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About the Book

When young, Jimmy loses a lower limb to a starving attack dog – the first of many disasters and one that shapes him to become a chancer, a wilful man unafraid to stand up to a notorious Dublin gangster but also a young man with heart and belief: a loyal son, a good friend, a courageous brother and a sweet and passionate lover.

Part love story, part coming of age, this is also the story of a life in the changing streets of Ireland, from the days of the Troubles to the boom and bust years and Dublin today.


For Anne-Laure Richert

   
I ask what is involved in the condition I recognise as mine; I know it implies obscurity and ignorance; and I am assured that this ignorance explains everything and that this darkness is my light.

Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus

I realised that the world does not represent a struggle at all, or a predaceous sequence of chance events, but the shimmering bliss, beneficent trepidation, a gift bestowed upon us and unappreciated.

Vladimir Nabokov, ‘Beneficence’


PART ONE

Identity Knocks


Chapter One

Death

July 1980

I was alive once, briefly. I’m just not sure if it counts – it was thirty-five years ago, and I was dying at the time. I closed my tiny eyes against the slicing light. I attempted to gasp, choking deeper instead. My purple body shook and something crumbled inside me. I faded into darkness, receding from screams.

I remember being born again, but it’s not quite real. It isn’t my birth. The screams are the same, so is the room, and the panicked flurries of activity. And the baby I think is me, my vibrantly healthy twin, is pushed and pulled into the world in my wake, then lifted into gentle but unyielding hands, and we are carried into a corner, away from where our mother lies. She has been gutted of life. Not hers. Mine. My husk has already been taken away, but I remain with my twin. We are one with each other now, with the solid arms of the nurse holding us, and with the people behind her: the stern-faced obstetrician, whose composure slips – he yells, ‘Shit!’ – when he hits his elbow against the corner of a silver tray and a bloodied forceps is sent crashing across the floor; the other nurse, a young student, who, as she lunges to retrieve the forceps, is silently praying that she’ll never again witness a birth as shocking as mine; our father trying, and failing, to soothe our mother by telling her how much he loves her. We are one with her too. Our mother is the room’s epicentre. Her wailing ends abruptly, her eyes are moving but vacant, and she’s too distraught to feel her husband gripping her hand. She’ll never know that I’m still here. I’m with the living baby, who gurgles to the nurse’s humming and her rocking arms. In the midst of this wreckage we feel peace.

We are betrayed. We are lifted and the remainder of the umbilical cord is cut from our belly. We are slapped. We yell. The nurse swings us around to face our mother. ‘Grace, you have a beautiful baby boy!’

Our mother squeezes our father’s hand and she almost smiles, before anguish clouds into her eyes and, in her confusion, she mistakes the saved baby for the lost one. ‘Get him away from me! He’s dead! Get him away!’

As the obstetrician prepares a sedative, the nurse pulls us to her warm breast and retreats. We are carried through the doors, as our father bites his tongue; as our mother, Grace, screams over and over.

We are cleaned, weighed, wrapped in a snug white blanket, sheltered in a glass box, goggled at. The world floats around us, vague colours blurring together. 

We meet our father. He has a crooked smile, sad but genuine. His finger touches our palm and we clench it, marvelling at the existence of our hand and what we can do. We gurgle. His eyes well up. A tear splashes on our nose. Our father laughs. He wipes his eyes with his trembling hand, then runs it through his thick coal-black hair. It sticks up in odd-angled tufts. He extricates his finger from our grip and dries our nose by pressing it. ‘Hey, fellow, my name is Eamon. I’m your dad. When you grow up, I promise the world is all yours.’

My twin, unimpressed by the prospect, falls asleep. Our father, Eamon, leaves us, stepping outside the room ever so quietly.

I’m incapable of creating my own dreams, but I enter those of my twin, believing that they belong to both of us. I’m too new to realise the truth yet. As I said, this all takes place a long time ago. I won’t form an understanding of my nature until years later, but I’ll give you a head start.

My twin and I are bound. I’ve some capacity for movement, a leash permitting me a short radius in any direction. I can see everything in his line of sight, but his eyes are not mine. I can see when his are closed. I can see above, below, and behind him. When focused, I can see it all simultaneously, but I can also look away.

And I have a talent: if someone is in our proximity, I can look them in the eye and go deeper. I can sift through their memories and feel what they feel. The things they’ve forgotten are inaccessible, but the experiences that make them who they are – these are open to me. They never sense my presence. Whether I’m journeying through a single memory, or combining multiple points of view – and I admit to bridging the gaps with informed guesses from time to time – I see it all like it’s happening before me. I’ll get to the ‘real’ now in due course.

As a conscientious narrator, I’ll try to keep embellishments to a minimum, but I make no promises. My twin is your tragic protagonist. His name will be James, but to me, and perhaps to you, he’s Jimmy Dice. This is the edifying tale of his fractured life.

EAMON STEALS A FEW MOMENTS IN THE GENTS’. HE WASHES his hands in the sink until they’re nearly raw. Closing his eyes, he washes his face blind. He feels two days’ stubble, rough against his fingertips. His eyes feel large and heavy. He opens them, staring down his reflection. Water drips from his bushy eyebrows and his chin, as if his face is dissolving. He spits into the basin. There are flecks of blood in his saliva from biting his tongue earlier. He had forgotten, but now he flexes his tongue against his teeth and palate. The ache brings relief.

Eamon’s other children – Tighe, Elizabeth, and Paul – are in the waiting room, guarded by his parents, Arturo and Maggie, known to the kids as Abuelo and Granny. Apart from the Diaz family, the room is empty. It’s after midnight and, with the one exception, there’s a minimum of commotion in St John’s maternity ward.

Paul, at four, is the youngest. He’s asleep on Maggie’s lap, his legs sprawled, his head resting in the crook of her arm. She brushes his mop of brown hair from his eyes. From how she looks at him, with a doting tilt of her head, it’s clear that he’s her most precious grandchild. His chest shudders, he releases a humpf noise, then he eases out of his nightmare and his body stills. Maggie smiles. 

Elizabeth, aged six, has energy to burn and so she’s pacing around the coffee table. Her Barbie lies on top of a stack of magazines, balanced close to the table’s edge. If Elizabeth bangs into the table, which looks possible, Barbie will plummet off it, but the doll’s days are numbered anyway – her plastic feet are bent and worn and her arm is disjointed from being dragged along too many floors by her owner, who would welcome a brighter, and more interesting, favourite toy. Elizabeth increases her speed, her hips listing from side to side; she has auburn hair and her long pigtails harmlessly whip her shoulders.

Tighe, aged nine, stands gazing out of the window, his eyes darting from star to star. He’s connecting the dots, imagining lasers shooting from one to another, if only for the purpose of channelling his powers of concentration. His game doesn’t have any greater meaning for him, but, on hearing Elizabeth giggle as her runners screech against the waxed floor, he turns and glares at her. When Tighe was born, his parents endowed him with his name because there was something tiger-like in his expression whenever he was about to really let loose with a howl, and there’s a flash of that ferocity in his eyes now. ‘Don’t be so annoying!’

Elizabeth comes to an abrupt halt, steadying herself with both hands gripping the side of the table. Her lips are aquiver and she turns to her grandmother for help. Maggie looks up from Paul and obliges with a disappointed ‘Tighe.’ 

Attempting to keep his voice sarcasm-free, Tighe tells his baby sister, ‘I just don’t want you to run around like an annoying person because I don’t want you to fall over and hurt yourself. We all love you.’

Arturo ‘Art’ Diaz sits a seat away from his wife and Paul, a hand squeezing each kneecap. His moustache twitches as he surveys his charges. He doesn’t have much hope for his granddaughter. Elizabeth seems to have inherited her parents’ worst characteristics: Eamon’s timidity and Grace’s eccentricity. Tighe, meanwhile, is a different type of child. He’s confident with his peers and adults, and rarely causes trouble. He’s the one whose looks are most permeated by his one-quarter-Argentine lineage, so he has some of his grandfather’s dark handsomeness. But – and Art isn’t sure about this – there’s something about him that’s a bit off; it’s harder to love a precocious child, and maybe Tighe is too smart for his own good. Then there’s Paul, who alternates between being a boisterous boy and being a needy one who cries easily. It’s too early to tell which temperament he’ll lean towards when he’s older, but, if given the choice, Art would rather he be a bully than a wimp. 

Art notices his son watching them all from the hallway. On recognising that he has been spotted, Eamon approaches with reluctance in his step. Art stands. ‘Well, Eamon? What is it? Boy?’ His gruff voice still has an Argentine inflection, even though he hasn’t returned home in more than forty years. 

Eamon begins, ‘Papá …’

‘Spit it out!’

Maggie, shifting Paul so his head rests on her shoulder, stands. ‘Art, can’t you see something’s wrong? Eamon, did Grace deliver?’

‘Mam, she’s resting. If we could step into the hallway. The children can wait here. Okay, Papá?’

Art nods, takes Paul from Maggie’s arms – he stirs from his doze, with a left-nostril snort – and deposits him on a chair. Elizabeth sits beside Paul and puts her arm around his waist, for her comfort more than his. Her mouth is downturned, her eyes expectant. Art turns to Tighe, who is already awaiting instruction. ‘Keep an eye on your brother and sister. We’ll be a moment. Grown-up stuff.’

‘Yes, Abuelo.’

‘Good boy.’ Art squeezes Tighe’s cheek, quickly ruffles Paul’s hair, and smiles at Elizabeth without meeting her eye. To Eamon he says, ‘C’mon, son.’ 

Maggie puts her hand on Eamon’s shoulder and they follow Art out. Tighe turns his back on his siblings.

Down the hall, Eamon, his hand entangled in his hair, says, ‘We never had an ultrasound. You see, Grace thought we should leave it to fate. Either a boy or a girl would’ve been fine, as long as they were healthy, and the others were all easy births compared to most pregnancies. I don’t know that we could have seen the problem coming, but we’d have seen she was expecting twins.’ He smiles at the shadow of how this news could have been joyful. ‘I’m sorry. It’s been a long …’

Maggie says, ‘It’s okay, dear.’

Art says, ‘Just tell us what happened.’ He means to sound sympathetic but it comes across as impatient.

Eamon says, ‘We have a son. Perfectly healthy. He’s beautiful.’

Maggie covers her mouth. ‘The other?’

Eamon shakes his head. ‘No.’

‘How’s Grace?’

Eamon knows he stinks, of his own sweat and Grace’s. As he thinks of that strangled baby, heat courses through him. He closes his eyes and breathes deeply to diminish his nausea. Opening his eyes, he says, ‘They put her asleep. It’s devastating, but when she wakes tomorrow and sees her boy, that’ll restore her. It would’ve been much worse if we’d expected two.’ He grits his teeth, then says, ‘We’ve been lucky.’

Maggie squeezes his arm. A reflex concern flashes through her mind: there’s no meat on his bones; does Grace never think to feed him? ‘It’s best to look at it that way. Think of the blessing not the …’

‘Curse?’

She winces. She would have said ‘misfortune’. ‘Come home, get some sleep. Look at the bags under your eyes. Sure, you can barely stand.’

‘I’m fine, Mam. I need to be here when Grace wakes.’

Before Maggie can respond, Art shoots her a let-him-be glance. He says, ‘We’ll take the children, but first you should tell them they have a brother, that their mother is resting, that she’s well.’

‘I will.’

‘But don’t tell them about the other one.’

‘Of course not.’

They return to the waiting room. Elizabeth still has her arm around Paul, and she’s holding his hand now as well. Her doll is discarded on the floor, one leg pointed up. Paul looks grumpy and Elizabeth, her smile frazzled, doesn’t let him pull his hand away. Tighe is back standing by the window, staring out to space. He’s thinking about how far away he would like to get. To Eamon, he looks like a young philosopher or a potentially groundbreaking scientist. Art guesses he’s incredibly bored. Eamon says, ‘Tighe,’ and motions him to sit with his siblings, then crouches in front of them, on the tips of his toes, his forearms on his knees. ‘Kids, Abuelo and Granny are taking you home, but first, would you like to meet your new brother?’

And so, for a few minutes, the senior and junior members of the Diaz clan are allowed to see their grandchild, their brother, through the window of the nursery. 

Tighe is indifferent, but pays attention anyway. If he shows some interest in this sleeping mini human, as he’s expected to, he might get home earlier. Paul is less concerned with appearances. He presses his forehead against the glass. His eyes are half closed. His hand is limp in his sister’s grasp. Elizabeth is sincerely enthused. ‘Dad!’

‘Yes, honey?’

‘What’s he called?’

Eamon puts his finger to his mouth. ‘It’s a secret. We’ll all know soon.’

Elizabeth catches an irritated look from Tighe. She responds with a defiant glance, then ignores him, knowing that he won’t snap at her in front of their father. She says, ‘Daddy! What’s his name? Please?’

Eamon, who missed the exchange between Tighe and Elizabeth, presses on his daughter’s nose with his thumb and shakes his head. ‘Not tonight. Soon.’

Grace believed it was bad luck to pick a name in advance of a baby being born. Her smile self-deprecating, she had told Eamon, ‘It’s like counting chickens.’ He does have a name in mind though – James – but he wants to discuss it with Grace before saying it aloud to anyone else.

Art and Maggie exit with their grandchildren. Eamon continues to watch over his newborn son. He feels happiness, fragile as that is.


Chapter Two

Dancing with Grace

Before I share more about Jimmy Dice with you, I’m taking a detour. It’s okay; trust me. To understand my twin, it will help to know more about the people around him, and I want to tell you the story of how Eamon and Grace met.



August 1969

SIMON FITZGERALD LEANS BACK IN HIS SWIVEL CHAIR, his elbows on the arms, holding a pen horizontally with an index finger and thumb pinching each end. His smile shows a touch of amusement. ‘Will you or won’t you?’

Sitting on the opposite side of the desk, Eamon is dumbfounded. He’s twenty-seven but has yet to fill out much, and while he can grow a beard, whenever he’s clean-shaven he looks like he can’t. His oversized shirt, rolled up at the elbows for a contrived newspaperman effect, and his wide black tie, at an oblique angle to his collar, emphasise his discomfort. ‘Me? Really?’

‘Some initiative, Diaz!’

‘Mr Fitzgerald, I’ll do it.’

‘Finally.’ Simon throws his pen on the desk. ‘Get out. You’re not paid to sit on your arse.’

‘Sir.’ Eamon hustles to his feet.

‘And Eamon?’ Simon’s smile grows shark-like. ‘If you call me “sir” or “Mr Fitzgerald” again, I’ll fire you. I’m not your schoolteacher or your damn father. Call me Simon.’

Eamon attempts to smile. ‘Yes. Simon. Thank you.’

When Eamon slumps into his cubicle chair, he’s being watched by the Rathbaile Chronicle’s primary sports correspondent, Harry Burke, who stands propped against his office door jamb. With his tie at an obedient angle to his collar, his shirtsleeves naturally rolled up, and casually holding a lit cigarette, he perfects the newspaperman look. An ex-GAA hurler, a star in his own mind, Harry has been at the paper for five years. Despite a fondness for binge drinking, he has maintained a trim physique. Sometimes he pats his stomach and says, ‘It’s all about the right metabolism.’ His friends call him by the ironic nickname of ‘Fatman’. By the time of Jimmy Dice’s birth, eleven years later, this nickname, while still used, will have ceased to be ironic.

Harry calls to Eamon, ‘What did the boss want with you?’

Eamon blushes. ‘Oh, it was nothing.’

Harry comes and sits against Eamon’s desk. ‘Diaz, you’re one of the boys now. ’Fess up.’

Eamon isn’t really ‘one of the boys’. He’s new to the paper and, as an arts correspondent, his work isn’t taken too seriously. It’s not real news, like politics or sport. On Fridays he goes to Keogh’s with the others, but he isn’t much of a drinker and he isn’t permitted to call Harry ‘Fatman’.

‘It was just, ah, Simon wanted to know if I’d take his niece to the ball.’

‘Grace! You’re taking Grace Corcoran to the ball?’

‘I am. What of it?’

Harry has a puff of his cigarette and slaps Eamon on the back. ‘Hey, boy, it’s just someone should warn you.’ As he saunters back to his office, he smirks over his shoulder. ‘Good luck, though.’

Even before meeting her, Eamon deduces that Grace must feel like an outsider in Rathbaile. There’s that inevitable comparison to her mother, Simon’s sister Dorothy, currently a resident of St Augustine’s Mental Hospital, who, according to various know-it-alls, went mad from too much sex – after chasing off her no doubt exhausted husband, she carried on with numerous men, all of them so anonymous that no one has confirmed any of their identities. And then there’s the predicament that, when she was twenty, Grace left for America, ‘thinking she was too good for the rest of us and abandoning her poor mother in her time of need’. After four years of getting up to ‘God knows what’, she recently returned to live with her uncle and his wife – ‘remembering where the money in the family is; that’s what that was’. Eamon, though, has the good sense to pay no heed to gossip, and as far as he’s concerned, Grace’s outsider status isn’t a cause for reservation. In fact it adds to her appeal because it means they have something in common. 

The suspicion he’s subjected to isn’t only due to his lack of interest in local sports, his rare use of off-colour language, or his college education and the fact that it was gained in Dublin – granted, Dublin is significantly closer than America, but it’s still the best part of a three-hour drive away, and it’s well known that Dubliners look down their noses at people from anywhere else in the country. These are all factors, but a bigger reason is having an Argentine father. Like most Irish towns of this time, and especially true of one located in an inland county like Tipperary, Rathbaile is about as homogenous as can be. Ninety-five per cent of its population is Catholic, and the majority have never even seen a black or Asian person in the flesh, so here Eamon is as exotic as they come, and he’s exotic before it’s popular. Having spent his entire life in Ireland is insufficient. With his surname he should be going out of his way to live and breathe Rathbaile, but instead he appears aloof. His older brothers do a better job of fitting in. Luis and Manny are loud and hard-drinking, and their tendency to act without thinking can be relied upon.

Eamon isn’t too bothered by his lack of popularity. He likes the space he’s afforded. What makes him anxious is interacting with attractive women, and so the real problem with escorting Grace to the ball is unconnected to her mother or that she’s the boss’s niece. It’s that he expects to fancy her. He has observed the black-and-white photo on Simon’s desk of her and her mother on a pier bench. Dorothy stares into the camera, her long hair unencumbered by a hat and her eyes cunning. Grace, appearing to be about sixteen, wears a straw hat. Her eyes are on her mother’s hand on her right shoulder, pulling her closer. Grace’s hand is over her mouth and chin, and she might have succeeded in looking indifferent if, beneath her fingers, her lips weren’t curved upwards.

Eamon realises that having been pretty in a photo as a teenager doesn’t necessarily mean that she’s now a beautiful woman. His expectation is more down to a hunch, and as pronounced as this is, boring into the see-saw base of his stomach as he waits on the Fitzgeralds’ doorstep after ringing the bell, it offers little guarantee. But when the door opens, he turns out to be right. To others, her jaw might possibly be too square, her nose too narrow. These criticisms are below Eamon’s attention. He marvels at her brilliant sea-blue eyes, her cascading-curl hair, and how her face is so clearly capable of a multitude of vivid expressions. He marvels as her features unite to form … disappointment?

‘I presume you’re Eamon?’

He blushes. ‘Yes. Yes, I am. You’re Grace.’

She steps aside for him to enter. ‘I suppose you’ll do.’

She leads him into the drawing room, where Simon and his wife are sitting on one of the couches. They stand, exchanging an excited glance with each other. Simon fervidly shakes Eamon’s hand. ‘Eamon, lad, you didn’t have any problems getting here, I hope?’

‘Oh, no. I …’

‘This is Sarah.’

They shake hands and she kisses Eamon’s cheek. Aiming to reciprocate, he misses the mark, kissing air. Sarah is frail of build, without looking unhealthy. Her smile bursts from cheek to cheek. ‘Such a pleasure, Eamon. Simon has only good things to say about you.’

Simon slaps a hand on Eamon’s shoulder. ‘And the brains this boy has, I’m telling you – watch out.’ He says this to Sarah, but it’s intended for Grace, who has settled into a plush armchair and is making a show of examining her fingernails. 

Eamon tries to process being in a house that’s more than double the size of the one he grew up in, and with a shine on every surface; the first praise he has ever received from his boss; and how Sarah, who looks about thirty, is perhaps fifteen years younger than Simon. Facing his hosts’ hopeful stares, he recognises the need to speak. ‘This is a lovely, lovely house, Simon, Sarah. Lovely. I love it.’

They thank him in unison. Grace suppresses a laugh. Sarah asks, ‘Can I get you a drink, Eamon?’

‘God, yes! Thank you, Sarah. That would be … lovely.’ 

The drink – he has what Simon’s having, a brandy – helps his nerves, and they sit around the antique coffee table with Simon and Sarah attempting to initiate talking points between Eamon and Grace. After hitting a few dead ends, Simon says, ‘Eamon’s a lover of the classics! Aren’t you?’

‘Oh yes. I am. Dostoevsky’s a master. Did you know his father was murdered by his serfs? And, ah, Tolstoy too, of course. Not that he or his father was murdered, but he’s another master. Had thirteen children, I believe, and they all hated him. But I don’t mean to spread rumours.’ 

Sarah says, ‘Fascinating! Grace always has her nose in a book as well. Don’t you, dear?’

Grace leans forward, picks up her glass from the table, and sips. ‘Sure.’ She sits back in her seat and has another sip.

She doesn’t acknowledge Simon and Sarah glaring at her. Eamon, steeling himself, says, ‘So, then, what writers do you like?’

She turns to him with eyes that are not unkind, and he manages to hold her gaze. ‘Too many to list really. I suppose Camus isn’t bad.’

‘Camus! My favourite of his is The Fall. The point of view is so unique and there’s a wonderful line about charm. He defines it as “a way of getting the answer yes without having asked any clear question”.’

It occurs to Eamon that he might have erred by highlighting a quality he feels devoid of, but Grace is smiling at him. ‘I haven’t gotten to that one, but maybe I will.’

When she observes a measure of smugness in Simon and Sarah’s expressions, she banishes her smile. ‘We should get going. Shouldn’t we?’

Trailing Simon’s Jaguar in his Morris Minor Traveller, Eamon finds that talking to Grace is easier one-on-one. Well, the small talk is easier; saying what he wants to say is as difficult. Previous to ringing the Fitzgeralds’ doorbell, he had been planning on paying her a compliment on her appearance – his mother had told him that was the done thing – and he’d hoped to think of a specific and sincere one, but when he saw her, his mind blanked. Now, listening to her speak about her travels, he knows that to assail her with hyperbolic adjectives wouldn’t be too suave.

‘You should see the Californian beaches. They stretch on, feels like forever, and then there’s the ocean. Have you ever been to a really great beach?’

‘I’ve been to Tramore.’

‘It doesn’t compare. It’s always so overcast here. And the sand shouldn’t actually feel like sandpaper against your skin. It should be soft. In Cali, when you lie down, the sand moves to your body’s contours and it’s like the sun gives your body a massage. All your worries go, like you never had any. The people aren’t like the prudes we have here. Why are people so shocked if a girl shows some skin? I mean, it’s the twentieth century. Irish people need to loosen up, drop their holier-than-thou attitudes. Y’know?’

‘If it’s so much better over there, why did you come back?’

Appraising him, she says, ‘Why do you think I came back?’

‘I honestly wouldn’t know.’

She looks out the window, while Eamon’s stomach constricts at the possibility that he may have upset her. She finally says, ‘Why should I have to live somewhere else? Even if I was more accepted over there, this is my home. But that doesn’t mean I should force myself to fit other people’s expectations. If you do that, nothing ever changes.’

They arrive at Ashburnham House, an immaculately renovated castle hotel that serves as the venue for the annual ball for some select local businesses. When the car is parked, and Grace has her fingers on the door handle, Eamon says, ‘Wait.’ He gets out, goes around to her side, opens the door, and offers his hand.

Normally she disdains chivalry, but she decides to make an exception. Putting her hand in his, she says, ‘You’re a gentleman, Eamon.’

‘You look stunning tonight. You’re very stunning, Grace.’

They both blush. ‘Let’s just go inside, shall we?’

Upon finding Simon and Sarah in the reception area, Grace releases Eamon’s hand, but not swiftly enough for it to go unnoticed. Sarah nudges Simon and says, ‘C’mon, you two. You can wait until we’ve all been fed before you start idling about.’

Sharing their table are Harry and his wife, plus two other veteran correspondents for the Chronicle and their wives. As Eamon, Grace, Simon, and Sarah sit, Harry halts mid-anecdote to say, ‘Diaz, boy, you must be nervous. If you play your cards wrong tonight, you might not have a job on Monday!’

Everyone except Grace laughs.

Over dinner, Nixon and Vietnam are discussed, then Teddy Kennedy driving off Dike Bridge, poor Mary Jo, and how much he was to blame. The comparison is predictably made to his assassinated brothers, and Harry merrily expounds on a conspiracy theory. Talk of American politics shifts to Irish politics, and old debates of Fianna Fáil versus Fine Gael are rehashed. The relative manliness of Michael Collins versus Eamon de Valera becomes a sticking point. When voices rise, Simon suggests changing topics, so they chat about the moon landing just under two weeks ago – ‘The fucking moon! Did you ever think we’d see the day?’ – and projections are made about the future of space travel: a moon colony and astronauts on Mars before the new millennium seem like sure bets. The conversation somehow segues to Harry telling stories about his playing days – mostly funny, though never at his own expense. Eamon had expected to be the target of slagging from Harry, but, other than the odd sly comment, he’s spared, probably out of deference to Simon.

After dessert, the band, Richie Sullivan and the Shakers, start up. The lead singer, with his imitation hairstyle and sideburns, wants to be like Elvis, but he does at least have a decent voice and the band is adequately rocking. Simon takes Eamon aside. ‘Listen, lad, Sarah has a bit of a migraine so we’re going to have an early night.’

‘I hope she’s all right.’

‘Nothing to worry about. I trust I can rely on you to get Grace home safe and sound?’

‘Of course.’

‘Good. Watch how much you drink. You’re driving.’

‘I will. I’ve only had two glasses.’

‘I know. You’ve been acquitting yourself well. Keep it up.’

After Simon and Sarah have left, Grace takes Eamon’s hand. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Wh-where? Don’t you want another drink?’

‘There’ll be time for that.’ She nimbly guides him away from the table. ‘I need someone to dance with.’

‘I don’t know how. I mean, I’ve never really …’

‘You’ll pick it up.’

He’s already on the dance floor before he can further object, and all around them people are dancing, poorly but joyously. Grace places Eamon’s free hand on her waist and whispers, ‘We’ll look sillier standing here doing nothing. What have you got to lose?’

Her strawberry-smelling perfume is dizzying, and the sensation of her waist against his hand, the thin silk a flimsy barrier to really touching her – it all threatens to overwhelm him, and he can’t bring himself to meet her eyes until she takes a step back. He says, ‘Let’s do it.’

They dance and he’s awful at it, but his efforts are earnest and Grace likes him for that. In contrast to his fish-out-of-water sputter-shuffling, she possesses a symmetry of co-ordination and rhythm. There’s something sexual about how confidently she moves, and this isn’t lost on Eamon or on others.

Over the music, Harry shouts, ‘I see wedding bells in your future!’ He’s dancing nearby with his wife, Sylvia, or rather he’s swaying drunkenly against her shoulder and she’s helping him keep his balance. Her expression pleads with Eamon and Grace to take no notice. Eamon, his blush hidden by the dimmed lights, smiles at Harry. Grace ignores him, and that slight prompts Harry to say, ‘But she won’t be wearing white on her wedding day. That’s for certain!’

Eamon and Grace stop dancing. Sylvia starts to push Harry off the floor. Grace says, ‘What did you say to me?’

‘Sorry, darling. Slip of the tongue. Pay me no mind.’

Eamon blocks Grace’s way, whispering, ‘He’s just acting the maggot. He’s not worth the attention.’

Sylvia pulls Harry away by the elbow, berating him as they go. Grace says to Eamon, ‘How could you allow that disgusting man to talk like that? It’s an insult to you too, y’know.’

‘I’m sorry. There’s a time and a place for confrontation, and he barely knows what he’s saying.’

‘He knows exactly, believe me. Just take me home. I’ve had enough.’

‘If you’re sure that’s what you want, I will. Look, if there’s anything I …’

‘It’s what I want.’

They don’t speak as they retrieve their jackets and walk out to the car, or as they drive. Once they pull into Simon and Sarah’s driveway, Eamon says, ‘I’m really sorry.’

Grace briefly squeezes his hand. ‘It’s me who should be, and I am.’

‘I’ll say something to Harry on Monday, I promise. Tonight, with his wife there – I didn’t want to embarrass her further, but I should’ve said something.’

‘No, I shouldn’t have cared. Small-minded men like Harry Burke …’ With a hollow laugh, she says, ‘From now on, it’s water off a duck’s back. You kept your head, handled it right. And you don’t need to say anything to him.’

‘I will anyway.’

She smiles appreciatively, but it’s sympathetic too. ‘Y’know, that’s why my uncle thought of you to set me up with. It’s because you’re very …’ He refrains from squirming while she chooses her words. ‘Very good and sensible and safe. You always do the right thing because you’re such a gentleman.’ She doesn’t intend to be patronising, but her comments on his character sound like the diagnosis of a fatal illness. ‘You’re the person least likely to …’ 

With an emphatic absence of inhibition, he kisses her. And she gives as good as she gets. When they disentangle themselves, he’s proud of her surprised look. He says, ‘I want to see you again. Tomorrow.’

She laughs. ‘Then you will.’ She puts her hand on his knee. ‘Unless you want to be really risqué and sneak inside?’ 

She’s smiling wickedly and he can’t tell if she’s serious. He hesitates, then says, ‘I’d better not.’

She laughs again and quickly kisses him once. ‘Don’t worry about it. Tomorrow, then.’
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