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         ‘This powerful and poignant novel provides John B. Keane with a passport to the highest levels of Irish literature.’

         The Irish Press

         
             

         

         ‘At once a rueful elegy to a vanished spirit and a comic celebration.’

         Publishers Weekly

         
             

         

         ‘Furious, raging, passionate and very, very funny.’

         The Boston Globe

         
             

         

         ‘Told with a vigour and vivacity which keep the attention riveted.’

         The Irish Times

         
             

         

         ‘Sly, funny, heart-rending … Keane writes lyrically; recommended.’

         Library Journal

         
             

         

         ‘A riveting read.’ Belfast Telegraph

         
             

         

         ‘A tale that goes straight to the heart – the heart of the reader as well as the heart of the matter. Keane gets beneath the skin of Irish culture, past and present, and provides a view tourists will never see.’

         The Bloomsbury Review

         
             

         

         ‘A thorough, pained, loving account of a lost world – with the novel itself an act of cultural survival.’

         Kirkus Reviews
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            Bodhrán (bow’rön): the first syllable is pronounced as in the bough of a tree, the second syllable as in drawn without the d. The bodhrán is a shallow, single-headed drum of goatskin which resembles a tambourine but is larger; it is played with a small stick called a cipín, or else with the hand.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Main Characters

         

         Canon Peter Pius Tett – he rules the presbytery with an iron hand and expects to rule the lives of everyone in the parish in the same way.

         
             

         

         Donal Hallapy – desperately poor, he moves between Dirrabeg and Trallock, a strange but generous man driven to rebel.

         
             

         

         Nora Devane – the Canon’s eyes and ears, she has an uncanny ability to smell the slightest whiff of potential scandal.

         
             

         

         Fred and Minnie Halpin – proprietors of the Bus Bar, a haven of relaxation from the tensions of the town.

         
             

         

         Monty Whelan – a thorn in the Canon’s side, he teaches at Dirrabeg school but shows a marked reluctance to bow to the Canon’s authority.

         
             

         

         ‘Bluenose’ Herrity – his hands are no longer steady but he is still the best bodhrán maker of them all.

         
             

         

         The people of Dirrabeg live in dread of ‘the clan of the round collar’ until the Canon goes too far and provokes a revolt. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Foreword

            BY CONOR KEANE, SON OF THE AUTHOR

         

         THIS BOOK IS of a time and a people now long gone, and it could well have been called The Last of the Bodhrán Makers. The extraordinary men and women who inhabit these pages and live in the fictional townland of Dirrabeg were as real to John B as you and I. All that is portrayed here is based on real people and, to a lesser extent, real events – confabulated into extraordinary characters and a remarkable tale by a gifted storyteller. Prepare to read about the interaction of the clan of the round collar with the begetters of wren dances and porter balls, of an Ireland little remembered, of a noble people and an era that should never be forgotten.

         When my late father’s first play, Sive, rocked the Irish theatre world in 1959, two men-of-the-road were essential to the unravelling of the play’s sinister plot. When the tinker duo Pats Bocock and his bodhrán-wielding son Carthalawn pranced onto the Irish stage, this Kerry version of a Greek chorus unleashed pagan memories and heralded a revival of bodhrán making and playing that continues to this day.

         Sive was the first time the vast majority of Irish people came into contact with the bodhrán. The now near-ubiquitous percussion instrument was in its death throes in 1959. In some corners of the land, the country people’s drum was hanging on by its goat’s skin.

         Writing in The Irish Times in its series Modern Ireland in 100 Artworks, Fintan O’Toole said of Sive that its ‘mix of melodrama and myth was a cocktail so powerful that it blew the head off a country that was tired of a stifling orthodoxy’.

         O’Toole continued: ‘What gives the play its raw power is that this sociological drama is fused with Keane’s “pagan” worldview, in which the forces of darkness and of light, the devils and the angels, are at war. The force that Keane unleashed on the Ireland of the late 1950s was one against which it had no protection, because it came not from the new ideas of urban intellectuals but from the depths of a dying tradition.’

         Welcome to this Ireland, the land inhabited by the bodhrán makers that a young John B first encountered in rural North Kerry. Here he found the raw material for the bulk of his work that he forged into this book and plays such as The Field, Sharon’s Grave and The Year of the Hiker, in particular.

         John B loved these people with all his heart. The Bodhrán Makers is a homage to their beliefs, customs and idioms, but above all, to their ability to eke out a living from meagre resources in 1950s Ireland, all the while remaining true to those from whom they came and where they came from.

         It seems this appreciation was shared by the people of Ireland, as The Bodhrán Makers sold well over 100,000 copies when it was first published by Steve McDonogh of Brandon Books in 1986.

         Finally, it has to be recorded that The Bodhrán Makers is also a tribute to John B’s great friend, and often co-conspirator, Sonny Canavan of Dirha West, Listowel, who passed away on 28 April, 1977. Sonny Canavan has been described as the Antonio Stradivari of bodhrán makers, but for the people of North Kerry he was, and always will be, the last of the great bodhrán makers.

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         THOMAS CUSS TURNED carefully off the main road and drove slowly through the open countryside of Dirrabeg. He parked the Mercedes next to a five-bar iron gate. The gate opened onto a spacious roadside field of sixty-one acres. The field in itself was marginally larger than the entire home farm from which he had just driven.

         ‘We’ll count separately,’ he told his seven-year-old grandson, ‘and see if our figures correspond.’

         Tommy Cuss stood on the uppermost bar of the gate, a hand on his grandfather’s shoulder, eager eyes working in conjunction with silently moving lips as his gaze moved swiftly from bullock to bullock.

         ‘Sixty-seven,’ he shouted triumphantly, awaiting his grandfather’s tally which always took longer than his. Tom Cuss smiled and continued with his count.

         ‘You have a good head,’ Thomas Cuss conceded at the conclusion; ‘sixty-seven is right. Let’s go on now and count the others in the next field but let us give more time to it because now we’ll be taking stock of yearlings and two-year-olds. They might not stand still as obligingly as these sober chaps here.’

         The grass in the seventy-two acre, second field was fleecier and of a richer green than that of the first. The cattle had only begun their grazing the day before. At the rear of both fields were eight-feet-high turf banks no longer in use. These ran parallel with the roadway and enclosed the acreage, vast by local standards, in a long green rectangle.

         Grasslands, turf banks and a blackthorn ring-fort astride a small uncultivated hillock accounted for the total domain of Dirrabeg.

         ‘There were people and houses all along here one time weren’t there granda?’ Tommy Cuss turned to his grandfather hoping he would dwell awhile for the umpteenth time on the poverty-stricken but colourful lifestyles of the smallholders who had resided in Dirrabeg when Thomas Cuss had been a young man.

         There was no sign now of human habitation, no paths or byroads nor trace of the high whitethorn hedges and deep dykes which once divided the tiny fields. The remains of Dirrabeg National School, roofless and crumbling, were the last visible testimony to a vanished community.

         Thomas Cuss did not indulge his grandson at once. He remembered only too well the humble abodes and the colourful characters. It had taken him twenty-five years and countless thousands of borrowed pounds as well as sleepless nights and constant anxiety to raze the dwellings and outhouses before reclaiming the soggy cutaway which had once supported the scraggy cows of the Dirrabeg smallholders.

         Thomas Cuss had no qualms of conscience after the exodus of the early fifties. He had paid a fair price for the cutaway and there had not been a solitary smallholder who had not wished him well. The one thing to which he would never accustom himself was the mortifying silence imposed by the broad tract which he had reclaimed.

      

   


   
      
         

            One

         

         ‘CAN I COME to town with you?’

         Donal Hallapy applied the finishing touches to the clamped sods which towered perilously above the confines of the assrail before answering. Between the shafts the Spanish mare arched her rump uneasily.

         ‘There’s too much snow,’ he replied, not unkindly, ‘and anyway there won’t be any shopping.’

         ‘Not even the pub?’ his eleven-year-old daughter asked, prompted by her mother who stood behind her, hidden by the dark interior of the kitchen.

         ‘Not even the pub,’ he answered patiently. Trust his beloved spouse to come up with one like that, using the innocent child to throw out her barbs.

         ‘Go on now,’ he addressed himself to the mare, ‘you’ve carried heavier in your time.’ The animal started slowly, carefully, picking her steps along the snow-covered dirt passage which led from the house to the by-road. She paused uncertainly at the junction where there was a steep incline, awaiting his guidance.

         ‘Look,’ Hallapy told the eleven-year-old, ‘I could be late. I have business to settle but I’ll bring you something and for God’s sake tell your mother not to wait up for me.’

         ‘She has no such intention,’ young Katie Hallapy echoed the wifely sentiments coyly. At the top of the incline he took the reins in his hands and flecked them gently. The mare strained at the ancient harness, her rear hooves failing to find purchase. He draped the reins over the hames and seized the back shafts in his powerful hands.

         ‘Hup girl,’ he shouted, lifting and pushing with all his strength. She responded gamely. Between them they managed to power the ponderous cargo, intact, onto the by-road.

         The clamp had swayed, even shuddered, but not a sod had moved. He smiled grimly, remembering his father.

         ‘You’ll remember me, you son of a thatcher,’ that worthy had once told him as they sat drinking at a wren dance. ‘Whenever you build a clamp on an assrail or start a winter reek you’ll remember what I taught you.’

         Others might not agree but his friends would boast that when Donal Hallapy clamped turf it stayed clamped. The narrow bog road which led from the house to the main road was covered with freshly fallen snow as were the many turf reeks. As yet it had made little impact on the heather-covered boglands. There was the faintest impression of white, no more. It would need several inches to envelop the heather. The surrounding hills were white and so would the roadside fields be white as he proceeded to town.

         The town: it was a bad time of evening to make the four-mile journey. Darkness was beckoning and the main road would be slippery, not that he worried for the safety of the turf-load. The mare could take care of herself but there would be cars and lorries to contend with and it wasn’t the widest road in the world. Still there was no frost, at least not yet. With such a heavy load the mare, for all her experience, would not be able to cope, not with frost. He tightened the sugán rope which bound his heavy black coat and turned down the tops of his Wellingtons.

         His thoughts turned to his brother-in-law. Damnatory phrases turned over in his mind: a useless, good-for-nothing, rotting drunkard; a dirty, foul-mouthed corner boy; a craven, cowardly wife-beater. His sister would deny this last but Donal knew she was often at the receiving end of a drunken punch.

         He found none of the many descriptions of his sister’s husband to be even remotely adequate. He wouldn’t be trudging to town now if the wretch had seen to his winter firing. Donal’s sources in town had revealed that there wasn’t a sod of turf in the corrugated iron shed at the rear of the house. The children were being sent to bed the minute darkness fell and made to stay there until morning. At school the older ones would find heat at least and they would be out of their mother’s way while she scrubbed and polished for the better-off townsfolk. It was that or starvation.

         ‘God knows she don’t deserve it,’ he spoke to the mare, ‘and God knows before she met him she was never cold and she was never hungry. By Christ we always had spuds and cabbage and milk and we were never without a flitch hanging from the ceiling. No money, maybe, but full bellies and a warm hearth. I’ll kill the bastard. Some night I’ll kill him!’

         The mare’s ears twitched. They were on the main road now and she was finding the level surface to her liking; it was almost free of snow thanks to the traffic. What compounded his brother-in-law’s all-too-numerous transgressions was the fact that he too was responsible for Donal Hallapy’s not being on speaking terms with his wife.

         The day before he had encountered a neighbour of his sister’s on the by-road near the house. The man was a council worker, Moss Keerby, an honest-to-God fellow who had hired out a cob and rail for the day to bring home some of his turf. Moss had produced a packet of Woodbines and the pair had retired to the lee of a tall reek for a chat.

         ‘What’s new in town?’ Donal posed the question after they had pulled and inhaled the first drag.

         ‘Good few home from England. More expected before Christmas.’ Moss Keerby dragged on his cigarette, awaiting further questions. None came. He spat loopingly into the roadside grass. This act was followed by a long silence, Donal waiting for news of a more personal nature, unwilling to press for it. He had hoped that Moss Keerby would go on. ‘Dammit man, how’s Kitty?’

         ‘Kitty’s fine and so are the children but there isn’t a sod of turf in the shed. There’s no sign of your man either. I haven’t seen him since Thursday.’

         Donal digested this unexpected piece of news for some time. Then he proferred his verdict.

         ‘Thursday was dole day. I daresay he drank the money as usual and went to bed.’

         ‘I don’t think he’s in bed. I think he’s gone.’

         ‘What do you mean gone!’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Moss Keerby continued cautiously. ‘Maybe off somewhere on a booze. Maybe one of his trebles came up and he’s laying it out somewhere.’

         Donal shook his head. Trebles, he well knew, came up occasionally but never his brother-in-law’s. He was too greedy.

         ‘Tell Kitty I’ll be in as soon as I can with an assrail, tonight if possible.’

         ‘I’ll do that,’ Moss Keerby assured him. After they had parted Donal turned into the milking of his four cows. The yield was slight, just sufficient for the household needs. All four would be calving in the spring. As he drew upon the ungenerous paps his thoughts turned once more to his brother-in-law and he remembered one of his last conversations with his father as the old man lay dying in the crowded main ward of Trallock General Hospital. The older man had seized the younger by the coat sleeves with a surprisingly strong grip.

         ‘Whatever you do, Donal, you must never beat him up. Kitty will turn agin’ you and the children will turn agin’ you. You hear me now. No matter how sorely you’re tempted you’re not to strike him.’

         ‘All right, all right. He’ll suffer no harm from me.’

         ‘You promise now.’

         ‘I promise Dad.’

         In the kitchen of the tiny thatched house he transferred the milk from the tin bucket to a muslin-covered enamel one which his wife Nellie had placed on the table.

         ‘Not much,’ she observed, ‘not near enough to make a gob or two of butter.’

         ‘I’ll bring butter from town,’ he said. He didn’t have to turn round to observe the change of expression on her face. Her lips would be pursed silently in disapproval wondering what new emergency precipitated another of his all-too-frequent trips to Trallock.

         ‘I have to take a load of turf to Kitty,’ he explained without turning round.

         ‘Again!’ The word was full of rebuke.

         ‘Again,’ he said. ‘She hasn’t a sod and your man seems to have gone off on some kind of shaughraun.’

         ‘Willie is it?’

         ‘Yes dammit. Willie. He disappeared on dole day. God knows where the wretch is by now. Willie Smiley.’ He repeated the name contemptuously. ‘What a monicker for that big, blubbery, misbegotten bastard!’ His clenched fist smote the table in rage and frustration.

         ‘And no doubt you’ll take her a fine clamped rail?’

         ‘Well, I might as well do the thing right as I’m doing it at all. She’d do as much for us.’

         ‘I don’t begrudge her. You know that.’ Nellie Hallapy moved to the far side of the table and faced her husband: ‘But for heaven’s sake, Donal, that’s six rails since September. The boys want new boots. Katie wants a pair of shoes. I haven’t had a new stitch of clothes on my back these three years. Those rails of turf would fetch the money we need. Christmas is only ten days away and I haven’t a copper.’

         ‘Don’t worry woman.’ He raised a consoling hand but she turned away.

         ‘There’s more rails,’ he comforted.

         ‘There isn’t all that much left. I’ve seen the reek and ’twill no more than do us till summer.’

         ‘Ah there’s a handful still in the bog. I always keep a trump for the last play.’

         ‘I have no butter.’ She refused to be comforted: ‘And I have no margarine and I have no dripping while Vincent De Paul is off to town with the makings of good money.’

         ‘We’ll fry bread with bacon lard and we’ll throw down a few eggs while we’re at it. We never died a winter yet woman.’

         Silently she set about preparing the supper, unwilling to be party to his banter.

         She hadn’t bid him goodbye before he left. She had, however, spoken through their daughter which meant that all lines of communication were not severed. There had been times when she had withdrawn absolutely into herself. Most of their fallings-out had to do with his kindness to Kitty; the rest were generally over money. Sometimes there would be enough but mostly it was the rarest of commodities in the Hallapy household. She liked to dress well but there was never enough money for new clothes, at least not for her.

         ‘It’s as if you were rearing two families,’ she once fumed when she surprised him as he filled a bag from the potato pit in the haggard at the rear of the house. He had to concede that she was nagging with good reason. The pit was nearly run out at the time. Worse still he had selected the best of its dwindling contents, not for his own household but for another. He acknowledged this perverse streak in his nature for what it was – love of his father’s family, the first family to which he had belonged. However, he knew he had been less than fair to his own in this particular instance and he had been somewhat less liberal since then.

         Beside him the mare plodded slowly but surely townwards. Whenever traffic approached from front or rear he signalled his presence with a small cycle lamp. He was relieved to enter the well-lighted suburbs of the town. On either side there were well-built, fashionable bungalows and ornate two-storey residences, all with well-groomed gardens and lawns to the fore with intricately designed wrought-iron gates opening onto neat doorways. Houses and surrounds had the signs of professional care. The area was known as Hilliew Row and in truth there was a fine view of the Stacks Mountains to be had from every select abode.

         ‘This is where the money is boy,’ he addressed the words to himself. ‘There’s Phil Summer’s, the accountant’s, seven bedrooms they say, and here now is Doctor O’Dell’s, five bedrooms only but antiques to burn or so Nellie his wife told him. Rare antiques and every imaginable labour-saving device. There’s Mickey Munley’s, the bookies.’ No one of his acquaintance had ever set foot inside the house but if rumours were anything to go by the place was a veritable palace. ‘A good scholar Mickey! Almost as good as myself that couldn’t even finish my national schooling!’

         He turned the mare to the left before reaching the main thoroughfare, Healy Street, which hosted the town’s chief business houses until it ended in the town square. He looked at his watch: twenty minutes to seven. The journey had taken an hour and fifty minutes, well outside the mare’s average.

         The street in which he now found himself, Carter’s Row, was the town’s secondary thoroughfare, an amalgam of small businesses and trades, housed mostly in modest two- and three-storey residences.

         All the shops were closed except one. This was Faithful Ferg’s, the soubriquet bestowed on the ramshackle greengrocery, crockery, newsagent, bacon and provisions store of Fergus Whelan, who closed only when the bell of St Mary’s Catholic Church in the town square called forth the midnight hour. Neither did he close on Sundays, although he did make one small concession to the Sabbath by seeing to it that only the side door was used.

         When taken to task by Trallock’s venerable parish priest, Canon Tett, about his Sabbatical activities he had explained with a tear in his eye and a shake in his voice that his conscience bound him to serve the needs of any man, woman or child who might require a loaf of bread or a quarter stone of spuds on a Sunday.

         The canon had lowered his priestly head and over the rims of his bi-focals surveyed the unlikely paragon dubiously. Ferg’s gaze had remained steadfast and when he had thrust a five pound note into Canon Tett’s hand with the injunction that he might pray for the holy souls, not merely of Ferg’s immediate kin but for the souls of all the faithful departed, the subject of Sunday closing had been suspended there and then.

         ‘Whoa girl!’ The mare drew gratefully to a halt, her neck craned forward, her hooves spread wide the better to distribute the dead weight over her tired body. Donal fumbled in his fob pocket and found what he wanted underneath his watch. There were two half-crowns and three florins, a total of eleven shillings. His features puckered as he went through some elementary mental arithmetic before entering the shop.

         ‘How’s Donal? You’re out a bad night, boy.’

         Donal knew from the smug intonation, especially contrived for the benefit of the several shawled female customers who stood waiting to be served, that Faithful Ferg knew exactly what had brought him to town.

         ‘I’ll take two pounds of sausages, Ferg.’

         ‘Two pounds of sausages. That will be two and fourpence.’ Ferg advertised the sum loudly and wrote the amount into a large jotter under his hand on the counter. This was to intimate that the customer was free to back off if the price was not right or if the requisite amount of cash was not forthcoming.

         Ferg never filled an order unless the money was first laid down on the counter and it had to be the exact amount to the nearest halfpenny. All requests for credit were greeted with stentorian guffaws during which he would hold on to his side as though he were about to burst. Sometimes he would rest a hand on the shoulder of the customer nearest to him in order to sustain the outburst.

         ‘I’ll take two large pan loaves and a quarter pound of butter.’

         ‘Two large pan loaves, two shillings, quarter o’ butter ninepence. That it?’

         ‘That’s it for that order. What’s due you?’

         ‘Five shillings and one penny.’ Ferg raised his head from the jotter, placed both hands palms downwards on the counter and stared solemnly at the space between his hands. A huge smile lighted his thin features when the money appeared on the spot where he had been staring. He scooped up the coins, placed them in the till and handed Donal one shilling and eleven pence in change. From beneath the counter he selected a used cardboard box. Bread, butter and sausages fitted snugly as though to a prearranged measurement.

         ‘Now,’ Donal rattled his remaining monies in the fist of his right hand, ‘a second order and you’ll secure this one with twine as I’ll be taking it home. Let there be a half pound of butter.’

         ‘Half pound of butter, one and a tanner.’

         ‘Threepence worth of gallon sweets and one small barm brack.’

         Faithful Ferg pursed his lips at this latter, unexpected inclusion but made no comment save to announce that the amount of the item in question was ‘one shilling and three pence.’

         ‘Ten Woodbines. I’ll carry those in my pocket.’

         ‘Ten Woodbines, one and twopence,’ came the mechanical voice from behind the counter. ‘All told that comes to four shillings and tuppence.’ At once he assumed his usual posture, not budging until the money was paid over. He dispensed the order quickly and held his pencil over the jotter awaiting further instructions.

         ‘That it?’ he asked.

         ‘Just one more thing.’ Donal produced a small, handstitched canvas satchel from inside his shirt.

         ‘Put sevenpence worth of oats into that will you.’

         Another merchant might have smiled or even laughed at the meagre amount but not Faithful Ferg. Sevenpence worth of good quality oats was a rare treat for a donkey. He lifted his long, spare frame across the counter with a well-calculated vault. He thrust the wooden-handled tin scoop deep into the oats but the amount he withdrew belied the depth of the thrust. He tossed it on the scales-scoop, withdrew another smaller scoopful and sprinkled part of it over that already on the scales-scoop until the seven-penny worth balanced with the weights he had laid out beforehand. He selected several grains, placing them on his palm where he examined them closely before transferring them to his mouth.

         ‘Best food for man or beast is your oats, Donal my boy!’ Donal hardly heeded him. His thoughts were taken up with his remaining finances. He had altogether expended nine shillings and tenpence. By all the powers that be that should mean that there was exactly one shilling and tuppence left in his fob. In his trousers pocket there were five coppers which left him with one and sevenpence which was the price of a pint of stout. First things first, however.

         ‘Go on, girl.’ The mare needed no further spur than the oats bag which he shook tantalisingly close to her now-twitching ears as she moved off to take another left-hand turn of her own accord into a narrow laneway of small, single-storied houses, many of them thatched with straw, more roofed with sheets of corrugated iron while a privileged few were covered with slates.

         The mare halted without bidding at a small, thatched dwelling at the end of the laneway. The whitewashed front was composed of two tiny windows at either side of a narrow door without lock or knocker. Here lived Kitty Smiley née Hallapy, only surviving sister of Donal and wife of the runaway Willie Smiley. There had been two other sisters and a brother but all three had succumbed to the ravages of tuberculosis in their late teens.

         Donal gently kicked on the door with his wellingtoned right foot. In his hands were the cardboard boxes and oats bag. The door opened immediately to reveal a small, neatly kept kitchen whose chief feature was a Stanley Number 8 range which gleamed from constant polishing. A bare electric bulb hung from the ceiling. The door was opened by the eldest of the seven Smiley children, Tom, a likeable, easy-going lad in his thirteenth year. There were two other boys in the family and four girls. The girls had arrived after the boys, year-in year-out, unfailingly. The youngest was three-year-old Josie and after that there had been one miscarriage. At the table sat the two younger boys and the oldest girl Sophie. There were some schoolbooks in evidence. The children looked pinched and pale but Donal guessed it wasn’t from study. He placed the boxes in a corner, retaining the oats bag.

         They had leaped about him as soon as he entered. To them he spelt affluence, the gift-laden, wealthy uncle from the prosperous countryside beyond the cramped world of their laneway. None, if they were asked, would be able to recall a time when he had arrived empty-handed.

         ‘Where’s the rest? Where’s your ma?’

         ‘Out working,’ Tom answered. ‘The girls are in bed.’

         ‘Have you had your supper?’ He had not failed to notice that each pair of eyes was directed every so often towards the cardboard boxes.

         ‘No supper yet,’ Tom informed him. ‘We’re waiting for ma.’

         Donal went to the doorway. ‘Go on, girl,’ he called to the mare. Immediately she turned at the side of the house and followed a path to the turf shed. Donal returned to the kitchen.

         ‘You proceed with your studies,’ he cautioned. ‘I’ll heel the rail into the shed. I won’t be long. We’ll eat when I come back. Meanwhile one of you could be laying the table and cleaning the frying pan.’ There were joyous whoops as he left by the back door to heel the rail. He was followed by Tom. He undid the belly-band and withdrew the pins from the top of the back rail. Lifting the front shafts he heeled the load into the shed while Tom leapt gingerly into the base of the cart and kicked the remaining sods into the shed.

         Tell me,’ Donal said as he tied the oats bag over the mare’s head, ‘was it a treble?’ His nephew nodded.

         ‘And was it much?’

         ‘It was but I don’t know exactly how much.’

         ‘Did he give anything to your mother?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘To any of you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Any idea where he’s gone?’

         ‘They say England.’

         ‘Who says?’

         ‘They all say.’

         ‘Do you miss him?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘The others?’

         ‘No. They were too much afraid of him. How could you miss someone who beats you for nothing and beats your mother for nothing?’

         ‘You’re the boss man now, Tom.’

         They sat on the heap of sods, listening to the mare munch her hard-earned grain. Outside the cosy confines of the shed the snowflakes, increasing now in density, drifted noiselessly past. From the house came the excited outcries of the children. The back door opened. Mary and her two brothers came barefoot to the shed and departed, silently, with armfuls of turf.

         It did not take Donal long to become aware of another sound. First it was no more than a gentle sobbing. Then there came a succession of semi-strangled, almost inhuman cries. Donal found it difficult to accept that anything so piteous could emanate from one so young but then he thought: thirteen years of anguish seething under a moryah carefree surface! If the boy didn’t weep and weep his fill he would scarcely have been human. That kind of woe is better out than in, he thought. He would give him his time, sit with him till the final gasp of wretchedness had been wrung out of his system.

         The mare had finished. Now she was nosing the corners of the satchel for the last remaining grains. There was silence in the shed. Donal decided to sit and wait. The mare threw the satchel from her head and snorted. She was ready for the road. She would wait awhile yet.

         ‘Come on away in, Uncle Donal.’ Donal was pleased the suggestion had come from his nephew. In the kitchen all was in readiness. Cups and saucers covered the bare boards of the table; there were neither plates nor side plates. A bright fire burned in the Stanley and the frying pan sat atop the main ring.

         While the sausages hissed and spat in the heated pan Donal and Tom cut slices of bread and buttered them from the quarter-pound pack. So intent were all with the business in hand that nobody noticed the back door ajar and the silent figure standing there. It was Kitty Smiley. Without a word she loosened her headscarf and then, suddenly, pressed it to her eyes as the tears came. Instantly they were all around her but before they had time to express concern or show care she was herself again. She pointed to the range.

         ‘Turn the sausages somebody, don’t they burn.’

         Donal hastened to the pan and shook it energetically so that the browned undersides of its contents were plainly visible after the upheaval. Just then the remainder of the family came racing in from an adjoining bedroom wearing only their long nightshirts. They were the younger sisters, Kathleen and Maura and the three-year-old baby of the family, Josie.

         ‘I declare to God,’ Donal exclaimed, ‘that’s hearing for you. They knew the sausages were being turned!’

         The family ate ravenously. Donal joined in but Kitty would eat nothing.

         ‘Mrs O’Dell insisted I have my dinner,’ she explained. ‘I’ll always be fed where I work. It’s these I’m worried about.’

         Donal took note of her drawn face. He was always pleased to see that she retained her good looks: that was some consolation.

         The house consisted of two bedrooms and kitchen. In the parental bedroom there was one bed and a cot where Josie still slept for want of better. The other three girls slept in one large bed in the second bedroom while the boys slept on two mattresses on the kitchen floor. These were stored in the girls’ bedroom until nightfall. Donal and Kitty repaired to this room.

         ‘I won’t cry,’ she promised as she sat on the edge of the bed making room so that Donal could be seated also. ‘All the crying is done and I know in my heart he’s going to be gone for a while. I’m resigned to it now.’

         ‘So his treble came up,’ Donal opened.

         ‘He always said it would.’ She shook her head at the irony of it.

         It transpired that he had collected his winnings from Mickey Munley’s Trallock office in Healy Street before going next door to a licensed premises known as Journey’s End. Kitty was surprisingly well informed on the subject of her husband’s last movements in his native town. Information about a missing husband is rarely tendered to the victim. However, Kitty had many friends and after the first few days all the pieces had fallen into place; all, that is, save the extent of his coup.

         In the Journey’s End he treated himself to a glass of Jameson and a bottle of stout. It was at Journey’s End that he counted his money. From there he moved further down Healy Street until he came to Farrelly’s Drapery where he purchased a pinstriped, black, three-piece suit, a white shirt and a tweed hat, grey in colour. Not only was Kitty Smiley well informed on her husband’s purchases but all of Trallock was as well. The whole business was something of a nine-day wonder.

         Willie Smiley’s next move was downwards into the town square where he purchased a pair of suede shoes for the unprecedented sum of four pounds seventeen shillings and sixpence. This was to occasion snide remarks in later years whenever a man with a dubious background appeared wearing expensive footwear.

         ‘Another Willie Smiley,’ wags would say or, ‘Shades of Willie Smiley,’ as though the man who appeared in the shoes had no right to them.

         Willie’s splurging was finally contained with the purchase of one white handkerchief. Some felt it odd that he had not invested in an overcoat with the weather turning colder every day but then, as others pointed out, he was not a man for overcoats, never having been seen to wear one.

         The last person to see him in Trallock was Canon Tett’s housekeeper, Nora Devane. On her way back to the presbytery, after the morning shopping, she observed him leaving the Trallock Arms and making his way covertly with his hand on his hat to where the Dublin-bound bus stood waiting. He entered the vehicle just as it was about to depart on the first stage of its long journey to the metropolis.

         Nora Devane, although burdened at the time with two bulging bags of groceries, hurried to the window near which Willie Smiley had taken up his seat. There was no doubt but that it was he. He looked down at her through the glass and with a fleeting smile he lifted his hat before leaning back in his seat and pulling the newly acquired headgear down over his eyes.

         ‘What makes you think he’ll stay away?’ Donal produced the Woodbines pack and proffered it before putting one in his own mouth. She declined.

         ‘He always said that if he ever brought off a big win that was the last Trallock town would ever see of him.’ Her tone was one of total acceptance, as if the inevitable had happened.

         ‘Wait till the money runs out. He’ll be back with his tail between his legs because he won’t do any better.’

         ‘I’m not saying he won’t come back some day,’ she spoke with quiet authority, ‘but it won’t be today or tomorrow or next year or the year after. He’ll have to be on his last legs before he thinks of coming back here.’

         Donal found himself believing her. Women were intuitive about such things. His only regret was that he hadn’t administered at least one decent hiding to the scoundrel.

         ‘Yourself and the children will come out to Dirrabeg Christmas Day.’

         ‘What about Nellie?’

         ‘Let me worry about Nellie. Just remember Dirrabeg, Christmas Day. Hire a car around midday. I’ll get you home.’

      

   


   
      
         

            Two

         

         AS DONAL LED the mare into the laneway in front of the Smiley home he noticed that the falling snow had turned into a watery sleet which was just as well, he thought, for it would melt whatever snow might have since accumulated on the roads and by-roads.

         He climbed into the rail and directed the mare towards the junction of Carter Street and Healy Street. From here he drove down Healy Street and into the town square. The streets were unusually quiet but this, more than likely, was because few townspeople would be abroad during the run-up to Christmas. The pubs would be all but deserted save for the presence of those who might be on holiday from England for the Yuletide period. They would remain quiet until Christmas Eve when the only problem would be clearing the packed premises of drunken patrons before midnight mass in St Mary’s.

         Donal drove around the square twice, making the sign of the cross each time he went by the church. Eventually he saw what he wanted to see, a solitary Civic Guard standing near the main entrance to the church. Donal identified him as Tom Tyler, an elderly lackadaisical custodian of the law who always displayed a marked aversion towards raiding public houses even when ordered to do so by his superiors. Whenever he was obliged to inspect a licensed premises after hours he always managed to overlook fleeing customers and to take no account of partly filled glasses or smoke-filled snugs.

         Donal flicked the reins and the mare trotted gingerly under a stone archway which led to the rear of a public house known as the Bus Bar. He hitched the mare to one of a number of wooden posts provided for such a purpose and rapped with his knuckles four times on the wicket of a large corrugated-iron gate. A minute went by and the better part of another before he heard footsteps approaching from the inside.

         ‘Who’s out?’

         Donal recognised the voice of Minnie Halpin, wife of the pub’s proprietor.

         ‘Donal Hallapy,’ he replied at once and then, ‘Donal of Dirrabeg.’

         The wicket opened and he stepped into a cobblestoned courtyard with decrepit outhouses and stables on either side. Minnie Halpin led the way to the back door of the pub, turning her head once to enquire after Nellie and the children. Donal assured her of their wellbeing and then went on to ask her if she might require an assrail of high quality black turf for Christmas.

         ‘I don’t know Donal,’ she seemed reluctant, ‘one of the sheds over there is full of turf.’

         ‘But not like mine,’ Donal boasted. ‘Every sod in my clamp will be as black as the ace of spades and that clamp itself will be a good three feet above the rail and all for a pound. You won’t do better.’

         ‘Bring it along,’ Minnie Halpin spoke resignedly before turning to her left into the kitchen, allowing Donal to continue along a narrow corridor to the bar. This was a glittering palace of blinding brightness, its shelves stocked with hundreds of bottles, each glistening with its own individual radiance while scores of gold-labelled Baby Powers dangled attractively from specially designed brackets. Every shelf and every cranny behind the polished pine counter was filled with bottles large and tiny, new and ancient, plain and ornamental. Underneath the counter but concealed from view of the patrons, two wooden half-tierces of stout were on tap, one highly conditioned, the other almost flat, each so primed as to complement the other and to ensure that the creamy white collar remained atop the black stout until the last drop was swallowed.

         Behind the counter stood the proprietor of the Bus Bar, portly, moustachioed Fred Halpin, an acknowledged expert in the handling and conditioning of stout. Even Guinness’s representative, a taciturn fellow, not above dipping his thermometer into suspect pints and half pints, was prepared to concede that Fred Halpin’s dispensing was as near to perfect as dispensing could be.

         ‘What will it be, Donal a mhic?’ The voice was deep, albeit hardly above a whisper lest it carry into the square outside and nestle in the wrong ears.

         ‘A pint if you please, Fred.’

         ‘A pint it shall be, a mhic.’ Fred Halpin selected a pint glass, examined it carefully for residue and other imperfections and bent to his task. First a squirt from the high barrel and then a brimming flow from the low barrel. Allowed to mingle on the counter before the customer’s eyes. Slowly the suffusion of the brown and the white became distinguishable from each other. The creamy head began to form, turning whiter all the time as the brown beneath turned to ebony. There were old men in Dirrabeg and in the other townlands surrounding the town of Trallock who would declare that there was no man born of woman able to fill a pint of stout like Fred Halpin. Not even a stain of moisture was to be seen on the counter when Donal lifted his glass, having first counted out his one and sevenpence.

         ‘Anyone out?’ Fred Halpin’s sensitive thumb and forefinger touched up the waxed ends of his moustache.

         ‘Only Guard Tyler,’ Donal assured him.

         ‘We’re in safe hands.’ The remark came from a grey-haired, red-faced man, neatly dressed, seated at a table near the blacked-out front window. There were several other patrons present but these seemed too intent in their own exchanges to worry about the forces of law and order ranged against them in the world outside. Donal, pint in hand, joined the man at the table.

         ‘Well Donal, how’s the world using you?’

         ‘Not too bad, Monty, and yourself?’

         ‘That’s a question of total irrelevance, Donal, but I’ll answer it and tell you that I was often worse. You see, somebody told me this very evening that I didn’t look in the least like my brother Ferg or Faithful Ferg as he is so inappropriately called by the poor of the parish. I was so touched, Donal, that I came straight here to Fred’s in order to celebrate, so finish that like a good fellow and have another.’

         ‘Thanks all the same, Monty, but I’ll have to head for home after this.’

         ‘I should have known, Donal,’ Monty laid a hand on his arm, ‘that you would accept a drink from no man unless you were in a position to buy one back. Dammit man, make an exception this once.’

         ‘Some other time,’ Donal told him. Donal liked Monty Whelan. So did most people. He wasn’t without enemies and Donal knew this well. Monty had a caustic tongue which he sometimes exercised without discretion. He was a teacher by profession and although in his mid-forties was still without a school of his own. He taught as an assistant in Dirrabeg National School, four miles to the north of Trallock. Donal’s children were among his pupils. His principal was an austere spinster named Ciss Fenley, Miss Fenley to most. The school manager was Canon Tett, parish priest of Trallock.

         ‘You wouldn’t know anyone lookin’ for an assrail of turf, well clamped, black as coal, heavy as lead?’

         ‘Heavy as lead. I like that. It’s an exaggeration but I like it. I could use a rail of it if the price is right.’

         ‘A pound,’ Donal tendered.

         ‘It’s a deal,’ Monty Whelan extended a hand. Donal shook it. ‘And while you’re at it you might dump in two rails to Daisy Fleece. I’ll fix up with you after delivery. Just keep your mind to yourself.’

         Donal had heard stories about Daisy Fleece, mostly from his friend Moss Keerby. Apparently she could be an obliging sort of a damsel when the fancy took her or so it was rumoured.

         ‘And who the hell should blame her,’ Moss Keerby had said at the time, ‘with a husband in Coventry and him sleeping with another.’

         ‘And who’s to blame Monty Whelan,’ Donal thought and him a widower with ten years and childless at that.

         ‘That’s three rails altogether.’ Donal rose and finished the pint. He stood silently for a while before leaving, his puckered, unshaven face indicating that he was in the process of framing a question, a question he was reluctant to ask but one for which he would have to find an answer sooner or later.

         Monty Whelan sat stock still, knowing that Donal would speak in his own time. A strange man, Donal Hallapy; strange, that is, if you did not know him well.

         ‘I know him better than most,’ Monty thought, ‘and yet I hardly know him at all except for a few unusual aspects of his past, known to few, and the fact that he works hard. Then there’s the inescapable fact that he has a beautiful wife, beautiful in a tragic way and neglected. But by whom? By herself certainly as her deteriorating teeth would prove and her dark hair, riotous but uncared-for.’ At forty Donal Hallapy was something of an enigma. Townspeople, while admitting that he was a Trojan worker, felt that he was backward, even a little repulsive. Monty Whelan knew that this was an estimation which was both skimpy and unfair. Donal had been in the Irish army during the Emergency years of the early Forties. He married not long after. He had spent a few years in England, leaving his wife and two children behind with her parents. Then he had returned when his father was taken ill. When the old man died he inherited the eleven acres of cutaway which maintained four milch cows and a donkey. Together with five acres of good quality turbary there was almost enough for a man of Donal’s rude strength and agricultural skills to barely support a modest family.

         Donal never spoke about his time in the army or of the period he had spent in England. ‘No doubt,’ Monty Whelan thought, ‘these would be early chapters in his life which he would like to see re-written or deleted.’ He had similar chapters in his own, middle and late as well as early.

         Suddenly Donal was seated again. He permitted his fingers to beat a nervous tattoo on the table.

         ‘About this treble,’ he opened.

         ‘You mean the Smiley treble?’ Monty submitted encouragingly.

         ‘God sake man, what other treble is there? Do you know or don’t you?’

         ‘I have the simple facts of the case, as the man said, if you want them. It was a cheeky treble, audacious in fact. It could only happen in the National Hunt season and it could only happen to Willie Smiley. He picked these three horses. I wouldn’t have picked them; neither would anybody who has the least interest in horse racing. The first won at ten to one. This was no great surprise. The horse, Charming Monarch, had been in the frame twice. It was on the cards he’d win a race some day and he did. I’ll lay odds he’ll never win again. The second horse came in at fourteen to one. Apparently the going was like putty and he was as much a work horse as he was a race horse. The third horse came in at twenty to one after five of the eight-horse field came down at the second last. Two of the remaining three horses were interfered with and Willie Smiley’s final selection came home in a common hack.’

         ‘How much did he get?’

         ‘Patience Donal, patience like a good man. I met Mickey Munley, the bookie, last night as he was taking his constitutional around the square outside and he informed me that Willie Smiley’s bet was a half-crown treble on the three aforementioned nags. Mickey Munley imposes no limits on singles, doubles and trebles where the wager does not exceed a half-crown. Consequently the odds in Willie Smiley’s investment amounted to three thousand, six hundred and fifteen to one which comes to four hundred and fifty-two pounds, give or take a few shillings with no tax deducted since the investor had the foresight to pay his tax in advance.’

         ‘Four hundred and fifty-two pounds!’ Donal Hallapy shook his head in bewilderment. ‘I wouldn’t earn it in years, not if I was to put out my bundún, but imagine, not a solitary penny did the miserly bastard hand over to his wife and family.’

         ‘Good riddance maybe.’ Monty rose and taking his empty glass moved to the counter.

         ‘Do you think you might stomach another drink now?’

         ‘No!’ Donal was adamant, ‘but I’m thankful to you all the same Monty. They’re expecting me at home; ’twill be midnight against the time I get there.’

         Minnie Halpin escorted Donal over the cobbled yard to the wicket. Opening it noiselessly she peered out into the night. She looked up and down several times lest a hostile Civic Guard surprise her before she could give the all-clear to Donal. The mare’s ears twitched as he climbed into the rail. A flick of the reins and he was forced to restrain her lest she gallop blindly into the square. She was anxious to be home, that was clear, home to her mud-built stable with its abundance of hay and shelter from the cold of the night.

         The watery sleet had now transformed itself into persistent rain. He sat in the body of the rail as soon as he was clear of the town, trusting to the mare’s instinct to bear him home safely. In this respect she had never failed him and was unlikely to do so now. There had been one particular night during Trallock’s summer carnival. He had spent the day drinking with some friends after disposing of a rail of turf. Somebody had assisted him into the rail after the pubs had closed and he remembered no more until morning when he woke up to find himself still intact in the rail outside his own door with his head between his knees.

         The mare proceeded at a steady trot while he went back over the events of the night. A motor car passed, its horn blaring in protest at the unlighted conveyance.

         ‘At this exact point in my life,’ he told himself, ‘I haven’t a penny to my name but I have my health and I’ve orders for four extra rails of turf and if I haven’t the turf to fill those orders itself there’s others that have. And what else have I? Haven’t I a lovely wife and children and haven’t I butter for them and barm brack and sweets.’

         He stretched his hand to the corner of the rail where he had concealed the box which contained the luxury items with a covering of turf mould. There was no trace of the box or its contents: wet turf mould in plenty but nothing more. Murderous thoughts galloped through his mind. He stood erect in the rail, heedlessly facing the driving rain, fuming at the monstrous injustice of the theft, and theft it was. There was no way the box could have fallen through the laths of the rail. Some sly urchin had noticed his movements earlier in the night and taken advantage of his brief visit to Fred and Minnie Halpin’s Bus Bar. Urchin my foot, he thought. It was no urchin. An urchin would have neither the patience nor the guile. He was very nearly flung from the rail as the mare took the turn on to the by-road on one wheel.

         ‘Steady, you bitch!’ he screamed. ‘Easy, easy girl,’ he called secondly in more mollified tones. He upbraided himself instantly for his harshness. He had confused the mare, who was accustomed to more conciliatory tones even when she made mistakes which was rare enough. He could sense her uneasiness between the shafts. Despairingly he knelt in the rail and felt all around in case he might have unwittingly passed over the missing box. He covered every corner inch by inch, but to no avail. What would he tell Nellie, long-suffering although not silent? Katie would be asleep and would not awaken unless he called her. He should have known better. To leave an unattended box of groceries, however small, in a backway in Trallock in the middle of winter was surely the act of a thoroughgoing amadán. The punishment certainly fitted the crime in this case.

         His mind flashed back to Faithful Ferg’s. There had been four shawled women in the vicinity of the counter where he had paid for the two boxes of groceries. It could have been any one of the four. All knew him and his likely destinations. Child’s play for any one of them to avail of the square’s numerous shadows before emerging and slipping under the archway to the back of the Bus Bar. No one would know her beneath the shawl. It would not have been her first time as many a drunken countryman would testify to his cost when he returned to his cart to find his meat gone, his groceries, even the eight stone sack of flour which provided his daily bread. No such magnitudinous calamity had ever befallen him: this was his first contribution to the hungering inmates of Trallock’s desolate laneways; it would certainly be his last.

         His late mother had worn a shawl regularly as had most of her contemporaries. Only the wives of the more prosperous farmers, business and professional people and, of course, the few remaining local Protestants, wore coats in public. Most of Trallock’s older women still wore black shawls. Donal’s neighbours, farmers’ wives excepted, all wore shawls. As Monty Whelan was fond of saying, ‘they cover a multitude.’ No matter how dowdy, worn or tattered the garments underneath they were safely concealed by the shawl as were secret pregnancies and other ill-gotten goods. For those who could not afford the luxury of a coat for mass-going the shawl was a heaven-sent blessing. Its owner could hide her identity and her poverty at the same time.

         Shawls were the bane of Faithful Ferg’s life. In his early days after taking over from his father they very nearly contributed to his ruin. The more rapacious and desperate of his female customers carried pouches, secret pockets, even sacks attached to the dress or apron beneath. Pilfering was made easy since Ferg could hardly undertake to search every suspect, not that he was likely to be permitted to do so in the first place. Finally he had a card printed which he hung from the most conspicuous shelf in the shop. ‘Shawls off before leaving premises,’ it read. Shawled women, his brother Monty would argue, were no less honest or dishonest than any other. It was just that Ferg attracted the wrong types. ‘Ferg brings out the worst in people,’ Monty would explain upon hearing of some act of larceny perpetrated against his brother.

         Thoughtfully Donal untackled the mare. He decided that his best course would be to tell the truth, at least as far as the disappearance of the barm brack and other items were concerned. Under no circumstances would he tell her about the groceries he had purchased for his sister. She would be sure to misconstrue although, in fairness, it should be obvious to anybody that his sister had triumphed over his wife again, had scored infinitely better as a result of his journey to town. He had not intended things to turn out that way. It was a cruel quirk of fate that they did, perhaps inevitable that they did. Nellie Hallapy had never worn a shawl; rightly or wrongly she identified shawls with melancholy and poverty.

         ‘Did you bring the butter?’ It was the first question she asked as soon as he entered the bedroom.

         ‘I did and I didn’t,’ he said and proceeded to outline for her the disastrous developments of the latter part of the night. She allowed him to finish before posing the next question.

         ‘What am I going to put on the children’s bread and they goin’ to school?’ she asked.

         ‘There’s jam left isn’t there?’

         ‘There isn’t,’ she answered without a trace of emotion.

         ‘I recall seeing jam before I left,’ he argued.

         ‘We ate it before coming to bed. Anyway all that was left was a few spoons, barely enough to cover the bread.’

         ‘Well now, they can do without butter for one day. It won’t kill them.’

         ‘No, only half kill ’em!’ she responded bitterly, turning her face to the wall.

         ‘I have orders for four more rails,’ he countered cheerfully. ‘With the usual six that will come to ten pounds. We can draw five on the creamery. That’s your Christmas taken care of. I’ll look after the drop o’ drink.’

         ‘Fifteen pounds,’ she sat up on the bed as he kicked his wet trousers into a corner. She left the bed without a word, located matches and lighted the miniature oil lamp which stood on a small table by the bed. She lifted the wet trousers and entered the kitchen where she hung them from a wooden peg extending from one of the side walls of the hearth. He had slipped into the warm bed during her absence wearing only a shirt, a collarless, well-worn flannel, one of several from a bargain lot Nellie Hallapy had purchased at the market place in Trallock from the hustings during the height of a forgotten summer when shop-soiled flannel shirts and woollen undergarments were to be had for half-nothing. That had also been the summer of the new coat. She had not been in a position to buy one since. She could have had coats but none were of the quality of that summer’s coat.

         Returning to the bedroom she closed the door carefully behind her. She folded her hands and surveyed him quizzically.

         ‘With fifteen pounds,’ he said as though reading her thoughts, ‘you can buy yourself that new coat and shoes for the children and still have enough to buy a dacent Christmas. You’ll get a twenty-pound cock turkey or bigger for two pounds. You can buy all the butter you want and all the jam you want and all the cakes you want and all the tay and sugar you want. You can buy wine and lemonade and biscuits. I’ll look after the heavy liquor. You can buy chocolate and sweets and presents for the young wans.’

         ‘I have my shopping list made out this long time thank you,’ she chimed in curtly but it was clear that she was not unaffected by the prospect of money to spend at long last.

         ‘There should be enough,’ she conceded, ‘for a coat all right and for the children’s shoes.’ Mentally she amended her Christmas list and might have been deliriously happy for a moment but then the realist in her surfaced.

         ‘The very most the reek can spare,’ she said accusingly, ‘is five to six rails. We can’t do without the rest.’

         ‘I told you there’s a good handful left in the bog,’ he said.

         ‘There’s no turf of ours in the bog,’ she countered.

         ‘All right,’ he said patiently. ‘There’s no turf of ours in the bog but there’s turf other than ours in the bog.’

         ‘I won’t be party to stealing turf.’

         ‘You don’t have to be. You remember the turkeys that disappeared on us?’

         ‘I’ll never forget them,’ Nellie Hallapy sighed, recalling the loss. ‘I never reared a poult since and never will again.’

         ‘Well,’ Donal spoke matter-of-factly, ‘you’ll be paid for those turkeys presently because the turf I’ll be taking to Trallock belongs to the man that stole them.’

         ‘And do I know the man?’ Nellie asked.

         ‘Indeed you do. He’s the Dancer Deely.’

         ‘He’s the curly-haired, sallow man with the cottage between Dirrabeg and town?’

         ‘The same curly-haired man with twenty fine donkey stoolins of black turf standing in the bog not far from our own.’

         ‘And how did you find out he was the man?’

         ‘He had turkeys for sale yet his wife didn’t rear any. No one else but ourselves had turkeys stolen. It took me a while to figure it.’

         ‘He ruined our Christmas,’ Nellie spoke vengefully.

         ‘We won’t ruin his,’ Donal told her, ‘but we’re entitled to compensation.’

         ‘You should steal every sod he has.’

         ‘Wouldn’t work woman. We’ll take the value of the turkeys and let bygones be bygones.’

         ‘Is there any danger of being caught?’

         ‘No danger whatever,’ Donal informed her, ‘if the job is done properly and we keep our mouths shut.’

         ‘Will he suspect?’

         ‘Let him,’ Donal replied. ‘It should keep his mind occupied across the winter.’

         ‘There’s no danger then?’

         ‘No. His turf banks and ours are identical. Both yield six sods, blackening to the bottom sod from the third with the top three sods dark brown or light brown. We both use the same make of sleán and all in these parts cut the same size in sods. There’s no way you could know a sod of his from a sod of ours. I’ll manage on my own although I could do with a look-out.’

         ‘Well now, Donal Hallapy,’ there was cheer in Nellie’s voice. ‘If you’ll be wanting help with the lifting of that turf you needn’t go farther than the room we’re in.’

         ‘That’s good news indeed.’ Donal reached for the Woodbine packet which he had placed near the oil lamp. Holding the end of the cigarette over the globe he drew briskly. The cigarette lit immediately.

         ‘I’ll need you along,’ he told her. ‘If there’s no moon we’ll do the job tomorrow night. If there’s a moon we’ll wait. Now come on into bed.’

         He topped the burning red ash from the cigarette into a calloused palm. He smothered the ash between both hands, crushing it swiftly. He placed the cigarette butt next to the oil lamp and gently placed his arms around her.

         ‘It’s an awkward time,’ she whispered.

         ‘Why don’t we use one of those things we got from England? They’re under the mattress.’

         ‘No. I won’t. I can’t.’ She sounded adamant.

         ‘But why not?’

         He lifted her nightdress and drew her closer. ‘Because if I let you use one of those things I won’t get absolution from Canon Tett.’

         ‘He’ll have to give you absolution.’

         ‘Will he now! Do you know that last Easter he would only give me absolution on condition I never permitted the use of one of those things again. He made me promise. “Don’t come back to this confession box again,” he said, “if you violate God’s most sacred law.”’

         ‘And what am I supposed to do?’

         ‘Withdraw in time,’ she said bluntly.

         ‘But according to Canon Tett that’s a sin too. I heard him say so one Sunday. Waste, he called it.’

         Suddenly he kissed her lips and drew her beneath him.

         ‘Whatever you do don’t put me in the family way again. I’ll be going to confession to Father Butt, the senior curate. He’ll take no account of wasted seed when I tell him I’ve had miscarriages but they’re all against the other things, curates and canon alike.’

         ‘They can be a mischievous clan at times.’ Donal muttered the sentiment half to himself.

         ‘Who’re a mischievous clan?’ Nellie asked.

         ‘Who but the clan of the round collar that puts a damper on every damned thing that’s any use. Now stop the chatter and apply yourself to the job for which God designed you.’

         Later as they lay silently together he reached across and found the cigarette butt. He lit it from the lamp which he then extinguished.

         ‘Tell me about Willie Smiley,’ Nellie said.

         Donal began by relating his meeting with Monty Whelan and ended with an account of his visit to his sister. He included Tom Smiley’s grief and Kitty’s premonition that her husband would not be quick to return.

         ‘I never seen wolves in the flesh till a few hours back,’ Donal recalled. ‘It was when Kitty’s young wans tore down into the kitchen when they smelt a few sausages frying. Like wolves they were with the hunger.’

         ‘I think,’ Nellie Hallapy spoke after she had considered all she had been told. ‘I think we should have Kitty and the children out here for Christmas Day. The least we owe them is their Christmas dinner.’

         ‘Now, now!’ Donal registered his disapproval with a sly smile in the darkness, ‘you have enough to do without catering for a second family.’

         ‘They can hire a car to come out and you can take them home that night in the rail,’ Nellie was adamant.

         ‘Whatever you say missus,’ Donal acquiesced. Still smiling he was quickly asleep.

      

   


   
      
         

            Three

         

         THE ONLY FURNITURE in the dining room of Trallock presbytery was a venerable suite which consisted of one mahogany table and six chairs. Two large pictures hung from the distempered walls, one a hastily completed portrait of a former canon and the other an enlargement of a professionally taken photograph of the Trallock Gaelic football team of nineteen forty-six, which was the first and last time a Trallock team had won the district football league.

         Ancient, immovable window drapes kept daylight permanently at bay. The only concession to brightness was a single sixty-watt bulb whose luminance was sombrely muted by a small circular shade, dark brown in colour. If the room was austere it was no more so than its sole occupant on that particular Christmas morning.

         At seventy-eight Canon Peter Pius Tett sat, blue-eyed and clear-skinned, at the head of his table, belying his age by a dozen years or more, awaiting the arrival of his housekeeper and senior curate. The latter was the first to enter: meekly he took his place at the bottom of the table.

         ‘Good morning, Father.’ Canon Tett was the first to speak. It was one of a number of unspoken rules of the presbytery that the first word of the day belonged to the Canon. New curates were so informed immediately after their arrival and those who forgot the edict were greeted with a stony silence until they exited and entered again and awaited their turn in the order of conversation. They never forgot thereafter.
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