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				Benedict Kiely was born near Dromore, County Tyrone, on 15 August 1919, the sixth child of Thomas and Sara Alice Kiely. His family moved to Omagh, County Tyrone, when he was only one, where he spent his formative years. 

				As a schoolboy, he dutifully read the essays of Addison, Belloc, Chesterton, Hazlitt and Lamb; for pleasure, he read Zane Gray and Edgar Wallace. As a teenager, Benedict began to feel the urge to become a writer. He had a keen interest in the work of George Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells and Jonathan Swift. In 1936, after completing his education in Omagh, Benedict went to work as a sorting clerk in Omagh Post Office. However, he soon realised that the post office would not provide him with the life of the scholar which he so desired. So, in the spring of 1937 he left Omagh and began a new life in Emo Park, Portarlington, County Laois, where he decided he would train as a Jesuit priest. It was after a lengthy convalescence from a spinal ailment that he decided that the religious life was not for him, later saying ‘My vocation evaporated within a week. Somebody with influence in the highest quarters was praying for the Jesuits, so I was removed. But a finer crowd of men I never met.’ He then enrolled for an arts degree at University College, Dublin (UCD), where he was involved in the production of a poetry broadsheet and was a member of the literature society. 

				By the time his first novel, Land Without Stars, was published in 1946, Benedict was a leaderwriter on the Irish Independent – his instructions were to ‘avoid coming to any conclusion about anything.’ In 1950 he resigned. The banning of his novel In a Harbour Green (1949) had not endeared him to the management, and later books, including Honey Seems Bitter and There Was an Ancient House, were also banned. A friend suggested he would be happier at the Irish Press, where he then spent almost fifteen years as literary editor. He retired from full-time journalism in the mid-1960s, became a visiting professor of creative writing at several American universities, and later lectured at UCD.

				RTÉ Radio’s Sunday Miscellany featured Benedict as a regular contributor to short talks, mostly on literature and other Irish topics, for over quarter of a century between the 1970s and 1990s. He was awarded honorary doctorates by the National University of Ireland and the Queen’s University, Belfast. In 1996 he received the highest honour of Aosdána, the Irish artists’ body, when he was elected a Saoi in recognition of his contribution to literature.

				On 9 February 2007 Benedict Kiely died in Dublin after a short illness. He was eighty-seven.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for Benedict Kiely

				

				‘Benedict Kiely is the Irish Balzac.’

				

				Heinrich Böll 

				

				Dogs Enjoy the Morning

				‘Dogs is picaresque … it recounts the adventures not of a single, central rogue, but of a whole community of rogues, picara and picaroon alike, all residents or wayfarers in the imaginary town of Cosmona.’

				

				Kevin O’Sullivan, The Recorder

				

				The Cards of the Gambler

				‘An astonishing book … What is uniquely Kiely’s, his thumbprint, is his easy mastery of the lyrical, and the feeling of felt life, felt experience, just beneath the surface of his prose.’

				

				Thomas Flanagan, author of The Year of the French

				

				A Letter to Peachtree

				‘There are so many Irish people who write short stories, and so few who are real storytellers. Ben Kiely is one, and he should be preserved in aspic or crowned high king or just bought in huge numbers.’

				

				Sunday Independent

				

				‘Stylish, gabby, using language like a fallen angel, he mixes his feeling with a true storyteller’s verse that looks like superb skill but is in fact something better. 

				Call it instinct.’

				

				The Guardian

				

				Nothing Happens in Carmincross

				‘Written with zest and grace, humour and irony, in a style that is totally individual … It must be read by everyone interested in Irish writing

				and the peculiar tragedy of the Irish situation.’

				

				Kevin Casey, The Irish Times

				

				‘I have been waiting for a novel as full of rage about contemporary Ireland as this one. And this is the book I have been waiting for.’

				

				Frank Delaney, BBC World Service

				

				Proxopera

				‘Nearly flawless as a piece of literature.’

				

				Anthony Burgess

				

				‘Compare him with whom you will, the gentle Gogol, the percipient Gorky, 

				Benedict Kiely defies comparison.’

				

				Dominic Behan
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				I wolde go to the middel weie

				And write a boke between the tweie,

				Somewhat of lust, somewhat of lore.

				

				John Gower in the ‘Confessio Amantis’

				

			

			

		

	
		
			
				On the Street Where I Lived

				Martina Devlin

				‘If you weren’t banned, it meant you were no bloody good,’ remarked Benedict Kiely, in later years, when asked about his status as one of an eminent band of censored Irish writers.

				Notorious though the law was, to be scooped up by its dragnet bestowed a certain cachet. Possibly not at the time the ban was extended – that must surely have stung, both for writers and their families – but in the aftermath, when the extent of the censor’s backhanded compliment became apparent.

				As Kiely himself noted, he was in excellent company. Other suppressed Irish writers included John McGahern, Brian Moore, Walter Macken, Edna O’Brien, Seán O’Casey, Liam O’Flaherty, John B. Keane and Kate O’Brien. And that’s just for starters.

				We grew up in the same town, this banned writer and myself, and I remember the pride with which my father indicated Kiely one day outside a chemist’s shop on Omagh’s High Street. So much for officialdom’s finger-pointing about so-called filthy books. Perhaps locals were slow to tell him they felt a sense of reflected honour from his achievements – don’t be getting above yourself and don’t encourage anybody else to do it e’ther was drilled into every last one of us. But my father left me in no doubt that here stood an individual of talent and achievement.

				He represented the epitome of nonchalance for me when he walked past the famous man of letters, inclined his head with a civil ‘Ben’ and received an equally courteous ‘Francie’ in return. Trotting behind, I was tipped into silence by this glimpse of a wider world, filing away a mental picture of a middle-aged man with a shock of hair and eyes that darted here and there, even as he lounged at his ease.

				As soon as we were back at home, I scanned the bookshelves – and there he was, sandwiched between Maurice Walsh and Frank O’Connor. In multiple. Well-leafed. The Cards of the Gambler, The Captain with the Whiskers, Honey Seems Bitter, Land Without Stars – each with that distinctive, deceptively melancholy face on the dust jacket. In my imagination, I had interacted with greatness. That I had done no more than pass in front of him, possibly drawing a glance from those light eyes, did nothing to dampen my sense of awe. I sat and read till bedtime, continuing after lights-out with a torch beneath the covers.

				Omagh’s consciousness of Kiely conferring credit on the area – no matter that he lived in the Republic, where his books were labelled indecent or obscene under its hard-line censorship laws – highlights the duality inherent in the Irish nature. Prohibition showed he mattered. Hadn’t he made the censor sit up and take notice? I dare say there were exceptions, but in general people thought no less of him because ‘thon crew in Dublin’ chose to ban his novels; at least that was the case by the time I became aware of his existence, as a child in the 1970s. Furthermore, locals were gratified that a literary man should use our townlands, our speech rhythms, our family names in his stories, along with characters we recognised from among ourselves. Even the strictest Catholics were not immune to a frisson of reflected glory.

				And so to Dogs Enjoy the Morning, first published in 1968. Kiely’s storyline glints with mischief, and contains much (possibly deliberate) goading of the morality police. Perhaps he typed certain sections two-fingered. Undeniably, he did it metaphorically. 

				Sexual activity is a constant theme throughout the plot. We meet a clerical student convalescing in hospital who recites the rosary one minute, and plays at hanky-panky with a nurse the next. A Peeping Tom is addicted to spying on the doctor and his wife in bed – he even secretes himself in their wardrobe. A runaway sailor pays for sex, is robbed, and retaliates sexually. The town’s key architectural feature is a phallic round tower, near which most of the events take place – culminating in an act of public copulation inside the tower. Was the writer telling the censor, ‘Your diseased mind sees sex everywhere – now here it is, at ramming speed and from every angle’?

				Kiely’s work demonstrates far-ranging intellectual and cultural influences, and here it’s as though he was inspired by hedge schoolmaster Brian Merriman’s eighteenth-century poem ‘The Midnight Court/Cúirt an Mheán Oíche’ to write his own version of an irreverent, bawdy society where sexual needs are expressed overtly. 

				He fashions his material into a novel where hidden matters are laid bare in the light of day. The Peeping Tom is used to expose the dual standards of others: open about his obsession with an act in which others take a furtive interest. While the plot and character interaction allow the writer to showcase his playfulness, he underpins it with a fixity of purpose – his insistence that mandatory chastity is an unnatural state. 

				The setting of Dogs Enjoy the Morning is an Everyplace, yet is recognisably Irish: a town called Cosmona, from ‘cosmos’ or ‘the universe’, no distance from Dublin but in a rural setting. Even so, the world has a tendency to intrude, as it did for me on that day in Omagh when I gazed at a writer and marvelled how one could spring from the same soil that was rearing me. 

				Gabriel Rock, one of the most memorable characters, is a one-eyed simpleton fixated on the doctor’s buxom wife, who becomes the means by which Kiely exposes Cosmona’s hypocrisy when Rock couples with ‘daft Nora’ in the round tower. Elsewhere, an unloved wife tells her fraudster husband to sit back from the window: ‘Don’t let Cosmona see you. They have X-ray eyes here.’ But when Rock loses his virginity, the town does more than peep back at the Peeping Tom: it stares at him, communal jaw dropped.

				Nora’s rape, an act of which Rock is both accused and absolved, is mirrored by the rape of Dublin prostitute Amantha by the sailor she deceived. Both assaults strike an uneasy note in what is ostensibly a comedy, because the reader understands they are anything but humorous. The undertow of pagan fertility rites accompanying these rapes adds another layer. Pre-Christian Ireland is no more than a heartbeat away for Kiely.

				In Celia de Fréine’s translation of ‘The Midnight Court,’1 the women are equally as delectable as the women in Cosmona, who attract excessive male attention, but the Court women can find no one to satisfy them. They are described as ‘choice’ and possessed of ‘a shape that seduced and demanded a kiss’. But with three women to every man, frustration is inevitable. One solution is to turn their attention to celibate men: ‘our heart’s desire is in clerical black’; priests are ‘flesh and blood – we know full well’ and ‘an answer to prayer are these hot-blooded men.’ 

				Kiely has a bedbound alter ego in Cosmona’s hospital, a clerical student plagued by the proximity of nurses in blue skirts and white linen aprons giving him bed baths and tucking him in at night – drawn to one in particular, with whom he dallies as his strength returns. Kiely set out from Omagh as a teenager in 1937 to train at the Jesuit seminary in Emo Park, Co. Laois, but a year later he was hospitalised with a spinal injury. During his lengthy convalescence, he realised he had no vocation for the priesthood and left before taking any vows. However, he paid attention to the rhythms of the sanatorium and to the torments of guilt concerning healthy urges, with material from that period recycled in this novel.

				He was at his best when conjuring up small towns, and Kiely’s Cosmona is anything but tame – not least because it is a mecca for people from beyond its perimeters. A pack of newspapermen is drawn there by the miller’s dying son Stephen Mortell, wasted away to three stone from disease and mistreatment as a prisoner of the Japanese in the 1940s, including forced labour at the bridge over the River Kwai. Other arrivals include a Liberian sailor AWOL from his ship, and a Dublin prostitute attacked not just by the sailor but by local corner boys. The miller, Martin Mortell, is the town’s presiding figure, godlike in his omnipotence over the river, but we are told he is ‘not as saintly a man as his white locks might make him seem’ – no one is idealised in Cosmona. It’s not Kiely’s style. 

				Dogs Enjoy the Morning is dedicated to Nuala MacDonagh and her husband, the judge and poet Donagh MacDonagh, who died shortly before publication. The latter’s father was Thomas MacDonagh, the 1916 revolutionary shot when Donagh was a small boy. Kiely was interested in Irish history – his first book was an essay on partition, Counties of Contention, lying on my desk as I write this. In it, he muses on the spiritual barrier developing as a result of the geographical one. Clearly, he loved Ireland, but Kiely’s brand of nationalism was non-sectarian.

				In subsequent novels such as Proxopera (his finest work, which prefigures the Omagh bomb by more than twenty years) and Nothing Happens in Carmincross, Kiely is explicitly anti-violence, his sentences throbbing with anger against killers who annex nationalism to justify their bombs. However, an anti-war theme is apparent in this earlier work. The miller reflects how his son has returned home ‘the refuse of some grinding process, to lie dying, a skeleton in the bed, to give every living thing in Cosmona a dark significance of evil.’ The shadow of a distant war poisons the town.

				Invariably, Kiely’s Tyrone roots are apparent in his work, and Dogs Enjoy the Morning is no exception. He slips in a nod to his native place when one of the newspapermen advances the opinion that ‘every soldier from Omsk to Omagh’ would have volunteered for the jungle. This viewpoint is undercut instantly by a reminder of Mortell’s fellow prisoner who ate raw another man’s pet cat, claws and all. Not for Kiely the self-administered drug of deception, smoothing over gritty realities by waxing on the glories of war. 

				Nor does he idealise life in picture postcard Cosmona. He records its doings with candour. Into its streets he inserts the criminal Cawley boys, and among the hospital staff he places their pilfering relatives. But he also gives us Father Jarlath, an elderly chaplain shell-shocked in Flanders, who loves his dogs and offers sensible, non-judgmental advice to the lust-tortured clerical student.

				Kiely has tolerance for human frailties but less lenience for hypocrisy, especially when practised by officialdom as a means of social control. Realism is his touchstone as a writer. Consequently, he does not flinch from what he observes. In Cosmona, however, his sense of the absurd is never far from the surface.

				The milieu through which Kiely moved with ease strikes us today as a who’s who from literary posterity. His contemporaries included Flann O’Brien, and Dogs Enjoy the Morning shares the mock-heroics of an O’Brien character. Rock is half-man and half-bicycle, pedalling like fury to break speed records between Cosmona and Crooked Bridge; he would not be out of place in The Third Policeman, with its bicycle-obsessed gardaí.

				Kiely was also a biographer (of the Tyrone writer and folklorist William Carleton) and the novelist in him understands what makes biography compelling: learning about ourselves as a species from paying attention to an individual’s struggles. Maybe it is that empathy which gives an elegiac quality to Kiely’s body of work, his compassion emerging amid the humour.

				The bone-dry wit of his native Ulster is never absent for long. How do you start the mill? someone asks the miller. ‘You turn on the river,’ comes the laconic reply. Cosmona may be located close to Dublin, but I heard that exchange in the accents of Omagh more than 100 miles away.

				Still on Kiely’s roots, I was ridiculously delighted to encounter the word ‘thole’ in the novel: Ulster-Scots dialect meaning to endure, which can be traced back to its ancestor Latin ‘tolerare’. To me, that verb not only encapsulates the crux of Dogs Enjoy the Morning, but rises above it. The novel is a celebration of life, rejoicing in people’s ability not simply to endure, but to knock some pleasure out of it. What Churchill knew about small Irish towns when he referred to the ‘dreary steeples of Fermanagh and Tyrone’ you could write on a cigar. Kiely understands them, warts and all, and has the insight to salute them.

				

				Martina Devlin

				Dublin via Omagh, 2017

			

		

	
		
			
				For Nuala MacDonagh

				and to the memory of the poet,

				Donagh MacDonagh

			

		

	
		
			
				— ONE —

				The rooks at noon left their hunting in the fields, their talking around the Tower, the ruined abbey, the churchyard trees, and crossed over for lunch to the coloured balconies. You could time the sun by them. The lighter troops, the jackdaws, grey heads twisted sideways with cunning, came with them. Hungry birds benefited, and bedridden boys and girls who mightn’t relish that day’s menu had the services of nimble scavengers.

				One of the jokes of the place was that the boys were in the pink and the girls in the blues. The hospital was all on the ground floor and shaped, facing south, like a crescent cracked across the middle. To heal diseased bones the boys lay under pink coverlets in one half of that crescent, the girls under blue coverlets in the other half. Student nurses now and again sortied from the cool shady wards behind the sun balconies to hunt the rooks and see that the patients ate their food whether they liked it or not. White veils and black wings all flapped together as the birds, hopping and fluttering, backed away a bit to dig in resentfully on the balcony railings until the nurses, who had nothing against the rooks anyway, went back into the wards. One ironic girl, a farmer’s daughter, said that she had turned her back on chasing rooks from her father’s Tipperary fields to carry on the good work in the nursing profession. She suspected that she was haunted and that they were the same rooks all the time.

				The old miller came walking cautiously along the tiled antiseptic corridor from the Reverend Mother’s office, more cautiously still across the polished floor of oaken blocks in Saint Joseph’s ward where the bigger boys were. He felt terrifyingly insecure when he hadn’t the grip of grass and gravel under his feet. No active man of eighty and the best part of seventeen stone could afford a tumble on a convent hospital floor. These toy nurses, fresh from all the parishes of Ireland and so clean and plump-faced and blue-and-white as to be almost edible, could never manage his broken-boned body on spine frame, hip frame, not to mention bedpan. The idea gave him coarse amusement. He could see the Reverend Mother who bought her oaten meal from him assisting at the monstrous task.

				On the pink sun-balcony he bellowed gamely at the nurses, telling them they were sunworshippers all and that the sun made grain ripe, and the pagan gods alone knew what it would do to them: set them running the roads in the dusk or eating the ears off their boyfriends. The nurses and the shouting, eating, bird-feeding boys knew him well. Cups and plates and tin trays sounded a salvo to honour his approach. He walked, with special words for everybody, from bed to bed. Bodies, all stripped to the waist and red and brown and even quite black from the sun, arched on spine frames or sprawled, legs wide, on hip frames or, less hindered by surgical appliances, bounced about in beds. A cheeky pet jackdaw had perched on the right arm, held up as stiffly in an aeroplane splint as the arm of an oratorical statue, of a redheaded boy whose face had long ago vanished behind a screen of uniting freckles. The neighbouring boy, naked except for a triangle of loincloth, was deep mahogany in colour and hampered only by an ankle splint, and had moved his wheeled bed closer and was poking the bird under the tail with a long sally rod. The bird squawked, not unpleased, pecked at the probing rod, rose fluttering, returned again to its perch.

				Savages, he thought with deep satisfaction. The sun will heal them.

				There were bodies no sun could heal.

				A vita glass awning in a quiet corner behind a pink screen diffused grey liquid sunlight over the only adult patient in the boy’s wing: a clerical student about twenty years of age who was tailor-squatting in bed reading a biography of the saintly Brother Nicholas of Flue in whose cell there was nothing to see but sackcloth and ashes, a stone for a pillow, and no sound of laughter to be heard. The clerical student stretched his legs and leaned back on his pillows. Compared with that ancient Swiss eremite, he rated pretty low in austerity. But he was glad beyond words, after seventeen months of orthopaedic treatment, nine months tied flat on his back on a frame, eight months in a swallow-diving position on a reverse bed, to be able at last to stretch his legs and bend them, to stand up, put on a dressing-gown and hobble to the bathroom at the back of the ward.

				The first biographer of Saint Nicholas of Flue had praised the saint for eating little or nothing so that, his stomach not filled and made heavy with foodstuffs, he slept without snores, sighs or stertorous breathing, rose lightly without yawning or stretching, did not have to go searching for a retired spot to evacuate his body. There was damn all to be evacuated. Five hundred years later the retired spots were built-in and comfortably fitted with the best equipment. Every time he squatted in solitude between green tiled walls, cisterns singing around him like woodland brooks, the student sought and found something of the singular peace the saint had found in his fifteenth-century hermitage. No nurse, no nun, no fellow patient could disturb him there, no sound of laughter reach him.

				He closed the book as the miller came into his corner of the balcony. He said: Rembrandt was the painter I was trying to think of, Mr Mortell. He was born in a mill on the Rhine where the sun shone through a mist of flour dust. How is your son today?

				The miller helped him into his dressing-gown.

				— He’s no better. He’s no worse. He’s limp like a weed in the stream. Going the way time’s taking him.

				— He’s had more than his share. He has suffered.

				Because his suit, even if he wasn’t wearing it, was clerical black the student felt guiltily that he should say something about rewards in heaven, purgatory on earth.

				— Sister Thermometer, said the miller, is a great lady for the holy leaflets. She gave me one bundle of these for you to give to the boys and one for everybody I’d meet in the village.

				It was another joke of the place that the little boys, baffled by the grandeur of the words, called Sister Grignon de Montfort out of her name.

				— She is a tree of life, the student read, to them that lay hold on her: and he that shall retain her is blessed.

				On the back of a blue and gold picture of a sweet youthful Virgin ringed around with woolly cloudlets and the upper halves of angels some anthologist had been lavish with fragments of Proverbs, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus and the Song of Songs.

				— No time like the present, the miller said. I’ll pass them out on my way home. Any day now you’ll be able to come and see my mill.

				— Any day now.

				— Water and stone as the Lord meant mills to be. The last of its kind hereabouts. And once there were forty wheels turning between here and the sea.

				— I’m getting my clothes tomorrow. I’ve been trouserless now for seventeen months. And trying on my shoes. In a week I’ll walk to the mill.

				Pausing now and again to lean and rest on the bottom of a bed, to talk to its occupant and to give him a leaflet, the student walked to his stall in his hermit’s cell. Squatting, he luxuriated in the smooth comfort of planed wood instead of bedpan enamel, generally chipped, against his buttocks. Alleluia he had arisen and Tony Lumpkin was his own man again and didn’t have to be helped on and off. He pulled the chain and thought of Wordsworth and of waters rolling from their mountain springs with a sweet inland murmur. He sat on, eyes half-closed, dreaming about nothing. He liked the nuns, the patients and, to an extent that disturbed him because he had after all been on the way to sworn perpetual celibacy if he hadn’t been hampered by a lumbar spine, he liked the linen nurses. But by Nicholas of Flue, solitude was sweet after seventeen months of enforced community life. Musical water fell from some reservoir in the hills, gurgled through pines, and sweetly the cistern refilled. The ward noises were far away but two voices had followed him. The young doctor was telling the charge nurse that when he and his wife were going to bed the night before he heard a noise in the wardrobe and when he opened it there was a man, peeping.

				— As for me, he said, I would have left the poor curious divil there, but the wife’s fussy.

				The nurse was convulsed.

				— Quite a surprise for both of us, the doctor said. Not burgling. Just peeping. Smoke.

				The charge nurse said thanks and smoked. She couldn’t smoke out in the ward. Everybody had their own use for a hermitage. She said: You’re smoking again yourself.

				— Only gave them up for a month and put on two and a half stone. The wife objected. She couldn’t carry any more weight. Anyway it all depends on what you want out of life. Lung cancer or fatty degeneration. Lung cancer’s painless. So I settled for lung cancer.

				— Could it, do you think, have been our mystery man? He has the night nurses terrified peeping in at them over the balcony railings.

				The young doctor was talkative but he was also kind and professionally discreet.

				— No. A poor fellow from the village. He did a bit of gardening for me once, very badly — dug in the weeds. There’s no mystery about him. He’s just interested in how things work.

				— Dear doctor, who isn’t?

				Smelling their smoke, hearing their laughter, the postponed celibate in the water closet reddened at a remark that might have been meant for him.

				— When I came here from Dublin and Birmingham via my honeymoon, the doctor said, I was feeling idyllic. I said peace, everybody here is at peace, no nuts and no neurotics, a salmon river flowing under our gable wall lulling us to sleep when the night’s good work is over.

				The doctor’s wife was small, plump, dusky-skinned and dark-haired as a South Seas maiden. She had worn on a visit to the hospital a tight orange skirt. Nightly by the river she carried weight, then moistly drifted asleep by the lulling salmon water.

				— Then you open this damned wardrobe and here’s a fellow peeping at you. What goes on? Everywhere?

				— And peeping at night over the railing, at my young nurses.

				— I’d do that myself. A fine clutch they are. But in God’s name why should anybody want to peep at me?

				— Not at you, doctor. At what you would be at.

				Laughter, footsteps on tiles, died away. The smell of smoke faded. Brother Nicholas stepped out of his hermitage to meet a procession of four red-cheeked nurses marching in to discharge the cargo from the midday bedpans: motion at last carried, as the stale, very stale, joke about the hospitalised county councillor said. The rooks had flown back to the fields. The boys were quiet not because of any post-prandial somnolence but because, before the shellshocked, sporting chaplain came to the broad balcony to hear their weekly confessions, a white-robed nun was giving them an edifying lecture, and asking them to chant after her, rhymed lines about faith, hope, love of God and sorrow for sins. The singsong of their voices suited the slumbering afternoon. The student drowsed on his pillows. He had cast aside Brother Nicholas of Flue and opened Wilfred Ward’s life of Cardinal Newman which he hoped might be a livelier companion to digestion. But the print diminished and enlarged, diminished and enlarged before his heavy eyes. So he began to count magpies. One for sorrow, two for joy and three for a wedding they played, if magpies are not too business bent ever to play, around the square top of the old abbey tower. When he had first come from the seminary to the hospital the student had uncovered to the chaplain his scruples about his new way of life, his difficulties in making his morning meditation and following the monastic routine of prayer and self-denial in uncontemplative surroundings, of controlling his thoughts when ringed by shouting boys and chattering women.

				— Eat your food and get better, the chaplain said. Pray when you can. Play games with the boys, and the nurses — within reason. You may never have another chance. A bit of mothering or sistering will do you good and put the marrow back in your bones. You can’t live like a monk here. Not with all those blue skirts and white aprons around you.

				Seventeen months later those scruples seemed bloody funny. Bed baths carried out by two young women had continued to embarrass him, but then anything that caused so much embarrassment could scarcely be a yielding to the concupiscence of the flesh.

				The chaplain was an honest choleric man but not much given to spiritual reading. He had been shellshocked as a Flanders chaplain and had a nervous sideways twitch of the head. Three devoted gundogs always followed at his heels and his housekeeper, who knew the nuns complained that she couldn’t keep dogs or the smell of them out of any room in his house. They followed him now on to the balcony. For privacy and the preserving of the seal of the confessional the beds were placed as far away from each other as they could be. Like playing dominoes, the crow-chasing nurse from Tipperary thought it was. But what sins these boys had to hide from one another was more, she said, than she could comprehend: they ate, slept, woke again, sinned, if at all, and did everything else in community.

				From bed to bed then, sealing each sin in his shellshocked mind, the chaplain, now an old man, moved, who as a young man had crawled in mud from one dying soldier to another. But once to call to the student and to stir his following dogs to barking, he leaped to his feet, pointing, waving his purple stole.

				— Peter Lane, he called, there’s a shot in a million.

				— Ego te absolvo, he shouted at a penitent boy before he remembered to lower his voice.

				Brightening the leaden afternoon a white gull came gliding from the soft land of meadows between river and canal. Against the dull sky it seemed as large as a swan. It circled above the hospital, then perched, not resting so much as surveying, on the Tower, as if the grey friars who seven hundred years ago had placed stone on holy stone had been thinking only of the comfort of a bird and of that single moment.

				§

				The miller stood surrounded by lawns and flowerbeds and looked at the seagull and the old abbey tower. Walking to his car the doctor caught up with him and stood beside him. The doctor said that the first thing that had drawn him to the practice in the village of Cosmona had been the Latin name the monks had given to the ancient holy place and the legend that went with it.

				— The Island of the Living, he said. Insula Viventium. The dead need no doctor. I read in the guidebook that the village was also distinguished by possessing one of the few still-working specimens of an old water and stone mill.

				— They had me in the newspapers, the miller said. They had me on radio and television. They recorded every noise the mill made. They even wanted me to sing a song.

				Miller and doctor, two heavy bewhiskered men, one grey, one brown, walked along a winding gravelled path that cut across the fifty yards or so of grass between the pink and blue balconies and the grey wall that surrounded ruin and graveyard.

				— It’s a wonder all out, the miller said, how a legend grows. This very ground we walk on was a lake until two hundred years ago the lord of the land drained it. They say that when the saint came to found the abbey on the island he went over dryshod, without boat, without ship. He could dance on the water.

				— One better, said the doctor, than the Lord Jesus, who, like the tenth hussars, didn’t dance.

				The miller’s laughter was a brazen bugle call, suddenly beginning, suddenly ending, bizarre against the birdlike chirping of the children from the balconies, more surprising still in that it left no echoes. Then, laughter ended, he returned to legend.

				— Bodies buried here didn’t corrupt and in the end they said that the man who lived to pray here would never die.

				— Where are they now? asked the doctor. Did they stop praying?

				They negotiated a wicker gate. Tombstones flat with the ground were dominoes, like the balcony beds, on well-clipped grass. The miller’s bell-voice chanted: No woman, no not even a female animal, was allowed onto the island.

				— A sore country always for bestiality, the doctor said. There are parts of Tipperary, appropriately around a place called Rearcross, where the goats and donkeys never get a night’s sleep.

				— No female bird ever alighted.

				— Fair enough. I’d say that gull was a cock.

				— Doctor you’re a heathen, the miller said. But if you stay long enough in Cosmona we’ll make a Christian of you yet.

				Without doubt the ground they walked on was holy. Even the jesting doctor felt it so keenly that he hadn’t been a week in Cosmona when he had joined the local committee formed by the miller for the restoration and preservation of the abbey ruins. Now as they walked, their examining eyes studied the clipped grass, the cracks recently sealed in the old walls, the fragments of carven stones that had once been scattered in disorder and were now lined in exact rows. Patches of weeds had been uprooted and the ground covered with fresh gravel. A stonecutter from Crooked Bridge had, with imitative skill and deep reverence for the work of men dead for centuries, restored as much as he could of the cloister. Rubble and twigs scattered by jackdaws nesting in the Tower had been cleared away, and one could comfortably climb the spiral stairway.

				The doctor said: They did a good workmanlike job.

				— But what’s this, said the miller.

				Just inside the narrow doorway and at the foot of the stone stairs somebody had sacrilegiously abandoned an empty incongruous bottle. The doctor picked it up, sniffed, grimaced. He read out the label: Finest Old Red Wine.

				— Red Biddy, said the miller. The devil’s milk. If I had my toe at the ass of the vandal who left it there.

				— I’m thinking, said the doctor.

				He slipped the offending bottle into a wide tweed pocket. With the miller in the lead they spiralled upwards.

				— I’m thinking, Mr Mortell, that by night a mystery man could have a fine view from the top of the Tower at the lighted balconies. Peering across the summer darkness at all that light and the flapping white aprons of the nurses. To a man who had once been buried in mud, all that starched linen antiseptic cleanliness must have a big attraction.

				— Buried in mud. By the heavenly father I know who you mean.

				The miller’s laughter spiralled up and down as he leaned against old stone and saw the fun of the mystery man and said, half-choking, that little amused the innocent.

				— Harmless enough, said the doctor, if he does nothing more than peep. But it alarms people and we’ll have to caution him about the bottle. On Red Biddy a Peeping Tom might do anything.

				They stepped out into brightness on the top of the Tower. The great gull was gone. The battlemented parapet had long fallen away and for safety the restorers had replaced it with an iron railing.

				— There’s my mill, said Mortell, all ready for the beginning of harvest. More than sixty years of my life have gone into it. When I was a boy myself and the other boys of Cosmona thought the millwheel was a monster would gobble us all up. Turning and splashing and dripping with water and the mill-building making its own peculiar growling noise. A mother would threaten to put a disobedient child in a sack and bring him to the miller to have him ground. When we saw the sacks of corn going on drays down the corkscrew road we were sure they were full of bad boys.

				— You may have been right, the doctor said.

				The semicircular hospital and the abbey ruins stood on the gentle northern slope of a river valley. The hunched grey bulk of the old mill was a mile away and in between was the village of Cosmona, the main road that came from Dublin and went on ten miles to the village of Crooked Bridge, the canal that was carried over the river by an aqueduct. To the west there was an abandoned railway line and, rising like another village, older, ghostly, out of the green fields, the buildings that had once been railway station, canal warehouses, one of them even a hotel in the slow plodding days when people travelled by canal. The railway, rusted and grassgrown, was dead. The weedgrown canal was dead to everything except an occasional barge or a pleasure boat struggling westwards to some elysium of wide waters where propellers would not be fouled in green slimy tentacles: a misfortunate Englishman had once had his propellers ruined by a discarded wire mattress.

				Late sunlight glittered on motor traffic rising and falling like surfboats over the humpy canal bridge at the eastern end of the village. A double row of beeches lined the sleepy lost Square where the fishing hotel no longer functioned much as an hotel. The fishermen came and went in their cars and didn’t stay overnight.

				The doctor said: How is Stephen today?

				— He’s like a doll in the bed. He’s like a trailing weed in the millrace.

				— I’ll drop over tomorrow, even if there’s little I can do.

				— The jungle did for him. And the Japs. As they did for many a good man. And it breaks my heart to think that my anger ever sent him out to work among strangers and get mixed up in wars. But he was restless and he couldn’t thole the work at the mill.

				The rising and falling of the distant glittering traffic had a mesmeric effect on the young doctor. He said after a long silence: His life went to save others.

				— I try to think that. But his poor wife looks at me when she thinks I’m not noticing as if it was me, not the jungle and the Japs. As if it was I sent him.

				— There he goes, shouted the doctor. By God, the flying cyclist, the man of mystery.

				Hunched low over the handlebars, his legs frantically working, a figure on a racing bicycle came from the east, rose with the traffic over the bridge, vanished behind the village and its beeches, reappeared as a tiny speck on the rising road that went on westwards, then stopped, dismounted, bent over the bicycle, came walking slowly back towards the village. Their melancholy forgotten or pushed aside, the doctor and the miller hugged each other and laughed.

				— He won’t break it this time.

				— The world’s record from Cosmona to Crooked Bridge, said the miller. I asked him one day wouldn’t the bus do it quicker than any bicycle. He said: Mr Mortell, with all due respect, it’s man and muscle I’m testing, not the machine.

				— We’ll go down, the doctor said. I’ll meet him in the village and talk to him.

				But on the way down they saw, half-hidden in an embrasure, the book that in that place was even more incongruous than the bottle. The lurid paper cover said that it was all about Solomon and Sheba and that one thousand women burned to share his bed. They left the book where they had found it.

				— If those nurses only knew the eyes that watch them, the doctor said.

				— ’Twould take the starch out of more than their aprons.

				They were still amused when they came to the doctor’s Jaguar. He drove the miller to what had once been the fishing hotel.

				§

				The young doctor drove an expensive Jaguar because his wife’s people were able to afford it and he had no quarrel whatever with that circumstance. Looking back on his life and loves he was well pleased that when love had at last led to matrimony, the girl happened to have money as well as physical and other attractions. He could have loved a poor girl perhaps as intensely, but not in such comfort.

				When he left the miller he drove twice round the Square looking for Gabriel Rock.

				The doctor wore a brown wide-brimmed hat, a large brown moustache and whiskers; and his happy cheeks plumped out like tennis balls. His wife had been a nurse and, as an intern, he had proposed to her, sitting during a stolen moment on one of the hospital fire escapes over a bucket containing amongst other oddments a recently amputated diabetic leg. There was no point in waiting for the surroundings to be more propitious since she was pretty and willing and he was in the humour, and the leg had belonged to some sad stranger who wasn’t going to have any share in their lives; and so far things had worked out very well.

				He listened to the pleased purr of the Jaguar and thought of the car he had driven when he was an undergraduate. It had had no brakes and little floor, and while it had seemed a daring idea at the time, and while it was still fine in convivial places to tell about it for laughs, it had in truth been most uncomfortable and draughty.

				Gabriel was not to be seen in the Square so the doctor drove up a narrow laneway of low whitewashed houses, dishwater slime in cobbled vennels, and turned right towards the canal to pass a patch of wasteground where the village smith still shod cartwheels; and there, the butt of the almost certainly doubtful jokes of five or six graceless young loafers, was Gabriel. The doctor saw him or at least he saw the little that was to be seen since, dressed for record-breaking, Gabriel was as mysterious as any masked man. He came to the doctor’s signal, wheeling his bicycle, bowing down to look into the car.

				— You didn’t make it today, Gabriel.

				— Broke a chain at top speed.

				A pimpled chin, dark with cat hairs, a mouthful of irregular teeth, were visible below helmet and goggles.

				— Don’t think I’m scolding you, Gabriel. But you left some of your belongings up at the Tower.

				Low down in the car so that the loafers couldn’t see it, the doctor exhibited the bottle.

				— It’s not mine.

				— There’s a book there, too.

				— I don’t read much.

				— Gabriel, you know what I know. Leave the booze alone and don’t annoy them at the hospital. You’ll be in trouble and I won’t be able to help you. You know my wife wanted to send for the police.

				Under the double carapace of helmet and skull the mind of Gabriel was confused for, when he looked at people, he saw and remembered the names not of the people he was looking at but of other people associated with or related to them. He couldn’t call the doctor by his title because when he looked at the doctor he could see only the doctor’s wife and when the doctor, looking like his wife, also spoke about his wife, confusion was piled on top of confusion. He sweated under leather jacket and corduroys double-seated by his mother to stand the wear and tear of the saddle. He gripped more tightly the tubular steel reality of his beloved red racer that some day would take him from Cosmona to Crooked Bridge at a speed never achieved by Bertie Donnelly or Alo Donnegan or any man who had ever ridden a racer in Ireland or anywhere else.

				The doctor said: No hard feelings, Gabriel. Come up Tuesday and I’ll give you a day in the garden. But Red Biddy’s bad news. So are those Cawley boys you’re with now. Watch them, Gabriel.

				Gabriel knew as well or better than the doctor did that the Cawley boys were bad news. Their persistent black-eyed malevolence, their gibing tongues, cut sharply at times through Gabriel’s dreams of winged speed and fair women. Only one of the three Cawleys was dark, sleek and sharp-eyed. The other two were fair and had blank blue eyes. But to Gabriel, peering through goggles from his everlasting confusion about people, they all looked alike and spoke with the one voice. They called, jeering, to him now as he stood in the roadway, one knee bent in a fragment of a curtsey to the back of the car that carried the doctor’s wife away from him.

				— Gaby, was he asking you up to see his wife’s operation?

				— A fine cut she has too.

				— Her little bum’s like a pudding in a rag.

				— Tighter than Nora Duckarse there.

				The bicycle chain was mended and with one leg across the machine he was ready for flight but, impaled by the sharp tongues, he paused to look after the slatternly simpleton of a girl who passed, bucket in hand, to the iron pump at the corner of the patch of wasteground. At every fourth step or so she stamped her left foot as if she were angry, or squashing beetles. Her lowslung hips waggled like shutters hanging from half-broken hinges.

				— Gaby, carry the lady’s bucket.

				— Take an eyeful, Gaby. The wiggle-waggle.

				— Gaby, when a girl walks like that it’s a sure sign she’s wide open.

				With a mutter that was almost a moan, Gabriel was in the saddle and riding away furiously, laughter behind him, before him a vision of tiled walls reflecting bright lights, of white aprons rustling around firm bodies.

				On the spokes of the wheels he had fixed leaden weights at differing and carefully calculated distances from the hub. The idea was that when the wheels started moving the weights would add momentum and set him travelling faster and faster, faster even than any man ever rode in the great race round France that the miller had once told him about. The miller was the one man in Cosmona that Gabriel Rock didn’t confuse with anybody else.

				§

				From one of the leaflets the miller read, in the rising and falling singsong of a school of elocution long gone out of fashion: My sister, my spouse, is a garden enclosed, a fountain sealed up.

				The meaning dawning on him as he read, he could have bitten out his tongue with embarrassment. Dear Sister Thermometer and fat little Sister Bruno who had compiled the devout voluptuous anthology didn’t know a lot about life. But the woman behind the bar in what had once been the fishing hotel wasn’t following him with any particular attention. She accepted a bundle of leaflets without looking at them and left them on the bar beside a collection box for the foreign missions. Guarding the slot of the box a miniature Saint Martin de Porres knelt, and nodded his head like a Dixie coon to acknowledge every contribution.

				— Last week, she said, he nodded for two miraculous medals and some francs that one of our pious citizens brought back from Lourdes. For a saint of God he hasn’t much discrimination. If leaflets could keep people happy, Sister Thermometer would be the world’s greatest benefactor. Those imps of schoolgirls have me annoyed.

				Entering the hotel the miller had heard behind him the giggle, the quick sharp footfalls of little girls. They came, trying to tiptoe, through the cobbled arched entryway that cut into the heart of the big sixteen-windowed house and then sloped down to a grassgrown courtyard. Long ago stagecoaches had passed that way.

				I see in the chamber above me, he thought, the patter of little feet: for Longfellow’s poem about the children’s hour and the Bishop of Bingen in his watchtower on the Rhine had been in the Sixth Reader which, prose and poetry, he in his schooldays had learned by heart and still remembered. Voices soft and sweet, the voices of grave Alice and laughing Allegra and Edith with golden hair plotting and planning together to take him by surprise, followed him as he turned right down three steps from the entryway and left down three more steps into the cellar bar-room. Increased in numbers to six or seven, the giggling girls paused at the top of the second three steps and looked down at himself and the woman.

				— Please, Mrs Hanafin, can we go to the toilet here?

				— Go home, Mary. Go home, Minnie. Go home, the crowd of you.

				Grave Alice and laughing Allegra and Edith with golden hair scattered giggling. In apology for her asperity she said: I used to allow them, Mr Mortell. But they’d be in there for ages in deep silence apart from the odd fits of giggling. Then when they’d go I’d find the whole carpet splattered with water. Standing on dirty feet too on the low seat before the dressing-table. It’s a game.

				The saccharine lines from the Sixth Reader pleased the heart of the old miller. He said: Aren’t they young girls on the way home from school, living in a magic world and playing at being women?

				— A poor game to play, she said sourly and read from a leaflet: She glorifieth her nobility by being conversant with God. Yea, and the Lord of all things hath loved her.

				— Are you for Dublin for the wedding?

				She picked up a second leaflet. She said: I suppose Sister Bruno by diabetes doth glorify her nobility, the poor old duck. She never married. I was at one wedding too many.

				— Shadow and Substance are going?

				— They’re in the yard, tinkering at the car. My father and mother went yesterday.

				She picked up yet a third leaflet. She was a small demure woman, tiny by contrast with the bulk of the miller. She led the way out of the bar. Business, she told him, was so slack that the place could look after itself for a while; and indeed the ancient room had about it a close, brooding, self-protecting personality. It had been the cellar of an older house that had been on the site even before the coaching inn that had preceded the fishing hotel. Now, with barrels for seats and dim alcoves lit by weak bulbs in old coach lanterns, it preserved an antique secretive appearance. Across the entry it was matched by a cellar dining room, just a little less sepulchral.

				— Trade in Cosmona, she said. Snakes in Iceland. No wonder Gabriel Rock is always trying to get to Crooked Bridge in less time than it takes to tell.

				Substance, or James Tarrant, the dominant brother of twins, dominant because it was said he had come second out of the womb pushing Shadow, or John, before him, sat stout and solid, a farmer and man of business in good dark broadcloth, behind the wheel of the car. He listened, pious head to one side, while the miller told him that his oats were ground and in sacks and ready for removal. Struggling under the weight of two suitcases Shadow, thin, stooped, prematurely grey, came from a back door. First in and well planted, the folklore of Cosmona said, is last out and lucky for life. First out is last in, the dribblings of the ammunition bag, the sort of man who’d be wearing boxing gloves if it rained threepenny bits. Panting and peevish, always aware that he was fired from the second barrel and could expect nothing, Shadow took his subordinate place behind his brother and primly folded his shabby grey overcoat about his knees.

				— Cathy won’t come, Substance said. She says she was at one wedding too many.

				Her brown eyes, under long lashes and behind thick-lensed spectacles, surveyed her prosperous complacent brother who had once, he said, been inspired to settle a trade dispute by making a novena to that charming little lady of the bourgeoisie, Saint Thérèse, the Little Flower. To Cosmona he was sometimes known as the Little Flower.

				She said: The young couple will have the benefit of your bachelor’s experience and advice. Give her this too with your prayers.

				She reached him a leaflet.

				— And one each for John and yourself. Compliments of Sister Thermometer.

				— My beloved is gone down into his garden, Substance read, to the bed of aromatical spices, to feed in the gardens and to gather lilies.

				— It does sound a bit odd, he said, but the nuns, bless them, must know.

				— As much as yourself, she said.

				The miller, happily, had an honest infectious laugh. He laughed now at the discomfiture on the face of Substance, and even Shadow smiled — but weakly.

				— Cathy’s tongue, Substance said humbly.

				Standing side-by-side the miller and the woman waved the car away to the Dublin wedding. The grassgrown yard was quiet all around them except for the tick-tock of light hammering from the hut where Peejay, the hotel’s handyman, lived.

				— Peejay’s at the carpentry now, the miller said.

				— Or the painting. Or playing the fiddle with the bow in his teeth.

				— Peejay’s a born genius.

				— And a poet and a little saint. Much more so than that pious bullock of a brother of mine.

				— Don’t be too hard on him.

				— He means well you mean. Oh, he gave me a home, or rather my father did, when my own home went up in smoke. I’m duly grateful.

				They walked back through the entryway. He rested his hard heavy hand on her shoulder. He said: No word of Christy?

				— No, thank God. We’ve heard nothing of him since his last appearance in the newspapers. That was enough, wasn’t it?

				— But oh look, she said, here comes Tumble the Town.

				Slowly along the Square, pulled by a weary saddle-backed piebald, went a light, brightly coloured springcart. The driver was a ragged black-bearded man wide in the chest and shoulders almost to the point of deformity. The shawled woman who sat beside him smoked a pipe and replied in kind to the greetings of the three Cawley boys who pranced at the tailboard of the cart.

				— I dread the sight of him, she said.

				— Patrick Hoban, strong man, of no fixed abode and prone to bate the police.

				— We’ll have poor Annie dancing on the seat of a chair in every pub in the village.

				— ’Tisn’t many husbands, the miller said, could hold the backrung of a chair in their teeth while the wife hoofed it on the seat.

				— A model husband, she said, like my Christy.

				Responding to a remark from the shawled woman, the following boys raised a shout.

				— He’s sober, she said, or he wouldn’t suffer those terrible boys.

				Walking to his mill, on down the sloping road past the last low cottages and gardens of the village, Martin Mortell meditated on those terrible boys. His own son, now limp as a weed in the millrace, had once been a terrible boy, not vicious like the Cawleys, but wild and alive.

				In the old ramshackle building he climbed the first wooden ladder to the stone-loft and touched gently the heavy millstones that meant as much to him, he often feared, as children. The stones were warm almost and living to his touch; and all his aged melancholy, his helplessness before the inevitable maladorous approach of death, begotten by suffering and disease in a faraway green jungle, vanished before his pride in his ability to dress and swing these stones. Great industry had passed him by and left his mill and himself museum pieces on the side of a salmon river. But how many men living today could cut those curving marks in stone and balance the stones so delicately that, revolving, they could take the print off a visiting card without much damaging the pasteboard. Towny visitors with cameras always marvelled at that one. These stones were his undying children and through them, and the grain drying on the perforated earthenware floor of the kiln, he was a god on his own ground or at least a better man than a whole chartered company of men owning a million newfangled machines.

				Consoled by the touch of the stones he went down from the loft again, laughing to himself. There had been that day when he played the trick on the Cawley boys and their followers. He hadn’t intended to be mean but they had pestered him for handfuls of dry oats from the kiln floor to munch and chew. The crisp grain was rated a delicacy among the boys of Cosmona and the best boys in the world they were, even the Cawleys, but for their own good you had to chasten them now and again. So he gave them a large bowl of oats treated with glauber salts, and from the top loft of the mill saw them afterwards, seven of them on their hunkers beside the roadside hedge, pants down, bare bottoms and shirt tails exposed, pained expressions on their faces. He was fond of the young but even the Lord himself chastised those he loved, and they had had him pestered, and on the previous day one of the Cawley boys had broken a valuable hammer, the property of the mill.

				He walked round the building to the head of the millrace. That loodheramaun of a television photographer had asked him one day how you started the mill. So the miller had said, suiting the action to the word: You turn on the river.

				He did now as he had done then. One twist of an iron bar and the water from the opulent panting millrace was beating rhythmically on the paddles of the wheel, and the belly of the mill was half-grumbling, half-laughing, devouring grain, grinding out oatmeal, sweet with the smell of water and the taste of stone, for man and beast. He was content for a while as the master of at least two elements. But the released and redirected water stirred and altered the position of the submerged weeds in the race and set them helplessly trailing. Limp like a doll in the bed, he thought, like a weed waving in the salmon water.

				§

				On the morning of the day on which Shadow and Substance set out from Cosmona to the Dublin wedding, Teresa Fallon and Dympna Cawley, two fair maidens of Cosmona, covered the same road — but not to any wedding. Teresa had had the idea on the previous night, a sultry harvest night that threatened rain, when the pair of them had decided they were browned-off for all eternity working as wardsmaids in the hospital. The nuns scolded them and lectured them and expected them to be spotless little angels in white shifts. The nurses looked down on them and pranced past them as if nurses, in blue-and-white, were fashion models and wardsmaids, in white and grey, were dung, although it was the nurses had to carry the bedpans and that was the only reason they had for having a stink in their noses. The nurses had rooms and the wardsmaids only dormitories and this night, instead of lying down behind white cubicle curtains, Teresa and Dympna stayed out after the evening walk that came between slavery and supper and went to spend the night in Cawleys’ which was open house. But that was only the beginning of the plan. Teresa was mad about Enda Cawley, and Dympna knew that Teresa and Enda might as well be married as the way they were, but Enda was the last person in the world they could tell about the plan because when a fellow had that, he thought he was entitled to everything else too and Enda was a very bossy fellow and only looked easy and laughing and happy when he was playing the guitar which he did for the Blue Nuggets, the show-band of Cosmona. He played the tin whistle and the melodeon as well and, while that wasn’t romantic like films about Monterey and down Mexico way, it was lively and funny. All the Cawley boys were musical.

				Cosmona called the Cawley house the Ranch not because it was a ranch or because the Cawleys were in the cattle trade, they were really in the scrap metal trade, but because it was a long ell-shaped one-storeyed wooden structure bought out of surplus army stock and ornamented at each extremity by bus bodies that had exchanged their wheels for stilts and been transformed into greenhouses. At the rear of the house seven more bus bodies had exchanged most of their glass panels for plywood or corrugated iron and been transformed into sheds for scrap, and one of them into a henhouse, so that when you stood high in Cosmona and looked over the mill and the river valley in the direction of Crooked Bridge, the Cawley place looked like a shanty town.

				Two hundred yards further upstream along the valley slope was the white thatched cottage where Teresa’s grandparents lived, and that was a most important part of the plan. Teresa said the plan would be an adventure or, at least, a change. Teresa, since her parents were dead, lived with her grandparents who were feeble and half-deaf and had no more control over her and her adventures than they had over the wind that blew. When Teresa was up before the court for the larceny of cigarettes from a shop in Crooked Bridge she would have been sent to a home, she wasn’t quite sixteen, if Sister Thermometer hadn’t offered to find her a job and keep an eye on her. As if Sister Thermometer could keep an eye on Teresa. The thought of what that eye might see often gave Teresa and Dympna a laugh.

				Half-asleep in bed that night, dreamy Dympna half-laughed at Sister Thermometer’s eye, as big in the darkness as a plate and seeing with holy horror what was going on in the bed beside Dympna between Teresa and Enda who had slipped in as soon as the house was quiet. Dympna’s own eyes were blank blue like the eyes of the two younger Cawley boys, but larger and liquid like saucers of a delicate duckegg blue china whose shallow bottoms were swimming in water. Pushover, dreamy, come-to-bed eyes Teresa called them; and a few bright boys at the street corners of Cosmona said, and some of them from experience, that if you simply stared long enough into those eyes Dympna would unhitch her drawers and go down backwards like a zombie. Teresa on the other hand was tall, with long red hair veiling one eye, and freckles, and teeth that protruded a little and shone and bruised Enda’s lips, and a slight tendency to bow-leggedness which the wise men of the street corners said could be a good sign, except that Teresa was only for Enda. Nobody cared to challenge his title.

				Pretending to be sound asleep, Dympna lay unmoving while Enda on his own territory exercised his rights and once, when the moans were sharpest and the breathing heaviest and the buckjumping wild enough to unsettle the bedclothes, Enda made a glawm sideways and through a rent in her tattered nightdress found Dympna. It was part of the plan that Teresa and herself would soon have better nightdresses. The contact, as long as he left that alone, gave her a warming pleasing feeling of community. Teresa was, after all, her best friend even if she was never so certain about Enda being her real true brother. For in a house where father and mother, two sons and a daughter were all easy people, flaxenhaired and content with what came their way, Enda, the eldest son living, was dark, sharp, glittering, always grabbing the best of what was and then restless for what wasn’t there. He ruled the Ranch. You couldn’t tell him about a plan or he would want the entire proceeds for himself.

				When he had slipped away like a thief or something in the night Dympna asked if now wasn’t the hour but Teresa, panting, said to give her time to get her breath and gather her wits, that night-duty was harder on her than on the nurse they called the Mouse who was in love with the clerical student. Then they laughed and hugged, they were sisters in a way, and dozed until the first harvest light dripped green from the fields into the wooden room. They dressed without washing, they combed, applied cosmetics, made and drank strong tea, ate leftover cold sausages, and set out along a narrowing boreen to the cottage where Teresa’s grandparents lived. High hedges hid them from the world and the birds were as cheerful and busy as if they were paid for it.

				The back door of the cottage, which stood at right angles to the boreen with a garden before and a netting-wired hen-run behind, was fastened on the outside by a chain linked on to a nail. Teresa quietly unfastened it and they slipped out of their shoes and tiptoed into a kitchen from which they could see through an open doorway old granny in her bed and a nightcap on her head and a smile on her face that would have vanished like smoke if she’d known what was going on around her in the land of the waking. The old woman was a renowned miser.

				Breathless, Dympna stood in the kitchen and admired the deftness with which Teresa took from under a corner of the mattress a brown cardigan rolled in a bundle, from the cardigan an old-fashioned black handbag, from the handbag a roll of notes from which she peeled one fiver and five singles. The click of the bag’s metal clasp seemed loud enough to waken Cosmona but greedy granny went on smiling – Teresa said afterwards that in her dreams she must have been winning the Sweep — and granda grunted and turned but it didn’t matter because he could neither see nor be seen, being only a lump under the bedclothes. Teresa said to Dympna that here was a pound for herself just so that she would have something in her pocket and not feel like a pauper, and that her granny would never miss the money because she had plenty of cheques and wasn’t too good at the counting. Dympna said nothing but took liberty to doubt the bit about the cheques.

				From the flat flagstone by the back door they lifted a can with a pint of new milk in it. A few early worm-hunting hens looked at them curiously. They drank the milk as they walked along and threw the can into a disused quarryhole in a field at a twist of the boreen on a high place from which they could look across the river towards the hospital. A few lights showed palely on the morning balconies and the Tower was black and solid. Lazy rooks rose slowly from the trees behind the nurses’ home and one brute of a white seagull circled the top of the Tower. Teresa supposed that Gabriel Rock would be gone home now from his night’s work of peeping over the railings at those stuck-up good-for-nothing nurses. He had little to look at and somebody should show him something to ease his mind, and she might herself some day out of pity give him a peep if she had time and Enda’s permission. Gabriel anyway could see only one half of a nurse or one half of anything because he had the use only of his left eye since Ignatius Cawley, the youngest of her brothers, pasted him on the right eye with a rock, and that was why he was called Rock. His mother’s name was Orr and as far as anyone knew he never had a father. But if he saw only one half of a nurse it would certainly be the half that the apron covered, and if he peeped long and hard enough he might see one half of what happened when that so-called clerical student with the grand airs, and the revolving bookcase that had the wardsmaids killed pushing it from place to place, tried to hoist the blue skirt of the Mouse who was on night duty. Through chokes of laughter Dympna said that the Mouse was crazy about the clerical student, the watery creature, and serve her right, and that yesterday morning he hadn’t hobbled up the chapel aisle to communion and Dympna wondered were they up to anything fancy. Teresa said as sure as shooting he had set a trap at her mousehole and Dympna laughed until the blue saucers overflowed and she had to wipe the water from her plump pink cheeks.

				In high mirth with the propitious morning and the money in their bags they walked back boldly past the Ranch and through the awakening village, knowing that anyone who saw them would think that they were two good girls heading off for a day’s slavery in the hospital. Half a mile east of the canal bridge they waited at a sheltered corner under tall trees for the early morning bus. Men coaxing a reaper and binder into the corner of a wheat-field waved at them and they waved back. Ninety minutes later they were walking the quays in the city of Dublin.

				§

				From the deck of the Hispaniola he saw the island: two low hills away to the southwest and rising behind them a third and higher hill, all three sharp and conical. The persuasive voice of Long John Silver assured him that the island was a sweet spot for a lad to get ashore on, to bathe, climb trees, hunt goats, to be young and happy and possess ten toes. On the glass walls of the playroom between the ward for little boys and the ward for big boys Sister Francis Regis had painted in the most radiant colours the tale of the famous treasure hunt all the way from the old seadog at the Admiral Benbow to Silver at his slaughter in the grey woods, and back again triumphantly to the docks of Bristol. For seventeen months Peter Lane had received his visitors in a quiet corner of the playroom, little used by the up-patients in fine weather, and made so many times the same joke about how welcome they were to Treasure Island. Several times he had audibly wished that his timbers might be shivered, and tapped the fracture board under the mattress and impressed visitors with his good humour and resignation.

				That particular evening he talked to the two young clerics, contemporaries of his in grace and wisdom if the third lump of his lumbar spine hadn’t handicapped him, of what it felt like to learn to walk all over again. They still called each other Brother. Repeating a favourite quotation of the priest who had been their Master of Novices, Brother Keegan, who was literary, reminded Brother Lane that when the famous Dean Stanley came to his deathbed, he said to somebody: Things seem so different when one assumes the horizontal.

				— Different too when you reassume the vertical. I thought my head would never stop soaring. I felt like Tom the Steeple who thought he was a church. The nurses suddenly seemed so small.

				The first time, the Mouse had helped him to his feet. Her lively grey eyes had mocked him when he said he would stand and take his first steps unaided. That was partly bravado and partly the last remnants of a monastic reluctance to touch a woman, to lean on her, his arm around her shoulders. But to his mortification he had been more than glad to depend on her while he painfully struggled erect, took two faltering steps forwards, went into reverse, sat down again, gasping, on the bed. She was so small and neat, but surprisingly strong. Looking down on her from his tottering eminence he realised that he had never seen her in ordinary clothes or seen her hair unveiled.

				— I had to be supported and led at first.

				Brother Keegan said that another did gird him and lead him where he would’st not.

				Brother Kennedy, who was artistic, said Brother Lane was a resurrection, like a painting by Stanley Spencer.

				— My choice of hikes was limited. From the end of one bed to another. Hobbling. Clutching. Surgeon Behan said no sticks allowed. But one day I made the grand tour to the chapel and then on to the room where Sister Francesca gives advice to the poor people who come to see her. She has a green parrot called Andy. One day it hid under the table, then darted out and bit a wardsmaid’s ankle.

				Brother Kennedy, who was inclined to be facetious, wondered if that meant that the parrot liked or disliked wardsmaids.

				— She was very plump and innocent. Her name was Dympna Cawley. One day I got daring and walked all the way to the Tower. But not to the top of it. I’ll do that soon.

				He had warmly leaned on the Mouse all the way. She had been on day duty then. She had said: You can climb the Tower when you get your trousers. You’ll be a man again, out of pyjamas and dressing-gown.

				To Brothers Keegan and Kennedy he said: It’s fine for the first few days. Then the muscles start to grow again. Agony.

				Obedient to rule, and edifying and being edified by the sick, they discreetly turned the talk to matters that had to do with the spiritual life. They talked of Christ, the life of the soul, and the writings of Dom Columba Marmion, O.S.B., Abbot of Maredsous. Brother Keegan said that he had read that, like Socrates, Dom Marmion did not actually write his own books. They were compiled from notes taken down by his disciples at his conferences. Indeed, his book about Christ as the ideal of the priest did not appear until almost thirty years after his death, having been edited by Dom Thibault and Dom Ryeland from notes on the priest and the priesthood which they found among Marmion’s papers. Marmion disposed of, they were moving on to the French Jesuit Père Raoul Plus, when far away along the tiled corridor that led to the nurses’ home he heard her sharp quick breathless steps.

				She was nineteen and always as if in a hurry, a child clutching a coin and running to spend it on some delectable toy. She brought back to him the excitement of the Saturday nights of childhood, the lighted crowded shops, his mother burdened with mysterious parcels, the feeling that the world was jelly and cream to be nibbled at and savoured and squelched in the mouth after Sunday’s dinner. She didn’t have to pass through the playroom on her way, before going on duty, to take the air with the other night nurses on the green, close to the Tower. But with a guilty delight he was aware that she came that way deliberately to talk to him, to be introduced to his visitors, to find out more and more about him. He said: This is Nurse Walters. I almost said the Mouse.

				— Cheek, she said. Some people.

				She stooped, laughing, to tuck in a trailing corner of the bedclothes. Her pretty heartshaped face came so close to his that he could count the tiny dark freckles around her nose and feel one gentle warm spurt of her breathing. Her small firm breasts of white linen touched his right forearm and under the bedclothes he was aware of an uncelibate flutter of muscle, quite out of keeping with the company of the thoughts of the Abbot of Maredsous. Then, telling him that she would see him later to guard him against the ghost, she was gone through an opening in the glass partition — between the dark mouth of Ben Gunn’s cave and the homeward-bound Hispaniola.

				— The Mouse, said Brother Keegan, the ghost.

				— Here, said Brother Kennedy, be mysteries.

				— She’s from Kenmare, he said, a lovely Munster accent and very good to the patients.

				He felt with embarrassment that he sounded as if he were describing a property or a person in which he had an inordinate interest. He felt a hypocrite as he added unctuously: Only when you’ve been a hospital patient for a long time do you realise the bravery and self-sacrifice of nurses.

				Brother Keegan said it was a hard but a high vocation.

				Brother Kennedy said: The Mouse?

				— Oh the boys call her that. One day one of the up-patients, a big wild Mayo lad called Durcan, tried to frighten her with a live mouse he had found in his locker. But quite calmly she took the timorous beastie from the boy, set it free on the grass and gave Durcan a scolding about cruelty to animals.

				Three reverend minds in silence admired the intrepidity of the nurse from Kenmare.

				Brother Kennedy said: The ghost?

				— That’s a curious story. It also concerns Nurse Walters and she’s such a sensible level-headed young girl that I feel one may believe it. Look out there, just close to where she’s walking now.

				She was, in fact, running. She ran with an easy swinging of well-hung limbs. She was a good hockey player. She called and waved to two nurses who strolled in the distance.

				— There’s a bushy corner between the two wings of the hospital. By night it’s not too well lighted. One night a week ago Nurse Walters was walking past there with another nurse. They’re a little on edge these nights because of some mystery man who skulks about peeping in at the lighted balconies. Suddenly Nurse Walters stops the other nurse and holds her by the arm and says there’s somebody standing in there under the bushes. But the other nurse could see nothing.

				— The mystery man?

				— No, a mystery woman. A third nurse. But this is the odd part of the story. The nurse in the shadows was a stranger to Nurse Walters. She was an old woman and not dressed as the nurses now dress. Her skirt was down to her heels. Her veil was knotted, not flowing free. So over supper that night the nurses told the night matron who crossed herself and said they must have a mass said for the repose of the soul of old Nurse Callaghan who died in the nurses’ home ten or more years ago. She was a retiring eccentric old lady who never left the hospital even on her holidays. She’d sit at the window of her room looking towards the boys’ balconies. Her dying words were: Keep them well tucked in on cold nights. Nurse Walters says that if I wake at midnight and find a dear old lady tucking me in I’m to know it’s Nurse Callaghan.

				His face felt warm as he said that, and the unseen flutter of muscle was at him again, for he remembered that the night she had joked about the ghost was the first night they had kissed. Bending, tucking in the bedclothes, she had pretended to tickle his ribs. He had responded by touching her soft armpits, and her face and fresh lips were so unavoidably close to him. Simeon the celibate fell on his arse from his pillar and although he knew the matter was not grievous enough to be mortal, he could not hobble to the communion rail the next morning to welcome the Lord into the mouth that had kissed a woman.

				Brother Keegan said: The mass?

				— Was said, of course. And Nurse Walters had another mass said. And the chaplain quietly blessed the spot where the poor spirit had been seen. There has been no reappearance. Although for a few nights every nurse in the hospital was seeing visions and dreaming dreams.

				Out of wide celibate experience Brother Kennedy said that we were all gregarious, only women more so.

				As they talked and the dusk came he watched her walking with the other nurses. The light breeze fluttered blue skirts, white veils and aprons. This was a happy restful hour of the evening with night nurses meeting day nurses in a comradely ebb-and-flow. Because of her he was so conscious now that they were all soft-bosomed, sweet-breathing young women. The voices of the children, weary after the day’s talking and shouting, were muted on the balconies. Homing rooks flapped lazily over the roof of the girls’ wing. He dozed when the holy brothers left him, and cycled off to a life that he had lived until seventeen months ago, and that now seemed more remote than Treasure Island or that summer of the black cat and the wonderful holiday that some night he meant to tell her about. He floated and splashed gently in shallow dreams of steep-walled mountains deeply cut by watercourses, the buzzing of summer heat on goat paths among deep furze, a black cat going wild in woods by a river, a freckled girl in a coat with a green cape, horse races on sands by a far western sea. He dozed until Dympna Cawley, a bandage around her ankle where the parrot had bitten her, came with another wardsmaid, gawky, redheaded, with protruding teeth, to wheel him and his loaded lopsided revolving bookcase back to his corner of the balcony. He always felt sympathy for the wardsmaids. They seemed underprivileged and overworked. To make talk he asked them when were they going on their holidays. They giggled. They wheeled around him the pink screen that Sister Camillus insisted should be around his bed to provide privacy for prayer, meditation and reading. Then the gawky redhead said they were going on holiday tomorrow to Dublin to see the big smoke and the bright lights, and, giggling, they left him.

				§

				With a thrilling sense of freedom and superiority Teresa and Dympna stood on the big bridge over the river in the centre of the city and watched busloads of girls going north and south and droves of girls, breathless, clutching bags of all shapes and sizes, trotting north and south on unsteady heels. Teresa chewed caramels with a squelching noise and a manlike or horselike jaw-movement and Dympna said the noise reminded her of the day her brothers had thrown a frog to a ferret on the bridge at Mortell’s mill. Teresa had a wonderful knack of coating her teeth with a soft paste of caramel, then removing it with a deft flick of the tongue and displaying the imprint of her teeth. When she had done this three times she rolled the three impressions into one mushy ball and tossed it on the pavement in the hope that it might stick to the shoe of one of the trotting typists. It did. When the harassed girl had removed her shoe, scraped the sole with a comb and, flushed and anxious, thrown the comb into the river, they left the bridge contentedly and walked along the river wall. Teresa hoped that the fancy little bitch would be late for work.

				They sat, taking the sun, on steps close to a bus-stop and speculated on the occupations, riches, sexual prowess and dispositions of the men going into and coming out of a nearby jakes. They talked to a baldheaded taximan who directed them to a basement restaurant, telling them to tell the man that Dick the Taximan had sent them. The most important thing, Teresa maintained, was a full belly. The basement restaurant was cosy, with a jukebox, red paper on the walls and magazine covers of girls in bathing suits or in their naked pelt, and oilcloth on the tables, and sausage, egg and chips and tea, and bread and butter by the hundredweight. At that early hour they were the only customers and had the undivided ministrations of the proprietor, a redheaded man with crosseyes, sleeves rolled-up off flabby freckled arms, and a long dirty white apron down to his toes. Teresa whispered to Dympna that if he ever ran out of food he could always cook and serve his apron and Dympna laughed until light blue tears rained down on the yellow eyes of her fried eggs. Then the proprietor said he was always glad to see young girls laughing, that, in fact, a hearty laugh was as healthy as a dose of salts. He was glad moreover to hear that Dick the Taximan had sent them because Dick the Taximan was a solid man, no better, always on the ball. They should come back at night when the place would be full of young girls like themselves and fellows all dancing. He played two tunes on the jukebox for them and refused to take any money for their meal and walked with them, when they were going, to the top of the stairs, his right hand on Teresa’s shoulder, his left hand on Dympna’s. He said that Dublin was a big place and a friend was a friend and toodlepip until tonight.

				The mid-morning rush all around them impressed them with the realisation that he had only been telling the bare truth when he told them that Dublin was a big place. But the bustle of the shop they bought the clothes in excited them and made them proud with the power of money. They bought two of everything: nylons, pants, slips and bras, and Teresa was so delighted with her black, lace-fringed pants that she dragged Dympna back to the Ladies’ on the quays where, locked in one cubicle, they struggled into that much of their finery. Teresa flushed her discarded and battered pair down the bowl in the expressed hope that they would block the pipe and said that she wouldn’t miss them, that they’d never been the same since one night Enda was in a hurry and reefed them on the night of the Blue Nuggets’ annual spot-prize dance.

				Across the road from the Ladies’ they entered the snug of a select saloon bar and sat for a while among dirty unshaven dockers washing coaldust out of their pipes with pints. But when they asked for two orange juices the ignorant lump of a barman said that ladies unaccompanied were not served in that pub and that they would have to go elsewhere. A well-dressed elderly gentleman with a lovely furry sort of a coat and a briefcase, but very drunk, said Timothy let the lassies have a tincture, for truth gleaneth in the field of booze, but the big thick said sorry Mister Mack no can do, rules of the house and you’ve had enough yourself anyway. Then Teresa rose to her full height and said that, as the man said about smoking cowdung, they were missing nothing by not drinking in that hole, and damn his impudence, and thank you sir a gentleman is always a gentleman, and she would go now and wash the dirt of the snug off her hands. The gentleman raised his hat and applauded. The dockers said nothing.

				The mention of washing set Dympna thinking and she said she’d adore a lovely warm bath. Dympna was fond of the water and every chance she got at the hospital she was reclining and soaking and gently boiling herself. They found Dick the Taximan and he told them where the public baths were. It wasn’t Hollywood or foam baths but it was lively running water. Dympna drifting off into one of her dreams said that someday she’d have a bath in milk like the film actress in Cork who kicked up hell because the hotel she was in wouldn’t give her enough milk to bathe in, and right they were Teresa said, for nobody would ever drink milk in the place again and if fat Dympna had a bath in milk she’d wind up with curds and whey between her legs and a pound of butter up her bum. As they were sharing a wooden cubicle they splashed cold water on each other and laughed. Teresa, red hair in a white rubber cap, pranced like a wild goat under the shower. Dympna, a plump white porpoise, lolled in the tub until Teresa turned on the cold tap and froze her out of it.

				The old woman who took the money at the door had sharp brown eyes and a throat swollen with goitre, and solemnly she warned them not to give or accept a loan of soap. Soap carried germs. Under questioning, after they had dried and dressed themselves, she went into further details. There were young girls today, dolled-up as fancy as queens, on the streets of Dublin but with bandages around their ankles and sores all over their bodies. She’d like to see the day she’d lend soap to one of those. They were beyond the benefits of soap. When her own husband, God be good to him, had died of agony of the heart, the doctors called it, she had knocked around for money for seven years and thank God she never got a spot, although her own brother who had been in the British Navy had caught gonorrhoea in Gibraltar and his penis, saving your presence, swelled up as big as your arm. She knew where her own good luck came from and that was the night she had refused the priest who offered her thirty shillings with his coat turned up to hide the white collar but you’d know him a mile off, and God help him she had advised him for the best and asked him most respectfully did he not think of the consecrated fingers. But luck she knew from that moment and the goodness of God, for the finest man you’d meet could be a walking monument of decay and girls couldn’t be too careful, anything but clap. Dympna said you’d never get a dose if you didn’t sit on the timber of the toilet and that the old witch was raving. Yet the two of them leaving the baths were silent and chastened and a little homesick for the familiar men and ways of Cosmona. By night on these streets a black giant went about scattering disease. Babies wouldn’t get too bad because Cosmona was, from all angles, well used to babies being born and sometimes, on the quiet, buried, and if a girl was careful and did it standing as much as possible, and chewed and ate blotting paper, and drank boiled water that had rusty nails in it, and wore her miraculous medal around her neck she would be safe always.

				After that they paid a shilling each to see the girl on ice in the basement of the Fun Palace and Teresa put sixpence into a fortune-telling slot machine that told her on a printed card that she made friends easily, might expect changes in the month of September, and that a dark stranger was coming into her life.
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