
The view, McLafferty says! I’ve had enough views from scaffolding and cranes’ 
cabins. But he was the gaffer once, and that once brought us together for a summer 
all those years ago. 
 
I just can’t make it up long flights of stairs like I used to, especially when the stairs 
are marble and sagging in the middle from centuries of use. And the heat doesn’t 
help. It’s so thick and heavy you feel you could chisel a block out and replace it with 
a chunk of ice for relief. It’s no wonder the crickets in the trees are sawing so angrily. 
 
But I’m at the top at last, and collapse panting onto a bench with said view laid out 
at my back. I raise a hand when McLafferty shouts me to come and look. Finally the 
spots evaporate from my vision, I take my hands from my knees and sit up straight, 
watching a Filipino family pedal a four-person cart through the trees. Dad shouts 
something in Tagalog that makes Mum and the kids laugh. I’ve no idea what the 
comment was, but I smile. 
 
Now Tijo shouts too, and I push myself up. He and I are the only two Scots of the 
four who returned, so immediately McLafferty jumps in there with “you lot always 
did stick together!” 
 
“Only when we needed to get you lot out of trouble!” I shout back. I stand, and turn. 
 
And stop. Many years ago I hopped into a church to get out of the rain only to see it 
was an old flame getting hitched. She turned round at the end and looked 
resplendent, you know the way that every bride is beautiful, and the sight froze me. 
That’s how I feel right now looking over at St Peter’s, the Pantheon, the Victor 
Emmanuel monument. Rome looking as only Rome can: resplendent. 
 
“She’s quite a sight, huh?” McLafferty says. I nod as I walk forward and put my 
hands on the hot stone of the balustrade to look at the Piazza del Popolo below. 
Tijo’s busy taking pictures with his digital camera, so I address McLafferty and 
Calum. “Ever been back between then and now?” 
 
McLafferty shakes his head. “Dream about it often enough. Calum?” Calum just 
looks at him then at me, then tries to wipe the sweat off his forehead with the back of 
his hand, which itself is wet. I’d forgotten that sweating is a way of life out here in 
summer. Our job out here, working on a retreat house jointly funded by the Scots 
and Irish Colleges thirty years ago, was meant to last just that one sweltering 
summer but carried on till nearly Christmas. 
 
“Right lads!” proclaims McLafferty. “Tijo – will you never put that damn thing 
down?” Tijo carefully switches off his device and jams it in the pocket of his shorts. 
McLafferty continues: “Thank you all for making it out here. I wish the rest of the 
team could have made it, but…well, I’ll save the soap operas for when we arrive.” 
 



“We should have a minute,” Calum says quietly, almost prayerfully. McLafferty 
looks at him and he adds, “To remember Paddy.” 
 
So we stand there, two balding men (of whom I’m one) and two grey-haired ones, all 
vaguely overweight, looking anywhere except at each other. Our duty done, we 
head back down the treacherous stairs, through the Piazza and past the twin 
churches brooding at the entrance to Via del Corso like lonely sentinels. “I thought 
Rome was supposed to be empty in August!” complains Tijo as he twists so his wide 
shoulders don’t hit people crowding in the opposite direction. 
 
“Romans generally try to go away. The ones that stay make a killing from eejits like 
us who are daft enough to be here at this time of year.” I smile: I’m sure he said 
exactly the same thing that first summer, although he was as green as us and 
rehashed the wisdom of his library of second-hand guidebooks – sometimes 
scatologically – as though paraphrasing holy writ. 
 
We’re starting to wilt already; Tijo looks longingly at an Irish pub, but McLafferty 
notices. “It’ll be all the sweeter when we get there!” The three of us come back at him 
that we’re sweating hard and nowhere near the goal of the pilgrimage. So we 
compromise and pop into a bar for “acqua gas” before we hit the seriously tourist 
part of town. Soon we’re off again, and I notice for the first time that McLafferty isn’t 
powering ahead the way he once did. But none of us look cocksure and ready to take 
on the world. Maybe we did, and maybe the world won. 
 
Soon after we turn off to head past the Trevi Fountain and Gregorian University so 
as to cut off the Victor Emmanuel monument we’re in another bar drinking more 
water and ordering yet more to replace the bottles in our pockets that we’ve drained. 
Then it’s past the Colosseum to the Via Cavour. We’re all knackered, and my knees 
and feet were throbbing. Shortly past the Vespa Museum we pile into a birreria for a 
couple of acqua gas apiece. Then we’re moaning and swearing in equal measure as 
we realise that we’ve probably turned away from Via Cavour instead of heading 
back onto it. On the premise that we’re still on the Esquiline Hill we keep on towards 
the summit. McLafferty puts his hands in his pocket as he lopes with the gait of 
somebody who’s walked too much, and looks sulkily at the pavement. Soon, 
thankfully, we see the grand old lady – the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore. Calum 
crosses himself. 
 
Via dell’ Olmata is nearby, so we walk up the cobbled street to the Fiddler’s Elbow. 
This is an Irish pub – a real one – which was opened in the days before “Irish” pubs 
became infamous as chains of cloned watering-holes. 
 
We stop for a minute outside. “Thirty years,” McLafferty says. We nod silently. “It’s 
what Paddy would’ve wanted,” Calum intones. So we go in. 
 
If memories can take physical form, then the interior of the Fiddler’s is that form. 
The bar smells of beer and welcome. Gino, the owner, looks a bit older but is still 



instantly recognisable. The feeling is obviously mutual: he smiles, puts four shot 
glasses on the bar and pours each of us a Strega. The LED TV, tuned to an Irish news 
channel, stands testament to the march of time, but the volume is apologetically low. 
We sit at a round table. 
 
Suddenly we’re standing. Alice is here. My stomach is churning, and I bet I’m not 
alone in that. Time, while making raisins of us, has matured her like a fine wine. She 
smiles and says “Thanks for coming,” her singsong Donegal accent seasoned with 
Italian intonation. Her smile fades. “Ten years without Paddy. They seem to have 
lasted longer than the twenty years with him.” The smile returns. “We met the night 
the Fiddler’s opened, 30 years ago. It was love at first sight.” She dips into her 
fashionably tiny handbag and pulls out a Harp beermat. The hairs on the back of my 
neck are standing up. “I kept it,” she says. “Do you remember everybody was doing 
this?” She hands me the beermat and I turn it over to what was the blank side, but is 
filled with all the original team’s signatures in fading biro. Mine, like Paddy’s is a 
little wobbly and Alice’s, who we asked to join us and couldn’t believe it when she 
did, is squeezed in between. We hand the relic around gently. 
 
Gino and a barman are putting a banner over the bar: Paddy Nolan inaugural memorial 
darts match in huge letters, and underneath in smaller ones in aid of Save the Children 
Italia. We go up a few stairs to the darts booth, which is enclosed on three sides – 
thank God, given the way we played. Alice puts a hand on my arm, and I try not to 
show that I’m melting inside. “He would have been proud to see his mates here. I’m 
so glad you came.” 
 
Other teams are starting to come in, and we go back down the stairs to sit at our 
table. The years are gone. We’re looking forward to a great night of badly-played 
darts, good craic and fine memories as we settle comfortably into the Fiddler’s as if 
she were a comfortable outfit that’s only been put aside for a few days. 
 
The end 




