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1
            Chapter 1

         

         Darragh leaned in and gave the instrument panel a light tap. Due west, Carter had said. Follow the river till it drops out of sight, then stick due west. You’ll see it. He peered out the window. He couldn’t see a damn thing. Another wasted trip. A quarter tank of fuel down and nothing to show for it.

         He might have turned round there and then, this is what he reasoned afterwards: gone back to the base, haggled with Carter, tried again next day. But he didn’t. He never could explain what pulled him on: whether it was the quality of the light, a low pink wash that spoke of some warm, cosy room, made him want to kick off his shoes and cruise a while longer, taking in the lie of the land below him. Empty, some might have said: a wide expanse of empty. Or so it seemed.

         It caught his eye like someone signalling with a torch. A sharp glint: on, off, and then a dazzling burst that swelled towards him, glancing off the windshield like he was some chosen thing then reeling itself back in like it knew he was already caught. He dipped the Annie O’Grady into a soft curving arc and followed it like a moth to a flame.

         It wasn’t a place, more the possibility of a place. This is what he told Carter hours later. It was like looking down on a giant puzzle. All the right pieces were there: a river, like a twist of rope, a stand of oak sitting like a crown on the north bank of a lake, a loose sprawl of half-flattened buildings and pasture … pasture as far as his eye could see.

         ‘Sounds to me like you got yourself right off track, son.’

         This was Carter’s usual explanation when his directions fell short of getting you to the place you were aiming for. His way of getting you in the mood for the fact that, despite the wasted fuel, you’d be getting no money off him.2

         ‘You know where it might be, then?’

         ‘A lake, you say?’

         ‘That’s right. And oak, a good planting of oak.’

         Carter hobbled over to the desk and pulled a length of cord. It parted a pair of old curtains strung up on the wall behind the desk. His maps. The glare of the sun played havoc with the ink. He took the pointing stick from its spot in the corner and considered for a moment.

         ‘So … this is where you were headed … supposed to be headed …’ He tapped the wall lightly, indicating, as far as Darragh could see, some wide open space that had no bearing at all on where he was supposed to have been heading.

         ‘No road?’

         ‘Not that I saw.’

         ‘And the buildings?’

         ‘I don’t know. Fallen in, I guess. Maybe a small barn, a couple of sheds or perhaps a shack. I couldn’t take too long, the fuel …’ It was worth a go.

         Carter ignored it. ‘Mmhh … I can’t be sure, but … no road, you say … but a lake, yes?’

         ‘A lake, yes. That’s what drew my eye, the sun coming off the water.’

         Carter pulled the chair out from behind the desk and stepped up onto it. He pulled his glasses out of his top pocket and peered at the map.

         ‘There an island in that lake by any chance?’

         ‘I daresay there was,’ Darragh said, sliding himself sideways behind the desk. ‘You found it?’

         Carter didn’t answer. He climbed carefully down, using the top of Darragh’s head to steady himself, pulled the curtains closed then returned the pointing stick to the corner.

         ‘Sounds you was likely in the region of Stig Petersen’s old place.’ He pulled the chair back into place and sat down on it.

         ‘Stig Petersen? I reckon I don’t know the feller.’3

         ‘Well, seeing as you only just showed up round here a few months back, and bearing in mind the man is no longer with us, I’d say that was no surprise.’ Carter pushed his chair back a few inches and pulled open one of the drawers. Got out his order book.

         ‘So?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Stig Petersen, you were saying about him …’

         Carter had the book open, his finger tracing the brittle pages. He gave Darragh a sideways glance.

         ‘Well …’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘I only know what I’ve been told … and it was a sorry tale. He settled the place, what, must be fifty years back. Could be more. Foreigner I believe. Brought his wife and children with him, set the place up, then …’

         Darragh waited.

         ‘Then, well. I only know how the story goes and, strictly speaking, no one knows what happened because they were out there by themselves. Some kind of accident with the boat, that’s what got said. A storm maybe? Anyways, whatever it was, they all ended up dead. His wife, his children. Drowned. The lot of them.’

         ‘Drowned? In the lake, you mean?’

         ‘That’s what folks said. His family came over, I believe, emptied the place and took Stig back with them. Been empty ever since.’

         ‘But his wife … and …’

         Carter gave a small shrug. ‘Still there as far as I know.’

         ‘What? In the …’

         ‘Yep. In the lake.’

         Darragh perched on the edge of Carter’s desk. He pulled back the curtain and gazed up at the map.

         ‘And no one’s ever taken the place on?’

         Carter shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t know. Never had call to go out that way. There’s some place set up not too far from there now, one of them one-street towns. Might be someone there knows about it but … well, I guess some places just need to be left alone.’

         Darragh was only half listening. His eye was tracking the path 4he’d taken earlier, scanning the empty inches, seeking out the ribbon twist of river, the lake, the oaks. Seeking out the shape of the place.

         Like a picture puzzle. That’s what he’d said to Carter. What he hadn’t said was that it had seemed to him there was a piece of the puzzle missing and he had a strong conviction he might be just the feller to fit the gap.

         
             

         

         Buying the place turned out to be the easiest thing he’d done in months.

         Easier than leaving Ireland – three weeks at sea, his stomach roaming round like it had forgotten which part of his body it belonged to.

         Easier than setting eyes on his brother, his hopes dashed before he even got on to the dockside.

         Easier than lying to his mother.

         ‘Write me as soon as you get there, son. Let me know how he is.’

         Too much hope in her eyes. Sean. Her best boy really. Born to let her down. Darragh had spotted him from the queue, staggering along the quayside, his two feet barely lined up one in front of the other. He’d watched the stream of disembarking passengers stepping out of his way.

         ‘Sean’s doing real good, Ma.’ That’s what he wrote, knowing she would see through it. Real good at what? The drinking, the horses, the dogs. Real good at all the wrong things.

         Just like his father.

         He’d stayed as long as he could, as long as he’d dared, then he’d cut loose and left without saying he was going.

         He wasn’t up to the drama of another goodbye, he reasoned. The truth was different to that. He’d got back from his shift on the docks one night, his back near cut in two from hauling cotton bales and found his mattress thrown on its side, the bedclothes strewn about the floor. Of Sean there was no sign other than a half-finished plate of food in the kitchen sink. He’d quickly slid the wardrobe forward, 5his mouth swilling with acid, then prised up a floorboard and, ready for nothing but disappointment, felt in the cavity below. His bundle of money was where he’d left it. He’d let out a short sob then thrown it into his suitcase and left.

         Headed west.

         He kept going till the railroad ran out and the land turned green then golden, on and on, taking work where he could, adding to his bundle of money until eventually he was ready: ready to pursue the dream that had rattled his poor bones across the Atlantic in the first place.

         Crop spraying.

         
             

         

         It would be fair to say that Darragh’s dream didn’t initially fit with the reality. This, he reasoned, was likely the fault of the films – and Lyle Carter.

         ‘What in God’s name …’

         Darragh had brought the plane down on the strip with what he thought was a certain finesse. Fair enough he’d misjudged it first attempt, but second time round she’d kissed the ground with barely a bounce. He’d hauled himself out of the cockpit and crossed the dusty strip, his goggles perched aloft, his scarf flapping behind. He’d held his hand out to the approaching Carter and watched as the man limped past him and up to the Annie O’Grady.

         ‘I said, what in God’s good name do you call that?’

         Darragh strode after him, his hand still outstretched. ‘Darragh O’Grady, sir. I hear you’re looking to hire?’

         Carter was walking round the plane, scratching his head. He was got up like a man set for safari: a frayed shirt the colour of dust and sand, kitted out with an impressive range of pockets and epaulettes, a pair of pants that stopped short below the knees and a set of boots that didn’t match.

         ‘What the hell colour is that? Thought you was a damn canary coming at me.’

         ‘Oh, I …’ Darragh had painted the thing himself.6

         ‘And this … what the hell is this?’ Carter was tracing the lettering – a bold red – hand painted along the fuselage.

         ‘The Annie O’Grady, sir. My mother. Back in Ireland.’

         Carter clapped his hand over his eyes. ‘Ireland? Oh my lord. Don’t tell me you flew that thing from Ireland.’

         ‘Well, no … I don’t think …’

         ‘Joking, son. Just joking. So, you know anything about crop spraying?’

         
             

         

         It turned out that he did know a thing or two about crop spraying – enough at any rate for Carter to hire him on. That first night, his face flushed from the wind and sun and his unexpected success, Darragh dragged his camp bed outside and pitched it beside the Annie O’Grady. He penned a short note to his mother then lay himself down. The sky spun out above him, a flood of blue that lapped at the horizon then absorbed it, deepening, deepening until, like an orchestra waiting quietly in the wings, a million stars appeared and pulsed their silent music down and over him till he no longer knew whether he was waking or sleeping, whether he was on the earth or in the sky.

         
             

         

         By the end of the first month Carter reckoned he’d struck gold. The young Irish feller had a hellish approach to work. Like a packhorse he might have said, except the lad could fly a plane like he was part of the damn thing.

         ‘Sure you’ve not got feathers underneath that jacket?’

         O’Grady was grinning – as usual – eight hours solid in the air and nothing to show for it but a grin. Carter had taken to watching for him, dragging his office chair out to the side of the strip just so he could watch the lad bring the plane in.

         By the end of the sixth month Carter was considering expansion. A couple of outfits further east were buying up old mail carriers – 1934 Stearmans – and rigging them out as dusters. He figured there was nothing to stop him doing the same, not with O’Grady on the 7team. He was working on a way to bring it up with the lad, maybe talk him into some portion of investment. Not a partnership as such, more of an interest that might offer some financial gain.

         This is how his thoughts were running the evening the lad came back from his trip with a strange look on his face. First off Carter reckoned the lad was piqued because he’d not managed to find where he was aimed. Lost his bearings. Then he started in asking questions.
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            Chapter 2

         

         Darragh took to farming as easy as he took to flying. Strictly speaking this was no great surprise, him coming from a line of Irish farmers, but he’d insist, years later, that his skill or lack of it was of no significance at all because the land he’d bought was nothing but good: all he’d done was encourage it. And give it a name.

         Darragh liked to tell himself that he hadn’t given too much thought to the naming of the place. This wasn’t really true.

         He’d written home at the end of the first week, too weary to make much of a letter, but feeling the need to let his mother know where he was.

         ‘I’m going to name the place for the horse, Ma,’ he’d said. He knew she’d smile at that. Their secret.

         O’Grady’s Luck. His father’s one good mare. A stalwart in the races, a sure bet at the bookies. His mother’s face had coloured up when she’d handed over the small roll of cash. Her winnings. She’d pushed it into his jacket pocket before his father came in from the wash house.

         What he hadn’t admitted, either to her or himself, was that the name would surely offer some kind of assurance. Some protection. He had allowed himself to conclude that Stig Petersen, if the man ever really existed, had fallen short as a father, failed in his duty to look after his family. His imagination had the man lying drunk in his bed, neglecting his work, raging and cursing at his cowed wife.

         O’Grady’s Luck. He’d painted the name on a short plank of oak and nailed it to the gate at the end of the track. He’d tapped the last nail home then waited. He was being nothing but an eejit, he knew that: chances were Carter’s story was just a nonsense – the feller in the land office certainly made no mention of Stig Petersen – but all week it had been all he could think of. Every shovel of earth he 9moved, every plank of timber he levered off had him holding his breath, afraid he might suddenly unearth something that told him he was wrong, that he should never have come, that he’d made a mistake.

         But, whether it was the nailing up of the sign or just the passage of time – or just plain bone weariness – by the time he had his mother’s reply he knew he’d made no mistake. It was plain as the grass was green: he’d managed to secure one of the best parcels of land in the county. The sun, it seemed, lingered there longer and the wind whipping in from the east had an obliging tendency to rise as it approached, passing just low enough to set his shirts jigging on the line. It wasn’t so much that he took to farming as the farm seemed to take to him, like every bit of work he put in came back tenfold. And the land: every inch of it had an itch to grow. Not just the crops – he reckoned he could plant beans in the evening and they’d be up by morning – but the farm itself. It sprang back up around him and he tended it till it gleamed like a thing made of gold.

         For two years Darragh thought of nothing else. He rose with the sun, worked till dark, ate, slept, rose with the sun – like the happiest man that ever lived.

         It was the start of the third year that things changed. Sometime round February. There was some quietness about the place he’d not noticed before. The clock seemed to tick more loudly when he sat down to eat and the sight of his mug sitting on the draining board gave him a hollowed out feeling.

         He determined to be more sociable but the habit of working hard and late and alone had ground its way into his bones: once or twice he called on neighbours – folks who had settled the land around him – the Rileys, the Creasys, but he had to stop. All the talking. He’d lost the knack.

         He took to lying longer in bed, gazing at the ceiling, then at the pillow beside him. Empty. Eventually he wrote a long letter home, asking after his father, his sisters, his nephews and nieces. His mother saw straight through it.10

         ‘Sounds like you’re ready for settling down, son,’ she’d written. He’d put the letter down on the table and puzzled for a few moments. He was settled down. She surely knew that already. He read on a few more lines then lay the page down again.

         A wife?

         He gave a small snort. A wife and him only just twenty-one? What was his mother thinking of? He pushed the letter in the drawer and thought no more of it till he got to bed. He lay for a while letting his gaze scan the room, thinking of his mother’s words. Eventually, there being nothing to look at other than his work clothes draped at the end of the bed, he turned on his side and considered the empty pillow.

         A wife.

         
             

         

         An idea is a powerful thing. Even if it belongs to someone else. Once it’s said, offered, it becomes another thing altogether. A challenge maybe or a possibility. Perhaps a dream, something to aim for. In Darragh’s case his mother’s words, her suggestion, settled in his mind like a seed. By autumn the thing had taken on a life of its own, branched upwards and outwards in all directions until it was all he could do to contain it. A wife. It was the only thing he could think of.

         It has to be said that Darragh had a certain kind of woman in mind and evenings, when he put his tools down and sat out back, he would let himself picture her: dark curls lifting slightly as she walked towards him, an easy smile on her lips and a light in her eye for him, a simple dress scribing her supple waist. Had he thought about this in something other than a romantic light he might have realised that this ideal woman was in fact a young version of his own mother: the girl in the wedding photograph at the back of the dresser, her face lit up and hopeful. Consequently it was a great surprise to him (and to most other folk) when in fact he fell for Beattie Darling, the only daughter of a far neighbour.

         Beattie was considered by most as spinster material. This was not 11just due to her age – twenty-two being considered a tad old – but also to the fact that she had a gimpy leg. Truth was it wasn’t a gimpy leg at all – it was a wooden leg fashioned by her father after a bout of brain fever in early childhood necessitated the hasty removal of her own. As a consequence she wore men’s trousers and walked in a stomping crooked fashion. This misfortune however was not the thing that she was known for, nor the thing that made O’Grady notice her in the first place.

         One morning, early, he had discovered halfway through the job that he was short of a length of fencing wire. He’d walked back down to the farm and investigated the lean-to at the back of the barn – the most likely place he might find a useable length. Fortune was on his side – a small roll slotted up on the rafters got him out of the fix and he finished the job. Later that morning, though, as he sat at the table jawing through a plate of tough bread and ham, the thought of the patched fence started to bother him. He went to the back porch and scanned the top field. He was right: even from a distance the neat evenness of the fencing was marred by the slight thickening of the lines where he’d twisted the two lengths together. He left the bread and ham where it was, tucked a few dollars in his jacket and pointed the truck in the direction of Picker’s Flag.

         He arrived just after midday and, having secured a roll of fencing, decided to visit The Ponderosa – the only eating place in town. Eating out wasn’t something he was accustomed to doing but a fleeting vision of the stale bread and ham sitting on the kitchen table surely getting tougher by the minute, took him through the door – and into the midst of some table-thumping hilarity that he first mistook for a fracas. He chose a table by the fire and glanced over at the rowdy group: four men helpless with laughter, the one of them talking low, clearly relating some tale, the other three in degrees of mirthful helplessness. When the waitress came for his order, he nodded over to the group with a questioning smile.

         ‘Oh, that Beattie,’ the girl said, smiling, but otherwise throwing no light his way at all. ‘What a storyteller!’12

         She walked away just as the story came to some climax and the group exploded into a foot-stamping finale. One of the group got up and walked towards the bar, passing his table on the way. He saw, with some surprise, that it was no man but a woman in men’s britches. On top of that she carried some kind of ailment that gave her a floor-stomping limp. Her face was flushed and damp with tears. She glanced at him as she passed, wiping her eyes – a look of such fun on her face he caught himself watching her as she came back from the bar. Not only watching but hastily trying to think of something he might say to her. He found that he needn’t have worried; she stopped beside him and stuck her hand out towards his.

         ‘Beattie Darling,’ she said, pushing her straw-coloured hair off her forehead. Her hand was the best thing he had ever had the good fortune to touch. Rough and calloused like a man’s, it fit into his own like an egg in a nest. He smiled his best smile and stood up.

         ‘Darragh O’Grady,’ he said, his voice not quite his own. She understood him nonetheless.

         ‘Well, very pleased to meet you, Mr O’Grady,’ she said, eyes shining, and stomped off to rejoin her buddies, leaving him in a fizz that curbed his appetite entirely.

         The following Saturday O’Grady found that he was suddenly short of fencing staples. This was largely due to the fact that he was wilfully disregarding the box, stowed for such emergencies, beneath the bench in the barn. He jumped in the truck, pointed it once again in the direction of Picker’s Flag. Half a mile down the track he spun the truck round, jogged back to the farm and grabbed his good jacket and his better hat. He walked into The Ponderosa with a tap dance going on in his chest. He headed for the same table by the fire, nodding at the group who were mopping their eyes and breathing heavy.

         ‘Mr O’Grady.’ It was Beattie’s voice. ‘Come and join us.’

         Darragh never dreamed of dark curls and cotton dresses again: his every waking thought was of Beattie and his sleep, such as he got, took him on such flights of fancy that he woke sweating – even 13when the stove was out. It drove him crazy; generally a decisive man he was paralysed with his feelings for her. He couldn’t live without her but he couldn’t work out how to tell her. The first problem was getting her on her own – she was always surrounded by people, generally at the centre of some hilarity. The second problem was that he wasn’t sure of her feelings for him; she seemed to approach everyone in the same jovial manner, singled no one out for special treatment. As the weeks went by he wore himself out with dithering until, the week of Christmas, Beattie herself stepped in.

         Although he’d become a regular at the Saturday table, he’d never presumed to take the seat next to Beattie, nor engage her in any conversation that didn’t include the others. So, the Saturday before Christmas, when she took hold of his arm as he was getting up to leave and asked him quietly if he would consider joining her and her pa for Christmas dinner he almost choked with relief and joy. He agreed quickly and got himself out of The Ponderosa and into the pickup where he burst into a sweat of disbelief.

         
             

         

         By Christmas Eve Darragh was unable to sit or stand or sleep without thinking about Beattie. He worked on the farm until he was worn out then, after heating up some water and scrubbing himself in the tub, dropped onto his bed and fell gratefully asleep. He woke early, twisted in the sheets to the sudden realisation that he didn’t have a Christmas gift to take. He lay for a few minutes in something of a sweat, his mind roaming the cabin and farm for something that might be deemed suitable.

         The idea came as he was boiling water for coffee: staring absent-mindedly out of the window, watching the birds quarrelling around the feeding station he’d rigged up for them. A feeding station. That surely might be a thing to consider? There was a pile of good timber in the barn and enough time to fashion something acceptable. He poured his coffee and, with a spring of relief in his step, took it across to the barn.

         Darragh’s feeding station hit the jackpot on two accounts: unknown 14to him Beattie’s childhood passion – kindled by the long hours of being bedbound – was birds. Few things gave her the pleasure she derived from watching them. She gasped with delight when O’Grady handed it over then burst into peals of laughter when he produced the ‘feeding balls’ he’d fashioned from tallow and corn and threaded with twine. She stomped her way to the house where her pa was waiting on the porch and thrust the station into his hands.

         ‘Look, Pa, look what O’Grady has made.’

         Tom Darling ran his hands over the construction.

         ‘You know something about wood then, son,’ he said.

         ‘Well, I wouldn’t strictly …’

         ‘Pa’s a real keen wood man, aren’t you, Pa?’

         ‘Well …’

         ‘Oh, you are, you are. Look … look at this, O’Grady.’ To Darragh’s amazement Beattie started hauling up the leg of her britches. ‘My pa … he made it for me.’

         Darragh gazed down at her bared leg. It was made of wood.

         ‘Pine,’ Tom Darling said. ‘Oak’s a tad heavy.’

         ‘See how it works,’ Beattie said, slipping her shoe off. The leg was hinged at the ankle. She waggled the foot up and down with her hand.

         ‘It’s marvellous,’ Darragh said.

         Tom Darling knew there and then. That’s what he told Beattie once Darragh had left. He’s the man for you, Beatt. That’s what he’d said. He’d stared into the fire and let the words roll around in his mind then loosed them into the air. He’d had to get up and make some pretence of stoking the wood. The tears had come of their own accord and he couldn’t stop them. A man for Beattie. He’d thought he would never see the day. It lifted like a leaf in the wind. The load he’d carried for half his life, suddenly weightless. The guilt. It wasn’t his fault, the doctors told him over and over. And she’d survived. A miracle, they’d said. An out-and-out miracle. But still, the guilt.

         He’d sought redemption in wood, fashioning limbs for her, 15started when she was two years old: a small peg formed from an oak sapling – a simple affair that she quickly outgrew and was put to use for planting taters. And now, Darragh O’Grady. Another miracle.

         They married on Valentine’s Day. Come Easter, Beattie was expecting.
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            Chapter 3

         

         Conrad O’Grady was born during a January storm. Wind and rain had lashed the farm till water was running in one end of the barn and out the other. The cattle – brought in from the field – huddled together chewing hay, watching the steady stream pour past. For three days Darragh was running from one emergency to the next, and for three days Beattie was praying the baby would not come. The fourth day, when they both thought things could not get worse, the wind blew a sheet of metal off the barn roof. It flew across the yard, smashing the windshield of the pickup as it hurtled past and Beattie went into labour.

         She was watching Darragh from the kitchen window – his hair blasted back off his head as he wrestled a couple of boulders on top of the metal sheet. She was wondering whether they should try to get over to check on her pa, perhaps take a couple of pies over. The weather had kept her in and she had baked till the pantry door could hardly close. Darragh was head down now, forging his way to the barn, his back bent, coat soaked and flapping. Like a drenched crow.

         The first sign was small. A quiet nudge at the front of her belly. A couple of minutes later, something of a stout kick – followed by a sudden release of hot water between her legs. She let out a gasp – then a small laugh. Seven hours later the boy was born and, aside from Beattie’s yelling, the sound of rain drumming on the roof was the first thing he heard. Whether that had put something into the boy’s make-up became the topic of many conversations because, from an early age Conrad O’Grady had an unnatural attraction to water.

         
             

         

         ‘I reckon you gave birth to a damn otter, Beattie.’

         Darragh was bathing the boy in the small washbasin, gently 17swilling water over his belly. Beattie had the kettle heating on the stove – rewarming the bathwater every few minutes. It was gone midnight. They’d paced back and forth with the squawking infant for hours until Beattie had hit on the idea. The moment she placed him in the water he fell silent. His tight belly relaxed and he settled into a peaceful doze. Each time Darragh raised him up to let her add hot water he struck up again.

         They eventually learned that the same effect could be achieved by parking him by the kitchen sink and leaving the tap running lightly. The first good night’s sleep they had was several weeks later when another storm hit. Darragh and Beattie, drooped with fatigue by then, spent a good portion of the day in bed – Conrad sleeping sound beside them, the rain drumming on the roof. They got to watching the sky, hopeful for dark clouds.

         As the months went by things improved – or maybe they just got used to it. Either way the boy settled, they all started sleeping better and, as winter approached, life had resumed a degree of peaceful order. It didn’t last long.

         It was a Sunday. They’d finished the after-church socialising and were fixing to go over to see Beattie’s pa. Conrad was just off crawling, happiest on the ground, specially outside. Beattie was finishing off talking with the minister and Darragh had his head together with Clarence Picker – farm talk. Conrad was sitting at his feet, nose in a tump of dry grass. All of a sudden a yell went up and folks started running. Darragh stooped down to pick up the boy – and discovered him gone. He yelled over to Beattie who was craning her neck to see what the fuss was about. She took one look at his face and joined the rush.

         Mabel Picker caught him. Managed to swoop him up before he crawled into the church pond.

         ‘Never seen a child move so fast,’ Mabel gasped. ‘Like he was on rollers …’

         He became a town legend. Nothing could keep him from water. After a couple more incidents Darragh quit sleeping – getting up 18in the night to check on the boy then, if sleep did come, waking in a blind panic after some dreamed drowning.

         It was Tom Darling came to the rescue. He appeared one morning – after another close call involving the cattle trough – with a wooden pen. Beattie was at the window when he pulled into the yard. She pulled Conrad out of the bathtub and wrapped him in a blanket and headed out to her pa.

         ‘What you got there?’ she said, Conrad squirming in her arms like a young trout.

         ‘I’ve made a pen for the boy,’ Tom said and despite herself Beattie burst out laughing.

         ‘A pen?’ she said. ‘I reckon this boy might be better suited to a tank.’

         Tom just nodded and set about unloading the contraption off the truck. They hauled it up onto the porch where he set it up, Conrad quiet and watchful.

         It was like a miracle. Beattie found she could set him up on the porch with a basin of water and a tin cup and snatch enough time in the day to get her chores done. By spring Tom was there most days. Come summer he and the boy were inseparable.

         ‘Been thinking, Beattie,’ Darragh said one night. They were in bed, Conrad flat out exhausted by a day down at the farm pond with Tom. ‘Your pa. Reckon we ought to find room for him here?’

         They tackled the subject over breakfast – Tom generally being parked up in the yard before they got the kettle on the stove.

         ‘What do you say, Pa? Move in here with us. Plenty of room and it …’

         Tom shook his head. ‘I’m content with things as they are, girl. Couldn’t ask for more.’ He paused a moment or two to tear a piece of bread for the boy. ‘I do have something to ask, though.’

         Beattie and Darragh looked at him.

         He cleared his throat. ‘I reckon this youngster would take to fishing real quick, you know, when he’s more grown … so … I was wondering. Well, you might not think it a good idea …’19

         ‘Come on, Pa, spit it out.’

         ‘Well I was figuring I might build us a nice little fishing shack. You know, for me and the boy.’ He shot them an embarrassed grin. Tom Darling was not big on asking for much, never had been. Preferred to get by under his own steam – if he hankered after a thing he made it himself or did without.

         ‘A fishing shack? Where?’

         ‘Well,’ Tom looked down at the table. ‘I was thinking the best spot would be over on the island. We could set ourselves up – you know, when the lad is older of course, might even do a spot of camping out there. What do you think?’

         Beattie looked to Darragh. He wasn’t smiling.

         ‘The island?’ he said. He put his cup down on the table. ‘So you’d have to … you’d have to row across …’

         ‘Well, yes,’ Tom said, glancing at Beattie. ‘But not now, of course, not now. When the boy is older I mean. I wouldn’t take him across yet. I just meant I could get the place built, ready as it were.’

         ‘Well …’ Darragh began, then discovered the words would not come. Tom row across to the island with the boy? Across the lake?

         ‘Pa, it’s a grand idea, isn’t it, Darragh? Darragh.’ She kicked his boot under the table. ‘It’s a grand idea, isn’t it? You could help out, get Pa started with the groundwork.’

         He was watching her mouth move but couldn’t rightly hear what she was saying. Tom and Conrad on the lake? They didn’t go to the lake, Beattie knew that. As far as she was concerned it was on account of the boy and his hankering for the water. That and the fact that Darragh was no swimmer. But it was more than that of course.

         Stig Petersen.

         Darragh had done his best to banish thoughts of the man from his mind. Of his drowned family. He’d visited the lake when he was newly arrived, walked himself down, figuring on choosing some building timber. A warm day, him in his shirt sleeves, thinking of nothing other than the task in hand, considering how many poles 20he might need, what length. He’d stopped suddenly, unsure why. First off he thought it was the wind. A trick it was playing as it wound through the trees. Sounded like voices. He’d stood at the water’s edge listening, making sure, and was turning to continue on his way when suddenly, clear as day, he heard it. A shout that made his heart run queer.

         ‘Papa …’

         He’d put his hands to his mouth and hollered back.

         There was no reply.

         He’d kicked off his boots and waded into the water to his knees, then stopped and hollered again. And that’s when he felt it, some kind of magnet pull that urged him forward, up to his thighs, the seat of his pants, his waist. Like someone was reeling him in. He never knew what stopped him but it was like he suddenly woke, the water lapping cold around his chest, a feeling in his heart like something was lost …

         He’d avoided the place ever since. Told Beattie it was because he couldn’t swim, because of the boy.

         ‘Darragh.’

         He picked his cup back up from the table and took a small mouthful of coffee. ‘Well I don’t …’

         ‘You don’t see why not,’ Beattie said. ‘Exactly!’ The excitement of the idea had revved her up, put some colour in her cheeks. ‘When are you thinking of getting started, Pa?’

         Tom was studying Darragh’s face. ‘Well maybe it’s not such a good idea …’

         Beattie’s elbow found Darragh’s ribs. ‘Darragh, tell him …’

         ‘No,’ Darragh said. ‘Do it, Tom. Beattie’s right. It’s a grand idea. It’s …’ The words stuck there. A grand idea? What in God’s name was he saying? What if, what if the boat … He went to the sink. Drew a glass of water and swallowed it down, closed his eyes against the picture playing in front of his face. A capsized boat, Tom and Conrad in the water, him on the shore, helpless. He ran his hand across his face and turned back to face them. He was being an eejit. 21‘No, do it, Tom,’ he said. ‘Do it. When … when do you think you might get started?’

         ‘Well,’ Tom put down his fork and winked at Conrad. ‘I happen to have some timber and nails in the truck now. Thought I might row over directly.’
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            Chapter 4

         

         From then on Conrad O’Grady’s life was bound to water, as if his milestones were measured by marker buoys as opposed to notches on a doorpost: he was swimming before he was two years old, had his own small boat – crafted by Tom – before he started school, was selling his catch to the general store by the time he was eight. He was happiest on the island with Tom – the two of them camped out, sending smoke signals up through the trees. He was a willing hand at home but by the time he was sixteen it was evident to Darragh and Beattie the boy was no farmer.

         It was the spring of ’49 that everything changed.

         The war in Europe had left many shortages and Tom Darling – after a brief tussle with pneumonia, untreated because of a lack of antibiotics – died. Beattie had seen it coming for months: she’d found her pa snoozing on the porch on more than one occasion, noticed his pace had fallen off. But Conrad fell like an oak. After the funeral he rowed himself out to the island and stayed there till Beattie got worried and went out to fetch him. By morning he’d gone back – a thin trail of woodsmoke out on the island like a message.

         ‘He’ll do it his own way, Beattie,’ Darragh said. She was out on the porch, watching the soft twist of the smoke curling away to nothing.

         ‘I guess I know that for sure,’ she said. She didn’t know what else to say.

         ‘He’ll be back in his own time, he’s just working things through.’

         ‘Well, I hope he don’t take too long.’

         
             

         

         He took a week. Darragh came down one morning to find the boy in the kitchen, working his way through a pot of coffee and what appeared to be most of the food in the house.23

         ‘Looks like you didn’t get a whole lot to eat out there, son,’ he said, salvaging the end of the loaf while he still had the opportunity.

         ‘Ate everything me and Grandpa had stashed in the food cellar, cooked a few fish.’ He looked up at Darragh, his chin dripping honey. ‘I got lonesome. Wasn’t the same without him.’ He turned his face from Darragh and wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve. He cranked his voice a notch. ‘So – thought I’d better get back over here, get some work done.’ He stood up, still avoiding Darragh’s eye. ‘I’ll see you out in the yard.’ And he was gone.

         It didn’t last long. The lad laboured on the farm all day, then, come suppertime, took off on his own. Sometimes it was the island – the thin trail of smoke granting Beattie some peace of mind. Other times he borrowed the truck and went into town, coming back late and loud, knocking into furniture, stumbling and cursing on the stairs.

         They never said anything to him but it was like the boy was spoiling for a fight – always prodding and poking for some reaction. He reared up at the smallest thing – a lame ewe, a broken fence – like it was a jibe aimed right at him. He took to staying over at the island, not turning in for farmwork, then showing up half drunk, mean and sparky.

         Summer brought about an improvement: the long days of farmwork drawing most of the heat from his blood, granting Darragh and Beattie a degree of peace and some hope that he was on the mend. Come fall, though, things were deteriorating again – spiralling to a head. It was a Friday morning, early. Conrad was in the yard, splitting wood. There had been a row about the truck the night before, Darragh had refused to let him take it into town. So he’d walked there – or hitched. Whatever, he’d come back late, banging up the stairs, singing to himself, laughing. Now he was out in the yard, splitting wood. He wasn’t going to settle without another fight: Darragh could see it in the set of the boy’s shoulders as he hefted the axe then kicked the split logs to one side. He knew Beattie could see it too, she was mixing the batter more fierce than 24was needed. As far as he could see there was only one thing for it: the very thought cast a lump in his chest.

         ‘Beattie,’ he said, sidling over to her. ‘We both know there’s only one answer to this …’ He paused and waited for her tears to stop. ‘And we both know it’s the answer the two of us don’t want. We have to let him go.’

         She stepped away from him and looked out of the window, at Conrad, her only son, hefting logs like a condemned man. ‘He’s all we have, Darragh,’ she said. ‘We can’t let him go.’

         ‘We have each other, Beattie. And he’ll come back, you’ll see. He just needs to be loosed – it’ll take the fight out of him – and he’ll come back. He shaped the words carefully so she wouldn’t detect the hollow centre of each one. The only future he could see was one with dust and weed blowing through it. He stood at the window with Beattie awhile, watching, fixing the picture in his mind.

         ‘I’ll take him over to the island tonight …’

         ‘I’ll get you some food packed up, then,’ Beattie said, shaking herself free of his arm. ‘How long you think you’ll be over there?’

         
             

         

         Conrad pulled on the oars like they were extensions of his own arms, he rowed through the water like he was flying: it was one of life’s pleasures to watch him. Darragh’s announcement that they were going to camp out awhile had lightened the boy a cinch but the knot still showed on his forehead. Darragh waited till they were camped up, the fire shooting dry wood sparks into the night.

         ‘Your ma and I have been thinking, son.’

         Conrad poked at the fire with a stick, shoulders perked ready to rise up against whatever Darragh was about to announce. Some dumb scheme to keep him tied no doubt: fencing the corral, cutting the top field, dredging the goddamn pond.

         ‘We thought it might be time you went off …’ Darragh’s voice would not take him to the end of what he was going to say. Like a man at a funeral, his throat closed round the words and would not allow them.25

         Conrad quit messing with the fire. ‘What’s that you say, Pa?’

         Darragh ran at it quick. ‘Thought it might be time for you to go, son. Leave the farm to me and your ma for a while. Go see the world.’ He had to turn away. Later, he would tell Beattie how the boy protested, how he had to press him to go. He didn’t say how the knot dropped from his forehead and a smile like the sun itself split his face in two, that he just about heard the damn shackles fall off his feet.

         
             

         

         He was gone by the end of the week: fixed a ride west with one of his trucker buddies. Left them standing on the porch, watching him jaunt down the track, a small pack bouncing on his back. He looked back once, shielding his eyes against the sun breaking like blood over the top field, and waved. A wave so loose with relief it took the strength from Darragh’s legs.

         ‘He’ll be back in a month or two,’ Darragh said, as Beattie stomped into the house.

         He was wrong.
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            Chapter 5

         

         After three or four months Beattie let off waiting for the mail. Darragh was relieved. The hopefulness in the set of her shoulders each morning as she stood by the gate; the short chat with Henry, the mailman; the way she sort of drooped forward then headed back up the track, her lovely head bent low: Darragh had watched it all and it had near broken him. After a couple of years they quit talking about the boy, choosing instead to lay awake conjuring solitary answers to questions they didn’t speak out loud. Daytimes they sweated it out side by side on the farm, the pair of them skirting carefully around the hole he’d left behind for fear of falling in. It sometimes seemed to Darragh that all the colour had been drained from their lives – and taken Beattie’s laughter with it.

         
             

         

         Darragh was in the middle field, checking the ewes, when the rumble of wheels on dirt alerted him to some imminent arrival. He straightened up and saw a strange-looking vehicle heading up the track towards the farm. The dust cloud it was raising didn’t disguise the fact that it was decorated like a flower garden. Some kind of bus. He could hear the music from where he stood. He started down towards the farm, watching as the driver got out and unlatched the gate. Darragh put his hand up against the sun and peered as the young man – tall, limber, smiling – jumped back into the van.

         ‘Conrad.’ The boy’s name flew from his mouth like a bird from a cage. He took the field at a trot, some sudden space in his heart like a tight belt had been unexpectedly loosened.

         ‘Conrad … Conrad.’ Darragh knew he couldn’t be heard, but the relief of speaking the boy’s name at last – it bubbled out of him like water from a spring.

         He lengthened his stride and got into the yard just as the van was 27pulling up in front of the barn. Beattie was already on the front porch – a wooden mixing spoon still in her hand.

         ‘It’s Conrad,’ he shouted as he strode past her, but it didn’t need saying because the boy – the man – was running across the yard towards them, arms outstretched, smiling like a sunny day. How long the three of them stood there, hugging and weeping would be hard to measure because time itself slipped away. Darragh cleaved to his son like he was a magnet: the feel of his boy’s arms around his shoulders loosing some wild feeling in his heart like his two feet might suddenly leave the ground. Beattie was making a noise some way between a groan and a laugh. Almost animal.

         It was a small voice that suddenly brought them to their senses.

         ‘Papa.’

         Beattie spun round. A young woman, pale as drift wood, hair like gold falling to her waist, was standing beside them, holding a youngster.

         ‘Papa.’

         Conrad broke away and the child leaned towards him. ‘Look who I’ve brought,’ Conrad said, taking the child in his arms, his face lit up. ‘This here is Olive – our daughter – and this here is my wife, Vida, and this …’ he gently rounded his hand over the firm swell of her belly, ‘this is our youngest!’ The young woman stepped forward like a whisper, her long thin dress trailing over the stones of the yard, so quiet and insubstantial that Beattie had an overwhelming urge to touch her. She put out an awkward hand and placed it on the girl’s head. Her hair was soft and warm and fell about her bony shoulders like something royal. The girl swept it back and smiled at Beattie.

         ‘What do you think, Ma?’ Conrad said.

         Beattie turned to him. ‘What do I think, son? I think it must be Christmas!’ She held her hand out to touch her son and the youngster in his arms leaned forward and swung across to her as if she’d known her all her life. Beattie let out a cry some way between surprise and delight, hitched the child onto her hip and 28let rip a peal of laughter that mended every goddamn thing that ever needed mending.

         
             

         

         It lasted best part of two weeks, Darragh and Beattie’s idyll. Late nights sitting up on the back porch, warm days rowing across to the island, trips into town to show off their good fortune and Olive, always Olive riding Beattie’s hip like a small limpet, her hands tangled and clinging. These were the memories they stored up, the things they repeated to one another in bed, laying them down firm, like blankets in a chest, for it was obvious to them that it wouldn’t last long: Conrad might have returned, but he wasn’t going to stay. It seemed that neither his time at sea – for that is where his journeying had taken him: long months working the Pacific trawlers; longer, colder months on the Nova Scotia salmon – nor his young wife and daughter had been able to wash the salt from his blood and tie him to dry land.

         ‘Why not stay here awhile, son?’ Darragh said one night. The two of them were on the back porch, sky watching. The stars were at their best, the moon hanging low and heavy, its light picking out the ewes on the middle field, the slanting gleam of the barn roof. Conrad didn’t answer at first, but his sigh spoke for him. Darragh held fast.

         ‘You could stay till the new one is born … imagine your ma.’ He gave a small laugh which, even to his own ears, had a pitch of desperation.

         ‘I can’t, Pa. I’m signed up for another ship beginning of the week. Vida’s sister is expecting us … we’ve got it all organised.’

         ‘Beginning of the week? Which week?’

         ‘Next week, Pa. We aim to leave day after tomorrow. I’m sorry.’

         Darragh got up from the bench. ‘I better go and tell your ma.’

         ‘Tell her not to worry. We’ll be back – I promise we’ll be back as soon as I’m home.’

         
             

         

         The day after tomorrow came too soon and had Beattie and Darragh known that they would never see their son again they 29would not have let him go. They might instead have barred his way or chased down the track after him or even fallen to their sorry knees and begged him to stay. But no, they waved him off, his promise of an early return pasting hopeful smiles on their faces and propping up their slumped hearts. They managed to keep it up for a couple of months, until the smiling and constant cheeriness began to get them both down and Darragh – after the third night of lying awake wondering – spoke up.

         ‘Beattie,’ he whispered. She didn’t answer, although her breathing told him she was awake.

         ‘Beattie.’

         ‘I don’t want to talk about it, Darragh,’ she said.

         ‘We’ve got to talk about it,’ he said. ‘We’re going round like a pair of ghosts. Wherever he is, he’s living his life. We’ve got to live ours …’

         She sighed and turned towards him in the bed.

         ‘I know that, Darragh. But the child …’ She sighed again. ‘She’s our granddaughter, Darragh. What if he doesn’t come back. What if we never see her again?’

         It hung in the air between them, a subject they seldom raised: Conrad had turned out to be their only child. Beattie had claimed the blame, chastising herself – usually between the dark hour between 3am and 4am – for wearing men’s britches, riding horses, swilling ale, whatever it was that she’d done to stop herself up. And Darragh had left her alone with it, some quiet and shameful relief that his ability as a father had not been tested further than he was able to deliver.

         The bed springs creaked as Beattie rolled onto her back. He didn’t need to look at her to know what she was thinking.

         ‘The new baby,’ she said, her voice tripping over the thought. ‘It must be born by now. Dammit, Darragh, why doesn’t he write?’

         ‘He’s at sea, Beattie – we know that. The boy was shipping off again …’

         ‘Yes. But a short trip. He told us that. More or less said he’d be back within a month.’30

         ‘Beattie, love, there’s nothing we can do. We’ve just got to sit tight and be patient.’

         In the dark, Beattie sighed and considered his advice. Then she did what any desperate mother would do. She decided to ignore it.

         When Darragh woke next morning she’d gone. He came down to an empty kitchen, a note propped up on the table. His eyes flicked to the yard: she’d taken the truck.

         ‘Damn it, Beattie,’ he said out loud, then plucked up the note and stomped outside with it.

         
            
        Darragh dear
      

            
        I’ll not be long. I won’t rest until I have looked for him. Will leave truck in rail yard and will contact Henry in the mail office when I get to San Francisco. Don’t worry
      

            
        Beattie
      

         

         He screwed the note in a ball and hurled it across the yard then, for good measure, kicked out at the dog dishes and sent them the same way. One of the dogs came out from under the barn door and gave him a queer look.

         ‘I know, I know,’ he muttered, turning his back on the dog. ‘I should have gone. I should have gone myself.’
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            Chapter 6

         

         Beattie knew about San Francisco in the way folks knew about Mickey Mouse: that he existed in books and films, but wasn’t actually real. So the feeling she got, when she clambered down from the train and joined the wave of travellers swelling towards the exit, then found herself swept out into the bright sunshine of the busy street, was of disbelief and surprise. Then fear. She was lost within minutes. She walked with the crowd – the only indication of which direction to take – until the numbers thinned out and the pace slowed and she found herself in what she judged to be the centre of town. She sat on a bench and watched folks hurrying by in numbers she’d never knew possible. Hordes of them. She took a long look round and fixed on a swanky building across the street: The Sheridan Hotel written in fancy script above two glass doors that were swinging lightly and sending bursts of light across the road. She hoisted her suitcase and navigated the traffic with a naïve recklessness that somehow got her safely to the other side and into the foyer.

         
             

         

         By the time the mail van came into view Darragh had near worn a hole in the bottom of his boots. He started off down the road towards it, hailing Henry down with an impatient wave.

         ‘Woah, there Darragh,’ Henry said, as he stepped on the brake. ‘Thought you was going to jump right out in front of me.’

         ‘You got a message from Beattie?’

         ‘Sure have, feller. Yes. She says … um … She says …’

         ‘What, Henry? What does she say?’

         ‘Erm, hold on a minute there, let me just recollect.’ He cleared his throat and put his two hands together like a youngster at a school recital. ‘Miss Beattie called and said for you to pick her up in the truck – from the railroad station.’32

         Darragh bided his time. ‘Did she say when?’

         Henry’s considered the question for a moment, his eyes wandering up to the sky. Darragh held his breath.

         ‘Eight o’clock.’

         ‘Eight o’clock?’

         ‘Yup.’ Henry gave a nod of satisfaction.

         ‘Eight o’clock tonight or eight o’clock in the morning?’

         Henry’s face clouded over. He pulled a huge handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and wiped his face with it. Darragh waited.

         ‘Um … let me see. What did she say?’

         Henry scratched his head and Darragh had to hold himself back: it was like watching someone unwind a ball of wool. Slowly.

         ‘It’s OK, Henry,’ he said. ‘I’ll go down to the railyard tonight and if she’s not there I’ll go back in the morning.’

         Henry blew out a long breath and smiled – his face soft with relief. ‘Well, I guess that would work, Darragh, you’ll catch her one way or the other, yes?’ He heaved himself back into the mail van and waved his arm out of the window as he took off down the road. A couple of hundred yards down he screeched to a halt and reversed noisily back to where Darragh was still standing.

         ‘Forgot to give you your mail,’ he chortled and thrust a bundle into Darragh’s hands.

         Darragh inspected it as he walked back towards the farm. It was there on the back of the first envelope, scrawled in Henry’s schoolboy handwriting:

         
      Tell Darragh. Beattie 8 o’clock. Tonight.
    

         
             

         

         Darragh studied Beattie’s face through the carriage window as they waited for the train to stop. She was smiling but he couldn’t figure if it was the genuine sort or the pasted-on sort. She looked done in that was for sure – a grimy, knocked-out look about her. She stepped down from the train and swung awkwardly into his arms.

         ‘Sorry, love,’ she said. ‘But you understood, didn’t you?’

         He took a step back from her. ‘I understood, Beattie – but you 33worried the hell out of me. I should have been with you. How the hell did you manage?’

         She let out a loud guffaw. ‘Manage? I didn’t,’ she said. ‘I nearly got myself flattened. Do you know they have trains in the middle of the town? Nearly ended up reading about my own self in the newspaper.’ She let out another peal of laughter and despite himself Darragh smiled.

         ‘Thought we might go to The Ponderosa for a bite,’ he said.

         ‘Fine thinking, husband – I’m starved. Let’s find us a quiet corner and I’ll tell you what happened.’

         
             

         

         Beattie had a whole lot to tell: she had telephoned Henry from a hotel lobby then caught a cab ride out to the port. She’d trawled the shipping offices – small and large – until she found the right one.

         ‘Conrad O’Grady,’ the man had boomed, his hair and thick whiskers red as a fox’s pelt. He’d put back his head and bellowed out a laugh, then brought his fist down on the table, eyes bright with merriment. ‘You are Conrad O’Grady’s ma?’ Then, still laughing, he’d hauled himself from behind the desk and come round to shake Beattie’s hand. ‘Mighty pleased to meet you, ma’am. Mighty pleased. Conrad O’Grady’s ma. I’ll be damned. Best boy I ever had on the boat …’

         ‘When are you expecting him back?’ The question set him off laughing again.

         ‘When am I expecting him back? Conrad O’Grady? You tell me. That boy, well, I never met anyone more suited to water. And he tells me he hails from farming folk … you folks are farmers, yes?’

         ‘We are,’ Beattie said, still at a loss. ‘Perhaps you know where he lives? His wife and …’

         ‘Ah, his wife. Yes, I know where he lives – can take you there if you like. But I doubt his wife is there. Doubt that very much.’

         
             

         

         So he had taken her a short ride across the port and shown her the place.34

         ‘It was real lovely, Darragh,’ she said. ‘In a plain sort of way of course. But a proper-looking place. Small, but square, built good.’

         ‘And was she there? Vida?’

         Beattie’s face dropped its liveliness. ‘No. No sign of her. A neighbour came out. Said no one had been there for two or three months.’

         ‘She must still be with her sister then.’

         ‘That’s what I figured. Neighbour didn’t know where that might be.’ Beattie put her hand on his arm and smiled at him. ‘But it makes a difference, Darragh. I know where he lives. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. I feel hopeful – like it’s just a matter of time till that ungodly van pulls up in the yard again – all I have to do is wait.’
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