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Carina McNally is an Irish writer, journalist and playwright from the Beara Peninsula, Co. Cork. Her work draws on the Irish landscape, history and folklore. Mithim is her debut novel.





‘History is never written in ink. It is the squelch of wet earth, the cry of a soldier with his stomach ripped open, and the sweet stink of gunpowder.’

GERARD FITZGIBBON 2016




‘A nodding Norman keep

Telling with scattered walls and scars

A rugged tale of great old wall

And warriors long asleep’
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Historical note


When Cromwell’s men arrived in Dublin, Ireland, in August 1649, there is no evidence of a rogue army sent further south. This is a fictional account.

The traditional Irish year was based on the sun. In ancient Ireland, the sun was the main guide for measuring time. Later, the Milesians (also known as Celts) were said to have brought a calendar that also included the moon. Since ancient Celts followed the phases of the moon, their calendar did not have fixed dates like modern ones; the idea of a Celtic tree calendar is therefore not truly ancient, but it is certainly inspired by older traditions. Ireland’s sophisticated system of tree knowledge, lore and mysticism is well documented through the ages by Irish monks and scholars, and later, in the 1600s, ideas about ‘Celtic tree mythology’ appeared in a book called Ogygia. Its author, the bard Roderick O’Flaherty, said his information came from Duald MacFirbis, a clan bard of the O’Briens. O’Flaherty helped preserve old manuscript traditions of what we now call ‘Celtic tree lore’.

Although Mithim was a traditionalist, it seems she was ahead of her time, embracing this newer generation of ‘Celtic’ mysticism. Chapters that fall within the dates of the Celtic Tree Calendar, which includes not only trees but plants such as vine, ivy and reed, are marked by the dates of its lunar cycle.






Glossary of plants


Airgead luachra – Meadowsweet

An Bheith – Birch

An Caorthann – Rowan

An Crann coill – Hazel tree

An Dair – Oak

An Fhearnóg – Alder

An Fhuinseog – Ash

An Ghiolcach – Reed

An Ruis – Elder

An tSaileach – Willow

An Sceach Gheal – Hawthorn

An tSeamróg – Shamrock

An tIúr – Yew

Athair thalún – Yarrow plant

Biolar gréagáin – Cuckoo flower

Buachalán buí – Ragwort

Greim an diabhail – Devil’s bit scabious

Caisearbhán – Dandelion

Ceotharnach reatha – Forget-me-not

Coinnle corra – Bluebell

Cuileann – Holly

Eidhneán – Ivy

Fraoch cloigíneach – Bell heather

Fraochán – Bilberry

Fraoch – Heather

Féithleann – Honeysuckle or Irish woodbine

Gathán gabhainn – Dandelion seed

Leadán úcaire – Teasel

Luibh na seacht ngábh – Wall-rue

Lus an uille – Salad burnet

Lus mór – Foxglove

Lus na gcnámh briste – Comfrey

Lus súgach – Wild asparagus

Mongach Meisce – Mugwort

Muin – Vine

Neantóg – Nettle

Praisach fhiáin – Wild spinach

Prátaí – Potatoes

Rabhán – Sea pink

Tormán – Wild clary






Glossary of Irish words


Anamcara – Soul friend

An bhfuil tú ann? – Are you there?

Beannachtaí na féile Pádraig – St Patrick’s Day blessings

Bealtaine – May Day (also the month of May)

Bean feasa – Wise woman

Bean uasal – Noble woman

Bodhrán – Irish goatskin drum

Bothán – Cabin

Cailleach Bere – Hag of Beara

Cailín – Girl

Camán – Hurley stick used in hurling and camogie

Caoin – Cry or keening

Cíorbholg – Comb bag

Créatúr – Unfortunate creature

Cuan Baoi – Bantry Bay

Dhá shealladh – Second sight

Diabhail – Devils

Dinnseanchas – A genre of Irish literature documenting the mythology, history and legends behind Irish placenames

Duilleoga feamainne – Seaweed fronds

Go raibh míle maith agat – Thank you

Fáilte – Welcome

File – Poet

Fóidín mara – An enchanted sod of ground that causes anyone who steps on it to become disoriented

Garsún – Boy

Grianán – Sunroom

Grianstad an Gheimhridh – Winter solstice – literally meaning the sun stop of winter

Idir dhá thine Bhealtaine – Between two May Eve bonfires i.e. conflicted

Imbolc – Festival associated with the goddess Brigid, celebrating the beginning of spring and held on or around 1 February

Is é sin an bealach go hÉirinn – That is the way to Ireland

Lá an Dreoilín – St Stephen’s Day

Lá Fhéile Eoin – St John’s Day – Midsummer’s Day

Leanbh – Child

Lóg n-enach – In Gaelic Ireland a person’s legal status, dignity and worth

Luibh gort – Traditional Irish herb garden mandated under Brehon Laws to provide medicinal plants for local communities

Lughnasa – August

Óenaige – Ancient Irish royal assemblies

Páistí – Children

Piseoga – Superstitions

Plámás – Butter up

Poitín – Traditional Irish distilled drink

Pota Phádraig – Patrick’s pot

Púca – Shape shifting ghost

Ráiméis – Nonsense

Reacaire – Reciter

Samhain – Halloween or November

Sasanach – The English

Sceach – Bush

Scéal – Story

Seanchaithe – Traditional Gaelic storytellers of Ireland

Seandaoine – Old people or ancestors

Sídhe – The Fairies or Tuatha Dé Dannan

Slán – Goodbye

Sláinte – Health

Spioróg – Sparrowhawk

Táin Bó Cúailnge – Cattle Raid of Cooley – an epic story

Tinte cnámha – Bonfires

Tiopra Sláine – Sacred well of god of healing, Dian Cécht, Sligo

Tóin – Bottom

Triús – Traditional Irish tight–fitting trousers, often featuring checkered or plaid patterns

Tromluí – Nightmare

Uisce – Water






1649


Their piercing screams woke her. The sound was unmistakeable; the violent shrieking of her father’s precious hawks. In her half-asleep state, her mind’s eye saw them struggling ferociously, talons pulling desperately at hemp tethers holding them firm to their birch-stick berths. Her brown eyes quickly followed suit attuning to a monstrous lightshow that dazzled the room, the reflection of a thousand giant candles flickering outside. Both light and noise blinding her senses save that of fear, her brain began to filter through the clamour of banging, uproar, of shouting men. A giant lurch to the window revealed a scene of hurried chaos. A great fire burned, the timber settlement around her stronghold stone tower home in flames. The Sasanach had broken the gate to Killenea Castle itself, bringing fire with them as they gleefully looted the loops which held weapons along each wall.

Confident in its burn, her home would soon reduce to smithereens. White fingers grasped to the solid stone sill under her window frame, she dared to watch barefoot children writhe under swords. The tall, bearded, hardy men of her father’s, unprepared for attack with only woollen jackets for protection had barely time to arm themselves with swords and knives. Stalwart of her father, old man Laochra, ran screaming across the castle grounds. Holding out the ancient ring-hilt sword and shield usually kept for posterity on the shelf of the grianán, he was to face certain death. He would die a hero’s death; or perhaps that of a fool. The helmets of the Cromwellian soldiers glowed in the light of flames; it was a gleam of death for those in combat and a flicker of uncertainty for those like her in the wings, the living, for she did not know if it was better to die here in Cleristown, her own home, with her own people, or go into the future; a future that would be foreign, an unfamiliar place where new rulers would make everything different to the way things were before.

She thought of the beautiful tapestries downstairs, stories not only of swords, shields and muskets, the barony of Forth and Bargy, but entire histories alight. Spotted by a gleaming helmet, she lurched sideways as cannon hit the wall of her room making the tower that had seemed so invincible in her childhood shudder at the impact. How would she escape? The tunnel under her stairs led to the western corner of the lower cliffside walls, where Lady’s Steps led down to the high bank of the stream. Grabbing a dagger, her mother’s ancient hair comb and fleeing down the winding stone staircase one last time, a brief glance outside the now holed wall of the castle showed her younger brother Eoin surprising two soldiers. As both retreated under a burning rafter, she watched him slice their heads open one by one, the flaming timbers engulfing their shielded skirts.

But a boy, she felt terrified for his safety, but she relished the sight of them ablaze.

Before scurrying into the tunnel behind the other women and children, she looked up to the friendless sky and saw that the flames had finally severed their hemp tethers and the hawks were now soaring gracefully to a new freedom; a freedom they had never known before. These hawks would not grace the English courts as had their ancestors.

The next day the retiring smoke revealed yet another stripe of parliamentarian gleaming helmets stretched out on the hills. They would not venture to walk down Lady’s Steps for another two days. When they did they watched the hawks in the distance, circling freely around the smoking ruins of their old home. She imagined them scrounging for scraps from the soldiers who roasted wild boar from her people’s forests. Ironically it was in the face of the Englishman that they had finally found their freedom.







Eight years later –
Killurin in the barony of Shelmaliere West




1
An Crann Coill/Hazel tree
5 August – 1 September
Wisdom, kingship


Intelligent with excellent reasoning powers, you excel in the classroom. A communicator with affinity for mystical knowledge you are often poetic inspiration.




To recollect my thoughts, I usually lose myself in memories. For example, on the day my mother Niamh McMurrough died in childbirth, my clearest memory is that of my father, in a rare moment of kindness, removing a fluffy white dandelion seed, the gathán gabhainn, gently from my untamed childhood eyebrow. Delving into later memories, I wrap myself gently in Rath na Seoige, my sacred space, that small circular enclosure in which I have spent much time connecting with the natural world – the wind, the air, the trees, the stars – the smells of which the stranger can neither tax us on, nor steal the energy of our ancestors. I eventually emerged from this sacred space to begin the journey to where I now find myself.

I came into this world in the year 1630, under the influence of the new moon. They named me Mithim after my mother’s favourite month; she had been born on Lá Fhéile Eoin, Midsummer’s Day in the month of June. Likewise, my brother Eoin was named in honour of her beloved birthday. I have a fair skin, apparently inherited from my Viking ancestors, which takes on a sheen of pearly opacity in the winter months. The black dark pools I claim for eyes I owe to my Norman lineage and the mixed blood of my ancient ancestors: the Celtic Milesians, the Firbolgs, the Tuatha Dé Danann, people of the Goddess Danu, they dominate the power through my veins.

Though all of my kind are lean, I have been described as being stronger in body than most. Now twenty-eight, I believe this is due to the fact that I have never borne children, who, during pregnancy if not provided with the nourishment they require, suck the life from the mother’s bones and teeth, stealing her beauty and leaving her old before her time.

Many have admired my hands and tapered fingers, long and sinewy, topped with strong white nails which I keep spick and span with the help of the coarse bark of the oak. It is necessary to have a polished touch for the work that I do, and therefore I must keep them so.

Home is a cabin made of daub wattle and stone, much of which I myself have constructed, save for the help of those house makers from whom I have received favours as a result of my wisdom as a herbalist. A rudimentary construction, it lies nestled under the protection of rowan and hazel, both trees offering inspiration, wisdom and most importantly guard, of which I am much in need, alone as I am in the deepest corner of the Wexford forest. In the centre lies the column of chimney stones around which the cabin is constructed, the base of chimney resting upon two large boulders which support its foundations. I have never been a builder by nature. On these boulders lie my potions, each alcove and crevice holding ointments and dried herbs which I store in vials of pottery or stone, or in timber ampoules I myself have fashioned from the forest floor. My produce has been procured from the apothecary’s garden which lies directly outside my door. Oats, nettles, wild thyme, peppermint and chamomile give my cabin a superb aroma, hiding the stench of poverty.

I was never officially trained by the Liaig school of Gaelic medics. Does it goad me? My father Fiach would have never allowed it.

‘Your mother is not here to defend you now, Mithim! You’ve already received a fine education in Latin and Greek. Now you’re ready for the life of wife and mother, teaching your children the Pope’s laws to atone for the sin of Eve. I have a husband in mind for you as we speak.’

Neachtain and I were to elope. We were to be the Deirdre and Naoise of the new age, except in our case the tragedy befell us before we ever set our course.

How Fiach would scoff now, a woman of my class to be a lowly apothecary. But I thank the stars every day for the knowledge of healing passed down to me from my ancestors, my maternal carers, daughters of the Goddess Danu. It has ensured my survival. Now the profession of the Liaig, the revered Gaelic herbal physician, has been destroyed by the success of the Saxon invader; no more can we read their old books of cures so lovingly prepared in parchment. The once esteemed healers have fled abroad along with the rest of my people, the Gaelic aristocracy, who, like everyone else, have been stripped of all.

This is why the invader leaves me alone. For now.

My only window is a gap in the wall; draped in salmon skin I cover it with a woven willow swathe when the weather necessitates. In autumn, I had rarely need of it, for we basked in brightness and warmth until the approach of November’s Samhain, in the year of Our Lord 1657.

If you believe in such a deity.

There is solitude in my forest home, interrupted only by the odd villager who seeks out my humble home for cures, those adventurous and desperate souls who forage for me in the darkest corner of Killurin. The Wars of Rebellion had brought the natives to foot and their morale has suffered. The villagers terrify me with tales of the fearful austere life lived outside of my forest home; festivities and sports frowned upon, whippings and death commonplace, Wexford taverns shut save the few used as resources of espionage. Of an English army moving deeper into the forest.

In return for my cures, alongside their fearful news, people bring me a multitude of offerings; vegetables, woven cloth, wool, pheasant, hare, smoked river fish.

On relieving the burden of their temples with my curing palms, I often wring my own fraught hands red raw, burdened doubly by the weight of my anxiety. I listened with trepidation, for having secreted away in this woodland solitude for so long, I knew the time was coming that I would have to leave. ‘The soldiers are moving this way.’ Their words pealed as bells through my ears.

Some cannot understand how I live like I do. ‘Are you not afeared of the púca in the nothin’ness of the forest dark?’

The question was posed by a young girl whose hands were blemished in warts, some of whom she complained ‘had hopped’ up and onto her face as if they were live entities.

I laugh. ‘At night the forest is alive; slugs, ants, spiders, beetles and weevils travel to and fro in search of food. There is always life in the forest, from the canopy of leaves at the tree’s crown to the woodland floor. Why would I be fearful in the midst of so many living things which cause no harm? It is you who are fearful of Cromwell’s soldiers in the outside world.’

Outwardly I laughed, but inwardly a cold tremor ran through my body, one of loneliness gilt edged with fear; I shivered at the thought of a remaining lifetime, reminiscent of Diarmuid and Gráinne, spent running from soldiers in the forest dark wondering what happened to those I loved.

Who lives?

Who is dead?

The possibility of nearby soldier camp rattled me to the core. I clasped my pounding head; the girl thought I was going mad. Shaking, I forced myself back to the present knowing that meditation at Rath na Seoige later would bring me to my senses.

Before she could cast any aspersions on my reactions I caught her hand brusquely, pressing on the warts, asking her if it hurt. Eyeing me suspiciously, she winced. ‘Mithim, you’re too right! Outside of this forest, everythin’ we once believed in we’re now told to despise! Once we were told our old pagan gods is to be hated, now it’s our devotion to our pope; ’tis all the same sin under Oliver Cromwell’s rule! We’re all terrified of bein’ seized for his capture ships. ’Tis is our greatest fear, maybe even greater than our fear of death itself.’

Pulling her hand away, she observed it wryly before stretching her fingers wide out in front of her. ‘I tried holdin’ the hand of a waxy corpse for a wart’s cure but it ne’er worked. What do you make of that treatment, Mithim?’

I remembered my cousins being led to the house of a corpse so’s to lay their hands on the shroud as a cure for measles. ‘My cures are plant only, so I can’t really comment on cures I know nothing of.’

She faced eagerly towards the light as I applied milk from a dandelion stem on her warts using the white foam of rushes. I would soon tie both plants together and hang on a low branched shrub; as they rotted, the warts too, should disappear.

I continued to apply the dandelion milk to her face as she chatted. ‘Where d’you learn your herbal craft?’

I recoiled at her question, reminders of the sharp loss of my heritage and those from whom I gained my knowledge, a shard of glass in my heart. ’Tis said that I’m descended from Miach, the son of Dian Cécht, god of healing.’

Speaking of my mother and the midwife Olwyn from whom I inherited my skill pained me. The girl didn’t seem to notice. ‘Was he a healer like his father?’

‘Yes. When he died, his sister, Airmid, sang songs to his spirit. He must have been listening in the Otherworld, for every day a new little miracle herb grew on his grave, each marking a part of his body and a special cure for its ailments.’

Scrambling the ground in grief at the loss of her brother, had Airmid gathered his dismembered pieces, memorising them with love. Would I have done the same with Eoin?

The young girl giggled, causing the warts to wobble under my herbal toolkit. I cupped her face in my hands to quiet her. ‘I wonder how Airmid’s throat felt after singin’ for so long lamentin’ that dead brother. Maybe she found a curative herb growin’ o’er the ground where the flesh of his throat was.’

I dropped her jaw with a heavy heart; I remembered my own brother Eoin as a child; pudgy, he’s running, blonde curls waving in the wind as we collected plants for Olwyn. My resentment: by giving him life, my beloved mother, my greatest teacher, had been ripped away to the Otherworld too soon. Once I wanted to rip those curls from his head, now I longed to kiss them. ‘I don’t believe there’s a remedy to fully cure such a wound, an ache for a lost brother, for if there is, I have not yet found it.’

Any previous laughter now escaped her voice. ‘You speak from the heart. Have the wars taken your brothers? They have taken mine too.’

I reattended to her responsive face, wiping her tears with my thumb. I was older, I would have to be strong and hold back my own. ‘The wars have taken everything from me.’

Seclusion in the forest had shown me that only answers, and not herbs, would cure that ache, the knowledge of my family’s fate lying far outside the forest, maybe even far away from Wexford.

It is true, alas, that I cannot always cure. On one Sunday of Lughnasa or August, halfway between the solstice and equinox, I sat enthralled by the carry-on of the blackbird couple who had become unusually territorial over the rowan tree. The glossy black beauty of the male bewitched me; his orange ocular ring, his yellow beak, his hoary legs. His beloved, lighter in hue, is no less beautiful, brown and bespeckled. I watched in empathy as they prepared to make battle with a thrush in defence of their home and food source, when I feel the presence of a young woman on a path in the trees.

I closed my eyes, letting the sense of her wash over me, her fear a torrent. Make haste. Make haste. Your feet are skimming the ground, brush and twig snagging underfoot. You do not feel the heat of the sun on your back nor the crackle of the leaves of ash and oak you trample. You do not see the beauty of the crowsfoot or the vetch, the squirrels and mice that scamper from your way. The green of the trees is but a passing blur, a sideline vision. Where is she? Where is she?

I spoke first. ‘It is I. Who is it? What do you want?’

I acknowledged her gruffly before she has a chance to call out my name.

I wondered who would dare to travel to me today, to walk anywhere on a Sunday, except to church, an invitation of trouble from the parliamentarians. She may be followed. Bursting through the foliage, her response is not in words. Choking on tears, she stretched her arms out towards me.

Therein lay a small parcel. On closer inspection, I recognised a young baby laying limp with shallow breath.

Not my custom to be friendly, I retained a habit of keeping a cloak over my head and partially covering my face, even with those who have visited me more than once.

‘How old is the leanbh?’

‘One week.’

I pulled back his swaddling and could tell immediately that the young boy was not meant to take his place in this world; barely clinging to life, he had begun the process of a swift departure. If he had lived, being born in the first days of the sign of the hazel, he would have been smart, good with numbers and science. He would like rules, although he would be typically involved in the making of them rather than playing by them. I smiled when I thought of this cheeky boy’s future, but it became dim, disappearing in an eye mist because it was not meant to be. I retreated into my cabin, bidding her to follow me inside.

She followed me to my fire, where I strike down my rod of steel across the sharp edge of flint. Using the char cloth, I nurtured the sparks into a flame. Soon we have a fire of small twigs and needles. On a pan I heat the already prepared brooklime paste. I undo his swaddling and paste it over the baby’s body generously.

‘I can’t save the boy, but this will relieve his departure from this life. His gentle energy will ease back into the nature from whence it came. Don’t fear for him, for ’twill re-emerge as a different force.’

Though utterly devastated, she calmed as if in need of someone to tell her the finality of what she already knew.

‘Go raibh míle, Mithim.’

‘Tá fáilte romhat; you’re welcome.’

Going to a shelf, I take up an item very dear to my heart, a measuring spoon made from bull’s horn, an item inherited from Malachy, my dead Franciscan friar teacher, salvaged from Cleristown, the ashes of Killenea Castle. As we lost all our battles, we also lost our menfolk. Holding the spoon makes me sad, sad for myself, for my people, and most of all for our vanished lives.

I pour into the spoon a measure of syrup made from the fairie thimble. A cure for the heart, it eases aches that live therein. I had self-administered it many times.

‘Here, take this for yourself, and nurse your child into the Otherworld.’

Instead of taking the spoon, the heartbroken girl reached out softly, drawing the shawl aside from my face. Pulling closer to get a better look at me, in the darkness of the cabin our eyes met. ‘Mithim, don’t you ever feel lonely in the dark shade of these trees? I hear in eight years you never leave the forest? No one can understand, as it’s well known here in Wexford that your people were the most fearless clan around. ’Tis even said that after your castle was attacked and destroyed, your men folk marched the long walk to Drogheda to help defend that town from the self-same army, not taking flight like the rest of the geese. Some regard the McMurroughs as legends.’

I slapped her hand away from my face. ‘How dare you! I am fearless! How many women do you know who would live here in the forest alone with wolves.’ I spat the words in defiance, shuddering at the mention of my family’s bravery in the face of our castle’s destruction; news of tyrannical soldiers landing in waves to Dublin ports arrived too late, a rogue swarm sent south to Cleristown and Killenea alongside a handful of southern castles to obliterate the worst of the rebel natives; our own having betrayed us without warning, perhaps those that had received food, drink and warmth at the hearth of Killenea’s now destroyed shell. I winced at the mention of my family name, at memories of a lost home, a lost people, and a lost life. I gathered my thoughts. I did not wish to lay my soul bare with my struggles to this stranger. The self-guilt, I who survived when others did not.

‘I’ve not had much occasion to leave the forest, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t ever wish it.’ I pointed at the window. ‘And it is not always dark here; look – the light that sparkles through the trees is as bright as any sun.’

Drinking the contents of the spoon, she pressed the baby close to her chest.

‘Others say that ’twas your clan and its supporters that brought the wrath of Cromwell on Wexford town, the reason he came back this way and sacked it properly and so many of us were killed. Is this why you hide?’

I could not save her baby, and her harsh words spat malice in the air.

I bit my lip as the familiar pain welled up inside me. I saw my father’s face, angry and red as I pleaded with him not to go to Drogheda.

‘I have seen the signs, Father,’ I cried. ‘Joining the rebel forces at Drogheda will destroy us. Please do not go.’

‘Enough,’ my father yelled. ‘There will be no nonsense talk of the Cailleach Bere stirring up winds or omens, or of other old gods and their sacred trees. That pagan nonsense your mother brought from the Beara Peninsula has poisoned the McMurrough women’s brains. I’ll not tolerate it. I’ll keep my word to my allies. Us Catholics must fight to keep onto our land. They may have killed our foe the king, but still, these English must crush us with this new army of roundheads; we must fight back and protect what’s ours. Come son.’

His words were directed to my brother Eoin, fifteen, barely a man. I tried to grab Eoin’s hand, to pull him back from disaster, but he brushed it away, obediently following my angry father from the chamber to leave me alone with my grief.

The young woman was now staring at me, but I would not give her the satisfaction of letting her see my sorrow, that I had not done more to stop them. I grabbed the spoon brusquely from her hand. ‘They were coming anyway,’ I snapped. ‘Why wouldn’t they, such an important port and with the town full of pirates and royalists.’ I turned away to wash it.

In her distress she bid me slán and left the cabin. As she disappeared into the forest, my anger subsided, now turning to shame. Had she not only spoken my own thoughts out loud for me? No, it was not her vicious tongue that had destroyed the warm afterglow of having done a good deed – the only ease I got from the pain of seclusion – but my own weakness. The poor wretch with her dying child had her own troubles. How was she to know the guilty secrets of my soul and those of my father and brother, now dead, but who showed at every turn to haunt me? How was she to know how I longed to be free of the guilty burden of my past? How was she to know how I yearned to find my misplaced family, my people, to find out what was left of them, to practise my healing out of hiding for more than mere hides to keep me warm.

The girl was right; my people were fearless, and I was of their blood. Closing my eyes, I dissolved into my deepest reserve summoning the spirit of my mother Niamh and those of her people in Adrigole, the O’Sullivan Beres; a vision of their beloved Cailleach Bere, the veiled sorceress they revered through the ages, appears behind my lids pointing me to the path leading out of the forest, the sign I’d waited for, a plan so long postponed. I knew the time had come for me to leave.

I wait for the sign.

As a child I had a recurring dream of looking deep into the blue eyes of Rathlin Island’s golden hare, seeing straight into his soul. This, like all my dreams, had long vanished, replaced by a solitary wish, a yearning, that despite these wars, displacements and isolation, I would find a McMurrough, and belong, if not to my family, then to my clan again.

I hear a hawk and tugging at the imaginary tether that holds me to the forest floor, I feel it loosen around my ankle, my wings readying to soar.






2
Muin/Vine
2 September – 29 September
Sacred knowledge, spiritual initiation


Charming, elegant, your personality can be unpredictable. Naturally empathetic, you are indecisive. A lover of the finer things in life: food, wine, music, art.




It is harvest time – the month of the vine. It is said that the Milesians were the ones who first brought the vine to Ireland from Spain, but as the grapevine has always required much care to bear fruit in this cooler Irish climate it has never grown in abundance; for this reason it was the bramble that came to be revered, bearing a fruit more beautiful and every bit as luscious as the grape. Finding shards of wine-stained pottery in a clearing in the forest, it perhaps has been left over from those who went before us, na seandaoine, a message for us to continue a renowned culture of feasting where possible, even in times like this where we endure unbearable hardship.

I know of some who will not eat the blackberry after Samhain as it is reputed that by then the púca has spit on it and rendered it inedible; I, however, treat it with the utmost respect, watching it fatten the birds while I boil its leaves into a tasty brew. Though they now control our country, the English cannot control the natural order of the seasons. This is still the Cailleach’s domain.

Having enjoyed the glory of the apple blossoms, I now welcome the prize fruit which I store in the darkness of my cabin. When pressed, the juice allowed to ferment over time produces a cider so pure it can induce altered states. Symbolising the past presence of love, the apples stay in my cabin long after being picked. Apple season has always brought me solace; it has come to represent those who have passed like ghosts through my life. Those I greatly miss.

Each year, since apart, I split an apple in half for my missing lover Neachtain. Making needles from the wood of the bramble, I put one through the eye of the second and then together between the split fruit, clamping it firmly back together with a tight knot.

I hang the apple back on the tree.


‘M’fhíorghrá, Mo chéadsearc, tabhair ar ais dom.’

‘My true love, my first true love, return to me.’



It is said that he was killed in the Wars of Rebellion. In spite of this, I hope that this would one day bring my dark-haired lover back to me, if only in the form of a blackbird.

I pound the blackberries ready for drying, the berries soon providing a cure for diarrhoea in both people and cattle. I think of the beautiful beasts at Killenea, long slaughtered. At the corner of my eye the hanging apple taunts me, pushing me to wonder yet again if Neachtain died at Fiach’s side, the father who forbade our love, the father who set his sights higher for a woman of my class than a mere soldier of his castle. Did they die together with Eoin at that famous hill in Drogheda, no energy left for cries, in a unison of animal wails?

‘Look after him, won’t you, he is fifteen, a child, too young for war. Please, do not go!’ I crawled on my hands and knees begging Neachtain to look after Eoin as they readied the horses for the way to Drogheda.

‘What choices do we have, Mithim? Those diabhail in Westminster have appointed that monster Cromwell to lead this latest invasion of Ireland. English kings and queens were bad enough, but since they cut off the king’s head these new rulers command that all resistance to this new-fangled English Commonwealth must also be crushed. Even children must play their part against what seems this never-ending English onslaught.’

‘It is all because the Protestant English settlers were killed. They should have been left alone; we knew the retribution was coming! Killing more will only make things worse.’ I was scrambling for excuses to stop him as my world fell apart.

‘Ah for god’s sake Mithim, Westminster parliament are as we speak raising money for the conquest of Ireland, in return promising lands of the defeated Catholic rebels. Our land! It is our land they seek, not retribution.’

It was true; the English parliament was more interested in dispossessing Catholic landowners than targeting those guilty of murder. The recent beheading of King Charles I, a man who favoured Catholics, and The Adventurers Act - sole topics of conversation those days around the great fireplace in Killenea.

Only nineteen, and already tired of war.

I ponder his end as I collect wild angelica, tormentil and speedwell. To quell my mind, the ground is my adventure. While I could not save them, I could heal others.

Being solitary, I do not see many others in the woods. Sometimes I hear the young from the village; they come in pairs at evening to feed their sexual urges in the midst of the trees, earlier and earlier now as autumn approaches to compete with the waning sun. I hear them grunt intertwined in abandon like wild boar to satisfy their inner animal. Unlike these young I yearn for the days to be shorter for the darkest days will be the ones to facilitate my escape; it is the security of the dark that will bring answers to my long-asked questions.

And, I have the Sídhe, the ancient spirit of the Tuatha Dé to keep me company. Driven underground by the sons of Mil, it is these people of the Goddess Danu who haunt the landscape in the face of every new ruler, Irish or English. In the forest’s spiritual landscape, they are always the nearest, in pockets of fóidín mara, perhaps rising from the souterrain at the centre of Rath na Seoige, an escape route inadvertently placed thousands of years after they were forced underground.

‘Mithim, follow me!’ I hear the beckon followed by titters; I turn swiftly to catch the swish of a green cloak sweep in between the oaks, the ash, the holly.

They tease me.

‘Hello?’ I answer. Sometimes I think it is imagination, for the forest is never silent, the wind whistling through the trees creating many voices. I now ignore them, for I fear those green voices will dissuade me from my plan, convince me to ignore the now awaited sign to leave, coax me to stay in our shared leafy home. In Rath na Seoige, the same wind whips up whispers and palpable sounds of the Otherworld; the ancestral power of the Cailleach the colour of the rainbow, the wind the sweep of her cloak. Older than them, she defies them, pointing, egging me on my new path. Is é sin an bealach go hÉirinn.

And, I see more and more of those that both force me to take the path yet stand in my way of travelling it; Cromwell’s men, the latest oppressors from that cursed and unrelenting empire adjacent to our island. If I am spotted and without time to hide, I put my head down and bypass quickly. They do not yet know the woods, and though my home is hard to find, I cannot run the risk of them knowing where it is.

Though frightened, out of curiosity I have sometimes observed the soldiers from under my hood. A seemingly endless swarm of fearful men they instil the fear of any Dullahan. If riding, they appear two abreast and six deep. An unusual sight for the Irish, they have cropped hair, their round heads emerging from stiff white collars as they sit with unbending eyes atop horses. They seem unfeeling, reminiscent of metal men forged in iron from a long-forgotten children’s tale with thick armoured gloves, brimmed helmets, and breastplates. They clutch hilts of swords held by leather straps, gleaming more from use than polish.

Those dressed in leather tunics sometimes appear in the parade. These too have arrived in their droves, adorned with the iconic symbol of the empire – that despised red sash – a license to forfeit the land of others. They deck their wide hats with feathers, as if in mockery of me and my people. When the musketeers in their red coats appear, with their matchlock guns clutched, and the bandoliers and the pike men with their terrifying tall helmets matched by hideously long pikes, I begin to sweat, for these were among the band of men that murdered my people and destroyed my home. I am told that they are also the most likely to break ranks and rape and murder as they pass. I cherish the memory of watching two of them burn; it steadies my bare feet on the path.

Once when caught off guard I looked into a young soldier’s eyes, and despite our differences, I sensed recognition. I, barefoot, dressed in my frayed cloak, could have been his mother, his sister. I, and my like, was not a stranger to him. I diverted my eyes quickly to something colourful at the corner of my eye, a clump of purple devil’s bit on the hedge. It is not the gentry of this new empire who they have sent to oppress and break us, but the poor. And it is the gentry who will come in and reap the benefits after the poor have died procuring their foreign riches.
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Eidhneán/Ivy
30 September – 27 October
Fidelity


A survivor, you overcome odds. A sharp intellect, you have compassion and loyalty to others. A giving nature, you are always there to lend a hand.




It was not long after yet another encounter with Cromwell’s foot soldiers. I sat in my cabin preparing a poultice when I heard several footsteps approaching. Shuddering, I feared that the parliamentarian forces had discovered my safe haven and finally come to kill me. So many encounters, it was a sign; the Cailleach had been warning me and I had ignored her. My fate was sealed. I anticipated leaving the forest, but not like this, the witch daughter of the rebel Fiach McMurrough burned in the square as an example to the rest of my kind. Worse, they would snatch me, bind me for slavery on one of the boats being filled with Gaels in the town of Wexford, home port to a new fleet that trawled the empire bringing hordes of the stolen out to tend its greed.

I had not time to flee, to hide myself in the greenery of my forest, being so engrossed in the preparation of a poultice from the greim an diabhail for a woman with kidney complaints. I tried to hide the devil’s-bit, fearing the plant’s name in English might provide a lame excuse for them to burn me. I had heard of lesser reasons. Having no choice but to come out in response to the knocking, I swallowed hard, bracing myself for fear of confrontation. Trying to perceive what would greet me, I immediately sensed a woman’s presence.

The ground squelches under your feet, the warm mud of tree needles and berries seep in between your toes creating a tickling effect. It brings small comfort as you are in pain – your hands are tightly bound. But it is your mind that is most affected – a thorny gorse bush though not in season has invaded the space. It is in full bloom, dry and ready to take fire.

It was not soldiers. Opening my door, I was wearing a necklace of ivy over my cloak; I had it also knotted in the trestles of my hair, hidden well from view. I wore it so, it being the day of my brother’s birth, and consequently, my mother’s anniversary. In wearing his birth plant ivy, I reconnected with my brother’s energy on this earth, helping me endure my loneliness with silent perseverance and the soulful grace of my ancestors.

This day being of special significance, I waited for a sign, a collective consciousness to send me a signal that this was the day to leave the forest. I imagined a pointer may transpire, an ancestral intervention to lead me back to my people.

What awaited me was to be a disappointment.

A group of several men stood grumbling outside my house, two women in their midst, one of whom was wild-eyed and writhing, and as I’d anticipated, bound by ropes. Held firmly between two anxious men standing to the fore of the clustered group, she bit aggressively at the cloth that gagged her, mumbling inaudibly and lashing out at everything around her.

Wary, I stood back from her.

‘She’s gone clane mad, Mithim, can you give her somethin’ to clear giddiness out of her head? Do somethin’ to help her?’

I recognised the haggard man who spoke; he had come to seek a cure for ringworm on his cattle not two years before. I saw by his demeanour and rags that the English have taken all from him as well, his once strong farming forearms grown wan. He no longer has animals to worry for. He was younger and prouder then. I saw in his hollow eyes he is now a poor broken old man. I felt grateful for my ivy; binding me to my deep roots, it sees me through the adversity of our times.

I did not yet feel completely broken.

‘She disrespected the fairie folk ma’am; she only has hersel’ to blame.’ I heard the voice of the only other woman, full of anger and resentment, calling from the back of the crowd. I wondered if the Sídhe were listening, if they were accepting their share of the blame.

With trepidation, I took a step forward. ‘Does anyone know if there is a cause for her anger, or did it just come on?’

The younger man looked away uneasily.

‘Can you unbind her for me?’ I secretly hoped that this would be my last patient in this place.

‘We can’t! Sure, if we do she’ll kill us or kill hersel’. This time, the younger man replied, all the while tightening his grip on the girl.

If we loosened her and she escaped into the nearby river, nature may have made a timely end to her ill-fated journey. I did not articulate my thoughts.

I noted the deep black marks on her body. ‘What of her hands and feet? Has she been in manacles?’

It was now the older man’s turn to reply. ‘Yes, me daughters been in manacles and the town stocks for misbehavin’.’

‘Do they not understand she isn’t well?’ I answer my own question with a sigh. ‘The parliamentarians chose to understand nothing.’

The men reluctantly sat her down on a nearby tree stump where I inspect the welts on her legs and wrists more closely. She stares into space, silent for the first time since arrival. Shortly afterwards I withdrew behind the cabin to my store of abandoned woodland spiders’ webs.

On seeing me approach armed with webs, the younger man jumped to his feet aggressively. Pointing at me menacingly, he screams, ‘I told you, that Mithim – she’s nothin’ but ’nother mad bad witch.’

His father slapped his face to put an end to his insults. ‘Stop son, for spider webs are health-giving.’

Cobwebs in hand, I addressed the younger man in anger. ‘Because of war, I have lost everything. But I still have knowledge, and I know that the healing power of this humble cobweb can be traced back over three hundred years, recorded by Ó Cuinn in a medical manuscript written by the order of the Liaig.’

Still defiant, the young man stood protectively in front of his sister waving frantically at the others. ‘Listen to her ráiméis! I told you - we shouldn’t have come here to brin’ wan mad woman to ’nother! Let’s go back the road we came!’

My hands were shaking in annoyance in response to his words, my mind now a spiderweb of thoughts, adamant that I would one day practise my craft in a world of respect. I struggled to steady them in order to keep the webs intact. Spinning towards him, I address him in stern self-defence. ‘When I was young I wanted to train with the Liaig, to be a ban-liaig, but English civilisation deems that a woman must be ‘put in her place’ and this right is now denied.’ I pointed at the poor bound girl. ‘The stamping out of our Irish ways and laws, and with them the rights of women in this land was accomplished under a woman, a Queen Elizabeth of England in direct defiance of those of her own sex. She was the mad woman. Not us. Step aside.’

Taken aback by my veracity, he finally gave me access to my patient. ‘Now, please, let me do my work.’

How I wished at that moment to be the master of my own destiny, to practise what I loved doing in an open space. I had defied my stubborn father, I could too defy the English forces and their stupid laws once outside of this place.

Concentrating on making sure the webs were cold and dry, I lay them carefully on her wounds; they would be slow to heal, weeping blood and pus.

I addressed the older man. ‘As her father, do you think something happened to cause her mind to go like this?’

Distraught, he reaches out to touch the girl. ‘Yes, too many years of hunger and war.’

She strained to kick her father and free herself from her perch, but his grip on her is firm. Grabbing her roughly by the hair, her head is pulled taut. Looking down at her contorted face he said, ‘The priest says she’s possessed by the devil himself.’

I remained kneeling on the ground trying to carefully reseal her wounds. ‘I can’t comment on any cure for that, for I don’t believe in the power of the devil.’

Hearing their gasps, I sensed the venom of those gathered around. Pausing from my work momentarily, I pulled my shawl closer around my body.

The older man spoke again. ‘Now you say you don’ believe in the devil? I came to you Bealtaine time, not two years ago. D’you remember? May Day? You gave me a charred hazel stick to drive the cattle home. You said ’twould give ’em protection against disease and th’evil eye. Sure, you even told me to stay usin’ that scorched rod to drive the cattle for the rest of the year, which I did until they were butchered on account of me lands bein’ taken. An’ now you tell me that you don’ believe in the devil? You must be jokin’ me!’

The grip on his daughter grew tighter, his knuckles turning white, her pain under his grasp evident.

Muttering, the others exchanged uneasy glances. They had outstayed their welcome. Hopping to my feet, I brushed the dead flies from my cloak. ‘I believe the greatest power is in nature, sir. That does not mean that I don’t believe in the power of evil.’

The younger man leapt forward impatiently, surprising me with his words.

‘Don’ speak in tongues Mithim. Please, don’ mind me father; he trusted you once before; he’ll trust you again.’ I felt the tide of confidence turn in the little grouping. ‘You’re her last chance; otherwise she’ll be packed off to the madhouse in Mocurry.’

I imagined her being blood let, her skull opened by dirty hammers, an experiment for the surgeons of madness. Secretly, I wished her to free herself and run towards the river.

‘I can prescribe something which will help to calm her, but I fear I cannot cure her.’

Retreating inside, I soon emerged with a tincture of dandelion and dried sea salts together with a hint of precious henbane which would make her sleep. Procured a month before, a little more would have promised her a longer sleep enabling her to escape this world, yet I thought better of it. I was not ready to poison anyone of my own kind just yet.

Shaking the vial, I spoke to her father. ‘She must drink this hourly in water, or as often as possible.’ I hand him the henbane separately. ‘Give this dried herb independently infused in hot water whenever she will drink it for you.’

He looked at the herb suspiciously, probably having heard about the prescription of dried mushrooms I had given a woman not long before, resulting in her bathing in ecstasy for such long spells after each dose that the villagers still spoke of my treatment in wonder. Dying from a fall off a cliff, the mushrooms had at least eased the pain of her madness. The youth from the surrounds had since trawled the woods in search of them with some success. Observing their forages with amusement, I tell them that the self-same mushrooms added to the strength of Tuatha hero Cúchulainn himself.

I too can play games with the people when I am bored, give them a feeling of flying through the air, but there was no time to play games with this girl. Mushrooms would not help her.

Her father peered at the dried herb guardedly. ‘What is it? What do you give her? Will it make her worse?’ I sensed hostility in his voice.

’Tis a rare herb, usually in the form of an extract, to ease nervous diseases. I’ve given you the full herb as I’ve not had a chance to procure the extract.’

Taking a small pewter cup from his pocket, he gathered water from the stream. Together we poured the dandelion tincture inside, offering it to the girl to drink. When she stubbornly refused, they pulled her head back and forced it down her throat.

Happy that she has drunk, her father turns to me. ‘Thank you.’

‘I hope it eases her pain. I’m not very capable in treating lunacy.’

They retreat with the quivering girl on a rope, and I notice the charred hazel stick I had given the old man two years before, still perched on his backside and fastened to his trousers with a span of threadbare rope.

My encounter with this unfortunate girl was probably the ancestral intervention I had waited for, as, working in mysterious ways, it would prove to be the very catapult to lead me away from the forest.






4
An Ghiolcach/Reed
28 October – 23 November
Secret keeping


Story and legend lover, you are a lover of truth and honour.




The moon before Samhain, end of October; was this the last to be spent in the woods? I pray for strength for any upcoming journey as I prepare for this festival of the dead, which I would spend alone in their remembrance and honour. The season when the veil is thinnest and contact between the great divide can be made, I would pull my salmon skin curtain to the side, leaving my only window, west facing, open for my beloved dead. Inviting them to attend my fire they would come in the form of wind and whispers. In preparation, I hunch in a collection of kindling and brushwood. The cold is beginning to descend. Hearing the trot of a horse approach, I hide behind my copious holly, peeping through the prickly leaves towards my grass-roofed abode.

You ride with confidence. You are a man. I have never been good at breaking into the conscience of your sex, which I cannot decide proves a blessing or a downfall; therefore I am lost in your thinking.

From this safe distance I observe him knocking on my door, the surprisingly handsome oak access to my simple cabin, lovingly carved after I’d returned health to a carpenter’s sickly child. Standing in stillness under the cover of the evergreen leaves, I fear the slightest sound underfoot will betray my whereabouts; I put store in the prickled leaves of the holly and their ability to protect and snag any malevolent forces in the hinterland.

‘Mithim? An bhfuil tú ann?’

Expecting the man to speak to me in English, he instead speaks Irish. I, too, speak the language of the Saxon, but prefer Irish, the language of my ancestors. I had never before contemplated my maternal language; it is only when one is considered uncouth and barbarian for speaking a tongue at behest of an Englishman that it becomes something of note.

Hearing him call my name again, I watch him walk cautiously around the cabin in search of me. I wonder if it is he? Is he the instrument, the awaited messenger who’ll facilitate my winter leave of the forest? I sense a nervousness in his manner. Tentatively I come out from my magical insulation, shattering the silence as I approach, the clutter of firewood in one arm, the chain of my large iron door key clanging under the other.

‘Yes, sir?’

Greeting me uneasily, his strong hands tie his horse to the rowan tree giving him a loose rein and a nose bag of grain. A tight blue stone ring circles his small right finger. It lacks a signet; perhaps he holds a more modern tool to emboss his authenticity on wax, unlike the McMurrough’s seal used by my father, imprinted on an heirloom ring, now lost to the world. I notice the saddle with its polished brass fittings, smaller, lighter, more ornate than anything I have seen before.

I can tell this man has rarely the occasion to visit someone like me, and I rarely have an opportunity to meet someone like him; wealthy, perhaps influential in this, our new world.

I observe his fine clothes – a brown velvet doublet lined in silver, it has the appearance of being too small as one of its large grey buttons lies undone. Dressed fashionably, a shiny brass buckle fronts his wide breeches, hanging loose to the knee. A man who does not favour the continental periwig or the high boot heel so preferred by the modern gentleman, nor the cropped hair of the Cromwellians, he wears his naturally long. To whom does he belong?

Stepping in my direction, the yellow stitching on his broad-brimmed hat looks somehow familiar, perhaps a signatory stitch by the Carlow milliner that once made hats for my father. Us children loved trying on Fiach’s hats, throwing them from one to the other; at least one memory of Fiach makes me happy.

He wonders why I smile as I turn my key in the rusty lock.

‘Why do you laugh?’

I can see he feels offended, finding my manner insolent. ‘I was wondering why you don’t wear a periwig fitting for a gentleman, sir?’

‘I’ve gone off the mere thought of them since I was told wigmakers source the hair from the heads of those dead of pestilence. It doesn’t sit well upon my head.’ I dare allow myself to laugh at his pun. ‘Anyway, I’m quite ready to forsake wigs as the parliamentarians don’t approve of fashion, or anything else for that matter; wearing it this way, although long, just about keeps me out of trouble.’

After deciphering his side of the political fence, I feel a little more comfortable with the man in my space. I deride the Cromwellians further. ‘Yes, these soldiers of fortune fear the dreaded curl above all else.’

‘Oh, all fashion! The vulgarity of foreign Catholic courts; the ostentatious French; the depravity of Venetian masked balls; the ridiculousness of the Spanish.’

‘Royalists of all descriptions are a threat, especially those lurking in the provinces of Ireland.’

‘I hope you are not one.’ He has a black sense of humour.

‘Of course not, my mission is to secure this new English Commonwealth state firmly in Ireland.’ He chuckles at my insolence. ‘Regarding pestilence, ’tis always hanging in the air somewhere, but I think you shouldn’t fear it, for you appear quite a healthy specimen; ’tis only hair pieces full of nits you should fear. French fashion is not all ’tis made out to be, you know.’

The man looks at me and my home curiously, eyebrows raised. ‘What would you know about French fashion, living here in this little bothán?’ Placing his hat on my outdoor table, he peers at me in amusement.

My pride takes hold. ‘I haven’t always lived in a hovel, sir. Like the rest of my people, I’ve suffered an unfortunate change in circumstance since the Wars of Rebellion.’

‘So, you are Mithim?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’m at the right door. I’ve come to seek your advice and assistance on er … some delicate matters.’

His humour and self-assuredness quickly turn to uneasiness. He now stumbles upon his words, kicking around at the fresh autumnal clutter, the prior conversation a mere showpiece for my amusement. I compare my roughly hewn leather sandals to his finely sewn boots. I owned shoes more beautiful once.

Uncomfortable, he scratches a patch behind his ears, ruffling his curly blonde hair sprawled over brawny shoulders. What did he want?

I set about putting him at ease. I am eager to know even though my inner voice tells me I should not believe one word that comes out of his mouth. With a healthy complexion of roses, it was not for himself that he sought healing. ‘Your hair is thick and wavy, I’m glad you do not choose to wear the wigs those of your class favour.’

He smiles, his foot shuffle stopping.

‘I don’t know if I can help you, sir. I use the mere resources of nature, not the tinctures of the king of England’s laboratories used by medics of the modern world to which you are surely more familiar.’

‘The king of England is dead.’

‘Once we imagined the death of an English king would be a blessing for the Gaels, but the man who has taken his place has wreaked more devastation on us. Follow me.’

Pushing open my heavy door, I lead him inside, placing the kindling at the centre of my little homestead. Folding back the cap of my old cloak I reveal my face, letting the tresses of my long curly auburn hair tumble out. He looks at me in surprise and I deduce from his expression that he expected a gaunt and haggard crone, roughly hewn out of war, not a delicately chiselled woman of nature as he now witnessed. I feel the power of the Cailleach permeate my being, suddenly feeling as one with her, being both crone and maiden in an instant; I enjoy my power, seeing him behold my beauty, for I show it to few.

‘With what can I help you?’

Perhaps relieved that he did not have to behold the withered warted hag of his imagination, he draws his attention to the wreaths of wood sage hanging from my ceiling. Being tall and my homestead squat, he bends low to avoid them. He shows surprise at the tiles displayed on my stone walls, the unmistakable blue and white of the tin-glazed Delft earthenware. Moving towards them, he traces his fingers tenderly along their details; the velvet-dressed gentlemen, the snaggle-toothed milkmaids, the furry-footed horses. Stopping his hand in front of the tile portrait of a flaming lantern, his gaze lingers. This one being my own personal favourite, I interrupt his thoughts.

‘Lanterns hang on every twelfth house in Dutch trade towns to stop the ill-fated from plunging into canals in murky weather.’

He turns to me. ‘Who has told you such tales?’

Following years of fear and distrust, I am unaccustomed to answering questions.

After a short silence, he asks again. ‘Where did you get these tiles?’

In preparation for the real world outside of the forest, I know I will have to learn cunning in lieu of trust. To get the measure of this man I would have to converse. ‘My uncle was a merchant seaman. He brought them back from Holland.’

Speaking of my uncle’s goods unleashes rolls of memories; waves of fabric, silks, caffas and velvets brush my skin. Arriving from overseas with cloth the colours of the rainbow, our servant Aoibhinn still insisted on plain fabric and dyeing the old way. I think of the purple cloak hidden in the wooden chest at my feet, remembering the laughing hours spent making its violet dye from the bilberry fraochán. I wondered where she was now, what had been her fate.

What was I to say to this man so enthralled with my tiles? I endeavour to endear myself to this untrustworthy stranger, he may be useful when I make my way back into the world. I hadn’t spoken to another human being in almost three days and there are a thousand words stored up on my tongue; they come tumbling out.

‘They were rescued from my father’s house after ’twas taken over by a Cromwellian army man.’

‘And who was your father?’

‘Fiach McMurrough, a noble man. He fell at the Siege of Drogheda.’

He nods in recognition. ‘Ah, eight years ago, nearly to the day. For a warrior like your father, ’tis the most honourable death, to die in battle.’

I lower my eyes to the floor at the mention of the battle. Memories too horrible to mention and a heart swamped in sorrow, I flop dejectedly at my table. ‘Yes, but he was fighting since the rebellion of ’41. I think ’twas not the war itself, but the exhaustion of war, that killed him in the end.’

‘Did you lose others?’

I hesitate. ‘Yes, sir. Everybody.’

‘Also at Drogheda?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not sure. All I know is that they’re all gone.’

Beibhinn, my friend on the outside was always vigilant, constantly asking about the fate of McMurroughs from the Manor or Killenea Castle, but the news always came back the same – the clanspeople had all dispersed outside of the country, to France; to Spain; banished to Connaught.

I think again of my merchant uncle who lived in the manor adjoining our tower. As a child, I envied his two children, often avoiding playing with them; what I wouldn’t do to see them now, to hold them in my arms, to cherish my own flesh and blood.

His words bring me around. ‘By the time Cromwell and his army had finished the siege some say only thirty citizens survived Drogheda. He perfected his methods before he repeated the slaughter here in Wexford a few weeks later.’

I nod. ‘Too many enemies of the Protestant settler here in Wexford. They had to be dealt with.’

‘And he was right.’

I could only quantify his words, my own people being the enemies who had, according to recent legend, unwittingly invited slaughter on the town.

‘Do you have other family?’ He stammers. ‘A brother?’

This man’s unprecedented interest in my story catches me by surprise, filling me with suspicion. How did he know I had a brother? Although not to be trusted, I saw his potential use as a tool of information in the outside world, now a foreign and hostile place.

I humour him.

‘I’ve been told that my father lies in a mass grave in Dundalk with our clan whom he fought alongside, but I’ve never had news of my brother Eoin.’

I shiver, that old fearful vision returning; Eoin’s head impaled on a splint as a warning to those who dared defy the Commonwealth. It was almost consoling to think instead of his decaying corpse in its entirety decorating a Louth hillside. I imagined my grandfather’s prized dagger being ripped from Eoin’s corpse before being used to shred the McMurrough banner under which his proud young body bled to death. My father nearby, delirious groans of the Virgin Mary the last on his lips. I wince, visions of the battlefield and my people wailing in agony pervading every corner of my mind.

‘They say the hill ravens had such a choice of flesh to pick in the days after the siege they grew fat and waddled like ducks.’

The man sees my distress; momentarily I see no pity in his eyes as they pierce mine. ‘Do you know where your brother is?’

‘I have never had news. I fear he is dead and never survived Drogheda after all.’

It makes me suddenly weary to contemplate the reality of setting out on a mission to find my people after all this time. How did I know that any of them lived? And, if so, did they even want to be found in this hostile environment? Would they not have returned to Wexford if they had wanted to see me? Suddenly I wish to be over at Rath na Seoige, my sacred space, where my thoughts have not such jagged edges. Shaking now, the upset jars me to continue speaking, as if in an effort to avoid confronting my own demons.

‘I also lost the man that was to be my husband. I’ve been told that he lies with my father.’ I utter the last statement with an unintentional coldness, or did I? Maybe the wars had, too, hardened me to stone.

He eyes me disdainfully, thinking me lying to protect my menfolk. ‘There is no truth in life under Cromwell, the master of suppressing insurrection. He and his sons can smell rebellion, and death comes to all traitors!’

I smirk. ‘If a man is already dead how can Cromwell’s men kill him?’

He brushes off my statement. ‘We hear too many things these days.’

He is right, his words confirming that the time had come for me to find the truth out for myself.

The gentleman listens intently; his eyes grow softer, encouraging me to open my heart even further. ‘Sometimes I think I’ve grown up and found myself in another’s life; turned into the wrong person.’

‘What was the man’s name? Your fiancé?’

The mere thought of my lover’s name makes me wince. It was a long time since I had uttered it aloud. The thought stirs something in my loins, a reminder of what it once felt like to be a woman; I had not been reduced to an unfeeling stone after all.

‘They’re in peace.’ I add dejectedly.

Unhappy with my answer, anger rises in his throat. ‘The dead are at peace, but what about us?’ He bolts to a crouch in my cabin, the atmosphere in my one room abode growing tense. ‘Of all the rebellions against the English the reprisal for the killing of the Protestants planters in ‘41 dragged on for eleven years, the self-appointed god’s executioner Oliver Cromwell set upon us bringing famine, death, destruction; he ordained to strip us of everything until all that remains is a carcass of a broken people. We are forbidden to speak our tongue, practise Catholicism, the lands of our ancestors confiscated – given to more Protestant settlers unless … unless …’ He pauses. Seemingly undecided, he chooses to discontinue the rant. Reaching to a shelf, he moves a pestle and mortar aside to pick up a glass still. He feels the cap and its downward-sloping tube for condensation as if to divert his attention away from the unsettling subject of politics and war.

I breathe heavily under the weight of his fury; though difficult, it feels good to listen to his truths. ‘If they had not had the excuse of the Great Rebellion, they would have found another way to steal our fertile green lands. Please sir, do not touch my belongings.’

He replaces the still back to where he had originally found it.

‘Of course, you’re right. Any man who executes a king and declares himself Lord Protector of the Commonwealth will never stop the bloodshed in his continued greed and quest for power.’

I yawn, tired of a life of fear and submission. I stand up from the table to remove my cloak.

He gazes across the dark room watching me as I shed my veil. ‘Have you no other family? A mother? A sister?’

I feel strangely at ease around this man. It had been years since someone of my own ilk was interested in my narrative and not used me as a vessel into which they pour tales of woe and Saxon Planters.

‘I never had a sister. My mother died in childbirth, no amounts of mongach meisce, vervain or eyebright given her by Ó hIceada our medic could bring her back. Perhaps ’twas fate, for she was not meant to suffer the pain that lay ahead had she lived. She died in the arms of a family that loved her. ’Twas after all, not such a bad ending.’ Having spent so long in isolation, it was the type of death I longed for. ‘What has life become when you envy someone for the manner of their death?’

He remains silent, and, as if my sadness was contagious, his eyes follow mine with intent. I see in them sorrow and pity for my plight. And something else. Something familiar that nags at the edges of my mind but will not come into full focus no matter how hard I try to pull it to me. Finally, I feel it, my third eye, an dhá shealladh, warning me.

I hesitate, the scratching in my head becomes louder and more insistent, the winter goddess gnawing at me to reconsider. I elbow her from my mind. Why should I not grasp this opportunity for human connection? This man may be powerful, and in time a useful ally. How many times had she not listened to me in the past? My frustration with her led to my rebellious act; I was leaving myself bare to a man I did not know, other than he too seemed as lost as I in our war-torn land.

My legs grow weak as water under the weight of my loneliness. I think to myself that it is too long since I have been with a man. I have nothing to lose, and only pleasure to gain. I am not young, yet I am not old. I am acutely aware of the immense beauty that lies beneath my rags. I have luscious milky skin and full soft breasts. I, who have been applying and feeding my body with succulent oils from the forest, with herbs which intensify both beauty and pleasure.

The man’s eyes fix on me as I shed my cloak, revealing my thin dress underneath. I am not sure if it is the warmth of my longing propelling me or a calculated act of survival. His blue eyes widen, and I see bewilderment in his expression as if he, too, has been laid bare by the fear of bewitchment.

But the moment is fleeting. As I expose my breasts, those same blue eyes burn with hunger behind and finally I see the lust rising in his lips. His longing is contagious, so I continue to shed my clothes, gradually displaying my waist, my vulva.

Allowing his lips to caress my neck, he descends to the contour of my breasts. The decision made, we surrender ourselves to each other on my lovingly woven grey blanket over its bed of soft reeds and birch tops, the nagging of my goddess now muted by the intensity of our lovemaking.

‘It is said that Diarmuid himself lay on such a bed with his lover Gráinne.’

He throws back his head and laughs when I tell him.

‘This was not what I expected when I came here.’

He delights me with his tongue. We pleasure each other, and while making love I hear in my own cabin the very groans that I had had heard so often from the young outside my door; ours mature, deeper in nature, intensified, selfishly, on my behalf by the possibilities that this man might bring. I know, at my peril, I am ignoring my inner voice for the risk of gain.

When happy and spent, he sleeps. I go outside to wash my hidden beauty in the stream. Time spent in this stream is sacred; I listen to the echoes of the Sídhe as their songs rise from the bubbling water spilling endlessly over timeworn stones. Was further time with this man a risk worth taking? There was no answer in their song. Emerging from my cabin, he looks at me with mistrust; I know now that he thought himself bewitched. In seducing him, I could not deny that although I felt the Cailleach pulling me back, I found the flip side of her in me simmer, eventually overpowering, empowering and emboldening me. I lower myself in the water for I, too, am a little lost for words at what has happened between us.

Naked, I scrub myself clean in the cold water. ‘Slán.’ He bids me his leave-taking with a tip of his hat, turning once more towards me before mounting his horse. His trot quickly gains into a gallop, and as I watch him disappear into the greenery, three things occur to me: he had not told the reason for his visit, he had not asked for the advice that he sought, nor had he told me his name.

I do not worry, for a man that asks so many questions would surely be back, and when he did, I would have much use for him, a tool to propel me forward in this journey to find my lost people.

As a man may use a gun in the field of war, a woman must use her beauty if it is the only weapon she has.

I arch my head, submerging it in the cold bubbling water to discern my thoughts, tune into that inner knowledge, that other sense of knowing buried deep near the base of my skull. Inherited from my ancestors, it has often been, although not always, right.
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