
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            A Life of One’s Own

            by Simon Workman

         

         In her review of Orange Horses in 1991, the writer Aisling Maguire described Maeve Kelly as a ‘late bloomer in the literary field’ owing to the fact that Kelly did not publish her first collection of short stories, A Life of Her Own (1976), until well into her forties. Rather than any reflection on the evolution of Kelly’s talent, this late flowering points to the limited opportunities for writing and publication during her early lifetime and reveals much about the cultural climate in which she began her career. Though the number of published Irish women writers increased in the 1970s and early 1980s, only one in ten Irish books printed during this period were authored by women, and this ratio drops to one in fifty when considering mainstream, non-women-oriented presses. The relative paucity of women’s writing in these years is bound up with how women writers were received critically, and the subtle bias evident among some reviewers who tended to read women’s books in terms of the gender of the author. Kelly was alert to such prejudice, and in her first novel Necessary Treasons (1985) the main character Eve articulates her frustration at how certain critics analyse women’s writing:

         
            … she could not account for the irritation she had recently felt on reading a review of a woman’s collection of poetry which the reviewer described as verse, the work of a minor poet – too self-absorbed, as was the work of so many women. Only two weeks earlier another critic had described a woman’s first novel as lacking an obsessive voice. The weight of prejudice against women seemed at times beyond endurance, yet it was difficult to pin down and classify.

         

         As evidence for this form of critical inequity Kelly could justly point to certain initial reviews of A Life of Her Own (all stories of which are contained in Orange Horses). Though the book received strong praise in a number of contemporary journals and newspapers, the critic J.B. Kilfeather was disparaging of the collection, arguing:

         
            Women do not have an easy time in Ireland but surely this writer is piling on the agony. … there are the stories of sickness of girls and women. And miscarriages and loutish husbands. … All of which I can well believe and even feel a certain degree of sympathy with the protagonists of the stories, but Maeve Kelly does go on rather much about it.

         

         Following a similar line, the writer Tom MacIntyre argues that though the book is articulating an important theme in addressing ‘the subject position of women in Ireland’, Kelly fails to express this topic adequately because ‘the melodramatic is an obdurate element in her sensibility’ and she’s ‘not above piling it on’. Particularly insidious here is the way the argument openly acknowledges the difficulties facing Irish women while tacitly perpetuating the prejudices which degrade and delimit their daily lives. Facile phrases such as ‘piling on the agony’ and ‘does go on rather much’ complacently dismiss as histrionics and hyperbole the profound distress and trauma experienced by many women in Ireland at this time.

         The twenty stories within Orange Horses are part of Kelly’s lifelong struggle to dispel such complacency and bring marginalised, particularly female, forms of experience into the larger national consciousness. It is a sign of Kelly’s deftness of touch as a writer that this larger intention does not overwhelm the integrity of her fictional worlds. Key to Kelly’s work is her scrupulous attentiveness to the strange complexities of human behaviour and her precision in rendering the intricate and conflicted inner lives of her characters. In Orange Horses Kelly displays a remarkable palette of tones; she is capable of crafting scenes of gentle humour or chill tragedy as well as generating moments of lyrical intensity bordering on the visionary. The collection’s narratives also move across time and space: stories range from islands on the far west of Ireland to dingy student accommodation in the centre of London, from the War of Independence to the IRA letter-bombing campaign of England in the 1970s, and from the impoverished life of rural farmers to the heady world of successful young female writers and passionate artists. In charting these worlds, Kelly pivots from a quality of deep humanity reminiscent of Mary Lavin to a pitch of bleak incisiveness evocative of the early work of Edna O’Brien. Yet as the critic Isabel Quigly argues: ‘Kelly’s voice is very much her own, neat, unflashy, often funny, often sad.’

         Born in Ennis, Co. Clare in 1930, Kelly was educated in Dundalk before moving to St Andrew’s Hospital in London to qualify in General Nursing. Though she pursued postgraduate theatre nursing in Oxford, Kelly had to give up her profession when she contracted TB. After finishing her work in England, she subsequently returned to Clare where she lived and farmed with her husband Gerard O’Brien Kelly with whom she had two children, Joseph and Oona. Her first story to appear in print was in the Irish Press ‘New Irish Writing’ page in 1971, and the following year another story won the Hennessy Literary Award. After moving to Limerick, Kelly became involved in the Irish Women’s Movement which, at that time, was largely focused on issues such as equality of opportunity in employment and education, the availability of contraception, and the plight of abused women, single mothers, widows, and deserted wives. Evidently energised by these matters, Kelly co-founded both the Limerick Federation of Women’s Organisations and the Limerick Refuge for Battered Wives in 1974. She was administrator of the latter organisation, now called Adapt House, for fifteen years. Her sense of the vulnerability of victimised women can be gauged by a letter published by The Irish Times in 1975 in which she laments that victims of domestic abuse are ‘the most cruelly treated of our citizens’ and that many of the husbands of beaten women ‘regard the legal system as upholding their right to abuse and neglect their wives as they see fit.’ The lack of legal support for abused women was a function of the prevailing moral ideology of the political and ecclesiastical authorities which tended not to interfere too deeply into what they considered the private domain of the family. In mid-century Ireland this led to a veil of silence around the physical, sexual and psychological abuse of women in the home, and it was not until the 1970s that feminist activists such as Kelly brought these issues to the public attention and pushed for changes in the law. As well as legal reform there was also a pressing need for research into the nature and extent of domestic violence. Kelly made an important contribution in this regard by initiating a major study on violence towards women entitled Breaking the Silence (1992) which used testimony from women who had accessed Adapt House services.

         As with authors such as Edna O’Brien, Leland Bardwell, Bernard MacLaverty, and Eavan Boland, Kelly also helped to break down powerful taboos surrounding violence in the home by making it the subject of her writing. Her extensive experience of working with abused women in Adapt House informs Necessary Treasons, which sensitively engages with the issue of domestic violence as well as offering a history and rationale of the women’s refuge movement and its struggles. Her most striking representation of this theme, however, is the title story of this collection, ‘Orange Horses’, in which a young Traveller woman lives under constant physical threat from her husband Fonsie. By setting her story within the Travelling community, Kelly was giving vital exposure to a class of people who had been largely invisible in Irish short fiction. Indeed, in a review of Orange Horses in 1993, the writer Celia de Fréine praised Kelly’s focus on Traveller life noting that: ‘until recently (with few exceptions) the only time we read of Travellers was in media reports.’

         ‘Orange Horses’ initially appeared in Ailbhe Smyth’s anthology, Wildish Things (1989), and in his review of the book John A. Wiseman praised the story as displaying ‘writing which is powerful and irradicable.’ This potency of expression is evident in the narrative’s opening scene which begins:

         
            Elsie Martin’s husband beat her unconscious because she called him twice for dinner while he was talking to his brother. To be fair, she did not simply call him. She blew the horn of the Hiace van to summon him.

         

         The bleakly ironic tone and blunt-edged horror of this passage are sharply reflective of the terrifying arbitrariness and warped internal logic of Fonsie’s savagery. His violent attack causes Elsie to miscarry her five-month-old baby, whom she believes to be a boy, and leaves her with a wired jaw and various other gashes to her head and elsewhere. In the days after, she grieves not only because she has lost a child but because he ‘might have been the one to protect her’ unlike her other sons who she knows will ‘hit their wives to control them’.

         Despite the viciously patriarchal nature of her family, Elsie refuses to accept her oppression and, despite grave threats of beatings, she is able to get ‘her dole money split so that she got her own share and the share for half the children.’ Elsie also buries the money she gets from begging and the horde becomes a ‘secret like a flame to be kept alive’. The story revolves around her desperation to avoid ‘watching her history being repeated’. This pertains most directly to her eleven-year-old daughter Brigid, whose rebellious desire to ride her brother’s ponies bespeaks her mother’s unvoiced spirit of resistance. Brigid, however, believes that her independent streak is rooted in the paternal: ‘I’m not like you, Mama. I’m like Dada and no one will bate me into the ground. You shouldn’t let Dada hit you.’ As Elsie is bitterly aware, Brigid’s boasts of defiance are perilously and tragically fantastical. Her romanticised version of reality is implied at the level of image when she refuses to accept that the orange colour of a horse she has ridden is simply a trick of the light. However, according to critic Heather Ingman, Brigid is significantly named: ‘In both of her manifestations as pagan goddess and fifth-century Christian saint, Brigit is associated with imagery of fire and sun, and the imagery of fire recurring throughout Kelly’s story points to a submerged woman’s world under Brigit’s protection, which will offer Elsie a way to survive.’

         The tale ends in disaster as Elsie’s caravan burns down leaving no remnant of her or her daughter. The reader is left in a state of profound ambiguity about the fate of these two characters: have they died a terrible death? Have they escaped with the money Elsie has been saving? Or does Kelly intend us to read the ending as a form of mythic transformation in which daughter and mother are conveyed into an ideal realm augured by the ‘orange horse that never was’ which ‘could be the greatest secret of all?’ Kelly’s radical refusal to offer narrative closure unlocks her main characters from the exigencies of plot while also reflecting their aspiration to defy or surpass the restraints of their current existence.

         Elsie’s fight for survival in ‘Orange Horses’ points to one of the overarching themes in the volume: namely the gritty struggle for territory – whether material, political, psychic, or spiritual – which permits the self to survive and evolve. Several stories in Orange Horses address this process in terms of women’s vulnerability within patrilineal systems of land inheritance. In ‘Journey Home’, Maura engages in a battle of wits with her brother Sean for control of the family farm after he returns home from Africa with his family. Similarly in ‘The False God’, four sisters, who have selflessly abandoned romantic and educational opportunities for their mother and their farm, dispute their brother’s entitlement to their home on his return from America. In ‘A Life of Her Own’ a young narrator is devastated when her aunt Brigid marries and moves out of the home she shares with her brother Jack. Brigid explains to her niece that her motivation to marry is based on securing her future: ‘I have no life of my own with your uncle. The farm is his, the house is his. If he should marry, what would become of me? Can you imagine me a governess in Spain for instance, or a housekeeper to a parish priest?’ Though seemingly content within her new marriage, Brigid dies in childbirth; a death made more probable by the fact that ‘she was not young and the risks were greater in those days’. Despite her tragic end, Brigid has had a profound impact on the narrator who has given a sworn promise to her aunt that she will secure a profession and not ‘let them give all the education to your brothers’. As with ‘Orange Horses’ the name Brigid becomes associated with a means to survive beyond the role of ‘mother figure or wife figure or whatever a “good woman” should be.’

         Female access to education is a recurrent concern in Orange Horses and is addressed most directly in ‘Cause and Effect’ in which a highly intelligent, retired science teacher, Miss Melican, mediates on ‘her life and its silences.’ In her youth she had been a ‘rare phenomenon with a Masters in mathematics and physics’ and had harboured ambitions to go on to do further scientific study. Yet she had also been ‘extremely sensible’ and concluded that she ‘would probably have remained assistant to some man, her discoveries absorbed in his, her ideas credited to him.’ Though this attitude could be characterised as excessively cynical, the projected future Miss Melican describes echoes that of Northern Irish scientist Jocelyn Bell Burnell who, fourteen years before the story was published, detected the first radio pulsar, a form of neutron star, while working as part of a graduate research project at Cambridge University. Though her findings directly resulted in a Nobel Prize in Physics in 1974, the award went to Anthony Hewish – Bell Burnell’s supervisor – and another Cambridge scientist Martin Ryle. ‘Cause and Effect’ is a salutary depiction of how such failures in the recognition of female achievement at the highest levels of education not only check women’s ambition but deprive humanity of scientists who could potentially change our understanding of the universe.

         ‘The Sentimentalist’ also engages with the problem of female access to education and shifts focus from science to the male-dominated discipline of philosophy. The story is narrated by a rather sceptical, yet spirited, older woman whose ambition is to become a prominent female Irish philosopher. Her ‘life’s work’ is a book she is writing which she hopes will stand alongside the theories of the greatest male philosophers. She lives a largely hermetic existence and recognises this as ‘the price I must pay for independence’. Her ironic, detached attitude stands as a foil to her cousin Liza, who is a committed romantic nationalist who had passionately supported the Gaelic Revival as well as becoming a member of Cumann na mBan. Despite her intimate involvement with the struggle for independence, Liza finds that there is ‘no place for her among the new policymakers’. She realises too late that her ‘gods were all false’ and that she ‘should have looked for political power’. Just as the elderly narrator is alienated within the predominantly male field of philosophy, so Liza becomes marginalised within the political affairs of the new nation. Liza’s story functions as a microcosm of the larger history of women in post-independence Ireland and starkly reflects their side-lining within the new state.

         Despite the provision of equal rights for women in both the 1916 Proclamation and the 1922 Free State Constitution, the decades after independence saw a steady diminution of women’s liberties as the political and ecclesiastical establishment began to define women’s role as properly within the private, domestic sphere. Limitations, including marriage bars, were placed on their career in the civil service and there were also restrictions in industrial employment. In 1934 the Criminal Law Amendment Bill banned the importation or sale of contraceptives and, in 1937, the new Constitution of Ireland forbade laws granting dissolution of marriages. Article 41.2 of the latter document explicitly demarcated women’s natural area of activity as in the home, working as mothers and housekeepers. The consequences of the nation’s valorisation of women’s vocation as homemaker, wife and mother are explored most piquantly in Kelly’s ‘The Vain Woman’. The story focuses on Mary Murphy, a socially atomised housewife, who has had fifteen pregnancies, ten full terms births and has six surviving children, five boys and one daughter. Exhausted from her role as primary carer to six children, and disconnected from her chauvinistic, hard-drinking husband, Mary suffers an existential crisis concluding that: ‘Nothing mattered. There was no meaning to anything’.

         Mary’s sense of meaninglessness is partly the result of the collapse of her Catholic faith. She no longer respects the institutions of Catholicism and has ceased attending mass after being told to receive a blessing to be purified after the birth of her first son. Her break with the Church further vitiates her sense of identity and self as she wonders: ‘Who am I? Who is me? What is me?’ In pursuing these questions, and much to the chagrin of her husband, she develops an interest in philosophy, psychology, and sociology and surprises herself in her comprehension of ‘the most complex and abstract of ideas.’ Her life changes dramatically when an artist named Patrick Murphy moves in next door. The two develop a strong bond and he eventually asks if he can paint her. Rather than simply acceding to the role of passive muse, Mary brokers a deal that if Patrick is to paint her in the nude, then she must also be allowed to paint him naked. This parity of artistic agency might usefully be compared to the relationship outlined in Kelly’s ‘Parasites’, in which a young female writer and an aspiring male poet fall for one another. The romance ends when the woman realises that the poet would have ‘destroyed’ her if she had let herself wholly become his muse. In contrast, the mutually constructive artistic relationship between Mary and Patrick provides a deeper form of connection and is the context for a passionate love affair in which Mary’s dormant sexual desire is reawakened. Their affair is abruptly ended when Mary’s husband discovers her infidelity and locks her out of the house, implicitly using the children as a weapon. Unable to get divorced and with the full weight of the Church and the ire of the local community pressing down upon her, Mary is forced to convince her husband to allow her to return. Patrick, realising the impossibility of their love, promptly leaves.

         As with other stories in Orange Horses, ‘The Vain Woman’ displays Kelly’s skill in charting the often occluded experience of women in the domestic sphere. However, as Virginia Woolf argues, a writer’s focus on such subject matter can sometimes lead to an underestimation of the quality of their writing. In A Room of One’s Own (1929) which exerts a pervasive influence across many, if not all, stories in Orange Horses, Woolf complains of the trivialisation of ‘feminine’ values in literature: ‘This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war. This is an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room’. Such perspectives have persisted in the critical discourse and may partly explain why Kelly has been relatively neglected as a writer.

         Another contributing factor in this regard may be the specific formal and thematic qualities of Kelly’s short fiction and how they deviate from previously established aesthetic norms of the genre. Frank O’Connor, one of the most influential theorists (and practitioners) in this field, famously suggested in The Lonely Voice (1962) that the short story is typically characterised by its treatment of ‘submerged population groups’ which are generally ‘outlawed figures wandering about the fringes of society’. At its most characteristic, according to O’Connor, the form is shot through with an ‘intense awareness of human loneliness’ with the result that it is inherently ‘romantic, individualistic, intransigent’. Though O’Connor’s theorisation of the short story has proved remarkably enduring and robust, especially within the Irish literary sphere, it may have acted more as procrustean standard than enabling model for Kelly. It is certainly true that she often depicts lonely figures straining against society’s strictures and adrift from its moral certitudes, yet these individuals tend to be less romantically iconic than the ‘outlawed figures’ listed in The Lonely Voice. Whereas O’Connor sees types such as ‘tramps, lonely idealists, dreamers, and spoiled priests’ as at the heart of the short story tradition, Kelly focuses on exhausted student nurses, late mothers, disinherited spinsters, and middle-aged chess-playing widows pursuing men ten years their junior.

         In a slightly larger context, Kelly’s understated nonconformity is also evident in her subtle divergence, in several stories, from the fatalist timbre of much mid-twentieth century naturalist Irish fiction. She depicts characters who find a way to transcend the determining dynamics of an oppressive social order or set of historical, cultural or biological forces. In ‘The Last Campaign’, Martha and Joe, whose hopes for children have been frustrated by fertility problems, experience a crushing disappointment when all the cattle on their farm become diseased and are taken to slaughter. Despite Joe’s inherent taciturnity, borne of his socialisation into a traditionally Irish form of masculinity, the catastrophe prompts a profoundly cathartic and seemingly enduring emotional rapprochement between husband and wife. In ‘Pilgrim’s Tale’, a fifty-year-old devout, former missionary nun suffering from cancer travels to a religious shrine with her niece. While there, an ‘unrecognised ember of rebellion’ takes ‘fire within her’ and she rejects her religion while simultaneously feeling a new and ‘real kinship with her sister and their dead free-thinking mother.’ Rather than prayer or religious ritual, it is this recognition of female solidarity with her ‘humanistic feminist’ sister which gives her a measure of comfort for the future. In ‘The Fortress’ a sickly child’s recovery from illness mirrors her strengthening relationship with her mother whose kindness and stoicism she comes to understand as a self-willed aspect of her individual humanity rather than a quality of a universal maternal type. Kelly’s concentration on the connection between daughter and mother in this tale accorded with a new emphasis on the mother-daughter relationship in Irish fiction during this period and challenged the prevalent focus on the father-son relationship in Irish writing.

         Kelly’s most radical formal departure from the naturalist mode is ‘Morning at My Window’ which is narrated by an Irish migrant nurse and relates her experience working in post-war London. This world is reprised in Kelly’s second novel Florrie’s Girls (1989) which depicts the difficulties faced by a young woman named Cos who emigrates to London to train as nurse in the early 1950s. The story of post-war Irish women’s migration to Britain has been largely absent from the historical record until recently and both Florrie’s Girls and ‘Morning at My Window’ are important contributions to the larger social history of post-war Irish female migration, as well as vivid portraits of migration’s effects on the nature and evolution of Irish identity and nationality. The title of the latter text is an allusion to T.S. Eliot’s poem ‘Morning at the Window’, and a section of the poem is quoted as epigraph in the story. Kelly’s substitution of the possessive adjective ‘my’ for the definite article reveals a larger perspectival contrast between the two texts. In ‘Morning at the Window’, the narrator gazes out his window and becomes ‘aware of the damp souls of housemaids / Sprouting despondently at area gates.’ In ‘Morning at My Window’, Kelly shifts the dynamic from the female as ‘object’ and observed to ‘subject’ and observing. While Eliot asks the reader to sympathise with downcast housemaids from afar, Kelly offers an insider’s view of the life of working nurses and invokes an empathetic engagement with their plight. Though changing the narrative point of view of Eliot’s poem, Kelly echoes the poet’s modernist style by deploying a stream-of-consciousness technique. The spirit-stifling discipline demanded of the young nurses is evinced by the narrator who ventriloquizes the voices of those in authority and their pestering rules and dicta:

         
            Remember to say please and thank you in case they think you’re being above yourself. Avoid conflict between staff. Rules of the road. Avoid head-on collision, confrontation, making an issue. Bedpan round. Mrs. B needs a laxative. Miss D, poor old Miss D, is incontinent and so ashamed she pretends to be cross.

         

         The prose throughout is vividly impressionistic and restlessly polyphonic. Spoken and unspoken instructions, complaints, and rebukes punctuate affective vignettes of dying patients and the narrator’s internalised struggle to reintegrate her increasingly disintegrating psyche. Her mind, she tells us, is not ‘routine’ and ‘must have chaos for creating’. Her story is testament to the subterranean, anarchic fragments of self which productively disrupt imposed identities borne of moribund orthodoxies; in a larger sense, the narrative reflects the disruptive energies released by Kelly’s own writing and its relation to the dominant structures of thought within Irish culture and politics.

         The stories contained in Orange Horses were published over the course of almost two decades, the first appearing in 1971 and the last in 1989. Broadly speaking, this was a period of liberalization in Ireland, particularly with regards to the rights of women. Kelly was a notable voice in pressing for these changes. In a review of recent fiction by Irish women in 1984, the writer Susan McKay noted of Kelly that she is ‘one of the writers of today who has made a consistent stand “against the conventions of her times” and for the “ennoblement of womankind”. She does so with a sense of comedy which characterises all of the most sure-footed of our writers.’ McKay’s commentary foregrounds two of Kelly’s greatest strengths as a writer: her technical mastery and her unfailing condemnation of what the writer Juanita Casey terms the ‘immaculate misconceptions’ governing Irish women’s lives.

         Kelly, of course, is not unique in combining her skill as a writer with a thoroughgoing feminism and is one among a number of Irish writers whose output led to progressive and profound changes to the predicament of Irish women in the last fifty years. What makes her career more unusual, however, is the manner in which she combined writing with political activism and her equal commitment to both activities; Kelly not only brought new social problems to the franchise of Irish fiction, she doggedly and pragmatically campaigned for their amelioration. While her writing has sought to dismantle the repressive cultural ideals pervading Ireland’s political and legal systems, her activism fostered a more direct challenge to the institutions which enacted and buttressed the prejudices linked to such beliefs. In ‘The Last Campaign’ when Martha’s husband implies that there is nothing meaningful left of life, she counters by stating simply: ‘There’s fight’. Kelly’s life and writing have embodied this knowledge. Across half a century, she has tenaciously campaigned for those who have been silenced, battered, bullied, and abandoned. She has fought to dispel entrenched notions of family, sexuality, identity and gender and prepared the ground for the more equable, progressive and heterogeneous Ireland of the new century. Orange Horses was fundamental to that fight and bears its scars. It is the culmination of Kelly’s achievement in short fiction and represents a vital contribution to Irish writing of the twentieth century as well as to the history of women in post-war Ireland.

      

   


   
      
         

            Amnesty

         

         Every June when the peel were running, the sister was at the boat slip before seven in the morning. She moored the flat-bottomed craft to the one rotting post at the pier. The brother heaved out the sacks of fish, and rowed back to the island. She waited for the 7.15 bus. When it pulled up beside her the bus conductor said, ‘Good catch?’ and she either nodded or shook her head crossly. Not one word did she utter on the journey to town and the Fish Merchant. Nobody knew that the grimness of her silence was simply a necessary part of her life. It was her preparation for the tussle over pennies per pound with the Fish Merchant. This way she stored her mental energies, drew on her strength of will so that he might not ‘best’ her. In the old days when calves were sold at the street fairs she had gone into training in the same way. The steely core of her will was not to be softened by pleasant talk of weather or crops or children. People who knew her were wise enough to leave her alone. They said, tolerantly, that after all what could you expect from a poor creature whose every day was spent in the company of a deaf mute? The brother had been born that way. Still, others said, it wouldn’t hurt her to bid you the time of day at least. And how was it that on the way back from town she was all beams and friendly talk, like a long-playing record? You couldn’t stop her. It was true. The bus conductor on the return journey could vouch for that.

         ‘And wouldn’t we all smile and talk,’ he said, ‘if we had the same bagful of money?’ And that only a fraction of what had been left in the bank.

         Over the years, the mainlanders, by conjecture and rumour, built up a picture for themselves of a woman who smiled only when she had money in her fist, of two strange islanders whose days were passed in silence and incomprehension. The mainlanders were not hostile to the sister. They pitied her and had regard for the way she cared for the dependent brother. They admired her energy and diligence in work. But who could be warmly friendly with such odd people? At times a farmer counting his cattle along the estuary shore would hear the sister’s voice amplified by the water between them, as she talked to herself. It was strange to hear the words floating across, disembodied, and it was hard to put sense or meaning to them. She was once heard singing the Agnus Dei on a Sunday morning, although it was many years since either the brother or herself had been to Mass. ‘Lamb of God, Who takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on us: Lamb of God, Who takest away the sins of the world, have mercy on us; Lamb of God, Who takest away the sins of the world, grant us peace.’ It was quite likely she sang it as a hymn of praise to her own flock of sheep. No one could imagine the sister petitioning God or man for anything, not even for peace.

         When the peel were running they fished at the turn of the tide, she handling the boat, he watching the currents, signalling sharply with his arms when she was to turn, throwing out the great empty net. When it was too heavy for him, they both hauled in the shimmering young salmon, baulked of their urge to spawn, and emptied them on to the bottom of the boat. Some seasons the results were poor. That meant less fertiliser for the stony island, less carrying power for its cattle and sheep. The island parched easily. In dry summers it showed brown and singed when the mainland farms kept their glossy green. They never ventured out in rough weather, although they were occasionally caught by a storm. When that happened they hauled in the nets, fish or no fish, and headed for the nearest landing place. Where they fished, the river widened into the estuary and the cross winds were treacherous.

         Several foolhardy sailing boats were capsized or had their occupants thrown into the water by a suddenly swinging boom. But the brother and sister knew the river well. He in particular knew all its secret recesses, where the swans nested, where the mallard came to feed. In hard winters, when the mud was frozen to silver and the river reflected the lavender and pink of evening skies, he would lie on his stomach in ditch or reedy bank, watching his breath vaporise as he waited for the wild geese to come in and feed. Although he could not hear their haunting lamenting cry, his heart would pound with excitement when they arrowed in and he felt the crack of his gun in the tissues of his own body. The sister was proud of his hunting skill, and would clap him on the back when he brought home two rabbits and pointed his forefinger triumphantly to tell her he’d got them with the one shot. His hunting was an expression of his masculinity but at the same time he had his sister’s thrifty soul and he always killed for the pot. He never brought back a bird or beast disintegrating with the blast of pellets, so torn that the feathers could not be plucked neatly. And he would not do what tourists did – massacre birds when the weather had been bad for so long that they were starved into docility. He spat in contempt at the sight of such meanness.

         The beauty of the island sometimes made the sister’s eyes dreamy with wonder. Unlike people who are peasants by nature even if they are bred in the heart of a city, she took time to look at the shapes and colours of stones, at the rock plants adorning their hosts with varying hues of leaf and flower for each season, at the wild roses wreathing their way through love-locked hedges. Visitors came from the continent or England or America, with romantic notions of island life. She had once been offered big money for the island. If the bidder had tried to seduce her, she could not have been more offended. ‘The cheek of it,’ she declared. ‘A stranger! The nerve of it. Looking to take the island off me. They can buy the whole country, but they won’t buy my island.’ And she became even more possessive of it, appreciating its shape, the way it turned its cliff face to the rising sun so that the rocks sparkled in the morning, the way the hedges threw giant shadows on to the fields in early autumn evenings.

         There was an ancient burial mound on the island, rising hump-backed near their house. Archaeologists came on a Sunday expedition with a group of town enthusiasts to look at it and make notes. She discouraged a repetition of the visit. It didn’t matter if the mound was the property of the nation. It was on her island. No curiosity boxes would come peeking at her house, oohing and aahing at it, saying ‘How quaint. How charming. How adorable.’ She had to hide the brother from them. He had a habit of grinning foolishly at everyone so that they thought he was an idiot and treated him accordingly. That she would not allow. She scolded him for acting that way, but he grinned at her, screwing his finger into his forehead in mock madness, and laughed in his giggling, hiccoughing way. There were other times when he resented being frowned on and he scowled back at the mouth making angry shapes at him. Then he would go to the mound, picking at its protruding stones, grunting angrily. ‘Complaining about me to the dead,’ she thought. But if it gave him comfort, what of it? The ghosts of a thousand years could have no sting left. Maybe they liked being complained to. It was better than nothing. If the dead are not invoked they are deader than dead. A strange thought came to her. Was that why he was born? To be a companion to the forgotten dead? And why was I born? To care for the companion to the forgotten dead? It was no more futile than any other occupation, she thought. For all occupations not geared to immediate need seemed futile to the sister. She had little more than contempt for the busload of mainlanders, gossiping their way to the town shops. Spending their money on foolish dispensibles. Clothes. She had the same coat for thirty years. Her skirts were made by a tailor in the town who also made the rough tweed suits the brother wore. In warm weather she sported a suit of the same material with a pink cotton blouse, her one concession to colour.

         The peel were running hard this year. Prices came down because of the glut, but the full sacks gave her a feeling of accomplishment. The Fish Merchant’s man was waiting at the bus stop near the shop, ready to lift off the bulging sacks. The Fish Merchant himself came out to greet her, rubbing his hands together to control his greed or to clear off the sweat between the two palms or to erase the smell of gutted fish before he took hers. She allowed him this brief familiarity but withdrew her hand from his at the first quick touch. His money will do me. Let him keep his handshaking for others like himself who value money for its own sake, never for the new net it might buy, or the maiden heifer or the sack of flour against the winter’s greed. They began to haggle immediately.

         ‘Can’t sell them. No sale. No sale. Too many altogether,’ he told her.

         ‘You can put them in that big freezing place you have,’ she said, ‘and keep them for the Christmas parties your swanky customers give.’

         ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘The people who buy young salmon are just like you and me. They look for good value.’

         ‘And you’ll give it to them, I suppose,’ she sniffed.

         ‘Who else? Who else?’ He spread his hands wide, showing how vulnerably honest he was.

         I know you, she thought. Full of town cunning. You’d take the eye out of my head and come back for the other one.

         ‘Six shillings a pound,’ she said firmly.

         ‘Six shillings! Six shillings!’ He was shocked at her avarice.

         ‘Thirty pence for a pound. That’s £2.40 for an eight-pounder.’

         ‘Don’t try conning me with that new money. I can multiply with the best of them.’

         He grinned to himself. She looked suspiciously at him. He had a greasy fishmonger’s mind. He caught the look and seized his slight advantage. ‘Why don’t you go and buy yourself a new hat today? Or one of those nice new dresses the ladies all wear now.’

         Is he mocking me? She peered at his two big sleepy grey eyes. New customers were codded into thinking their blankness meant innocence and were afraid to hurt his feelings by watching the scales when he threw the fish in. ‘Lovely day, missus.’ His smile was a lure away from the quick deceiving hands. The smile and the eyes were of heaven. But not the voice, thought the sister. The voice has the gravelly meanness of your soul.

         ‘Three shillings. Fifteen pence. That’s all I can do for you now. Bring them somewhere else if you like.’ He turned his back on her. And she was caught. Filled with an old and terrible humiliation.

         She was a young girl again, sent in to market with the new potatoes, her mother’s bitter warning ringing in her ears. ‘Not a penny less than that, mind. Don’t come back with less.’ It was the year of the war, 1939. The end of the hungry thirties when Dev had tried not to pay the British the land annuities on the repossession of Irish farms and the British put an embargo on Irish cattle. At least the island could use the resources of the river, which was more than the mainlanders could do, but they all suffered the poverty of the time. Nineteen hundred and thirty-nine was the end of everything and the beginning of everything. It was the year her father and eldest brother were drowned.

         At the market there was soft talk and grinning men, hands stretching hungrily for a good bargain. ‘You’re a lovely girsha, God bless you. And are you the only one at home? You should have a pretty dress to wear.’ The market full – sweat, smells, laughing, teasing, arguing. ‘You should have a pretty dress to wear.’ Tinker talk. Was he a tinker? White teeth in a brown face and blue eyes laughing like the river on a sky blue day. ‘New potatoes. New potatoes,’ she called faintly, hoping he wouldn’t hear, hoping he was deaf like her brother. But no. Not deaf and dumb. For then he’d never be able to say nice things to her. ‘You’re a lovely girl.’ All the old women. ‘Ah go on, love. Give us a bargain now. Such a lovely girl you are. Throw in a few for luck. There, good girl. Good girl. God bless you.’ Turning his back on her. Whistling between his teeth, laughing at her clumsy selling, laughing at the way she was cajoled out of her potatoes and paid little more than the price of the seed.

         ‘Why don’t you buy yourself a nice dress? A pretty girl like you should wear pretty clothes.’ Oh the madness of a June day, the last year of the hungry thirties. She took his hand and fell into the clamour of the town. In another world was the quiet island and the threatening river, and the plaintive curlew. But the town received the river. It swallowed up the river, wrapped itself around her, cossetted her with bridges, arched in loveliness. It twisted round her curves, locked her into canals, buried her in slobland. It taunted her with garbage, sent the gulls screaming while they scavenged. It used her and abused her, then turned its back upon her when angry and swollen she beat at its doors.

         It was late that mad June day, when the sister rode out of town on her bicycle, her cheeks the colour of the new pink dress, her eyes blazing with memories of a squandered day, her pockets and baskets empty. Her mouth still tasted the ice cream and the kisses, the kisses and the ice cream, the ginger ale and kisses, the kisses and the ginger ale. Her heart fluttered like a pigeon caught between her ribs. At the pier the brother was waiting anxiously with the boat. He mouthed at her fussily, but she laughed and showed him her new dress. He touched it delightedly, rubbed the material between his fingers, traced with his small finger the pattern of butterflies and flowers, the lace edging on the collar and bodice. He let his breath out in wonder, then counted on his fingers, gesticulating at her to know how much money she had brought home. She shrugged. Ooh. He sucked in his breath and clapped a hand over his mouth. Only then did she understand the calamity. Not once in the whole lovely day had she anticipated her homecoming. Wearily she climbed into the boat and let him drag the bicycle in after her. The tide was ebbing and she let him push the boat by himself, over the mud, until it eased into the water. Mumbling angrily, he took the oars.

         The sister never forgave her mother for the stinging slap on her face and for the name she called her. She forgave her the ranting and wailing and mourning over the wasted day, the baskets of new potatoes gone and nothing to replace them. But she never forgave the slap or the word. She never forgave the priest’s visit and his soft but accusing questioning. And she never forgot the mother’s hard looks at her in the months that followed, or the relief in her eyes when the flesh fell off her and she grew thin. Flat as a board she had remained for the rest of her life. The brother, although he rescued the dress and coaxed her, imploring her with big eyes and hands to wear it for him, could not soften the humiliation. That was the birth of her steel core.

         To the Fish Merchant’s back she said, ‘I’ll take my fish and I’ll empty them into the dock.’ He turned and she deliberately began to drag the first sack along the pavement.

         A boy came up. ‘Sell us a fish, missus?’

         ‘I’ll give you one,’ she said, ‘if you run around town and let everyone know I’m selling salmon at fifty pence apiece.’

         ‘Stop, stop,’ shouted the Fish Merchant. ‘I was only joking. I’ll give you five bob.’ She ignored him. ‘Six. Six. I’ll give you the six.’

         ‘You’re too late,’ she said, ‘you’re too late.’ 

         ‘I’ll have the Guards on you,’ he frothed. ‘It’s not legal.’

         ‘You do that,’ she glared, ‘and you’ll never get another of my salmon.’

         ‘There are others,’ he said. ‘You’re not the only crazy eejit fishing on the river.’

         ‘I know the others,’ she answered. ‘Some nights when the peel are running they’ll be slopping pints in a public house and you’ll be waiting a long time for your silver kings.’

         ‘Isn’t seven enough for you so?’ He was pathetic in defeat.

         But she needed him too. ‘You can afford it,’ she said. ‘And remember not to drive me too hard the next time. I’ll take seven today and we’ll start afresh tomorrow. Or will you want them tomorrow?’

         ‘Bring them in as usual,’ he said sourly, turning away from the blazing eyes. One day, he thought in satisfaction, the old hag will kill herself with work.

         The sister was exhausted. She had come straight in off the river. They had started fishing at four. She smiled grimly. It had been a profitable night. She crossed the street to the bank, ignoring the frantic horns and infuriated drivers. At the bank she stopped for a fraction of a second before hurrying by. She walked past the country shop where they sold boots and thick trousers and check shirts. At Regina’s boutique she stood and gazed in at the mannequins who stared haughtily over her head with their plastic eyes, their nylon hair brightly blonde or seductively red, their slender limbs thrown elegantly forward, their hands curving in a gesture of disdain. A faint smile dimmed the fire in her eyes. A faint hungry tenderness warmed her. She hurried inside. The salesgirls looked at her, sure she would turn around when she realised she was in the wrong shop.

         ‘I want a pink dress,’ she said, ‘with flowers and things on it.’ 

         ‘Is it for yourself?’ one of them asked, coolly surprised.

         ‘Who else?’ she replied. ‘Myself of course. One of those maxis if you please. I don’t hold with people showing off their ugly knees and thighs. And mine,’ she glared defiantly at their exposed legs, ‘are no worse than most.’ That’ll stop their sniggering, she thought.

         ‘Lady Muck come to town,’ muttered one, but the kinder of the two came forward.

         ‘Let me help you.’ The rails of dresses were dazzling.

         ‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ smiled the girl.

         ‘Lovely, lovely, lovely,’ said the sister. ‘Have you e’er a one with butterflies on it?’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said the girl. They searched in vain.

         ‘Butterflies and flowers I want,’ said the sister.

         The girl thought for a moment. ‘Why don’t you buy a butterfly brooch and wear it with a flower dress? Would that do?’

         ‘It’s an idea. You’re a clever one to think it. I’ll take that dress if it’s the right size.’

         ‘Well it’s my size,’ the girl said doubtfully. The sister looked at her round limbs and curving breasts and sighed.

         ‘I used to be that size once, and that shape. And I’d say my size is the same.’

         The girl put the dress into a white bag with the word ‘REGINA’ printed in blue and a silver crown over the ‘R’. At a knick-knack shop the sister bought a plastic butterfly which she placed in the bag with the dress. She had a cup of coffee in the hotel before doing the rest of her shopping and caught the bus home at midday.

         The brother was waiting as usual. His eyes gleamed with excitement when he saw the bag. ‘A new dress I got. For myself.’ He giggled and pointed to himself, shaking his head. He could read her lips but a lot of the time she didn’t bother facing him or was in too much of a hurry. ‘It’s a pink one. And look.’ She brought out the butterfly brooch. He held it in his palm as if it was a real one ready to lift its wings for flight. His eyes grew sad. She knew he was remembering the June day. She gave him a new pipe and some dainty cut tobacco in a box. He pulled at the oars joyously and they turned for the island. Turf smoke was rising from the chimney straight up to the blue sky. The river was like a looking glass, cut easily by oars. The island was an emerald rising from its blue setting. The brother was making his happy noise sounds. His singing. On the upland fields the sheep were scattered like white beetles. In the meadow the grass was almost seeding.

         The sister knew only the one kind of defeat and that had nothing to do with ideas. If she was a country woman conquered by town, she did not know it. If she was provincial conquered by Dublin she did not know that either. If she was old Gael defeated by foreign money and foreign customs she knew nothing at all of that. Defeat was ill health, hunger, the loss of the island, death. Yet she had smelled defeat at the turn of the Fish Merchant’s back. The pink dress was not now a rent flag thrown on a burial mound. It was a song of triumph, a declaration of peace. ‘I’ll wear it to Mass on Sunday,’ she said. ‘And I’ll pray for Ma’s soul.’

         Forgiveness was a sweetness that smoothed out lines and quenched burning looks. It eased her drying bones and lifted the corners of her mouth.
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