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    AUTHOR’S NOTE

    For seven hundred years the British occupied Ireland, stealing its land, looting its meager wealth, enacting extraordinarily punitive taxes, and imposing a famine on its inhabitants.

    On Easter Monday, April 24, 1916, a handful of rebels commandeered buildings around Dublin City and fought the British army to a standstill for nearly a week.

    Almost immediately after their surrender, fourteen of the leaders were shot in the breaker’s yard of Kilmainham Gaol. Sixteen men in all were executed for their uprising against the British.

    With the elimination of the 1916 leaders, another generation of revolutionaries rose to take their place.

    This cadre was led by Eamon de Valera, a senior commandant who escaped execution because of his natural-born American citizenship, and Michael Collins, who would soon rise to hold the positions of Minister for Finance in the first Dáil and Director of Intelligence for the Irish Republican Army.

    Collins’s reign as a revolutionary was short—a lively six years, between the Easter Rising and his death in an ambush on August 22, 1922.

    But during that short period of time, he led a bloody guerrilla war that is now textbook for all emerging revolutionaries, much studied by the likes of Mao Tse-Tung and Yitzhak Shamir, who would later become the seventh prime minister of Israel. (Shamir’s nom-de-guerre, interestingly enough, was “Michael.”) For the first time, the British became the hunted—and they did not like it. Michael Collins, against impossible odds, had beat the British at their own game of intimidation.

    One of Collins’s cohorts and co-conspirators was a fourteen-year-old Dublin boy he met in the General Post Office during Easter Week.

    His name was Eoin Kavanagh.

    This is their story.

    Dermot McEvoy, Jersey City, New Jersey, 2014

  


  
    “And David put his hand in his bag, and took thence a stone, and slang it, and smote the Philistine in his forehead; and the stone sank into his forehead, and he fell upon his face to the earth.”

    —1 Samuel 17:49
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    “Johnny Three,” an ancient, gravelly voice said. “It’s time to come get me. Now.” Then the phone went dead.

    Eoin Kavanagh III—known as Johnny Three to everyone—knew it was his grandfather’s way of summoning him back to Dublin for the final farewell. “I have to go to Dublin,” Kavanagh said to his wife, Diane. “I think I should go alone.”

    “I’m coming,” his wife said, and Kavanagh was smart enough not to argue this time.

    When the flight from New York landed, they headed to the old man’s house in Dalkey. “I don’t like this,” Johnny Three remarked to his wife as their taxi swung to the southside of Dublin Bay.

    “Why?”

    “It’s October 16th.”

    “So?”

    “Michael Collins’s birthday,” replied Johnny. “You know the old man.”

    “He’s picked his death day,” Diane exclaimed, shocked.

    “Yes, he has.”

    When they arrived at the house, Bridie, his grandfather’s longtime housekeeper, opened the door. “I shouldn’t have,” she said, then repeated, “I shouldn’t have.”

    “Are you alright, Bridie?” asked Johnny Three as Diane took the distraught woman by the arm.

    Johnny Three heard a ruckus from the bedroom above. He knew that his grandfather, the original Eoin Kavanagh, would not go out quietly. “Bless my ancient HOLE,” he heard his grandfather say.

    “I shouldn’t have called the priest,” said Bridie as a curate, purple stole flying about him, came running down the stairs.

    “He’s incorrigible,” the harassed man said as he removed the stole and kissed the cross on the back.

    “Thank you, Father,” said Bridie.

    “Incorrigible,” said the priest to Johnny and Diane.

    “Contrary,” corrected the grandson.

    “Whatever!” the priest said as he exited the house.

    Johnny chuckled at the priest’s distress and hit the stairs, followed by his wife. “How are you, grandpa?”

    The old man looked up, and his eyes brightened as he surveyed his only grandchild. “Not good,” he said, motioning the couple toward his bed, which had a panoramic view of Dublin Bay and Dalkey Island.

    The younger Kavanagh reached down and kissed his grandfather on the forehead. “Did you make your peace, grandpa?” he said.

    “Peace my arse,” said Eoin. “Bloody priests never change.” The grandfather shooed his grandson away and motioned for Diane to come to him. “How are you, dear?” he said as he kissed her hand and then patted her gently on her round Presbyterian rump.

    “Oh, grandpa,” she said and started to cry.

    “There, there,” he said and patted her bottom again as he looked at his grandson and smiled. Johnny Three turned away so his wife wouldn’t see him smile. Death was banging on the door, but the old rebel kept petting Diane’s caboose.

    The old man was crazy about Diane Kavanagh. Even after bearing three children, she was still a remarkably beautiful and fit woman. She had gorgeous brown hair, dancing blue eyes, and one of the most remarkable bottoms God had ever created. “How did an eejit like you end up with a woman of that caliber?” he liked to chide his grandson.

    “She fell in love with you,” he replied with some truth, “but she married me.”

    “Grandpa.”

    “Yes, son.”

    “Should I follow your wishes?”

    “Yes,” said Eoin. “To the letter.” He looked intently at his grandson. “I have a surprise for you.”

    “You’re leaving me the house?”

    “Who else would I leave it to? You’re the last real Kavanagh.”

    “How about the Church or the State?” A negative smile gave the answer. “What’s the surprise?”

    “You’ll see.” With that, the old man serenely laid his head on the pillow and closed his eyes.

    “Is he?” asked Diane with concern.

    Johnny Three was a little more cynical. “I wouldn’t bet on it,” he said.

    Suddenly Eoin’s eyes shot open, and he urgently motioned the grandson to his side.

    “Yes, grandpa.”

    “Fook,” he said, suddenly having trouble forming words.

    “Fuck?” repeated Johnny.

    “Fook Eddie de Valera.”

    The old man was defiant to the end. Then, by a blink of his eyes, he asked his grandson to come closer. “How did he do it?” he said in a whisper.

    “Who?” said Johnny.

    “How the fook did Mick Collins pull it off?”

    “I don’t know, grandpa.”

    “Neither do I, son.” A single tear rolled down Eoin Kavanagh’s cheek. “My God, I loved that man.” His eyes slowly closed.

    “Oh, Johnny, he’s gone.” Johnny took his wife in his arms and hugged her as hard as he could. “He’s gone,” she said again. With that, Diane heard the loudest laugh she had heard in a long time. Johnny Three was doubled over. “What are you doing?”

    “I’m giving the old man,” he said, catching his breath, “the sendoff he deserves.”
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    EOIN KAVANAGH, TD, DEAD AT 105

    WAS LAST SURVIVING GPO REBEL

    Johnny Three read the Irish Times headline and smiled. He handed it back to the army officer the Taoiseach, the Irish prime minister, had sent over to set up the viewing in the rotunda of Dublin’s City Hall.

    Eoin Kavanagh lay in a simple box. He was dressed in his Volunteer’s uniform. The man hadn’t gained a pound since 1916.

    “Can I have a moment alone?” Johnny asked the officer. He straightened the tricolor on the bottom half of the coffin and looked at his grandfather. The old man still wore a beard, and his head of Paul O’Dwyer-esque white hair—the closest thing to an Irish halo—was still full. He had insisted on being viewed in the City Hall because that was where his boss, Michael Collins, had lain in state after he was killed in 1922. You couldn’t mention the name of Eoin Kavanagh without people saying that he was The Big Fellow’s personal bodyguard—or perhaps something more. Sometimes, with an unsettling gleam in his eye, Eoin would refer to himself as “Mick’s Thirteenth Apostle,” never elaborating. The old man knew his place in history, and even in death, he wanted to be sure he got all he had coming to him—right down to the twenty-one gun salute at Glasnevin, where he would be buried in the army cemetery, right next to General Collins.

    “I think I need a drink,” said Kavanagh to the officer. “I’ll be back in a while.” Johnny went down the front steps of the City Hall into Cork Hill. He swung into Palace Street at one of the Dublin Castle side gates and headed down Dame Lane, which would take him across South Great Georges Street and into Dame Court. He and the old man had walked this narrow street many times as Eoin told him how he and Collins would often case English touts to the gates of the Castle itself, then retreat to the Stag’s Head for a drink.

    At night, the Stag’s Head was a madhouse, but, in the daytime, it was serene—one of the most beautiful Victorian pubs in Dublin. Johnny Three was first brought there by his grandfather during his summer visits in the late 1960s and ’70s.
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    The death of Jack Kennedy had taken a lot out of the old man—for a while. It was like losing Collins again. Eoin Kavanagh was the only member of Congress to travel with Kennedy on his trip to Ireland in 1963. They had sat with the Taoiseach, Seán Lemass, and regaled Kennedy with stories of 1916, the War of Independence, and being Michael Collins’s personal bodyguard. Although Kavanagh and Jack Lemass had been on opposite sides in the Irish Civil War, they had remained friends, even after Kavanagh left Ireland in 1922 and went to America. During World War II, Congressman Kavanagh served as Lemass’s personal intermediary with Eoin’s long-time friend, Franklin Roosevelt, during Ireland’s “Emergency.” Kennedy had marveled at the close relationship between Lemass and Kavanagh and noticed that the Congressman never uttered a word to President de Valera, Lemass’s mentor, who was sitting on the same dais. It brought a smile to Kennedy’s face—he knew all about the Irish and their grudges.

    After Kennedy died, Lemass had phoned. “Come back to Ireland,” he told his old friend. And he did: Kavanagh ran for the Dáil as an independent in the South Dublin district he had been born in and ended up sitting in the opposition aisle to his friend, the Taoiseach. “You’re nothing but a troublemaker,” Lemass laughed after Eoin Kavanagh was sworn in as a Teachtaí Dála (TD): Deputy to the Dáil, the Irish parliament.

    “Jack,” Kavanagh deadpanned, “how could you t’ink such a thing?” (Eoin had known Lemass even before he Gaelicized his first name, for political reasons, to Seán. To Eoin, he would always be plain old Jack.)

    And a troublemaker he was. In 1971, after Lemass died, Deputy Kavanagh began running guns to the North after internment without trial was instituted by the British government. When Liam Cosgrave became Taoiseach in 1974, he was indicted. He refused to resign his seat in Dáil Éireann and stood trial, where he proudly declared his guilt—and was found innocent by a jury of his delighted peers. “This is a great day for Ireland,” Kavanagh declared on the steps of the Four Courts, where he and his wife of fifty-two years stood before the assembled media, “and a bad day for Liam Cosgrave and those other Fine Gail eunuchs who are trying to turn the Irish government into the subservants of the British imperialists! What a bunch of pussies! Mick Collins would be appalled!” When infuriated, the New Yorker in Eoin Kavanagh had a tendency to surface with a bang. Mrs. Kavanagh looked straight into the gutter, hoping her feminist friends back in New York would not see the smile on her face.

    Johnny Three had been with him when he crossed paths with Eamon de Valera for the last time. It was at a function at the Gresham Hotel in O’Connell Street in June 1975, just months before Dev’s death. The two old antagonists had literally bumped into each other at the reception. De Valera, blind as a bat, was as sharp as ever. “Eoin Kavanagh,” he said, looking down at the diminutive Kavanagh, “I see young, respectable Cosgrave doesn’t like you.” Dev had had his own run-ins with the father, W.T. Cosgrave, during the Civil War.

    “Well, Chief,” said Eoin, “neither did his old man!”

    De Valera laughed, enjoying his first conversation with Kavanagh since 1922. “God be with you, Eoin Kavanagh.”

    De Valera wasn’t going to get off that easy. “Chief,” Eoin said.

    “Yes.”

    “Mick was right.”

    De Valera looked down with unseeing eyes through his thick glasses and sighed. “Perhaps,” he responded. “Perhaps.”

    “God bless, Chief,” were the last words Eoin Kavanagh said to his former antagonist.

    De Valera slowly moved through the room on his way out. “Look,” said Eoin to Johnny Three. De Valera had extended his supine hands to the side, like the Blessed Virgin Mary, so people could touch him. “Look at that old bastard work the room!” said Eoin with genuine admiration. “Goddamn it, Johnny, Jack Kennedy couldn’t have done it better.” Eoin Kavanagh appreciated political talent when he saw it.
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    Diane joined Johnny Three at the Stag’s Head. “Man, you look good,” he said as he rubbed her hip, sliding his hands across the back of her black mourning dress.

    “Poor grandpa,” said Diane, “and you’re feeling me up.”

    “Funerals make me horny,” said Johnny. “It must be something to do with stiffs.”

    “You Kavanagh men are all alike!”

    His cell phone rang. It was the City Hall. The Taoiseach had arrived for the trip to the Pro-Cathedral for the funeral mass. “Time to go, honey. Bertie’s waiting for us.”

    Diane and Johnny retraced their steps back along Dame Lane to the City Hall. When he got to the coffin, Bertie Ahern, the Taoiseach, was waiting for him.

    “My condolences,” said Ahern in a flat Northside Dublin accent.

    The old man never could stand Ahern. But like him or not, Eoin Kavanagh had insisted the Taoiseach and the American ambassador show up. He figured it was the least they could do. The Irish president and head of state, Mary McAleese, would also join them at the Pro-Cathedral for the funeral. Johnny Three introduced Diane, then told Ahern: “My grandfather would be proud that the Taoiseach of a free Irish nation had the time to attend his funeral. Let’s get moving.”

    Johnny watched as they closed the lid on the old man for the last time. The soldiers hoisted the narrow pine box on their shoulders and slowly marched out of City Hall and down the front steps, then carefully lowered the casket and placed it in the old-fashioned, horse-drawn glass hearse for its short trip to the cathedral on Marlborough Street. The black horses snorted and snapped their heads, making their funeral plumes dance a spastic jig. The old hearse was Eoin’s idea, perhaps remembering the Dublin of his youth, when his Mammy, younger brother, and infant sister had prematurely made this same, sad trip to Glasnevin Cemetery.

    Johnny Three and Diane climbed into the trailing limousine with the Taoiseach and the ambassador. Slowly they followed the hearse as it made its way down Dame Street. Citizens stopped in their tracks, stood at attention, and removed caps as the old rebel began his final journey. Johnny looked around for a banshee, without success.

    First they came to South Great Georges Street, and it reminded Johnny that his great-grandfather’s barber shop, set up by Michael Collins himself, was only a few blocks away on Aungier Street. To the left, they passed Temple Lane, where his great-grandmother had lived before she married in 1900. Further up was Crow Street and building number three, where Eoin had worked in Collins’s intelligence office, compiling the dossiers that would culminate in the assassination of the British Secret Service in Dublin in November 1920.

    Suddenly there was a dry lump in Johnny Three’s throat, and the color left his face. Diane asked if he was alright, and he shook his head. Then he knew what it was—the body of Eoin Kavanagh was slowly drawing him back to another time: a time of sickness, revolution—and freedom. As he followed his grandfather’s casket, he was slowly, but ineluctably, being transported back to his grandfather’s time—the terrifying rebel Dublin of 1916.

  


  
    EASTER WEEK, 1916

    . . . THEN . . .

    . . . AND NOW

  


  
    2

    [image: image]

    EASTER MONDAY

    APRIL 24, 1916

    The hacking cough of his mother woke Eoin Kavanagh from his holiday sleep.

    Morning was Eoin’s favorite time of the day. He knew it was the only time you could talk to God, and when He might have time to listen. But that persistent cough kept interrupting his conversations of late.

    Another hack. Eoin winced.

    The cough was getting worse by the day. He had seen his mother spit blood into a dish rag just the other day and then toss it in the dust bin, turning to see if anyone had caught her. She didn’t know he’d been watching. She had lost so much weight—gone were the round hips and the full bust.

    She was disappearing before his eyes.

    It was the consumption, he had heard the neighbors whisper. Rosanna Kavanagh was being consumed by it, whatever it was. Although Eoin was only fourteen, he was no fool. He knew his mother was a goner, and it broke his heart.

    It was his brother Charlie’s fault. It really was. If he hadn’t died last year, maybe Mammy wouldn’t have gotten sick. Diphtheria was the word they’d used for Charlie when all was said and done. He died down the lane at the Adelaide Hospital. Dead as a doornail, and they had trouble breaking the Glasnevin turf in January as they laid Charlie in his lonely grave. But Eoin knew that Charlie would not be lonely for long.

    The last couple of years had been hard on all the Kavanaghs. Gone were the happy, prosperous days at 40 Camden Row. Bad times had caused Da to lose his hairdressing business, and it was now a move a year as the finances continued to crumble. Handouts from the St. Vincent de Paul Society, neighbors, and relatives had barely kept the family afloat. His father prayed for the odd haircutting job, just to make a few bob. They had gone from the comfort of Camden Row to Golden Lane and the terrible, filthy Piles Buildings. More truth than mirth in that terrible name.

    Eoin heard that the buildings had been named after a “Lady Pile.” He didn’t know if it was truth or only the locals having a laugh. “We’re stuck at the bottom,” was his father’s joke, which always embarrassed his pious mother. But the joke was on them, with six Kavanaghs crammed into two small rooms. A cold-water scullery the size of a closet completed the flat. The water closet was outside on the landing, shared with neighbors. He learned early on that a piss-pot under the bed was often a boy’s best friend.

    When his frustration overwhelmed him and he couldn’t take it anymore, Eoin’s father would declare, “These buildings are a sore on the arse of St. Patrick’s Cathedral!”

    Eoin couldn’t understand it either. There, just across the road, was the jewel of the Church of Ireland, St. Patrick’s beautiful Protestant cathedral. He had seen all the fine carriages and automobiles arrive at Christmas carrying their precious cargo of handsome fur-lined women and top-hatted gentlemen. We are here, thought Eoin, and they are there. And there was no in-between. Eoin rose and wondered why it was so quiet. Usually there was roughhousing with his younger brother, Frank, and the screams of the kids, Mary and young Dickie. It was as if the children knew that Mammy needed quiet.

    “Mornin’. How ya?” said Eoin to his parents. “Where is everyone?”

    “Out in the street, playing,” said his mother. “It’s a beautiful morning.”

    Beautiful, indeed.

    Eoin’s father, Joseph, sat at the kitchen table with his empty pipe and yesterday’s Freeman’s Journal, musing over its contents. Joseph was a dandy. He didn’t have a job to go to, but he was fully dressed, down to the turgid white collar he wore every day. Unlike Eoin, the senior Kavanagh loved good clothes. But now the threads were growing old and shabby, as if recording the downward economic spiral of the family. Toast fragments hung from his waxed handlebar mustache, and Eoin was forced to smile. “Bad days for the Brits,” said Joseph with some satisfaction, commenting on the war news.

    “Oh, Josey,” said his mother, using her pet name for her husband. “Why do you enjoy the British and their misery so much?”

    “And why shouldn’t I?” came the quick reply.

    Rosanna smiled but then remembered her brother, Charlie Conway, who was a corporal in the Royal Field Artillery over in France. “Charlie,” she said softly.

    For a moment, Joseph thought Rosanna was talking about their dead son, whom she had named after her favorite brother. “Corporal Charlie,” said Joseph, shaking his head. “What was he t’inkin’?”

    “I don’t know,” replied Rosanna.

    They were talking about Charlie Conway’s affinity for the Crown. He had served in the Boer War, then secured a job as a policeman at the Guinness Brewery upon his return to Dublin in 1902. But at the age of forty-six, he had joined up again and marched off to war in September 1914.

    “I worry about him,” said Rosanna.

    “I do, too,” said Joseph, “but what the hell was he t’inkin’, especially at his age?”

    “Love of country.”

    “England is not his country,” Joseph said definitively. “Ireland is Charlie’s country. Why doesn’t he realize that?” He kept talking. “It will be conscription soon. The British are down, almost out, and what do they do when they are in that situation?” He didn’t wait for the answer. “They turn to Irish bodies for sustenance and fodder!”

    “No conscription,” she replied, stifling a cough. “Seven hundred years. We’ve given enough. Especially in this family.”

    The conscription and the consumption. The big Cs of the moment.

    “Where’s Frank?” asked Eoin, wondering about his younger brother.

    “Gone out,” said his father. Eoin grunted. Frank was still marching to his own tone-deaf drummer. At least he didn’t have to endure Frank’s endless slagging this morning, either about his build—Frank was almost as big as he was—or his name. “Hey, Ian,” he would yell out, purposely mispronouncing his name, purposely making it sound English and soft.

    “It’s Eoin,” he would remind his brother. “Pronounced O-W-E-N. Irish for John.” Eoin would pause before adding, “You got that, Francis of Assisi?” Frank didn’t like to be called Francis of Assisi, especially when Eoin put the emphasis on “sissy.” That usually shut Frank up.

    Eoin was Frank’s complete opposite, from looks to temperament. Eoin, Rosanna often thought, was a smaller version of his father. He had the Da’s oval-shaped face, prominent Kavanagh nose, silent hazel eyes, and beautiful dark-brown hair. If he weighed eight stone, it would be a shock. Eoin, unlike Frank, was easygoing and respectful, almost to a fault. His sincerity, however, was punctuated by a sly sense of humor. Both Rosanna and Joseph knew they couldn’t ask for a better son than their Eoin.

    “Will you take the childer up to the Green?” asked the Mammy.

    “Of course,” replied Eoin, and he was immediately out the door looking for them. They were in Arthur Lane, a tiny patch of street that reminded all how omnipresent the Guinness family was to the city and to this neighborhood in particular. Young Mary, only seven, and baby Dickie, barely four. “Would you like to go up to the Green?” he asked, although he knew what the reply would be.

    “Yes, yes,” said Mary, and little Dickie jumped up and down, his curly locks animated.

    “Wait,” cried Dickie as he ran back to the house and returned, clutching a rock of bread in his little hand.

    “Come on then,” said Eoin as he took one in each hand and headed towards Peter Street.

    “That’s where Charlie died,” Mary said, pointing in the direction of the Adelaide Hospital. The three of them stood in their tracks for a moment, quietly sandwiched between the majestic tower of St. Patrick’s Cathedral behind them and the back of the dull, thick, concrete-gray Carmelite Church before them.

    Eoin looked at little Mary Bridget. She reminded him of her twin sister, Mary Josephine, who had died at three months. No one in the family knew about little Josephine, except Eoin and his mother and father. Brother Frank was too young to remember her, and Charlie now occupied the same grave in Glasnevin with his baby sister. Eoin looked on the death of baby Josephine as the beginning of the breakup of his family. Everything had been good until Josephine up and died, and his parents had never been the same. Sometimes he would hear his mother sniffling and wiping a tear away, with a whisper of, “Poor Josephine, my beautiful, sweet lost baby.” Now they called Mary Bridget “Mary,” to honor both of the twins.

    “Yes, that’s where Charlie died,” said Eoin finally, not wanting to dwell on it. Soon they were into Aungier Street and traveling up York Street by the terrible, high, dark tenements, until the bright sunshine of St. Stephen’s Green rescued them.

    They walked along the Green by the Royal College of Surgeons, where small cliques of Irish Volunteers in their green uniforms were already gathering. They crossed the street to the Fusiliers Arch, a memorial to the dead British of the Boer War and the official entrance to the Green.

    “Traitor’s Gate,” said a pointing Dickie, getting it correct even at his young age.

    There were more men in green uniforms blocking the gate, and their numbers spilled out to both sides of the Green. Something was up.

    A man with a bucket, brush, and posters under his arm stepped up to the left wall of the gate and started splashing paste on the gray stone. “Hot off the presses from Liberty Hall,” he shouted as he posted the declaration:

    POBLACHT NA H ÉIREANN.

    [image: image]

    THE PROVISIONAL GOVERNMENT

    OF THE

    IRISH REPUBLIC

    TO THE PEOPLE OF IRELAND.

    Civilians and Volunteers rushed up to see the proclamation, pushing against each other to get the first glimpse. The man with the posters went to the opposite wall and plastered another proclamation. Eoin and the children followed him. “Can I have one of those?” asked Eoin.

    “I don’t see why not!” said the man as he stripped one off his arm and handed it to him. Eoin rolled his own personal copy up and began reading the posted one as others began crowding around him:

    IRISHMEN AND IRISHWOMEN: In the name of God and of the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.

    “Eoin, Eoin,” said Mary, “what’s it’s all about?”

    “Hush,” said Eoin as he continued to read:

    We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible. The long usurpation of that right by a foreign people and government has not extinguished the right, nor can it ever be extinguished except by the destruction of the Irish people.

    Dickie kept pulling at Eoin’s arm, wanting to get to the lake to see his ducks and swans. Eoin skipped to the end of the proclamation:

    We place the cause of the Irish Republic under the protection of the Most High God, Whose blessing we invoke upon our arms, and we pray that no one who serves that cause will dishonour it by cowardice, inhumanity, or rapine. In this supreme hour, the Irish nation must, by its valour and discipline and by the readiness of its children to sacrifice themselves for the common good, prove itself worthy of the august destiny to which it is called.

    As both kids pulled at him from opposite sides, Eoin read the signatures:

    Signed on Behalf of the Provisional Government,

    THOMAS J. CLARKE,

    
      
        	SEAN MAC DIARMADA,
        	THOMAS MACDONAGH,
      

      
        	P.H. PEARSE,
        	EAMONN CEANNT,
      

      
        	EAMONN CEANNT,
        	JOSEPH PLUNKETT.
      

    

    By now, the crowd around the two proclamations was getting rowdy, some cheering and others cursing the insurgents. A man went up to a Volunteer and shouted in his face, “Ya Fenian gobshite!”

    The Volunteer pulled his rifle off his shoulder and clubbed the man with the butt end. “Any other words of wisdom for me, mister?” he demanded as the man scrunched on the ground, holding his head in case there were other blows coming, but there weren’t.

    “This is great,” said the young lad next to Eoin.

    “What’s happening?” asked Eoin.

    “Rebellion!” came the gleeful reply.

    Eoin smiled, intrigued by the boy’s enthusiasm. “I’m Eoin Kavanagh,” he said, putting out his hand.

    “Vinny Byrne,” came the quick, cheery reply, along with a strong handshake. “There will be a hooley in Dublin this week!”

    Vinny was diminutive, with reddish blond hair and a pink complexion. He was dressed in a Volunteer’s uniform, his only show of rank being his Pioneer’s pin, which was stuck above his left breast pocket.

    “I’m from South Anne’s Street,” Vinny said, pointing.

    “Golden Lane,” replied Eoin, “over by St. Patrick’s Cathedral.”

    “The Piles?” Eoin nodded. “God help ya,” replied Vinny, without malice. “I’ve got to get moving now,” said Vinny. “We’re going to take Jacob’s Factory for the Republic. Will you come with us?”

    Eoin was taken aback. “I can’t,” he stammered. “I have my brother and sister with me,” pointing at the children.

    “Fair enough,” said Vinny. “But the invite stands!”

    Eoin nodded and took the children away from the chaos and into the Green. “Swans!” Dickie tore his stale bread apart to feed his favorite birds. “Here, here,” he said, tossing the bread into the water, where it was quickly scooped up, the swans beating a hasty retreat. Soon Mary handed him two pamphlets she had found and asked her big brother to turn them into paper sailboats. Eoin dutifully made two boats, saying, “This one is the Lusitania, and that one is the Titanic!” The kids didn’t understand his black sense of humor and rushed to the “lake” to set sail. With that, Eoin took a seat and watched them playing joyfully with their ships by the pond.

    Eoin was still thinking about the proclamations posted to the front gate. Was it more empty Fenian talk, or was this the real thing? The war in Europe was getting closer to Ireland, he knew, and he had heard his parents talking about him eventually being conscripted into the British army. They were against it, he knew, because they considered themselves Irish, not British, like Uncle Charlie. Both his parents’ families had managed to live through the famine because they lived in Dublin City and were not subjected to the utter devastation of the countryside. Still, old memories—and hatreds—died hard in the Kavanagh and Conway families. They would cut the British no slack.

    Eoin unrolled his copy of the proclamation and read the top again. His Irish was miniscule, but he knew that Poblacht Na Éireann meant “Irish Republic.” He then looked at the names of the signatories but recognized only two, Pearse and Connolly.

    Pearse was famous because of the oration he had given at the grave of the old Fenian Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa last summer at Glasnevin Cemetery: “The fools, the fools, the fools!—They have left us our Fenian dead. . .” The whole episode had made an impression on Eoin because Rossa had died on Staten Island in New York City, but the Volunteers had dug him up and brought him back to Ireland. His father had even brought him to the City Hall to see Rossa, lying in state in his open coffin. It always impressed Eoin that Rossa had been dead for more than a month, and he didn’t stink, even at the height of summer. Could Rossa, Eoin thought, be Ireland’s Lazarus?

    Eoin knew Connolly because he was Jim Larkin’s successor at the Irish Workers and Transport Union. A lot of people said he was a troublemaker and a rabble-rouser because he was a socialist and for the working man. He was also considered dangerous because he had his own militia, the Citizen Army. At the beginning of the Great War, he had hung a sign on the front of his headquarters at Liberty Hall: “We Serve Neither King Nor Kaiser, But Ireland.” Eoin had heard his father say that if there were more men like Connolly in Ireland, the Kavanaghs wouldn’t be living in the putrid, godforsaken Piles Buildings.

    Soon it got noisier near the front gate, and Eoin’s curiosity got the better of him. He fetched the children and headed back to where the action was. The first person he bumped into was young Byrne, who was howling his eyes out. “Vinny,” Eoin said to his new friend, “what happened?”

    “Lieutenant Shiels sent me home,” he said, tears pouring uncontrollably. “He said I was too young to take Jacob’s.”

    “What’s going on here?” said one of the Volunteer officers. Vinny explained his demise. “Sure, come along out of that, and don’t mind him,” reassured the officer.

    “Yes,” interrupted Major John MacBride, impeccable in his sartorial splendor and beautifully coiffed hair and mustache. “We need all the men we can muster. Sure, I just volunteered meself. Everyone should volunteer for Ireland!” MacBride had been on his way to the Wicklow Hotel to attend a luncheon for his brother, who was getting married, when he ran into the Volunteers assembling on Stephen’s Green for revolution. The temptation was too great, and he couldn’t resist an “invitation” to take Jacob’s for the new Republic. Eoin knew him from the newspapers. He was always in them because of something, usually a scandal involving a woman other than his wife, Maud Gonne, who was often referred to around Dublin City as “Gone Mad” because of her nationalistic and suffragette endeavors. MacBride’s hatred of the British was also legendary—it had carried him as far as South Africa to fight against them in the Boer War. “Will you join us?” he asked of Eoin.

    “I can’t,” replied Eoin, again pointing. “The children.”

    “Well,” said MacBride, “at least you can march with us to Jacob’s.” Eoin could and would. Soon the brigade was mustered into shape. MacBride and Thomas MacDonagh, the commandant in charge, led them down to the Harcourt Street side of the Green to Cuffe Street, where they made a smart right. They marched the short distance to the rotunda of Jacob’s Biscuit Factory, where Bishop and Aungier Streets met. There they came to a halt. The air was heavy with tension as concerned citizens came out of their tenements to see what all the fuss was about.

    Eoin had a feeling in the pit of his stomach that he was about to miss one of the greatest moments in Irish history. “I’ll be buggered,” he said under his breath, took then took Mary and Dickie in each hand, and walked them back up Aungier Street, just a block from home.

    “Mary,” he said to his sister, “take Dickie by the hand and bring him home to Mammy.”

    “Where are you going?” she asked.

    Eoin was conflicted. But it was time to stand and deliver. Finally he blurted out, “Jacob’s Biscuit Factory.” He paused. “Tell that to Mammy and Da. Here, take this proclamation, which will explain it to them. Now hold onto Dickie’s hand, and go straight home.” He watched them go down Whitefriar Place by the side of the Carmelite Church, holding their paper boats in their little hands.

    “I’m back,” Eoin said to Vinny at the back of the column.

    Vinny smiled, his tears now just a memory. “It’s going to be a grand adventure,” reassured Vinny.

    Eoin fell in line, and the only thing he could think of was the sentence from the first paragraph of the proclamation: “Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom.” He looked at Vinny and some of the other young lads, and, with a shiver running down his spine, wondered how Vinny’s grand adventure would play out.
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    The two children burst into the tiny scullery, Mary dragging Dickie by the hand. Instinctively, Rosanna knew something was wrong. “Where’s Eoin?” she asked tentatively.

    “He’s gone with the others to Jacob’s,” replied Mary, breathlessly.

    “Why?”

    “Jacob’s has been taken over by the . . .”

    “Fookin’ Fenians,” interjected Dickie, parroting what he had just heard in the street.

    Joseph looked at Rosanna and didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “Now, now, son,” he finally said, “we shouldn’t be using that dirty word.”

    “Fenian?” replied Dickie.

    “No, the other one,” interrupted Rosanna. She turned to Joseph sternly. “You better go out and get that boy. I don’t know what’s happening. I thought the maneuvers were canceled.”

    “So did I,” replied her husband, putting on his jacket and grabbing his cap.

    Before he could go through the door, Mary held the proclamation out. “Eoin says this will explain all.” They unrolled the proclamation, and, as soon as they saw

    POBLACHT NA H EIREANN.

    their hearts sank. The signatures told the tale.

    “Jesus, Rosanna,” said Joseph. “Pearse, Clarke, and MacDiarmada. It’s the bold Fenian men themselves!” Rosanna sank into a chair in despair. Joseph tried to reassure her. “I’ll be back with the boy in a few minutes.” But it was not a few minutes—he didn’t return for nearly an hour.

    “Well?” asked Rosanna.

    “No luck,” replied Joseph. “The Volunteers have the street cordoned off. They wouldn’t let me through. The fellow I spoke with said he didn’t know any Eoin Kavanagh.”

    “What in God’s name is going on?” asked Rosanna.

    “Revolution, my love,” said Joseph, gently taking his wife’s hand. She stifled a cough and looked intently into her husband’s eyes, as the words of her youngest son echoed in her ears.

    “Fenians, fookin’ Fenians.”
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    “I hope me Mammy won’t be cross with me.”

    Those were the first words in the rebel diaries of Eoin Kavanagh. The “diaries” were notebooks, school ledgers, and assorted pages. The material covering April and May 1916 was now spread before his grandson on the bed where the old rebel had died the week before. So this is the surprise, thought Johnny Three. He was indeed surprised. Although his grandmother was a well-known author in both Ireland and America, he had no idea the old man liked to scribble as well. There were nine cardboard boxes in all. Johnny went about taking the diaries out of the boxes, dusting them off, and trying to form a chronology of events.

    “You’re very quiet,” said Diane.

    “I wonder why he left them to me?”

    “Well, you are the writer in the family.”

    Johnny shook his head. “No, my grandmother was the writer in the family. I’m just a glorified hack.”

    “Though well reviewed.”

    “Through friends in the business.”

    “He left them to you because he trusted you,” Diane responded. “He didn’t leave them to the state archives or some university.”

    “Probably because he didn’t trust them,” agreed Johnny. “The old man didn’t trust anyone, which may be the reason he lived so long.”

    “They may also be worth something,” she added. “Did you think of that?”

    “I did, indeed. He always admonished my poor father: ‘money on trees does not grow!’” Diane laughed with him. “Listen to the first line: ‘I hope me Mammy won’t be cross with me.’” Johnny shook his head. “He was a typical Irish lad, he was, influenced by the matriarch of the family.”

    “Poor boy,” said Diane as she took hold of the page. “What beautiful penmanship.”

    “The nuns and the Christian Brothers,” said Johnny. “Big emphasis on penmanship back then, so you could get some low-paying job as a clerk.” Johnny shook his head and re-read Eoin’s first sentence. He became pensive. “He deeply loved his Mammy, my great-grandmother,” he said to Diane. “She was dying of consumption—tuberculosis—at the time of the rebellion. You know, the British used to call TB ‘the Irish disease.’” He gave a bitter laugh. “What a poor, fucked-up family.”

    Diane shook her head sadly.

    Johnny continued to read aloud: “‘Mammy asked me to take Mary and Dickie up to the Green for a walk this Easter Monday holiday. The rebels were gathering, and I got carried away in the excitement. They were on the way to Jacob’s to liberate the biscuits, so when we got to Aungier Street with the battalion, I sent Mary home with Dickie and went along for the adventure in Bishop Street.’”

    “He has a way with words,” said Diane.

    “He was a great storyteller, wasn’t he?” added Johnny. “Look at these,” he said, holding pieces of paper up for Diane to view.

    “What?”

    “They’re genuine.”

    “Wow!” said Diane. “I’m surprised he kept these papers so secret.”

    “He probably had his reasons,” replied Johnny, “and I’m sure we’ll find out what they were in due time.”

    “This is bothering you, isn’t it?”

    “I don’t feel comfortable with this stuff. I’m afraid there may be family skeletons that I don’t want to confront in these boxes.”

    “What could be the big secret?”

    “I’m not sure, but I suspect there was a lot more to grandpa than being Michael Collins’s bodyguard. He kept himself to himself. I have a feeling that, in America, it was politically correct to be an Irish rebel, but not one with blood on his hands. I think he didn’t want to scare the electorate.” Johnny smiled. “Grandpa knew how to collect a pension.”

    “How many?”

    “Let’s see. The Irish Army. The U.S. House of Representatives. Dáil Éireann. Plus Social Security and the Irish Old Age Pension. Five. Not bad!”

    Diane took Johnny’s arm, drew him close, and kissed him. Johnny laughed; then he kissed his wife full on the lips and slid his hand down the back of her capris, running a finger into her beautiful crack. Even after thirty years together, they were still awesomely horny for each other. “Not now, dear,” admonished Diane.

    “Ah,” said Johnny, “how Presbyterian of you!”

    Diane was used to the slagging about her being the only Protestant in a mad Irish-Catholic nationalist family. (In her defense, she had taken to listing off Protestant patriots, such as Wolfe Tone, Robert Emmet, Lord Edward, and Charles Stewart Parnell, to keep the “Papists,” as she fondly referred to her family, in their place.)

    “Behave yourself,” she said to her husband, “or I’ll hide your dick pill!”

    “Ah, ‘The Vee-ag-gra!’” said Johnny. “The Pfizer Riser! The County Cork pecker elixir! You’ve got to look out for those four-hour erections.”

    “If you get a four-minute erection, I’ll alert the media!”

    Johnny looked at his wife and decided that his friend Frank McCourt was right about Irish men’s attraction to Protestant women. They were indeed a step up in class—and in sex—and dating one was a way of thumbing one’s nose at Holy Mother Church. “Time to look at grand-pa’s diaries,” she said. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have left anything to upset you.” But Johnny knew that the last thing Eoin Kavanagh worried about was the comfort level of his only grandson. Then Johnny laughed.

    “What?”

    “You’ve just reminded me of one of grandpa’s favorite sayings: ‘Comfort the afflicted—and afflict the comfortable!’”

    And it was working, because with a poke from the grave, Eoin Kavanagh III was getting less comfortable by the minute.
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    EOIN KAVANAGH’S DIARY

    WEDNESDAY, APRIL 26, 1916

    General Post Office

    Sackville Street

    Dublin, Ireland

    What a day! My wound is bandaged and I have dry clothes on at last. Safe—if you can call it that—in the GPO. It looks like a bloody disaster here. Nothing but wounded men and broken glass. It was safer over at Jacob’s.

    After we took Jacob’s, we were very busy the first few hours. Commandant MacDonagh and Major MacBride had us fill up the windows with sacks of flour to guard against snipers. We were covered in flour, swiftly moving white ghosts on a mission. “Keep your bloody head down, boy,” MacBride warned me with a wink, “and welcome to the fight!” We also unwound the fire hoses just in case of fire. Most of our rifles were aimed at the Ship Street army barracks near the Castle. After we had our fill of biscuits, it got quite dull. We knew the British army was out there, but they didn’t make a rush to take us. The only excitement was caused by Vinny Byrne, who was sent out on patrol and had a ruckus with the fine citizens of the Blackpitts. Apparently they don’t care if Ireland is free or not. Anyway, some eejit tried to take Vinny’s gun away from him, and someone was shot—and it wasn’t Vincent Byrne.

    Tuesday the skies were dark, and it was pouring bucket after bucket without any sign of letting up. It was like the heavens were weeping for poor old Ireland. We ate more crackers and patrolled the factory. We’d filled up every available vessel with water in case the city water supply was interrupted or tampered with by the British. The only grousing from the men is because we’re not allowed to smoke for some reason. Still, some go off and hide for a quick puff.

    Jacob’s must be a nice place to work, clean and not too many mice around. They have an employees’ canteen, and there is plenty of tay for everyone. Their bathrooms are cleaner than anything we have at the Piles. You could eat your dinner off the floors here. They are even cleaner than the toilets under Tommy Moore’s arse in Westmoreland Street. And unlike the public toilets on the quays, I don’t have to watch some wrinkled old priest waving his willie at me.

    During the night, Commandant MacDonagh had a few of us lads brave the elements to place empty biscuit tin boxes outside the factory as noise booby-traps so that we would know if the British were sneaking up on us. A cunning stunt on the commandant’s part, I think. He also explained to us the importance of Jacob’s in the fight. He said that we now controlled Dublin because we held the GPO, the Four Courts, Stephen’s Green, and the South Dublin Union. The British army would probably land at Kingstown and march on Dublin. We at Jacob’s were in a position to cut them off, depending on where they crossed the Grand Canal. Commandant de Valera, he said, would probably have first shot at them at Boland’s Mills. We could also block any advance by the British, MacDonagh explained, from Portobello Barracks just to our south and Richmond Barracks to the west. We were right in the middle of it all. Commandant MacDonagh is a good egg, and it’s surprising to me that such a quiet, gentle man like him would sign such a bloodthirsty proclamation. But the British war with their first cousins, the Germans, is beginning to grate on the Irish. Even gentle folk are threatening sedition.

    But revolution is boring! We sat around all day—as the British surely did—waiting for the rain to let up. I thought I would die just sitting around and eating more crackers. Finally Commandant MacDonagh asked for a volunteer to go to the GPO, because the phones are dead. I stuck up my hand and told him I was his man. The commandant was doubtful because of my age, but I insisted I knew Dublin City and this neighborhood in particular better than any man in Jacob’s that evening. Sure, wasn’t I born just blocks away in Camden Row, off Wexford Street?

    The commandant asked me what my plan was, and I told him that I doubted there would be many men out on either side this terrible night. I would head for the River Liffey and see if I could get over one of the bridges and make my way to the GPO. I told him my youth was an advantage—how could the British think that this innocent boy was with the rebels? My face was fresh and eager, and MacDonagh, thoughtfully scratching his curly hair, finally agreed, adding, “Just be careful, son.” I promised him I would.

    Commandant MacDonagh wrote out a note on Jacob’s stationery and sealed this in an envelope. “Take this to Commander-in-Chief Pearse.”

    I exited on Peter Row and went down the side streets. I actually went by my mother’s house, and our paraffin lamp was alight. I was tempted to go in and tell them that I was alright, but I couldn’t take the chance. I had that letter to Commander-in-Chief Pearse, and I had to get it through. I couldn’t take the chance that Mammy and Da might try and stop me. And as luck would have it, when I got to the Ha’penny Bridge, there wasn’t a sinner in sight, not even the toll man. I ran up the steps and started to make my way across when there was a terrible burning in my lower back that dropped me to the footpath of the bridge. It took me a minute to realize I had been shot in the high hole of me arse. I didn’t know where the shot came from, but there was noise from up Sackville Street way. I crawled the rest of the way over the bridge as bullets hit the metal bridge above me. I kept crawling down the steps on the north side and jumped up with a fright to get past the old Woolen Mills and up Liffey Street. There wasn’t a soul to be found on the streets, and I dashed, my arse dripping blood, to Henry Street and banged on the first door I came to in the GPO. No one answered at first, and the looming presence of Lord Nelson atop his pillar staring down at me began to frighten the shite out of me. Finally the door opened a squeak, and I told your man that I had a communiqué from Commandant MacDonagh for C-in-C Pearse.

    After a quick look up and down, he saw that I was no threat to the revolution. They let me in and brought me to a young officer named Collins. I handed over the letter to Captain Collins, and, after that, I felt faint. The next thing I knew I hit the deck in front of Collins, out for the count.
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    Collins picked the boy up and called out for Róisín O’Mahony. She was a nurse and a member of the Cumann na mBan, the women’s auxiliary of the Irish Volunteers, and she was all business: “Where’s he hit?”

    “Looks like his back,” said Collins, the boy’s blood all over the arms of his impeccable uniform.

    O’Mahony rolled the boy over and felt his back from the shoulders down. No blood. She was puzzled. “Help me with his pants,” she said to Collins.

    “Yes, Countess O’Mahonyevicz,” said a mocking Collins, knowing that Róisín was a fervent admirer and follower of the real Countess Markievicz.

    “Come on, ya big git,” shot back O’Mahony. “Come on, big fella, for once show you have a set of brains.” Collins first instinct was to retort, but one look at the determined O’Mahony quickly put that thought out of his mind. The nurse wondered why she had to put up with such testosterone-fueled eejits. She looked at the gangly twenty-five-year-old Collins and figured his actions were dictated by his bollocks, not his brains. By right, she should have been with Markievicz over in Stephen’s Green, but she was urgently needed at the GPO. Collins undid Eoin’s belt, and O’Mahony pulled the britches down, displaying Eoin’s long-johns. She unbuttoned the arse trapdoor and exposed the wound in the right buttock. “He’s lucky,” she said. “A clean flesh wound. Just nicked him. All the blood makes it look worse than it is.”

    Eoin opened his eyes and looked at Collins and then at O’Mahony, who was swabbing his arse with disinfectant. “Am I dying?” he asked, the sting of the medication bringing him further into consciousness.

    “You’ll live to be a hundred,” said Collins.

    “I gave me only arse for Ireland,” said Eoin, which forced both Collins and O’Mahony to smile in rare unison.

    “What’s going on?” said Commander-in-Chief Padraig Pearse. He was surveying Eoin’s bare butt with interest, perfectly framed by the longjohns’ trapdoor. But it was never easy to tell what direction Pearse was actually looking in because of that cast eye. The right one was straight on, but the other was heading off in the direction of Belfast.

    “Messenger from Jacob’s,” said Collins, leading Pearse away from the boy. “He has a dispatch from Commandant MacDonagh for you.”

    Collins handed him the blood-smudged envelope, and Pearse opened it and read aloud. “‘All quiet on Bishop’s Street. Phones are dead. Rain has quenched the British. Jacob’s well cracked. The men are ready to fight. MacDonagh’s doing his best to help de Valera over at Boland’s Mills.’” Collins nodded, and Pearse went back to the command center, which was in the front of the building where they sold stamps.

    O’Mahony was bandaging Eoin’s aching, stinging behind. “That’s one penny-ha’penny bottom you have there,” said Nurse O’Mahony. By now Eoin was wide awake and covering up his privates, as his mother called them. O’Mahony smiled at his modesty, and Eoin felt his willie getting hard.

    “Yeah,” said Collins to O’Mahony, “he has an arse on him just like you—that of a skinny thirteen-year-old boy.”

    “I’ll be fifteen in October,” corrected Eoin.

    “Get away from me,” shouted O’Mahony to Collins, her voice rising. “You’re nothing but a Cork culchie, a ruffian, a bogman, and a Nighttown guttersnipe.”

    Eoin looked around at O’Mahony and saw that she was beet-faced. Beet-faced but beautiful, with long brown hair, exquisite eyes, and a smile stolen from the Irish Madonna. He didn’t mind this beauty patting him on his bare arse at all. In fact, he felt that Collins somehow envied the attention his bottom was receiving from O’Mahony.

    “You alright, boy?” asked Collins.

    “My name is Eoin Kavanagh.”

    “Are you alright, Eoin?”

    “I’m fine.” He paused a second before adding, “I hope you two will make up.”

    “Make up!” hissed O’Mahony. Collins didn’t say a word, just turned on his heel and headed back to the front of the GPO. He knew he had met his match. “Fookin’ men,” said O’Mahony.

    “How old are you?” asked Eoin.

    Róisín was taken aback by the freshness of the question. “Too old for you, sonny boy.”

    Eoin was quiet for a second. “We’ll see,” he said with enough cheek to match his patriotic arse.

  


  
    7

    [image: image]

    EOIN’S DIARY FRIDAY, APRIL 28, 1916

    General Post Office

    Sackville Street

    Dublin, Ireland

    Me arse is sore, but I’m recovering. Róisín says I’ll live, and she’s awful busy with all the wounded, including Commandant-General Connolly, who has a severe leg injury. Connolly is in terrible pain from being hit in the ankle by a shell. Besides the rest of the wounded, Commandant-General Plunkett is very sick. By right, he should be in hospital. They say he has consumption of the neck glands. I wonder if his disease is related to me Ma’s. Captain Collins seldom leaves his side.

    Collins has put Jack Lemass in charge of me. Jack’s a couple of years older than I am and is from Capel Street. Jack was supposed to be with Commandant de Valera over at Boland’s Mills, but with all the disarray caused by the countermanding of maneuver orders, it looks like the Volunteers are going to the nearest location they can get to. Collins has told me to stay out of the way and to keep my head down. He ordered Jack to go up to the roof and bring down the tricolour. I have a feeling we are coming to the end. As soon as Collins left, Jack asked if I was well enough to help him.

    We got up to the roof, and, from the parapet, the scene in Sackville Street shocked me. Total destruction on the east side of the street. Right
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