

[image: cover missing]




About the author


Bestselling novelist Malcolm Macdonald was born in Gloucestershire in 1932. After thirteen years as a non-fiction writer he turned to the richly-documented and compulsive historical novels for which he has been named the ‘natural successor to the late Ronald Delderfield’. He lives with his wife in Ireland.




THE SILVER HIGHWAYS


Malcolm Macdonald


 


[image: Logo Missing]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1987 by


Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 1987 by Malcolm MacDonald


The right of Malcolm MacDonald to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978 1 444 75253 3


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




Also by Malcolm Macdonald


Tessa D’Arblay


In Love and War


His Father’s Son


The Captain’s Wives


Dancing on Snowflakes


Sky with Diamonds


The Stevenson Saga


The World from Rough Stones


The Rich Are With You Always


Sons of Fortune


Abigail




To Peter Gilmore


who sowed the seed:


Over to you!




PART ONE


[image: ImageMissing]


CHILDHOOD’S END




CHAPTER ONE


I WISH I WAS A LADY FAIR,” she sang, “to lie twixt sheets of silk. For ’tis a cruel and winter air …”


It was, in fact, a grand morning in May. A warm south-west breeze blew steadily up from Kilfenora carrying flocks of thin, small clouds that did nothing to hinder the sun. She sat on Poulaphuca moor, upon the warm stone of the Oul’ Kinnel, facing north, and sang her sad song, thinking all the while how good life was. She watched the pale cloudshadows ramble up the sides of the distant hills, the Moneen Mountains to her left, the even higher Turlough Hill to the right. Where else but in County Clare would the hills be raised higher than the mountains – and the gentry brought lower than the peasants!


She hugged her knees to her chin, luxuriating in the warmth of the sun as it soaked into her back. Actually, life wasn’t all that good. This place was a bit of a prison; her father, who really was in gaol, was in a way much freer than her – free to read all he wished, to write prospectuses of his lovely, ridiculous notions. For all his confinement, he was still The Flinders of the Barony of Inchiquin in County Clare. He still led the life of a gentleman. Yet the world would call her the free one – free to tend the goats, cut the turf, till the soil, carry the produce to market … free to slave from sleep to sleep.


She sighed. How could a land as wide, as high, as open as this, be so imprisoning? Yet it was. If she stayed here, she’d become just like the rest of them, nothing for supper but dreams – and breakfast from the leftovers. She had to get away before this poverty had its tendrils around her soul. But where was “away,” and how did anyone get there?


The beauty of the scene diverted her thoughts; on a day like this you could almost love it – the vast, blue-grey domes of barren rock that rose a thousand feet and more out of the sparse bogs and the meagre valleys that ringed their feet. In winter they seemed brooding and sullen, as if they’d like to give one good heave and shake off the rash of little cottages that dotted their lower slopes, flaunting their limewashed walls. Those pinpoints of white often seemed to her like little cries of astonishment that survival was even possible in this grim, beautiful land, which demanded so much and yielded so little in return.


When men first came to Ireland they must have wandered as far as the country that surrounds this waste of naked rock, the good, soft country where Kinvara and Gort, Corofin and Ennistimon now stand. Who would then have ventured farther? Only an eejit. If ten thousand times ten thousand giants had fought in battle, and if their dead had been turned to stone, then this was their battleground and resting place. And that was the best of the land, in the foothills. On the mountains themselves, on those great, bald, limestone skulls, nothing could grow, except where the frost and rain had scoured deep cracks in the surface; there, where blown soil and the dung of goats and rabbits could lodge, there and there alone did a sparse, outlandish, outcast vegetation take root. Who would leave those gentle lowland acres and settle here instead? Only eejits like the Flinderses.


“Poor I may be yet I’m honest …” She began a new song, a virtuous song, to complement her wishfulness.


Down below, at the foot of the slope beneath Poulaphuca, she saw the figure of a man. A wandering monk. He was walking toward her, not on the new road but on the road built in olden times, which vanished in the moor where a saint had once hurled a bit of a rock in a fight with another saint. Not that she believed those papist superstitions.


“Mary! Mary!” From away to the west she heard her mother call her home. She gauged the length of her own shadow among the heather and saw that it was time to bring in the goats for milking. “Coming!” she shouted.


Where in God’s name were the creatures, anyway?


Ten idle minutes later the question was answered as they came leaping up onto the moor, driven ahead of the man she had seen. Now she saw he was no wandering monk; what she had taken for his cowl was, in fact, a small wheelbarrow, strapped to his back. He was a common labourer. When he was almost nigh she made out other details – a pick and shovel tied across the barrow, a billycan dangling by its handle, a bundle of clothing to cushion the hard edges.


“Come home! Come home!” she called to the animals, not taking her eyes off the man. They pranced and trotted past her, putting her between them and the stranger before they turned to watch with wise and goatish curiosity.


“That’s a grand day,” he said in Irish, halting about a dozen paces off. He was old, more than thirty, with a rugged, kindly face.


“God be praised,” she replied mechanically, also in Irish. “Where are you from?”


“From Gort.”


“There’s more work there than here.”


“Would you be knowing a Mary Flinders?” he asked.


“I might,” she said. “And then again, I mightn’t. If I did, who is it wants her?”


“Steam Punch, ma’am. So they call me.” He strolled over until he was at her side, where he turned his back to the Kinnel and rested his burden upon it. He gave out a great sigh. “God be praised!”


“That’s a fierce burden,” she told him.


“It puts beef in the belly and wool on the back.”


“And by God it’d want to! The weight that’s in it.”


He sized her up. “I have word for Mary Flinders from England.”


“England is it? Who would she know there?”


“A bold young lad by the name of Ignatius Murphy.”


She frowned, then gave out a great laugh.


“You have two grand sets of teeth,” he told her.


“Ig-naaa-tius is it! Could that be Con Murphy in his Sunday best? Ignatius, would you ever stop!”


From the inner reaches of his coat he drew forth a letter. As he was on the point of handing it to her he said, “I’m to ask you to describe some mark or feature of the man.”


“Of Con Murphy?” she asked truculently. “The biggest thing about that one is his own opinion of himself.”


Steam Punch laughed in agreement, but shook his head, asking for more.


“His face was opened by a knife,” she said. “Hasn’t he a scar here” – drawing a finger down her brow – “and a white blaze in his eyebrow where it crosses, and just the tip of it on his cheek.”


He handed her the letter. It was in English, of course; Con was a Leinster man. She read a line or two – Dear Miss Flinders, How are you? Well, here lam in London. The man who carries this letter will tell you … – and folded it inside her bodice. “Let’s bring these goats home before they ramble again. You’ll sup with us?”


“Gratefully. That’s a longer walk from Gort than I thought now.”


“It’s that land for you – it promises a mile and it gives you two. If it did the same with the corn, we’d all be rich.”


“Isn’t it the truth.” He shouldered his burden again and went to stand between the goats and the road. She circled them on the other side, gathering them into a tighter bunch, squeezing them homeward.


“Even the English don’t want it,” she went on. “Sure you could walk all day and never rest your eyes on a landlord house.”


“Praise God for a little mercy.”


“The English or the O’Lauchlins, there’s a poor enough choice for you.”


He spat crosswind, away from her, agreeing without words. The goats darted and stood, darted and stood, never certain whether they were being driven or were going voluntarily. “How many acres have you?” he asked.


“Oh God, a fair few,” she replied.


“Is it just yourself and the oul’ woman?”


“Did Con Murphy tell you about my father?”


“He said he’s in gaol for debt.”


“For dreaming! I have three brothers. One’s in Ennis, one’s in Liscannor, and one is ploughing a salt furrow somewhere between here and here-again.”


“A fisherman?”


She shook her head. A certain reluctance seemed to overcome her. “Ship’s officer,” she said at last.


“Well,” he said in surprise, looking her over carefully, as if he thought he might have missed something about her. “And the other two, then?”


“Michael, the one in Ennis, he’s a court clerk. And Jimmy’s a bailiff and bookkeeper.” They had reached the lip of the hill. She paused and stared down into the valley, over the backs of the goats as they tumbled down the paths ahead of her. She raised her arm and pointed at a grim-looking stonewalled farmhouse nestling among some wind-bent sycamores and ash trees. “Didn’t you know?” she asked ironically. “Didn’t Ig-naaaa-tius tell you? My father is The Flinders of the Barony of Inchiquin in County Clare. We’re gentry!”


“That’s where you got the reading and the writing,” he said evenly.


She laughed. “You’re a practical man, Mr. Punch. They’re like hen’s teeth in these parts.”


“The father in Ennis Gaol and the son a clerk of the court …” he said.


She led the way down the kindest of the paths. “He wants for nothing,” she said. “For some men liberty’s more ruinous than gin.”


“So,” he said, “when you go to England …”


She turned to him in astonishment. “Why in God’s name would I do that?”


His momentum, what with the slope and the weight on his back, carried him into her. For a moment they teetered, like a pair of lunatic dancers, and then just managed to regain their balance. She laughed. “To England?”


“Sure isn’t it all set forth in that letter? And haven’t I a draft for five guineas for you, payable in Ennis? I thought you read it all.”


She clutched his arm in disbelief. “To London? Con Murphy wants me … he’s given you five guineas …” Hastily she pulled out the letter and read it.


Indeed, Con wanted her to come to London, had loved her from the moment he saw her – blether blether … a whole page of lovewords she’d read later in private. No one had ever sent her a love letter before. He had worked his way into a position of trust with Lord Tottenham, heir to the Marquis of Enfield, had saved, could afford to keep her in a manner beyond even her father’s dreams, all that unfortunate misunderstanding with the army now forgotten and done with … no more running … would send this and five guineas for the journey by the hand of Steam Punch, a navigating man, trust him with your life. Sent from Mother Redcaps, Camden Town, this 14th day of February, 1789.


“Is he a gentleman now?” she asked.


He looked at her askance. “Something less honest than a rogue, I’d say.”


She folded the pages with care. “And who is Mother Redcap? Was it herself penned this letter, for I’m sure Con hasn’t the writing?”


“’Tis an alehouse in a village outside London.”


“God, I hardly know the man,” she burst out.


But she already knew she was going to London. Chances like this didn’t come ashore on every tide. As to marrying Con Murphy, well, that was another matter entirely. You could plan your life too much; that was her father’s downfall – he never stopped his scheming and dreaming.


Steam Punch asked, “How did you chance to meet that man?”


She looked at him warily. They resumed their walk down the hill. “Did he not tell you?”


“Not in three words. I fancy he killed a redcoat?”


“It was a perfectly ordinary streetfight,” she assured him. “That’s where he got that scar.”


“He’s a fierce man to cross.”


“The captain told my brother Michael he was glad to shed the man, the soldier. He was nothing but disorder on two legs. One of the king’s bad bargains, he said. They didn’t search out Con Murphy above six hours.”


“Did you shelter him?”


She nodded. “For a week or two, while the cut healed. It was the other man’s fault.”


As they came to the farm gate she asked, “Who’s Lord Tottenham?”


“A man to be feared, they say.”


“And what does Con do for him?”


“He’s a prizefighter, the best.” Reluctantly Steam Punch added, “Among other things.”




CHAPTER TWO


SHE MILKED THE GOATS before she brought Punch indoors. She thought, as she worked.


London! What would that place be like? Grand people being carried around in their chairs … lords and ladies as thick as you’d want them, drinking tea and chocolate, giving out Secret Signs with their fans, subscribing their names to all the new books, killing with a glance, languishing at balls … oh, doing every sort of grand thing altogether.


Did the prospect not frighten her, just a little? Begod, it did not. To tell the truth, she couldn’t wait.


“London,” she said, casually. “Would that be far?”


She had seen it in the atlas, of course, but since she’d never travelled more than twenty miles from Poulaphuca, the span of a hand across the engraved page meant nothing.


“With your five guineas,” Punch said, “you could get passage out of Galway to Cork for a crown, and from Cork to Wales for seven shillings or to Bristol for eight. Your fares the whole way would be a pound, and it would take you a week. Ten days at the most.”


“Is that the way you’ll be travelling?”


He was silent. She looked up at him, wondering if he’d heard. There was a remoteness in his eyes, a strange flatness in his voice as he answered: “It was. But I had … business in Gort that consumed the fare.”


“I’ll pay for you so,” she said gaily, not wanting to attempt the journey alone.


“You will not! I’ll leg it and catch what work I may along the road. There’s the new canal to Carlow, now.”


“Then I’ll leg it too, by God!” She laughed. “And with what’s saved I’ll buy some pretty fashions in Dublin. Will we pass through Dublin?”


“We will, of course.” He nodded. “What’ll the oul’ woman say?”


“Good riddance, I should think. She can set the farm and go over to Liscannor. They’ve need of a dame school there.”


The last dribbles fell into the pail. She rose and looked around the lean-to. “They’re better housed than ourselves,” she said. “Come away in and you’ll see.” She paused and added, “My mother only has the English, or so she pretends.”


They drove the goats out through the gate, letting them wander back onto the moor. Punch hoisted two full pails, leaving her the third, half filled, to carry.


“You never drink it all,” he said. Now he spoke English, too.


“We sell the cheese in Ennis and so purchase my father’s vittles for the week. And I’ll tell you now – there’s not a happier man in the whole County Clare, so there isn’t.”


As they went indoors her mother, who was scalding the pans at the range, said, without turning round, “Did you get wet? I’ll take the skin off you.”


“It isn’t even raining. This now is Mr. Steam Punch, so it please you. He’s come out from Gort, bound for London – and he has news of – guess who – Ig-naaa-tius Murphy!”


Punch, already fairly sure he was among heathens, searched nonetheless for a bowl of holy water; finding none, he began a wary search of the room for other marks of faith. But there were no saints, no holy pictures, no crucifix. Instead, he found Mrs. Flinders’s eye fixed sharply upon him.


“Ye have some grand oul’ shticks of furniture, ma’am,” he said to explain his scrutiny.


She smiled, not deceived. “And divil a horn nor tail among us. Come in, come in.” She took the pails from him and carried them to the range. “You’ll have the thirst on you after such a walk?”


“I was wondering was there any danger of a drink,” he agreed jovially.


The woman nodded at her daughter, who went out across the yard and returned a short while later with a stoneware cruse of poteen.


Punch grinned at the pair of them and gulped the fiery liquor as if his life depended on it. He chased it down with mild ale, the brewing of which was one of Mary’s tasks. The women sipped their portions, savouring every drop. They ate bread and their own make of cheese, and potatoes mashed in goatsmilk.


“Steam Punch?” Mrs. Flinders said. “Now that wouldn’t be your baptismal name?”


“Indeed it is not, ma’am. ’Tis a navigator’s name I got in a fight I ended in glory. That was in me fightin’ days.”


“And when were they?”


He winked encouragingly. “You may rest aisy, Mrs. Flinders. I’m not your man for a brawl. And this year’s fight is fought and won.”


“That was a bold man who took on you.”


“Was!” he chuckled at the emphasis.


“And your real name?”


The humour left him. “Moore, I was baptized. Declan Moore.”


The women exchanged sudden, knowing glances. “From Gort, you say?” Mrs. Flinders went on. “Are you that Moore?”


He nodded. His troubled eyes flickered between them and the cruse.


“Fill your cup so, Mr. Moore,” the mother said earnestly. “We’re sorry for all your trouble. That was a terrible, terrible thing.”


“It was, ma’am. I’m obliged.”


“To return home to such a woeful occasion!” Mary said. “Did they get word of it to you on your journey?”


“Divil a breath of it until I arrived.”


“The mother and six children!”


He nodded and drained his glass.


Mrs. Flinders went on: “I always said those cottages were ripe for such a tragedy. The straw thatch does be so quick to fire. And when you think of all the good reed thatch there’d be in Castle Lough …” She shook her head and refilled his cup. “That’s from Doolin, now. Ireland’s best.”


Mary took her chance. “He’s brought us word from Con Murphy, who wants to marry me,” she said. “He’s sent five guineas for me to come and join him in London. Punch will bring me there he says.”


“Marry you!” Mrs. Flinders exploded. “That soup-Protestant! In case you need reminding, my girl, we have been Protestants since …”


“He’s as good a Protestant now as ever he was a papist,” Mary interrupted. To Punch she added, “Saving your presence.”


He agreed: “There’d be little rejoicing in either fold at the return of that stray sheep.”


She turned back to her mother and said in a more conciliatory tone, “I wouldn’t be obliged to marry the man if I didn’t want to. If we leg it to London, I’ll have the most part of his money intact to hand back to him. And what we spend on the sea crossing I could soon make good.”


“Out of what, pray? Dreams and nightmares! You’re a Flinders right enough.”


“I can read and write. And cast up an account. I have a little Latin. I can sew. I can speak and act as dainty as any Miss Pale out of Dublin. I can recite after Dryden and Pope and Shakespeare. I can sing and play the harp. And if I carry letters from Reverend Pearce and from the justiciary in Ennis, wouldn’t the daughter of The Flinders of the Barony of Inchiquin in County Clare soon be in the way of paying back a few shillings to the like of Ignatius Murphy!”


“Would you ever listen to her!” Mrs. Flinders beseeched the ceiling. “She’s that clever, she’d herd mice at a crossroads.” She scooped up the breadcrumbs and rolled them into a ball, which she popped between her lips. “Dreams!” she added scornfully.


Punch watched them in fascination. He saw that, for all her apparent scorn, the mother was proud of her daughter’s way-wardness; yet the daughter could not see it.


Mary did her best to contain her anger. “You’re the dreamer, mother,” she said quietly. “You complain about father’s wild, impractical notions and the way they always strand us in debt, you seek to fill every waking hour with meaningless tasks, but …”


“Dreams, is it!” her mother cried. “What woman after four children the likes of you – not to mention twenty-eight years with such a man as that – what woman I say would have the pick of a dream about her still?” She turned to Punch and said, as conversationally as if she were saying, I’ve run out of sewing thread, “I haven’t a dream left me, ‘dare to God.”


Mary spoke sharply. “Nothing’s ever right for you. You must have this changed, that changed. We need new thatch. The hinge of the gate has dropped. Oh God, there’s a new rathole. The turf was better firing last year. Why are the hens laying smaller eggs – is it to spite us or what? This petticoat is ruined after only five trips to the tub. Lord, I’ll swear the sun isn’t so warming this year as last! You never stop.”


“But it’s all true,” the older woman protested.


“It’s all dreams. You dream of everlasting linen, and hinges that never wear, and a world without the rats … and all the rest of it. Your days are ruined with dreams of what isn’t and what never can be, so you’ve no time left to love what is.”


“Love!” Mrs. Flinders gave out a sour smile; her eyes flickered briefly toward Punch. “She’d argue the cross off an ass’s back.”


“Would you be interested, ma’am, to hear of Con Murphy’s doings over the water?” he asked.


“Scantly.” She jerked her head in Mary’s direction. “He’s that one’s ruin, not mine.”


Mary told her anyway: “He’s working for Lord Tottenham, as a prizefighter, and making good money, and his lordship is heir to the Marquis of Enfield. So!”


“So, indeed! So my daughter’s to become a prizefighter’s moll! Mary you were christened and Moll you’ll die. Don’t look for my blessing.”


Mary clenched her jaw and stared at the ceiling.


“Will you give up the farm?” Punch asked.


“I will not!”


“She thought you might move to Liscannor.”


“Hop from the bakepot into the skillet? Oh no!”


Still not looking at her, Mary asked, “And how will you manage here, alone?”


“Will I be alone? Wouldn’t Peggy Walsh lepp at the chance to put five more miles between Christy Miller and that daughter of hers?”


“Pamela?”


“The same.”


Mary burst into laughter. “I yield, mother, I yield. For twenty years I’ve had Saint Pamela Walsh held before me as the living image of all that’s good and great in the holy estate of daughterhood. And now, before the rain can fill my leaving footprints, she’s to be gaolled in my stead. Lord, I’m well content!”


Punch, seeing the glint of ancient battle in both women’s eyes, now rose and said, “There’ll be much that wants doing, ma’am, I make no doubt of it – ground to till, thatch to mend, and though ’tis early for the turf, sure we might shake a fist at it if this weather but holds.”


He stayed four days. Mary had heard legends of the navigators, the men who built canals, of their prodigious feats of strength and endurance. She might have guessed at their truth from the size of Punch’s travelling burden, or from the massive, rippling muscles that seemed to make up his entire body; but not until she saw him at work over those days did she truly grasp their meaning. Work that would have taken other men hereabouts a week, he managed in a morning. Where they would walk, he ran; where they ran, he flew. He cut a ton of turf (which is five tons of water beside). He set out a half acre of potatoes. And in the evenings, for a desperate want of idleness, he dug new shores, rebuilt walls, tore out old thatch and put in new, cut heather for bedding, rehung the gate … jobs that had wanted such a hand as his for years. He ate his way through an entire goat, not to mention six quartern loaves and all that week’s cheese; he drank half the goats’ yield plus a gallon of kitchen ale each day. And Mary had to take the ass over to Doolin for more poteen. But Lord, wasn’t he worth every gulp and gasp of it!


On her way back from Doolin she cried in at her brother Jimmy’s in Liscannor. He pretended to be appalled that she was even thinking of going off to London. And as for marrying that ne’er-do-well Con Murphy … But she could see, underneath it all, he envied her the freedom she was taking. When he saw he couldn’t shake her he promised with good enough grace to get word to Michael in Ennis, so he’d have the letters from the minister and the justice ready when she passed through. There were tears at their parting.




CHAPTER THREE


ON HER LAST NIGHT in the old home, restless at the thought of leaving it, fearful of the world yet excited at its prospects, she rose and went outdoors. The night air was balmy with a gentle southerly breeze; high in the skies above, a full moon was falling among ribs and streets of fine, thin cloud. The farm was profoundly at peace; she wanted to remember it thus.


Tiptoeing past the outhouse where Punch was no doubt sleeping the sleep of the justly exhausted, she let herself out by the newly greased gate and followed the little goatpath up to the moor, to the Oul’ Kinnel.


One of the nannygoats came up, sniffed at her, tried to bite, and got a sharp slap for her love. “Don’t imagine I’ll be sorry to leave you,” she told them brusquely.


She would, of course. Or rather – she would and she wouldn’t.


Just like being gentry – she was and she wasn’t.


Or loving her mother – she did and she didn’t.


Or marrying Con Murphy – no, there was no chance of that.


Dear God! What did she want at all?


There was a long silence in her mind, and then the thought occurred to her: She wanted everything to go on being possible for as long as ever it could.


Fame and fortune – that is what folk would say. “Mary Flinders? Sure, didn’t she go over the water to seek her fame and fortune.”


“And did she find it?”


“She was presented to his majesty last week.”


“She has dukes and God knows what else attending on her with offers of castles and marriage, and she won’t say yes and she won’t say no.”


“That’s our Mary right enough!”


Obscure fame was what she really wanted.


And humble wealth.


The thought crossed her mind as she went back to her bed that London might be a million miles from either of those strange commodities.


Next day, at the hour of parting, Mrs. Flinders was plainly determined to permit no vulgar show of emotion before the itinerant Steam Punch. “You may take the ass,” she said when she saw the size of Mary’s load.


“Sure I can buy one in Ennis when I have the draft cashed. I’ll manage fine until that.”


But her mother insisted. As she helped settle the load on the creature’s back she went on, “Would you feel the weight of those books? Is it a famine of paper in London then?”


“They’re to read along the way,” Mary answered grumpily.


“And isn’t the Bible enough?”


“Ah, the print’s too small when you’re walking. It’s just a few pomes and Dean Swift and things. Some of them are for my father, anyway. He’ll be glad of a change.”


“And the harp?”


“I may have to sing for my supper.”


Her mother frowned. “Rather sing to repay the Murphy creature. Never forget that you are one of the quality, my child – of the Barony of Inchiquin. None should buy you for five guineas.”


Mary was gripped by a confusion of feelings – part anger that her mother would not dignify this parting with an open show of loving grief, part tenderness for one so crippled by bitter disappointments.


Her mother stumbled on toward an oblique confession: “You now have all the opportunities I threw away when …” Her voice broke; she forced herself to smile and shooed her daughter away. “Oh, along with you, now! Along with you!”


“I’ll bring your love to my father.”


The humour faded. “Yes. Of course.”


“And I’ll send word what way I can – a letter if I can afford it.”


At last the moment of their parting was too sharp for any artifice of words to blunt. The smiles died completely, leaving an emptiness between them you could touch. It trembled there, in that dwindling space, upheld by the magic of its own surprise: a real emotion between them at last – and when each of them least expected it.


The surprise of the one fed the surprise of the other until at length the tension became so unbearable that only tears could dissolve it. They hung upon each other in awkward astonishment, racked by a grief that frightened them, giving it scope, letting it dissipate.


Mary broke free and laughed, said this would never do, kissed her mother, made all her promises yet again, and then set herself resolutely forth upon the road.


Mrs. Flinders called, “Wait – I’ll go the length of Poulaphuca moor with you.”


They talked of the weather, the fine day it was, the good omens, the last-minute did-you-bring-this-and-that. It petered out to silence as they passed the Oul’ Kinnel; there Mrs. Flinders stopped. Mary’s last view as the trail twisted out of sight was of her mother, sitting on the capstone. They were too far apart for such details to be seen, but Mary knew the tears were in her eyes again.


“Never look back,” Punch said.


Could people just do that? she wondered.


“Would your brothers not pay off the oul’ fellow’s debts?” he went on as they began to step it out.


“They can, of course. And they have, these many times. Sure he’ll get a legacy this month or next, or next year, then he’ll be out again, full of wild new designs to cast his fortune away on.”


Punch, who had heard some of these “wild designs” over the past few days – the noble vineyards, the carriage works, the perfume manufactory said, “There’s a grandeur in it. You have to give him that.”


“Oh yes – strangers love him at sight.”


“There’s a hard streak in you, woman.”


“Wouldn’t there have to be!”


He grinned and nodded a small concession. After a long, easeful silence, he said, “The oul’ woman does be needing him though. You should bring him out and find some way to govern him. For the oul’ woman’s sake.”


Mary foundered between answers that ranged from too knowing to excessively naïve. He gave her arm an avuncular squeeze. “One day you’ll understand.”


It annoyed her. How could she show him she was no longer a child?




CHAPTER FOUR


THE DEBTORS’ GAOL IN ENNIS was housed in a corner of the regular county gaol, but a few privileged prisoners, gentlemen mostly, whose families could pay for it even if they could not discharge the entire debt, were lodged on their own parole in the house of the head gaoller. Naturally The Hinders of the Barony of Inchiquin in County Clare was among them. Their rooms were the former servants’ quarters in the attic, the servants being boarded out.


Mary put the ass in the stables and eased the load from its back. Punch left off his burden. And together, carrying the books and such victuals as they had bought after cashing the draft, they ascended the steep and narrow staircase to the garret where The Flinders was lodged.


“I’m coming, you’re going, I’m coming, you’re going …” Punch intoned in time with his footsteps; to the same rhythm he mimed a strange gesture, raising his clenched hand to shoulder height and bringing it sharply down, halting it suddenly a few inches from the banisters.


“Is that a secret society?” Mary asked.


He laughed. “That’s Con Murphy – and it’s certainly no secret, I may swear to you. Just say those words anywhere in London – ‘I’m coming, you’re going …’ – and you may watch the faces turn pale!”


“But what does it mean?”


“It’s Con Murphy’s way with the debtors – not his own debtors, of course, but his lordship’s.”


“Lord Tottenham’s?”


“The same. Gambling debts, mostly. Debts of honour they call them. And when they don’t pay – in goes Con Murphy with his cry of ‘I’m coming, you’re going.’ That’s his lordship’s way with the debtors.” He looked about them at the substantial and well-kept house. “Your oul’ man’s the lucky one.”


“But why d’you keep swinging your arm that way?”


The man gave a confidential wink. “Doesn’t he be carrying a lump hammer, a seven-pounder such as a stonemason might use. And with it he’ll be knocking out the banister pieces as he mounts the stair.”


Mary paused at the stairhead. “Con Murphy?” she asked.


He nodded.


“But what if Lord Tottenham finds out?”


His laugh told her she had asked a childish question. Annoyed, she tried to distract him. “But it must terrify the debtors.”


“Sure isn’t that his aim? The first visit, ’tis only goods and chattels is destroyed on the fella. The second visit, which is a rarity, ’tis arms and legs for the breaking. The third visit, which has never happened yet praise God, your man would be taken forth in a box.”


“I can’t believe it,” she said.


But alas, she could. The time he’d killed the English soldier it had been eight of them onto him. Eight to one, and he’d licked them all into fits – and left one accidentally dead. At least, he’d said it was an accident. He was the most powerful man she’d ever met, more powerful even than Punch. And on top of that – and quite unlike Punch, who was soft-hearted underneath all his muscle – Con Murphy just radiated menace. You only had to draw near him and you were thinking of ways to bolt.


“Sure you believe it,” Punch said.


She gave a knock to her father’s door. “Come in!” he chirped brightly. She smiled, glad he was in a good mood – seeing the day that was in it.


He was still struggling into his wig as she entered. The air was stale. She crossed the room briskly and flung wide the casement before she bent to kiss him. “You’ll never be told,” she said. “You know full well you’ll catch a consumption if you live day and night in your own bad breath.”


“That’s your mother speaking,” he said jovially. “And who have we here?”


“This is Steam Punch, father. Mr. Declan Moore from Gort, who has brought me word from Con Murphy that we sheltered at Poulaphuca this twelvemonth, and I’m bound for London where he has secured me introductions to Lord Tottenham and others of the nobility.”


It cost the old man some effort to absorb this stream of intelligence; it cost him even more to evoke a sentimental mist into his eyes and then, raising his hands in patriarchal weariness, cry, “Ah, my poor, sweet child!”


She laughed and gave him a further kiss for trying. “Poor I am, sweet I may be, child I’m not.” She glanced firmly at Punch as she spoke the words. Then she turned back to her father. “And you know as well as I do now, you’re as pleased as a dog with two tails to have me off your hands.”


“I have been somewhat agitated, I must allow, at the thought you might never have dowry enough to marry. Your face must be your fortune.” He touched her cheek tenderly and added, “… which is just as well.” Then he dismissed the matter with a flash of a smile and, turning solemnly to Punch, said, “If you’re the Moore I believe you to be, sir, then I owe you my family’s deepest condolences.”


They shook hands and froze in a moment’s silence.


Then, recovering all his earlier briskness, he said, “And so it’s over the water, eh? You both look fit for the journey, I must say. And what would your trade be, Mr. Moore?”


“I’m a navigation labourer, your honour, sir. I do be digging the canals.”


“Canals!” The Flinders’s eyes lit up. “But how extraordinary, my dear fellow! You are not to know this but at any moment I expect to receive a substantial dividend that will free me from these purely temporary but pestilential constraints” – he waved at the comfortable arrangements all about them – “and I shall then be in a position to implement a grand new scheme that is entirely of my own devising – a scheme to insulate the Burren by means of a canal! There now, what d’you say to that? Is it not magnificent in its daring?”


“Have you used up your chest elixir?” Mary asked, running her eye along the shelves. “Or have you just hidden it again?”


“Oh, do be quiet girl!” He shook his head forgivingly at Punch. “They can’t help it,” he explained. “The female brain is only three-quarters the size and weight of the male’s. They simply cannot support a grand idea – and so they can’t abide one, either. What d’you say, Mr. Moore, you who are so well versed in the whole business of the canals?”


Punch cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well now, your honour … your honour called it ‘daring.’ And daring it certainly is!”


The Flinders threw up his hands in delight. “A kindred spirit!” he chortled. “And a man who knows!”


“But” – Punch screwed up his face to suggest he was scraping the bottom of the barrel to find even a tiny objection – “you might have some little trouble husbanding the water now – seeing the miles and miles of bare rock that does be covering the place.”


The old man smiled triumphantly, like a schoolboy who knows every word of his lessons. He searched among the litter on his desk and drew forth a parchment which he unfolded and spread before his visitor. Upon it was a sketch, unmistakably of one of the Burren hills, a thousand-foot skull of bare rock. And crowning its stony pate was a veritable rash, an orchard, of windmills.


The Flinders chuckled. “The one thing those hills are not short of, sir, is wind!”


“Especially Poulaphuca Hill,” Mary said solemnly.


“Just so, just so,” her father said, pleased that she took any interest at all.


Punch had to bite his lip to stop himself from smiling.


“I shall get my water free, d’ye see!”


“But who wants a canal across the Burren?” she asked.


“All the sailors who’ll be spared the journey around Black Head.”


“But that’s only another four or five miles, father! And the wind that fills your canals for nothing does the same service to their sails.” She closed her eyes and turned aside, adding more to herself than anyone, “I should know better! I should not be talking like this.”


“Quite right,” he answered sternly. “You’ve no respect. And, indeed, no memory. There’s another reason for my canals. Aren’t you forgetting the gold and silver?”


“True,” Mary agreed with sarcastic enthusiasm. “And the lead.”


Punch frowned in puzzlement.


Mary explained. “The hills of the Burren are only filled with minerals just waiting for the ring of a pick and shovel. We’re all living on a metallic paradise out there.”


“She doesn’t believe it, Mr. Moore,” her father explained. “She’s only mocking me. But one day she’ll wake up to a great surprise. Besides, the Burren Canal is only the acorn from which a mighty oak will one day grow. I have plans here for the insulation of the whole of Ireland – Dublin to Galway, Belfast to Cork. And with the proceeds I intend to buy Gort House, you’ll be interested to learn, Mr. Moore. Not that I’m at all taken with the demesne, but they own a hundred thousand acres up in the Slieve Auchties, where I believe African hardwoods might be induced to grow very prettily.” He smiled forgivingly and added, “Oh, the money I have thrown away in my time! And the fortune I could make if I had but a tenth of it back again!”


Mention of money prompted a further line of thought. He turned to Mary. “This Lord Tottenham, er, has he great wealth?”


Mary looked at Punch, who shrugged and said, “He’s on that road.”


“Capital!” The Flinders scrabbled further among the papers on his desk, found a pile of solicitations beginning Dear (blank), wrote “Lord Tottenham” in the space, sealed it, and passed it to her with a seraphic smile, saying, “Will you be so good, my dear?”


“The usual news from Nonsuch,” she sighed as she tucked it up her sleeve.


He affected not to hear.


“Will you look at the books I brought and pick what you will?”


He was delighted with the entire choice. He promised to get some more elixir and to send out his washing and to have his wig fumigated before summer and to let the boys know if his living conditions took a turn for the worse – and above all not to fret her mother more than he could help. She felt even sadder to be leaving him behind than she had felt about her mother. But now there were no tears; it was a sadness that lay beyond their help.


At the threshold she turned and impetuously pressed a golden guinea into his hand. And then, before he could say a word, she fled down the stairs.


When Punch joined her in the stables he remained silent, but she knew he had seen the transfer of the coin. “If we’re legging it, I have money to spare,” she said.


He shrugged. “I hope so. You could as well have sent it from London, when you’d be sure ’twas spare. Your man above has scant enough need of it.”


“I’ll be more miserly with what’s left,” she promised. “You’ll see.”


“I don’t know which of ye is the worst. Would you look what he gave me?” He held forth a piece of paper – a six-month bill of exchange for a thousand guineas. “‘You might need a little loose change along your journey,’ says he! Begod but he’s a real gintleman.”


She could not tell whether he added this as a balancing compliment or in irony. She took the worthless scrap and, with an impatient shrug, said, “Some fool might lend us twopence-halfpenny upon it.”


Next she went to take leave of her brother Michael, who was usually far too busy on court business to grant her more than a moment of his precious time. But today, forewarned by Jimmy, he closed his office at once and took her home. There he gave her the letters of recommendation from the justice and the minister. He also handed on an old coachman’s overcoat he’d lately acquired; its dense cloth would keep her warm, for there could yet be a late frost or two at night. He also gave her a strip of oilcloth as a groundsheet. She tried to give him two shillings to buy their mother a replacement ass, but he said he’d take care of it. Jenny, his wife, gave her a cake and a pot of honey and, for the ass, a bag of roots.


Jenny said their best way was surely to go down to Cork and take a packet boat to any port in the west of England. Michael said why wouldn’t they go down to Limerick, then up the Shannon to Athlone, thence into Dublin by the main west road, which ran clear of the bog almost all the way. Punch said nothing. He thanked them and withdrew. Michael and his wife were still arguing the matter when Mary, feeling as well set up as any queen, set offin Punch’s wake, catching him up at the edge of town – which was only a few hundred yards from its centre.


“Which of them’s right?” she asked.


“Both,” he replied. “And neither. In Ireland aren’t there always three ways to anywhere, whether it’s Dublin or heaven you have in mind.”


“And what’s the third way to heaven?” she asked.


He laughed. “Sure isn’t that the one we’re all seeking – the short cut!”


She joined his laughter. “And have we a short cut to Dublin?”


“You may say so. Short and grand. The Grand Canal is out to Monasterevin now. Being the trade I’m in, I may ride free, and you with me, on any boat into Dublin.”


“And the ass?”


“Sell it at Monasterevin, of course.”


They took the back way down toward Killaloe, at the foot of Lough Derg. To soften the road they talked of her father. Punch said what a great shame it was that such a fine gentleman with such a great understanding should be so wanting in plain sense.


“You jest of short cuts to heaven,” she told him, “but that’s his ruin. He’s forever seeking the short cut to fame and fortune. Yet wasn’t he born with both! He inherited a fair-sized estate, did you know? We once owned all the land between us and Leamaneh. As far as Inchiquin, and I’d tell no lie. But it was all dissipated on … well, you heard yourself now. The insulaaaaaaation of Ireland! Most of it went before I was born, so I never had taste nor sniff of the landlord life.”


“But you have the blood, sure.”


“That’s true.” Then, in case he might think she was giving herself airs, she added, “Or d’you believe all that?”


“Ah, well now. I do and I don’t. There’s believing and then again there’s believing. It may happen, when you get to London, you’ll learn quick enough if the blood is there or isn’t it.”


She asked what he might mean but he would not be drawn further. He changed the subject by saying her family hadn’t lost much, for it was poor land between Poulaphuca and Inchiquin. She looked all about them, at the land through which they were now travelling, which was fine for both tillage and pasture. With the spring so well advanced, the green of it was almost hurtful. “This has it bet into a Kerry kettle,” she said. “Is all Ireland as green as that?”


“The easter you go, the greener it is. There’s places in Wicklow you’d never stray without a good steel hook and a stone to keep it honed. Turn your back on the grass and it’d spring up and eat ya!”


When they had exhausted that day’s budget of conversation, they made their nestle for the night in a little coppice a half-mile short of Tulla, which wanted five leagues or more to Killaloe. In all they had walked sixteen Irish miles that day. She hobbled the ass and turned him free to graze the long acre; the roots would keep in the case God’s fodder ran out. She’d be sorry to sell the creature at Monasterevin; she’d hand-reared it from a few weeks and it was one of the family, a tractable creature, and very affectionate to her.


She was glad of Michael’s two gifts, the oilcloth and the overcoat; between them she’d be kept both dry and warm. There was neither rain nor the smell of rain upon the wind, which still held south and fair. They ate some bread and goatsmeat, followed by cake and honey. They drank clear water from a running stream and warmed the tail of it with a nip of poteen. The stars were out by the time they settled. Punch vanished into the ditches for fifteen minutes or so – to answer the call of nature, she thought. But in the small hours she heard the rabbits scream as they ran foul of his snares, and he bounded up to still the noise before some prowling gamekeeper might think it more than a fox that held them.


Would he teach her the secrets of poaching, she wondered? Or was there a rule that only men could do it? Would he think her a child for asking?


Fatigue cast its mantle over such questions and soon had her drowned in sleep.




CHAPTER FIVE


THE TWO RABBITS made a grand breakfast, which, eked out by an occasional bite of cake, kept hunger at bay all that day. Mary’s shoes pinched her swollen feet. She wanted to kick them off and go barefoot, as she did often enough at home; but Punch told her to rub a little (and he stressed “little”) poteen into the sore spots and to soldier on, or she and her feet would never be friends. She tried it and was delighted at the ease it brought.


His resourcefulness amazed her. When they stopped for a bite of cake around noon, a mile and a bit short of Killaloe, they could find no water that was not clouded by mud and alive with leeches and larvae of every description. “Don’t be fretting,” he said. And he plucked several handfuls of last year’s grass – wild hay, as he called it – which he combed with his fingers so as to align all the stems. This he made her grasp, one denched hand above the other, in a tight column over his billycan. Into the top of the column he slowly poured the muddy water; what emerged at the bottom was clear and sparkling – and quite innocent of livestock. He knew a thousand such travelling dodges.


At Killaloe bridge they hailed down an empty grain barge that was returning to Portumna at the head of Lough Derg, twenty-odd miles away to the north. The master, Fergus O’Donnell by name, agreed to take them for fourpence a head – a shilling including the ass. But as soon as they were under way, and the crack began to flow, he found he was a third cousin to Mary’s mother and so halved the fare.


“Begod,” Punch said. “Talk on, talk on – if there’s a first cousin in it somewhere, we’ll go for free.”


From the inexhaustible depths of his travelling baggage he brought out a fishing line, which he baited with shreds of sinew off the rabbit skins. And for no more effort than the trailing of it over the side, he brought inboard their supper – a fine fat bream and a pike that must have weighed all of ten pounds. He had a way of fishing such that even the keenest-eyed bailiff with the strongest telescope would have to be quick to see the fish move from water to deck.


The bream gave good sport but the pike came out like a branch of wood and lay between his boots, yielding up its life with hardly a twitch. “’Tis the same with people,” Punch pointed out. “There’s some as will tear your eyes out for the last sod of turf, and there’s others will lay down and beg you to wipe your boots.”


Throughout the voyage the ass stood at the very prow of the boat, sniffing the breezes, a living figurehead. From time to time it looked back with such deep intelligence in its mild, dark eyes, Mary knew she could not possibly sell it at Monasterevin.


It is arguable whether Lough Derg is a true lake or just a widening of the Shannon. Both banks are well in view for all of its length, and a man even halfway handy with the oars could cross its widest reach in under half an hour. Mary thought she had never seen so many different sorts of green – the trees, the grassy hills on either side, the reflections in the water, and even the water itself – there was every shade and tint and hue in the whole of Nature’s palette. And as for the wildfowl, even the autumn madness on the slobs at Lahench, during the height of the migrations, was as nothing to the everyday birdlife among the thick reedbeds that fringed both banks. The endless chatter of tufted duck and crested grebe – and pochard and goldeneye and scaup … the whole fowler’s vade-mecum of names – filled every silence of the day; at times the sky seemed black with wings, and when the creatures settled, not singly but by the thousand, they silvered the water with their commotion.


“Wouldn’t that be a grand sort of a country if we owned it now as once we did?” O’Donnell said.


“Who does own it?” Mary asked.


His finger pointed out the demesnes, wagging like a priest’s blessing: “Palmer, Cooper, the M’Donaghs, Lord Avonmore … and, to be sure, the Marquis of Clanricarde. He owns the whole of Portumna.”


“And what sort of a man is he?” Punch asked.


“Sure we never saw the hide nor hair of him. But I’ll tell you this – if he got a shilling at his baptism, he has it about him still.” In the same laconic tone he said quietly, “You may pull up your line now, Mr. Moore, and you, Mary Flinders, take those fish under your skirts awhile.”


A water-bailiff was rowing out directly into their path, plainly with intent to stop them. “George McGrath,” O’Donnell informed them. “The Cromwell of Lough Derg.”


He tightened the sail into the wind until it fell slack. Though the boat lost headway, the breeze still pushed it north at a fair pace.


Punch dropped the flap of his breeches and concealed the line down there. Mary gritted her teeth and stuffed the fish into the tops of her stockings at the backs of her thighs. O’Donnell laughed as loud as he dared. “By the saints, ye’ll have wellseasoned fish and a well-baited hook when that man’s gone!” He raised his voice and shouted: “That’s a grand day for counting your flocks, Mr. McGrath!”


The bailiff threw them a line, which Punch caught and held fast. “Haul me closer,” he commanded gruffly as the momentum of the boat carried them on past him. “Who are those people?”


“That woman’s a cousin of mine. That man is her man.”


“And their names?”


Mary stood tall at the gunwale. “I’m the daughter of The Flinders of the Barony of Inchiquin in County Clare,” she said, in tones of remembered gentility. “And your name, good man?”


For a moment it threw him out of his stride – a tribute as much to the number of eccentric gentry in Ireland as to the conviction in her accent. But one look at their clothing, at the ass in the prow, at Punch’s tools of the trade, and he was jack-in-office again. “Your business?” he asked.


Punch stepped in and said, in more humble tones, “An it please your honour, sir, haven’t I work on the Carlow navigation from Robertstown.”


McGrath frowned. “Then you’re out of your way by miles. The road to Carlow is through Nenagh and Maryborough.”


“Saving your honour’s geography, we mayjoin the navigation at Monasterevin, so we’re bound off through Borrisokane and Kinnity.”


“Show me your hands. Haul me alongside now.”


Punch took good care to let the rope slip a few inches at each haul; his hands, by the time McGrath was close by, smelled of nothing but tar and lakewater. Mary, realizing his purpose, went forward and petted the ass, letting it lick her hands free of any taint of the fish.


The bailiff saw he was defeated and that further bullying inquiry would only pin the ass’s ears on him. “I’ll swear I saw the flash of silver back there,” he muttered darkly.


“Isn’t it the joy of the spring itself that’s in them,” Punch said.


Mary reached into her bosom and pulled out her purse. She came aft, toward McGrath, spilling its coins into her hand. His eyes popped at the sight of so much gold, the best part of a year’s wages to him. “Would we poach your lake?” she asked, “when we could buy every fish that’s in it!”


Deliberately she dropped a sixpence in the bilge. Punch was quick to seize the chance, he stooped to trap it before it vanished, “inadvertently” letting slip the line. O’Donnell ran to trap the rope as it paid out but, “alas,” fumbled and missed the chance. Without a hand at the tiller the boat yawed side-on to the wind, which caught up the sail and began pushing her northward much faster than McGrath could row. O’Donnell ran back to the helm. “Will I come about, Mr. McGrath?” he called amiably. “Will you give me the indemnity with Mr. Williams?”


Mr. Williams was Lord Clanricarde’s agent and was known to resent McGrath’s frequent interference with the grain boats as they plied up and down the lough. The bailiff waved them on with an angry flourish.


“God be good to you, sir!” Punch called out cheerfully. “May you never have a son that’s blind!” Under his breath he added: “… without a crippled daughter to lead him!”


The sun was down by the time they reached Portumna.


“I’m in the Barony of Longford in County Galway,” she said, as they stepped ashore, “and that’s the second county I’ve been in in my life.”


Punch pointed to the old wooden bridge across the Shannon. “And over there will be your third – County Tipperary. The Barony of Lower Ormonde.”


O’Donnell wouldn’t take a penny of the fare, and even said they could sleep the night in the boat; he pulled a tarpaulin over the bows to shelter them, for there was the smell of rain on the air, he believed. They turned the ass free to graze and all three went into the town together, O’Donnell to his home, the two travellers to buy victuals. But as they passed a tavern, of which there were several in the one main street, Punch took a shilling from her and said he’d buy O’Donnell a jar or two for his pains and she could make a start on baking the fish.


“Just the one, mind,” O’Donnell said with politely feigned reluctance. “I’m wanted at home.”


This banishment to the scullery, as it were, angered Mary. “Well I’m no sugared plum of a bog Kathleen,” she told him sharply. “Ye have but thirty minutes. If you come later than that your fish’ll be burnt, for I’ll not move one scale of it from the fire.”


O’Donnell laughed but Punch looked furious. She herself was so angry as she set off again for the grain basin that she almost forgot her marketing.


But the balmy ease of the evening, the tranquillity of the lake, and the promise of fresh-baked fish soon mollified her and she set about the cooking with a will. First, using Punch’s shovel, she scraped out a hollow for the fire. She gutted and beheaded the fish before she went down to the bank and, again using the shovel, gathered marl from just beneath the water. In the first few handfuls she took care to wrap the offal before hurling it as far as she could into the lake; with the rest she completely encased the fish, which she then lay flat in the fire hollow. Around them she built a pyre of dried twigs. There was a cottage close by, where they collected the tolls for the bridge. She carried some tinder up there and brought it back glowing in its box. The man kept her talking for most of the half hour she had allowed Punch; she was annoyed all over again. She wanted to burn his supper and teach him a lesson.


Twilight was well advanced and the fire had died to a glow when she heard his footfall upon the highway above. Stubbornly she refused to turn and greet him. She leaned forward, intending to take out the first of the fish, when she heard his voice cry “Ahaa!”


But it was not his voice.


The blood seemed to freeze in her veins.


She turned and found herself staring up into the malevolent eyes of George McGrath – the Cromwell of Lough Derg.




CHAPTER SIX


HE MADE NO MOVE. He simply stood there, staring at her. Terrified though she was, this pause allowed her to gather sufficient of her wits to rake up Punch’s pan, place it over the flames, and break into it a little knob of butter. While it melted she raked out one of the par-baked potatoes from the fire, taking care to poke the ashes even more thickly over the clay that encased the fish. Then she sliced the soft, creamy flesh into the now sizzling fat. She was fairly sure the two fish, tightly cased as they were, and baking very slowly, would give out no smell; but even if they did, the frying potatoes would now mask it.


McGrath saw her purpose. “Take that off, girl,” he commanded.


“I will not,” she told him. “D’you own the long acre itself?”


He stood above the flames and sniffed the air suspiciously. She saw he was uncertain how far to assert himself with her; also there was an odd look in his eye, as if for two pins he’d try to befriend her. “Ye took up fish from the lough today,” he said. “That’s as sure as tomorrow’s dawn.”


He strolled a short distance away, to the water’s edge, where he rooted around among the reeds, seeking, no doubt, the fish-heads and offal. Pretending to a complete unconcern for him, she began to sing, “The lark in the clear air …”


He turned to face her, head on one side, smiling. “That’s as sweet as the lark itself,” he said.


She picked up a short length of cut reed and with its help turned over the slices. He came back to the fire. “Isn’t that a grand reek! Ah isn’t the potato your only man for the hunger.”


“Isn’t hunger itself the grandest spice,” she replied, not taking her eyes off him. For some reason, her gaze disconcerted him, forcing him to look away. He squatted on his haunches and stared out over the darkling waters. “’Tis three months since the oul’ woman went to her reward,” he said.


“I’m sorry for your trouble, Mister McGrath. Have you children?”


“Two left to rear. They’re with the grandmother.” He shook his head as if seeking to dislodge ideas that were stuck too fast to utter. “I thought the trade of water-bailiff was lonely enough, but …” He sighed.


She wagged the pan vigorously, to stop the food from sticking. “We’re never burdened but for some purpose,” she told him.


He seemed not to hear. “The work drives off all companionship, d’you see? A bailiff’s a bailiff every hour God sends – but what other occupation is there? Sure I want to be a reasonable man, without being too aisy, if you follow. But let me give e’er an inch, they’ll take a mile, and we’ll all end up in gaol. And where’s the good in that, I ask you?”


“It must be hard.” She yielded him the merest smile and gazed anxiously up toward the road, cursing Punch and every public house in town. The ass stared down at her, mild-eyed, contented.


McGrath seated himself, too close for her comfort. “Is your fella good to you?” he asked. “Or does he beat you or what? Is he a drinking man?”


“He’s not my man,” she said. “We’re bound off for London, where I’m to marry into the household of Lord Tottenham.”


As soon as the admission was out she knew it had been a mistake. McGrath’s eyes lit up. “So he’s not your man! Yet you lie by him each night, I’ll wager?” He looked her up and down, seeing her in quite a different light, frankly undressing her with his eyes.


“I do no such thing!” she protested. But she could hear how querulous she sounded – and fear in every quaver. It merely encouraged him.


“You needn’t be frightened, now,” he said soothingly. “I’m not one of your drunken brutes.” He winked and grinned. “I can be as gentle as any young lord out of England. The oul’ woman, Lord-a-mercy, she’d have told you – I have a grand stroking way with me … and divil a woman to practise it on. Is it too much to ask?” He put a hand to her boot. The merest contact with her brought him out in trembling. She saw he was at some threshold. An inch or two more and whatever was driving him would become uncontrollable.


What was best? Humour him? Try to put him off? Seize the initiative and return two guineas of threat for every shillingsworth he offered? She lacked any experience that might guide her.


“I know there’s fish in it,” he was saying. “You have them sealed in clay beneath the embers – sure, haven’t we all done it? But I’ll say nothing. D’you hear me now? I’ll leave you go in peace. We only pass this way but once – why can’t we do each other a little kindness? You’d be wanting to do me a little kindness in return … surely?”


His grip moved up to her ankle. He was trembling all over now. His voice strayed up and down the scale. His throat was dry. There was a mute pleading in his eye that almost softened her – not into yielding but into saying something kindly, or not too wounding to his pride.


“Listen, I’m sorry for you,” she told him gently. “You’re as dacent a man as any in these parts, I’m sure. And if you’d only show your good heart to some woman of your own kind – as you’ve shown it to me …”


He let go her ankle and stood up, proud of the bulge in his breeches. Should she take up the pan and give it a clout?


“I’ll show you I mean no harm,” he said, and with the toe of his boot he began gingerly to rake aside the embers.


She snatched the pan to one side, aware that their little drama was approaching some kind of climax but having no inkling of its shape or form, wondering frantically what to do.


His toe dislodged the pike, the larger of the two that were cooking there. Its casing was quite hard and it moved in one rigid bundle without cracking apart. “There!” His triumph was mild, generous. “You may eat it in peace. Be his lordship’s guest – if I may be yours.”


“Sit yourself down, Mr. McGrath.” Her voice was all over the place. “You’ll be hungry, no doubt. It will be cooked to perfection.”


“Perfection,” he repeated dreamily as he unbelted his breeches. “Ah – you’ll have kept it warm for me these long years.”


She swung the hard edge of the pan against his shin with all the force she could muster. He let out one great bellow of pain and then fell on her, pinning her helplessly to the grass. Up on the road she heard the ass bray.


He tore at her bodice. She held it closed tight with her hand. He reached down between her legs and threw up her skirts. When she struggled to push them down again he went back to her bodice. And thus, bit by bit, her two hands being four too few for such work, he began to gain his object. In between these struggles he poured out his hatred. “That blow will cost you dear … I’ll take your gold, too, so I will … and when my pleasure is done, ’tis the lockup for you – I’ll see you transported … I’ll see you dancing gallows-high.”


He took her purse and flung it away into the dark, where he could retrieve it at his ease. As she reached out in one last futile gesture to prevent him, he tore the few remaining stitches that held her bodice together. She knew then that the struggle was hopeless – that is, the awareness of it began to creep in at the edges of her mind. Now she had a twin battle – with his lust, with her own despair.


He caught up her skirts and petticoats, holding a bunch of her hems in his mighty fist, the same fist as pinned her down by the shoulder. Not all her struggling beneath that unshakable weight could pry the fabric from his grasp; worse still, the fire prevented her from rolling herself out the easy way, down the slope. In one superhuman effort she tried to heave him onto it instead, but he guessed her purpose and spread wide his feet, pinning her more firmly than ever.


She became aware that her squirming was only exciting him further. His spittle fell in strands upon her cheeks and neck. To push his head away she had to remove both hands from the struggle to pull down her skirts. But that only gave him the chance for which he had been waiting – to thrust his trousers down to his knees. Now they were flesh to flesh.


Why do I not scream out? she wondered. Shame, of course. Even in the sticky thick of this loathsome struggle some inner voice was telling her that the public shame of it would be laid at her door, not his.


There came a terrible moment when all the fight in her petered out in weariness and resignation. Unbidden by her, every muscle relaxed. Very well, be gentle with me now … the words were in her mind, mustering themselves upon her tongue. She felt herself, her true self, shrivelling inside, abandoning her body to him, seeking refuge in some withdrawn knot of her innermost being, some stubborn, inviolable cranny of her person.


And at that instant she, McGrath, the dying fire, the river’s edge, the moonbanked clouds – all seemed to pass over into a land of nightmare. She opened her eyes and looked up – and there, squatting over them, his curved horns impaling the skies, was none other than the Earl of Hell. His infernal breath was hot on both their faces. McGrath felt it, too. She sensed the terror as it seized him. He wrenched his neck as he turned to look; she heard the gristle crack. For a moment he and the Devil stared each other in the face, their noses almost touching.


Then he gave out a little, high-pitched scream, so girlish it would, in other circumstances, have been comical. The Devil opened wide his jaws; she saw the filthy teeth as they closed, giving one great bite to the man’s neck. Without a whimper, McGrath fell upon her, senseless.


And the Devil raised his head and brayed the moon.


When she saw it was only the ass she laughed and wept and laughed again, all in the one breath. She rolled out from under her attacker and, leaping to her feet, placed her boot firmly on the man’s neck. But there wasn’t a stir out of him. She relaxed a little. The ass came to her side and nudged her gently with its long, soft nose. She gave it a hug and stroked its ears and made every sort of a fuss of it altogether.


Then, seeing what danger she still was in, she stooped and sought among Punch’s gear for a ball of twine she knew he kept there. In the dark she took an agony of minutes to find it but still McGrath did not stir.


She wondered if he were dead and realized she cared not a jot – a response she never thought to feel toward another human soul. When she found the twine, it was a matter of moments to bind his wrists behind his back. Then she took it up in a loop around his neck and so down to his ankles, the way that, if he tried to straighten himself, he’d choke – the way Con had shown her once for a cod.


Finally she opened his jaws, forced the stiff fragment of reed between his teeth, like a horse’s bit. She tied the two projecting ends, looping the string behind his neck. He was breathing, she noted. Now, if he tried to cry out when he recovered she could stuff his mouth with clay and grass without his biting her or being able to spit it out.


The moon sailed forth from behind the cloud; by its light she saw his tiny, shrivelled manhood. If you tied a knot around it tight enough, she wondered, would it dry out and drop off the way the parts of the young rams do? Wouldn’t it only be a boon to every female in the barony.


There was a footfall, some way off, along the highway. “Punch?” she called out.


He heard the edge to her voice and came running. Quickly she gathered together the torn edges to her bodice and wrapped a shawl over them, tying tight the knot as she went up the bank to meet him.


“What’s that?” he asked, seeing the hunched body in the grass.


“McGrath,” she replied. “And the seven curses of Quilty upon him!”


“Is he dead?”


“To the world. He’s breathing yet.”


“Did he find the fish?”


She sniffed. “He was after more than the fish.”


He turned to her, wide-eyed. “Your gold?”


She remembered her purse suddenly and dashed to the spot where she fancied it had fallen. While she hunted she said, “More than that even.” She raised the shawl to show her torn bodice; he looked away in embarrassment.


“By all the saints, what did you do to the fella?” He went down the bank and stooped to examine the way she’d tied the body. “You’re a mistress of the gaoler’s art, I’ll give you that,” he said.


She found her purse and, retying the broken thong, put it once more around her neck; it was cold between her breasts but the comfort was never greater. She was on the point of telling him what the ass had done when it struck her that it might be no bad thing if she had the reputation of being able to put a man out cold like that. And it’d show him she was no child.


“I hurt him where it wouldn’t blind him,” she said lightly. “Only he was so sudden at me he’d never have torn this. What’s to do with him though? He could still bring trouble upon us.”


Punch thought it over. Then he looked at her bundle, where the poteen cruse was hidden. “’Tis a waste of good hard shtuff,” he allowed. “But sure we’ve no choice.”


He got a reed from the bank and, with one of his mason’s chisels, pushed out the pith from the core of it, leaving a stout, hollow tube. He took out his knife and cut one end on the slant. “We’ll fill him full of the sperrits and leave him on one of those islands to sleep it off,” he explained.


Just at that moment, McGrath stirred and gave out a little moan. He tried to straighten himself. When the cord tightened around his neck it choked him wide awake. He looked up at them and the panic of bewilderment gave way to the terrors of remembrance.


“Sure, this is better still,” Punch said as he cast aside the reed. He helped the man up into a sitting position and then, kneeling beside him put the knife to his throat. “One whisper outa you and I’ll furnish you a new mouth to breathe by,” he warned.


McGrath, squinting down at the point of the blade, nodded as vigorously as he dared.


Punch tipped his head toward Mary. “You may free his mouth.”


“Are you sure?”


“I’m sure. And then you may bring ajar of the poteen. Wet it with enough water that he’ll be able to drink it down.”


While she complied he turned his attention back to their prisoner. “By rights I should kill you for what you sought to do to that one,” he said. “But we’ll be merciful. We’ll leave you dead drunk on one of those islands. When you stir in the morn, you’ll have to swim ashore. And you’ll find your boots and breeches in County Tipperary, by the Ferry Inn, where the roads divide.”


“Ah God, leave us the breeches,” the man pleaded. “If the Kellys who gather the tolls see me bare-arsed, I’d as well …”


“You’re lucky to be left with your life,” Punch told him roughly. “Now houl’ your whisht or I’ll take new counsel.”


Mary returned with the cup of slightly diluted spirits. Punch held it to the man’s lips. “You’ll drink the full of this,” he warned. “Spit out one drop and I’ll cut the ear outa ya.”


McGrath managed half the cup before his gorge rebelled. Desperate not to spill it he backed off slowly, making urgent noises in his throat. Punch relented.


“At least pull my breeches up while the lass is here,” McGrath panted.


“You were proud enough to show it off ten minutes ago,” Mary told him.


“Ten minutes?” He closed his eyes, shook his head gently. “Jasus!” He opened them again, his memory rekindling. “What was it? God I’d swear it was the Divil himself with his great eyes like carriage clocks, and the horns on him like a heathen, and the stink outa him like all the cess in town.”


“There was nothing,” she said innocently. “Your own bad conscience, like as not. I had you bet, fair and square.”


“Then you’re a witch, so,” he told her.


She drew back her hand and slapped him hard.


“Aisy! Aisy now.” Punch intervened. “You – drink down some more o’ this.”


On the man’s empty stomach the liquor soon took effect. His head began to roll; he wheezed; his eyes wandered.


“You may free him of his boots now,” Punch said.


McGrath looked at her, too unsteady to assist even had he wished it. “Why did you?” he asked, and then stood the question upside down. “Why wouldn’t you? ’Tis the sweetest music.”


“A few more swallows,” Punch said.


“… and we’ll make this man’s summer!” Mary laughed.


Soon McGrath was out to the world again.


“It would be a shame were the fish to spoil,” Mary reflected.


Punch laughed. “Begod but you’re the cool one!”


She found a handful of potatoes still among the embers, overbaked but edible. The fish were done almost to perfection, just a little dry. They washed it down with the clear limestone waters of the Shannon – and soon felt like royalty.


“No two fish were harder got – nor better ate,” he said.


“’Twas meself had the hard getting, and you had the better eating,” she pointed out.


“Sure, I was obliged to wet your man’s whistle – and he after bringing us all the way from Killaloe at no harm to our purses.”


“Well, well …” she half-conceded.


“But I’ll not leave you again,” he promised.


“Ha! I know you – you’ll promise Christmas in December.”


He rose and, looking down at the snoozing, half-naked body, he chuckled. “I wouldn’t cod you now, girleen. Aren’t you a better companion than any man that ever I shared with the road?”




CHAPTER SEVEN


AS A MATTER OF PRUDENCE they resumed their journey the moment they had the drunken McGrath safely snoozing among the bulrushes on a little island within wading distance of the Tipperary shore. They walked a short piece along the Terryglass road before dumping the man’s breeches and boots, to make it appear they had taken that way instead of the Parsonstown road, toward which they now cut across the fields. They reached Parsonstown itself at dawn.


For the first hour or so of that moonlight journey Mary fought the compulsion to speak of her experience. Punch held his counsel, too. Their talk was all, “Isn’t that a fine, sturdy ass …” and, “Would you look at those fields, such grand country altogether …” and, “Those clouds have a fierce air about them …” – they spoke of anything but McGrath and what he had sought to do. But at last, Mary could hold herself back no more. “Is all the world beyond like that?” she asked.


“Well, I want to tell you about that,” Punch replied, “for it has me perplexed entirely. I’d have sworn that a woman could walk unmolested from Slyne Head to the Point of Howth, safe through every inch.”


“He wasn’t even drunk.” She laughed and added, “… when he arrived, anyway!”


He joined her laughter. “We put right that small fault. Did he say nothing?”


She was about to tell him of the death of McGrath’s wife but then, remembering Punch’s own bereavement, merely said, “Ah, it was a mixture of bully-talk and sweetness. He didn’t say above twenty words before he had one hand round my ankle and the other at his buttons.”


Punch chuckled. “You mean, two hundred words and you’d have considered the request. Two thousand and it was as good as granted?”


“Not twenty, anyway. And him such a stranger.”


“Well now!”


They walked on in easy silence. After a while, Punch said, “Give the divil his due, that man was right about one thing.”


“What was that?”


“It is ‘the sweetest music.’” He let her digest that before he added, philosophically, as if they were discussing some overhead snippet of scholar’s talk on the behaviour of a remote and primitive tribe, “The mystery is that the men can hear it everywhere. They hear it in the fields, along the ditches, up the street, in chapel, in the tavern, at cockcrow and sunset, midnight and noon … for the men it’s music as common as the wind.”


The silence forced her to ask, “And the women?”


“You know yourself,” he said. “Aren’t your ears stopped against it? Even when a woman has heard it once, or a score of times …”


“Aha – a musical score!” She laughed.


He was not deflected. “… the stopping is still there. They’ll hear it – but deny it’s there. A woman does need a particular musician, a particular concert, and a particular conjunction of the planets and her whims before she’ll admit Old Pan is playing his pipes.”


“Can you understand that?” she asked.


“Not I! There’s three classes of men will never understand the women: young men, old men, and men of the middle years.”


And that was all they said on the subject that night. She lightened the road with the old song:


Is it true that the women are worse than the men –
That they were sent down to Hell and were threw out again?


… all forty-eight verses of it.


As they walked into Parsonstown the rain began to fall in rivers.


They took breakfast at Dooly’s, where they stabled the ass and, shortly afterwards, settled themselves down in the hay to sleep out the morning. After a bite of lunch they had the luck of a new farm cart that was being delivered to Frankford; but for that they would not have reached Charleville, on the outskirts of Tullamore, by evening.


Mary thought Parsonstown a gem of a place, quite unlike Portumna, which had seemed mean and drab. When she said as much to Michael Hoctor, the driver, he told them it was the difference between a town where the landlord was an absentee, like Portumna and the de Burgh-Cannings, the marquisses of Clanricarde, and a town where the landlord was resident, like Parsonstown and the Parsons family, the earls of Rosse. “And ’tis a game ye may play the length and breadth of Ireland,” he said: “Who’s with us and who’s beyond.”


The rain eased off soon after they reached Frankford, and by the time they were in sight of Charleville, a good drying wind had removed all evidence of it. They camped for the night on an island between the old wooden bridge and the new stone one by the Charleville back gates, where the river divides. Mary, for whom the few hours in the hay at Dooly’s had not made up for last night’s lack of sleep, nodded off as soon as their supper was done. Punch went out to set his snares in the Charleville woods, which Michael Hoctor swore had grown unhindered since Ireland left the Creator’s hands. From the mighty softness of the woodland floor, he could well believe it.


Back at the encampment he lay on his bedding of fronds and leaves and watched the dying firelight as it played over Mary’s sleeping face. She was but three or four years older than the eldest of his daughters, who had died in the fire. That filled him with paternal longings toward her, an urge to protect her, to see her well set forth upon her own path in life. But she was also only a dozen years younger than that darling woman, the most warm and wonderful wife a man could have wished for, who had perished in the same blaze. And that memory filled him with longings for Mary of quite a different order. As he lay and watched her, he could feel both urges inside him. He was aware that as they walked the roads of Ireland together, he was forever juggling the two feelings in his heart, teasing his baser nature with the one, reviving his nobler parts with the other, keeping all possibilities alive.


As he sank toward sleep he was in fatherly vein, wondering what would she make of her life. Would she get the measure of that Con Murphy, who, in his opinion, was a gobshite of the lowest rank? Should he warn her, or would that only set her more firmly in her ways? You never knew with women.


He decided to say nothing unless she asked. Her lack of curiosity – about Murphy, about London, about what life might hold for her – was only amazing. Still, the lass could look after herself in one way – begod, but she’d proved that!




CHAPTER EIGHT


IT WAS A SOFT DAY. They cooked and ate their rabbits in a chill dawn. The first time they had breakfasted on poached game, back at Tulla on the road to Killaloe, it had seemed to her as harmless as eating berries out of the hedgerows. Now, since the brush with McGrath over the fish, it felt like the worst of crimes. She bolted down the meat and could not throw away the bones quickly enough nor far enough for her peace of mind. Some magistrates, if their own parklands had been marauded lately, would even transport you for it for life. She had never before realized how narrow is the divide between the criminal and the respectable. If anyone were to catch them now, then she, merely for taking up these few morsels of flesh, could be sent to Virginia for life! Or was it Botany Bay, nowadays? Anyway, the very thought was enough to make her feel reckless; what did lesser fears matter when one’s fate hung by such a delicate thread? Of what use were minor constraints? Life was there to be enjoyed before the axe fell and the men with the darkness arrived.


They spent half an hour hunting for the ass. But then they made good time over the Bog of Allen, through the baronies of Geashill and East Offaly, arriving at Monasterevin late that afternoon. Having for the moment exhausted their conversation, as well as her repertoire of song, extensive though it was, she passed most of the journey in reading to Punch out of the books she had brought from home. He enjoyed Robinson Crusoe but after they rested for a bite at noon he asked her would she save the remainder of the story for those next days. So in the afternoon, between the showers, they polished off the whole of a much shorter novel called Old Nick.


He considered it the best tale ever, a perfect blend of morality and the other thing. He asked who had written it. She pointed to the title page and, thinking to teach him at least one word, said, slowly, “Anon.”


He was amazed. “The world’s gone mad altogether!” he said. “You’d never suppose one of them ladies could dream up such a tale as that.”


At Monasterevin they got a night’s lodging in the stables of the Drogheda Arms, in whose bars Mary earned their supper with her harp. She had a clear, young voice with a fine shake in it and a cutting edge that silenced hard-bitten men and made them think of their mothers and recall innocent, gentle, carefree days long gone. The curate who brought round the drinks, a wild young fellow off a farm in Carlow, taught her a new song, “While goin’ the road to sweet Athy …” that had savagery in every verse. She thought she would like to learn more such songs … indeed, would like to keep the young man’s company at least a day or two more, rough though he was.


“Where would be the harm in it?” she asked Punch.


He watched the budding of this miniature romance and was again torn between his own two selves. One half of him seethed with jealousy, such pangs as he had not felt these many years, but the other half wished to encourage it – not too much – just enough to show her how little she really felt for Con Murphy. In the heel of the hunt, Old Necessity made their choice for them. There was a boat bound for Dublin at four next morning. On it they could be at the City Bason by noon, which would leave them a day and a half in Dublin before the mail packet sailed from the Custom House Quay. “Little enough time for that big place,” he told her. “And we still have the ass to sell.”


They had an argument about that, of course, which he ended by saying he’d forgotten what cantankerous eejits women were. But she kept the ass.


Next day the locks were in their favour all the way and they made better time than predicted, arriving in the City Bason at just gone eleven.


“And now I’ve been in six counties!” she said delightedly. “Clare, Galway, Tipp – King’s, Kildare, Dub! Six counties in five days – it’s a wonder I’m not giddy with it all.”


“And are you not?” he asked, casting a morose eye toward the ass.


The City Bason was at the extreme western edge of Dublin, among the market gardens around Mount Brown. Their first sight of the place was grim indeed: up Cutt Throat Lane, past the Bedlam, beside the Workhouse, and along by the Bridewell – all the official dumps for the city’s human rubbish. Unofficial dumps there were, too, in plenty. Their walk along the lane beside the fields led them among clusters of decrepit cabins that seemed to float on a tidal sea of children in every last state of wretchedness. Their mothers leaned in the doorways, crying out for alms. Most had a child at the knee, another on the hip, and yet another to swell out their bellies; they seemed too exhausted to do anything but beg. She fingered her purse but one look from Punch was enough to quell the impulse. “God, they’d be onto us like travelling rats,” he warned. “You’d best accustom yourself to those sights now for you’ll run such a gauntlet in every town from that to London – and in London worst of all.”


When they reached Kilmainham Lane she looked back and hoped that, in her eyes at least, such scenes would never grow stale, hoped she might one day have money to spare.


Along St. James’s Street her sense of wonder rekindled. In all the breadth of Ireland, walking from town to town, the largest place they had come through was Parsonstown, which took under ten minutes to cross; the whole of it could have been lost in that one Dublin street. And the buildings! These were not the fine places she knew from the engravings in her father’s books – the Castle, the Parliament House, Trinity College, and the Duke of Leinster’s new palace – these were ordinary private dwellings and commercial premises, chandlers and merchants with great warehouses out the back. The mixture of rich and poor amazed her. Up near the Watch House at St. James’s Gate stood a row of elegant new houses; but right in the middle was a dirty, narrow passage, Cherry Tree Lane, that gave views into a sort of earthly purgatory, dark, filthy, and overshadowed – worse than the hovels by the canal for at least they had fresh air and fields about them.


“The stench!” she said.


“Lord that’s not from there,” Punch told her. “That’s from Dunghill Lane where the city middens are.”


She looked at him askance, not entirely believing it.


“Sure,” he said, “if every man, woman, and child went out with a spade each day, the way it is in the country, they’d turn every bare sod from Kilmainham to Irishtown inside the one week!”


“So the whole city goes to the one place?”


“No! Do your fine books teach you nothing! They empty the soil into the carts each night and they tip the carts out there. How else might they go about it?”


The stench of the middens did not diminish until the two wanderers were past the Cornmarket, through the old city wall, and in sight of Christchurch. The cathedral was the first building she recognized from the books – what little she could see of it over the roofs of the houses and stables. When they drew level with it, they turned right and went down Nicholas Street; there, in Draper’s Court, a mean little yard at the bottom of the hill, they got lodgings until the morrow. It was Punch’s regular “skipper” in Dublin; there was also stabling for the ass. Just before they turned into the place she looked farther down the Street and saw the familiar outlines of the city’s other cathedral, St. Patrick’s. “We should go and pay our respects to Dean Swift’s house,” she said.


But when they emerged once more, after a light refreshment, it was back up the hill that she directed her feet, toward Dames Street and the fashionable milliners’ houses. There, at the corner of Crane Lane, was a workshop where cast-off ladies’ dresses were renovated and sold cheap – or less expensively than when new. She had never seen so many fine articles. After an agony of “Shall I get this or what about that?” – which drove Punch to the alehouse and left her in peace and ecstasy – she bought a gorgeous bodice, ruched in glittering peach-coloured satin all across the front and edged in golden piping; it had lace at the cuffs with perfect little apples and flowers embroidered into the cruilles. And then there was a torn silk dress she was sure she could mend – the same general colour as the bodice but of a darker hue. She toyed with the notion of getting a wig, too, but, alarmed at what she had already spent, she decided she could always hire one until she had money enough to buy. Anyway, the wigs they had for sale looked more like nests for mice.


When she left, the woman who owned the place surprised herself, and astonished her downtrodden little assistant, by making a present of a small bangle. There was little enough value in the trinket but it was years since the woman had been moved to such an act. There was something so appealing about this happy, innocent young country girl. Her usual customers, the poor-but-ambitious respectable womenfolk of petty traders, would pick sourly over the cast-off clothing and look as if they were trying not to vomit. But this simple colleen’s unaffected delight had been so infectious, the jaded old storekeeper had not been able to help herself.


Mary took directions and returned by a more roundabout way, past the Castle gates and down Warburgh Street. She had wanted to see the city north of the river but, or so her informant told her, a big faction fight had been going on all week between the butchers of Ormonde Quay and the tailors of the Liberties, and all the bridges were impassable on foot. Since the battle was neither religious nor political, the soldiery did nothing to hinder it. Still, she had to allow that the men, all in their scarlet tunics, and the officers, laden with gold braid and plumes, made a brave sight in the afternoon sun. The Castle sentries stared at her with frankly hungry eyes; and the officers, too, looked her up and down in a way that was becoming familiar, almost tiresome. If she were wearing the clothes that were now bundled under her arm, after a bit of mending, to be sure, then they’d see she was really a lady. Then they’d not dare not look her over with that superior carelessness. No – there’d be less certainty in it, more humility, more of a plea …


She luxuriated in the dream of it. If Con were some sort of favourite of Lord Tottenham, and if his lordship were well up among the likes of officers and such crowds … well, who could tell what might transpire?


Swift’s house in St. Kevan’s Street was a disappointment – a house like any other. You could pass it every day and never guess what marvels of sedition, spite, and exuberance had issued from it. The same was true of his birthplace up in Hooey’s Court, to which she now returned (having walked straight past it in her daydreaming). But sure what else could you expect of bricks and plaster? The military comings and goings in the Main Guard at the head of the court were more interesting. She drifted back in that direction.


Hard by the guardhouse was a bookseller’s stall. She would never have been tempted inside if she had not seen, newly gilded among a row of faded spines, the title, METAMORPHOSES or The Golden Ass, a New Translation.


If asses had stars, they were high in her firmament that week.


The bookseller, not knowing she could read but supposing rather that she was a servant sent out by her master for a selection of recent titles, thought it amusing to lay so dirty a tale in such innocent hands – where it could surely do no harm. When he learned the truth, he was mortified; but by then he had seen the bag of gold around her neck and could not choose but let her browse to her heart’s ease.


Her next choice was a second-hand book called The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders, &c. who was Born at Newgate, and during a Life of continued Variety for Threescore Years, besides her Childhood, was Twelve Year a Whore, five times a Wife (whereof once to her own Brother), Twelve Year a Thief, Eight Year a Transported Felon in Virginia, at last grew rich, liv’d Honest, and died a Penitent. Written from her own Memorandums, by Daniel Defoe. It was obviously a moral tale that promised much instruction in matters that had never been talked about but which, she felt daily more convinced, ought to be known to her. Besides, the name was too close a coincidence for her to ignore.


She saw the scandalized look in the bookseller’s eye and so added to her pile of purchases, The New Whole Duty of Man, Containing the Faith as well as Practice of A Christian … Authorized by the King’s Most Excellent Majesty … She tried to give the impression that this was indeed the book she had come of a purpose to buy.


Then her eyes fell on an old collection of poems. The pages were torn and stained, but the title page alone induced her to buy: THE ARBOR OF amorous Devices. Wherin, young Gentlemen may reade many plesant fancies, and fine devices: And thereon, meditate divers sweete Conceites, to court the love of faire Ladies and Gentle-women By N. B. Gent … 1597.


It would be well for her to know the tricks and “sweete conceites” of gentlemen, she thought; it would be even better to be able to tell if those gentlemen who might pay her court were truly of good blood or were mere rogues. She added it to her pile.


To explain the choice to the bookseller, she pointed to the author’s name and said with an offhand smile, “My family is closely related to the Gents.”


“There’s many would wish to claim that,” he said, suppressing a smile. The child’s eclectic browsing fascinated him; and her utter lack of guile was quite charming.


Moments later she returned with a brand new book, fresh in that morning: The Amazing Tablet of Memory, shewing every Memorable Event in History from the Earliest Period to the Year 1790, classed under distinct Heads.


“Everything that ever happened!” she said in tones of awe as she placed it on top of her pile. “And all in one volume!” Then, in a more businesslike tone, she turned and asked, “How much is that now?”
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