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            Foreword

         

         
            I wakened quickly and sat up in bed abruptly. It is only when I am anxious that I waken easily and for a minute I did not know why my heart was beating faster than usual. Then I remembered. The old reason. He had not come home.

         

         So begins The Country Girls, one of the most famous, infamous, beloved and influential Irish novels of the twentieth century. Even in a century notable for Irish novels satisfying the criteria for each of these categories, The Country Girls’ formation and publication, along with the resultant public outcry, holds a singular position in literary lore. First there is the incredible speed of its creation (“The book wrote itself,” O’Brien has often remarked of its miraculous three-week gestation). Then there is its notorious—by now legendary—reception (banned by the Irish censor for sexually explicit content, publicly burned by a local parish priest in search of some post-rosary drama, and O’Brien herself subjected to a series of malevolent, anonymous letters), which in turn led to the author being hailed as both cause célèbre and national pariah. As often proves the case, the moral hysteria that greeted the book’s first appearance has since ensured that both it, and O’Brien, have become era-defining symbols of the struggle for Irish women’s voices to be heard above the clamour of an ultra-conservative, ultra-religious and institutionally misogynistic society. Seán Ó’Faoláin’s famous description of Ireland, in this now much-reviled period of its history, as a “dreary Eden” does little to capture the sheer force of outrage and public disapprobation O’Brien was subjected to.

         Of course, O’Brien then added insult to injury by becoming a huge international success. Famed and fêted wherever she went, she was suddenly taking up precious space in the room where only the great men of literature were supposed to dwell, and they did not take kindly to her presence there. Frank O’Connor and L. P. Hartley particularly embarrassed themselves with dismissive comments about her characters being “nymphomaniacs” and the author herself simply displaying “a poor taste in men”. Furthermore, The Country Girls, followed shortly by two almost equally controversial sequels, The Lonely Girl and Girls in Their Married Bliss, was shining an unwelcome light on the hidden human cost of the rigorously enforced cultural, social and intellectual stagnation that was already suffocating the country by the beginning of the 1960s. With every aspect of women’s lives invaded by, and subject to, the whims of a state machine ideologically opposed to female emancipation—under the direction of a meticulously prurient Catholic Church—O’Brien’s invocation of female characters who dared desire more from life than the traditional domestic and sexual servitude, emotional disaffection and intellectual abnegation was nothing short of revolutionary. Not only was O’Brien giving voice to the voiceless, she was washing the nation’s dirty laundry in public, laundry which has indeed proved so dirty that, more than fifty years after The Country Girls’ momentous publication, it is still proving in need of a rinse. Nowadays the book’s journey from pen to pyre and thereafter to the status of much-cherished classic, which it enjoys today, automatically frontloads any approach to what O’Brien actually wrote with political meaning. Inevitable as this may be, it would be a shame to allow the book’s tumultuous history to distract from the literary and artistic treasure that is the novel itself. By turns beautiful and bawdy, funny and haunting, The Country Girls, often referred to as the quintessential tale of Irish girlhood, is not the novel that broke the mould, it is the one that made it.

         In essence the trilogy comprises the intertwined and, latterly, inter-narrated stories of Caithleen/Cait/Kate Brady and Bridget/Baba Brennan, two girls—sometimes allies, sometimes enemies—who have grown up together in the stifling religious atmosphere of 1950s rural Ireland. When we first encounter them, both are still schoolgirls. Cait lives with her gentle, adoring mother, who is something of a martyr to the antics of her violent alcoholic husband, Cait’s father, who terrorises them both with his binges and financial ineptitude. The family’s sole preserve is Hickey, the underpaid farmhand who keeps the place going and, only occasionally, helps himself to a free chicken. Hickey’s simple warmth and reliability are balm to the drink-torn household and mother and daughter alike live in fear of his moving on to better-paid work. Baba’s life could hardly be more different. Daughter of the local vet, Mr. Brennan, and his wife, Martha—who loves nothing more than a night down the local hotel bar enjoying a few G&Ts in the company of travelling salesmen—Baba exudes all the self-confident brattishness and ill-founded snobbery of a child of the rural bourgeoisie. Alternately jealous of and infuriated by Cait’s superior intellect and dreamy artistic unworldliness, Baba bullies and picks on her. After the untimely death of Cait’s mother however, when both girls are packed off to a joyless convent education across the county, Baba’s reliance upon Cait becomes more apparent. The pair make an odd couple but get each other through the next few years of bad dinners and burgeoning adolescence. Matters only come to head when, at Baba’s instigation, they manage to get themselves expelled for a well-planned act of obscenity (“Poor Sister Margaret, she has suffered the greatest shock of her religious life”) and they decide to head off to Dublin in hot pursuit of all the romance and glamour they imagine life in the big city will bring.

         Having set themselves up in a boarding house, run by the sympathetic but tight-fisted Austrian émigré Joanna, Baba is soon seeking out adventure and persuading Cait of the wisdom of dyeing their underwear black. Cait, too, settles into her new job in a grocery shop with relative content until the re-emergence of a ghost from back home in the form of Mr. Gentlemen—so called as he is French and “de Maurier” has proved too great a challenge for local tongues to overcome. Years older, unhappily married and just the right amount of world-weary, Mr. Gentlemen is the very embodiment of the kind of old-world elegance guaranteed to capture the imagination of a dreamy, literary girl like Cait. As luck would have it, having been showing an ever-increasing interest in her since she was fourteen, he is also keen for the relationship to progress. O’Brien’s writing revels in the young woman’s fetishisation of the outward symbols of Mr. Gentleman’s sophisticated otherness: his handsome car, his foreign accent, thin cool mouth, even temper and genteel aura of culture, all of which lie in diametric opposition to the emotional mayhem her early life has prepared her to expect from men. The scenes between the would-be lovers as they steal brief moments together, away from prying eyes, while in no way as graphic or explicit as their furious reception implies, remain among the most sexually charged in literature. Cait’s romantic and, later, physical longing, combined with the fear of her own inexperience and potential for proving a disappointment to him, make exquisitely agonising reading for anyone who has ever loved beyond their reach. For the sake of first-time readers, I won’t divulge more but, suffice to say that, with bitter inevitability provincial malice misses no opportunity to show off its cruellest self.

         The Lonely Girl—filmed and later published as Girl with Green Eyes—picks the story up two years later. The two girls are still rooming at Joanna’s. Baba is now spending much of her time seeking out men who will either show her a good time or provide her with a free meal. Cait, however, is reintroduced mid speed-read of Scott Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night, dying to discover if “the man would leave the woman or not”, the obvious implication being that her romantic illusions remain intact, which indeed they soon prove to be. While out on the trawl with Baba one night she is introduced to Eugene Gaillard, a strange, sad-faced documentary-film director. His mysterious self-containment gives Cait such a dose of the Mr. Gentlemen’s that, upon bumping into him again in a Dublin bookshop, she takes the uncharacteristically brazen step of asking him out to tea. Eugene accepts and an awkward romance ensues. Having again plumped for an older, more worldly man Cait/Kate soon finds herself re-christened (“He called me Kate, as he said Caithleen was too ‘Kiltartan’ for his liking—whatever that meant”) and out of her depth. The spectre of Eugene’s still vaguely beloved but seemingly “ex” wife looms large over the relationship and is cultivated with Mrs. Danvers-esque assiduity by his housekeeper, Anna.

         Kate’s mortifying inability to overcome the practical business of ridding herself of her virginity is masterfully counterbalanced by the farcical chaos subsequent to her drunken father’s discovery (by anonymous letter) of the still unconsummated relationship. With a posse of louts and misfits in tow he sets out to physically recover his daughter from the clutches of this Protestant divorcee who is imperilling her very soul. It’s here O’Brien most incisively slices into the double-bind of male attitudes towards female sexuality: the proprietorial notion that both male honour and male satisfaction lie in direct opposition to each other between the legs of the same women, simultaneously. So furiously is the battle between these incompatible principles fought that Kate’s rights and wishes, even the direct assertion of jurisdiction over her own mind and body, is considered subservient to the male prerogative for both self- and social respect. In the midst of all this O’Brien never abandons her gift for social satire or resists pricking at artistic pretensions. Rather, she wields them both to powerful effect throughout, making The Lonely Girl a far more pointed critique of Irish society—whose whole sense of itself was, at that time, utterly dependent upon the disenfranchisement  of women—than The Country Girls. And she is disturbingly accurate about what life within such societies does to a woman’s sense of agency or personal volition. In a country where both law and culture deny your right to make a life of your own choosing, how do you go about getting what you want? O’Brien is merciless on the mutilation of self-worth inherent to the problem and the emotional manipulation required in order to survive.

         Survival is even more central to the last, and saddest, novel in the trilogy, the ironically titled Girls in Their Married Bliss. The action has jumped forward several years and across the sea to London. Baba Brennan is now Baba Durack and married to a boorish millionaire builder with a penchant for badly aimed attempts at social climbing. Cait, now completely subsumed into Kate, is entombed in an affectionless marriage with Eugene in their cold, grey house. Her only relief is the deep love she feels for their son and, after falling back on her old habit of romantic escapism, a brief, unconsummated affair with a married man. Eugene’s discovery of the affair causes the final collapse of the marriage and proves to have catastrophic consequences both for Kate and her child. Eugene’s pitiless irrationality and pious egotism is detailed with excruciating exactness but also intriguingly counterweighted by the oafish, yet ultimately more forgiving, attitude Baba’s husband takes to the news that her much-anticipated pregnancy bears no connection to any effort on his part. While this second, often unfairly undervalued sequel, marks a decisive shift in O’Brien’s approach (with Baba given her own voice and Kate, now in the third person, no longer sole provider of what becomes a much darker narrative) it is never less impressive than its predecessors. The technical skill alone required to make two such diverse voices work in concert together—Baba’s, relentlessly ribald and bathetic (“He’d got my arse in an uproar and left me high and dry”) contrasting with Kate’s increasingly elegiac self-excoriation—to create such a moving meditation on grief, loss of love and the attendant loss of self, reveals a novelist maturing into the wealth of her powers.

         O’Brien has gone on to create many rich and poignant portraits of women, and men, over her long and varied career but the magic of Kate and Baba has never faded. Such is the affection they are held in that when Time and Tide was published in 1992, O’Brien was still being asked if this new book could, in some way, be read as a kind of epilogue to The Country Girls trilogy. Her actual epilogue is provided here. Older, wiser, bowed but blaspheming still, it is Baba’s final say on the outcome of both girls’ lives. To add more would be unfair.

         So how is it possible these three slim novels—which caused such a degree of moral pandemonium when O’Brien began to publish them, back in 1960, that they were condemned by a subsequently disgraced politician to a subsequently disgraced Archbishop as “filth”—have survived their scandalous genesis, outlived all their pious, chauvinistic critics and only continued to grow in stature?

         One answer is that they set a precedent, raised a flag, drew a line in the sand. With their creation O’Brien gave voice to the experiences of a previously muzzled generation of Irish women. Into bodies raised to the expectation of violence, rape, forced pregnancy, innumerable dangerous childbirths, domestic bondage and the ever-present risk of institutionalisation for intentionally, or unintentionally, bringing social shame on male relations, she breathed the radical oxygen of choice, desire and sensual delight. To minds shackled by the many Machiavellian impositions of religious prohibition, institutional contempt and unquestioning denigration of female intellect she sang the song of awareness, of dissent and the necessity of searching out better, and more. O’Brien’s girls succeed, and do not succeed, in overcoming their internal and external obstacles. The point is that they never stop grappling with the terms of their lives, and the author, in her turn, never relegates their status within those lives to that of best supporting actress. These are always the stories of two young women going out into life, what histories they bring along with them and the futures they create for themselves on the way.

         The other, probably more significant, reason for the longevity of The Country Girls trilogy is of course that, beyond all the tales and tellings of how the novels came into being and then made their progress throughout the world, they are a work of art. Sometimes painful, often funny, O’Brien lifted the linguistic play she so loved in Joyce and, taking note of his relish in the interchange of the high and low in human nature, she went away and fashioned something wholly her own. These are novels of heart-breaking empathy, rigorous honesty and peerless beauty. So now they stand; humane, true, and beautifully true for ever, no matter how literary fashions change or how many years go by.
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         I wakened quickly and sat up in bed abruptly. It is only when I am anxious that I waken easily and for a minute I did not know why my heart was beating faster than usual. Then I remembered. The old reason. He had not come home.

         Getting out, I rested for a moment on the edge of the bed, smoothing the green satin bedspread with my hand. We had forgotten to fold it the previous night, Mama and me. Slowly I slid onto the floor and the linoleum was cold on the soles of my feet. My toes curled up instinctively. I owned slippers but Mama made me save them for when I was visiting my aunts and cousins; and we had rugs, but they were rolled up and kept in drawers until visitors came in the summertime from Dublin.

         I put on my ankle socks.

         There was a smell of frying bacon from the kitchen, but it didn’t cheer me.

         Then I went over to let up the blind. It shot up suddenly and the cord got twisted around it. It was lucky that Mama had gone downstairs, as she was always lecturing me on how to let up blinds properly, gently.

         The sun was not yet up, and the lawn was speckled with daisies that were fast asleep. There was dew everywhere. The grass below my window, the hedge around it, the rusty paling wire beyond that, and the big outer field were each touched with a delicate, wandering mist. The leaves and the trees were bathed in the mist, and the trees looked unreal, like trees in a dream. Around the forget-me-nots that sprouted out of the side of the hedge were haloes of water. Water that glistened like silver. It was quiet, it was perfectly still. There was smoke rising from the blue mountain in the distance. It would be a hot day.

         Seeing me at the window, Bull’s-Eye came out from under the hedge, shook himself free of water, and looked up lazily, sadly, at me. He was our sheep dog and I named him Bull’s-Eye because his eyes were speckled black and white, like canned sweets. He usually slept in the turf house, but last night he had stayed in the rabbit hole under the hedge. He always slept there to be on the watch-out when Dada was away. I need not ask, my father had not come home.

         Just then Hickey called from downstairs. I was lifting my nightgown over my head, so I couldn’t hear him at first.

         “What? What are you saying?” I asked, coming out onto the landing with the satin bedspread draped around me.

         “Good God, I’m hoarse from saying it.” He beamed up at me, and asked, “Do you want a white or a brown egg for your breakfast?”

         “Ask me nicely, Hickey, and call me dotey.”

         “Dotey. Ducky. Darling. Honeybunch, do you want a white or a brown egg for your breakfast?”

         “A brown one, Hickey.”

         “I have a gorgeous little pullet’s egg here for you,” he said as he went back to the kitchen. He banged the door. Mama could never train him to close doors gently. He was our workman and I loved him. To prove it, I said so aloud to the Blessed Virgin, who was looking at me icily from a gilt frame.

         “I love Hickey,” I said. She said nothing. It surprised me that she didn’t talk more often. Once, she had spoken to me, and what she said was very private. It happened when I got out of bed in the middle of the night to say an aspiration. I got out of bed six or seven times every night as an act of penance. I was afraid of hell.

         Yes, I love Hickey, I thought; but of course what I really meant was that I was fond of him. When I was seven or eight I used to say that I would marry him. I told everyone, including the catechism examiner, that we were going to live in the chicken run and that we would get free eggs, free milk, and vegetables from Mama. Cabbage was the only vegetable they planted. But now I talked less of marriage. For one thing, he never washed himself, except to splash rainwater on his face when he stooped in over the barrel in the evenings. His teeth were green, and last thing at night he did his water in a peach tin that he kept under his bed. Mama scolded him. She used to lie awake at night waiting for him to come home, waiting to hear him raise the window while he emptied the peach-tin contents onto the flag outside.

         “He’ll kill those shrubs under that window, sure as God,” she used to say, and some nights when she was very angry she came downstairs in her nightgown and knocked on his door and asked him why didn’t he do that sort of thing outside. But Hickey never answered her, he was too cunning.

         I dressed quickly, and when I bent down to get my shoes I saw fluff and dust and loose feathers under the bed. I was too miserable to mop the room, so I pulled the covers up on my bed and came out quickly.

         The landing was dark as usual. An ugly stained-glass window gave it a mournful look as if someone had just died in the house.

         “This egg will be like a bullet,” Hickey called.

         “I’m coming,” I said. I had to wash myself. The bathroom was cold, no one ever used it. An abandoned bathroom with a rust stain on the handbasin just under the cold tap, a perfectly new bar of pink soap, and a stiff white facecloth that looked as if it had been hanging in the frost all night.

         I decided not to bother, so I just filled a bucket of water for the lavatory. The lavatory did not flush, and for months we had been expecting a man to come and fix it. I was ashamed when Baba, my school friend, went up there and said fatally, “Still out of order?” In our house things were either broken or not used at all. Mama had a new clippers and several new coils of rope in a wardrobe upstairs; she said they’d only get broken or stolen if she brought them down.

         My father’s room was directly opposite the bathroom. His old clothes were thrown across a chair. He wasn’t in there, but I could hear his knees cracking. His knees always cracked when he got in and out of bed. Hickey called me once more.

         Mama was sitting by the range, eating a piece of dry bread. Her blue eyes were small and sore. She hadn’t slept. She was staring directly ahead at something only she could see, at fate and at the future. Hickey winked at me. He was eating three fried eggs and several slices of home-cured bacon. He dipped his bread into the runny egg yolk and then sucked it.

         “Did you sleep?” I asked Mama.

         “No. You had a sweet in your mouth and I was afraid you’d choke if you swallowed it whole, so I stayed awake just in case.” We always kept sweets and bars of chocolate under the pillow and I had taken a fruit drop just before I fell asleep. Poor Mama, she was always a worrier. I suppose she lay there thinking of him, waiting for the sound of a motorcar to stop down the road, waiting for the sound of his feet coming through the wet grass, and for the noise of the gate hasp—waiting, and coughing. She always coughed when she lay down, so she kept old rags that served as handkerchiefs in a velvet purse that was tied to one of the posts of the brass bed.

         Hickey topped my egg. It had gone hard, so he put little knobs of butter in to moisten it. It was a pullet’s egg that came just over the rim of the big china egg cup. It looked silly, the little egg in the big cup, but it tasted very good. The tea was cold.

         “Can I bring Miss Moriarty lilac?” I asked Mama. I was ashamed of myself for taking advantage of her wretchedness to bring the teacher flowers, but I wanted very much to outdo Baba and become Miss Moriarty’s pet.

         “Yes, darling, bring anything you want,” Mama said absently. I went over and put my arms around her neck and kissed her. She was the best mama in the world. I told her so, and she held me very close for a minute as if she would never let me go. I was everything in the world to her, everything.

         “Old mammypalaver,” Hickey said. I loosened my fingers, which had been locked on the nape of her soft white neck, and I drew away from her, shyly. Her mind was far away, and the hens were not yet fed. Some of them had come down from the yard and were picking at Bull’s-Eye’s food plate outside the back door. I could hear Bull’s-Eye chasing them and the flap of their wings as they flew off, cackling violently.

         “There’s a play in the town hall, missus. You ought to go over,” Hickey said.

         “I ought.” Her voice was a little sarcastic. Although she relied on Hickey for everything, she was sharp with him sometimes. She was thinking. Thinking where was he? Would he come home in an ambulance, or a hackney car, hired in Belfast three days ago and not paid for? Would he stumble up the stone steps at the back door waving a bottle of whiskey? Would he shout, struggle, kill her, or apologize? Would he fall in the hall door with some drunken fool and say: “Mother, meet my best friend, Harry. I’ve just given him the thirteen-acre meadow for the loveliest greyhound …” All this had happened to us so many times that it was foolish to expect that my father might come home sober. He had gone, three days before, with sixty pounds in his pocket to pay the rates.

         “Salt, sweetheart,” said Hickey, putting a pinch between his thumb and finger and sprinkling it onto my egg.

         “No, Hickey, don’t.” I was doing without salt at that time. As an affectation. I thought it was very grown-up not to use salt or sugar.

         “What will I do, mam?” Hickey asked, and took advantage of her listlessness to butter his bread generously on both sides. Not that Mama was stingy with food, but Hickey was getting so fat that he couldn’t do his work.

         “Go to the bog, I suppose,” she said. “The turf is ready for footing and we mightn’t get a fine day again.”

         “Maybe he shouldn’t go so far away,” I said. I liked Hickey to be around when Dada came home.

         “He mightn’t come for a month,” she said. Her sighs would break your heart. Hickey took his cap off the window ledge and went off to let out the cows.

         “I must feed the hens,” Mama said, and she took a pot of meal out of the lower oven, where it had been simmering all night.

         She was pounding the hens’ food outside in the dairy, and I got my lunch ready for school. I shook my bottle of cod-liver oil and Parrish’s food, so that she’d think I had taken it. Then I put it back on the dresser beside the row of Doulton plates. They were a wedding present, but we never used them in case they’d get broken. There were bills stuffed in behind them. Hundreds of bills. Bills never worried Dada, he just put them behind plates and forgot.

         I came out to get the lilac. Standing on the stone step to look across the fields, I felt, as I always did, that rush of freedom and pleasure when I looked at all the various trees and the outer stone buildings set far away from the house, and at the fields very green and very peaceful. Outside the paling wire was a walnut tree, and under its shade there were bluebells, tall and intensely blue, a grotto of heaven-blue flowers among the limestone boulders. And my swing was swaying in the wind, and all the leaves on all the treetops were stirring lightly.

         “Get yourself a little piece of cake and biscuits for your lunch,” Mama said. Mama spoiled me, always giving me little dainties. She was mashing a bucket of meal and potatoes; her head was lowered and she was crying into the hen food.

         “Ah, that’s life, some work and others spend,” she said as she went off toward the yard with the bucket. Some of the hens were perched on the rim of the bucket, picking. Her right shoulder sloped more than her left from carrying buckets. She was dragged down from heavy work, working to keep the place going, and at nighttime making lampshades and fire screens to make the house prettier.

         A covey of wild geese flew overhead, screaming as they passed over the house and down past the elm grove. The elm grove was where the cows went to be cool in summertime and where the flies followed them. I often played shop there with pieces of broken china and cardboard boxes. Baba and I sat there and shared secrets, and once we took off our knickers in there and tickled one another. The greatest secret of all. Baba used to say she would tell, and every time she said that, I gave her a silk hankie or a new tartan ribbon or something.

         “Stop moping, my dear little honeybunch,” Hickey said as he got four buckets of milk ready for the calves.

         “What do you think of, Hickey, when you’re thinking?”

         “Dolls. Nice purty little wife. Thinking is a pure cod,” he said. The calves were bawling at the gate, and when he went to them each calf nuzzled its head into the bucket and drank greedily. The whitehead with the huge violet eyes drank fastest, so that she could put her nose into the bucket beside her.

         “She’ll get indigestion,” I remarked.

         “Poor creature, ’tis a meat supper she ought to get.”

         “I’m going to be a nun when I grow up; that’s what I was thinking.”

         “A nun you are in my eye. The Kerry Order—two heads on the one pillow.” I felt a little disgusted and went around to pick the lilac. The cement flag at the side of the house was green and slippery. It was where the rain barrel sometimes overflowed and it was just under the window where Hickey emptied the contents of his peach tin every night.

         My sandals got wet when I went over onto the grass.

         “Pick your steps,” Mama called, coming down from the yard with the empty bucket in one hand and some eggs in the other. Mama knew things before you told her.

         The lilac was wet. Drops of water like overripe currants fell onto the grass as I broke off each branch. I came back carrying a foam of it like lumber in my arms.

         “Don’t, it’s unlucky,” she called, so I didn’t go into the house.

         She brought out a piece of newspaper and wrapped it around the stems to keep my dress from getting wet. She brought out my coat and gloves and hat.

         “’Tis warm, I don’t need them,” I said. But she insisted gently, reminding me again that I had a bad chest. So I put on my coat and hat, got my school bag, a piece of cake, and a lemonade bottle of milk for my lunch.

         In fear and trembling I set off for school. I might meet him on the way or else he might come home and kill Mama.

         “Will you come to meet me?” I asked her.

         “Yes, darling, soon as I tidy up after Hickey’s dinner, I’ll go over the road to meet you.”

         “For sure?” I said. There were tears in my eyes. I was always afraid that my mother would die while I was at school.

         “Don’t cry, love. Come on now, you better go. You have a nice little piece of cake for your lunch and I’ll meet you.” She straightened the cap on my head and kissed me three or four times. She stood on the flag to look after me. She was waving. In her brown dress she looked sad; the farther I went, the sadder she looked. Like a sparrow in the snow, brown and anxious and lonesome. It was hard to think that she got married one sunny morning in a lace dress and a floppy buttercup hat, and that her eyes were moist with pleasure when now they were watery with tears.

         Hickey was driving the cows over to the far field, and I called out to him. He was walking in front of me, his trouser legs tucked into his thick wool socks, his cap turned around so that the peak was on the back of his head. He walked like a clown. I would know his walk anywhere.

         “What bird is that?” I asked. There was a bird on the flowering horse-chestnut tree which seemed to be saying: “Listen here. Listen here.”

         “A blackbird,” he replied.

         “It’s not a black bird. I can see it’s a brown bird.”

         “All right, smartie. It’s a brown bird. I have work to do, I don’t go around asking birds their names, ages, hobbies, taste in snails, and so forth. Like these eejits who come over to Burren to look at flowers. Flowers no less. I’m a working man. I carry this place on my shoulders.” It was true that Hickey did most of the work, but even at that, the place was going to ruin, the whole four hundred acres of it.

         “Be off, you chit, or I’ll give you a smack on your bottom.”

         “How dare you, Hickey.” I was fourteen and I didn’t think he should make so free with me.

         “Givvus a birdie,” he said, beaming at me with his soft, gray, very large eyes. I ran off, shrugging my shoulders. A birdie was his private name for a kiss. I hadn’t kissed him for two years, not since the day Mama gave me the fudge and dared me to kiss him ten times. Dada was in hospital that day recovering from one of his drinking sprees and it was one of the few times I saw Mama happy. It was only for the few weeks immediately after his drinking that she could relax, before it was time to worry again about the next bout. She was sitting on the step of the back door, and I was holding a skein of yarn while she wound it into a ball. Hickey came home from the fair and told her the price he got for a heifer, and then she dared me to kiss him ten times for the piece of fudge.

         I came down the lawn hurriedly, terrified that Dada would appear any minute.

         They called it a lawn because it had been a lawn in the old days when the big house was standing, but the Tans burned the big house and my father, unlike his forebears, had no pride in land, and gradually the place went to ruin.

         I crossed over the briary part at the lower end of the field. It led toward the wicker gate.

         It was crowded with briars and young ferns and stalks of ragwort, and needle-sharp thistles. Under these the ground was speckled with millions of little wildflowers. Little drizzles of blue and white and violet—little white songs spilling out of the earth. How secret and beautiful and precious they were, hidden in there under the thorns and the young ferns.

         I changed the lilac from one arm to the other and came out onto the road. Jack Holland was waiting for me. I got a start when I saw him against the wall. At first I thought it was Dada. They were about the same height and they both wore hats instead of caps.

         “Ah, Caithleen, my child,” he greeted me, and held the gate while I edged out sideways. The gate only opened back a little and one had to squeeze one’s way out. He put the wire catch on and crossed over to the towpath with me.

         “How are things, Caithleen? Mother well? Your dad is conspicuous by his absence. I see Hickey at the creamery these mornings.” I told him things were well, remembering Mama’s maxim “Weep and you weep alone.”
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         “I shall convey you, Caithleen, over the wet winding roads.”

         “It’s not wet, Jack, and for God’s sake, don’t talk of rain; it’s as fatal as opening umbrellas in the house. It just reminds it to rain.”

         He smiled and touched my elbow with his hand. “Caithleen, you must know that poem of Colum’s—‘wet winding roads, brown bogs and black water, and my thoughts on white ships and the King of Spain’s daughter.’ Except of course,” said he, grinning to himself, “my thoughts are nearer home.”

         We were passing Mr. Gentleman’s gate, and the padlock was on it.

         “Is Mr. Gentleman away?” I asked.

         “Indubitably. Odd fish, Caithleen. Odd fish.” I said that I didn’t think so. Mr. Gentleman was a beautiful man who lived in the white house on the hill. It had turret windows and an oak door that was like a church door, and Mr. Gentleman played chess in the evenings. He worked as a solicitor in Dublin, but he came home at the weekends, and in the summertime he sailed a boat on the Shannon. Mr. Gentleman was not his real name, of course, but everyone called him that. He was French, and his real name was Mr. de Maurier, but no one could pronounce it properly, and anyhow, he was such a distinguished man with his gray hair and his satin waistcoats that the local people christened him Mr. Gentleman. He seemed to like the name very well, and signed his letters J. W. Gentleman. J.W. were the initials of his Christian names and they stood for Jacques and something else.

         I remembered the day I went up to his house. It was only a few weeks before that Dada had sent me with a note—it was to borrow money, I think. Just at the top of the tarmac avenue, two red setters shot around the side of the house and jumped on me. I screamed and Mr. Gentleman came out the conservatory door and smiled. He led the dogs away and locked them in the garage.

         He brought me into the front hall and smiled again. He had a sad face, but his smile was beautiful, remote; and very condescending. There was a trout in a glass case that rested on the hall table, and it had a printed sign which read: CAUGHT BY J. W. GENTLEMAN AT LOUGH DERG. WEIGHT 20 LB.

         From the kitchen came the smell and sizzle of a roast. Mrs. Gentleman, who was reputed to be a marvelous cook, must have been basting the dinner.

         He opened Dada’s envelope with a paper knife and frowned while he was reading it.

         “Tell him that I will look the matter over,” Mr. Gentleman said to me. He spoke as if there were a damson stone in his throat. He had never lost his French accent, but Jack Holland said this was an affectation.

         “Have an orange?” he said, taking two out of the cut-glass bowl on the dining-room table. He smiled and saw me to the door. There was a certain slyness about his smile, and as he shook my hand I had an odd sensation, as if someone were tickling my stomach from the inside. I crossed over the smooth lawn, under the cherry trees, and out onto the tarmac path. He stayed in the doorway. When I looked back the sun was shining on him and on the white Snowcemmed house, and the upstairs windows were all on fire. He waved when I was closing the gate and then went inside. To drink elegant glasses of sherry; to play chess, to eat soufflés and roast venison, I thought, and I was just on the point of thinking about tall eccentric Mrs. Gentleman when Jack Holland asked me another question.

         “You know something, Caithleen?”

         ‘What, Jack?”

         At least he would protect me if we met my father.

         “You know many Irish people are royalty and unaware of it. There are kings and queens walking the roads of Ireland, riding bicycles, imbibing tea, plowing the humble earth, totally unaware of their great heredity. Your mother, now, has the ways and the walk of a queen.”

         I sighed. Jack’s infatuation with the English language bored me.

         He went on: “‘My thoughts on white ships and the King of Spain’s daughter’—except that my thoughts are much nearer home.” He smiled happily to himself. He was composing a paragraph for his column in the local paper—“Walking in the crystal-clear morning with a juvenile lady friend, exchanging snatches of Goldsmith and Colum, the thought flashed through my mind that I was moving amid …”

         The towpath petered out just there and we went onto the road. It was dry and dusty where we walked, and we met the carts going over to the creamery and the milk tanks rattled and the owners beat their donkeys with the reins and said, “Gee-up there.” Passing Baba’s house I walked faster. Her new Pink-Witch bicycle was gleaming against the side wall of their house. Their house was like a doll’s house on the outside, pebble-dashed, with two bow windows downstairs and circular flower beds in the front garden. Baba was the veterinary surgeon’s daughter. Coy, pretty, malicious Baba was my friend and the person whom I feared most after my father.

         “Your mam at home?” Jack finally asked. He hummed some tune to himself.

         He tried to sound casual, but I knew perfectly well that this was why he had waited for me under the ivy wall. He had brought over his cow to the paddock he hired from one of our neighbors and then he had waited for me at the wicker gate. He didn’t dare come up. Not since the night Dada had ordered him out of the kitchen. They were playing cards and Jack had his hand on Mama’s knee under the table. Mama didn’t protest, because Jack was decent to her, with presents of candied peel and chocolate and samples of jam that he got from commercial travelers. Then Dada let a card fall and bent down to get it; and next thing the table was turned over sideways and the china lamp got broken. My father shouted and pulled up his sleeves, and Mama told me to go to bed. The shouting, high and fierce, came up through the ceiling because my room was directly over the kitchen. Such shouting! It was rough and crushing. Like the noise of a steamroller. Mama cried and pleaded, and her cry was hopeless and plaintive.

         “There’s trouble brewing,” said Jack, bringing me from one world of it more abruptly to another. He spoke as if it were the end of the world for me.

         We were walking in the middle of the road and from behind came the impudent ring of a bicycle bell. It was Baba, looking glorious on her new puce bicycle. She passed with her head in the air and one hand in her pocket. Her black hair was plaited that day and tied at the tips with blue ribbons that matched her ankle socks exactly. I noticed with envy that her legs were delicately tanned.

         She passed us and then slowed down, dragging her left toe along the blue tarred road, and when we caught up with her, she grabbed the lilac out of my arms and said, “I’ll carry that for you.” She laid it into the basket on the front of her bicycle and rode off singing, “I will and I must get married,” out loud to herself. So she would give Miss Moriarty the lilac and get all the praise for bringing it.

         “You don’t deserve this, Caithleen,” he said.

         “No, Jack. She shouldn’t have taken it. She’s a bully.” But he meant something quite different, something to do with my father and with our farm.

         We passed the Greyhound Hotel, where Mrs. O’Shea was polishing the knocker. She had a hairnet on and pipe cleaners so tight in her head that you could see her scalp. Her bedroom slippers looked as if the greyhounds had chewed them. More than likely they had. The hotel was occupied chiefly by greyhounds. Mr. O’Shea thought he would get rich that way. He went to the dogs in Limerick every night and Mrs. O’Shea drank port wine up at the dressmaker’s. The dressmaker was a gossip.

         “Good morning, Jack; good morning, Caithleen,” she said over-affably. Jack replied coldly; her business interfered with his. He had a grocery and bar up the street, but Mrs. O’Shea got a lot of drinkers at night because she kept good fires. The men drank there after hours and she had bribed the police not to raid her. I almost walked over two hounds that were asleep on the mat outside the shop door. Their noses, black and moist, were jutting out on the pavement.

         “Hello,” I said. My mother warned me not to be too free with her, as she had given my father so much credit that ten of their cows were grazing on our land for life.

         We passed the hotel, the gray, damp ruin that it was, with window frames rotting and doors scratched all over from the claws of young and nervous greyhounds.

         “Did I tell you, Caithleen, that her ladyship has never given a commercial traveler anything other than fried egg or tinned salmon for lunch?”

         “Yes, Jack, you told me.” He had told me fifty times, it was one of his ways of ridiculing her; by lowering her he hoped to lower the name of the hotel. But the locals liked it, because it was friendly drinking in the kitchen late at night.

         We stood for a minute to look over the bridge, at the black-green water that flowed by the window of the hotel basement. It was green water and the willows along the bank made it more green. I was looking to see if there were any fish, because Hickey liked to do a bit of fishing in the evenings, while I waited for Jack to stop hedging and finally tell me whatever it was that he wanted to say.

         The bus passed and scattered dust on either side. Something had leaped down below; it might have been a fish. I didn’t see it, I was waving to the bus. I always waved. Circles of water were running into one another and when the last circle had dissolved he said, “Your place is mortgaged; the bank owns it.”

         But, like the dark water underneath, his words did not disturb me. They had nothing to do with me, neither the words nor the water; or so I thought as I said goodbye to him and climbed the hill toward the school. Mortgage, I thought, now what does that mean? and puzzling it over, I decided to ask Miss Moriarty, or better still to look it up in the big black dictionary. It was kept in the school press.

         The classroom was in a muddle. Miss Moriarty was bent over a book and Baba was arranging the lilac (my lilac) on the little May altar at the top of the classroom. The smaller children were sitting on the floor mixing all the separate colors of plasticine together, and the big girls were chatting in groups of three or four.

         Delia Sheehy was taking cobwebs out of the corners of the ceiling. She had a cloth tied to the end of the window pole, and as she moved from one corner to another, she dragged the pole along the whitewashed walls and the dusty, faded, gray maps. Maps of Ireland and Europe and America. Delia was a poor girl who lived in a cottage with her grandmother. She got all the dirty jobs at school. In winter she lit the fire and cleaned the ashes every morning before the rest of us came in, and every Friday she cleaned the closets with a yard brush and a bucket of Jeyes Fluid water. She had two summer dresses and she washed one every second evening, so that she was always clean and neat and scrubbed-looking. She told me that she would be a nun when she grew up.

         “You’re late, you’re going to be killed, murdered, slaughtered,” Baba said to me as I came in. So I went over to apologize to Miss Moriarty.

         “What? What’s this?” she asked impatiently, as she lifted her head from her book. It was an Italian book. She learned Italian by post and went to Rome in the summertime. She had seen the Pope and she was a very clever woman. She told me to go to my seat; she was annoyed that I had found her reading an Italian book. On my way down Delia Sheehy whispered to me, “She never missed you.”

         So Baba had sent me to apologize for nothing. I could have gone to my desk unnoticed. I took out an English book and read Thoreau’s “A Winter Morning”—“Silently we unlatch the door, letting the drift fall in, and step abroad to face the cutting air. Already the stars have lost some of their sparkle, and a dull leaden mist skirts the horizon”—and I was just there when Miss Moriarty called for silence.

         “We have great news today,” she said, and she was looking at me. Her eyes were small and blue and piercing. You would think she was cross, but it was just that she had bad sight from overreading.

         “Our school is honored,” she said, and I felt myself beginning to blush.

         “You, Caithleen,” she said, looking directly at me, “have won a scholarship.” I stood up and thanked her, and all the girls clapped. She said that we wouldn’t do much work that day as a celebration.

         “Where will she be going?” Baba asked. She had put all the lilac in jam jars and placed them in a dreary half circle around the statue of the Blessed Virgin. The teacher said the name of the convent. It was at the other end of the county and there was no bus to it.

         Delia Sheehy asked me to write in her autograph album and I wrote something soppy. Then a little fold of paper was thrown up from behind, onto my desk. I opened it. It was from Baba. It read:

         
            
        I’m going there too in September. My father has it all fixed. I have my uniform got. Of course we’re paying. It’s nicer when you pay. You’re a right-looking eejit.
      

            
        Baba
      

         

         My heart sank. I knew at once that I’d be getting a lift in their car and that Baba would tell everyone in the convent about my father. I wanted to cry.

         The day passed slowly. I was wondering about Mama. She’d be pleased to hear about the scholarship. My education worried her. At three o’clock we were let out, and though I didn’t know it, that was my last day at school. I would never again sit at my desk and smell that smell of chalk and mice and swept dust. I would have cried if I had known, or written my name with the corner of a set square on my desk.

         I forgot about the word “mortgage.”
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         I was wrapping myself up in the cloakroom when Baba came out. She said “Cheerio” to Miss Moriarty. She was Miss Moriarty’s pet, even though she was the school dunce. She wore a white cardigan like a cloak over her shoulders so that the sleeves dangled down idly. She was full of herself.

         “And what in the hell do you want a bloody coat and hat and scarf for? It’s the month of May. You’re like a bloody Eskimo.”

         “What’s a bloody Eskimo?”

         “Mind your own business.” She didn’t know.

         She stood in front of me, peering at my skin as if it were full of blackheads or spots. I could smell her soap. It was a wonderful smell, half perfume, half disinfectant.

         “What soap is that you’re using?” I asked.

         “Mind your own bloody business and use carbolic. Anyhow, you’re a country mope and you don’t even wash in the bathroom, for God’s sake. Bowls of water in the scullery and a facecloth that your mother made out of an old rag. What do you use the bathroom for, anyhow?” she said.

         “We have a guest room,” I said, getting hysterical with temper.

         “Jesus, ye have, and there’s oats in it. The place is like a bloody barn with chickens in a box in the window; did ye fix the lavatory chain yet?”

         It was surprising that she could talk so fast, and yet she wasn’t able to write a composition but bullied me to do it for her.

         “Where is your bicycle?” I asked jealously, as we came out the door. She had cut such a dash with her new bicycle early in the morning that I didn’t want to be with her while she cycled slowly and I walked in a half-run alongside her.

         “Left it at home at lunchtime. The wireless said there’d be rain. How’s your upstairs model?” She was referring to an old-fashioned bicycle of Mama’s that I sometimes used.

         The two of us went down the towpath toward the village. I could smell her soap. The soap and the neat bands of sticking plaster, and the cute, cute smile; and the face dimpled and soft and just the right plumpness—for these things I could have killed her. The sticking plaster was an affectation. It drew attention to her round, soft knees. She didn’t kneel as much as the rest of us, because she was the best singer in the choir and no one seemed to mind if she sat on the piano stool all through Mass and fiddled with the half-moons of her nails: except during the Consecration. She wore narrow bands of sticking plaster across her knees. She got it for nothing from her father’s surgery, and people were always asking her if her knees were cut. Grown-ups liked Baba and gave her a lot of attention.

         “Any news?” she said suddenly. When she said this I always felt obliged to entertain her, even if I had to tell lies.

         “We got a candlewick bedspread from America,” I said, and regretted it at once. Baba could boast and when she did everybody listened, but when I boasted everybody laughed and nudged; that was since the day I told them we used our drawing room for drawing. Not a day passed but Baba said, “My mammy saw Big Ben on her honeymoon,” and all the girls at school looked at Baba in wonder, as if her mother was the only person ever to have seen Big Ben. Though, indeed, she may have been the only person in our village to have seen it.

         Jack Holland rapped his knuckles against the window and beckoned me to come in. Baba followed, and sniffed as soon as we got inside. There was a smell of dust and stale porter and old tobacco smoke. We went in behind the counter. Jack took off his rimless spectacles and laid them on an open sack of sugar. He took both my hands in his.

         “Your mam is gone on a little journey,” he said.

         “Gone where?” I asked, with panic in my voice.

         “Now, don’t be excited. Jack is in charge, so have no fears.”

         In charge! Jack had been in charge the night of the concert when the town hall went on fire; Jack was in charge of the lorry that De Valera nearly fell through during an election speech. I began to cry.

         “Oh, now, now,” Jack said, as he went down to the far end of the shop, where the bottles of wine were. Baba nudged me.

         “Go on crying,” she said. She knew we’d get something. He took down a dusty bottle of ciderette and filled two glasses. I didn’t see why she should benefit from my miseries.

         “To your health,” he said as he handed us the drinks. My glass was dirty. It had been washed in portery water and dried with a dirty towel.

         “Why do you keep the blind drawn?” Baba said, smiling up at him sweetly.

         “It’s all a matter of judgment,” he said seriously, as he put on his glasses.

         “These,” he said, pointing to the jars of sweets and the two-pound pots of jam, “these would suffer from the sunshine.”

         The blue blind was faded and was bleached to a dull gray. The cord had come off and the blind was itself torn across the bottom slat, and as he talked to us Jack went over and adjusted it slightly. The shop was cold and sunless and the counter was stained all over with circles of brown.

         “Will Mama be long?” I asked, and soon as I mentioned her name he smiled to himself.

         “Hickey could tell you that. If he’s not snoring in the hay shed, he could enlighten you,” Jack said. He was jealous of Hickey because Mama relied on Hickey so utterly.

         Baba finished her drink and handed him the glass. He sloshed it in a basin of cold water and put it to drain on a metal tray that had GUINNESS IS GOOD FOR YOU painted on it. Then he dried his hands most carefully on a filthy, worn, frayed towel, and he winked at me.

         “I am going to beg for a favor,” he said to both of us. I knew what it would be.

         “What about a kiss each?” he asked. I looked down at a box that was full of white candles.

         “Tra la la la, Mr. Holland,” Baba said airily, as she ran out of the shop. I followed her, but unfortunately I tripped over a mousetrap that he had set inside the door. The trap clicked on my shoe and turned upside down. A piece of fatty bacon got stuck to the sole of my shoe.

         “These little beastly rodents,” he said, as he took the bacon off my shoe and set the trap again. Hickey said that the shop was full of mice. Hickey said that they tumbled around in the sack of sugar at night, and we had bought flour there ourselves that had two dead mice in it. We bought flour in the Protestant shop down the street after that. Mama said that Protestants were cleaner and more honest.

         “That little favor,” Jack said earnestly to me.

         “I’m too young, Jack,” I said helplessly, and anyhow, I was too sad.

         “Touching, most touching. You have a lyrical trend,” he said, as he stroked my pink cheek with his damp hand, and then he held the door as I went out. Just then his mother called him from the kitchen and he ran in to her. I clicked the latch tight, and came out to find Baba waiting.

         “Bloody clown, what did you fall over?” She was sitting on an empty porter barrel outside the door, swinging her legs.

         “Your dress will get all pink paint from that barrel,” I said.

         “It’s a pink dress, you eejit. I’m going home with you, I might feck a few rings.”

         “No, you’re not,” I said firmly. My voice was shaky.

         “Yes, I am. I’m going over to get a bunch of flowers. Mammy sent over word at lunchtime to ask your mother could I. Mammy’s having tea with the archbishop tomorrow, so we want bluebells for the table.”

         “Who’s the archbishop?” I asked, as we had only a bishop in our diocese.

         “Who’s the archbishop! Are you a bloody Protestant or what?” she asked.

         I was walking very quickly. I hoped she might get tired of me and go into the paper shop for a free read of adventure books. The woman in the paper shop was half blind, and Baba stole a lot of books from there.

         I was breathing so nervously that the wings of my nose got wide.

         “My nose is getting wider. Will it go back again to normal?” I asked.

         “Your nose,” she said, “is always wide. You’ve a nose like a bloody petrol pump.”

         We passed the fair green and the market house and the rows of tumbling, musty little shops on either side of us. We passed the bank, which was a lovely two-story house and had a polished knocker, and we crossed the bridge. Even on a still day like that, the noise from the river was urgent and rushing, as if it were in full flood.

         Soon we were out of the town and climbing the hill that led to the forge. The hill rose between the trees, and it was dark in there because the leaves almost met overhead. And it was quiet except for the clink-clank from the forge where Billy Tuohey was beating a horseshoe into shape. Overhead the birds were singing and fussing and twittering.

         “Those bloody birds get on my nerves,” she said, making a face up at them.

         Billy Tuohey nodded to us through the open window space. It was so smoky in there we could hardly see him. He lived with his mother in a cottage at the back of the forge. They kept bees, and he was the only man around who grew Brussels sprouts. He told lies, but they were nice lies. He told us that he sent his photo to Hollywood and got a cable back to say COME QUICK YOU HAVE THE BIGGEST EYES SINCE GRETA GARBO. He told us that he dined with the Aga Khan at the Galway races and that they played snooker after dinner. He told us that his shoes were stolen when he left them outside the door of the hotel. He told us so many lies and so many stories, his stories filled in the nights, the dark nights, and their colors were exotic like the colors of the turf flames. He danced jigs and reels, too, and he played the accordion very well.

         “What’s Billy Tuohey?” she asked suddenly as if she wanted to frighten me.

         “A blacksmith,” I said.

         “Jesus, you lumping eejit. What else?”

         “What?”

         “Billy Tuohey is a fly boy.”

         “Does he get girls into trouble?” I asked.

         “No. He keeps bees,” she said, and sighed. I was a dull dog.

         We came to her gate and she ran in with her school bag. I didn’t wait for her; I didn’t want her to come. The wild bees from a nest in the stone wall made a sleepy, murmuring sound, and the fruit trees outside the barber’s house were shedding the last of their petals. There was a pool of white and pink petals under the apple tree, and the children stepped over the petals, crushing them under their bare feet. The two youngest were hanging over the wall saying “Good afternoona” to everyone who went by. They were eating slices of bread-and-jam.

         “What do Mickey the Barber’s eat for breakfast?” she asked as she caught up with me. The barber’s children were always known as Mickey the Barber’s because their father’s name was Mickey and there were too many children for one to remember their separate names.

         “Bread and tea, I suppose.”

         “Hair soup, you fool. What do Mickey the Barber’s eat for lunch?”

         “Hair soup.” I felt very smart now.

         “No. Jugged hair, you eejit.” She picked a stalk of tough grass off the side of the ditch, chewed it thoughtfully, and spat it out. She was bored and I didn’t know why she came at all.

         As we came near our gate I ran on ahead of her and almost walked over him. He was sitting on the ground with his back against the bark of an elm tree and there were shadows of leaves on his face. The shadows moved. He was asleep.

         “I couldn’t mind you,” he said finally. “I have to milk cows and feed calves and feed hens. I have to carry this place on my shoulders.” He was enjoying his importance.

         “I don’t need minding,” I said. “I just want you to stay in at night with me.” But he shook his head. I knew that I would have to go. So I was determined to be difficult. “What about my nightgown?” I asked.

         “Go up for it,” Baba said calmly. How could they be so calm when my teeth were chattering?

         “I can’t. I’m afraid.”

         “Afraid of what?” asked Hickey. “Sure, he’s in Limerick by now.”

         “Are you sure?”

         “Sure! Didn’t he come down and get a lift on the mail car? You won’t see him for ten or eleven days, not till all the money is spent.”

         “Come on, booby, I’ll go with you,” Baba said. I wanted to ask Hickey if Mama was all right. I whispered.

         “Can’t hear you.”

         I whispered again.

         “Can’t hear you.”

         I let it go. He went over across the field whistling, and we went up the avenue. The avenue was full of weeds and there were wheel ruts on either side of it from carts that went up and down every day.

         “Have you nits?” she asked, making a face.

         “I don’t know. Why?”

         “If you had nits, you couldn’t stay. Couldn’t have things crawling over my pillow; creepy-crawly things like that would carry you off.”

         “Off where?”

         “To the Shannon.”

         “That’s daft.”

         “No. You’re daft,” she said, lifting up a coil of my hair and looking carefully at the scalp. Then suddenly she dropped the coil of hair as if she had seen some terrible disease. “Have to dose you. You’re full of bugs and fleas and nits and flies and all sorts of vermin.” I came out in gooseflesh.

         Bull’s-Eye was eating bread off an enamel plate that someone had put on the flag for him. Poor Bull’s-Eye, so someone had remembered.

         Inside, the kitchen was untidy and the range was out. Mama’s Wellingtons were in the middle of the floor and there were two cans of milk on the kitchen table; so was the stationery box. It was in it she kept her powder and lipstick and things. Her powder puff was gone and her rosary beads were taken from the nail off the dresser. She was gone. Really gone.

         “Come upstairs with me,” I said to Baba. My knees were shaking uncontrollably.

         “Anything a person could eat?” she asked, opening the breakfast-room door. She knew that Mama kept tins of biscuits in there behind one of the curtains. The room was dark and sad and dusty. The whatnot, with its collection of knickknacks and chocolate-box lids and statues and artificial flowers, looked silly now that Mama wasn’t there. The crab shells that she used as ashtrays were all over the room. Baba picked up a couple and put them down again.

         “Jesus, this place is like a bloody bazaar,” said Baba, going over to the whatnot to salute all the statues.

         “Hello, St. Anthony. Hello, St. Jude, patron of hopeless cases.” She picked up an Infant of Prague and the head came off in her hand. She roared laughing, and when I offered her a biscuit from a tin of assorted ones, she took all the chocolate ones and put them in her pocket.

         Then she saw the butter on the tiled curb of the fireplace. Mama kept it there in summertime to keep it cool. She picked up a couple of pounds. “Might as well have this toward your keep. We’ll go up and have a look at her jewelry,” she said.

         Mama had rings that Baba coveted. They were nice rings. Mama got them for presents when she was a young girl. She had been to America. She had a lovely face then. A round, sallow face with the most beautiful, clear, trusting eyes. Turquoise blue. And hair that had two colors. Some strands were red-gold and some were brown, so that it couldn’t possibly have been dyed. I had hair like her. But Baba put it out at school that I dyed mine.

         “Your hair is like old mattress stuffing,” she said when I told her what I was thinking.

         Soon as we went into the guest room, where the rings were, the ewer rattled in the basin, and the flowers that were laid into it moved, as if propelled by a gentle wind. They weren’t flowers really but ears of corn that Mama had covered with pieces of silver paper and gold paper. They were displayed with stalks of pampas grass that she had dyed pink. They were garish, like colors in a carnival. But Mama liked them. She was house-proud. Always doing something.

         “Get out the rings and stop looking into the damn mirror.” The mirror was clouded over with green spots, but I looked in it out of habit. I got out the brown and gold box where the jewelry was kept and Baba fitted on everything. The rings and the two pearl brooches and the amber necklace that came down to her stomach.

         “You could give me one of these rings,” she said, “if you weren’t so bloody stingy.”

         “They’re Mama’s, I couldn’t,” I said in a panic.

         “They’re Mama’s, I couldn’t,” she said, and my voice was high and thin and watery when she mimicked it. She opened the wardrobe and got out the green georgette dance dress and then admired herself in the clouded mirror and danced a little on her toes. She was very pretty when she danced. I was clumsy.

         “Sssh, I thought I heard something,” I said. I was almost certain that I heard a step downstairs.

         “Ah, it’s the dog,” she said.

         “I better go down, he might knock over one of the cans of milk. Did we leave the back door open?” I ran down and stopped dead in the kitchen doorway, because there he was. There was my father, drunk, his hat pushed far back on his head and his white raincoat open. His face was red and fierce and angry. I knew that he would have to strike someone.

         “A nice thing to come into an empty house. Where’s your mother?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “Answer my question.” I dreaded looking at those eyes, which were blue and huge and bulging. Like glass eyes.

         “I don’t know.”

         He came over and gave me a punch under the chin so that my two rows of teeth clattered together, and with his wild lunatic eyes he stared at me. “Always avoiding me. Always avoiding your father. You little s——. Where’s your mother or I’ll kick the pants off you.”

         I shouted for Baba and she came tripping down the stairs with a beaded bag of Mama’s hanging from her wrist. He took his hands off me at once. He didn’t like people to think that he was brutal. He had the name of being a gentleman, a decent man who wouldn’t hurt a fly.

         “Good evening, Mr. Brady,” she said.

         “Well, Baba. Are you a good girl?” I was edging nearer the door that led to the scullery. I’d be safer there where I could run. I could smell the whiskey. He had hiccups, and every time he hicked Baba laughed. I hoped he wouldn’t catch her, or he might kill both of us.

         “Mrs. Brady is gone away. It’s her father, he’s not well. Mrs. Brady got word to go and Caithleen is to stay with us.” She was eating a chocolate biscuit while she spoke, and there were crumbs in the corners of her pretty lips.

         “She’ll stay and look after me. That’s what she’ll do.” He spoke very loud, and he was shaking his fist in my direction.

         “Oh.” Baba smiled. “Mr. Brady, there is someone coming to look after you—Mrs. Burke from the cottages. As a matter of fact, we have to go down now and let her know that you’re here.” He said nothing. He let out another hiccup. Bull’s-Eye came in and was brushing my leg with his white hairy tail.

         “We better hurry,” Baba said, and she winked at me. He took a pile of notes out of his pocket and gave Baba one folded, dirty pound note.

         “Here,” he said, “that’s for her keep. I don’t take anything for nothing.” Baba thanked him and said he shouldn’t have bothered, and we left.

         “Jesus, he’s blotto, let’s run,” she said, but I couldn’t run, I was too weak.

         “And we forgot the damn butter,” she added. I looked back and saw him coming out the gate after us, with great purposeful strides.

         “Baba,” he called. She asked me if we should run. He called again. I said we’d better not because I wasn’t able.

         We stood until he caught up with us.

         “Give me back that bit of money. I’ll settle up with your father myself. I’ll be getting him over here next week to do a few jobs.”

         He took it and walked off quickly. He was hurrying to the public house or maybe to catch the evening bus to Portumna. He had a friend there who kept racehorses.

         “Mean devil, he owes my daddy twenty pounds,” Baba said. I saw Hickey coming over the field and I waved to him. He was driving the cows. They straggled across the field, stopping for a minute, as cows will, to stare idly at nothing. Hickey was whistling, and the evening being calm and gentle, his song went out across the field. A stranger going along the road might have thought that ours was a happy farm; it seemed so, happy and rich and solid in the copper light of the warm evening. It was a red cut-stone house set among the trees, and in the evening time, when the sun was going down, it had a luster of its own, with fields rolling out from it in a flat, uninterrupted expanse of green.

         “Hickey, you told me a lie. He came back and nearly killed me.” Hickey was within a few yards from us, standing between two cows with a hand on each of them.

         “Why didn’t you hide?”

         “I walked straight into him.”

         “What did he want?”

         “To fight, as always.”

         “Mean devil. He gave me a pound for her keep and took it back again,” Baba said.

         “If I had a penny for every pound he owes me,” Hickey said, shaking his head fondly. We owed Hickey a lot of money and I was worried that he might leave us and get a job with the forestry, where he’d be paid regularly.

         “Sure you won’t go, Hickey?” I pleaded.

         “I’ll be off to Birmingham when the summer is out,” he said. My two greatest fears in life were that Mama would die of cancer and that Hickey would leave. Four women in the village had died of cancer. Baba said it was something to do with not having enough babies. Baba said that all nuns get cancer. Just then I remembered about my scholarship and I told Hickey. He was pleased.

         “Oh, you’ll be a toff from now on,” he said. The brown cow lifted her tail and wet the grass.

         “Anyone want lemonade?” he asked, and we ran off. He slapped the cow on the back and she moved lazily. The cows in front moved, too, and Hickey followed them with a new whistle. The evening was very still.
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         Baba called her mother—“Martha, Martha”—as we went into the hall. It was a tiled hall and it smelled of floor polish.

         We went up the carpeted stairs. A door opened slowly and Martha put her head out.

         “Sssh, sssh,” she said, and beckoned us to come in. We went into the bedroom and she shut the door quietly behind us.

         “Hello, horror,” Declan said to Baba. He was her younger brother. He was eating a leg of a chicken.

         There was a cooked chicken on a plate in the center of the big bed. It was overcooked and was falling apart.

         “Take off your coat,” Martha said to me. She seemed to be expecting me. Mama must have called. Martha looked pale, but then she was always pale. She had a pale Madonna face with eyelids always lowered, and behind them her eyes were big and dark so that you could not see their color, but they reminded one of purple pansies. Velvety. She was wearing red velvet shoes with little crusts of silver on the front of them, and her room smelled of perfume and wine and grown-upness. She was drinking red wine.

         “Where’s the aul fella?” Baba asked.

         “I don’t know.” Martha shook her head. Her black hair, which was usually piled high on her head, hung below her shoulders and curled upward a little.

         “Whatja bring the chicken in here?” Baba asked.

         “Whatja think?” Declan said, throwing her the wishbone.

         “So’s the aul fella won’t get it,” she said, addressing the photograph of her father on the mantelpiece. She shot at him with her right hand and said, “Bang, bang.”

         Martha gave me a wing of chicken. I dipped it in the salt cellar and ate it. It was delicious.

         “Your mam’s gone away for a few days,” she said to me, and once again I felt the lump in my throat. Sympathy was bad for me. Not that Martha was motherly. She was too beautiful and cold for that.

         Martha was what the villagers called fast. Most nights she went down to the Greyhound Hotel, dressed in a tight black suit with nothing under the jacket, only a brassiere, and with a chiffon scarf knotted at her throat. Strangers and commercial travelers admired her. Pale face, painted nails, blue-black pile of hair, Madonna face, perched on a high stool in the lounge bar of the Greyhound Hotel; they thought she looked sad. But Martha was not ever sad, unless being bored is a form of sadness. She wanted two things from life and she got them—drink and admiration.

         “There’s trifle in the pantry. Molly left it there,” she said to Baba. Molly was a sixteen-year-old maid, from a small farm up the country. During her first week at Brennans’ she wore Wellingtons all the time, and when Martha reproved her for this, she said that she hadn’t anything else. Martha often beat Molly, and locked her in a bedroom whenever Molly asked to go to a dance in the town hall. Molly told the dressmaker that “they,” meaning the Brennans, ate big roasts every day while she herself got sausages and old potato mash. But this may have been just a story. Martha was not mean. She took pride and vengeance in spending his money, but like all drinkers, she was reluctant to spend on anything other than drink.

         Baba came in with a Pyrex dish that was half full of trifle, and she set it down on the bed along with saucers and dessert spoons. Her mother dished it out. The pink trifle with a slice of peach, a glacé cherry, a cut banana, and uneven lumps of sponge cake, all reminded me of the days when we had trifle at home. I could see Mama piling it on our plates, my father’s, my own, and Hickey’s, and leaving only a spoonful for herself in the bottom of the bowl. I could see her getting angry and wrinkling her nose if I protested, and my father snapping at me to shut up, and Hickey sniggering and saying, “All the more for us.” I was thinking of this when I heard Baba say, “She doesn’t eat trifle,” meaning me. Her mother divided the extra plate among the three of them, and my mouth watered while I watched them eat.

         “Martha, hey, old Martha, what will I be when I grow up?” Declan asked his mother. He was smoking a cigarette and was learning to inhale.

         “Get out of this dive—be something—somebody. An actor, something exciting,” Martha said as she looked in the mirror and squeezed a blackhead out of her chin.

         “Were you famous, Mammy?” Baba asked the face in the mirror. The face raised its eyes and sighed, remembering. Martha had been a ballet dancer. But she gave up her career for marriage, or so she said.

         “Why did you chuck in?” Baba asked, knowing the answer well.

         “Actually I was too tall,” said Martha, doing a little dance away from the mirror and across the room, waving a red georgette scarf in the air.

         “Too tall? Jesus, stick to the same story,” Baba reminded her mother, and her mother went on dancing on the tips of her toes.

         “I could have married a hundred men, a hundred men cried at my wedding,” Martha said, and the children began to clap.

         “One was an actor, one was a poet, a dozen were in the diplomatic service.” Her voice trailed off as she went over to speak to her two pet goldfish on the dressing table.

         “Diplomatic service—better than this dump,” Baba mourned.

         “Christ,” Martha replied, and then a car hooted and they all jumped.

         “The chicken, the chicken,” said Martha, and she put it in the wardrobe with an old bed jacket over it. In the wardrobe there were summer dresses and a white fur evening cape.

         “Get out, be doing something in the kitchen—your exercises,” Martha said as she got down her toothbrush and began to wash her teeth over the handbasin. Their house was very modern, with handbasins in the two front bedrooms. Later she followed us down to the kitchen.

         “All right?” she asked, breathing close to Baba.

         “He’ll say you give your damn teeth great care.” Baba laughed, and then made a straight face when she heard him come in the back door. He was carrying an empty Winchester, an open packet of cotton, and a shoebox full of garden peas.

         “Mammy. Declan. Baba.” He saluted each of them. I was behind the door and he couldn’t see me. His voice was low and hoarse and slightly sarcastic. Martha knelt down and got his dinner out of the lower oven of the Aga cooker. It was a fried chop that had gone dry and some fried onions that looked very sodden. She put the plate on an elaborately laid silver tray. The Brennans, my mother always claimed, would make a meal on cutlery and doilies.

         “I thought we had chicken today, Mammy,” he said, taking off his glasses and cleaning them with a large white handkerchief.

         “That half-wit Molly left the meat safe open and Rover got off with the chicken,” Martha said calmly.

         “Stupid fool. Where is she?”

         “Gallivanting,” said Baba.

         “Molly will have to be chastised, punished, do you hear me, Mammy?” and Martha said yes, that she wasn’t deaf. It was then I coughed, because I wanted him to see me, to know that I was there. He had his back to me, but he turned around quickly.

         “Ah, Caithleen, Caithleen, my lovely child.” He came over and put his arms on my shoulders and kissed me lightly on either cheek. He had had a few drinks.

         “I wish, Caithleen, that others, others,” he said, waving his hand in the air, “others would be as clever and gentle as you are.” Baba stuck her tongue out, and as if he had eyes in the back of his head he turned around to address her.

         “Baba.”

         “Yes, Daddy?” She was smiling now, a sweet loganberry smile, and the dimples in her cheeks were just the right hollowness.

         “Can you cook peas?”

         “No.”

         “Can your mother cook peas?”

         “I don’t know.” Martha had gone into the hall to answer the telephone, and she came back writing a name into an address book.

         “They want you to go to Cooriganoir. People by the name of O’Brien. They have a heifer dying. It’s urgent,” she said, as she wrote directions on how to find the place into the notebook.

         “Can you cook peas, Mammy?”

         “They want you to go at once. They said you were late the last time and the horse died and a foal was born lame.”

         “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he said. I didn’t know whether he meant his wife or the family at Cooriganoir. He drank milk from a jug that was on the dresser. He drank it noisily, you could hear it going down the tunnel of his throat.

         Martha sighed and lit herself a cigarette. His dinner had gone cold on the tray and he hadn’t touched it.

         “Better look up how to cook peas, Mammy,” he said. She began to whistle softly, ignoring him, whistling as if she were walking over a dusty mountain road and whistled to keep herself company, or to recall a dog that had followed a rabbit through a hedge and over a field. He went out and banged the door.

         “Is he gone?” Declan called from the pantry, where he had locked himself in. His father often asked Declan to go with him, but Declan preferred to sit around smoking and talking to Martha about his career. He wanted to be a film actor.

         “Are we going to the play tonight, Martha?” Baba asked.

         “With knobs on! He can cook his own bloody peas. Such arrogance. I was eating peas when his thick lump of a mother was feeding them nettle tops. Jesus.” It was the first time I saw Martha flushed.

         “You better not come to the play. Your aul fella might be getting sick and puking all over the damn floor,” Baba said to me.

         “She is coming,” said Declan. “Isn’t she, Martha?”

         Martha smiled at me, and said I was, of course.

         “Well, if Mr. Gentleman is there, I’m sitting next to him,” Baba said, tossing her black plaits with a shake of her head.

         “No. You are not. I am,” Martha said, smiling. Martha had dimples, too, but they were not so hollow as Baba’s and not so pretty, because her skin was very white.

         “Anyhow, he has some dame in Dublin. A chorus girl,” Baba said, and she lifted up her dress to show her knees, because that was how chorus girls behaved.

         “Liar. Liar,” Declan called her, and he threw the box of peas at her. They scattered all over the floor and I had to get down on my knees to pick them up. Baba opened several pods and ate the delicious young peas. I put the empty pods in the fire. Martha went upstairs to get ready and Declan went into the drawing room to play the gramophone.

         “Who told you about Mr. Gentleman?” I asked timidly.

         “You did,” she said, giving me one of her brazen, blue-eyed stares.

         “I did not. How dare you?” I was trembling with anger.

         “How dare you say how dare you to me—in my own house?” she said as she went off to bathe her feet before going to the play. She shouted back from the hallway, to ask if my mother still washed hers in a milk bucket at the end of the kitchen table. And for a second I could see Mama in the lamplight bathing her poor corns, to soften them, before she began paring them with a razor blade.

         The grandfather clock in the hall struck five, and the sky was very dark outside. A wind began to rise, and an old bucket rattled along the gravel path. The rain came quite suddenly, and Baba shouted down to me to bring in the clothes off the line, for Christ’s sake. It was a shower of hailstones and they beat against the window like bullets, so that you expected the glass to break. I ran out for the clothes and got wet to the skin. I thought of Mama and I hoped that she was in out of it. There was very little shelter along the road from our village to the village of Tintrim, and Mama was very shy and wouldn’t dare ask for a shelter in a house that she passed by. The rain was over in ten minutes and the sun appeared in a rift between the clouds. The apple blossoms were blown all over the grass, and there was a line of water on the branch of the tree that rose outside the kitchen window. I folded the sheets and smelled them for a minute, because there is no smell so pleasant as that of freshly washed linen. Then I put them to dry on the rack over the Aga cooker because they were still a little damp, and after that I went upstairs to Baba’s room.
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         We set out for the town hall just before seven. Mr. Brennan was not home, so we left the table set, and when Martha was upstairs getting ready, I put a damp napkin around his plate of sandwiches. I was sorry for Mr. Brennan. He worked hard and he had an ulcer.

         Declan went on ahead. He thought it was sissyish to walk with girls.

         The sun was going down and it made a fire in the western part of the sky. Running out from the fire, there were pathways of color, not red like the sun, but a warm, flushed pink. The sky above it was a naked blue, and higher still, over our heads, great eiderdowns of clouds sailed serenely by. Heaven was up there. I knew no one in heaven, except old women in the village who had died, but no one belonging to me.

         “My mammy is the best-looking woman around here,” Baba said. In fact I thought my mother was—with her round, pale, heartbreaking face and her gray, trusting eyes—but I didn’t say so because I was staying in their house. Martha did look lovely. The setting sun, or maybe it was the coral necklace, gave her eyes a mysterious orange glow.

         “Bbbip bbbip,” said Hickey as he cycled past us. I was always sorry for Hickey’s bicycle. I expected it to collapse under his weight. The tires looked flat. He was carrying a can of milk on the handlebar and a rush basket with a live hen clucking in it. Probably for Mrs. O’Shea in the Greyhound Hotel. Hickey always treated his friends when Mama was away. I supposed Mama had the chickens counted, but Hickey could say the fox came. The foxes were always coming into the yard in broad daylight and carrying off a hen or a turkey.

         In front of us, like specks of brown dust, the hordes of midges were humming to themselves under the trees and my ears were itchy after we had passed through that part of the road near the forge, where there was a grove of beech trees.

         “Hurry,” said Martha, and I took longer steps. She wanted seats in the front row. Important people sat there. The doctor’s wife and Mr. Gentleman and the Connor girls. The Connor girls were Protestants but well-thought-of. They passed us just then in their station wagon and hooted. It was their way of saying hello. We nodded back to them. There were two Alsatians in the back of the car and I was glad they hadn’t offered us a lift. I was afraid of Alsatians. The Connor girls had a sign on their gate which said BEWARE OF DOGS. They spoke in haughty accents, they rode horses and followed the Hunt in wintertime. When they went to race meetings they had walking sticks that they could sit on. They never spoke to me, but Martha was invited there for afternoon tea once a year. In the summertime.

         We mounted the great flight of concrete steps and went into the porch that led to the town hall. There was a fat woman in the ticket office and we could see only the top half of her. She was wearing a puce dress that had millions of sequins stitched onto it. There were crusts of mascara on her lashes, and her hair was dyed puce to match her dress. It was fascinating to watch the sequins shining as if they were moving on the bodice of her dress.

         “Her bubs are dancing,” Baba said, and we both sniggered. We were sniggering as we held the double doors for Martha to enter. Martha liked to make an entrance.

         “Children, stop laughing,” she said, as if we didn’t belong to her.

         An actor with pancake makeup beamed at us and went on ahead to find our seats. Martha had given him three blue tickets.

         The country boys in the back of the hall whistled as we came in. It was their habit to stand there and pass remarks about the girls as they came in, and then laugh or whistle if the girl was pretty. They were in their old clothes, but most of them probably had their Sunday shoes on, and there was a strong smell of hair oil.

         “Uncouth,” Martha said under her breath. It was her favorite word for most of her husband’s customers. There was one nice boy who smiled at me; he had black curly hair and a red, happy face. I knew he was on the hurley team.

         We were sitting in the front row. Martha sat next to the oldest Connor girl, Baba next to her, and I was on the outside. Mr. Gentleman was farther in, near the younger Connor girl. I saw the back of his neck and the top of his collar before I sat down. I was glad to know that he was there.

         The hall was almost dark. Curtains of black cloth had been put over the windows and pinned to the window frames at the four corners. The light from the six oil lamps at the front of the stage barely showed people to their seats. Two of the lamps smoked and the globes were black.

         I looked back to see if there was any sign of Hickey. I looked through the rows of chairs, then along the rows of stools behind the chairs, and farther back still I searched with my eyes along the planks that were laid on porter barrels. He was at the end of the last row of planks, with Maisie next to him. The cheapest seats. They were laughing. The back of the hall was full of girls laughing. Girls with curly hair, girls with shiny black coils of it, like bunches of elderberries, falling onto their shoulders; girls with moist blackberry eyes, smirking and talking and waiting. Miss Moriarty was two rows behind us and she bowed lightly to acknowledge that she saw me. Jack Holland was writing in a notebook.

         A bell gonged and the dusty gray curtain was drawn slowly back. It got stuck halfway. The boys at the back booed. I could see the actor with the pancake makeup pulling a string from the wings of the stage, and finally he came out and pushed the curtain back with his hands. The crowd cheered.

         On stage were four girls in cerise blouses, black frilly pants, and black hard hats. They had canes under their arms and they tap-danced. I wished that Mama were there. In all the excitement I hadn’t thought of her for over an hour. She would have enjoyed it, especially when she heard about the scholarship.

         The girls danced off, two to the right and two to the left, and then a man carrying a banjo came on and sang sad songs. He could turn his two eyes inward, and when he did everyone laughed.

         After that came a laughing sketch where two clowns got in and out of boxes, and then the woman in the puce dress sang “Courting in the Kitchen.” She waved to the audience to join in with her and toward the end they did. She was awful.

         “And now, ladies and gentlemen, there will be a short interval, during which time we will sell tickets that will be raffled immediately before the play. And the play, as you probably know, is the one and only, the heart-warming, tear-making East Lynne,” said the man with the pancake makeup.

         I had no money, but Martha bought me four tickets.

         “If you win it’s mine,” said Baba. Mr. Gentleman passed his package of cigarettes all along the front row. Martha took one and leaned forward to thank him. Baba and I ate Turkish Delight.

         When the tickets were sold the actor came down and stood under the oil lamps; he put the duplicate ones into a big hat and looked around for someone to draw the winning numbers. Children were usually picked to do this, as they were supposed to be honest. He looked down the hall, and then he looked at Baba and me and he chose us. We stood up and faced the audience, and she picked the first number and I picked the next one. He called out the winning numbers. He called them three times, but nothing happened. You could hear a pin drop. He said them once more, and he was just on the point of asking us to draw two more tickets when there came a shout from the back of the hall.

         “Here, down here,” people said.

         “Now you must come forward and show your tickets.” People liked winning, but they were ashamed to come up and collect the prizes. At last they shuffled out from among the standing crowd and the two winners came hesitantly up the passage. One was an albino and the other was a young boy. They showed their tickets, collected their ten shillings each, and went back in a half-run to the darkness at the end of the hall.

         “And how about a little song from our two charming friends here?” he said, putting a hand on each of our shoulders.

         “Yes,” said Baba, who was always looking for an excuse to show off her clear, light, early-morning voice. She began: “As I was going one morning, ’twas in the month of May, a mother and her daughter I spied along the way,” and I opened and closed my mouth to pretend that I was singing, too. But she stopped all of a sudden and nudged me to carry on, and there I was, seen by everyone in the hall with my mouth wide-open as if I had lockjaw. I blushed and faded back to my seat, and Baba went on with her song. “Witch,” I said under my breath.

         East Lynne began. There was dead silence everywhere, except for voices on the stage.

         Then I heard noise in the back of the hall, and shuffling as if someone had fainted. A flashlight traveled up along the passage, and as it came level with us, I saw that it was Mr. Brennan.

         “Jesus, it’s about the chicken,” Baba said to her mother, as Mr. Brennan called Martha out. He crossed over, stooping so as not to be in the way of the stage, and he whispered to Mr. Gentleman. Both of them went out. I heard the door being shut noisily and I was glad that they were gone. The play was so good, I didn’t want to miss a line.

         But the door was opened again and the beam of the flashlight came up along the hall. A thought struck me that they wanted me and then I put it aside again. But it was me. Mr. Brennan tapped me on the shoulder and whispered, “Caithleen love, I want you a minute.” My shoes creaked as I went down the hall on tiptoe. I expected it was something about my father.

         Outside in the porch they were all talking—Martha and the parish priest, and Mr. Gentleman and the solicitor and Hickey. Hickey had his back to me and Martha was crying. It was Mr. Gentleman who told me.

         “Your mother, Caithleen, she’s had a little accident”; he spoke slowly and gravely and his voice was unsteady.

         “What kind of an accident?” I asked, staring wildly at all the faces. Martha was suffocating into her handkerchief.

         “A little accident,” Mr. Gentleman said again, and the parish priest repeated it.

         “Where is she?” I asked quickly, wildly. I wanted to get to her at once. At once. But no one answered.

         “Tell me,” I said. My voice was hysterical and then I realized that I was being rude to the parish priest, and I asked again, only more gently.

         “Tell her, ’tis better to tell her,” I heard Hickey say behind my back. I turned around to ask him, but Mr. Brennan shook his head and Hickey blushed under the gray stubble of his two-day beard.

         “Take me to Mama,” I begged as I ran out of the doorway and down the flight of concrete steps. At the last step, someone caught me by the belt of my coat.

         “We can’t take you yet, not yet, Caithleen,” Mr. Gentleman said, and I thought that they were all very cruel, and I couldn’t understand why.

         “Why? Why? I want to go to her,” I said, trying to escape from his grip. I had so much strength that I could have run the whole five-mile journey to Tintrim.

         “For God’s sake, tell the girl,” Hickey said.

         “Shut up, Hickey,” Mr. Brennan shouted, and moved me over to the edge of the curb, where there were several motorcars. There were people gathering around the motorcars and everyone was talking and mumbling in the dark. Martha helped me into the back of their car, and just before she slammed the door, I heard two voices in the street talking, and one voice said, “He left five children.”

         “Who left five children?” I said to Martha, clutching her by the wrists. I sobbed and said her name and begged her to tell me.

         “Tom O’Brien, Caithleen. He’s drowned. In his boat, and, and …” She would rather be struck dumb than tell me, but I knew it by her face.

         “And Mama?” I asked. She nodded her poor head and put her arms around me. Mr. Brennan got into the front seat just then and started the car.

         “She knows,” Martha said to him, between her sobs, but after that I heard nothing, because you hear nothing, or no one, when your whole body cries and cries for the thing it has lost. Lost. Lost. And yet I could not believe that my mother was gone; and still I knew it was true, because I had a feeling of doom and every bit of me was frozen stiff.

         “Are we going to Mama?” I said.

         “In a while, Caithleen; we have to get something first,” they told me as they helped me out of the car and led me into the Greyhound Hotel. Mrs. O’Shea kissed me and put me sitting in one of the big leather armchairs that sloped backward. The room was full of people. Hickey came over and sat on the arm of my chair. He sat on a white linen antimacassar, but no one cared.

         “She’s not dead,” I said to him, pleading, beseeching.

         “They’re missing since five o’clock. They left Tuohey’s shop at a quarter to five. Poor Tom O’Brien had two bags of groceries,” Hickey said. Once Hickey said it, it was true. Slowly my knees began to sink from me and everything inside of me was gone. Mr. Brennan gave me brandy from a spoon, and then he made me swallow two white pills with a cup of tea.

         “She doesn’t believe it,” I heard one of the Connor girls say, and then Baba came in and ran over to kiss me.

         “I’m sorry about the bloody aul song,” she said.

         “Bring the child home,” Jack Holland said, and when I heard him I jumped off the chair and shouted that I wanted to go to my mother. Mrs. O’Shea blessed herself, and someone put me sitting down again.

         “Caithleen, we’re waiting to get news from the barracks,” Mr. Gentleman said. He was the only one that could keep me calm.

         “I never want to go home again. Never,” I said to him.

         “You won’t go home, Caithleen,” he said, and for a second it seemed that he was going to say, “Come home to us,” but he didn’t. He went over to where Martha was standing beside the sideboard and spoke to her. Then they beckoned to Mr. Brennan and he crossed the room to them.

         “Where is he, Hickey? I don’t want to see him.” I was referring to my father.

         “You won’t see him. He’s in hospital in Galway. Passed out when they told him. He was singing in a pub in Portumna when a guard came in to tell him.”

         “I’m never going home,” I said to Hickey. His eyes were popping out of his head. He wasn’t used to whiskey. Someone had put a tumbler of it in his hand. Everyone was drinking to try to get over the shock. Even Jack Holland took a glass of port wine. The room was thick with cigarette smoke, and I wanted to go out of it, to go out and find Mama, even to go out and find her dead body. It was all too unreal in there and my head was swimming. The ashtrays were overflowing and the room was hot and smoky. Mr. Brennan came over to talk to me. He was crying behind his thick lenses. He said my mother was a lady, a true lady, and that everyone loved her.

         “Bring me to her,” I asked. I was no longer wild. My strength had been drained from me.

         “We’re waiting, Caithleen. We’re waiting for news from the barracks. I’ll go up there now and see if anything’s happened. They’re searching the river.” He put out his hands, humbly, in a gesture that seemed to say, “There’s nothing any of us can do now.”

         “You’re staying with us,” he said as he lifted wild pieces of hair out of my eyes and smoothed them back gently.

         “Thank you,” I said, and he went off to the barracks, which was a hundred yards up the road. Mr. Gentleman went with him.

         “That bloody boat was rotten. I always said it,” Hickey said, getting angry with the whole world for not having listened to him.

         “Can you come outside, Caithleen? It’s confidential,” Jack Holland said as he leaned over the back of my chair. I got up slowly, and though I cannot remember it, I must have walked across the room to the white door. Most of the paint had been scraped off it. He held it while I went out to the hall. He led me into the back of the hall, where a candle guttered in a saucer. His face was only a shadow.

         He whispered, “So help me God, I couldn’t do it.”

         “Do what, Jack?” I asked. I didn’t care. I thought I might get sick or suffocate. The pills and the brandy had gone to my head.

         “Give her the money. Jesus, my hands are tied. The old woman owns everything.” The old woman was his mother. She sat on a rocking chair beside the fire, and Jack had to feed her bread and milk because her hands were crippled with rheumatism.

         “God, I’d have done anything for your mama; you know that,” and I said that I did.

         Upstairs in a bedroom two greyhounds moaned. It was the moan of death. Suddenly I knew that I had to accept the fact that my mother was dead. And I cried as I have never cried at any other time in my life. Jack cried with me and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his coat.

         Then the hall door was pushed and Mr. Brennan came in.

         “No news, Caithleen, no news, love. Come on home to bed,” he said, and he called Martha and Baba out of the room.

         “We’ll try later,” he said to Mr. Gentleman. It was a clear, starry night as we walked across the road to the car. We were home in a few minutes, and Mr. Brennan made me drink hot whiskey and gave me a yellow capsule. Martha helped me take off my clothes, and when I knelt down to say one prayer, I said, “Oh God, please bring Mama back to life.” I said it many times, but I knew that it was hopeless.

         
            *

         

         I slept with Baba, in one of her nightgowns. Her bed was softer than the one at home. When I turned on my left side she turned, too. She put her arm around my stomach and held my hand.

         “You’re my best friend,” she said in the darkness. And then after a minute she whispered, “Are you asleep?”

         “No.”

         “Are you afraid?”

         “Afraid of what?”

         “That she’ll appear,” and when she said it I started to shiver. What is it about death that we cannot bear to have someone who is dead come back to us? I wanted Mama more than anything in the world, and yet if the door had opened and she had entered, I would have screamed for Martha and Mr. Brennan. We heard a noise downstairs, a thud, and we both hid completely under the covers and she said it was death knocks. “Get Declan,” I said, under the sheet and the blankets.

         “No, you go over for him.” But neither of us dared to open the door and go out on the landing. My mother’s ghost was waiting for us at the top of the stairs, in a white nightgown.

         The pillow slip under me and the white counterpane were wet when I woke up. Molly woke me with a cup of tea and toast. She helped me sit up in the bed and fetched my cardigan off the back of a chair. Molly was only two years older than me, and yet she fussed over me as if she were my mother.

         “Are you sick, love?” she asked. I said that I was hot, and she went off to call Mr. Brennan.

         “Sir, come here for a second. I want you. I think she has a fever,” and he came and put his hand on my forehead and told Molly to phone the doctor.

         They gave me pills all that day, and Martha sat in the room and painted her nails and polished them with a little buffer. It was raining, so I couldn’t see out the window because it got all fogged up, but Martha said it was a terrible day. The phone rang sometime after lunch and Martha kept saying, “Yes, I’ll tell her” and “Too bad” and “Well, I suppose that’s that,” and then she came up and told me that they had dragged the great Shannon lake but they hadn’t found them; she didn’t say that they had given up, but I knew they had, and I knew that Mama would never have a grave for me to put flowers on. Somehow she was more dead then than anyone I had ever heard of. I cried again, and Martha gave me a sip of wine from her glass and she made me lie back while she read me a story from a magazine. ’Twas a sad story, so I cried worse. It was the last day of childhood.
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         That summer passed quickly. I stayed in Baba’s house and went home in the daytime to get the dinner and wash up. Some days I made the beds. Hickey had moved upstairs since Mama’s death (we always referred to it as death, not drowning), and the rooms were very untidy. They were sad, too, with the smell of dust and old socks and a staleness that comes from never opening the windows.

         They were over in the fields most days, cutting the corn and binding it into stooks, and I used to go over with bottles of tea at four o’clock. My father ate very little that summer, and every time he drank tea he swallowed two aspirins with it. He was quiet and his eyelids were red and swollen. When they came in, Hickey milked the cows and my father drank more tea, took off his shoes in the kitchen, and went off to bed. I think he must have cried in bed, because it was too bright to sleep, and anyhow, Hickey made a lot of noise downstairs banging milk cans about and no one could sleep through it.

         One day I was clearing out Mama’s drawers and putting her good clothes in a box to send to her sister, when he came upstairs. I hadn’t spoken to him very much since he came home from the hospital. I preferred not to.

         “There’s a little matter you ought to know,” he said. He had just come in from the village and he was loosening the knot of his tie. I thought for one awful minute that he was drunk, because he looked so disheveled.

         “The place has to go,” he said flatly.

         “Go where?” I asked.

         He shoved his hat back on his head and began to scratch his forehead. He hesitated. “There was a bit of debt, and with one thing and another it got bigger. I hadn’t such luck with the horses. Oh well, we didn’t make ends meet.”

         “And who’s buying it?” I remembered Jack Holland’s warning to me about our place being endangered.

         “What?” my father asked. He heard me quite well but this was a trick of his when he didn’t want to answer. He was narrowing his eyes now, giving that shrewd look to make it seem that he was an astute man. I asked again. I wasn’t afraid of him when he was sober.

         “The bank practically owns it,” he said at last.

         “And who’ll run it?” I couldn’t believe that someone else other than Hickey would plow and milk and clip the hedge in the summer evenings.

         “Jack Holland will probably buy it.”

         “Jack Holland!” I was appalled. The rogue. He would get it cheaply. All his palaver about kings and queens and his promising me a new fountain pencil before I went away to the convent. And to think that he got seven Masses said for Mama. He sent money to a special order of priests in Dublin for a bouquet of Masses.

         “Where will you go?” I asked. I was thinking of the awful luck if he followed me to the town where the convent was.

         “Well, I’m all right. I have a little bit of land for myself and I’ll be able to live in the gate lodge.” The way he spoke, anyone would think he had done a smart bit of manipulation  in securing the old, disused gate lodge behind the rhododendron bushes. It was damp, and the front door and two small windows were choked with briars.

         “And Hickey?”

         “He’ll have to go, I’m afraid. There’s no more work for him.” It was impossible. Hickey had been with us twenty years, he was there before I was born. He was too fat to go anywhere else and I told my father this. But he shook his head. He didn’t like Hickey, and he was ashamed of all that had happened.

         “What are you doing?” he asked, looking down at the little neat piles of clothes that were spread around the floor.

         “Poor Mama, the poor aul creature,” he said, and he went over to the window and cried.

         I didn’t want a scene, so I said, as if he weren’t crying, “I’ll have to get a uniform before going away and shoes and six pairs of black stockings.”

         “And how much will that be?” he asked, turning around. There were tears on his cheeks and he snuffled a bit.

         “I don’t know. Ten or fifteen pounds.” He took out notes from his pocket and gave me three fivers. The bank must have given him some money.

         “I never deprived you of anything, or your mother, either. Now did I?”

         “No.”

         “Ye had only to mention a thing and ye got it.” I said that was true and went downstairs immediately to fry him a rasher and make a cup of tea. I called him when it was ready and he came down in his old clothes. He wasn’t going out anymore; the temptation to drink was over for this time.

         “Will you write to me, when you go away?” he asked, dipping a biscuit into the hot tea. He had taken his teeth out and could only eat a softened biscuit.

         “I will.” I was standing with my back to the range.

         “Don’t forget your poor father,” he said. He put out his arm and tried to draw me over onto his knee, but I pretended not to know what he was doing and ran off to the yard to call Hickey for his tea. He was gone upstairs to bed when I came back, and Hickey and I fried some cold cabbage with the rashers and it was delicious. We ate it with mustard. Hickey was a great one for making mustard. Five of the six egg cups had hardened mustard in them. He blended a fresh lot each day in a clean egg cup.

         Baba was having a birthday party that night, so I asked Hickey for a bottle of cream so that she would have it with the jelly we had made. He skimmed the two buckets of milk and with his fingers tipped the cream into a can. He wasn’t supposed to. Our milk at the creamery next day would have a very low fat content.

         “Goodbye, Hickey.”

         “Goodbye, sweetheart.” Bull’s-Eye came with me over across the fields. It was a shortcut to Baba’s house. Passing the lower cornfield, I stood for a minute to admire it. It was high and ripe and golden, and here and there where it had lodged the jackdaws were feeding. It had a sunlight of its own. The sun was shining from it and the ears stirred in the light sun-gold wind. I sat down on the ditch for a minute. I remembered the day Hickey plowed that field; we went over with tea and several thick hunks of buttered bread. And later the little green threads came shooting through the red-brown earth and the jackdaws came. Mama loaned one of her beaded hats to put on the scarecrow. I could see her walking over the field with the hat self-consciously laid on her head. Sometimes a sharp and sudden memory of her came to me, and to ease the pain I cried. Bull’s-Eye sat on his tail and looked at me while I cried. Then, when I stood up, he came another few yards with me and stopped. He was loyal to Dada, he went back home.

         There were five bicycles inside the gate of Baba’s house, and the curtains in the front room were drawn. The radio was playing—“… where women are women, and French perfume that rocks the room”—and there was a lot of laughing and talking besides. I knew she wouldn’t hear me if I knocked, so I went around and tapped at the side window. It was a french window that opened out onto the path. Baba opened it. She was smoking madly, and was dressed in a new blue dress with gorgeous puff sleeves.

         “Jesus, I thought you were some yahoo coming for my aul fella,” she said suddenly. She had been nice to me for several weeks since Mama died, but when there were other girls around she always made little of me. Declan danced past the window with Gertie Tuohey in his arms. Her black ringlets, like fat sausages, fell down onto her shoulders. Declan had a paper hat on the side of his head, and he winked at me.

         “Jesus, we’re having a whale of a time. I’m delighted you’re not here. Go home to hell and make stirabout,” Baba said.

         I thought for a minute that she was joking, so I said, very gently, “I brought the cream.”

         “Gimme,” she said, stretching her arm for it. She was wearing a silver bracelet of Martha’s. Her arm was grown-up and had a bloom of little golden hairs on it.

         “Be off, trash,” she said, and she shut the window and drew the white bawneen curtain across. Inside, I could hear her splitting with laughter.

         I didn’t go around and let myself in the back door because I knew that Martha was gone with her husband to see For Whom the Bell Tolls in Limerick, and that Baba would have me helping Molly cut sandwiches and making tea all night, so I came back home for an hour.

         Hickey was carving his name with a nail on the chicken house. Dada had told him, so he was leaving traces of himself behind to be remembered by.

         “Where will you go, Hickey?”

         “I’ll go to England. I was going anyhow soon as you went.” Even though he sounded cheerful he looked sad.

         “Are you lonesome?”

         “Lonesome for what? Not at all. I’ll have twenty quid a week and a mott in Birmingham”—but he was lonesome all right.

         “What brought you back?” he asked. I told him.

         “She’s a ringing divil, that one,” he said, and I was delighted.

         He said that he would clip the hedge, and he thanked God that it would be his last time. He made quick snips with the shears and I collected the pieces and put them into a wheelbarrow. He clipped it right down to the brown twigs and it looked very bare and cold. The wind would come through it now. Where it was very thick in one corner he made a figure of an armchair and I sat in it to see if I would fall through it. I didn’t. Then we emptied the wheelbarrow in the old cellar, and we shut the hens in. Bull’s-Eye had already gone to bed in the turf house. It was unnatural to see Bull’s-Eye and Dada going to bed on these lovely, still, golden evenings. Dada’s blind was drawn so I didn’t go up to see him, though I knew he would have liked a cup of tea. I hated going into his room when he was in bed. I could see Mama on the pillow beside him. Reluctant and frightened as if something terrible were being done to her. She used to sleep with me as often as she could and only went across to his room when he made her. He wore no pajamas in bed, and I was ashamed even to think of it.
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