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ONE





I remember the first night ‘on remand’ watching the news. The first item was about Europe: agricultural ministers meeting in some European capital – Madrid, I think it was – subsidies I suppose, suckler cows, something like that, and then, there I was between two gardaí, Jim O’Driscoll and Columba McLoughlin, Christian Brother boys both, like myself. A blanket covered my head as I was being rushed from the car to the courthouse in the county town, and all the townies shouting abuse. Braying like donkeys – you’ve seen it many times before on the news. People outraged, ugly. I saw somebody run over and hit me a dig. I didn’t remember being hit, nor did I recognise her. An outraged woman. A stranger. It looked a decent blow, and seemed to connect either with my neck or with the back of my head because I stooped in response, yet I didn’t remember it; still don’t. Strange that. I must have felt it, mustn’t I? Can you feel something, a blow or a slap, without registering it?


The newsreader read the story as she had written it, or as it had been written for her. I didn’t recognise that either. Not that I was listening carefully. I was engrossed in the picture, the ugly little scene outside the courthouse. One of the men, another on remand for something or other, sitting in the cell, shouted across at me ‘Hey! ’s that you?’ I was lost in the soap opera of it. Who had thought of the blanket? Probably one of the gardaí. They must keep one in the car for that reason. All these details.


‘Hey, redneck! ’s that you?’ I jolted back into the present.


‘Yes,’ I replied almost in disbelief.


‘Fuck them blankets,’ he said. ‘Do you know what I’d do? … I’d smile at the camera; give them the two fingers. I wouldn’t give a shite.’


The picture switched to a reporter, live, on the street. It was night-time, dark and back-lit by the public lighting, emphasising the pillars and contours of the courthouse. Dramatic stuff.


‘A local man …,’ he checked his notes, ‘known as Jack Sammon, is inside the courthouse as we speak, and we understand he is being ….’


Hearing my name had a chilling effect.


It was peculiar looking at the crowd that had gathered outside the courthouse on the night I was charged. I don’t know now if I have an actual memory of it, or if the clip I have seen on television so many times has now actually become my memory.


‘The charges were formally read to the accused and he was asked how he pleaded. He replied, “I don’t know.” He was asked a second time by Judge Donnagh O’Carroll, and this time he replied, “I’m not sure.” Judge O’Carroll said that he could not accept such a plea and that he would enter a plea of “not guilty”. Bail was refused and the accused was remanded in …’


It’s a short drive from the garda station to the court. You’d prefer to walk it if … well.


‘Tonight he will be brought to ….’


I do remember one of the gardaí pushing my head down as I got into the car, as if I’d never sat into the back of a car before. Or was that later, coming out of the courthouse? It might have been. As we approached the courthouse, I was surprised to see the crowd. It was like arriving at a funeral parlour. An intense group of people stood close to the door; smaller groups, twos or threes, stood farther back and across the street on the Mall. As the squad car neared the side gate, they closed in around it and started banging on the roof; I wanted to put my hands over my ears. There was a flash! Someone, from one of the papers no doubt, had stuck a camera to the window. Why do they do that? Do they ever get a photo? That must have been when they put the blanket over my head. From then on it’s just a blur of noise and pushes, jostling and shouting, and me trying to keep my balance. Public outrage or a freak show? A kick.


I remember a kick to my leg just as I got out of the car, but I still don’t remember the woman. Who was she? What possesses people to do such a thing, caught in the act on television for everyone to see? They don’t think of that, I suppose. They ought to, instead of losing the run of themselves. Did they look at themselves on the news and feel embarrassed? Maybe she doesn’t see that person on TV as herself! The two fingers to the press would have been the thing to do. No! They have the last word, don’t they? They can interpret it as they like, can’t they? And then the public sees it that way for good.


For a short time, I was inclined to blame that prisoner for distracting my attention from what the newsreader was saying. Later that evening, as I lay on my bed, I realised that it was the picture that I was concentrating on and not the sound. The image. Was I looking for a familiar face? Not a particular one, but anyone?


As I lay there awake in my cell, I could imagine what the people outside the courthouse were saying.


‘Of course, you know him …. The new bungalow out by the lake, beyond the bad turn. You’d often see him in Maguire’s at the bar with his pint of stout after work ….’


‘That’s his brother, Tom, that has the farm beyond the village.’


‘There were three of them in it. He’s a younger sister, a teacher in the midlands I believe. What’s this she’s called?’


‘Precast Concrete Products, off the Mill Road, that’s what he does. A nice earner, judging by the house.’


‘Came back from England with a few shillings and a JCB was it, but this codology – how did he get mixed up in that?’


Look at him, me I should say, guilty already, stumbling up the steps between O’Driscoll and McLoughlin. Am I guilty? I must be.




 





The back door of the house was open, as it had been throughout the summer. The three of us were in the kitchen eating a feed of rashers, sausages, black pudding, and a few fried potatoes that had been left over from dinner the night before. Mammy was cleaning off the big black pan by the sink. She and Tom were discussing what clothes he would need for going back to school. He had been angling for some time to be allowed stay at home to work on the farm, but she was having none of it.


‘Work on the farm, and what would you earn on the farm?’ She paused, but not long enough for him to answer; she intended to do that herself. ‘There isn’t a decent wage to be earned from the farm. The farm will be there when you’ve finished your education and you can come back to it when you’ve a good job got.’


‘Your mother’s right ….’


Three heads swung round towards the tall, strong figure of a man in his stockinged feet by the door.


‘Mairtín! You should know better than to go sneaking about the house like a … a … a cat burglar.’


‘I’d have had rich pickings if I’d a mind for it, with the way every door of the house is open to the world.’


‘Isn’t that the way it ever was?’


‘Oh, times are changing, Kay, and we don’t know who we have in the country now, or what sort they are.’


‘Sit down out of that and take the weight off your feet.’


‘What are you implying by that remark now – that I’m fat is it?’


They both laughed, and we, the children, enjoyed the banter that always lifted the mood of the house when Mairtín, our neighbour, came to the house. He came most days. He virtually ran the two farms, his and ours, as one. When his silage was cut, ours was; when his muck was spread, so was ours. That was the way of it since the day Daddy died.


‘What did I hear about staying home to work on the farm? Am I not doing a good enough job, is that it, heh?’


Both questions were directed playfully at Tom, who tried his best to argue that school was a waste of time and wasn’t he going to end up on the farm anyway?


‘That’s the way things are, Tom. There’ll be no living to be made on the farm in a year or two anyway.’


‘But, Mairtín, you’re always saying that it’s time we run out of, not money.’


‘Tom!’ Mammy tried to correct Tom but Mairtín wasn’t offended.


‘Right enough! That’s what I say and I believe it too. But it’s all about money today. No one has time to talk – the balance is lost.’ He paused and took a deep mouthful of tea. ‘When God made time, he made plenty of it, a grá! If you use it wisely, it will work for you, not against you. So you might as well go shopping with your mother tomorrow and get those clothes for school. It’s the only thing worth doing. Do you hear me now? When you’ve a good job, the farm will be a hobby for you, a counterbalance, and that’s what it will amount to.’


Neither of Mairtín’s two sons had taken any interest in his farm. His older son, married and living in Dublin, had adopted a Romanian child from an orphanage and was about to adopt another. His younger son was in London, a chartered accountant with his own consultancy, making pucks of money in the City. He owned a holiday house in the Louisburgh direction and came home with his English wife every Christmas and summer.


‘We’ve just had a call from Paddy and Triona,’ he said. ‘They’re leaving Shannon about now to go to Russia.’


‘Oh, God bless them and give them luck. It’s a wonderful thing they’re doing.’


‘Costing them a small fortune, between the travel and the hotel and all the people and officials they must pay.’


‘It will all be worth it, I’m sure, to give a home to a healthy baby that otherwise wouldn’t have one. Do you know, they’re a great couple to do what they’re doing, all the same. Will they look for a boy this time?’


‘Oh, Ivan the terrible, I suppose. There’ll be company for the other little madam anyway, and that won’t be any harm. She has things too much her own way, that one.’


Mairtín poured two fine spoons of sugar into his second mug of tea and a sup of milk before stating his purpose.


‘Can you spare these two young men for a while, Kay? I need some strong hands to help me with the ewes. We’ve kept them chaste long enough I’m thinking. I have the ram for a few days and I must go and collect the beast.’


There’s a tone of voice that adults use when they are in cahoots. You know there’s something afoot but you don’t know what.


‘I suppose I can spare them for a while all right.’


‘Right so. Let me finish this tea and we’ll be off. The sooner we get started, the sooner we’ll finish.’


Adults would annoy you when they’re acting, so they would. You wouldn’t be sure what was going on. Tom and I had spent a good deal of time with Mairtín that summer. I suppose we were that bit older and stronger, and able for the jobs he’d set for us. ‘That yard hasn’t been as clean or as organised since your father, God rest him, did it himself.’ There was no need to labour the point about us going with him that morning; it would have been the most natural thing in the world. Mammy liked us being with Mairtín and always encouraged it.


‘Your father used to say that Mairtín Conway had the best set-up in the neighbourhood. If there was anything you needed to know about sheep or lambing, you only had to ask him. If a weak or sickly lamb could be saved, then he would do it surely,’ Mammy told us.


At the foot of the hill, Mairtín sent Bucko out round the perimeter of the field. Like a bullet, the collie took off to the right, travelling so fast that his coat was flattened by the speed.


‘Watch him now, lads. He’ll cut the corner, the lazy cur.’ If he did, two fingers went straight into Mairtín’s mouth and a loud whistle blast altered the dog’s course as if he was radio-controlled. Nearing the stone wall, Bucko veered up the slope, was hidden for a few moments behind the burial mound, appeared again, and soon vanished over the top of the hill.


‘If he’d gone this side of the mound, there’s no telling what he’d have missed. I’d have had to send him out again.’


Within a matter of minutes sheep began to appear, slowly at first, and then they came down the hill at speed. Another sharp whistle stopped Bucko in his tracks and he lay down panting after his efforts, allowing the flock to slow down to a more acceptable pace before they reached the gate. We walked them along the road by the lake, myself and Bucko preventing them from turning into the gap toward the slipway, where a few fishery boats were tied up.


‘The boy in the gap!’ Mairtín would say as he passed me. ‘Do you know that tune?’ And he’d lilt a piece of it to mock me, ‘Dittle-de-dittle-de-dydle-de-dittle-de … On with you now!’ he’d say, and I’d dash on, with Bucko, to Concannon’s ever-open garden. Mairtín walked with his bike, Tom next to him, keeping the pace lively and signalling to cars that were approaching from behind. We turned the sheep up the boreen to Conway’s and into the small field by the house. Bucko, overanxious to please, snapped at a straggler’s hind leg and was rebuked for his rashness …. ‘Go ’way home.’


Tom and I had been dismissed at this point the previous year, though in more friendly tones than Bucko; Bríd, Mairtín’s wife, having greeted us and given us each a chocolate bar. ‘Off home with you now, lads. Your mother will surely want you for something. It doesn’t take the three of us to get a ram.’


We then dallied our way home by the lake, skimming stones. That year Mairtín fetched his blue Kadett, hitched the small trailer, and beckoned to us to sit in. We were going to fetch the ram. I got in the back, pushing over the old raincoat, moving some tools and a length of electric cable with the drill still attached, just noticing the used hypodermic before I sat on it. We bombed through the countryside, me bouncing in the back like on a ride at the fair, swinging at each bend. Tom was delighted with the self-importance of being in the front, taking in every gesture, every word to be mimicked and practised whenever he got the chance.


My mind drifted to the knowing looks exchanged between Mairtín and Mammy before we had left the house. Perhaps there was more to it than an in-joke about the ram. Maybe it was about our going along this time. Tom thinks I’m too deep by half, suspicious, looking for motives where there are none, or at least where he fails to see one. There are always motives.


The ram was ready for us when we arrived. He was held in a small pen made of wooden pallets. After the ewes earlier, this creature looked a different species altogether. He had a bearing – cocky, self-important, a rugby player’s neck and shoulders, ideal for head-butting. He looked ready to take on all-comers, including Bucko. In the end he went willingly enough up the ramp into the trailer.


‘All wind,’ laughed Mairtín, as we watched him scamper up.


‘He carries all the necessary equipment anyhow,’ said his owner.


Tom and I watched him, our eyes attracted by the rugby balls which seemed to bang together between his legs. Rather than attributes, they appeared to be a hindrance. While he seemed to want to challenge the world in a head-to-head, his appearance was more of a joke than a real threat, a poser.


‘I wouldn’t turn my back on him anyway.’


‘Unless you were a ewe.’ The two men laughed.


‘So long as he does the job, that’s all we want’.


In Mairtín’s yard again, the trailer was backed up to the gate of the low field and opened. After the confines of the trailer, it took him a few moments to get his bearings.


‘Watch this now, lads.’


The ram lifted his head and his nostrils twitched. It was a second or two before a bell went off in his brain and, trotting almost like a bull, he took off, charging first around and then through the flock. Startled and not quite sure what to do, their incessant chewing stopped as they assessed the new arrival. It wasn’t long before he had mounted his first ewe. At first she ran from him, turned and looked prepared to butt him; others in the vicinity scattered. He circled her and tried again this time with success, driving in and out, in and out, in and out.


‘That’s how it’s done, boys.’


I looked at Tom to see how I might be expected to react. I felt embarrassed, a little betrayed by this gentle, tree trunk of a man who was standing in for my father.


‘That’s how it’s done and there’s not much to it really.’


The moment hung there clumsily. I remained unclear as to what this meant, until I heard my brother break the spell.


‘That’s how it’s done all right,’ he said, leaving me isolated in my silence.


What Mairtín said next troubled me in a way I found hard to explain.


‘It’s nature’s way, it’s God’s way and I can say no more than that. There’s those that will laugh at it and make a dirty thing of it, and if they do, well, let them.’ That’s all he said.


What was I supposed to take from this? The atmosphere said that there was more in what he said than met the eye. Was there? If so, then I missed it.


It was just like a dog and a bitch that I have seen several times before, no different. It’s something you see. You can’t avoid it. Boys at school laugh at it. ‘Look at the dirty ould git, and he trying to ride the arse off her.’ You see it and it’s the same old thing. You see it and you forget about it. So why was I to stand and watch with my brother and Mairtín?


This time, after the business with the ram, Tom and I walked in silence till we reached the lake. It was evening now and the sky to the west was a bright autumn pink. The water on the far shore reflected perfectly the wood in its yellow-and-orange colouring. Burke’s on the hill seemed replaced by a ball of bright flame as the sun picked out the side window. In the lea of the hill, a man fishing from one of Walshe’s boats stood in silhouette as he whipped his line back and forth above his head.


Tom cast the first stone. ‘When I finish school, I’m going to be a farmer.’ He was making a better fist of it anyway. I dithered. Sweeping the yard, putting stones back in place on the wall, carrying Mairtín’s tools from one fencing post to another, whitewashing the outhouses – these things I could handle. But this fascination with creatures’ rear ends had a different message for me. ‘That’s how it’s done,’ he said as he skimmed a stone and then gave a slight titter and when our eyes met, he wriggled his hips in imitation of the ram, and we could do nothing but laugh – and we laughed. For ages after that, it became our joke. At first he only had to look at me to start me laughing. If he’d finished his homework or a job in the house, he might say, ‘That’s how it’s done’, and I’d be off again. ‘What’s so funny? What’s the great entertainment?’ Mammy would ask. We wouldn’t dare tell, laughing now for the sake of laughing, forgetting what the joke of it was. I laughed because that’s what Tom wanted me to do, what he expected of me. I recognised, perhaps for the first time, that we were not alike. We saw things differently, maybe not hugely so to begin with, but differently all the same. That difference, I can see now, in time became who I am.


When the blue cow calved earlier that summer, just after we got home from school, I was sent to the shed for the rope that was hanging on the loop under the shelf. ‘Run, do you hear, and if you fall don’t wait to pick yourself up,’ Mairtín said. She had difficulty calving because the Charolais with which she had been inseminated was too big for her. ‘Now stand over there out of the way and watch.’ Mairtín washed his hands and arms and washed them again over, as if he was about to have Christmas dinner. ‘If she gets through this, I’ll give her a Friesian any more. She’d have no trouble with the smaller calf.’ He put his hand and arm inside her backside as if he was looking for something and he spoke to her softly like she could understand every word.


‘There now, girl, you’ll be all right. You’ll be fine. We’re here to help you a little … Do you see her belly heave? She’s trying to push the calf out, but it’s too big for her. I’ll have to pull it.’ He put his hand inside her again as Tom arrived panting from the house.


‘Paddy-Joe is on his way.’


‘And the vet?’


‘He’s out on a call, but they’ll radio him and let him know.’


As the cow’s belly began to heave again, Mairtín started to pull, strain showing on his face. I wanted to run home and leave him to it. Tom beside me was more eager to be involved.


‘Can I do anything?’ he asked.


‘It’s not coming,’ Mairtín said. ‘Where’s that rope?’


It was in my hand but I had forgotten and, for a second or two, I stood startled. Tom grabbed it from me and passed it over. I watched as Mairtín, a great strain showing on his face, tried to pull the calf.


‘She picked a good spot, I’ll say that for her.’ I jumped at the sound of the voice that came from behind.


‘Ah, good man, Paddy-Joe. Do you know but you’re a star,’ Mairtín said quietly as if he were in the bedroom of a sick person.


Paddy-Joe washed and disinfected his hands and arms just as Mairtín had done. A towel was hanging on a hawthorn bush a few feet away. They rigged up the calving jack, a contraption like the handlebars of a racing bike on the end of a long pole, and ratcheted speedily to tension the ropes, each man moving quickly and assuredly. ‘I don’t know what we did before these came on the scene.’


Each time the blue cow heaved, Mairtín would ratchet more until the nose was visible and then the head, both men encouraging and comforting the animal.


‘Good girl now; that’s the girl.’


On the very next heave, the calf came, covered in slime and blood.


‘That wasn’t too bad in the end.’


‘She needed a help surely. She’s weak, I’d say – been pushing a while. Still that tear isn’t too bad. Bring the calf to her; she’ll not stand.’


‘That’s a monster of a calf, heh?’ Paddy-Joe said, as he lifted the calf.


‘We got away with it right enough. Life’s a fragile thing all the same – I’d be as well giving her a Friesian any more; she’ll always find the bigger continental calf difficult. What was I thinking of?’


The calf’s nostrils were cleared to allow the air to flow in and out, his cord dipped in the disinfectant. He was placed close to the mother’s head so she could reach over and draw in deep breaths to identify her calf.


‘There y’are now, girl. There’s a fine calf for you, good girl,’ he addressed the cow and then he spoke to Paddy-Joe, ‘Thanks for the use of the jack; you’re a great man.’


‘Those continental calves are big fuckers. There last year Pearse Nevin called me to help with a shorthorn he has that was carrying a Charolais calf, and when I arrived he had the calf tied up to the bloody tractor and he trying to pull it.’


‘I suppose you’d think of anything not to lose a calf.’


‘Every time he revved the tractor, he pulled the poor cow along with her calf. You could see her track for several yards.’


‘That’d be Nevin all right.’


You knew there was relief all round. You could see it in the men’s faces, hear it in their easy talk. The vet’s car pulled into the yard a little way off. ‘In the nick of time! I’ll leave any embroidery to the expert.’


‘Me …. Me …. Mortimer is it?’ said Paddy-Joe cruelly mimicking the man’s stutter. ‘Well, do you know what it is? As untidy and as lazy a buck as you’ll find.’


‘Well, boys,’ Paddy-Joe turned towards us. ‘You’ll pull the next one yourselves, heh, now you’ve seen how it’s done. Your father, God rest him, would be proud of you.’


‘We’ll make farmers out of them yet.’ Mairtín added.


A light spring shower began to fall and to penetrate the overhanging branches of the whitethorn. Mairtín laid out more straw from the bale he had brought over from the barn, and used a fistful to wipe clean the cow’s backside, taking care not to go near the opening for fear of infection.


‘Now, up to the house out of the rain, you two, and tell Kay you have a fine bull calf.’


We went and Tom retold the birth in detail with relish. He’s overdoing it, I thought. I studied his face to find any sign of disbelief, of putting it on. There was nothing of the sort – just certainty. Was he trying to make himself like either of the two men, to identify with them, to convince himself, as I was trying hard to do myself, that he was a farmer? Persuading Mammy seemed to be the yardstick. If he could convince her, then it was true. I didn’t think I could, so I didn’t try. The things from which others seemed to derive certainty, I extracted doubt.


From then on, I began to have a different view of what I was going to become. Not a clear view, but a subversive view. I knew what I wasn’t going to become. If this was nature’s way, was God’s way, then I thought it a bit rough, brutal even. I began to realise that the feelings I had about this world, which were explained to me as ‘nature’s way’, as ‘God’s will’, were increasingly feelings of hostility. That everything could appear to be going along nicely, flowing like the stream that ran by the low field towards the lake, then, unexpectedly, there would be a landslide, a flood, an eruption and something is taken – a lamb, let’s say, or a calf, or your father. The world shakes. The world and the delicate things around you are no longer stable. People aren’t stable. Nothing is permanent, so you begin to expect it to shake from time to time. When he was ‘taken to heaven, because God wanted him’, it seemed very unfair to a six-year-old boy. At nine, nature’s way or indeed God’s way still didn’t have much to recommend itself. Perhaps at twelve I’d see it as I imagined Tom saw it, as something to which I would adapt, embrace even – the shock waves might subside. Some kind of calm might be restored at least for a time. For now I lacked a clear view.


Mairtín was more at home, telling us about our neighbours and the history of the place, than anything to do with sex, and it didn’t take much to get him started. When the yard was swept and hosed down one time, and I had picked up several syringes by the entrance to the cattle crush and pointed one of them at Tom, he gave out to me saying, ‘Ah, for the love of God. Give those dirty auld things here to me. Now! put your hand under the hose here and rub like hell.’


He carefully put the syringes into the pocket of his greatcoat.


‘That Mortimer’s a right thick. It’d be as easy for him to throw those things in the back of his jeep as what he did with them. His father wouldn’t have done it.’


Mairtín brought us back into the barn to wait out a shower that was blowing across the yard. We stood looking down the street, past our house and over the corner of the lake in the dull shade of a dark cloud, and beyond the swaying thicket towards the Reek, standing like an apparition in long shafts of light, like those in the religion book.


‘Nature often gives a hand. A good shower like that will finish the job nicely. That’s Steven Mortimer’s farm on the other side of that hill you see there. A great friend of your father’s and indeed mine, and as good a neighbour and as tidy a man as you’d wish to see. Not like the other buck, his son Geoff.’


‘Why do you use Geoff if he’s not a good vet?’ Tom spoke the words that were in my mind.


‘I didn’t say he was a bad vet, just an untidy one. He expects you to clean up after him. When it comes to animals, he knows a thing or two, and why wouldn’t he? If he’d taken in half of what his father knew on top of whatever he learnt in the college, it would make him the best vet around; and he is. No son inherits everything his father has, and it was his brother Willie that got the gift of conversation and fastidiousness. Geoff got the brains and the ‘know how’ without the rest. The farm where they grew up was like a garden when Steven and Margaret had it. Lupins, wallflowers and dahlias provided cut flowers for the house. Hedges were trimmed, everything tidy and in its place. In the late summer and early autumn, every house on this end of the lake would get a big bag of apples from their fine orchard that would keep you in tarts for weeks. His cattle were as tame; they’d speak to you. But it was his stonework that was the talk of the district. It was him that built the walls for your father, on the lane from the road to the house. He advised him on where to plant trees and how to cut unwanted growth. And for all their talk about it, there’s few around here now that can tend to that.’


‘Could he build a house?’


‘There isn’t much call for stone houses this long time, but when he married Margaret, he took over the farm and he rebuilt all the old stone outhouses, and then the stone walls around the house. He took his time, bit by bit, and wasn’t it worth it in the end? There are still those around that see him as a “blow in”, though he’s here this forty years.’


‘What was daddy good at?’ I asked.


‘Your daddy was a great worker. He never let the grass grow under his feet and the farm you see today is the result of that. Now if nature sent that shower to help us, she didn’t intend for us to be standing around idle while it’s falling. There’s things to be tidied away. You must work while you have the light.’


Mairtín had us shift old window frames from a shed long fallen, to stand against another wall so that we could sweep behind them. Several sheets of corrugated roofing were lifted carefully to a new location with the same purpose in mind. It was when Tom and myself lifted a wooden pallet that a rat, hiding underneath, darted for a corner of the barn where it expected to find cover behind the window frames. They had been moved, and the startled creature froze, momentarily stranded in open country. Mairtín had his shovel to hand. Tom and I dropped the pallet in fright, as the rat made a break for the cover of the corrugated iron. The shovel came down with force, flattening him like the page of a book.


‘Christ, I’ve broken me wrist!’ Mairtín shouted.


I was speechless as I took in the sight of the flattened creature, its yellowy guts spilled out on the concrete floor, blood running at first from its nose and mouth, then from its body. One hind leg moved slightly, slowly, and for a moment I thought it would all pop back into shape and run away like a cartoon creature. It didn’t. It was scooped up onto the shovel and, like a hammer thrower at the sports day, Mairtín flung it through the air. I didn’t see it touch the ground because it fell behind the stone wall into Sweeney’s field.


‘Dirty auld thing.’


‘Splat!’ Tom said with a laugh. ‘That’s the end of him.’


We walked back to the house.


I couldn’t see what harm the rat was doing. One little rat in a big barn.


I asked Tom why he thought Mairtín had done that.


‘Done what?’


‘Killed the rat?’


‘For fun.’


‘It wasn’t doing much harm.’


‘It’s a dirty auld thing. Rats are dirty.’


‘Do you think it had a family?’


Tom looked at me as if I was some sort of fool. Then he started laughing.


‘You’re an eejit – do you know that?’ he said. ‘You’ve something on your face.’ He laughed out loud, mocking me. ‘You’ve rat guts on your face.’


I clawed at my face and picked away something that looked like a piece of pink flesh with dried blood. I tried, with some difficulty, to shake it from my hand. When it did fall, I stamped on it with my boot as if to kill it all over again, and I dragged it with the sole to mix it with the gravel that gathered at the centre of the lane till it became indistinguishable. I stamped hard and with anger and swung my foot.


‘The dirty auld thing,’ I repeated in a half-cry.


‘Ah, it won’t kill you.’


It was with Tom that I was angry. Angry with him for pretending he didn’t care, angry with him for imitating Mairtín, angry with him for being bigger and stronger around the farm than I was, and while I had my foot swinging, I threw a kick at him and caught him on the back of his thigh. His fist caught me flush on the nose and knocked me down so fast, I didn’t see it coming. Before I noticed it was bleeding, I was flat on my back at the side of the lane, flattened like a rat.


‘You behave yourself or there’s more where that came from.’


I couldn’t see his face against the bright sky and for a second or two I thought it wasn’t him but an adult who had caught us fighting.


‘Do you understand that now?’ the voice shouted, but it wasn’t his voice. It was an adult voice, a man’s voice. I felt the trickle down the side of my face towards my ear and I stood up, pinching my nose. There was no one there but the two of us. Mairtín was a long way off now, passing the burial mound that took him home.


‘Do you understand?’


I walked around him, on towards the house. Our sister Eileen sat in the light of a lamp doing her homework.


‘And what happened to you?’ Mammy said. ‘Did you fall into the ditch?’


‘No.’


‘He was acting the eejit, so I cuffed him.’


‘If there’s any cuffing to be done, it will be me that does it.’


‘Let him not act the fool with me so.’


There were sharp looks between them, just for a second.


‘Go you to your room this minute and don’t speak to me like that.’


‘He’s a useless half-wit of a Mammy’s boy. Let him not get in my way.’


He slammed the door behind him. We had had fights before, though not often. Mammy would pull one of us off the other and it was over in an instant. He got to watch his television programme or I mine. I let his bike fall on the ground or he mine. One would stick his tongue out at the other, and as often as not it would end in a laugh. Most of the time, we played together, testing and teasing. The toys that were there were ours, not his or mine. This was different. Speaking to Mammy that way, well, he was pushing it.


We were playing together less often. Tom seemed to prefer to walk or cycle back to the town to meet friends from his new school. The two years that were between us lengthened once he started secondary school, and stretched further, it seemed, daily. I noticed too that my desire to be ‘not Tom’ grew stronger. Who I was, I still wasn’t sure. Behind my mother, through the window, I could see Tom defiantly flying down the lane towards the lake on his bike. I went to the bedroom.


Feeling sorry for myself, I lay on the bed, my nose still sore and its inside caked with dried blood. Unable to focus on any train of thought, I rose and went to the corner of the room where I had set up my toy farm. A herd of identical plastic Friesians, their heads all turned in the same direction, grazed on the brown, patterned carpet. Those that had fallen I made stand and walk a few paces, and in accordance with the ritual, I watched the torrent of liquid cascade from their behinds, looking for any sign of red water. On this small farm at least, I wasn’t the one to stand in the gap. A small flock of white sheep, all with black-painted heads, stood close by. Two tiny lambs lay on their sides beside their mother because I couldn’t make them stand in the carpet pile. The big green tractor, out of proportion to the animals that surrounded it, was parked not far from the house, a shoebox. Back then I still believed that I shaped my life by my own decisions. That’s what people expected you to believe; that’s what they told you. God created the world and he set it up nicely for us. This little valley, this stream, this small farm, and the lake skirted by our narrow road on one side and by the farms of the Mortimers, the Stauntons, the Burkes and the Walshes on the other. In between them spread the woodland of alder, ash, birch, elm, and the tall beeches, and beyond it, the Reek, the holy mountain. Croagh Patrick’s omnipresence seemed to keep an order on things, reassuring everybody that God was in heaven, that Daddy was beside him reminding him of the little family he had left behind, for who knows what reason – God’s will – looking down on us, as I looked down on my miniature cows and sheep on the carpet, except that we have free will.


I picked the small bits of clotted blood from my nose. It was sore enough still to cause tears to well up in my eyes. Perhaps it was at that moment, remembering how it looked from the flat of my back on the lane, that I had my first inkling that I had done what I did because I couldn’t do anything else; that my actions were determined by a complex pattern, apparently randomly set down by some external authority.


Alone in the bedroom, I fell to thinking about my father. I recall being upset because I had difficulty remembering his face. There was a photograph of him on the sideboard, but that didn’t help. Actually it was a wedding photograph of my parents, so they looked much younger than any memory I could have had of them. In time it kept insinuating itself on my memory of him. It caused me a lot of pain that, so I stopped trying to recall his face. But his memory was precious to me. So were things that people would tell me about him. As time passed, and the time I was without a father became greater than the time when I had one, I suspected that the things people told me about him became more real than my actual memory. When I thought of him, it was as a composite, a figment, a figura.
















TWO





Heavy smoke filled the car on the way to the prison. It clung to my hair, stung my eyes, soaked into my clothes, my skin, and with each breath was drawn deeply into my body. I weighed up the consequences of asking if I could open a window.


For years after my father’s funeral, I had rocked myself to sleep at night, afraid of the dark and death, afraid to sleep and dream, afraid to tell. When sleep would come at last, it brought this recurring vision of his coffin being lowered down by four burly men in gruesome masks, each holding the end of a strap and passing it through his hands. One had a pig’s head with twisted blackened tusks; another was like a bull, unable to control his saliva and dripping urine; a third had penetrating eyes and snorted like a stallion; the last was as pale as death itself. Down and down the coffin went into the grave, until two of the men on one side allowed their ends of the straps to fall into the hole, and the other two pulled them up on the far side. As I saw it, his coffin was now free-falling in the dark void and in some way I followed it down to try to rescue it. If I can remember it accurately, I wasn’t trying to bring my father back to life, just to return his coffin to the grave where it would rest and where I could watch over it.


I was choking as I floated, drowning in the dense blue-black atmosphere and, instead of gaining control of his coffin, his memory, I was losing control of myself, unable to tell which end of me was up or down. As the coffin was floating away, its lid came off and I would wake just as my father was dissolving into the dark. Awake, I turned until I could see the long line of light sneaking into the bedroom under the door. I saw that slender line of light as my father; I tried to stay awake with him for as long as I could.


O’Driscoll and McLoughlin, gas men, were born gardaí, corner boys in uniform. Played a bit of football for the county before the fags and the beer took their toll. That’s how they both got stationed in the county they grew up in. A bit of pull there.


‘Did you ever smoke?’ O’Driscoll says to me, as he passed the box to McLoughlin beside me in the back seat.


‘Never,’ I said, ‘except what other people exhale.’ I saw his eyes check my face in the rear-view mirror.


‘You’ve no vices so, I suppose?’ His reflected eyes showed satisfaction for his colleague’s benefit.


‘Pleasures,’ I said.


‘What?’


‘Only pleasures.’


‘Are they all second-hand too?’


I knew what he was getting at. The bastard in me had the reply on my lips before you could draw breath. ‘No, I’ve passed Teresa on.’ Teresa was his wife. I had known her at school and had dated her. It was an open goal not worth the scoring, so I let a brief silence speak for me.


Coughing, I asked if a window could be opened. ‘Please.’


‘We’re nearly there now; anyway it’s freezing out’ came the reply.


It was a relief to step out into the cold clear air at Mountjoy Jail.


This was all part of a drama in which I was playing a leading role, but the thing was: I had to wing it. How do you know what is the right thing to say? The truth? Aye, but which truth? I’ve learnt how the truth gets twisted, like a bicycle wheel buckled in a pothole. It’s all too late to change now; you don’t get a second bite. It’s a one-off drama and you’re either a hit or a flop, based on that one performance.




 





The yard was full of cars. They were parked right down the street and along by the lakeshore on the afternoon of his death. All our neighbours came and sat with my mother, brought or helped to make sandwiches, or cut and serve cake. It was neither a happy nor a sad occasion for me. Neighbours who had children our age brought them to play with us. I wanted to be inside in the house where Daddy was, but Mammy, at the suggestion of other parents, told us to go out and play. Play? The insistence, I suppose, proved too much and I reluctantly went out, passing all the cars on our way to the lakeshore to climb trees. As I walked down the street with Paddy McGreal, whom I didn’t know very well, we met Mrs. O’Connor and her son, Seán. Mrs. O’Connor took my hand and said that she was sorry for my trouble and I overheard Paddy say to Seán in a whisper, ‘His da is dead’. When you don’t know how to react, how you should feel, what you should say, you’re dependent on others. You pick up the mood from them, the tone, what to do and say even. When we met Mrs. Corry, our teacher, on the road, she put her hand on my cheek, but she said nothing. I told her that I was sorry for her trouble in the same way I might have wished her a happy birthday.


We climbed in the oak grove near the lake. The trees were all twisted and gnarly, stunted because of where they were situated, Mairtín had told us once, on the exposed shore. They took the full brunt of the wind. Each of us picked our own tree to climb. Just as I reached the first forked branches, I saw two legs swinging. I recognised the black brogues and the grey socks fallen to the ankles as Tom’s. I hauled myself up, got my balance and looked across at him.


He was sitting out on the branch alone, looking over the water. I got a fright at first and wondered why he had remained so quiet as I was climbing. I propped myself in the crook that was formed between the trunk and the branch on which he was sitting, and for ages I could think of nothing to say. Light grey-green lichen covered the shore-side of the branches with a dense fur. Tom had explained to me once that this was done by the fairies who lived in the thicket, and it proved that it was a magic wood.


‘What are you doing, Tom?’


‘Listening.’


I thought of our father, cold and kind of hardened, his eyes closed as if asleep, but more like a statue than when I would jump on his bed in the mornings. Rosary beads were awkwardly wrapped around his hands. I had pressed his finger down to make it look right, but it cocked itself up again.


I looked out over the lake. It was late afternoon. The Reek was a black cardboard cut-out, backlit by a fiery evening sky. I thought about the lamb that had died in the spring. I thought about the little blackbird that the cat had brought to the back door. I thought about the mousetrap under the press in the kitchen which my mother wouldn’t look at, and how Dad had chased us with the mouse it had caught.


‘I’m sorry for your trouble,’ I said. The words came out of my lips with a sigh without my meaning them to. A strange thing for people to say, I thought, unsure what the phrase meant.


‘Thanks,’ Tom replied as if I had spoken to him. I couldn’t say to him that I had forgotten he was sitting there.


‘I wish they’d all go,’ he said after a while. ‘I wish they’d all go and leave us to talk to Daddy.’


‘Daddy’s dead, Tom.’


‘I know.’


‘Why?’


‘Don’t know.’


From the little beach, Paddy and Seán were throwing stones into the fiery liquid that was the lake. An alarmed moorhen, which had been swimming in her side-to-side, jerky style, pruck-prucked and took to the air, legs dangling like a baby lifted from a bath.


‘Why did the guards come?’ I asked. He thought for a second, as if he had been wondering the same thing; then he shrugged.


Mairtín had walked down from the house and he stood underneath us now.


‘Claire Corry said I’d find you here. Are you okay, lads?’


‘Mairtín, why did my Daddy die?’ I asked.


He looked pained, as if he had just jabbed himself in the finger with a trout hook. ‘There’s no answer to that question, son.’ He paused in discomfort for a moment. ‘God called him, I suppose. God wants him in heaven, and that’s the only answer I know.’


‘But I want him, Mairtín. You know. I want him too.’


‘It’s time to go up to the house now. The men have come to put the lid on the coffin, and the two of you should go up like good boys before that’s done and say .…’


His voice trailed off; he couldn’t finish what he wanted to say.


Tom took my hand and we walked up to the house. He held my hand at the church and at the graveside, he squeezed it tightly. We were close then. We needed each other. We were family. Mammy knelt at the outside of the front seat in a new black coat, a black scarf covering her hair. She looked as cold as snow without her make-up. Tom was next to her, kneeling tall and straight, facing the altar. I sat, turned, watching the singer in the choir loft. It was a time of endless prayers. We stood for ages outside the church and again at the cemetery. There were more prayers as Daddy was lowered into the grave, which, in my mind, was bottomless. I wasn’t let look in. Mammy’s arm pulled me closer to herself and my face was against the new roundness of her tummy. Tom’s hand gripped mine tightly, all of us shaking in the little graveyard a short walk from the village church.


When we were older, in our teens, I asked Tom if he remembered us sitting in the tree. I wanted to talk to him about how close I had felt to him then, how much it had meant to me that he had held my hand. He denied that it had ever happened.


It was hard in the days and weeks after my father’s death, difficult to lift yourself out of the sadness, with people looking at you in that sorrowful way, knowingly. We were the boys who had lost our father, who was up in heaven looking down on us, looking after us, as if we needed reminding at every turn. When we passed, people nodded in our direction as they told each other about us. What were they saying? He was a good man, he was a dedicated husband, he was a marvellous father, he was this, he was that, as if we didn’t know him. You wanted to shout: ‘Stop looking at me. He’s dead. I don’t want him looking down on me. I want him here, now, beside me, not up there.’


Mammy, in time, told us about the changing shape of her tummy, which was getting bigger and bigger. I was worried sick. I thought she too was going to die and leave us with nobody, especially when she would stop while doing some job about the house – sweeping the floor say – and press her knuckles to her side and arch her back, lifting her face to the ceiling, eyes closed, lips stretched in pain and sighing. Did God want her too? The house was not as tidy as before, things not in their place: ash on the floor beside the range, unwashed dishes by the sink, bed covers carelessly thrown back. Our lives became confined to one daytime room, as we huddled for heat in the kitchen. So it was a new baby, somehow left by Daddy, mysteriously planted before he died, like a sally whip or a spindle in autumn, to await the passing of winter to take root, bear leaves and grow in the spring. In that time too, there was more pain. In the final weeks we witnessed much sighing, more pressing of her side, more lying down and, more tears. ‘What am I to do with you all?’ We weren’t exactly an army.


When we arrived home from school, Bríd, Mairtín’s wife, had soup heated. Tom and I ran to the bedroom to see Mammy propped with pillows. Mairtín came in to clean the grate and light the fire and the range, his tractor parked in the yard, the cattle, now off the land, fed. After soup, there were jobs to do: two drums of turf for the range and one for the living-room fire; pyjamas to be tidied under our pillows; toys to be put back in a box; homework to be done. ‘Then and only then,’ Mairtín would say, ‘let my epitaph be written.’


‘What does that mean, Mairtín?’ I asked.


‘It means that when you have all that done, you can watch telly.’


He had sayings for everything. If he saw you walking slowly or day-dreaming at a job when he thought you should be moving faster, he’d sing, ‘Run rabbit, run rabbit, run run run. Here comes Mairtín with his gun gun gun.’ In the days before Mammy went to hospital, the spirit of the house was already beginning to lift. Bríd’s presence seemed to prevent Mammy’s sadness from coming as often as it used to. Mairtín would keep us busy with little jobs, entertaining us with a saying or a song, and tantalising us about the new baby.


‘What are you going to call her?’ he’d ask, emphasising ‘her’.


‘It could be a boy, Mairtín,’ Tom said.


‘Victoria’s a lovely name, heh? Would you call her Victoria?’


‘That’s a girl’s name, Mairtín.’


‘Or Penelope, heh? That’s a great name.’


‘They’re all girls’ names.’ I said.


‘It’s going to be a girl. You wait and see.’


‘No, it’s not,’ I said. ‘We don’t want a girl.’


‘And why wouldn’t you want a girl?’


‘’Cause you can’t play with girls.’


‘That’s the silliest thing I ever heard. You mark my words. It’ll be a lovely little girl.’


For a time after our sister, like an orphaned lamb, had come home from the hospital, there was still a melancholic mood overhanging Mammy. Bríd came every day for a time, preparing the baby bath on the kitchen table with little scented oils bought in Galway and heating the fluffed-up towels over the range while Mammy scooped the scented water with her hand over Eileen’s chest. Like coaxing an uninterested ewe to accept her lamb, Bríd would help Mammy hold and massage her little bundle with baby lotion on her lap before wrapping her in the heated towels.


In the way the rising sun burns off the morning mist, Eileen seemed to reach those cherished corners of low mood deep in my mother’s heart. Singing lullabies, breathing a secret scent that seemed to emanate from the top of Eileen’s scalp as she lay on Mammy’s tummy in the evenings, appeared to compensate for the nappy-changing and the bottle-making, the housework. This helpless, useless but living thing by her very vulnerability caused something essential to stir. Though she increasingly absorbed Mammy’s attention, leaving her tired in the evening, it seemed a more contented tiredness. If Mairtín came in after sweeping the yard or tending the animals, she would pass him the baby while she put on the kettle.


‘Ah, lookit, I’m useless at this kind of thing. I left all that kind of thing to herself. I’m better when they can move around by themselves.’ But he’d take Eileen on his knee and make faces at her, and funny sounds with his mouth, rubbing her cheek with his finger. ‘Look at the cut of these clothes and a new baby on my knee, heh. I’m a disgrace entirely.’


‘It won’t do her a bit of harm, Mairtín,’ Mammy would say.


‘Aren’t we fragile creatures all the same, heh? Wouldn’t you love to know what’s going on inside her head? Look at her taking in everything around her,’ he said to Mammy before looking at Tom and me. ‘I remember when you two were this tiny and not a word out of you. Now look at you – two fine young men. You don’t feel the time, so you don’t.’


I took to visiting the faery wood whenever I could. I would climb another oak tree and sit on a bough looking out over the lake, watching and listening, sometimes talking aloud to the air. Things still had a wintry look to them. The hills in the distance might have a white cap from a night of snow or hail. The flock of whooper swans was nearing the end of their winter stay on the lake, and would soon be off to their breeding grounds in Greenland, Mairtín said. I counted upwards of thirty-three and wondered how many of them would make it back again the next year and how many would perish on their migration. I often thought about life beginning and ending and who had the giving and the taking of it; it was a puzzle to me. At one level, we seemed to care for it and nurture it with great attention, while at another, we were careless and cruel about taking it, as if it didn’t matter a whit.




 





I felt the full weight of Tom’s absence from national school. After he’d gone to secondary, I could no longer bask in his protective slipstream in the school yard. At home he was still a presence, and we had several spats and occasional fireworks; in school, however, he had, until now, always been my protective big brother.


Bullies seem to have this sense of self-preservation. They won’t prey on anything with a sting in its tail, and Tom was my strong venom. I was a quiet, shy boy at national school. In class I kept my mouth shut and my head ducked well down out of Brother Blake’s line of vision. ‘Badger’ Blake was a strap-carrying, fist-flailing teacher. He was also proof that you can’t batter children into studying. He was called ‘Badger’ because he wasn’t finished with you until you were left crying. A badger won’t let go of its bite, they say, until it hears the sound of bones breaking. Those who studied, studied. Those who didn’t, and at this point I belonged to this category, were beaten routinely. This was a fact of life which nobody seemed to think was wrong. Twelve English spellings for homework allowed plenty of scope for me to slip up once or twice and receive a belt of the leather strap on my hand for each mistake. Twelve English-Irish words from the vocabulary book would account for one or two slaps more. So a normal school day left one’s hands humming with pain from the leather. ‘I’ll warm your hands for you,’ he’d say and each time he hit you, he performed a little dance, a shuffle, with his feet to adjust his position. ‘Now for you,’ he’d repeat after each blow. Not to cry became a mark of honour in the class, but you’d be left, your forehead on the desk and your hands clasped tightly between your thighs, throbbing with pain. ‘Now maybe you’ll do your work.’ It didn’t seem to dawn on the Badger or those like him that fear only causes more mistakes.
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