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About the Author

Roddy Doyle was born in Dublin in 1958. He is the author of nine acclaimed novels, one collection of short stories and Rory & Ita, a memoir about his parents. He won the Booker Prize in 1993 for Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha. 



ALSO BY RODDY DOYLE

Fiction

The Commitments

The Snapper

The Van

Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha

The Woman Who Walked Into Doors

A Star Called Henry

Oh, Play That Thing

Paula Spencer

The Deportees

 

Non-fiction

Rory & Ita

 

Plays

Brownbread

War

Guess Who’s Coming For Dinner

The Woman Who Walked Into Doors

No Messin’ With the Monkeys

 

For Children

The Giggler Treatment

Rover Saves Christmas

The Meanwhile Adventures

Wilderness

Her Mother’s Face


This book is dedicated to

Belinda


RODDY DOYLE

The Dead Republic


Volume Three of

The Last Roundup

[image: image-missing]


If you’re trapped in the dream of the other, you’re fucked.

Gilles Deleuze


PART ONE


1

IT LOOKED THE same. There was a break in the clouds, and the sea was gone. There was green land down there. A solid-looking cloud got in the way – the plane went right in. It was suddenly colder. I stopped looking for a while and when I looked again it was back down there. The green thing. Ireland.

I’d left in 1922. I was flying back in, in 1951. It was twenty-nine years since I’d left, and five since I’d made up my mind to come back.

The plane dropped a bit more. It shook and rattled. The ground was getting nearer; there were no more clouds. I looked down at my country and felt nothing.

It landed – there were the jumps on the tarmac, and the burst of clapping from passengers in front and behind me, cast at the front, crew at the back. Me, in the middle. I didn’t clap. The engine died. The propellers became visible, and stopped. I watched two big-faced lads push the steps towards the plane. I heard the door open, and the rush of real air, and gasps of excitement. There was sea in the air.

My face hit the wind. I went down the steps. Ford was surrounded by the Company and the hangers-on.

—Welcome home, Mister Ford.

—A hundred thousand welcomes.

—You brought the weather with you, Mister Ford.

The red faces on them, wet grins for the Yanks with the heavy pockets. They had him standing on the Pan American steps, with John Wayne on one side, a few steps down, and Barry Fitzgerald above, the three of them waving and smiling. Wayne’s wife and brats were beside me, cold and waiting.

I walked.

I heard the voice.

—Where’s Henry?

I kept walking. I didn’t wait for my bag.

—Where’s Henry?

He wanted me standing beside him, with his hand on my shoulder. He was the man who’d brought me home. The man who’d pulled me out of the desert. The last of the rebels, with the last of the rebels.

—Where’s Henry?

He’d paid for my suit and for one of my legs. I was his I.R.A. consultant, my wages paid into my hand by Republic Pictures.

I got into the back of a taxi.

—Welcome to Ireland, sir.

—Don’t fuckin’ talk, I said.—Just drive.

To the nearest bed for rent in Limerick, and I fell face down on top of it. I lay there and felt the country crawl into my lungs. I felt it bubble and turn. I’d been living too long in dry air and deserts. I coughed.

—For fuck sake.

It was an Irish cough – I’d forgotten – the big hack, the rattle. The sheets, the mattress, the wall to my left – they were fat with old breath, and soaking. I coughed again, and heard a voice through several walls.

—Ah, God love you.

I lay on the bed. I felt the rejection and let it slide over me. I felt it rub and pull at my skin.

I slept.

The wooden leg creaked and whispered. I pulled up my trouser leg and looked. It was fatter, expanding – I could see the wood grow as I watched. The wet air was seeping into it. The varnish was already giving up. It was peeling away, and the shin was getting pale and blotched.

I stepped out into rain. It was already adding weight to my suit. It all came back, the slant of its fall, the touch of each drop on my skin, its dance on the black stone around my feet. I fuckin’ hated it.

I held up the sagging brim of my fedora and saw the black car crawl out of the lightless rain. I couldn’t hear the engine but it was getting slowly nearer. The approaching car and its low hiss over the water brought back pictures that had never gone away. Model Ts prowling the country, men in trenchcoats moving in to kill me. But the Civil War was three decades gone, and it was just a Limerick taxi. I stayed still and waited for it.

—Good morning, sir.

—I’m not American.

—Where d’you want me to take you?

—Roscommon, I said.

—You’re joking.

—No.

—Is it not wet enough for you here?

I looked at him.

—Will you take me or won’t you?

—We’ll need a map.

—We won’t, I said.—I know the way.

He still hadn’t moved.

—The old homestead, is it?

—No, I told him.—Someone else’s. Will you take me?

—Right, he said.—I will. I’m curious.

He was young, half my age.

—But you’re the navigator, he said.

—Fair enough, I said.—Let’s go.

—Will I be bringing you back?

—No.

—You’ve no bag or nothing.

—No.

—And you’ve got the money?

—Yeah.

—Right.

He leaned forward, like he was giving the car the first push. We began to crawl into the rain.

I should have been going to Cong, in County Mayo. I should have been there already. That was why I was in Ireland. I was the I.R.A. consultant, come home to watch the filming of my life. But first I was going to Roscommon, to the house my wife had come from. I had to see the house.

It wasn’t there. The house was gone. It had been burnt out when I’d seen it last, just before I’d left Ireland for good. My wife’s mother, Old Missis O’Shea, had moved into the long barn, and I’d slept in the kitchen, under a tarpaulin roof. But the wall that had held up the tarpaulin, and the other walls – all the walls – were gone. And the barn – it was gone too. I was standing in the right place, but there was nothing. I wasn’t there to find anyone; I wasn’t that thick. But it felt like another death.

My bearings were exact. The few bits of trees, the yellow furze, even the cows had stayed more or less put, where I’d left them in 1922. But it was as if the house and the outhouses had never been there, or the well, or the low stone walls that had kept the cows out of the bog.

I walked to where the door had been. I knew exactly where I was going, where there’d once been a stone step. I could feel it in my muscles; I could feel the knowledge sing through me.

I stopped. There was no hint that there’d once been a door there, not a thing. I stamped my foot. I felt nothing under the grass. I walked around, to the wall we’d been put against, myself and my new wife, Miss O’Shea, with her cousin Ivan and the other cousin, as we were photographed on our wedding day, in September 1919. I could feel that day’s heat and shine as I turned the corner. I knew exactly where Ivan had placed his lads, to guard our normality for that one afternoon in the middle of the war. But there was no wall, no hint of dry clay where the wall had fallen, or hardness in the ground where it had stood. My trousers were wringing. It wasn’t raining but it must have been just before I’d paid the taxi driver and got out. I was in the middle of a field, in good wet grass. Not the edge of the field, where there’d once been a wall surrounding the kitchen garden. I could have coped with that, the walls knocked and covered, topsoil thrown over the map of the house. That would have made sense; it had been a long time. But this was just weird. My angles were perfect. I’d walked exactly here, trying to feel running water, with my father’s wooden leg held in front of me, and I’d heard her voice – Two and two? – and I’d seen her boots and the laces made fat by the muck. But there wasn’t even muck here.

I walked back now through the field. My own wooden leg was groaning, protesting, biting into the folded flesh. I could feel no water under me, and the well I’d found that day was gone. But I grabbed the gate and the top rung was there, exactly as cold as it should have been. I’d held that gate before, even if the path from the gate to the house was gone. The gate was real; it felt like sanity.

I walked out onto the road. I left the gate open. They weren’t my cows. They were Ivan’s cows, probably. If Ivan Reynolds was still around and living. On the drive from Limerick I’d passed dozens of abandoned farmhouses, falling in on themselves, left standing beside the newer, brighter houses. But this was different. There was no new house, and no ruin. Ivan had razed the house, then he’d buried it too deep to be remembered.

I’d paid the taxi driver and sent him back to Limerick. I was alone on the road. The heat was picking up the morning’s rainfall. The rest of the day was going to be hot.

They were all dead – my wife, Miss O’Shea, and my children, Saoirse and Rifle. All three were dead. I’d never thought that they were going to come running to find out who the man was, getting out the taxi. I never thought I’d see my wife or daughter looking out the window, over the window box, as I marched up to the door. My son wasn’t going to be mending an outhouse roof or gelding a fuckin’ greyhound in the yard. They were dead, somewhere. They’d been dead for years.

I’d come to see the wall, maybe put my hand against it, break off a piece of whitewash, put it in my mouth and taste it. But just to see it – that would have been enough. To find its foundation in the grass, to feel it in the sole of my good foot.

Proof.

I had sat in front of the wall. I had held my new wife’s hand. I could have started from there and worked my way forward, to the old man standing in front of the fallen wall, or squatting in the grass, picking up pieces of clay. That was me, what I’d come to this place to be. I was the old man. I was only forty-nine, but not many would have believed it. I wasn’t sure, myself, what I believed – if I believed. The wall would have helped.

I sat down beside the gate.

I’d cycled every inch of every lane of this county. I’d lobbed bombs from most of the ditches. Bullets had slowed me down, but nothing had ever stopped me. Thirty years ago. Only thirty years. It wasn’t a lifetime. I looked at my hand, at yellow, knuckled bone. The hand had once held guns and women. I closed my fingers and felt nothing.

I used to be heard. My eyes used to kill.

There was no white wall.

I was once a man called Henry Smart. I was born in Dublin, in 1901, and I fought for the freedom of Ireland. I married a beautiful woman and we tried to save Ireland together. There was a baby, a girl called Saoirse, born when I was hiding. I went into exile when my comrades decided that they needed me dead. My wife was in jail. I went alone to England, then to the United States, with a false passport and a wedding photograph. I hid again, for years. I changed my name and cities. I found my wife again – she found me – in Chicago, when I broke into a house with Louis Armstrong. But I had to run again. My old comrades – a man who might have been called Kellet – had caught up with me. They put me against a wall. But my wife shot the men who were going to shoot me. I ran and, this time, we ran together. I had a family, and it grew. We had a boy we called Séamus Louis, and I called Rifle. We rode the boxcars through the years that became the Great Depression. We never stayed still for long. We were rebels again and we were happy. But I lost them. We were boarding a moving train. Rifle slipped. I caught him, saved him and fell. The train moved on, taking my family and my leg. I recovered. I learned to walk with a wooden leg. But I never found them. I searched for years. I heard stories about them and I followed the stories. The stories stopped, and I stopped searching. I crawled into the desert to die. I lay down and let the sun burn me to nothing. I died. I came back from the dead when Henry Fonda pissed on me. He was acting in a film called My Darling Clementine, emptying his bladder between takes. I was brought back to life, and I met John Ford, the man who was directing the film.

This had happened five years before, in 1946.

Ford knew me – I didn’t know how. He knew all about me. He knew my scars and how I’d got them. He looked across the darkness, straight at me.

—You’re the story, he’d said.

He was going to make the film of my life. That was why I was there now, in Ireland, sitting against the stone wall. I remembered it like quick pain, like the anger that was my real blood. I remembered the decision: I’d go home. I’d go home and tell my story. I was an old man – the bullets and grief had caught up with me – but I felt bright and new. We shook hands. Ford was an old man too; he understood. I looked up at the black-blue sky, at all the dead and wandering stars, and I shouted.

—My name’s Henry Smart!

I stood up now. I got up, away from the wall. I knew where I was going, and I knew what I was going to do.

I was going to kill John Ford.
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THE SOUND WAS a surprise.

—I didn’t know you could do that, I said.

—Do what? said Ford.

—The voices, I said.—The music and that.

It was three months after I’d met him. We were out of the desert, and in Los Angeles, somewhere, in a dark room. There was a movie projector clacking behind our heads, and we were watching one of his old ones, a thing called The Informer.

—Well Christ, he said.—What was the last picture you saw?

—The Gaucho, I told him.

I’d seen it with my daughter in Oak Park, just after her mother had found me.

He was staring at me. He had to shout; the projector was right behind him.

—That was, when? he said.—1927, ’28. You like it?

—Yeah.

—See any of my pictures back then?

—I don’t know, I said.—Was your man, Douglas Fairbanks, in any of them?

—Nope.

—Then probably not.

—The Iron Horse, he said.—I made that picture.

—No.

—You didn’t see that one?

—No, I said.—Or if I did I don’t remember.

—Fairbanks is dead, he said.—They’re called talkies.

—What are?

—Pictures with sound. The worst thing ever happened to the picture business – fucking sound. Watch.

It was supposed to be Dublin, in 1920. A thick-looking lad called Gypo had been turfed out of the Organisation, which I guessed was the I.R.A. I didn’t catch the reason why he’d been expelled. Then he informed on his pal, Frankie, for twenty quid. He went on the batter and spent it. And that was it, till they caught him. It was Dublin, but there wasn’t much that brought me back. None of the corners or accents were real. And some of it was just ridiculous. There was a bit at the start, a flashback, where Gypo and Frankie, old comrades and pals, stood at a bar, singing and drinking, with rifles on their backs. All through the film the lads in the trenchcoats were afraid that the informer would point them out. But they still brought their rifles when they went out for a few pints. It was full of things that made no sense at all.

But it sucked me in. I watched and I cared. Gypo’s girl reminded me of Piano Annie, the woman who’d taken me in after I’d escaped from Richmond Barracks, in 1916. She didn’t look like Annie, but there was something that was right. Her voice wasn’t Annie’s, but she looked at a poster in a window, £10 to America, and the eyes, just then, were Annie’s. I wanted to go back there and hold her, to send my hand through the projector light. I wouldn’t have wasted the money like Gypo, I wanted to tell her. I’d have got her the ticket to America.

The lads in the trenchcoats weren’t the real thing, the ones who spoke, but the faces around them in the shadows were good, all the certainty and fear. I liked the fog and the blind man who came tap-tapping out of it. I kept telling Gypo to keep the money in his pocket, to go easy on the juice, to rescue himself and Annie. But I loved the way he threw it around, bought drinks and chips for everyone, and left a trail that, back in Dublin in 1920, would have had him dead in five minutes. I loved his face, and the question he asked that stunned me – Isn’t there a man here who can tell me why I did it? – the question so real I thought I’d asked it myself. I liked how he smiled and grimaced, and tried desperately not to be stupid. And I liked how he died, how he carried the bullets across the street and into the church, to Frankie’s ma – Frankie, Frankie, your mother forgives me! For fuck sake. He held out his arms, like your man on the cross, and dropped dead. I knew it was over, but I was hoping he’d get up.

I knew what it was that had shaken me. The music. The songs. The Rising of the Moon and The Minstrel Boy – they were rippling right through the film. I’d always hated them; I thought I had – but I was all set to die for Ireland. The film was over, the music gone with it, but I needed a minute to become an old man again.

It was still dark, and darker now that the projector was off. Ford sat, waiting. He’d lit a cigar; I could hear him sucking away. He sat low, well back in his chair. I heard him creak.

—Well? he said.—It’s a good one.

—Yeah.

—Hell of a story.

—Yeah.

—You liked it.

—Yeah.

There was silence then. (I’d learn; there’d be a lot of silence.)

—You didn’t like it, he said.

—I did, I said.

—No.

I knew the tactics. I’d just seen them done badly in the film. I’d been interrogated before, many times, so I knew what was happening now.

—I don’t think so, he said.

I didn’t answer.

—What did you like? he said.

—Ah, fuck it, I said.—Most of it. The story and Gypo, and—

He slapped his leg with his hat, like Gypo would have done in the film.

—I got it right, he said.

—Got what right? I asked.

—Well, the time and the place, you fucking rebel.

—No, you didn’t.

There was more silence. I could see something white – a handkerchief. He was chewing a corner of it.

He stopped.

—But you liked it? he said.

—Loved it.

—Jesus. Why?

—Well, I said.—I haven’t seen a film in years.

He laughed, and the light went on – both exploded at the same time. I could suddenly see him slouched there, his chin inside his collar, and he was laughing. The woman who’d turned on the light sat down on a folding chair behind him. The projector was between me and her, but I saw paper on her lap and she held a fat pen over it. Her name was Meta Sterne.

—Great, he said.—Great. So, where did I get it wrong? With me, Meta?

He didn’t turn as he spoke to her. The hankie was gone, back in his pocket.

—With you, Pappy, she said.

—Great. Take it down as he says it.

I was still being interrogated.

—Great, he said, again.

I couldn’t see his eyes behind the dark lenses. I wondered how he’d even managed to see the film.

—I got it wrong, he said.

—It’s good.

—Fuck good, he said.—Fuck great. I know it’s good. I got a goddamn Academy Award for that picture. It’s a good picture. But I didn’t get it right. You were there, in 1920. Right?

I nodded.

—You were one of those guys.

I nodded.

—You were the leading man.

—I was never a fuckin’ informer.

—But you were there. In the fucking thick of it. I’m right?

—Yeah.

—So, what’s wrong – what’s not accurate about my picture?

—Most of it, I said.

—Get that, Meta? he said.

He lifted his head slightly and spoke to a high corner of the room.

—I got that, she said.

—Most of it, he said.—That’s a son of a bitch. Too late now. I made that picture in – when did I make that picture, Meta?

—1935.

—1935. Thank you. So, Henry. Let’s approach this differently. What’s right about it?

—The trenchcoats.

—Got that, Meta?

—Got it.

—We’ll bring in the trenchcoats, he said.—Hundreds of ’em. This is great. What else?

—The doorways.

—They took you back.

—Yeah, I said.

—Trenchcoats and doorways. Guys in the doorways, collars up. Great.

He sat up, a bit.

—I’m being serious, Henry, he said.—We got to get this right. What else?

—Well, I said.—That time near the end, when they’re all picking matches to see who’ll have to shoot Gypo, and your man picks the short match.

—That was good.

—Not at all, I said.—It was shite.

—Get that, Meta? Shite. Do not omit the e.

—Don’t worry.

—I mean, it was good, I said.—The story. The look on his face. The fear there. It was spot on. Because most of them were amateurs. They were terrified.

—Not you, though.

—Collins had a name for it. When you were going out to put a bullet in someone.

—I knew him, he said.

—He called it a no-come-back job. And that was good, in the film. Your man’s face.

—The face, Meta.

—Got that.

—Yeah, he said.—I knew Mick Collins. I was there, you know, in ’21. On the boat, when he came back to Dublin with that Treaty. I was on that goddamn boat.

I said nothing to that.

—Picking the matches, he said.—What was wrong with that?

—The choice, I said.—There was never a choice.

—How did it happen?

—It was a fuckin’ army. You were given the order, not a box of matches.

—Right.

—I’d be given a name, I said.—On a piece of paper. And that was it, you just did it.

—Shot the guy.

—Yeah.

—Paper, he said.—Slid across a desk, right?

—Sometimes.

I was doing more talking than I’d done in years.

—See there? he said.—What do we need the fucking talkies for? That says everything there. Piece of paper sliding across a dark-wood desk. Upside-down?

—Sometimes.

—A death sentence, he said.—A no-come-back job.

He creaked again. He was sitting up.

—I love it.

He was assembling the story, starting the job. I understood that then.

—What about the paper? he said.—After you read the name. Burn it?

—No.

—What did you do with it?

I knew he’d like this.

—I slid it back across the desk.

—Beautiful, he said.—The eyes. The fingers.

He lifted his glasses. He leaned out of his chair. He looked at me properly. He let me look at him. The eyes were gentle blue, a kind man’s eyes, much younger than the surrounding skin and creases. But he couldn’t see me. Without the glasses, he was blind.

—I knew it, he said.—Two fucking rebels.

His grin was huge and brown; it threatened to demolish his face.

—We’ve got a picture here, Henry, he said.—There’s one more in the old man. It’s a hell of a good story.

That was the start of it. And it went on for years.
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I HAD A new leg one day. It just arrived, at the end of my stump; I’d no memory of buying or being given it. I left the room and went right out, to give it a go. The leg was light; the straps were soft and soundless. I could move without hauling it after me, leaning out to drag it ahead, waiting till it landed clean and I could go on and take the next step.

I was the only man on the street. There was life behind the walls and windows but the street itself was deserted. I didn’t know where I was. I’d no street or hotel name – I knew I’d just been in some sort of hotel. I’d walked straight out, into white sunlight; I was crossing the same street into shade. I stepped onto the sidewalk, no bother, no real determination needed. I looked out from the shade, back the way I’d just come, into the glare and shimmering air. I saw, far off, where the hotel was, a figure, someone on the street. Male or female – I couldn’t tell. But I thought – I hoped – it was a woman. And that hope was a feeling that just opened its eyes and stretched. I kept looking. I liked being in the shade. I liked the feeling on my back, like reassuring hands. The figure got no bigger; no shape or colour was added. I stood there for a while, until the figure had faded to nothing, and no other figure replaced it. I could stand there; I had the strength to do that. The leg was already my own. I knew what I was doing.

Then there was fuck-all.

I was in a car. I was sitting in the back. The driver was talking to me. I saw his eyes in the rear-view mirror. I’d been in this car before. I’d seen the eyes.

—It took a while, he said.

His name was Bill. I knew that.

Another of those long streets. There were no real corners in this place.

He was Ford’s driver.

I was in Ford’s station wagon.

—Where are we going? I asked.

—Mister Ford’s place, said Bill.

—Where’s that? I asked.

—It’s at Odin Street.

It meant nothing.

—Have I been there before? I asked.

—Think so, said Bill.

—Did you bring me there?

—I think so, he said.—Yes, sir.

His eyes were on me again.

—Three, four days ago, maybe, he said.—It took me a while to find you this time.

—Where was I?

—Where we just came from.

—Where was that?

—Well, Christ – excuse me – that was your new hotel. The Elsinore.

—New hotel, I said.—New?

It had happened before. I’d gone missing, more than once. And this guy finding me; there was a routine. But the curiosity was new. The collapse of proper time was getting on my wick and I didn’t like the stupid man it made me.

—That’s right, he said.—New. I’d never looked for you in that particular establishment before.

I saw his eyes. He didn’t look surprised or spooked.

—Like I said, said Bill.—It took a while to find you. To figure out what happened.

—Tell me.

—Well, he said.—They wouldn’t let you back into your hotel. Remember?

—No.

—Far as I can make out, you went out for a stroll.

—Yeah.

—You remember?

—Yeah. When was that?

—Two, three days ago. They weren’t sure. You remember coming back?

—No.

—You had a few under your belt, I guess.

—No.

I saw him nod.

—They wouldn’t let you back in, he said.—The hotel people there.

—Why not?

—Said you didn’t look like the type that would be a paying guest in their establishment.

—But I’d already been there.

—That’s right.

—The fuckers.

—That’s about the size of it, said Bill.

—Did they not see me going out?

—Well, said Bill.—That’s Los Angeles, I guess.

I could still see his eyes. He wasn’t smiling.

—There’s a world of difference between getting in and going out, he said.—Going out is something you can do for yourself. But getting in?

—I’m with you, I said.—It’s the same everywhere.

I knew what I was talking about. My life was there to back me up.

The room was dark. The cigar glowed, and faded. I heard him shift the butt across his mouth. But he didn’t speak.

I’d been there before. I knew it when Bill the driver brought the station wagon up the drive. And in here – I’d been in this dark room before. This time the smell reminded me of something, a jail cell. The old breath, and the leaks of a man who’d been locked up for a long while.

The cigar was red again, and faded.

I didn’t move. He was blind but he’d be watching. He wasn’t going to get the better of me.

The cigar was red again. He muttered words too dry and broken to catch.

I heard legs crossed, but not in front – beside me. They weren’t Ford’s legs.

Meta Sterne’s glasses caught a fragment of the light that tore at the edges of the window blinds.

—Good afternoon, she said.—Pappy’s glad you’re here.

Pappy could go and fuck himself.

—That’s great, I said.

—There’s a chair beside you, she said.

—Grand.

I was rusty. She’d been there all that time. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be someone else, besides myself and Ford. Thirty years before I’d have been dead for that, or she’d have been.

A click – she’d turned on the light beside her.

I didn’t blink. I sat in front of Ford. His head was hanging. There was white cake on the corners of his lips. He was wearing one of those bathrobes. It was manky, and his bare legs were yellow and shining.

He muttered. His tongue went out, and in.

The Sterne woman held her pen ready.

He’d been that way the last time I’d been there, sitting in the same chair, with the woman to my left. I’d done this before; he’d been drunk for weeks. But her presence beside me had still been a surprise.

I locked my eyes on the black lenses and the eyes behind them. I watched his tongue wetting his lips, again and again. I remembered what I’d told him the last time I’d been there. About my wedding and the photograph and the few guarded hours in the middle of the war. He’d loved it; he’d forgotten he was drunk.

I waited.

Meta Sterne leaned out of her chair. She spoke quietly.

—Pappy says Thank you.

There was no hint of sadness on her face, or malice. She was simply giving me the message.

I stood up and walked out.

There was a hat on the table beside the front door. It was one of the slouch hats Ford liked wearing. It would do till I found something better.

I walked past the station wagon.

—Mister Smart?

It was Bill the driver.

—Mister Smart?

I kept going.

Pappy says Thank you. There was an evil little fucker hiding inside Pappy. But I was grateful to him, and not because he’d hauled me out of the desert. He was making me angry; he was making me think.

I was out on the street now. Somewhere. Under palm trees and a high sun.

The anger felt like fingers, straightening me, pulling and prodding me into shape. Ford could find me if he wanted. I wasn’t on the payroll.

I didn’t even know if that was true. I hadn’t thought about it, until now. I had the new leg. I had a room, in a place called the Elsinore. I checked my pockets. I had six paper dollars and some change. I hadn’t a clue where I’d got it. I was on a street with no sidewalk, wearing another man’s hat.

I sat on the bed. The room was hot. I could feel the hat, a band around my head. I took it off. It was a fedora, brand new. It wasn’t pearl-grey. But it was mine. I was sure of it.

I looked around the room. There was no one else there, and nowhere to hide. It was the bed and a chair, a window and the door.

The knock didn’t surprise me.

—Mister Smart.

—This is the Elsinore.

—Sure is, he said.—Nice hat.

—Thanks.

—Ready?

—Lead the way.

—Eaten?

—Not in years, I said.

—You don’t eat?

—No.

He left it at that.

I felt it as I walked across the empty lobby; I knew where I was. I knew that Bill would have to pull the door, not push.

The station wagon was right outside.

—Well, sir, said Bill.—Mister Ford is looking forward to talking with you.

—Yeah.

He got us moving.

I looked at Bill there behind the wheel and I knew what he was doing. Louis Armstrong had taught me how to drive. Stop when you see the cotton, Pops. But I hadn’t driven since I’d lost the leg. I didn’t know if it could be done with wood. I hadn’t really wondered, until now.

Now.

I let that sink. I’d map the trip. I’d remember the street names and distances. I’d no idea where I was. It was just more fuckin’ palm trees.

—What time is it? I asked.

—Ten-abouts, said Bill.

I felt the car turn. Another avenue of trees.

—Where are we going? I said.

—Studio.

I saw the sign now. I was on Washington Boulevard, in Culver City. This was the start. I’d keep jabbing at that all day, keeping it awake.

—Were you there that time? I asked him.

—That time?

—The time in the desert, when your boss found me.

—No, he said.—No, sir, I wasn’t.

—But you heard about it.

—Yes, sir.

—How long ago was that?

—Must be a year.

—Yeah.

—More than a year.

—It’s hard to keep track, I said.

—You been busy.

—There you go.

We turned off the street. We stopped for a guy in a uniform, under some kind of an arch. He wasn’t a real cop but he had a Webley in his holster. I lifted my fedora so he’d see I wasn’t hiding.

The toy cop nodded and we moved again, slowly. We went between two high warehouses. People on the narrow street got out of the way, as if they knew the car. I took it all in. We turned another corner, into thick shade and, suddenly, there wasn’t a sinner.

They’d brought me here to shoot me – memory poked me in the back.

I didn’t get out of the car.

Bill opened his door.

—You okay, Mister Smart?

I listened for the slap of shoe leather, metal sliding over metal.

—Mister Smart?

—Okay, I said.

I got out of the car. The heat, even in the shade, pulled at my face and shirt.

No one was going to whack me; I was fine. I followed Bill to a black metal door. There were two caged lightbulbs right above, green and red. The green one was lit. Bill grabbed the door and pulled it back. He waited – he wanted me to go in first.

I grabbed him – I got a hold of his jacket. He was my shield and I was tucked in right behind him. I pushed him in ahead, through a black heavy curtain.

I was back in the fuckin’ desert.

I let go of Bill and made my way through a loose gang of men in blue uniforms. I stopped. I was standing on sand but there was solid ground beneath it. There was a cactus and tumbleweed, not tumbling, and some scrawny-looking sage and creosote brush. It was a little square of the desert, under a high roof and heavy lights.

A lad with a cap picked up a cactus and moved it a foot to the left. He bent down and hid its base with handfuls of sand. There were men and girls rushing about, over the sand and around it. There were more men way up at the overhead lights. There was coffee somewhere; I could smell it. There were rifles and guns all over the shop, leaning against a flimsy-looking wall, or lying on the floor beyond the sand. But no one there was going to shoot me.

There was another guy in front of me.

—The hat’s wrong, he said.

—What?

He looked up at the lights, and at me again.

—Wrong century, my friend, he said.—We did not conquer the West a-wearing felt fedoras. The gangsters are on Stage 11.

His hands came up, and he pushed my chest. I grabbed his wrists.

His life was saved by an accordion. Someone was playing The Minstrel Boy.

Some men picked up a horse trough and carried it away. And I saw Ford. The black lenses were staring at me. He was sitting well back in a canvas chair; the bottom half of his face was hidden by one of his knees. His chair was on the sand, and the Sterne woman had a chair beside his. I couldn’t see his eyes, but he was sober. He was wearing the slouch hat I’d taken from his house.

I let go of the twerp and walked towards Ford, over the shallow sand. He broke the gaze; he said something – he threw words over his shoulder. The lad I’d seen with the cactus came running from behind a dusty black drape, with another canvas chair. He put it beside Ford’s, made sure it sat nicely in the desert. The accordion still played The Minstrel Boy. Then it changed, and I was listening to a song that had never been written.

—The bold Henry Smart, said Ford.—Sit down.

I didn’t have a choice; I thought I was going to fall over. The accordion played on. And Ford joined in.

—THE HEART OF A FENIAN—

HAD THE BOLD HENRY SMART.

He nodded, once, and it stopped. I saw the accordion player, another small guy sitting on the back of some kind of a wagon, off the sand. He smiled across at me.

Jack Dalton had sung that song, the night we met and he brought me into the Irish Republican Brotherhood. That was in 1917, and five years later I found out that there’d never been a song. (—You wrote it yourself, you fuckin’ eejit. It was only ever a couple of lines.)

—Where did you hear that? I asked Ford.

—I told you once, he said.—I was there.

—It wasn’t a real song, I said.—Only a few lines.

—Great lines, he said.—The heart of a fucking Fenian. We’ll be using it. This is going to be your picture.

I nodded at the little desert in front of us.

—This?

—No, he said.—Fuck this. This is just a job of work. A Western. What’s it called again, Meta?

—Fort Apache.

—Fort Apache. That’s it. And I’m almost done with it. A few more bits of business and it’s someone else’s. The wedding.

I remembered. I’d told him about the wedding, and the photograph.

—Tell me a bit about the gal.

—My wife?

—That’s the one. The Miss O’Shea.

—She’s dead, I said.

—Get past that, he said.

He was looking straight at me. There was no brutality in what he’d said.

—She was a looker?

—Yeah.

—Great, he said.—That helps. Hair red?

—Brown.

—Close, he said.—And maybe it won’t matter. Brown is red in black and white. What she do?

—She was a teacher.

—The schoolmarm, he said.—Goddamn. There’s no escape.

He laughed quietly.

—And she was a rebel.

I nodded.

—Handy with a gun.

—Yeah, I said.—She wore—

I stopped. I knew he’d like this. I suddenly knew: I was writing my own story.

—Two bandoleers, I said.—Across her chest.

—Got that, Meta?

—Bandoleers.

—Schoolmarm with a chest, he said.—This helps.

He kicked the sand at his feet. It filled the air, drifted and fell slowly.

—All this shit costs money, he said.—We’ll have to deal with the goddamn producers. But they’ll know it. Chests and bullets will make ’em a buck. You don’t mind me talking this way?

I shrugged.

—No.

I couldn’t help it; I’d sunk back in the canvas chair, so my head was level with his.

—She was older than me, I told him.

—She cook?

—We had a bike, I said.

—You ate a fucking bicycle?

—No, I said.—Listen.

But he obeyed a different voice.

—We’re ready, Coach.

I didn’t see who spoke but Ford stood up.

—We’ll talk, he said.—Stick around a while. Write bicycle, Meta. And give Henry the story.

He looked at me again.

—Read the story, he said.—See what you think.

He stepped onto the sand, and the lad with the button accordion started playing Bringing in the Sheaves. He followed Ford as he walked to the far side of the desert.

A magazine fell into my lap. The Saturday Evening Post. It looked old; it was dry around the edges. The cover was a painting of a sailor, some sort of an officer, with white gloves and binoculars. He was a coastguard; the badge was in a bottom corner. He held onto the rail of a boat and there was an iceberg right behind his head.

I looked at Meta Sterne.

—You’ll love it, she said.

She looked at her notes.

—Your wife’s first name, she said.—I didn’t catch it.

—She didn’t have one, I told her.

—No?

—No.

Ford shouted.

—Give me the wind!

I heard a motor to my right, and a giant propeller I hadn’t noticed turned reluctantly, then became one noise, and sand rushed across more sand, and men with cloths across their faces pushed against the wind, pushed the sand back onto the desert with wide brushes.

I put my weight on the leg; I gripped both arms of the canvas chair and stood up.

There was another man in front of me. He was tall, and thin, in another of those blue uniforms. He had a careful moustache and a tiny piece of beard right under his bottom lip. He wasn’t smiling but there was something relaxed and honest about the way he stood. His eyes – I’d seen them before. They reminded me of someone I’d once known.

—How are you? he said.

He had to shout.

—Grand, I shouted back.

—Good, he said.—I’m glad to hear that.

He held out his hand. It took me a while to cop on: he wanted me to shake it. It was a long time since I’d done that. His hand was the size of my own, dry and strong.

He let go.

—We never got a chance to do that the last time we met, he said.

—No.

I heard Ford roar.

—Where’s Hank?

—Good to see you looking so well, said the man in front of me.

He turned, and walked back across the sand.

—Who’s that? I asked Meta Sterne.

—That’s Henry Fonda, she said.—Hank.

—He’s the fella that found me.

—That’s right.

He’d been Wyatt Earp in My Darling Clementine. He’d walked off the set for a slash and found me dead in the heart of Monument Valley.

But that wasn’t why I knew him.

I looked in the mirror. The Saturday Evening Post was on the bed, with the coastguard and his iceberg. TRIAL BY WATER. I still hadn’t opened it. The window shade was down; the sun was a dull square patch behind me.

I looked back at the old man. I made him move his mouth. I pushed the face closer to the glass. The skin was dry; the old lad’s white beard was breaking through. I closed one eye. I could see the skin clearly. The holes, and grey creases.

It was the 7th of November, 1948. I was forty-seven. But the date on the Saturday Evening Post was the 11th of February, 1933. That made me thirty-one.

No, it fuckin’ didn’t. The pages were dry and cracking, like my skin.

I looked at my face again. The 7th of November, 1948. The next day would be the 8th. I’d look in the mirror and I’d see the same face. I’d know who I was looking at.

I stood back and looked again.

The eyes. I knew where I’d seen them before. On Henry Fonda. His eyes had reminded me of someone I once knew. Henry Smart. I went back into the glass. I stared. The eyes were old and worn. But they were still blue. Still killers.

—Did you read that story yet?

—No.

—You can read.

—I know I can read.

We were in a room with a big desk and three chairs. Layers of cigar smoke had been drifting under the ceiling for years. There were pictures, big photographs from films – horses and hats. Henry Fonda and other people I hadn’t seen.

It was the 27th of November.

Ford was behind the desk. There was no doubting that. My side looked exactly like his but he was the man behind it, facing the door. There was a third chair, and a man sitting in it. He had a handful of paper, and a pen that was too big for the hand holding it. Ford didn’t introduce us and I didn’t introduce myself.

Meta Sterne was in another room, behind me. The door was open and I knew she’d be listening and taking her own notes.

—So, said Ford.—Why haven’t you read the story?

I stared into the black lenses. I could see blacker eyes behind them.

The story frightened me. But I wasn’t going to tell Ford that. I hadn’t written it, so it had nothing to do with me. There was an ambush hidden inside that Saturday Evening Post. I wasn’t going to touch it.

But the meetings were different. I came to his meetings and felt myself being put together.

The other man coughed.

—That a real cough? said Ford.

—Yes.

—I doubt that, said Ford.

He looked away from me.

—But it worked, he said.

He looked back at me.

—Read the story, he said.

I said nothing; I might have nodded.

—I gotta see this bicycle, he said.

I’d been telling him about the bike I’d commandeered and made my own, and me and Miss O’Shea up on it, cycling towards the post office.

—Well, there’s me, I said.

—Right.

—And there’s her.

—Great.

I opened my arms, to accommodate the woman on the crossbar. The man beside me was scribbling fast.

—She’d made a frame for the Thompson gun, I said.—On the handlebars.

—She sing? said Ford.

—On the bike?

—On the bike, on the john. It doesn’t matter. Did she ever sing?

I didn’t know.

—I think so, I said.

I couldn’t remember if Miss O’Shea sang, if she’d ever sung. I couldn’t hear her. It was a sudden hole, a pain that had been there all the time. I could see her. For the first time in years. I could see her eyes. I could see her laughing when I was a child sitting at a desk, and years later, when I was a man, three minutes before I fell beneath the crawling train. I was watching my own broken film, and Ford was watching me.

But I couldn’t hear her.

My children were there too. Saoirse and Rifle. Their big grins and tears. The frowns and voices, snot and singing.

It was there now – I could hear it, getting louder.

—We’re in the money, I said.

—What? said Ford.

—She sang that one, I said.—We’re in the Money.

Rifle pulled his head back and roared it up to the sky, and Saoirse and Miss O’Shea sang along beside him. I could only hear two voices. But she’d sung as well. I could see her now, striding along, swinging her arms, between my daughter and my son.

—We’re in the Money, said Ford.—It was one of those Depression tunes, right? ’33, ’34?

—Round about then, said the man beside me.

Ford’s elbows came off the desk. I saw him sit back and sink.

—So, he said eventually.—You’re on the bike. Henry?

—Yeah.

—You’re on the bike.

His voice was soft now.

—Yeah, I said.

I couldn’t hear her voice.

—She sang that one, I said.—We’re in the Money.

—But not in the war, said Ford.—Not in 1920, back home in Ireland.

—No.

—Later.

—Yeah.

—We’ll get there, he said.—You’re on the bike. You’re flying.

—Yeah.

—Downhill.

I didn’t know, but I made it feel like that. I could feel the pedals under my feet – two feet. I could feel the effort in my legs. I could smell her hair and her jacket and the smoke and damp from her mother’s house, and the sods she’d slept on the night before.

—She’s, what? said Ford.—Gripping the tommy?

—No, I said.—The handlebars.

—As you cycle into town.

I could feel her there. I rested my chin on her shoulder. We were riding into Ballintubber on market day, to rob the post office. She held the handlebars. I held the Thompson gun and pedalled.

—What are you going past? said Ford.—You’re going faster than anything else on the road, right?

—A couple of jaunting cars.

—Great.

—And a cart, I said.—With those churns. Going to the creamery. The creamery’s important. They burnt it down later – the Black and Tans.

—Later, said Ford.—Night time.

—Yeah.

—They doused it, he said.—Sent it up in flames.

—Because of us, I told him.—They burnt it down because of what we’d done earlier.

—Right, he said.—How was she dressed?

—We shot a cop.

—Irish?

—Yeah, I said.—The police were Irish – the normal ones.

—We’ll make him English, said Ford.—Keep it simple.

—We wanted them to do it, I said.

—What?

—Burn the creamery, I said.—The reprisal came after what we’d done. That was the whole point of it. We knew they’d run amok.

—The Black and Tans.

—That’s right, I said.

—The Tans were Limeys.

—And Scottish and Welsh.

—We’ll stay with English.

—We hit them, I said.—And they came back later and took it out on the town.

—You’re on the bike, he said.—Dust.

I shrugged.

—There must have been, I suppose. It wasn’t paved or tarred or anything.

—Dirt track.

—Not dirt, I said.—Not like here. There was grass down the middle.

—Got that? said Ford.

—I grew up in Wyoming, said the guy.—I’ve seen some grass.

He looked up and smiled.

—They got rebels like Henry in Wyoming? said Ford.—The Wyoming Republican Army?

—No, said the guy.—But I haven’t been back in a long time. Who knows what’s brewing there right now.

—Nothing much, is my guess, said Ford.

I could hear the anger, just behind his teeth. He sank further into his chair. He was angry with me; I was sure of it. But he was staring at the man with the pen.

I looked at the pen. DUST! It took up half the page.

Ford stood up. His teeth were fighting. He held his side of the desk. He was going to upend it. He already had it an inch off his side of the floor.

Meta Sterne was there now, going past me. She handed Ford a note.

—What’s this?

—Read it, she said.

He read. He looked at her.

—Okay, he said.—Okay.

He sat down. He nodded. She turned and left. Ford still glared at the other guy.

—Henry, he said.

—What?

—Cheer me up, said Ford.—One rebel to another.

—What? I said.

—You’re on the bike.

—Okay.

—With the Miss O’Shea.

—Yeah.

—She’ll need a name, he told the other guy.

—Alright.

—Mary, said Ford.—Or Kate. I like that one. Something Irish.

He looked at me again.

—Don’t worry, he said.—It’s your story. We just need to call her something, for the script.

He pushed his hat up off his forehead.

—Now, he said.—Make the old man happy. What’s she wearing?

I was wearing my riding britches; she’d made me wear them. She wore her Cumann na mBan uniform.

—I can’t remember, I said.

I looked back at him.

He knew what I was doing: I was reclaiming my life. And I knew what he was doing. He was making me up. There were two stories being dragged out of me.

—Does she sing? he said.

I gave him that one.

—Yeah, I said.—She sings.

I lay back on the bed. I enjoyed the certainty and softness of the mattress. I unstrapped the leg. It came off without a whinge. I took it away, and there was nothing there in its place. I’d never felt the ghost of the real leg. And that was grand. There were enough ghosts in my life. I needed a rest.

I leaned over the bed and lowered the leg to the floor. I saw the Saturday Evening Post, where I’d thrown it. I saw the coastguard. I poked the cover with a big wooden toe. I lifted it slightly, then more. The paper came with the foot. I swung the foot out and the paper dropped open.

Two flat pages, four tight columns. And the name of the story. The Quiet Man.

I didn’t read it.

I asked Meta Sterne what she’d written on the piece of paper she’d handed to Ford as he got ready to throw his desk. This was four days later, the 1st of December. I was standing in the little office in front of Ford’s.

This was new – or it felt new. Starting a conversation. Being interested. Remembering. One day followed the last one.

—I didn’t write anything, she said.

—Was it blank?

—No, she said.—It wasn’t. He wrote it.

—You gave him his own note.

—Yes, I did.

—For fuck sake.

—Don’t lose your temper, she said.

—I’m not, I said.—I’m grand.

—That was the note, she said.—Don’t lose your temper
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