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When Dan was eighteen a man he didn’t know took him on a 

trip across the border. It was 1978, the last week of  June, six days 

after the British Army shot dead three Catholics on the Ballysillan 

Road. The car smelt of  vinegar from fish and chips and the man 

had a scarred bald head and two jokes, one about the Brits and 

the other to do with priests. He seemed to be steering Dan some-

where near Clones, big square-tipped fingers drumming at 

the wheel, little jolts of  surprise in his eyes sometimes as the road 

invented itself. He had a lavishly ugly cauliflower ear. He touched 

it several times as he drove. The crowded grey houses of  Protestant 

Ulster gave way to light, to colour. You could feel the wind here 

and smell the grass. There were Derry buses streaming with red-

and-white scarves. Flags in green and white and gold were wrapped 

around the branches of  trees.

The bald man unleashed a magnificent burp as he swung the 

car onto a dirt track. The dirt track led down to a square of  land 

enclosed by elms. Dan saw daisies, hay bales. A gleam of  Coke 

bottle in the weeds. Beyond the bottle in a margin of  shade a dark 

Land Rover was parked.

‘Don’t you worry yourself  about the vehicle,’ the bald man 

said. ‘No one stops it, see? He’ll be thinking of  a Saracen for 

Christmas.’

Dan tried to smile. ‘So that’s . . .’

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s Mr McCartland, is it?’
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‘Oh,’ the bald man said, ‘I’d reckon so.’ With his seat belt still 

fastened he began pawing around in his jeans pocket for some-

thing, the touchy bulk of  his body contorting like he was trapped 

in a torture chair, but a flattened packet of  chewing gum was 

all that his hand retrieved. He looked at Dan and laughed. 

‘Should’ve thrown you a can for the journey, shouldn’t I? A 

drink would’ve tightened the dung.’

The weather this morning was storybook pure. Big yellow sun. 

Smooth blue sky. A single white cloud as drawn by a child. It 

seemed the kind of  day when nothing serious could happen. A 

day to drink eight pints and get burned. There weren’t many days 

like this in an Irish year; they asked to be remembered. He walked 

with the bald man towards the Land Rover, sharp grass going flat 

under their boots. Cottages were scattered around this land, 

detached places fronted by tilted fence posts and low open gates, 

window shutters swagging on tired hinge pins, properties that 

promoted an idea of  privacy without ever quite needing to commit, 

and he too felt exposed, open. Sorely underprepared. He’d had 

no notice that the car was coming for him. Sweat was already 

forming at the base of  his back. His leather jacket was cool but 

heavy. He’d heard so many stories about these initiations, the 

things they put you through before you could properly join, but 

he knew too that tall tales were Belfast’s stock-in-trade, the false 

often boosting the true.

A thin guy climbed out of  the Land Rover. He wore specs 

and a smart shirt, sand-coloured trousers. Could this really be 

Dawson McCartland? He looked like an accountant. He pulled 

two large dogs out of  the Rover on a long forked lead. One was 

gold and the other was brown. ‘Good morning,’ he said in a 

nasal monotone, nodding as if  to prove that he meant it.

Dan went in for a handshake. Instead he received the dog lead. 

‘I’m Dan.’

‘Well,’ Dawson said, removing his specs, ‘that’s a relief.’ His 
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blurry eyebrows were joined and from under their awning he 

stared. A twinkliness to his eyes. The corners of  his mouth 

upturned. With a hanky he wiped at the lenses of  his glasses. The 

dogs were barking and pulling on the lead. He looked like a man 

struggling to contain some huge and mysterious amusement with 

the world and glancing down at his dogs now he sighed. ‘Away 

in the head they are, Dan. I love them more than my wife, these 

animals. Is that wrong, to prefer them to her?’

‘Dog lover,’ Dan said.

‘Are there others?’

‘Others?’

‘In Ireland, who love their dogs. You seemed to be assuming 

a category.’

Dan waited a moment. ‘Just a thing people say,’ he said.

‘On the whole I think of  us more as cat fellas, Dan. Independent. 

It’s the Loyalists who are the dogs. Got any pets?’

‘Me?’

‘You.’

‘No.’

‘Not a rabbit, or anything?’

‘No.’

‘Chinchilla, maybe? Budgerigar? It’s going to be tough to let 

you volunteer without something, y’know. Freedom fighters need 

a mascot.’

There was a long pause.

‘I’m just pulling your chain, Dan. You’re with friends. This 

interview’s going to be very informal.’

The bald man was yawning happily, eyes sliding towards the 

trees, and the squirm of  nerves in Dan’s stomach began to settle 

a little. ‘The lad’s not much of  a talker, Dawson.’

‘You don’t say,’ Dawson said. ‘Might be a doer instead, eh?’ 

He took a pack of  Newports from his pocket. ‘Want one, Dan? 

I’m a great supporter of  silence.’



6

jonathan lee

‘I’m OK.’

‘You?’

The bald man chewed gum. ‘Given up, haven’t I.’

‘On life?’

‘Fags.’

Dawson lit up and took a drag. ‘Same thing, I’d argue.’ He 

stood there smoking, crackling with his own peculiar charisma, 

the kind of  self-assurance Dan had only recently learned how to 

fake. Every movement with the cigarette was well mannered, 

expert, measured and tight, as if  designed to counter rumours that 

he could be a vicious brute. With great delicacy, as Dan leaned 

back into the breeze, Dawson tapped some ash away and let smoke 

escape a smile. ‘So,’ he said to the bald man. ‘Business. Tell me 

about young Dan here. What’s he got going for him apart from 

his looks, his height? Who recommended?’

‘Mad Dog,’ the bald man said.

‘Which Mad Dog, though?’

The bald man sniggered at this. Paddy was quiet, diminutive, 

aways keen to understand, with a careful moustache and small 

blue eyes he had a knack of  keeping steady. He was ten years 

older than Dan and if  he really was known as Mad Dog it would 

be a joke, Dan thought. Like calling a small man Big Tony. A 

ladies’ man Gay Sam.

Dawson said, ‘You’ll have to excuse us, Dan. The best nick-

names get overused. Same in every army. We forget what the 

reason was and then there ’s this dearth of  imagination, isn’t there? 

A dearth that’s affecting the world. How d’you get to know Paddy 

Magee?’

‘Collecting bullets,’ Dan told them.

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

He had cousins who lived around the Ballymurphy Estate. 

When the RUC took on Republicans there, news crews from all 
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over the world came to watch. Italians staying at the Europa would 

pay five US dollars for a plastic bullet. They tried to give you lire 

but you laughed, told them you didn’t have a big enough bag; 

they liked the pep in that chat. The Americans would pay upwards 

of  ten. If  the bullets were still warm you could scratch names 

onto them, which the Japanese enjoyed – souvenirs from a 

dangerous trip, a bystander’s excitement at violence. A personal-

ised bullet commissioned by an Asian and engraved to order could 

catch as much as fifteeen. On the downside the commissioner 

might easily disappear and then you were left with something you 

couldn’t sell on. Dan’s friend Cal had spent half  his adolescence 

looking for a second Haruto. From the Ballymurphy you could 

see the Black Mountain, a thousand shades of  green made dark 

by all that rain.

‘Not a bad little business, I imagine, Dan.’

‘It was all right. Don’t do it much now.’

‘No?’

‘I’m concentrating on odd jobs, electrics.’

‘So I hear. You and a sham, was it? For the bullet collecting?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Anyone I’d know?’

‘Cal.’

Dawson tilted his head. ‘Has he a surname, this Cal character, 

or is it a Cher ball-tickler sorta situation?’

Dan laughed. ‘He’s no Cher, Mr McCartland.’

‘Dawson.’

‘His name’s Cal Doherty.’

Dawson considered the sky. ‘Nothing’s ringing,’ he said. ‘I’ve 

succumbed to impure images of  singing angels, is the thing.’

‘He suffers from a –’

‘Oh, I know Cal. Nice lad, altogether. Face like a dose of  

haemorrhoids but he ’s nice despite it, isn’t he? I’m very wary of  

pretty fellas, Dan, I’ve got to tell you. A pretty guy or girl has 



8

jonathan lee

something they’re worried’ll get spoiled, y’know? My wife ’s dead 

on – you’d be lucky to have her company, Dan – but she ’s only 

got one eye, there ’s the thing.’ He crouched down to screw his 

cigarette into the ground. Carefully he folded the stub into a tissue, 

pocketed it and lit another Newport. ‘Wears a patch. Scottish by 

birth. As for me, I’ve actually got some English blood in me, 

y’know? Touch of  Welsh too. Some say it disqualifies me from 

doing this job, but that’s the type of  wonky thinking that’ll cause 

wars, isn’t it? Lack of  faith in empathy. Tell me: are you a fan?’

‘Of  empathy?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I don’t know. I suppose so.’

Dawson’s lips pressed thin, resisting a fresh grin, and his eyes 

seemed to glitter again. ‘It’s worth pondering on. If  you don’t 

have it, a little of  it, you can’t think yourself  into another person’s 

shoes. You can’t countenance, let’s say, that I could wear yours 

with conviction.’ He bent down to pat his dogs, took a long look 

at Dan’s boots and stood. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Lack of  empathy’s a 

tragic flaw. Ever read any Shakespeare, Danny?’

‘Why? Did he invent flaws?’

‘Ha. I like you already. You’re warming up nicely. But no. Not 

even God, the old fucker, could make such a wondrous claim.’ 

He inhaled and blew a smoke ring. ‘Wonder where He’s holidaying 

sometimes, don’t you? Not giving Ireland much time, is He?’

‘Probably He’s got a lot on.’

‘Depressed or drunk, like everyone else. But no, I like a bit of  

Shakespeare, Danny. That’s all. I don’t read it any more, but it’s 

in me, you know, like the Irish lingo. Seirbhís. Slán. Now. Mick. 

Will you go fetch the bags from the Rover, please? The ones with 

the gear in them. That’d be grand.’

Mick. Gear.

Dan watched Mick receding and returning, settling the bags on 

the grass, shirtsleeve riding up around his grudging wrist and 
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flashing part of  a blue tattoo. Tongue of  a hanging snake, maybe, 

or flick of  a mermaid’s tail.

Dawson said, ‘Do us a favour, will you, Dan? Play with the 

animals awhile. They don’t get out much, they’re like old Mick 

here. And Mick and I have deep stuff  to discuss.’

At Dawson’s instruction Dan unzipped the green bag. It 

contained three tennis balls, a baseball bat, a warm six-pack of  

beer. He walked towards the trees with the tennis ball that looked 

least chewed.

Branches leaning and relaxing. The whispered resistance of  leaves. 

Thinking: first stage of  the interview must be over. Doing as he 

was told.

He threw the ball up high and retrieved it from their jaws. 

Amazing the amount these dogs drooled. The brown dog had 

patches of  yellow on its tongue but it moved, on the whole, quicker 

than its golden friend. They competed to catch the ball on the 

bounce, weaving in front of  one another – slipstream, overtake; 

slipstream, overtake – never clashing but always seeming like they 

would.

Should he be asking more questions? Showing more initiative? 

He’d been advised by Cal to stay silent unless spoken to. Probably 

that was right.

Every few minutes he looked back. Dawson and Mick were 

paying him no attention, which had to be a good thing. In his 

days of  reading the pulps he never hankered after flight or the 

ability to cling to buildings. Invisibility was the most precious of  

the superpowers.

He tired of  the damp tennis ball, exchanged it for a hunk of  

dried-out bark. The dogs chased it down and brought it back. 

Dan sprinted alongside them with the bark dangling from his 

hand, stopping and starting, lifting it up and lowering it down. 

After a while it burned to breathe. He knelt down to scratch their 
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ears and watch the bob of  their tongues. Some people said dogs 

were stupid, pure dim need and pure dim gratitude, but he saw 

in the spark of  their eyes a special intelligence. Footballers calcu-

lating angles, movement without doubt.

‘Here we go!’ Dawson shouted. ‘Round ’em up.’

Dan clipped the dogs to the lead and jogged. The two men 

were nodding and laughing, squinting in the sun.

Dawson said, ‘Was just sharing an anecdote a guy called 

Clinkie told me. He ’s straight out of  the blocks, is Clinkie. Want 

to hear it?’

‘Sure,’ Dan said.

‘Clinkie says to me, he says Jesus is on the cross and the guys 

either side of  him aren’t thieves. So, what are they?’

Dan shook his head.

‘Well, Dan, if  you knew Clinkie you’d want to say they’re gays. 

But no. Clinkie explains to me they’re political activists, working 

against the Roman authorities. You’ve a pair of  Republicans either 

side, getting crucified. And Clinkie says –’

‘I’ve heard this.’

Dawson raised his big eyebrow. ‘What’s that, Dan?’

‘I’ve heard it,’ Dan said, ‘from a couple of  people. I remember 

now. Romans are Brits. Samaritans are Catholics. Jews are 

Protestants. First person welcomed into heaven today would be 

a paramilitary, Jesus talking to Dismas the thief, You will be in 

Heaven with me today, et cetera.’

Silence.

‘Well,’ Dawson said. ‘Talk about spoiling a story.’

There was the lazy sound of  a bumblebee. Mick spent some 

time scratching his face. As Dan looked down at the grass Dawson 

said, ‘I enjoyed watching you with them, Dan. My dogs. Beautiful 

beasts, eh?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Myself, I’m not much of  an athlete. A wee bit short on the 
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breath, you know? I need a little can of  special air.’ He took an 

asthma inhaler out of  his pocket and revolved it in his hand. For 

a moment he looked utterly lost. ‘Anyway, I’d better head. Sadly 

I’ve an appointment with a fella who’s lived too long.’ He waited 

a beat, shook the inhaler, took a puff  and held the air in his mouth. 

‘Birthday party. Fortieth. Bloke’s mad as a bottle of  chips, y’know, 

but we’ve got him a ping-pong table.’

‘That’s it?’

Dawson laughed. ‘Well, we ’ll throw in a couple of  bats and a 

ball, for sure.’

‘No, I meant –’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’ll just – I’ll wait to hear something, will I? Wait to hear 

whether I’m in? I’m keen, Mr McCartland. I’ll work hard. I – I 

want to help the cause.’ He could feel another future going grey.

Dawson raised his chin and blinked. ‘Listen, Dan. I’ve heard –’ 

One dog barked and the other dog whined. ‘I’ve heard that you’re 

useful. Is that right? Chaps at that Matt Talbot Youth Club. They 

say to me, as Patrick did, Now there ’s a useful guy.’

‘Pool,’ Dan said. ‘Snooker. That’s probably all they meant.’

‘Come on now. No games. Ireland’s been modest too long. 

What are you good at, besides spoiling a story? An example. Let 

me think. My wife, the one-eyed one, she ’s your bona fide whizz 

in the kitchen.’

Had they really brought him here to talk about hobbies? He 

chewed his lip, lined up some thoughts.

He hadn’t been a success at school but he was good at some 

things, small things. He had a talent for remembering. He was 

confident he’d be able to recite the right bits of  the Green Book if  

all this went well and they swore him in. He could give them whole 

passages from the Bible, too. Lines from the pulpit seemed to lodge 

in his head; he liked the slant and pop of  bygone language. He could 

draw a map from memory, replace a tyre without a jack, run a 
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decent hundred yards and lift some heavyish weights. He could 

masturbate three times a day and still tug out a fourth before sleep. 

He was good in the garden, good at sorting his mother’s drugs, 

good at making bets with other kids and good half  the time at 

winning them. He did some DIY for the community: bits of  

plumbing, guttering, electrics like his father used to do after the job 

at Gallaher had gone. He was proud of  his country and he thought 

it was OK to be proud.

‘I’m not modest,’ he said. ‘I’m just shy with new people.’

They chose to take this as a joke. One of  the dogs bit playfully 

at the folds of  skin around the other’s neck.

‘Do y’know how to use an auto, Dan?’

He found himself  looking to Mick for an answer. ‘No,’ he said.

Guns. A lot of  the boys he knew wanted to join the Provos so 

that they could play with guns. Whereas his own reasons for 

wanting to join were . . . What were his reasons? To make a 

difference, long-term. To end the occupation, change people ’s 

minds. To help fix up gutted businesses and protect the Catholic 

corner shops. To do service to the circumstances of  his father’s 

death and to the fact that two of  his brother’s friends, James Joseph 

Wray and Gerry McKinney, had been killed by the British Army 

on Bloody Sunday. Gerry unarmed with his hands in the air saying 

‘don’t shoot, don’t shoot’, after which he was shot in the chest. 

James Joseph unable to move.

‘One at home,’ he said. ‘For protection. But it’s not an auto, 

and I never fired it.’

‘Interesting. Hear that, Mick? Prefers picking up bullets to 

popping them. I bet you Danny’s the guy at a party who sticks 

to the hard H
2
O.’

With a snigger that seemed stolen from television Mick zipped 

up the bag that had contained the balls. He opened the other one, 

took out a shotgun and a handgun. The handgun he gave to Dan.

‘Feel it,’ Dawson said. ‘Lovely weight, no? Tend to jam, the 
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autos, is the only thing. And now, if  you don’t mind, you’ll shoot 

the dogs.’

Dan laughed. No one else joined in. Their faces were flushed 

and attentive but there was no hint of  humour at all.

‘Or,’ Dawson added, ‘you can shoot one of  them. Fifty per 

cent. You seem to be a left-hander – is that right, Dan? I could 

probably look after one dog. The thing is, looking after two, I 

don’t have the time, y’know? It’s cruel to have them.’

Still their expressions gave nothing away. Dawson blew his 

nose.

‘I’d keep hold of  the lead with the other hand,’ Dawson said. 

‘When you fire, I mean. Otherwise we ’ll have a dog running 

around causing mischief, covered in wee bits of  the other dog. 

Ugly, it ’d be.’

Mick snapped open the shotgun. He looked inside and closed 

it again. His eyes settled on the ground and his bald head shone.

‘Is this a joke?’ Dan said.

Dawson shrugged. ‘I’m asking you to stiff  two dogs for me, 

my friend. I could do it myself, but they’re my dogs, and I’ve had 

them exactly a year. So, do me a favour, save me from having to 

kill my own, will you?’

‘Is it loaded?’

Dawson smiled again. ‘I was told you were useful, Dan. Have 

I been misinformed?’

‘Like I said, I never used an auto.’

‘Same principle. Automatic. Manual. The thing they have in 

common is, you point them at something, squeeze the trigger, and 

the something stops being a problem.’

‘These dogs aren’t a problem.’

‘They’re a problem for me, Dan, you see.’ Hard and low in the 

voice now. Grave. ‘I’m starting to wonder at your team skills. I’m 

starting to think you lack a bit of  the interpersonal.’

Dan looked at the two dogs and they looked back at him. 
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Wet eyes. Wet noses. Excited. ‘I could take one home. Or both. 

I’ve got time to look after them, Mr McCartland, and money 

for food.’

‘I like to get tight, Dan, but that doesn’t mean I’m tight.’

‘No, of  course.’

‘You’ve just joined an army. Time to wind your neck in, Dan.’

‘All I meant was –’

‘You want to take on some new dependants right now? Your 

ma not enough? The brother in the special home?’ Dawson shook 

his head. ‘You think the British Army hesitate when they shoot 

dogs on our streets, corpses on the Falls to show us they’re keeping 

an eye? Nothing was ever changed by squeamish men, Dan. 

History clears away the blood, records the results, but that doesn’t 

mean the blood wasn’t there. An Ireland occupied by the Brits 

will never be free. An Ireland unfree will never be at peace. Do 

you believe otherwise? Do you prefer to stand back and observe? 

Are you a watcher, Dan, is that it, you like to watch?’

Mick looked shifty now, embarrassed to be here. Again he 

touched his ruined ear. There was something newly benign in the 

calm sag of  his mouth. A vulnerability, surely. It was Dawson 

who’d become the more brutish of  the two. His thin neck had 

reddened, his thin lips had parted, his silver tongue was whipping 

up more words.

Maybe the brown one, with the patches on its tongue. Maybe 

that one is sick. He wants me to kill the sick dog. He’ll tell me 

afterwards that it was sick, leukaemia or whatever, and I’ll have 

passed the test.

With a steady left hand Dan lifted the gun and pointed it at the 

brown dog’s head. Be a person who does instead of  says. With 

his right hand he gripped tight at the dog lead. Go on.

He thought, This would be easier if  the dog was ugly, if  the 

dog was a rat, if  the dog looked angry or unkind, and these 

thoughts made him sure he was being weak.
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If  he got it between the eyes – the complex eyes, keen, watery 

they were – he ’d kill it quickly. But if  he aimed for the body he ’d 

reduce his chance of  missing. A body shot and then a follow-up? 

That’s what the RUC tended to do with guys they could label 

terrorists. But the other dog would be tugging, trying to get free, 

maybe covered in blood? Scared.

The brown dog looked at Dan, expectant, breathing through 

its mouth. The other had gone flat, nose nuzzled into the grass. 

Mick seemed – could this be right? – to be putting bits of  toilet 

paper in his mouth. He was sticking the damp wads in his ears.

‘I’ll incentivise,’ Dawson said. ‘If  you don’t shoot one of  my 

dogs, Mick here is going to kindly shoot you.’

‘Kindly?’

‘He’s not unkind. Watch him around the bars of  Belfast. He’s 

kissed all sorts of  horrors.’

‘This is a wind-up.’

‘Is it?’

‘Why would you shoot me? I’m asking to join!’ It was a wind-

up. It was. He lowered the gun. ‘I’m not shooting any dogs.’

‘It’s your choice,’ Dawson said. ‘I’ve made the three options 

clear.’

‘Three?’

‘Shoot a dog, one. Get yourself  shot, two. Number three, you 

can shoot us. Although, for that option, you’d have to get cracking.’

‘This is stupid.’

‘We’ll give you three seconds to finalise your thoughts, Dan.’

‘This is, what’s the point of  this?’

‘Three.’

‘Come on.’

‘Two.’

‘Please.’

‘One.’

Mick lifted the shotgun. He pointed it at Dan’s chest and fired.
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The slam of  impact. Shock of  his body thrown back. A noise 

that put him deep inside himself.

As he hit the ground his senses ceased to function. There was 

darkness, silence. Only the slightest light swirling through the old 

dim world, sluggish as the cream his mother put in coffee.

He was groping for where the wound must be, the wound. Block 

the blood. Should have killed the dogs.

The leather of  his jacket felt smooth. Nothing wet. Nothing 

ripped. Entry. Where was the entry? Slowly certain things came 

into focus: wind-swollen trees, a bird in blue sky.

He rolled onto an elbow. The Land Rover was pulling away, 

its tyres giving up dust. Mick was standing over him, holding out 

a massive hand. There was sand and white stuff  on the ground. 

Grains? Rice? Some on his jeans too. Dry white rice.

Mick’s cool shadow. It looked from his face like he was shouting, 

a muscle jumping in the jaw. ‘Doctor the partridge,’ he seemed 

to say. The ringing in Dan’s ears changed in pitch. His chest hurt, 

his skull hurt.

‘We fiddle with the cartridge. Pack it with a bit of  basmati.’

‘What?’

‘Ruining the local carb market, the rice, so we steal it from the 

Indian importers. Slows the flight of  the thing right down. Sorry 

if  you hit your head.’

Dan spat. ‘I might’ve. But I might’ve shot the dog.’

Mick laughed. ‘Yeah. But as initiations go, not so bad, eh? Next 

time a gun’s pointed, you’ll up your game.’

He had no clue where the handgun was. It wasn’t in his hand 

or anywhere near his hand. The dogs were moving wildly, happily, 

the lead snaking through the grass.

‘Useful to confirm his initial impressions,’ Mick said. ‘There ’s 

that too. Thinks you’re more of  a distance man, doesn’t he? 

Your DIY skills. Devicecraft. More and more he ’s looking to 
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the mainland. First lad to call his bluff.’ He pulled Dan up into 

a warm embrace.

Dan blinked and tried to hide his shaking hands.

‘It’s over.’

‘What is?’

‘Welcome to your new life.’


