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Lies are the quickest way to hang a man.


Irish proverb





Prologue


My father had been named Daniel, yet he called me Hector. No boy in New Inn was called Hector. They had ordinary names like Liam or Peter.


  One evening when I was nine my father returned from a day mending roads for the council and I told him: “I’d like to be called Eamonn, not Hector.” Eamonn was the new president’s name and an excellent choice I thought.


  “Oh,” said my father. “I don’t think Miss Cooney will go for that.”


  This was a surprise. The Cooneys though Catholics had once been big local landowners. But there was only one left now. This was Anastasia or Anna Cooney, though no one used her Christian name and everyone called her Miss Cooney. She lived in the old Cooney place, Garranlea House, and father and mother and I lived in a lodge on the Garranlea demesne.


  Miss Cooney was old woman and she always produced a Fig Roll (my favourite biscuit) from her pocket when she came to visit and she always asked me questions in her nice English voice. She liked me. I felt certain she would not mind if I switched to Eamonn.


  “She really won’t mind,” I said.


  “I wouldn’t be so sure,” said my father. “In fact I’d go so far as to say she’d be very disappointed.”


  Disappointed! Disappointed was what the master Mr Murdoch was if a boy did a really bold thing. It meant sad and let down. How could a change in my name do that to Miss Cooney?


  “Why will she be disappointed?”


  “Hector’s a name she particularly likes,” my father said.


  “There must be other names she likes just as much. What about Eamonn?”


  “Hector is her favourite: if she’d ever had a son her plan was to call him Hector.”


  Ah. I was called Hector to please Miss Cooney. That I could just about grasp but I knew there was more to this than that, and there was something else about the name that made it special. My father saw my puzzled expression and decided to give me the answer I sought.


“Do you know who Hector was?” he said.


I did not.


  “Back in the days of the ancient Greeks he was a warrior who fought for Troy and was killed by Achilles.”


This meant nothing to me.


  “He was not the greatest warrior. Achilles killed him after all. But he did not lie and he stuck to his word and that is more important than anything else.”


This meant even less.


“Miss Cooney says we need more men like Hector and less men like Achilles and we won’t have a better world until we do.”


So in some ancient war the loser had been better than the winner and I had his name. Now I was completely lost.


*


Miss Cooney came often to our house and had intense conversations with my father about our family history that lasted late into the night. He loved their talks and he always wrote down afterwards what was said and he attached these words to the newspaper clippings and letters and documents that Miss Cooney brought him and he kept all these papers in a box on top of his wardrobe and it was drilled into me and mother that if the place caught fire everything could burn except that box. In the event of a fire we had to save the box.


*


These precious papers all related to my father’s mother. As I grew older my father slowly revealed them to me and in the 1950s and 1960s I met many of the people involved in her story, still living in the houses and farms of New Inn.


  My father did not believe her story could be published while he was alive. But one day Ireland would be different and then it could be told and, as I was his only child, this would be my task. That was why he insisted I stay at school to do my Leaving Cert. That was why he insisted I become a teacher of history and English: to prepare me for the job.


*


Just before he died my father told me there was a letter for me in the box. After he was buried in the Roman Catholic graveyard in New Inn beside his wife, my mother, I got the box down and read his letter. It was very short. It said: “Remember, you are a Hector and your duty is to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.”


  To tell the whole truth I have to start with my great-grandmother Mary McCarthy. It was she who tipped the fate of everyone to come. Once her story is done I can tell her daughter Moll’s story (she was my grandmother, my father’s mother), and Badger’s and the stories of all the others who got tangled up in this mess.


  Will it be the truth? Well, all the dates and names will be correct. Still, even if this were a novel would you believe it?
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Mary McCarthy was born on 12 January 1870 in the bedroom in Marlhill Cottage near New Inn in County Tipperary. She was the last of five. Her father was Edmund McCarthy and he was an under gardener at Garranlea House (home of Mr Cooney, his landlord) and her mother was Jane though Mary never knew Jane. Jane died within hours of giving birth to her daughter and her father reared Mary.


  A few years after Mary was born the Cooneys sold off many of their properties to their tenants. Edmund bought the two-room cottage at Marlhill and the two acres that went with it and Abraham Slattery bought the seventy-five-acre Marlhill Farm that surrounded the cottage.


  Edmund’s bigger children grew up and went out into the world, but Mary stayed home and looked after him. When my great-grandmother Mary was fourteen her father remarried: his new wife, Alice, was the widow of a soldier who had died of fever in Egypt. She was a small woman with crooked teeth and two children: Albert, a boy of seven, and Victoria, a girl of eight.


Alice expected Mary to take orders from her but Mary would not. After months of hot words Mary lifted the poker one evening and threatened to hit her stepmother a whack across the gob. Edmund took the poker off his daughter and sent her to stay with her oldest brother, Michael.
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Michael McCarthy, my great-grandmother’s brother, lived with his wife in a labourer’s cottage outside the market town of Thurles. He was a quiet man of slight build who worked in a stable where several officers from the regiment garrisoned in the barracks in Thurles kept their horses.


  One evening a Lieutenant Heaton from Liverpool called to Michael’s house with a broken saddle he needed stitched. Michael was known as a man who did a neat tidy job.


  Michael was out but Mary was in. Now aged fifteen, she was small and round and soft-spoken. Lieutenant Heaton liked what he saw.


  After that Lieutenant Heaton called to see Mary on a regular basis. He brought gifts – hair clips and ribbons and shiny buttons – and he took her for walks in the woods where they gathered wild flowers together.


  After three months Mary let him kiss her. After four she let him touch her through her clothes. After five she let him slip his hand under her blouse. After six she let Lieutenant Heaton put his hand up her skirts.


  One summer’s evening Lieutenant Heaton called to collect Mary. He carried a satchel. On the edge of the wood they found a flat piece of ground beneath an ash tree and sat down. The sun slanted from the west and lit the leaves from below and made them shine.


  Lieutenant Heaton opened the satchel and produced two horn beakers and a brown bottle. On the label there was a picture of plump yellow grapes with writing below. Mary could not read the words but Lieutenant Heaton read them out to her: “Madeira Wine – imported and bottled by Clarke’s of Cashel.” Then they drank. Mary had never drunk alcohol before. When they had finished the bottle Mary felt strange. Wherever she looked she saw objects in duplicate or sometimes triplicate.


  Lieutenant Heaton removed his jacket and folded it into a pillow and told her to lie back.


  Mary obeyed. She lay back and closed her eyes. She smelled hair oil and saddle soap and gun oil on Lieutenant Heaton’s jacket mixed with leaf mould and wet earth and old stone from the ground underneath. She felt Lieutenant Heaton’s hot breath on her face. She smelled the drink on him. She felt her skirts as they were lifted high. She thought of the hair that grew between her legs: golden and thin and fine. She felt Lieutenant Heaton between her legs. She knew the months of walks and talks had all led up to this moment. She wondered why it had to be now and what would happen if it were not. Well, if it were not to be now, then she would need to push him off. She would need to stand up and walk away and then when she got back to Michael’s house they would ask her questions. Where was Lieutenant Heaton because did he not always walk her home? Had she and the lieutenant fallen out? Then her brother and his wife would say it was to be hoped that they had not because only a foolish girl would fall out with nice, kind Lieutenant Heaton ... This was the future if she stood up and walked away. Was that what she wanted? She did not think it was. What was more, she did not have the energy to think any more. She wanted to be still. She wanted an end to this endless turmoil in her head. She wanted calm. She wanted quiet. And she wanted to be loved. Oh yes, she wanted to be loved. She wanted Lieutenant Heaton to love her, and was this not how to get him to love her? Oh yes, this was the way so no more thought, no more thought. The thoughts hurt her and her head was filled with jagged pains brought on by the thoughts and she swirled, she swirled around and around as she lay on the ground with her head on Lieutenant Heaton’s coat and the ash tree with its leaves lit by the slanting evening sunlight shimmered above her.


  She closed her eyes. She heard a wood pigeon coo: deep and throaty and restful. A second wood pigeon called in reply. She felt Lieutenant Heaton as he pressed down on her. She felt a sharp stab of pain. She hurt and she did not hurt. She knew what this was. She had gathered from the talk of older women that pain was always suffered when this happened. So that was what this was. It was the pain that came with love and it would have to be endured because otherwise Lieutenant Heaton would not have what he wanted. It was wrong of course to give in as she was; on the other hand, to be loved: was that not something and was this not the way to be sure she would be loved by Lieutenant Heaton?


  She heard the wood pigeon again. There was the first one and then the second joined in. She wondered if they were mates. Did they say wood pigeons mated for life? Or was that blackbirds? She could not remember. She heard Lieutenant Heaton’s hot urgent cries. They grew louder and fiercer. Then she heard two intense cries followed by a long drawn-out shriek of a sort that she had never heard before, which must be the special noise made by men at these times, she thought. She felt wet as well as strange and a little dreamy.


  She opened her eyes and looked past Lieutenant Heaton’s big hairy sideburn and his small white ear and the side of his head at the leaves above, bright silver in the sunlight. She felt Lieutenant Heaton shudder. It was not a big movement. It was a faint one. She felt Lieutenant Heaton go still. She saw the green flesh of the leaves above and she saw the thick dark veins inside the flesh. Lieutenant Heaton rolled away and sat up. She heard Lieutenant Heaton as he closed his trousers and fastened his belt. She felt Lieutenant Heaton lift her skirts back and drape them over her legs. She still felt moist as well as sore and strange and different and nervous and relieved and surprised. The wood pigeons cooed away in the distance and the leaves above were shiny new sixpences and shillings that rained down on her head, and she imagined a soft whisper in her ear as Lieutenant Heaton said, “I love you, I love you.”
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Without warning Lieutenant Heaton left with his regiment for Dublin. Mary borrowed money from Alice and followed. By the time she found their barracks the Second Munster Fusiliers had shipped out to India and Lieutenant Heaton was gone.


  Another soldier, a Sergeant O’Neill, now took up Mary. He supported her for a few months and then he grew distant and told her that he did not love her any more. He did however know another sergeant who liked her very well, he said. This man was from the north of Ireland and he was called Armstrong and he was a nice kind man, a good sort, a Protestant.


  Armstrong’s arrangement with Mary lasted another few months and then there was another soldier and then another, and on and on it went except for those times when Mary burned down below and it hurt to pee and her undergarments were stained brown and yellow and she had to go to the special doctor and stop what she did and wait until the ache went away and there were no more brown and yellow stains.
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It was two days after her thirtieth birthday. It was mid morning. The sky was low and grey. There was rain.


  Mary trudged along Dublin’s North Circular Road. The rain-wet paving stones were oily and lethal. She dreaded she might slip and then when she got up she would have a sodden behind for everyone to see, so she moved with care.


  She reached The Swan. It was a red-brick public house on the corner of Eden Street. Above the main entrance a hand-painted sign announced that Philip Herring Esq. was licensed to sell beers and ales and wines and spirits and tobacco on the premises. Below the sign was a pair of doors with frosted glass panes and brass handles that opened into the front bar.


  When she had first started to work out of The Swan years before, Mr Herring had told Mary he would prefer her to use only the back door and the back bar rather than the front door and the front bar. She knew Mr Herring would exclude her entirely from The Swan if she defied him so the back bar it was.


  She slipped down Eden Street and opened the door of the back bar and went in. She took off her wet hat and put it on the table behind the door. She liked this table. From here she could see any man as he came in before he saw her and if she thought he was a possibility she would start a conversation with him.


  She went to the counter.


  “Mary,” said the barman.


  His name was Billy Donovan but the regulars called him Big Van. He was a huge heavy man with small watchful eyes and a red face and a curtain of flesh that wobbled under his chin. Sometimes customers called him The Turkey instead of Big Van but only behind his back.


  “Usual, Mary?” said Big Van.


  “Yes.”


  He moved away to get her drink and Mary inclined her head towards the partition: the front bar was on the other side. If she heard young male voices she would go in and pretend to look for someone and then return. If a man were interested he would follow her back. As long as she did not linger in the front bar or actively solicit there, Philip Herring tolerated these forays.


  She tuned into the susurrus of speech beyond the partition. It was too low to understand the sense but she heard enough to know that all the talkers were old. She decided there was no need to go next door and to pretend to search for someone.


  “There you go.”


  Big Van pushed a port-and-brandy towards her. She paid and carried the glass to the table where her hat was and sat down on the banquette seat. It was covered with dusty red velvet.


  She sipped at her drink. Big Van spread a newspaper on the counter. As he read he ran a finger under the newsprint and muttered the words. She had once taken Big Van home. Given his weight, his ardour had surprised her.


  A post-office boy came in and handed Big Van a telegram. Big Van set it on the shelf above the cash register. Telegrams often came to The Swan for customers. She moved on her seat. The boy left. If she sat the same way for too long she got a pain in her back. She felt one now. When she was younger she never had such problems. It was undeniable: she might not be old yet but she was definitely getting older.


  She finished her port-and-brandy. No one had come in since she had started to drink. Well, that was the rain. God, she hated the stuff. Not only did it keep nearly everyone indoors but also she could not work outside in it. She had to bring clients to hers or go to theirs and that made everything always take longer.


  “What are you having?”


  Mary looked up. The speaker was a thin man in his early forties with a military haircut and an unremarkable face. Where had he come from? He must have been in the front bar all the time and she had not realised.


  “I might be having champagne,” she said.


  “I doubt The Swan can rise to that,” he said.


  His accent sounded Kildare and his demeanour suggested exsoldier.


  “Port-and-brandy,” she said.


  “They’ll manage that.”


  He went to the bar and ordered. She studied him from behind. His boots were clean and they had new heels. His trousers were made of material she did not recognise. They were dark and there was a stripe in them. When it was time to pay he drew a wallet out of his pocket and she saw that a chain attached it to something although she could not see what that was, perhaps his belt, perhaps a button. One thing was for sure, however: oh yes, he was a careful one.


  The man returned and set the drinks on the table and sat down on the stool opposite. His was porter in a straight glass.


  “Your health,” he said. “Horace Conway.”


  “Mary McCarthy.”


  Each took a sip and then, as she always would in these situations, she began with the questions. These were circumspect and she kept her voice low when she spoke. The function of the questions was not only to elicit information but also to give the impression that she was a good listener and had a pliant and agreeable temperament.


  Horace did not seem surprised and his answers were expansive. He was born in 1852 in the town of Athy and he was the youngest of six, he said. His father was in the Leinster Fusiliers and died of frostbite in the Crimea. At fourteen he enlisted. At seventeen he shipped with the Fusiliers to Calcutta. A few years later he married Florence, a widow whose soldier husband had died of snakebite. Florence had children from her first marriage and with Horace she went on to have two more: a boy named Victor and a girl called Theodora. After twenty years of marriage an infection in Florence’s right leg led to gangrene. The leg was amputated and she died. Horace’s son Victor joined the Indian Army and Theodora married a corporal in the Connaught Rangers.


  At the age of forty-eight, after he had served thirty-two years, Horace left the army and came home to Ireland. His mother was dead and there was no one in Athy except a sister he had never really known. He bought a house in Grattan Parade in the north Dublin suburb of Drumcondra. It was a small red-brick house with two bedrooms. He rented one to a ledger clerk who worked in the accountancy firm Quigley’s whose offices were on the Quays.


  The glasses were empty. Horace went to the counter and returned with another port-and-brandy and a pint of stout and a plate of sausages with a puddle of bright yellow mustard on the side and two forks. He gave one fork to her. She looked at the sausages. They were coated with a shiny film of grease and were steaming slightly. As she knew very well, The Swan served two kinds of sausage: mutton or beef. She saw that Horace had bought beef ones, which were better quality and more expensive. He did not skimp. He was not mean. She liked that. Now she knew for sure that she would go home with him.


  After a third round of drinks he invited her back. A figure was agreed. They left The Swan and walked through the rain. The sky that blew across the River Liffey smelt of porter and yeast. They passed a railway station and turned into Grattan Parade. They reached Horace’s house. The front door was Buckingham Green and very dark. He unlocked the door and they went in. The hall smelled of lamp oil. It was a fishy smell. She did not like it. As she followed him towards the stairs she glanced into the parlour. There was balled newspaper and kindling and black nuggets of coal laid in the grate for a fire. They started up the bare wooden stairs. Their feet made dull hollow booms on the treads and she got a whiff of marmalade and paint.


  “Back room,” he said when they got to the landing. The lodger had gotten the good room at the front, she realised.


  She went in to his room and he followed. He closed the door and pulled the blind. It made a brittle noise as it dropped. It was made of stiff yellow material. The wheels of a train clattered in the distance. Closer to hand she heard girls in the street chant as they turned a skipping rope and another girl jumped. They undressed. They went to bed. When they kissed she noticed his teeth. They had sharp edges and with the bottom of her tongue she could feel that his lower teeth had grooves worn in them by the upper ones.


  While she waited for him to finish she listened to the sound of the rope as it dunned the pavement outside. She heard the steam whistle of another train, high and hard and shrill. She had always liked the sound of trains and now here she was with the sound of one in her ears while she waited for Horace to spend himself. It was a good omen.


  Three days later Mary wheeled her possessions around to Horace’s in a handcart and moved in. Her arrangement with Horace was that she would not see other men and she would keep the house for him. In return he would feed her and clothe her and keep her and he did not have to pay any more. As far as his neighbours were concerned she was his sister. She was a childless widow and her name was Mrs McCarthy. That was the story they agreed. As for the lodger, he was in no position to carry tales. Horace had asked him to go and he did the day that Mary moved in.
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It was spring. May. Four months had passed since she had moved in with Horace. Mary sat and darned in the scullery. She heard the front door open and close and Horace as he clumped along the hall.


   “Mary?”


   “In here.”


   “There’s a telegram.”


   He came into the scullery. It was a small dark room at the back with a single window that overlooked a small yard. There was a washing line outside and on the line hung a single white shirt of Horace’s that she had washed.


   “I called into The Swan,” he said, “when I was in town.” His voice was gentle; she knew that something bad must have happened. “This came for you.”


   He showed her a buff telegram envelope. She saw her name on the front. She recognised the shape of the letters. That much she managed but the rest of the writing was a mystery to her. Mary was not able to read or write.


  “I read it,” Horace said.


  She already knew that. The top was ragged where he had opened it.


  “It’s from your brother in Thurles.”


  “And he sent it to me at The Swan?”


  “He did.”


  So Michael knew that was the public house she had worked out of. It was incredible how precise pieces of information travelled from one place to another in Ireland. It all went to show that whatever you did to hide it, your parish and your family always found out your business in the end. Maybe she ought to have gone to England when she was younger. Several English soldiers had wanted to take her across. Yet something had stopped her going. What was that, love of her nation? She had never known exactly, yet whatever it was it had kept her home.


  “Shall I read it out?” he said.


  “Go on, get it over with.”


  He pulled a sheet out and unfolded it.


  “‘Father and Alice died yesterday. Funeral Friday. Please reply. Michael.’”


  A few minutes later Horace walked to the post office and sent Michael a telegram on her behalf. It read: “Coming tomorrow. Your sis. Mary.”


  While Horace was away Mary made a black armband and sewed it on to the sleeve of her summer jacket.


  The next day Horace gave her fifteen shillings and she bought a second-class return ticket and caught the train. In Thurles she got a lift with a carter out to Michael’s house. When she got there he was sat by the fire with a cup of tea cradled in his hands. His wife had taken the children to stay with her mother. Michael told Mary how their father and stepmother had been killed. They had been out in the trap together. Something had stung the horse: it was maybe a hornet, he thought, but nobody knew for sure. The horse had bolted and the trap had overturned and their heads had been dashed on the road and they had died. She had missed their wake. It had been nothing to write home about, he said.


  Mary spent the night in the tiny bed on the landing that had been hers back when she had lodged with Michael as a young girl.
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The next day Michael rented a trap and they went over to New Inn for the funeral in the Catholic church. Within minutes of the start of Mass Mary felt bored. She began to gaze at the tablets on the walls that showed Christ’s progress up Calvary. For a while she was happy and then she sensed that the eyes of Old Mrs Dunphy in the pew straight across the aisle were on her. Old Mrs Dunphy was a publican: she watered her beer. Old Mrs Dunphy had a reputation as a gossip. Mary realised that she needed to cry.


  She closed her eyes and remembered Lieutenant Heaton, the soldier she had loved when she was fifteen and who was the only man she had ever loved, she thought. She remembered how she had felt when his regiment marched away suddenly and how she had felt when she went to the barracks gate in Dublin and found that they had shipped to India. Her stomach knotted and tears welled up. She opened her eyes and angled her head towards old Mrs Dunphy and with a sense of relief felt a fat tear roll down her cheek; it left a wet trail behind.
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Two days later Mary was alone at Michael’s house. There was a rap at the door. She swung the door back to reveal a young man in his twenties with fine brown hair. He held a bowler hat in one hand and an envelope in the other.


  “Miss Mary McCarthy?”


  “Yes.”


  He proffered the envelope. “Letter from Mr Burke.”


  Mr Burke was a solicitor in Cashel. She remembered she had once gone with her father to his office in Chapel Street. Her father had left her to wait in the street and gone in. In her memory she had waited a long time while he did whatever he did.


  She took the envelope.


  “If you wouldn’t mind giving your reply now, we’d be most grateful,” the man said.


  She opened the envelope and pulled the letter out. Then she patted the pockets of the smock that she wore over her dress as if looking for something. Whatever it was she did not find it. She glanced around the room.


  “I’m as blind as a bat without my glasses,” she said. “I don’t know where they’ve got to.”


  She smiled at the young man.


  “Shall I read it to you?” he said.


  He had put his hands in his pockets. Young men were so predictable, she thought.


  “Would you?”


  He took his hands out of his pockets. There was change in one and it clinked as he did. She would have some of that, she thought. He took the letter and unfolded it. He cleared his throat.


  “‘Re: Mr and Mrs Edmund McCarthy (deceased). Dear Miss McCarthy, I am writing in connection with the estate of Mr and Mrs Edmund McCarthy. I would be extremely grateful if you could present yourself at our premises, address above, at the earliest possible opportunity. Yours sincerely, Patrick R.J. Burke.”’


  She looked over his shoulder. His trap stood in the lane beyond the tiny front garden. “Can I come now?” she said. “Would you convey me in your trap?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, come in for a moment while I get ready.”


  She stepped back and opened the door wider and as she did she glanced at the place below his waist. The fabric was stretched because of pressure from behind.


  She closed the door behind him and turned the key. A look of surprise crossed his face. She ignored it. She wanted to be sure that if her brother came back he would not burst in and find them. She took his hat and the letter. She put them on the table by the breadboard. She turned back and touched him through the fabric of his trousers. He made a small noise. She undid the buttons and pulled him free and pushed back the loose skin from around the tip.


  A smell rose up to her: an odour that men often gave out from under there. It was yeasty. He was already a bit damp. That was the excitement. Before a man came something else came out. She had often noticed this. She grasped him. He made another couple of noises like the one he had already made only louder.


  “Oh God.”


  Her wrist and the sleeve of her dress were wet. She waited. He wilted. When he was small again she folded him away and buttoned him up. She took off her smock and dried her hand on it. She found her gloves and hat. It was a straw hat with a sprig of roses made of coloured glass attached to the band.


  “Shall we go?” she said.


  Half an hour later they arrived at Burke’s Chapel Street offices. The clerk drove the trap into the yard at the back. He stopped and pulled on the skidpan.


  “Oh no,” she muttered. “I’ve forgotten my purse.”


  She gave her nice smile. “What’s your name?”


  “Vincent Figgis.”


  “I’m sorry to ask, Vincent, but ... could you rise to sixpence?”


  He pulled coins from his pocket and separated a silver round and popped it into her gloved hand.


  “Thank you,” she said and slipped it inside her left glove.


  He opened the trap’s door and folded the steps down. She climbed out.


  “Go through that door,” he said. He pointed at the top of the yard. “You’ll find Mr Burke at the front of the house.”


  As she crossed the yard she sensed his stare on her back. She went inside and found Mr Burke in his office. He was a small man with a red face. She introduced herself. He told her to sit. He went away and came back with a box of documents.


  “Your late father and stepmother’s will,” he said.


  The text was short and pithy.


  Her father and her stepmother were troubled by her occupation. They wanted her to give it up and in order to make this possible they had decided to make provision for her.


  Thus they bequeathed her the Marlhill cottage and its two finger-shaped acres and everything else they possessed in the hope that she would leave Dublin and return home to live a good and pious life.


  Mary began to cry. This was not grief. This was shock. She had always assumed her stepmother would have persuaded her father to leave it all to her son Frank. Yet she had not. Her father and her stepmother had agreed together that it would be hers. What was so extraordinary was the way their secret had remained a secret. All those years without her ever knowing, this will had sat in this office and at any point in that time somebody could have brought her father and stepmother some outrageous piece of gossip about her from Dublin that could have made them decide to change their will. It had not happened, although it could have done, and then without her knowledge she would have lost what she had never known she had. Oh, there was no doubt about it: Ireland was a land of tremendous secrets; secrets so extraordinary that those whom they concerned could not begin to imagine their existence.


  After a few minutes Mary felt better and her tears dried up.


  “I need to send a telegram, Mr Burke, but I came out without any change. Would you send a telegram? I can settle up with you another time.”


  “Certainly,” said Mr Burke. He dipped his pen in the inkwell. “Who’s it to?”


  “Horace Conway Esquire, 2 Grattan Parade, Drumcondra, Dublin.”


  Mr Burke’s pen scratched as he wrote.


  “The message reads: ‘Detained here. Must stay. E.’,” she said.
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She went out and found Vincent waiting.


  “Will we go?” he said.


  She wondered if her eyes looked red. “Yes,” she said.


  She got in and the trap rose and fell with her weight. They left Burke’s yard and sallied through the town. She noticed Vincent wore heavy boots and each bore a shiny silver chain of nail heads.


  The last house slipped by and they passed into the country. There was a strong smell of grass and a faint smell of milk. She looked at the sky. It was filled with big white clouds.


  “There’s Lambert’s pub,” said Vincent. “Will you take a drink?”


  She saw the pub ahead. It was a country pub with grey slates and red windows and doors. She smiled and nodded. She knew where this was headed.


  He pulled up and went in and came out with a jug of porter and two glasses. They sat in the trap and drank together and watched the swallows as they flitted through the air around them. They finished the porter and he returned the jug and the glasses to Lambert’s and they went on. It was late afternoon now. The sun slanted across the fields and every leaf in the hedgerows touched by its light shone a brighter green than usual. Vincent sang “I Know Where I’m Going” and she sang with him.


  Vincent turned down a lane and pulled up by a wood. They climbed down from the trap and began to follow a path strewn with dry leaf mould and bits of twig into the middle of the wood. Here and there bright shafts of sunlight shot through the murk. They lit up the midges and motes they caught and made them gold and silver and when they hit the forest floor the shafts made odd-shaped squares of light that trembled as the leaves above were stirred by a faint wind. These patches on the floor of the wood were like piece of broken mirror, she thought.


  Vincent wanted her to lie on the ground but Mary said, no, it would wet her dress. She leaned against a tree and lifted her skirts. It was soon over. As they walked back towards the trap she asked for another sixpence.


  A few days later Mary moved in to the cottage at Marlhill and over the weeks that followed Vincent came to see her several times. By the end of July she was pregnant. On the evening she broke the news, Vincent explained that quite by chance he had actually come to tell her he could not see her any more. His family had made it clear to him that he must stop. Then he said goodbye and left.


  When she reflected later, Mary decided it was probably true. He had come to break it off on the very same evening she had chosen to break the news that she was pregnant.


  Mary never saw Vincent again, ever, though she did hear later that he went to Boston.
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On 4 April 1901 Mary went into labour in the bedroom where she had been born. After an easy labour she delivered a girl with red hair. Mary named her child Mary McCarthy, although to avoid confusion she put out that her daughter would answer to Moll. She suckled Moll for a while but by the spring of 1902 she was tired of her life at Marlhill and she missed Horace and she believed that her feelings were reciprocated.


  She let the cottage at Marlhill to some of Michael’s wife’s people and arranged for Mr Burke to pay their rent into a bank in Thurles. It was a private arrangement that only Mr Burke knew about. She arranged for Moll to go into the girls’ half of St Bridget’s Orphanage in Thurles. Mr Burke was on St Bridget’s board so this was easy to expedite. Then she took the train to Dublin and walked to 2 Grattan Parade and gave the knocker two sharp raps.


  Horace opened the door. For a moment when he saw Mary he was surprised. She saw it on his face. Then she saw his mouth move and his eyes glow. Oh yes, she had been right to imagine that he still wanted her.


   “I knew you’d be back,” he said.


   “I knew you knew I’d be back,” she said.


   He had a girl living with him. Ethel was twenty-two. Her hair was blonde and she had a big brown mole on her upper lip. She was gone within an hour.
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When she arrived Moll was given a cot in the St Bridget’s girls’ dormitory and an older girl was assigned to look after her. When Moll was six the older girl left and Moll got a standard bed with an iron frame and a mattress that smelled of carbolic and pee.


  The girls in the dormitory went up to the age of sixteen and the woman in charge was Mrs Johnston. She was ancient and leathery and she slept in an annex separated from the dormitory by a thin partition.


  If a girl cried in the night and Mrs Johnston liked the child then she would take that girl into her own bed and pet her.


  However, if she did not like the girl then Mrs Johnston would call out: “Quiet, now, or the Devil will have your eyes out with his pin.” Sometimes for the sake of variety she would call: “Quiet, now, or the Devil will slice your tongue off with his cut-throat razor.” If she were very cross it would be: “Shut up, or the devil will cut off your girl’s parts and you’ll never have a baby.”


  Moll was round, small, freckled, red-haired and gap-toothed. As these were qualities Mrs Johnston disliked (she favoured willowy girls with yellow hair) she was never one of Mrs Johnston’s favourites and the old woman never took her into her bed. As a result Moll learned to cry in silence and in time she became adept at that.


  The orphanage had a classroom and a master. However, as most girls were expected to go into service either in a Big House or the home of a strong farmer at sixteen, they were given chores to prepare them. The work of the girls also made the orphanage money.


  Shortly after Moll had gotten her own bed she was assigned to the poultry. Every morning thereafter, once she had put on her regulation dress and smock and drawn on her itchy woollen stockings and slotted her feet into her heavy clogs, she would go to the scullery and lift the egg basket from the nail on the back of the door and run to the small kitchen garden with its nice high walls that kept out the foxes.


  Her first job was to let the birds out; her second was to lift the trapdoors around the sides and the back of the hen house and rummage in the nesting boxes for warm fresh eggs. Her third job was to carry these inside to the cook, Mrs McSorley. Now she would eat her breakfast of bread and dripping and strong unsweetened tea (for sugar was forbidden the girls in St Bridget’s) and then before she joined the other girls in the classroom she would return to help Old Arnold the poultryman to feed the birds. He was a garrulous, bandy-legged pipe smoker who was prone to fits and sometimes he would have one when she was out with him in the little kitchen garden as they doled out the mixture of meal and water that the birds were fed on.


  When he fitted, Old Arnold would fall to the grass and writhe and thrash and froth would come out of his mouth, white and heavy like egg white, and she would have to run into the orphanage and find the master, Mr O’Shea, or the cook, Mrs McSorley, and together they would run back out, and then the grown-up would turn Old Arnold on his side and slip a finger into his mouth and pull his tongue forward, and then the grown-up would go and leave her to wait with Old Arnold until he came around.


  When Moll turned ten Mrs McSorley said that she was now old enough to cope with Old Arnold’s fits on her own and not to come any more for Mr O’Shea or for her but turn him on his side and pull his tongue forward herself and the next time and every time he fitted thereafter she did as she had been told.
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By the time she was eleven Moll’s red hair was very long and her body had begun to change. Curves had begun to show. She had noticed this. Others had noticed this as well and there was an alteration in the way that everyone spoke to her. She had always blushed but now her blushes were more frequent and more virulent. This was something to do with getting older. Why this should be was a mystery, but there it was. This was how things were and there was nothing else for it but to endure.


  One day she was in the kitchen. She was on a chair reaching up for a pan on a high shelf.


  “Look at those legs,” said Clare Corrigan. She was sat at the table peeling potatoes. “Some man will love those, I’m sure.”


  Moll felt her face redden. She got down from the chair and handed Mrs McSorley the pan.


  “My, Moll, you have gone red,” said Mrs McSorley. “You’re as red as a fox.”


  “Foxy Moll,” said Clare Corrigan.


   “Foxy Moll,” said Mrs McSorley, “that is good. Oh yes, I like that. Foxy Moll McCarthy has a nice ring, doesn’t it? Do you know what? I think that’s what we’ll have to call you from here on. We’ll call you Foxy Moll, won’t we, Clare?” Foxy Moll was what Mrs McSorley called her from then on and before long so did almost everyone else at St Bridget’s.
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A new gardener came to work in the orphanage. He was called Willie Garret. He was a small man with very black hair that he wore parted on the left and a symmetrical face and a strange manner that was somewhat charming and somewhat wheedling and somewhat boastful and somewhat apologetic. None of the orphans liked him. He had no wife or children.


  One bright March morning after breakfast and before school Foxy Moll was in the little kitchen garden. Old Arnold was pouring meal from a pail into a feeding trough when he began to shake and stagger. He dropped the pail. The meal spilled everywhere and the hens darted forward to feed. Then he collapsed and the hens scattered away. Old Arnold began to writhe on the grass. The twine around his waist worked loose. His trousers slipped down below his hips and Foxy Moll saw his belly button and the line of hair that ran downwards and the wedge of hair at the bottom. The hair was grey and wiry and thin and the skin behind the hair was white like a mushroom. The sight frightened her and she closed her eyes when she turned Arnold onto his side and she kept them closed when she slipped her fingers in and pulled his slimy tongue forward. When she finished she panted hard from the effort and she did not hear the door of the little kitchen garden open and close or the sound of the footsteps that approached.


  “What’s wrong with Old Arnold?”


  Foxy Moll started at the unexpected voice and opened her eyes. She saw Willie Garret’s pale face and black hair; the slick at the front dangled in front of his right eye. He stood opposite on the other side of Old Arnold.


  “He has turns,” she said.


  “Ah ha.”


  “And when he does, I put him on his side like this and he comes right as rain after a bit.”


  “Is that so?”


  Willie stared down at the figure at their feet and then looked back at her.


  “By the looks of things, you were doing more than turning the poor fellow. If you weren’t such a nice girl, I think I’d say you were taking advantage.”


  She felt her neck redden as the flush began and then, a moment after, the hot red sensation crept around her chin and up across her face all the way to the roots of her hair at the top of her brow. Her eyes watered. She trembled. She wanted to shout “No, no,” but she knew that if she opened her mouth nothing would come out. No words, nothing at all. Yet still she opened her mouth and no words came out.


  “Will you look at that?” said Willie. “You’ve gone red, girl, and, oh my goodness, that’s a red I’d say you’d not see anywhere but on a fox. Oh yes, they don’t call you Foxy Moll for nothing, do they? You are a red one, oh yes, red as a fox, so you are, red as a fox.”


  She closed her mouth. Why did this happen? Why did she blush like she did? She felt embarrassed but at the same time this attention and the way he talked to her and the way he teased her was nice. She liked it.


  With her face still aflame she glanced at him. She did not plan to do this. It just happened. Then she gave him the tiniest smile. Again she had not decided to do this but then had done it. It was not intended. It just happened.


  Willie Garret smiled and winked back.


  “Foxy Moll, my foxy girl.”


  The nice feeling that she had became stronger but so did her embarrassment and the heat of her face. She looked away. On the ground Old Arnold moaned and rolled onto his back and sat up and blinked and spluttered.


  “You’d a turn, old timer,” said Willie, “but our friend here, Foxy Moll, she took good care of you.”


  Old Arnold shuddered and wriggled and hoisted his trousers and that was a complicated process as he was still sat on the ground and then he retied the string looped around his waist.


  “Ah, these turns, they’re a damnation.”


  “Let’s get you on your feet,” said Willie.


  Foxy Moll noticed that he spoke in an altogether different way than he had with her a few moments before. Gone was the wheedling soft tone and in its place was a hard, even curt, matter-of-fact tone. Obviously he had two voices and one was for girls and the other was for anyone else, like Old Arnold.


  Willie got his hands under Old Arnold’s elbows and lifted him up. Willie may have been small but he was strong.


  “Have you always taken turns?” said Willie.


  “Only since the Crimea.” Old Arnold dusted his clothes but he did not do a good job.


  “Let me.” Willie began to wipe Old Arnold’s shoulders with one of his small hands.


  “One of the Tsar’s cannonballs clipped my head. I was out for days. They thought I was gone but I came back as good as new, but then the fits started and they haven’t stopped since.” He pointed at the wooden pail that he had dropped when the fit started. “Be a good girl and pass me that.”


  She picked up the pail by its rope handle.


  “You’re a good girl, Mary,” said Old Arnold.


  “Is she?” said Willie. “I don’t know about that.”


  “She’s always good to me.”


  To her ears Old Arnold sounded cross. She wondered why. He was not cross with her, was he? She had done nothing wrong. Then she understood. It was Willie Garret. Old Arnold did not care for him. That was why he sounded cross. But why did he not care for him? It was a mystery but then she had often noticed how adults were like that. They had notions and likes and dislikes that were way above her head.


  “I’ve noticed you don’t call her Foxy Moll, do you, like the rest of them here?” said Willie.


  “No, I do not.”


  “Why’s that?” Willie sounded disgruntled and resentful.


  “I’ll tell you why.” Old Arnold took the pail and turned his old worn face towards the younger man and looked straight at him with his watery blue eyes. “She got her name when she was born, she got Mary McCarthy, and Mary McCarthy as far as I am concerned is what she is. Always was, always will be.”


  “But she doesn’t mind. She likes it.” Willie stared at her. “Sure you don’t mind, do you? You don’t mind, Foxy Moll?”


  Whatever she said she was bound to annoy one or other man and she did not want to annoy either of them. The only way out of this was to pretend not to hear. She looked at the ground. The hens were back; they pecked at the spilled meal. She hoped it looked as if her attention was on them.


  There was a long silence. Finally Old Arnold said, “Let’s get the eggs.”


  Foxy Moll had already collected the eggs earlier that morning but she said nothing now and simply followed the old man into the hen house. Inside it reeked of hen: a sharp avian stink.


  “That Willie one,” said Old Arnold, “he’s not a good lad. You want to take my advice, don’t let him near you and don’t you go near him, do you hear me? He’s a serpent, slippery and dangerous. Very good with the talk but not to be trusted further than you can throw him, which wouldn’t be far, even if he is a light little squit of a thing. And what is it with everyone and your name? You’re Mary McCarthy, yes? But no, everyone has to meddle with your name and they call you Foxy Moll instead. Why can’t they leave your name alone?”


  These were strange questions and she could not answer them. What did it matter if everyone called her Foxy Moll? Besides, why would they not? Her hair was red. Her skin was red. She was red. It made sense. In truth she did not mind. As for when Willie Garret said her name, the truth was she really liked it. It made her feel something she had never felt before. It was a funny feeling: as if she fizzed inside. Of course she could not possibly confess this to Old Arnold so Foxy Moll said nothing.


  “I’d steer clear of him, if I was you,” said Old Arnold eventually.


  They began to search the nesting boxes for eggs but of course there were none there. They left empty-handed and went back out. Foxy Moll saw Willie Garret was gone. She felt disappointed but she did not let this show.
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The next day, she saw Willie at a distance as he wheeled his wheelbarrow down the drive of St Bridget’s. She guessed he was on his way to clean the weeds from around the gates.


  The day after, she did not see him at all and she heard from Mrs McSorley he had been sent with the horse and cart to the coal yard for coke for the boiler.


  The next day, he was on her mind as she took her basket and headed off first thing on her egg run. She did not see him on the way to the kitchen garden and she told herself he had not come to work yet and perhaps she would see him later. She hoped she would.


  When she got to the hen house she undid the bolts and folded down the long trapdoor at the back. She reached inside the nesting boxes and began to feel around in the dry, scratchy straw for eggs. She found one warm and smooth and lifted it from the straw with care and put it in the basket.


  “Ah, there’s my favourite girl,” she heard. She recognised Willie Garret’s voice behind her straight away. “Hello, Foxy Moll. How are you this morning?”


  She decided to ignore him because she thought that would make him pay more attention and so she continued to rummage for eggs with her back towards him.


  “Is Foxy Moll going to ignore her Willie?”


  “I’ve got to get Mrs McSorley’s eggs or she’ll eat me.” This was untrue but it was a serviceable excuse.


  “But Willie Garret’s got a present for his Foxy Moll, a tiny little present – surely Foxy Moll would like a little present, wouldn’t she?”


  She had no idea what this might be but she wanted it whatever it was.


  “What is it?” she said. She turned towards him.


  “Oh, so suddenly Foxy Moll is interested now, is she?”


  She said nothing. She would just look at him and wait and if after a bit nothing happened then she would turn back and resume her search for eggs. She stared at him.


  “It’s this,” he said.


  He put his hand into his jacket pocket and took out a paper bag. Then from out of the paper bag he pulled an orange barley sugar in the shape of a shepherd’s crook.


  “You’d have a sweet tooth, I’d say. That’s why I got it.”


  She stared at the barley sugar. It was a deep and lovely orange colour with a small but desirable pink ribbon tied in a bow at the point where the shaft started to curve. She wanted it very much. She had never had a barley sugar before but she had spoken to other girls who had and from them she knew that it was one of the loveliest things on earth.


  “You want it?” he said.


  In her stomach she felt a strange but pleasurable agitated feeling while inside her mouth her cheeks were wet with spit while all over her tongue there were little prickles of sensation that she recognised as need.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Will you be nice to me, then?”


  She wondered what that meant. Nice? She would be courteous, she was sure of that. She knew what words she had to say to express gratitude. She would be polite. Was that what he meant by being nice?


  As she pondered she felt herself pulled in different directions. The anxious part of her nature, the part that looked after her wellbeing, said, no, don’t take it, don’t accept it. What he means by nice isn’t nice. He’ll want things off you, things that are dirty and horrible, and the simplest thing, the easiest thing, the cleanest thing is to just say “No” now and turn around and go back to looking for eggs.


  The other side of her nature, her greedy side, said the reverse: here was a present, a present of a piece of lovely barley sugar. Had she not always wanted to taste it? Yes, she had. Well, here was her chance. All she needed to do was reach out and take it from him. That was all. Nothing more. Then all she would have to say was “Thank you”. She could do that, could she not? Yes, she could. Once she had done that she would have discharged her duties and in return the barley sugar would be hers.


  Without thought, without any decision to make the movement, she reached towards him and opened her hand.


  “Just as I thought,” he said. “Little Foxy Moll has a sweet tooth. Isn’t that right, my dear one, you’ve a sweet tooth? Confess it.”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes, what?”


  Yes, what? What had he asked of her? What did he want her to say? She could not think. In her head she had only one thought: to get that twist of barley sugar and make it hers.


  “Yes, what?” he said.


  “Yes, Foxy Moll has a red tooth.”


  “A red tooth?” he said and snorted. “You mean a sweet tooth.”


  She began to flush. “Yes, a sweet tooth,” she said. “Foxy Moll has a sweet tooth.”


  He put the barley sugar in her palm. She closed her fingers around it and then in one swift movement she slipped her hand into the pocket of her smock and put the precious barley sugar in the crease at the very bottom where grit and fluff collected.


  “What do you say now?” said Willie.


  “Thank you.”


  “No. It’s ‘Thank you, Willie.”’


  “Thank you, Willie.”


  “Oh, Foxy Moll is learning some manners. And what a lovely thing it is to see her so mannerly.”


  He put the paper bag in his pocket and walked off with a smirk on his face. She went back to her egg hunt. Her face began to cool. She filled her basket and brought the eggs into Mrs McSorley. Then she slipped up to her dormitory, although she was not meant to go there in the day, and hid the barley sugar inside the pillowslip around her pillow.


  That night in bed she listened to the breathing of the girls around her. Their breathing was normal but as time passed it became slower and more regular. After a while the point came when she felt sure that everyone was asleep. She pulled her barley sugar out from inside the pillowslip and undid the ribbon with care. She put the ribbon back inside the pillowslip so that she could use it in the morning and now at last came the moment she had anticipated all day. She slipped the end of the barley sugar, not the crook but the straight end, into her mouth and began to suck. At first the barley sugar did not taste of anything. The sensation she had was of something cold and glassy and hard in her mouth. But within seconds she was graced with a new sensation, a moist and extraordinarily sweet taste that spread through her mouth and down her throat. It was the nicest taste that she had ever tasted in her whole life.


  In the morning after she had brushed her hair she remembered the ribbon in her pillowslip. She fetched it and tied her hair at the back.


   Clare Corrigan saw the new coloured ribbon.


   “Where did that come from?”


   “It was a present.”


   “Who gave you a present? You don’t know anybody.”


   “Willie Garret, the new man in the gardens.”


   “Oh,” said Clare Corrigan, her eyes wide with what Foxy Moll recognised was a mixture of surprise and envy.


   Envy, she thought as she ran downstairs, envy. No one had ever envied anything of hers before. The very idea made her feel giddy and powerful.


   After breakfast Willie came and found her in the little kitchen garden.


   “I like the ribbon,” he said. “Do you?”


   He touched the ribbon; it was only a gentle touch but her whole scalp tingled. She had never known anything like these feelings before. They were strange and powerful but not unpleasant.


   “There’ll be more where that came from,” he said.


   He walked off and, filled with elation, she went on with the work of egg collection.
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Over the seasons that followed Willie brought her several ribbons of different colours and widths as well as buttons and cakes and coloured thread and a woollen shawl.


  All these things, none of which she had ever owned before, gave her the same giddy, powerful feeling that the barley-sugar ribbon had. She was also gratified that Willie liked her enough to give her these things, and before long she decided that the very fact that he gave them certified his ardour and guaranteed he felt the way he said he did.


  The gifts also affected the other orphans and how they treated her. As news of Willie’s generosity spread she was treated with a respect that she had never known before. She who had been nobody had become somebody: somebody known as Willie’s girl, Willie’s Foxy Moll.


  The next thing that happened was that she no longer looked forward to the gifts alone, as she had done, and rather than wonder what he would give her she began instead to look forward to when she might see him. What was more, when he spoke to her and called her Foxy Moll or asked her if she was a foxy one or used the other endearments that were part of his repertoire her heart raced and she felt a great bubble of happiness fill her up inside.


  Then the anxiety set in: it was almost like jealousy. She had to see him and it hurt when she did not, as much as it thrilled her when she did. Then she began to wheedle. She wanted his assurance that he liked her most out of all the girls in the orphanage and in the town and in Munster and in the whole of Ireland. She asked and he gave her that assurance time after time and at first it satisfied but then it was not enough. It had to be more. He had to say that he loved her and her alone and no one else and, what was more, that he had never and he would never love anyone but her. For a long time Willie Garret would not tell her this. All he would say was that he liked her. Then all he would say was that he adored her. Then at last the day came when he told her that he loved her and the moment he spoke the words strange surges of feeling darted through her stomach. Her legs trembled and she felt odd between her legs: it was in some measure an ache and also to some degree something else that she had never known before and in her small nascent breasts she felt needles of pain.


  Each Sunday afternoon the orphans were allowed to leave St Bridget’s and walk out into the country for an hour. The Sunday after that she met Willie by arrangement and they walked out to a little wood. Here she let him kiss her. They walked out to this wood on more Sunday afternoons after that and many times he kissed her. Then came the time that he gave her the ring and promised to marry her. She had never felt so happy in her life and she let Willie lift her skirt. Then he did what he had been on at her to do for quite some time and even though she knew she should not let him she felt that she could not deny him now. When he was finished they walked back to the orphanage arm in arm. She was fourteen.
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The next day was Monday but Willie did not turn up for work. Nor was he there on Tuesday or Wednesday or Thursday. On Friday a parishioner told a priest who told Mrs McSorley who told several of the orphans who passed through her kitchen, one of whom was Clare Corrigan, what had happened.


  In the classroom Clare Corrigan’s desk was behind Foxy Moll’s. The master wrote on the blackboard; the chalk scratched as he did.


  “Foxy Moll, did you hear?” whispered Clare Corrigan.


  Pale and white and heavy with ache, she knew at once that this must concern Willie. She was desperate to have news of him and at the same time she surmised that whatever Clare Corrigan had to tell her must be bad.


  “Willie was seen on Monday going into an army recruiting office in Limerick and then he was seen at the station getting on a train. He’s joined the army, so he has, and he’s going off to France to fight.”


  Foxy Moll bolted from the classroom and into the garden. She doubled over and out it flooded: the bread and dripping and tea that had been her breakfast and the kipper she had eaten for dinner at midday. The mess of undigested food formed a puddle at her feet.


  The master sent Clare Corrigan after her. Clare found her outside and went to Mrs McSorley in the kitchen. The cook had greasy hands and was making meatloaf with sausage meat.


  “Foxy Moll’s sick.”


  “Where?”


  “On the grass, round the side.”


  “That girl,” said Mrs McSorley. “I’m only busy making the supper and now I have to stop because of her.” Though nothing had been said, everyone in St Bridget’s blamed her for Willie’s disappearance and the adults complained it was a terrible nuisance to lose him.


  Mrs McSorley brought Foxy Moll back into the kitchen. She found a bit of cloth in the rag box.


  “Wipe your face with that,” she said, “then throw it in the fire.”


  It was a scrap of old green curtain; the material was very rough. Foxy Moll wiped her mouth and threw the rag into the open fire.


  “Here.” Mrs McSorley handed her a tin cup. Bubbles floated on top of the milk inside. “Drink that. That’ll settle you.”


  Foxy Moll sniffed the milk. It smelled of cow and pasture. It was heavy and rich and buttery and, she knew, impossible for her to swallow.


  “I can’t. It’ll make me sick again.” She put the cup on the table. “I’ll take a cup of water, though. If you have it.”


  Late that night Foxy Moll began to shiver and sweat. Her teeth first chattered and then ground against one another. Then she started to murmur and before long she shouted. Her yells woke Clare Corrigan who got out of bed and lifted her heavy nightdress so that she would not trip on the hem and went to the annex.


  “Mrs Johnston.”


  “What’s the matter now?”


  “It’s Foxy Moll.”


  Mrs Johnston climbed out of her high wooden bed and threw a shawl around her shoulders and padded out into the dark dormitory. She heard Foxy Moll shout and thrash under the blankets as she approached. Mrs Johnston put her hand out in the darkness and found Foxy Moll’s head and clamped her hand onto her forehead. It was hot and wet.


  “At the side of my bed there’s a candle,” she said to Clare Corrigan who stood behind her. “Light it and bring it here.”


  Clare Corrigan went away and returned. By the pale fluttery light of the candle Mrs Johnston and the orphan saw that Foxy Moll was red-faced and she streamed with sweat.


  “She’s boiling,” said Mrs Johnston. “I need a basin of cold water and a flannel, and we’ll have to get the doctor.”


  The next day the doctor came in the afternoon and diagnosed a fever and prescribed isolation in case whatever it was that Foxy Moll had was contagious. A bed was made up for her in the attic under the eaves and she lay up there for a week and sweated and wept and slept and was tormented by a terrible feverish dream that repeated over and over and over again.


  She was out on a dirt road that snaked across flat boggy ground under a sullen filthy black sky. Willie was there in front of her: he hurried on and she called to him to wait and tried to catch up with him but he did not listen to her cries. He moved faster and faster. She tried to catch up with him but it was useless. No matter how hard she struggled and how much she shouted and wailed and cajoled, he got further and further and further ahead of her until, in the end, he vanished and she was left alone in the middle of endless empty bog.


  In the odd hours that she was awake and conscious she would lie in her bed and stare up at the slanted slope of grey slates just above her head. She sometimes heard the scratches made by the claws of birds as they walked about on the roof outside. At these times she felt a pain in her chest more or less in the region of her heart. It was a powerful feeling: it excruciated and exhausted in equal measure. In comparison to this, Foxy Moll found that on balance she preferred her awful dream.


  At last her temperature returned to normal and she was allowed to return to the dormitory. The first thing she did when she got there was to go to her shelf in the press where she kept her clothes and pull out the buttons and the ribbons and the shawl hidden under her things. At the sight of Willie’s gifts those awful sharp stabs of pain that had tormented her when she had been awake in the attic hit her again. They hit her so hard that she felt her legs shake and she knew she needed to sit. At the same time, at the sight of all she had left that connected her to Willie, she felt something like relief.


  She grabbed it all – the ribbons and the buttons and the shawl – and carried them to her bed and sat and cradled them on her lap. For a long while great gusts of pain and joy flowed through her. The feelings were terrible. They also comforted her.
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Early in 1917 Horace Conway got pneumonia. One morning a man came to the front door. He told Mary he was Richard Rooney and his mother was Agnes Rooney née Conway and she had asked him to trace her lost brother Horace and by chance he had mentioned his quest in The Swan and Big Van had directed him to Grattan Parade and so now here he was.


  “He’s not well,” said Mary.


  “I’d gathered.”


  “Come in then.”


  They went up the stairs and into the darkened room where Horace lay in bed very still under the blankets. There was a strong, bitter vegetable smell that was the bitter brown medicine Horace took for his chest.


  “I think he’s still asleep,” Mary said.


  “No I’m not,” said Horace. “Who’s this?”


  “Richard Rooney,” said the visitor. “I’m Agnes’ son.”


  “My sister Agnes? She’s alive?”


  “That’s right.”


  Over the next week Agnes and her stout butcher husband and Richard and the four other Rooney children all came to visit. Horace was so happy to see them Mary felt sure he was on the mend. Then came the night throughout which he coughed and vomited and just as dawn began to show he died.


  His will was read three days later. It had always been Mary’s understanding that 2 Grattan Parade was to be hers but in the last week of Horace’s life Richard Rooney had helped him make a new will and Horace had not told Mary he had done this, and so when the will was read it was with great surprise that she discovered he had left his little house to his sister Agnes and not to her.


  Mary was forty-seven. She considered staying in Dublin but she did not want to be alone and doubted anyone would take her at the age she was. Her thoughts turned to Moll, her child in St Bridget’s Orphanage in Thurles. On 4 April her child would turn sixteen. She had an idea that was the age all the orphans left and went out to work. She formed a plan. Her brother’s wife’s people were tenants still in the cottage at Marlhill. She would put them out. Mr Burke would see to that. She would send for her daughter. Mr Burke would see to that too. Moll would come home. They would live together. They would become allies and then friends and when she became old Moll would look after her.


  Mary went to The Swan and Big Van wrote a letter for her to Mr Burke and set her plan in motion.
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It was a May morning. Foxy Moll awoke but kept her eyes shut. Why could she not hear the familiar sounds as girls threw off their blankets and hurried off to wash in cold water? Why so quiet? Then she remembered.


  She opened her eyes. The wall in front of her was rough and bumpy and a line of whitewash flakes lay in the crease where the wall met the floor. They reminded her of snow piled at the side of the road.


  She lifted her eyes to the small window. There was green slime around the edges and the sky outside was grey. She heard a whisper. She knew the sound: it was the sound rain made as it fell on the grasses and the bushes and the trees around Marlhill. She was back in the bedroom in the cottage where she had been born. Her mother was in the other room: the kitchen. She was home.


  She threw off the covers and swung sideways and put her feet down on the square of sacking that lay on the smooth hard cold earthen floor. She put on her day dress and smock which were the same ones that she had worn in the orphanage and pulled on her stockings and shoes and combed her hair and pinned it up and went out to the kitchen.


  Her mother sat by the hearth with a black shawl pulled tight around her. A few minutes before she had thrown some turf sods on the embers left from the previous night and these had just caught and the smoke they made streamed up the chimney. The smoke was a dark grey like a storm cloud but so thick and substantial that it seemed liquid. Foxy Moll saw that her mother’s settle bed had been folded up and put away.


“You slept?” her mother said.
 

“I did.”


  “I’d say you find a queer difference between here and the place you were.”


  “I do.”


  She recalled the quiet that had just struck her as it had every morning since she had come back home. “I do,” she said again.


  “Not quite so palatial,” said her mother.


  That was a strange word to choose. Obviously her mother had no idea what St Bridget’s was really like. Not that she would say anything. As she had already discovered within a few weeks, the best course with her mother was to neither disagree nor contradict. It just led to trouble.


  “It’s raining,” Foxy Moll said.


  The sooty kettle hung from the crane and she wondered when her mother would swing it over the fire to boil the water for tea. She craved a cup of strong tea and hoped for a slice of bread and butter to go with it.


  “Shall I go to the spring well?”


  She thought that the mention of water might prompt her mother to put the kettle on. The spring well was two fields along the lane to Marlhill Farm. They got their water there by arrangement with Marlhill’s owner, Mr Caesar.


  “I was out already,” her mother said. “I got water.”


  Foxy Moll pulled up a stool and sat.


  “How’s the form?”


  Her mother gave a funny shrug. “You go sailing out into the world, but the sea always washes you back to where you started.”


  Foxy Moll nodded. Yes, this was true. Had she herself not been washed back to where she had started? She did not mind but her mother seemed to.


  “What have I done?” Her mother gave another little shrug as if to add weight to her question. “What have I ever done?”


  Foxy Moll looked at the wall at the back of the fire with its thick furry coat of soot and then at her mother.


  “You’ve had me,” she said.


  “That’s true, but would anyone know we’re related?”


  Foxy Moll was short and a little plump while her mother was taller than her daughter was and thinner and dark haired although now she was going grey.


  “I’m McCarthy, same as you.”


  “I haven’t your red hair or your figure. No one would ever call me Foxy Moll, but you, you’re a red foxy one all right.”


  Foxy Moll wondered if she dared say it. She decided she would.


  “Maybe I take after my father?”


  “No, you don’t.”


  As far as Mary could recall there had not been anything red about Mr Burke’s clerk Vincent Figgis although she supposed there must have been red in his people somewhere and that was where her daughter got her colour.


  The turf sods were ablaze now so Mary swung the crane and got the kettle into position.


  “We’ll have some tea,” she said. “And I’ll thank you never to talk about your father again.”
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Several hours had passed. Foxy Moll looked out the small kitchen window and saw the rain had stopped.


  “The rain’s stopped,” Foxy Moll said.


  “We need sugar,” said her mother. “Will you go to Cassidy’s shop?”


  “I will.”


  “A pound will be fine. Tell them to put it down. I’ll be in to settle up on Saturday, tell them. Oh, and a shop loaf, as you’re at it, too.”


  A shopping bag made from a flour sack hung by its rope handles from the back of the door. Foxy Moll took it down and went outside.


  The first thing she noticed was the smell that was a mix of wet earth and wet stone and wet thatch. Then she noticed the air. It was warm yet damp. When the sun shone after rain it always smelled and felt like that and in her mind this wet warmth was what made everything grow. Then she heard the drone of hundreds of bees in the bushes that separated the cottage from the road. It was the sound of life to her.


  She went out their gate that was a wide farm gate, broad enough for a cart to pass through, and turned to the right onto the public road. The road ran north and about half a mile up on the right was the turn for New Inn but she was not about to go that way. There was a much quicker route to New Inn on foot.


  A few yards further along the road there was a hand-painted sign nailed to a tree that read “Marlhill Farm”. There was a lane here on the right and she turned into it. The lane was earthen but so compacted by the weight of the many people and vehicles and animals that had passed along it over the years that it was rock hard.


  The lane passed behind her mother’s cottage and ran in a straight line past the field with the spring well where they got their water, all the way to a farmhouse and some farm buildings in the distance. This was Marlhill Farm, the home of the man whose land surrounded her mother’s finger-shaped two acres.


  The owner of the farm was called Mr John Caesar and her mother had told her about him and the other people on his farm as they sat by the fire on the first night Foxy Moll had arrived home from the orphanage.


  Mr Caesar had been born in Holycross, twenty miles north of New Inn. His people were strong farmers. He had several siblings but his favourite was his sister Catherine.


  As a young man Mr Caesar had gone to New York to work as a labourer and his sister Catherine had married Thomas Gleeson, another strong farmer, and had twelve children.


  In 1915 aged fifty-five Mr Caesar had come home and with the American dollars he had saved he had bought Marlhill Farm. Then he married a woman called Hogan from West Tipperary.


  Mr Caesar was too old to manage the farm alone so his nephew Harry Gleeson, one of his sister Catherine’s sons who had been reared by another Caesar uncle, came to Marlhill Farm to work as a labourer.


  As Mr and Mrs Caesar were both over fifty now and it was too late for them to have children, it was understood that when they died Marlhill Farm would pass to Harry.


  After her mother had finished her account she had said to her daughter: “This Harry is only a couple of years older than you. Marry him and one day you’ll be a strong farmer’s wife. There are many worse fates in life than that, I assure you.”


  Foxy Moll just nodded although she thought this was an awful idea. When she married it would be for love.


  Foxy Moll started up the lane towards the Caesars’ house and she soon passed the gate on her right to the field where they drew their water. The hard compacted earth of the lane was already dry after the earlier rain though there were puddles in hollows here and there and the sky was reflected in these. As she went along Foxy Moll stared down at the puddles and then up at the sky to compare the reflection with the original. That morning the sky had been hidden by a low lid of cloud but now all the cloud was gone and it was all blue over her head.


  She felt cheerful. It was a lovely warm afternoon. All that she had to do was walk to New Inn and pick up the bread and the sugar and walk back. She started to hum and swung the bag first backwards and forwards and then around and around.


  After a couple of hundred yards the Caesars’ farmhouse appeared on Foxy Moll’s right. It was a two-storey concrete-faced dwelling with a porch and casement windows and a single chimney that jutted up from the middle of the slate roof. There was a bench against the wall opposite the front door that faced south and Mr and Mrs Caesar were sat there.


  “Lovely afternoon,” Mr Caesar called.


  “Lovely,” said Foxy Moll. She stopped and turned to face the old couple.


  “If you could bottle this sun and sell it to the Americans, you’d be rich,” he said.


  He had removed his jacket. His blue shirt had no collar. He was a heavy man and his belly pressed out from behind his shirt and hung over the thick brown belt he had buckled around his middle. He had a crinkled face and small yellowy eyes and terrible teeth on account of the sweet tea that he drank in vast quantities. The first time they met he had told Foxy Moll never to take sugar in her tea because of what it did to the teeth. She told him the girls in St Bridget’s were forbidden sugar in their tea on grounds of cost and so she never had. “The world would be a better place if we all followed the example of St Bridget’s,” he had said.


  “Now, why would the Americans want our sun?” said Mrs Caesar.


  She was a small dark-skinned woman with a big pointed nose and a mass of grey hair that she wore piled up on the back of her head and secured with many pins. Whenever they met, Foxy Moll always imagined that Mrs Caesar’s piled hair must be about to tumble but it never did.


  “Haven’t they enough sun of their own without adding ours?” said Mrs Caesar.


  “They have sun all right, but not like ours,” said Mr Caesar. “Look at it, will you, there’s nothing to beat it in all the world, certainly nothing that comes out of America.”


  He looked at Foxy Moll with his small yellowy eyes that she thought were kind despite their strange colour.


  “Isn’t that right, Foxy Moll?”


  “I don’t know. But you’ve been to America, haven’t you, Mr Caesar? So, you’d know.”


  “I have been. And I’m glad you brought that fact up. Yes, I am an expert on American sunshine,” and here he turned towards Mrs Caesar, “which I don’t believe you are. I believe if anyone knows what they’ll buy over there, it’s me.”


  “If I’d a penny, Mr Caesar, for every bit of nonsense you come out with, I’d say I’d be richer than the Queen of England.”


  Mr Caesar snorted. “You wouldn’t make more than tuppence a day.”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Because I never come out with more than tuppence worth of nonsense in a day, do I?”


  “How are you today, Foxy Moll?” said Mrs Caesar. “Settling in? Getting used to Marlhill?”


  Foxy Moll nodded.


  “Some change, I’d say, after where you’ve been.”


  Foxy Moll smiled.


  “You running a message to New Inn?”


  “Yes. Can I get you anything?” said Foxy Moll.


  “That’s kind of you to offer. No, I think we have all we need.”


  “I’d better head on, so.”


  “We’ve some more spuds for your mother. Have a word with the nephew, would you? He’s in the yard.”


  Foxy Moll nodded and walked on until she came to an entranceway on her right. She turned here in to a yard surrounded by buildings and outhouses. She saw Harry sat on a box with a horse’s collar on his lap. He was bareheaded and his cloth cap lay at his feet. He was lanky and long limbed.


  “Hello,” she called but he did not look up because he did not hear her. As she knew from her mother some terrible illness in his brain when he had been a baby had left him a bit deaf although strangely it had not affected his musical talent. She had been told he played the fiddle beautifully and could even read music.


  She ambled towards him. His face was down as he concentrated on sewing the torn seam of the collar so that as she approached Foxy Moll saw the crown of his head. The hair about his ears was black but in the middle there was a band of white that ran from forehead to nape. That wide white streak was another consequence of his illness as a baby.


  “Badger.”


  Because of the thick white streak that was what everyone called him rather than Harry. He still did not look up. She moved right up to him and she touched him on the shoulder gently and he looked up.


  “Oh.” He smiled briefly. “Hello, Foxy Moll.”


  “Hello, Badger.”


  He smiled. “Day’s turned out grand, hasn’t it?”


  “Hasn’t it just?”


  She looked at his face. It was long and flat and his features were regular but small. It was not an unpleasant face but it did not stir her in the way that Willie Garret’s face had, for example. She did not know much but she did know that this was not the face of a man whom she could marry, let alone love. She knew that much. He was a nice fellow, however, and she never minded stopping to say hello to him. She knew that too.


  “Mrs Caesar said something about some spuds for my mother?”


  “Yes, yes.” His voice was a bit flat because of his deafness. “We’ve a couple of stone for you. I’ll throw them over the gate by the spring well when I’m out counting the animals later. Will you be able to manage them from there?”


  “Why wouldn’t I?”


  She said goodbye and retraced her steps. She wanted to thank the Caesars for the promised gift of the potatoes but the bench was empty. They had gone inside.


  “Bye, Foxy Moll,” she heard from behind.


  She turned. “Bye, Badger.”


  She lifted the bag and waved it over her head.


  Badger smiled. “Be sure you don’t annoy any fairies.”


  There was a local superstition that people were not the only ones to use the Mass Path she was about to take.


  “I’ll take care where I step.”


  She went on and passed through a gate and skirted a little pond full of very black still water on which a drake and a mallard floated and then she came to the old Mass Path. It wound away through the fields and high hedges of hawthorn and fuchsia grew along its edges. In the distance she saw the spire of the Catholic church and the tower of the Church of Ireland church and the roofs of the houses of New Inn grouped around the two places of worship.


  The Mass Path was grassy but with stones embedded here and there. She would have to be careful not to catch her foot on one and trip. As she began to move along the path she hummed and felt happier still.
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The Mass Path came into New Inn behind the Catholic graveyard.


  As she skirted the wall Foxy Moll saw the tops of some of the headstones on the other side. Her mother had given her an account of the McCarthys’ family history and so she knew that her grandmother Jane and her grandfather Edmund and his second wife Alice were all buried together in there though she had not been to see their graves yet. Her mother had said they would do that one Sunday but she did not believe they ever would.


  The Mass Path ended at Cross Street. Foxy Moll turned to the right here and walked down to the cross in the middle of the village and then she turned to the right again and went onto Main Street. She was now in the centre of New Inn where the shops and official buildings were.


  She passed the Royal Irish Constabulary barracks on her right. It was a long building with a porch and a courtyard at the back. Then she passed the New Inn Cooperative Creamery. This was a square building with tall chimneys out of which wafted the smell of boiled milk. Then she passed several shops and pubs. Then she arrived at her destination.


  Cassidy’s shop and bar had a small window on either side of the front door with a range of dusty shoes and boots on display and dead flies in the corners. The way in was through a pair of pink swing doors. She pushed through them and entered a little vestibule with a tiled floor. There was another set of pink doors ahead. She passed through these and when they closed behind a bell rang above her head.


  Cassidy’s shop had two counters. The one on the left was for hardware and the shelves behind were stacked with different-sized twines and tools and overalls and boxes of nails. The counter to the right was for food. At one end there were boxes filled with loaves and a pile of Tipperary Democrat newspapers with the headline “Home Rule Plans Will Exclude Ulster” and on the shelves behind there were drums of tea and sugar and other goods sold by weight.


  Halfway down the shop was a partition and Cassidy’s bar was on the other side. She could tell there were people in there because she heard voices.


  “My lovely wee dog,” she heard a man say: he was local rural, doubtless a farmer and middle aged.


  “Hold on, Mr O’Toole, there’s a customer,” said a woman. This voice belonged to Mrs Cassidy, the proprietor.


  “Who is it?” This was the man again.


  “Now, how would I know who it is, Mr O’Toole?” said Mrs Cassidy. “And I shan’t, shall I, till I go and see?”


  Mrs Cassidy came out from behind the partition that separated the bar from the shop and appeared in front of Foxy Moll on the other side of the counter. Mrs Cassidy was a widow. Her hair was dyed black. She had a long smooth face and very few wrinkles for a woman of her years. There were rumours that when she went on holiday to Galway she used a different name and shared her room with a man.


  “Who is it?” the voice on the other side of the partition said again.


  Foxy Moll felt embarrassed to be the subject of an enquiry but at the same time she felt a peculiar throb somewhere in her body, somewhere deep and intimate and mysterious, and the throb was not unpleasant and it felt strange to her to have both these feelings at the same time.


  “Mr O’Toole, will you stop?” Mrs Cassidy smiled at Foxy Moll. “Yes? How can I help?”


  “Well, if you won’t answer my question,” said Mr O’Toole, “I’ll have to see for myself.”


  The door in the partition opened and Foxy Moll saw a man. He was in his forties. He did not have much hair and what little he had was grey, as was his moustache. He wore a black coat unbuttoned and underneath a suit and a tie. Earlier she had thought he was a farmer but now she was not so sure.


  “Hello.” He smiled.


  She nodded.


  “And who are you?” he said.


  “I’m Mary McCarthy’s girl.”


  Mr O’Toole tilted his head sideways and assumed a sceptical expression.


  “Whose girl did you say?”


  “You know the McCarthys,” said Mrs Cassidy.


  She spoke to him as if he ought to know. For Mrs Cassidy to speak to this man like that they must be very good friends, Foxy Moll thought. Only a very good friend would get away with talking like that.


  “Do I?” said Mr O’Toole. “The McCarthys. Who are they when they’re at home?”


  “You know the cottage on the Knockgraffon Road just by the laneway for the place the Slatterys had for donkey’s years that was bought by your man Caesar ... Marlhill Farm, there’s a sign on a tree with its name and all. Anyhow, just there, small cottage, thatched roof, that’s the McCarthys’ home place.”


  Mr O’Toole frowned. “I think I know it.”


  “Course you do, there’ve been McCarthys there, oh, years and years ... First, there was ... Edmund – I think I have the right name – and Jane – was it Jane? I think so. They’d five children, the youngest was Mary, this girl’s mother, and then didn’t Jane die after Mary being born, and isn’t Jane buried above in the graveyard here in New Inn? And then didn’t Edmund marry again – I think the second wife was called Alice, wasn’t she?”


  Foxy Moll was quite amazed Mrs Cassidy knew as much as she did and that it was all correct and when she turned to Foxy Moll for confirmation Foxy Moll smiled to show that not only was Mrs Cassidy right but that she was impressed too.


  “When Edmund and Alice died,” Mrs Cassidy said, “the home place went to the daughter, Mary, who’s living there now.”


  Mrs Cassidy turned away from Mr O’Toole and looked straight at her. Foxy Moll noticed that Mrs Cassidy had nice eyes, grey and shiny, and lovely clean eyebrows too, very neat and thin and black.


  “You’re Mary McCarthy’s girl, aren’t you, pet?”


  Foxy Moll trembled with pleasure. Not only was her voice soft and nice but also Mrs Cassidy had called her pet. No one called her pet. Pet. The word made her feel lovely.


  “Yes.” she nodded.


  “Don’t they call you Foxy Moll?”


  “Yes.” She nodded.


  “Foxy Moll? They call you Foxy Moll?” Mr O’Toole laughed long and loud and full.


  “Will you stop that, Mr O’Toole? It’s not nice to laugh at anyone’s name, is it, Miss McCarthy?”


  Foxy Moll wondered what to say. She did not mind. On the contrary she liked this strange man’s mirth. It made her feel special.


  “People often laugh the first time they hear me called Foxy Moll,” she said. “I’m used to it and I don’t mind at all.”


  “So, there you are, Mrs Cassidy,” said Mr O’Toole, “you can stop ticking me off. She doesn’t mind.”


  Foxy Moll felt another dart of pleasure shoot through her. No one had paid her this much attention in ages. Not since the time that Willie Garret had wooed her. Unbidden a picture of Willie appeared before her mind’s eye: the curtain of black hair that hung over his right eye and his lovely well-formed face and his small but strong shoulders. At any other time the image would have pained her but now it did not. Today as she stood with Mrs Cassidy and this man called O’Toole a picture that had always upset her when it forced itself into her mind made no impression at all. And why was that? The answer came immediately. She was happy.


  “Are you a typical redhead?” said Mr O’Toole. “Are you mischievous, are you sly, are you a foxy one?”


  Foxy Moll shook her head. Now the heat was on her and her face began to redden.


  “Mr O’Toole, look what you’ve done,” said Mrs Cassidy. “You’ve embarrassed her.”


  “Have I?”


  He looked Foxy Moll straight in the eye. His gaze was warm and direct and amiable and affectionate.


  She shook her head. Her face now burned red.


  “You’ll have to make amends, Mr O’Toole,” said Mrs Cassidy.


  “Oh, I’ll make amends.”


  He stepped closer to Foxy Moll. She smelled something. It was the stuff that men put on their faces after they shaved.


  “What are you getting?” said O’Toole.


  “Sugar and a shop loaf.”


  “Pound of sugar and one of your long whites, Mrs Cassidy,” said Mr O’Toole, “and put them down to me.”


  “Certainly.”


  “Oh, no,” said Foxy Moll.


  “Oh, yes,” said Mr O’Toole, “oh, yes.”


  “He can afford it, don’t worry,” said Mrs Cassidy.


  “Really?”


  “Really,” said Mrs Cassidy. “Now give me your bag.”


  He really had offered to pay for the bread and sugar and now Mrs Cassidy had confirmed that. When she got home and relayed this news her mother might thaw a bit. She might be friendlier.


  She handed her shopping bag to Mrs Cassidy. The shopkeeper weighted a pound of sugar into a brown paper bag and wrapped a loaf in tissue and put both into the shopping bag.


  “Is there anything else you need?” said Mr O’Toole.


  Foxy Moll shook her head.


  “Really? Is that all you were sent for?”


  “Yes. Bread and sugar.”


  “Do you like honey?”


  “Honey?”


  “I’d have thought you’d be mad for the honey. Aren’t foxy ones mad for the stuff?”


  “Do foxes eat honey?” she said. “I thought they only ate chickens and rabbits.”


  “Throw in one of your honeycombs, Mrs Cassidy, and a pound of butter and half a pound of loose tea.”


  Mrs Cassidy weighted out the tea and put it in a brown bag and tied this with coarse twine and then she wrapped the butter and the honeycomb in thick greaseproof paper that was the same shade of grey as lead. She put these items in the bag with the bread and the sugar.


  He turned to Foxy Moll. “Have you milk at home?”


  Moll could not remember whether or not her mother had told her to get milk so she glanced sideways at the counter and made the smallest shrug by which she meant that in all likelihood they did have milk but she was not positive. Mr O’Toole did not miss this gesture.


  “Throw in a couple of tins of condensed milk as well.”





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
No





OEBPS/images/Carlo_Gebler_cover.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/GARAIT.TTF


OEBPS/Fonts/GARA.TTF


OEBPS/images/artscouncil2.jpg
sarts [ Re—
coundll | literature

ealaion [rocoumaric






OEBPS/Fonts/GARABD.TTF


