
 e heat of Ailleagan’s pondering brought out crawling things from his filthy hair.  Bor-
rada saw how deeply his face was overwritten with the dry straw of a beard.  He saw his eyes 
bulged like blue balloons.  “My crew threw up their hands.  I says to them, ‘We’ll find new com-
merce, no bother – colours: good work’.   But we didn’t, did we?  And that was it.  e money 
went, I couldn’t buy her what she wanted: the crystal glasses and the fruit trees with big leaves.  
e wife I mean.  I got leeway from the gombeen man but they took the house.  She wouldn’t let 
me see my kids.  And then he came.  With his long hairs and his graces, he came slithering 
loulouche.  He came and took her.  e kids loved him laughing his rainbows.  Oh he had a garden 
with a tree.”  Ailleagan hissed through rusted teeth.  “He gave her wine from cut-glass decanters.  
I couldn’t do that.  So no work, no money, no worth.  at’s how it is.”
 “No,” Borrada said.  “Don’t equate those things.  ere’s no equation.  You apportion your 
own worth.  Your worth isn’t decided by your job, or your wealth, or your stuff…”
 “True – well it seems that way now.  At the start, it didn’t.  I told myself if I went home 
with plenty of money and stuff, I’d be sure to gain back my standing: husband and father.  So I 
geed up the men and brought them out of Naas.  ‘e people beyond’ll want colour’, I told them.  
I had faith in the culchies out by the bogs.  So they came like sheep.  But everything…”  And he 
dropped back inside the turret.  He spoke through the hatch.  “But everything’s grey.  Just grey 
and shades of it.  Everywhere.” 
 A loud sigh resounded like a mark-tree slightly damped.
  “ey started complaining.  ey threatened to lynch me for paying them out of my own 
empty pocket.  Well, see, that’s when I changed my view.”
 “To paint the greys?”
 He laughed like half a cry.  “No, I decided to see them as lucre.  Everything’s lucre, even a 
soul.  I liquidated them.  I lured them to the slaving yard one at a time, bartered them; told the 
rest they’d shot through.”
  Lorelei’s face creased everywhere at once.  “You slaved your men for stuff?  What stuff?”  
With her disgust swelling, she blew blue air over Borrada.  “Look what Dolour does to people.   
Am I next?” she said.  She jumped off the tank.  “Ah, the way you look at me…  What is there to 
understand here?”
 “Humanity,” Borrada said.  “Like yours.  Like mine.  Life’s slight things give us life’s great 
diversity.”
  “e greatest diversity can breed the greatest perversity and there is little greatness in 
either.”  And she left to take water; to sit in shade and bright calendars and think of futures.  
With the rifle slung parade-style across her shoulder.
 Borrada rapped the metal.  Ailleagan rose out again like a spent shell casing.  Borrada 
could see that his skin was the labourer’s and that his hands were wasted but honest on the lip of 
his festering warren.
  “She doesn’t like me, your friend.  I’m not blind to the reasons.  But I’m not impervious to 
the hurt.  Even in here.”  He tapped the turret.  “I mean, my men…  At the start I just wanted 
things so I could gain back my life.  Simple curiosities and gold.  Maybe I could’ve bought her 
some Kilbarry crystal glasses.  But she didn’t want to know.  She wouldn’t speak to me and turned 
the kids away.  I just gave it all up.  e men retained had no morale.  I traded them in twos for 
the bigger things; freedom things.  So it’s come to this.”  Ailleagan spoke as though from a book 
needing quick return.  “My mind’s a house of confusion.  My eyes saw carriages full of Dolourish 
sisilver bullion.”
 “Transported in an old train?”
 “Secrecy.  ese things aren’t to be advertised.  Silver Bullion?  I thought I could smelt a 
key.  Well, I could’ve done if I’d had anything to smelt it with.  I’d already bought a sparrow cage.  
But sure they all died on me.  Freedom things.”
 “Owning stuff is enslavement in itself.”
 “at’s platitude from the happy-houses; from the comfortable; from the tree-and-
crystal-glass people.  Stuff is freedom.”
 “From what?”
 “It’s not freedom from anything.  It’s freedom to do whatever I want.”
 Borrada watched the Lugubrian blow air in haze.  ere above him stalled a sigh fore-
written.  
 “Ach…  I don’t even believe it.  What have I acquired, eh?  What’s the point of a life full of 
empty conquest.”


