a basement kitchen around a table of students toasting one another with cheap red wine, filling plate after plate with spaghetti they had made together. Or maybe it wasn’t spaghetti; she didn’t know what cheap meal Irish students chose to celebrate their liberation from the domestic cliché of family Christmas. Pearl had said she would be with friends. No one’s family? Maria had said. “I don’t know anyone’s family here,” Pearl had said, and Maria had thought, Well, that is being young.
But it is not her daughter’s voice she hears on the answering machine. It is a strange voice, a woman’s voice, a voice with a southern accent.
“This is the State Department in Washington. We’re looking for Maria Meyers, the mother of Pearl Meyers. This is an emergency. You can call toll-free.”
.  .  .  
E-M-E-R-G-E-N-C-Y
 
The word makes Maria believe she has lived her life all wrong. The familiar walls, the furniture of the apartment are threatening to her, offer her no comfort.
State Department. The official world. Run by men like her father. And where is her father now? She wants her father, dead twenty-four years, dying thousands of miles away from her, estranged. She says the word: Father. Then tries to unsay it. She tells herself to be calm. She breathes in and out, the breathing technique she learned for giving birth. She focuses her dislike on the voice on the machine—what kind of voice is that for the State Department?—and the name of the person she is supposed to call: Lynne Craig. Lynne Craig?
She tells herself she has never liked anyone named Lynne. What kind of name is that for a diplomat? If you were expecting a serious future for your daughter, would you name her Lynne?
Her daughter’s name has always been something she was proud of. She always relished people’s surprise when they heard it.
What’s the baby’s name?
Pearl.
A disappointed look. Wanting to say, That’s no name for a baby, people would say, “Unusual.”
“It’s my mother’s name,” Maria would say.
Then people would say, “Oh, yes, of course.” Forgiving her for something.
A toll-free number. As if paying the toll would prevent someone’s making a call to the State Department when they’d been told it was an emergency. She tries to imagine a person for whom a toll-free number would, in such circumstances, make a difference. She cannot. She loses confidence in the ability of someone who would invent such a procedure to save her child. This frightens her: she cannot trust the people who are said to be in charge. And, unusually for her, Maria does not know what to do.
She dials the number. The tone beeps. She tries to imagine the State Department. She sees official buildings but they could be anywhere, in any city, at any time since the mid-nineteenth century. She sees her young self and her friends demonstrating in front of such buildings in the 1960s. In those dark years, the people in the buildings had been the enemy. Now they are her only hope. Therefore they are dear to her. Therefore she hates them. They know something, possibly unbearable, that she does not know. Something about her daughter. Something she needs to know.
She gets, on the fifth ring, Lynne Craig.
“Mrs. Meyers—”
“It’s Ms. I’m not married.”
This is the kind of woman Maria is. She has heard the word emergency, and yet she insists on not being misnamed. She is not married; she wants to make that clear. No husband for a second opinion. She is a person who believes it is one of her strengths: making things clear.
“Yes, well, Ms. Meyers, ma’am, we have a bit of a situation over there in Dublin. A little bit of an unusual situation that your daughter’s gotten herself involved in.”
“Is she all right?”
“Well, we hope she will be.”
“What exactly do you mean by that?”
“Well, as I said, your daughter’s gotten herself into a little bit of an unusual situation. She’s chained herself to the flagpole in front of the American embassy in Dublin. She says she hasn’t eaten in six weeks, and she’s refusing food and drink.”
“Why is she doing it?” Maria knows she must try to understand. If there is a logical progression, it will be comprehensible. Therefore, some action can be begun.
“Well, at first, Ms. Meyers, because it’s Dublin and because of the particular situation over there with the Irish politics and all, we supposed she was involved with the IRA. You know, there’s a group that’s very opposed to the peace treaty that’s being worked out, very vocal about their opposition, more than vocal in some cases. But this doesn’t seem to be the case with your daughter—IRA involvement, I mean. She wrote a statement that she left on the ground by where she’s lying. It’s a bit confusing, Ms. Meyers. We think she’s doing what she’s doing because some young boy died and she considers herself responsible. And then she’s in favor of the peace treaty; she says her act is in witness to it. We can’t make much sense of this, and she won’t talk. Now she’s written a letter to you and another to a Mr. Kasperman. It says personal and confidential, but if you were willing we could read it to you now.”
“She’s getting medical help?”
“Yes.”
“In that case, we must respect her wishes. If the letters are confidential, it means they’re for our eyes only. Mr. Kasperman is an old friend of the family. Just take the proper medical steps and wait for me to get there.”
“Yes, ma’am, whatever you say. Does she have any history of mental instability?”
“Of course not.”
“Well, Ms. Meyers, as this is a kind of unusual situation, we’d have to ask that kind of question. Any political involvement?”
“As long as I’ve known her she’s been only marginally aware of politics. She’s interested in language. She’s studying linguistics. She’s in Ireland to study the Irish language.”
“Yes, ma’am. Well, you see, she has some connections there that are of some concern. There’s a young man, a kind of involvement, who has interests, connections, with certain radical groups. But they all seem to disavow any connection with what your daughter’s doing. They say it’s just the isolated act of a disturbed individual.”
“My daughter is not disturbed. She’s in danger, and I’d like to know what you’re doing about it.”
“Well, right at the moment, ma’am, we’re trying to be in dialogue with her. But she doesn’t seem very receptive. I’ll tell you the truth, ma’am: she’s very weak, and we’re afraid of injuring her if she resists when we try to remove the chains by force. She’s chained her wrists, you see. So we’re sort of hoping she’ll remove the chains herself.”
“Isn’t it cold there?”
“Yes, ma’am, we have some concerns about that. They seem to be taking measures; I think some heaters have been set up. But our greatest concern is that she won’t drink. You know, they can survive this kind of thing without eating, but the drinking’s crucial. We’re worried about dehydration. We’ve set up heaters around her so she’s warm. She can’t stop us doing that.”
“Then get the chains off without hurting her.”
“That seems to be the problem right now. She’s resisting us pretty strongly there. We’re trying to avoid force. Of course, if she gets much weaker, she won’t be able to resist.”
Maria doesn’t know what to hope for: that her daughter will weaken enough so she can’t resist or that she will retain her strength. How is it possible to wish that your child will weaken? Yet she knows that is what she must do, if only she knew how to form the wish. She has never had this experience before; she has always known exactly what to wish for. She has often believed that her wishes would be granted or that, if not, she would be able to live with their having been refused. But now she does not know how she must live. Or how she would live if anything should happen to her daughter. Her daughter who is in danger now.
“We were hoping you might have some kind of leverage if you were on-site.”
“I’ll be on the next plane.”
“I’ve taken the liberty of booking you a seat; I’m afraid there’s only first class left on the six p.m. flight tomorrow. And I’ve taken the liberty of booking you a hotel, the Tara Arms. Any cab at the airport will know it. Of course, you’ll want to stop by the embassy first. Speak to Miss Caroline Wolf.”
 
Maria wants to vomit, as if, opening her mouth, the horror of what she’s heard might spill out as in a medieval allegory: a sinner spewing out devils, sin.
But she can’t waste time thinking of herself as a figure of allegory. Her daughter is in danger. Her daughter is doing something she doesn’t understand. She can’t even form a picture. Why can’t they remove the chains? Maria is an impatient woman, and not being able to understand has always made her feel trapped, suffocated. She wants to claw against this incomprehension. She wants to make Lynne Craig say something that will allow her to understand. So, although she doesn’t want to hear her voice anymore, she asks another question. In case it will unlock something.
“First class?” she says.
“I’m afraid that’s all that’s available. The flight leaves JFK at six p.m. tomorrow night.”
Tomorrow night. Six p.m. First class. Thousands of dollars. Nineteen hours.
She packs her bag.
.  .  .  
Maria waits until midnight, when it is 6 a.m. in Rome, to call Joseph Kasperman, her oldest friend. Joseph Kasperman, to whom Pearl addressed the other letter.
And now I will tell you the story of Joseph and Maria. Your first thought might be that they are lovers. Having learned they are not, you might imagine they are blood relations: perhaps brother and sister. They are neither lovers nor blood relatives, they are friends. More than friends. Neither has a memory of life without the other. And what is a life without the memory of a life?
Joseph’s mother was housekeeper to Maria and her father, Maria’s mother having died before Maria was two years old and Joseph’s father having abandoned him and his mother before Joseph reached his first birthday. Two half-orphans, brought up together: a tie not of blood or sex, a tie of friendship. Friendship from the start of memory. Joseph cannot forget that he is the son of a servant. Maria almost never thinks of it.
Maria has a little Italian, enough to ask for Mr. Kasperman in the hotel Santa Chiara, where she has stayed many times, first with her father, then with her father and Joseph, then with Joseph and his wife, Devorah, most recently with Joseph and Pearl. Now Joseph is there alone. Devorah and her father are dead. She will not allow herself to think that Pearl might be dying.
Joseph answers the phone, and she tells him what Lynne Craig said. How she dislikes Lynne Craig, how she dislikes the State Department and its toll-free number, how she dislikes having to depend on the State Department for anything. Particularly anything important.
“Why is she doing it?” Joseph asks.
“It’s something about a boy who died, whose death she feels responsible for. And something about being a witness to the importance of the peace treaty. I don’t understand.”
Now she will ask a question for the magic value of the spoken words. Joseph has always wanted to make her happy, but if he thought something was important, that she wasn’t quite telling the truth or allowing herself to see the truth, he would go silent. No matter how much he knew what she wanted to hear.
“Do you think she’ll die?”
And he says the thing she needs to hear, which she knows he believes, because he doesn’t say what he does not think is the truth.
“No, I don’t think she’ll die,” he says. “You won’t let her.”

Travelers

2
When you have decided that you will die—which is a different thing from knowing that you want to die and different, too, from the idea that you no longer want to live—when you’ve come to that point, nothing is difficult. You are in love with your own lightness. You grow radiant to yourself. Transparent. You can take in anything and nothing can be taken from you.
This is who and what I am.
.  .  .  
This is who and what Pearl Meyers believes she is, who and what she is to herself. But what is she to us? A twenty-year-old woman. A woman who is starving, a woman chained to the flagpole in front of the American embassy in Dublin, Ireland. A woman who is lying on the ground.
But who am I? you may be asking.
Think of me this way: midwife, present at the birth. Or perhaps this: godfather, present at the christening. Although of the three people with whom we are concerned, perhaps the most important, Pearl herself, was never christened. If not the christening, then, perhaps the naming. Present at the naming. At the speaking of the most important word.
Perhaps you cannot bleach a certain criminal association from the word godfather. But I would ask you to consider that, for two of the people with whom we are concerned, the word godfather signified the protector of the child from the world, the flesh, the devil, long before Marlon Brando changed its meaning for people like you and me.
I would, if I could, protect them, all of them, but I have learned that I cannot.
Let’s get back to Pearl. The Irish government does not want to be seen using force against an American. The American government does not want force used against one of their own. The police could cut through Pearl’s chains. It would not be easy, she’s made sure of that, but it could be done. She has handcuffed herself, looped one medium-width chain through the handcuffs, looped a thick bicycle chain through that and around the American embassy’s flagpole on a tile pavement a few feet below street level on the Aylesbury Road. They are giving her a chance to free herself; for the moment they are only speaking to her. They will try other methods: unlocking the cuffs with their keys and, if that doesn’t work, cutting through them with something like gardening shears. The chances of hurting her, of wounding the delicate flesh of the underside of her wrists, is great if she resists.
 
Pearl is, thus far, resisting. When the police have approached her she has thrashed and kicked. So for a while they are only talking to her. The Irish are a civilized people; the Dublin police are known to be humane. And she is on embassy ground; the embassy staff has been in charge. Doctors have been consulted, experts in the field, people who have had experience with this sort of thing. This is, after all, Ireland, and hunger strikers are not unknown.
What is she doing here? is a question people keep asking. You may be asking it yourself. What are you doing here? Isn’t this always a hostile question? Doesn’t it always imply, You have no right to be here, you should be somewhere else? It would be very easy to say that both these sentences are true in relation to Pearl Meyers. Only, she is American. The embassy is technically her country, although it is in Ireland. You could say she has no right to chain herself to the flagpole on pavement that dips down a few feet from the high embassy ground. And if you said to her, You should be somewhere else, she would deny it. She would say, I am where I belong.
.  .  .
There are reasons. You may not believe there is any reason for a young woman like this to want to die. By which you would mean any good reason, a reason that would be good enough for you to understand. You may never have wanted death yourself. But Pearl experienced the desire for it as a kind of thirst. Do you remember, as a child, waking thirsty in the middle of the night? Getting up, walking into the kitchen, the air cool against your arms and legs, exposed except for the thin cotton of summer pajamas. Filling a glass from the faucet, carefully, right to the brim. The water running out of the spigot with a swoosh, tasting sweet. Because you were so thirsty. It was strange, wasn’t it? It was exciting, drinking water in the dark room. Strange to be drinking water in the darkness all alone.
Her thirst for death has been like that, like the imagination of that water. As she began to starve herself, her weakness had a sweetness, her exhaustion was as desirable as the slaking of a thirst. To fail to live. To fail to live up to things. Simply to fail. A sweet exhaustion, like a bluish gas or a white fog. No longer to base your life on a series of actions, but to say that one action, in its absolute visibility, its absolute meaningfulness, is worth your life. The giving up of which is nothing but a lovely handing over. The delight of giving over, of giving up. To lie down in the snow or in the woods. In darkness. No longer to go on.
But what, you ask me, could have been the source of such a thirst? She is a fortunate girl, you are telling me: beautiful, healthy, American.
Perhaps we should begin with the document on the ground beside her. It is in a clear plastic envelope, transparent, secured by a device: a cardboard red circle, around which is looped a white string. Let’s call it a document, or perhaps it would be better to call it a statement. I don’t know what it really should be called. In any case, I offer it to you exactly as she wrote it. These are her words:
I have not eaten in six weeks; I have drunk nothing in several days. I have decided to do this, to chain myself here, because of my conviction that the only important thing I can do with my life is to offer it in witness. I am doing this here, in Ireland, on what is officially American soil, because what I am doing is connected to the history of Ireland, even my method, and yet I am not part of the history of Ireland. I am American, and so I find it proper to do what I must do here on what is legally American soil. To be American is to be paid attention to.
First and most important, I am giving my life in witness to the death of Stephen Donegan and to the goodness and importance of his life. Second, to show my support, my admiration for the peace agreement, and those who have worked toward it. Third, to mark the human will to harm.
I am, in part, responsible for Stephen Donegan’s death. This is because in being caught up in an idea, I forgot a living person. He became, to me, invisible. This made it easy, even natural, for me to insult him. This insult was a form of violence. They said he died because of an automobile accident, but he died as a result of my insult. The death of Stephen Donegan was an event in history, a loss to the world.
My insult was a private act, an act of private violence, and yet its source was the Troubles of Ireland. Stephen Donegan was a victim of the Troubles, but he is not being mourned as that. I insist by my death that he be mourned as a victim of the Troubles. And so, because I believe that nothing I could do with my life can be as powerful as the power of my death, I give my life in witness to the goodness of Stephen Donegan, and to the goodness of the peace agreement, and to protest the evil of continued violence.
The idea of the peace agreement and its reality will bring about a cessation of some death. I know it to be true that the diminishment of the possibility of violent deaths is an entirely good thing. I know too that the peace process is in danger because of those who love violence and death more than peace. I understand this impulse to violence because of the violence of insult I committed against Stephen Donegan. And I see this impulse—in myself and in those who would put the peace process in danger—as part of a larger impulse, which is true, I believe, of human beings: they possess the will to harm. And my witness to this impulse, my desire to mark its strength, is the third reason for my decision to be here as I am.
I believe it is a good thing to offer my life in witness to these things I know to be true. My death will be a far more powerful witness than my life or anything that could be accomplished by a life such as mine. I act in perfect freedom and in certainty that what I am doing is right. No one has influenced me in this choice.
Pearl Meyers
In the large transparent envelope, along with the document, there were two smaller, ordinary envelopes, one addressed to her mother, one to Joseph. She addressed the one: For my mother, Maria Meyers, Personal and Confidential. And the other: Mr. Joseph Kasperman, Personal and Confidential. Was she aware that she used the intimate form for her mother, the official one for Joseph? Perhaps because there was no name for her relationship to him. Or perhaps because she could not think of Maria Meyers in any other way except: my mother.
 
Here are the letters. I call them letters, as opposed to the other words she wrote, which I call a statement, unsealed, unaddressed, its envelope transparent: inviting anyone’s attention, everyone’s. We might as well begin with her mother’s. It doesn’t matter, really, but a letter to one’s mother would seem to take pride of place. This may not be correct, but it would seem most ordinary.
Mother:
Try to call on the values you have given me: a love of justice, a need to bear witness to the truth. I am doing this in the name of justice, in witness to the truth. I am marking a wrongful death, for which I was responsible, and other public wrongs that will lead to death and more death.
I have considered, of course, the sorrow this will cause you. Yet I know that you are a person of hope, a person at home in this world, and that you will go on. Try to understand that I am not a person of hope and I am not at home in this world, which I believe to be a place of harm. And though I am a person of no force, I have learned that I am capable of harming. This consideration has led me to believe that it is best that I remove myself from this life and my own life and become, rather, a witness. Also, having seen the possibility of harm within myself, I have become more convinced than ever that the darkness is stronger than the light. At least it is stronger than I am. I know what you would say: Focus on the light, focus on what can be changed. I believe that I can change nothing by my life, but that my death has the possibility at least of shedding some light. I have not said these things in the statement I have left on the ground here at the embassy. What I believe about the nature of the world is not for the eyes of the world but for yours and Joseph’s. You will be witness to this thing that I believe. You, a person of greater force, can use your force, perhaps, in some way I cannot imagine.
I know that you love me. Please know that I have loved you. You may think I should live for you, to keep you from this sorrow, but I cannot. It is better that I am not in this life.
Please understand that this has nothing to do with you. There is nothing you could have done.
Your loving daughter Pearl
And here is what she wrote to Joseph:
Joseph:
I believe that of all people you will understand this best, will comprehend most fully the decisions I have made. A boy died because of me. Because I rendered him as nothing in my self-righteous blindness in the name of an idea. I made a thing of him. I stole his faith and hope.
I know about some things that you and my mother never told me: faith, hope, and love. I have never been naturally a person of hope. Nor, I believe, are you. I have lost my faith in the goodness of life. Replacing that belief: a belief in malignity. In the will to harm. And the dismay that this impulse is in myself.
Still, I know some things are better than others. The peace agreement will lead to things better than endless violence. I give my life, however ludicrous it seems, in witness to this. And in witness to the commonality of the impulse to harm.
Take care of my mother and yourself.
Thank you for years of love and care.
You have done nothing but good to me. When I think that there might be one person in the world free of the impulse to harm, it is you. For this, I honor you.
I know you understand what I am doing. You have always understood me. This has been a gift I am more grateful for than I can say.
Take care of my mother and yourself.
Your loving
Pearl
Now what do these explain—the statement, the letters? They sound rather different in some ways, don’t you think, one from the other? The statement is quite cool; you may find it confusing in the way it mixes categories: terms. The letter to her mother is protective—or does she want to keep her mother at arm’s length? I think she must have been farther along in the process of starvation when she wrote to Joseph. She repeats herself; she must have begun to lose control. What do these words tell you about this young woman with a thirst for death? You can see she is serious, intelligent, thoughtful, but tormented in her seriousness. She believes she has done wrong. She believes her life is nothing. This is what these words say: that her life is no use of itself, only as witness.
Do these words help you to understand why a young woman, a healthy, fortunate American woman, would do what she has done: starved herself to the point of death and chained herself to a flagpole at the embassy?
I want you to understand that although you may think of her death as a suicide it is also more than that. She wanted to die to be out of this life, but she also wanted to use her death. Her death was the vessel of her hope. She could use her death as she could not use her life. Her death would be legible, audible. Her life, she believed, was dim and barely visible; her words feeble whispers, scratches at the door.
As she gave up eating, this sense of purpose, the joy of pure statement, pure act, took her over. She felt at rest. In emptying herself, she was turning from body to idea, the idea that a chosen death could serve as a marker for a wrongful death. The idea that, like the Irish hunger strikers of the 1920s and the 1980s, she was giving her life in witness to a good much larger than her own survival on the earth—where, living, she would make no mark.
And yet you will say she is different from the hunger strikers who went before her in Ireland. The hunger strikers hoped against hope that they would be stopped, that they could stop before their death. Pearl doesn’t want to stop; she wants her death for its own sake, as a release from being overwhelmed. Her death is desirable to her: a glass of water in the darkness. This act is full of contradictions, you might say. What is it: suicide or hunger strike, private act or public statement?
She would say to you, proud of the economy of her death: It is all of these.
All right, all right, you might be saying to me. But what about Stephen Donegan? Who is this boy and what were the circumstances of his death?
You have to trust me: it will all come later.
 
Pearl isn’t thinking about him now, and we must proceed as she proceeds. We must follow Pearl, follow the pattern of her mind. She is starving; she moves from clarity to blankness: there are moments of hallucination, flashes of what she thinks of as pure darkness, then pure comprehension.
Suppose we are standing on a pier. It is early morning; we are in some warm climate, maybe Florida. We are looking down from where we stand on the pier, down into the water. A school of fish swims by, smallish but colorful. Then, appearing as if from behind a cloud—but there are no clouds, only distance—a bird swoops down, sensing the far school of fish. He dives, lands in the water; the school of fish gives up form and cohesion, scatters. Dark gaps of water appear between clusters of fleeting color. The new form disappears into the darkness under the pier. If we wait, the form will re-cohere. Will it be the form we first saw or will it be a semblance of itself? No matter: it will be distinguishable to us as one cohesive whole.
This is how it is with Pearl. The beak, the wingspan of her anguish flies at her, scatters her thoughts, breaks up the center. First there is a cohesion, then descending wings, then clusters; then the clusters re-cohere. To understand now we must follow the new form: clusters that come together, and separate, and then come together again.
In her clear moments she sees faces—her witnesses, she calls them—hears voices telling her their stories, telling her she is right to do what she is doing. The faces come to her, hover in the air before her eyes, then fade and disappear. Faces in frames, faces surrounded by blue air. A blue that appeared when the darkness that surrounded her began to lighten, when she felt she was truly in the place of rest.
The faces and figures (they are torsos only; she never sees their hands) are cut out of bright air, as with a knife: cut with extreme precision and then pasted with the same precision back into the air. So they are at once separate from their background and a part of it. One shoulder perhaps shading off into a darkness only the width of a pencil line, the shadow of a greater darkness. The faces are illumined, particularly the air, by a light whose source she cannot see, a light that strains their eyes and makes them tighten their mouths. She begs them to stay until the time when she will understand.
We all like to believe that before death there is a moment of great clarity: what we call understanding. But suppose there isn’t, only a series of shadings-off? A set of increasing vaguenesses, then darkness, and then nothing at all?
It is possible.
She doesn’t see Stephen Donegan’s face: Stephen Donegan, whom she calls Stevie. When she says his name, only a shape appears: dish-shaped, featureless, white. She sees other faces. Faces she thinks of as witnesses telling her that she is right to do what she is doing because it is too much for her to live with. Because the most truthful thing to be said about human beings, the most common thing about them, is that they will do harm. And she too has the will: what she has done to Stevie shows that she is one of them, one of the crowd with stretched lips, bloody eyes, the vacant patient stare that with its blankness can erase the world.
 
Perhaps you are thinking that if you knew more of Pearl’s background you might understand why she is doing what she’s doing, why she is where she is. But what do we mean by background? If we knew what we meant by background, would it help us to say more clearly what the nature of the foreground is? A painter might spend far more time considering the background of her work than what is nearest to the eye. Let’s imagine we’re looking at a Romantic painting. There is a blackish-purple sky, tall thin-leaved trees; through a gap in the trees a white full moon surrounded by a haze of cloud. In the front, three small figures stand, bent, their backs to us, looking at something on the ground, trying to see something in the moonlight, something that absorbs them but that we can’t begin to discern. Of what use is it to say that the sky, the trees, the moon, must be known as the background? Would it mean that the figures are more important than the sky?
So what could I tell you about Pearl’s background that would be of use in answering the question What is this woman doing here? By which you would mean starving, chained, lying on the ground in front of the American embassy in Dublin. If I told you that Pearl’s grandfather was a Jewish convert to Catholicism, that her mother is the supervisor of several day-care centers in the Washington Heights section of New York City but had a history of involvement in radical politics during the Vietnam war, that her father was a Cambodian who disappeared into his own country before her birth, would that explain anything about why she is where she is on Christmas Day of 1998?
Perhaps you should know what she looks like. A beautiful girl, people have said, struck by looks that they almost always call unusual. Black Asian eyes but light brown hair, commonly called dirty blond. A wide forehead. Thick eyebrows, darker than her hair. Her body: long-legged, small-breasted, tall. A beautiful girl.
But what does any of this explain? How do any of us explain why we are where we are? How do we retrace our route; what maps do we consult to follow our road backward; who is the native guide? Do we look in the coils of our heritage? For the surfeit or starvation of early love? How far back is it useful to go?
In Pearl’s case, should we go back in the history of Ireland to the sixteenth century, the beginning of the English conquest? Or do we go back to Pearl’s first days in Ireland, at the beginning of the year 1998?
Certainly it would be one way of answering the question of what she is doing here. If by here we mean Dublin, it might be truthful to say: She was studying the Irish language at Trinity College. This is her year abroad.
Let’s see where that will lead.
But if we take this route you must understand it is one that Pearl is no longer capable of traveling. Her mind will not move in a straight line. It will not connect specific events of the present to specific events of the past. There is a face she needs, Stevie’s face, but when she tries to call it up it is a blank, a dish shape, a featureless white plain.
There are other faces, other names: Finbar. Breeda. Mick. The names, the faces of her time in Ireland. Shall we go back to the beginning of that time? January 1998, when she arrived in Dublin, a student from Wesleyan University, Middletown, Connecticut, to study the Irish language at Trinity College.
We can go back to that. We are seeing what Pearl cannot see: a line.
But we are not starving; we are not cold or lying on the ground. So you can say to me—certainly you have a right to say to me—Tell me how she came to Ireland. And that, certainly, is something I can do.

3
Eleven months ago, Pearl Meyers saw the city of Dublin for the first time. Sharing a cab from the airport with Jessica Henderson, not exactly a friend but someone she liked well enough to sublet a flat with, twenty minutes’ walk from Trinity, a neighborhood with no real name, between Fipsboro and Stonybatter, between the Corn Exchange and the Four Courts. A one-bedroom apartment in a modern complex: a series of four-story buildings around a central courtyard.
There’d been the excitement, first, of having her own apartment. Not her mother’s, not a college dorm. She and Jessica, her not-quite friend, had shopped for posters, a tablecloth, agreed to share a hair dryer and a toaster, which the original tenant seemed not to own or had taken with her. They were just settling in, and what didn’t work in the flat was a joke at first: the washing machine that turned out to be unusable, because the water didn’t drain and so they had to empty it into the toilet; the doorbell that didn’t sound; the telephone whose wire fell out in the middle of every conversation. And then one night Jessica developed a high fever. She phoned her mother in Pennsylvania. Her mother told them to call the head of the program. It was four in the morning. They waited till eight. The head of the program said she would meet them at the hospital. In time, it was determined Jessica had encephalitis. She was kept in the hospital ten days until she was pronounced fit to travel. Then she was sent home to recuperate. Her parents, grateful to Pearl for nursing their daughter and prosperous in any case, agreed to go on paying her half of the rent for the rest of the year.
What had seemed a joke with the energetic Jessica now seemed an oppression. Like the number 137 bus, which stopped or didn’t stop at the place the sign indicated, causing Pearl to jump into the middle of the street to hail it; sometimes drivers would stop, sometimes not. Once when she asked a driver if the bus officially stopped there, he shrugged and said nothing.
In the morning, it was still dark at eight. She would sit in the armchair by the window, a mole-colored chair covered in velveteen with a pattern of unnameable leaves and flowers. The too-new bricks on the adjacent buildings sank her heart: an attempt at variegation: some rust-colored, some mustard, some a powder beige. The stone tiles of the pavement were already discolored from moisture. A metal door on the storage building reminded her of a prison, and the lights, still on in the transitional moment between dawn and light, spoke to her of surveillance, as if, walking into the courtyard, she would set off a siren. The heels of early workers clicked in the damp air.
Pearl didn’t know what to do with herself in the week before classes started. She would sit in the student canteen, eating her grilled cheese sandwiches, too shy to speak. Pub life seemed beyond her; she’d had no experience of a social life built around drinking. She tried to walk the city but didn’t know what she was looking for. She remembered a saying her mother lived by: You must be sure that you enjoy one thing every day. Most days, for her, it was the colors of the doors or the painted surfaces of the buildings, bright blue, candy yellow, festive in the dim air. And the voices of the people, and their good manners, which made her hungrier, as they suggested a warmth she felt herself a failure to be unable to take advantage of.
It wasn’t any better when classes started. She was shy, and no one seemed anxious to include her in their conversation. She was taking classes in the Irish language. It was her Irish teacher who suggested to the class that even though they were beginners they should go to meetings of the Gaelic Club, just to hear the language spoken. That was where she met Finbar, whom she probably wouldn’t have talked to in the United States. At home she would have found him an embarrassment: shoulder-length hair, army greatcoat, tie-dyed shirt, overlarge boots. But Finbar talked to her. And it seemed to her that she hadn’t had a conversation in the two weeks since Jessica had left. She let him buy her a drink. They discovered they both had a facility for languages.
.  .  .  
Perhaps you would feel more sympathy for Pearl if you could say she did what she did for love. That she had met a young man, loved him, given herself to his cause. But it didn’t happen like that. For Pearl, it was more an affair of the mind than the heart, more a thing of words than of the body. Also, she was very lonely. She was alone in a strange city. It was winter. The sky darkened early. She didn’t know how to make things work: the buses, the telephones. And there was the accident of her roommate’s getting sick and having to go home. How much of what happed to Pearl is traceable to a microbe? To the weak sun? To the failure of the Dublin buses?
But no, you will say to me, that can’t be it; there must be more than that, more than the sun, the washing machine, the buses. Of course there is. But that is the beginning.
It would not be right to say she fell in love, but after she met Finbar she felt happier, not so alone. Finbar McDonagh. He had a circle of friends, boys who dressed like he did, who wore their hair to their shoulders, who collected in his flat to talk about politics. Because of Finbar and his friends, Pearl had to learn a whole new set of terms. Republican is not the party of Ronald Reagan and George Bush; to be Republican means you believe in a United Ireland, an Ireland healed after the split that occurred in 1922, when the six counties of the North were declared not part of Ireland but of Britain. Then, if you learned the word Republican, you needed to learn many new names: Michael Collins, Éamon de Valera, Pádraig Pearse. And then you had to learn that the opposite of Republican is Unionist, or sometimes Loyalist: names for the Northern Protestants who want to keep the North a colony of England. Names for the enemies.
Everything Finbar and his friends did was connected to the Republican cause. They studied the Irish language because it was the language of the Republic; they played Irish football because it was the proper game for people with their politics. There was only one worthy endeavor and only one vision: a united Ireland free of any English taint.
She was fascinated. It was a new kind of being political, different from that of her mother and her mother’s friends, who went to meetings to stop the construction of buildings too tall for the neighborhood or to start the construction of vest-pocket parks, who worked on school board elections and traveled to Albany to lobby state senators about universal pre-K education. The language of this new politics was large; history was invoked, in poetry and song: colonialism, oppression, the true spirit of the Irish land. Heroes were called martyrs. Her spine thrilled when she heard the word; she’d discovered it secretly, on her own, as other children might discover the term sadist or coprophilia. She had never heard the word martyr spoken aloud.
But her mother had heard the word and spoken it; it was a word her mother was born knowing. So would you say that it was part of Pearl’s background even if it was silenced, rendered invisible? Maria Meyers was raised Catholic, but she was determined that her child would not be.
The most venerated martyr of them all was Bobby Sands. Bobby Sands, a hunger striker, dead by self-starvation in November 1982, when Pearl was almost four years old. She saw his smiling face first over the mantel in Finbar’s apartment, a place of honor that in other Dublin apartments, the kind of apartment she would never see, would be reserved for a picture of the Sacred Heart, Christ with hair the same length as Bobby’s but not smiling, no, not smiling at all.
Pearl first saw the picture of Bobby Sands framed in Finbar’s flat and then, later, enlarged, huge, on the wall of the room where the Cumman na Gael, the Gaelic Club, held its meetings. She enjoyed it there, enjoyed hearing Irish spoken, listening to the songs, moving on to the pub, and then to other meetings where the face of Bobby Sands was also on the wall. And she heard stories of great cruelties on the part of the British: torture, discrimination, civil rights denied; the innocent murdered, the guilty set free. She was excited because she felt that this, finally, was life, the life she dreamed of, where things were serious and people knew what was important and would say it. In Ireland, Pearl felt for the first time that she was a part of history. In America, history had no meaning for her. She could never see herself as part of American history: the founding fathers, with their pigtails and their faith in human goodness. It was in Ireland, beginning with Bobby Sands and his faith in the power of suffering, that she began to take her place. A place where people talked in large terms and sang songs about life and death and sacrifice, plaintive songs that seemed not about violence but about the loss of the hills, the mother, the beloved brave young man.
 
Finbar’s first gift to Pearl was the complete writings of Bobby Sands. Bobby Sands described himself as an ordinary young Belfast boy, a boy who loved playing games, particularly Irish football, who loved walking in the mountains, who was particularly interested in birds. He did not begin by being political. He even played football on a Protestant team. He worked as a kind of mechanic for a company that repaired buses. And then the Unionists destroyed his neighborhood, setting fire to streets he’d lived on all his life, and evicting his family from their home for nothing, for being Catholic. He was eighteen years old. He said he joined the Irish Republican Army not because he loved violence but to protect his home and those he loved. He was arrested for participating in a demonstration that turned bloody, put into prison, set free; arrested again, found with a gun in his car. Put in a nightmare prison, a prison that became a synonym for inhumanity: Long Kesh, the H Block.
At first when he was imprisoned, he and his comrades were classified as political prisoners and therefore not required to wear uniforms or to engage in ordinary penal work. They were permitted to meet together, to study, to consult. These privileges were revoked by Margaret Thatcher. The imprisoned IRA men were reclassified as ordinary criminals, no different from murderers or rapists. They were required to wear ordinary uniforms. This they would not do. They stripped themselves naked, wrapped themselves in blankets, and took the name of Blanket Men. The guards became truly sadistic; Pearl read Bobby Sands’s stories of having his testicles squeezed and his anus violated; having his toilet privileges denied, his food pissed in, his shit not emptied from the pot they gave him; given food that crawled with maggots. The kind of detail her mother would have read of the martyrs to the Romans, the Communists. But her mother would have read them triumphantly; Pearl had to force herself to go on.
.  .  .  
In protest against their filthy conditions, the prisoners treated the wardens with some of their own. They refused to wash; they wiped their shit on the walls of their cells. They called this the Dirty Protest, but these words were inadequate for Pearl. Blanket Men. Dirty Protests: she felt the cold, the filth, the wafer-thin foam mattresses soaked in urine, the plastic pen refill Bobby Sands hid up his rectum so he could pull it out and write on scraps of toilet paper the poems that were in his head, that he was denied permission to write. Pearl could not help noticing: the poems weren’t very good. Then she despised herself for such a thought. What did it matter if the language was clichéd if you hid the means of writing it up your ass, if you risked being beaten senseless to write it at all? You had to think of poetry in a new way, she told herself; you had to think of everything in a new way if someone was willing to give up so much.
There were some things she didn’t understand. It seems that Bobby Sands and his comrades went on hunger strikes to protest being classified as ordinary prisoners. Margaret Thatcher stood firm: Bobby Sands and his kind were criminals, and criminals they would be called. She stood by as Bobby Sands starved himself to death. Eight weeks it took: he suffered horrible stomach cramps; he went blind; he lapsed into a coma. Then, as the world watched, he died. He was twenty-eight years old.
Margaret Thatcher let Bobby Sands die—and nine others who followed him—because the force of their deaths was less strong than the force of her determination not to be defied. Some commentators thought her being a woman made it even more important to her that she appear strong. In the end, those deaths were strong enough to turn the head of the world; not strong enough for one woman to give up her terror of appearing to be weak and allow these men to call themselves political prisoners, a name she thought incorrect.
Sometimes Pearl asked herself, Did Bobby Sands die for an issue of language? And if so, what did that mean about language’s power? And the power of his ideas, which frightened her: peace at the end of a gun? The words didn’t make sense to her. But she knew they must be made to make sense because someone died for them. It was the first time the thought came to her: the strength of offering up your life.
 
Pearl couldn’t get enough of Bobby Sands, but that was true of many people, in and out of Ireland. She took herself to the Sinn Féin bookstore to buy everything they had about him: posters and books and CDs of songs recorded by his fellow prisoners, songs about him, songs that yearned for the hills and the trees and the birds, songs about monsters of imperialism, one about the British occupiers called “Strangers, Devils, and Thieves.” She was drawn most not to the image of the smiling boy with the rebellious, playful, counterculture hair but to the bearded figure, whom she would not have thought of the way natives of Catholic Ireland would have: as a figure of the suffering Savior, Christ on the road to Calvary beneath his cross.
 
Bobby Sands pictures, tapes, bumper stickers, T-shirts, key chains, ashtrays, scarves. The artifacts of veneration. It didn’t occur to Pearl, but if Joseph had seen the Sinn Féin bookstore he would have understood that they were both in the same business: the business of religious articles. He would, perhaps, have been tempted to give them advice. On the layout of the store. On the fact that it wasn’t a good idea to take customers down to the smelly basement to get access to the credit card machine. He might have told them to think about investing in new lighting. It would, he might have said, be good for business. Because that is his business; he is president of a company founded by Maria’s father: Panis Angelicus, Inc.
This is the sort of thing Joseph knows: what’s good for business. He is a successful businessman. He makes money for himself, for Maria, and for Pearl, so that when Pearl wanted to spend a year in Ireland, studying the Irish language, which she had come to love because of the poetry, he could say, “What a good idea; of course.” Perhaps it would have been better if he hadn’t been able to say it. But he did say it, and she did go to Ireland: for poetry, for the rich language. That was what she thought. That was what everybody thought.
And in the end, that was right; everything did have its roots in her love of language. They really were happy together, she and Finbar, when they were studying. Finbar was proficient in the Irish language. He’d studied it since he was a child; he’d gone to Irish language camp on the Aran Islands to polish his skills. Thrilled that a woman, and a beautiful one, was impressed with him at last, he helped Pearl with the parts of her studies she found difficult. He explained the different uses of the verb to be: two forms, one denoting equivalence, one descriptive. The examples he chose interested her: “My father is a doctor”; “My father is playing golf.” The words for is were different, he said. He didn’t hear himself mentioning the things about his doctor father he believed that he despised: his profession, his prosperity. He told her that, in old Irish, they used the form that denoted equivalence to speak of color. “The stone is gray.” But so deep was the equivalence that the words for the object and its color were the same. The word for stone was the same as the word for gray. More exciting to her: the word for yellow was the same as the word for noble. The word for brightness and wisdom was the same as the word for white.
She could almost, but not quite, convince herself that she loved him then. And his body moved her by its suggestion of unhealth, as if it were the body of a student in a Russian novel, starving himself for books. They were happy, sitting in his flat and studying Irish, she showing him the bits of Cambodian she knew, going over some Latin (she was the more proficient), throwing each other words like arcs of grain. Yes, there were times they were happy.
At first she didn’t understand that her relationship to the languages she’d studied—Spanish, French, Latin, Cambodian—was different from Finbar’s relationship to Irish. She loved studying language as a thing removed from human beings, like a mathematical theorem. She came to study Irish because it was difficult and complicated. But she would have been quite happy with a series of abstract sounds.
For Finbar, the Irish language was the vehicle that could transport him and transform him into the man he longed to be. He was a well-bred boy and he hated that, as he hated so many things about himself: the well-mannered son of well-mannered parents, both doctors. He hated his house in Dun Laoghaire with the high windows whose glass seemed thicker than American glass, more like water with a few drops of darkness in it, so that the leaves seen through it wavered, wobbled in the air that always seemed silvery in that garden, as if his parents’ prosperity had saturated the light that surrounded their house. He hated it that his parents liked Pearl, that she liked his parents. He took her home only twice and wouldn’t take her again; he wanted to show her off and then he wanted to deprive them of her. He begrudged them every ounce of pride and pleasure they could take in him. Finbar, the least successful son of a spectacularly successful family: the smallest boy, always the smallest boy, the clumsy boy, pale, with red hair and brown eyes so that he always looked a bit anemic, his skin bluish like skim milk. Believing always, though he could never admit it, that boys like his brothers and his brothers’ friends, whose skins were penetrated by the sun, boys who could catch balls and throw them and shout to one another in an easy way, as if words were not precious, as if words counted for nothing: those were the right kind of boys to be. Boys like his brother Seamus, his brother Rory, who could run and run and never get tired and joke with people, who were always glad to see them, and tease their mother out of giving them a punishment: Seamus, a doctor like his parents; Rory, making his way up in the bank. Finbar couldn’t catch or throw or run or joke, but he could put his mind to words. Pearl did not love him, but she loved what he could do with words, how he could catch words like coins; no boy could catch words like Finbar. He believed at the same time that words were the most important thing in the world (he despised people for their slowness or carelessness with language), that his mind was the finest thing on earth, and at the same time, helplessly, he despised himself for not throwing and catching and running and joking, for not having a skin that absorbed the sun.
She had never seen anyone so clumsy. If there was a table to bump into, he’d bump into it. What he did to a piece of fruit with a knife was terrible to watch. And she didn’t know whether it was just the light in his bedroom, the naked lightbulb in the room without windows, but the hair around his cock always looked yellowish, like the leaves of the plant he got from his aunt. The plant he always overwatered. The plant he kicked over with his heavy boot when she told him he was overwatering it. Then, when she swept up the dirt and tried to repot it, saying to her, “Well, aren’t you the fucking lovely little housewife.”
He was often bad-tempered, but they were happy together for a while, particularly when they studied. And she was even happy for a time among his friends: Wendy to his Peter Pan, the prize among the loser boys in their tie-dyed shirts and ponytails, all of them wanting to be other people in another time, wanting to be IRA soldiers in the great days of the seventies and eighties, a time when events and situations were given names that became part of the language. And one of them not a boy but a man, Mick Winthrop, and then his son Stevie, Stephen Donegan, whose name you have already heard, whose death Pearl feels responsible for, whose death she is giving up her life in witness to.
One night, February 13, 1998, when she went to the meeting of the Gaelic Club, she met Mick Winthrop, Michael Revere Winthrop, another American, older than the boys, of their fathers’ generation, yet one of them in his desire for a connection to a more heroic time, a more heroic identity. I understand now, and you can understand it too: if she hadn’t learned about Bobby Sands, if she hadn’t met Mick Winthrop, father of the bastard son Stevie, she would not be where she is now, lying on the frozen ground, chained to the flagpole of the American embassy. You and I can see it, and she may even be seeing it too; she did not see it then. She was excited to be learning new things, meeting new people. She had friends. She was no longer feeling so alone.
Was it just another symptom of homesickness that Pearl was susceptible to Mick Winthrop for so long? It did seem wonderful at first: Mick, so American, so healthy, with skin that looked like it absorbed what little sun there was in the dark climate and took in the good of it and used it to manufacture health. As if he were a tycoon of health, had made his fortune on it, and would spread its benefits wherever he might be. His gray hair was cropped short. His face was always—well, not tan—a kind of russet color, like a healthy apple just off the tree. His clothes fit him as if the cloth had been woven with him in mind. It was a pleasure to watch him walk. He could walk miles over mountains and play the game of hurling with boys half his age. He could build things, fix things; his hands were comfortable with tools; they were short and broad and the hair on them was dark and fine. He ate as if the goodness of food were no surprise to him, as if he’d never had to worry about having enough or getting fat. She’d never seen a man eat like Mick ate. When he was passed something—a basket of bread, a platter of meat—he took it, almost smiling at it, as if it were an old trusted servant or a faithful animal, just the right amount, not too much, not too little, consuming it happily, readily, with no sense of hesitation or of shame. When Joseph
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