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PART ONE


WATERSHED







The judgement of God sent the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson, that calamity must not be too much mitigated. The real evil with which we have to contend is not the physical evil of the Famine, but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and turbulent character of the people.


–Sir Charles Trevelyan, civil servant responsible for the administration of relief during the Great Famine (1845-49)

























CHAPTER 1







By the side of the cottage’s western wall is a long, newly-made grave; and near the hole that serves as a doorway is the last resting-place of two or three children; in fact, this hut is surrounded by a rampart of human bones, which have accumulated to such a height that the threshold, which was originally on a level with the ground, is now two feet beneath it. In this horrible den, in the midst of a mass of human putrefaction, six individuals, males and females, labouring under most malignant fever, were huddled together, as closely as were the dead in the graves around.


–The Illustrated London News, 13 February 1847


An inquest was held by Dr Sweetman on three bodies. The first was that of two young children whose mother had already died of starvation. Their father’s death became known only when the two children toddled into the village of Schull. They were crying of hunger and complaining that their father would not speak to them for four days; they told how he was ‘as cold as a flagstone’. The other bodies on which an inquest was held were of a mother and child who had died of starvation. The remains had been gnawed by rats.


–Official report from County Cork, 1847








 


AUGUST 1848


He had encountered the smell many times during his sixteen years. It was one with which his kind had a casual familiarity, living off the land as they did. Their closeness to the earth’s coarse and cold-blooded ways had hardened them to some degree to dismiss such unpleasantries with a wrinkle of the nose and a fleeting frown before moving on. But the boy had never grown used to it, not like the others.


The smell was usually chanced upon in the woods or among the knee-high reeds that grew in wetlands, or in this case in the blossoming heather that dressed and scented the mountainside. If ever one took the trouble to investigate, which wasn’t often, the reward for one’s efforts was to tumble upon some small animal, usually a rabbit or a hare savaged without quarter by a fox or an eagle, its twitching remains then discarded to the mercies of the elements and the maggots. Occasionally the animal was larger, a mountain goat perhaps, although it was years since he’d seen one of those.


A subtle awareness came to him that the smell was somehow different to those he’d encountered before and, although he railed against the notion, he knew his curiosity would inevitably draw him towards its source. He tentatively rounded the small bump that rose from the slope of the mountain and stopped. A barely heard mewl escaped his lips; otherwise he was silent. He just stared.


The youth, by the standards of his peers and elders almost a man, now felt like a small child lost to its mother far from the hearth. The things before him could do him no harm and yet his fear was palpable because somewhere in his jumbling thoughts he could imagine himself coming to a similar end.


He had seen the dead before, of course; by now every Irish man, woman and child surely had witnessed the empty stare of the lifeless, for in some parts of County Mayo they seemed to outnumber the living. Each day or night brought the sound of a keening hag from a hillside or a village, keening that had echoed throughout his own home, and more than once. But death more often now did not involve the normal ritual of wake and funeral. Many had seen the fallen forms of their countrymen and women in the ditches or simply draped across the boreens, left to rot, their sunken eyes pretending to watch one’s approach. Yet his previous experience of the dead had done little to steel him for this sight.


She was perhaps eighteen, not so many years his elder, although it was difficult to tell precisely, but the long black hair that in life would have almost reached her waist suggested a younger woman. God alone knew how long she’d lain here in the heather and the bog water. Her eyes were gone, pecked out by birds, and the obscene hollows in her face held his own gaze transfixed. The condition of her remains was, no doubt, due in part to the elements, but her demise was clearly the result of abject starvation. This had rendered her flesh so thin that it seemed draped on her bones the way a cloth assumes the shape of an object over which it is spread. Her very skeletal structure was defined – cheeks, jaw, ribs, shins. The fine muslin of skin was the colour of a mountain boulder and in places broken, or patchy, revealing dark red matter below. She was clothed in blackened rags that had once purported to be a dress of coarse, dyed wool, but was never more than a peasant’s covering for decency’s sake. Even that decency had now been shed as the gaping holes in the garment exposed her bare, decaying thighs.


But by far the most afflicting aspect of the scene was the child, no more than a withered bag of black wrinkled sacking, its shape barely defining it as human, its tiny form prostrate across its mother’s sagging belly, so recently alive with the promise of new life. The black leathery lips of the baby lay an inch from the shrivelled pouch of its mother’s breast, seeking nourishment that had never come. He couldn’t help but wonder which of them had perished first. He hoped, he prayed to God above that it was the child. The image of the mother dead and the screaming child suckling on her cold and lifeless breast was impossible to bear.


Owen Joyce knew his mind was clinging to reason by a thread and he felt his knees weaken. His thoughts flashed to Sally, his younger sister. He’d often sat by his mother’s side as she had held his sister to her breast and watched with fascination as thread-like jets of mother’s milk had shot out and splashed Sally’s face as she blindly sought to suckle. Sally would gurgle and he would look on in wonder, once squeezing his own nipple to soreness as he tried to create a flow of milk, much to the hilarity of the others.


His mother. Dead now. Like this young mother before him. He finally closed his eyes, swaying on his feet, trying to order his thoughts. Sally. She was why he was here, he remembered, and in the blackness behind his eyelids he saw her, now eleven years old, lying skeletal and incoherent on the straw by the hearth.


He had to find food for her – so he had sworn to his father not an hour ago. His brother, Thomas, had scoffed and been silenced by his father’s glare. But he had set out nonetheless, kissing his sister on her sunken cheek and pushing through the door into the autumn sunlight. And his undertaking had led him here, to a tableau of death at its most execrable. But he needed to hasten to the lough. Sally was alive, this woman and her child were dead. In a year the bog would have consumed them, dust to dust. He turned away and looked at the slope of the hill sweeping down to Tawnyard Lough and Derrintin Lough beyond it. That was his destination. Yet his feet would not obey him. He looked over his shoulder at the girl and child. The truth of it was that he could not leave them here, exposed and naked to the rages of nature without even a holy word to mark their passing. He uttered a miserable sob.


Owen looked around. A few yards beyond the bodies lay a gash in the landscape, a bog hole. It measured maybe four feet long, less than an arm’s length across, and sank no deeper than a man’s thigh. He could see his own gaunt reflection in the mirror-still pool of water at the bottom.


He returned to the bodies and knelt. There was little strength in his limbs, but he suspected the remains had been reduced to near-weightlessness. Wrestling with nausea, he began to lift them both as one. One of the girl’s arms, like a bone wrapped in paper, fell limply on the heather. Her head lolled backwards as he rose and the movement brought what sounded like a sigh from her open mouth, the lifeless breath so rancid it was beyond comprehension. He yelped and stumbled forward, conscious of the movement of her bones beneath the coarse clothing, his revulsion causing him almost to throw the girl’s body into the hole. With an effort of will he pulled stems of heather from the bog and piled the bushy growth over the bodies until they were out of sight. It was a travesty of a burial, he knew, but the best he could fashion. He tried to recall the words he’d heard the priest utter when he’d served as an altar boy, and began to mouth the incantation through the splutters of his sobs.


‘Requiem æternam dona eis Domine. Et lux…et lux…,’ he whispered, but his brain refused to offer up more words and he quickly skipped to the end. ‘Requiescat in pace. Amen.’ He blessed himself. The dead had been cared for as best he could manage; now it was the turn of the living.


Not far below he could distinguish the narrow boreen that skirted Tawnyard Hill. As he neared it he glanced over his shoulder and took in the collection of crudely assembled homes that pimpled the mountain’s face. Among the highest was his own, where his father now wept as he watched the light fade from his only surviving daughter’s eyes. Smoke rose from the hole punched in the rough thatch of heather twigs. None of the other dwellings showed any sign of life. The homes of unworked stone or rough-hewn lumps of turf were mostly empty shells now, the former inhabitants the victims of starvation or violent eviction.


He reached the lowland of the valley and looked out across the fields where the cottage, the place of his birth, had once nestled by the Owenduff River, before they’d been forced to depart to the near-barren higher ground. The original cottage had two rooms, a luxury unheard of, and a window! How bleak a place the world had become since those distant days, he thought, as he felt a shift of wind and stab of pain within his hollow gut.


He began to steer a path around Tawnyard Lough. A mile in length from west to east and once teeming with fish – he had a clear memory as a small boy of spotting an immense brown trout not a few feet from the shore, so close he could almost reach in and scoop it out with his bare hand. His father had taught him how to fish and he had taken to it effortlessly. He’d brought home fat, ambrosial trout occasionally, welcome company for the incessant lumper potato, or sometimes an eel or a coarse, oily fish, unpleasant yet eagerly devoured by all. Thomas, at eighteen his elder brother by two years, would on occasion look with some resentment at the food Owen brought to the table. Within a week Thomas would hunt down a rabbit and exchange it for the family’s adulation, a glint of triumph in his eyes, his status as the first-born restored. Thomas was good at poaching rabbits and hares, even now when they’d almost disappeared. When they’d played together as children, he could always approach Owen from behind and leap on him, forcing him to the ground where they would laugh and roll in the dust. His brother had always been good at sneaking up on him.


Once, though, for his trouble, Thomas had earned a musket ball through his leg, luckily in the fleshy part below his arse – in one side and straight out the other, fired by the gamekeeper, Geraghty, a brute of a Galwayman in the employ of the land agent, Harris. Fortunately, Thomas had managed to flee unrecognised. After he’d fallen through the doorway in blood-soaked britches, been stripped of them and had the ragged hole in his leg scoured and bandaged, their mother had forbidden the two of them to poach game on land or water. The musket ball might just have easily have gone through his head. Owen, then aged ten, had asked his father why a man such as Harris or the landlord who paid him, Lord Lucan, would deny them the meagre extra bite of wild meat or fish when they themselves already possessed wealth beyond Owen’s imagination. His father had sighed and looked into the orange flames dancing in the ingle. ‘Because, Owen, to the likes of them, we’re little more than wild meat ourselves.’ He hadn’t understood, and when he began to press, his mother had shushed him and ushered him to the straw bed across the smoky room. He had lain there alongside Thomas, Bridget and Sally and stared across the gloom at his silent mother and father, the flickering light betraying the fear on their features. In that moment he had a foreboding that some repugnant shadow would soon engulf them.


Owen rounded the sharp, easterly point of Tawnyard Lough, now all but barren of fish, its cold, deep waters exhausted of life by the numberless starving who had plucked its fruits so abundantly that no seed remained to replenish it. The tiny Derrintin Lough beyond it offered more hope, its relative remoteness from the roads a disincentive to the weak. Despite this, even its waters had been fished near to futility. Yet he had hope.


He reached the Owenduff River, which laboured to drain the two loughs of their water against the constant replenishment of the West of Ireland’s rains. He waded in, the water shallow in late August but the cold still biting through his britches. His balls and pócar (his ‘poker’, as Thomas called it) shrivelled to aching tightness as the leathery soles of his feet carried him across the stony riverbed. He clambered out on the bank and rested a moment, allowing himself to be soothed by the whispers of the lazy waters.


He looked again along the valley where his home had once stood. The land hadn’t always been in the ownership of Lord Lucan. He’d acquired it from another of his peers, Lord Faulks, Earl of Somethingshire in England, he couldn’t recall exactly. A place of plenty, he imagined, where people dwelled in splendid homes of granite and glass, where the wood of the tables couldn’t be seen for the abundance of food. At least that was the picture his father and Thomas had painted for him in recent times, their visions inspired by burgeoning bitterness.


Lord Faulks hadn’t been the worst, although word had it the nobleman had never set foot in Ireland, inheriting the estate of two thousand acres from his father. It was a small estate by the standards of many of his kind. Lord Lucan had sixty thousand acres, it was rumoured. Faulks, a young man of education, was said to have been more interested in botany or biology or one of the new fields of science that were now the subject of much study in England. Life as a tenant of his had been no fairytale, but his rents were fair and any improvements  to a tenant’s lot brought about by his own efforts remained his own property. They had ten acres then, sufficient to exist beyond subsistence. After rent obligations had been fulfilled and mouths fed, the surplus lumpers could be sold for grain or even to buy a chicken or a pig. They’d had five or six chickens running about the house at one time, he remembered, although the taste of an egg was by now lost to his memory. Then Faulks decided to sell and Lord Lucan had emerged as the buyer. They were exchanging one preposterously moneyed lord for another. Unlikely ever to set eyes on him either. Their just-bearable lives would progress unperturbed, no better, no worse.


Then Harris had arrived, Lucan’s land agent and the estate’s overseer. Most of Lucan’s vast holdings at that time were in the north of Mayo, around Castlebar. When the tenants met in the secret hollows of the mountain to sip their poteen, words were uttered of Lucan’s ruthlessness. Around Castlebar they called him ‘The Exterminator’. He’d put thousands on the roadside, left them to rot without batting an eyelid. Likely he would do the same here. The men shivered as they pulled their coats against the wind – and the fear that the whispers about Lucan spoke the truth.


At that time over twenty homes stood in the valley. All gone now, no sign even of a single stone atop another to mark the fact that people had once lived here: farmers had toiled, children had run about, families had eaten, songs were occasionally sung. Then the eviction crews had come, constables accompanied by hired thugs, bringing their machines of destruction, descending on the people, burning the thatch from over their heads, levelling the walls to the sound of screaming women and crying children, impotent looks on the faces of the men, shamed before their womenfolk.


They’d all been given a choice. They could each have plots on the mountainside, four acres apiece, rent the same as they currently paid for ten of fertile land. Or else they could have nothing. Some chose the latter, especially those with many mouths to feed. Four acres of soggy turf couldn’t grow food for ten people. They’d taken the boat to faraway places, America mostly. God alone knows what became of them. A handful of the farmers had elected to stay, too long a part of the place to imagine a life beyond. Since then their four acres had become three, then two, as Lucan sought to subdivide the holdings, increase his tenantry and still extort his rents. A single Scot, Buchanan by name, was leased the land where twenty families once lived. Then the land was given over to pasture; it was more profitable.


Rested, Owen shook the memory away and moved on. He soon reached Derrintin Lough, two jagged-edged ponds of water joined in the middle by a narrow channel, near the centre of which sat a tiny elongated island, which was more a lump of rock with a dusting of earth and a canopy of stunted trees and shrubs. The tiredness in his legs gave him pause as he looked into the peaty brown water. His limbs had been feeding upon themselves for months now, their fat burned away, languid muscle over bone all that remained. A frog croaked, masquerading somewhere nearby as grass or moss. He looked about, seized a stick and studied the reedy grass. It sat immobile, barely visible against the lush growth, alert for predators. A hind leg moved almost imperceptibly, ready to spring. The rotting stick came down on its head even as it rose into the air towards the water and it fell twitching onto the ground. He sank to his knees, grabbed it by the hind legs and held it up before his eyes. A tiny nodule of blood clung to the creature’s shattered head. He shoved in into his mouth whole, bit, crunched, closed his eyes. No taste, just texture, liquid and solid, sinew and slime. It filled his mouth, spilled from his lips. He pawed at his jaw to shove the escaping tissue back in. A lump went down his throat, painfully, as his gullet had narrowed through lack of use, and he coughed, scrambling forward to the water on his knees. Cupped hands impulsively splashed the water towards his mouth, dousing the sudden awareness of his own revulsion. He hunkered back, panting and staring into space as his stomach got to work consuming the unfamiliar meat.


It was only fifty feet, maybe less, to the island. As a boy he could have swum there and back ten times over. Not now. But to fish from the shore would prove worthless and dangerous as fishing and hunting on Lucan’s property was strictly forbidden. Nearby, a large lump of driftwood knocked gently against a boulder. He looked about for other people but the landscape was devoid of human life. He pulled the small pouch of rabbit hide from his pocket and tied it around his neck, stripped naked and threw his threadbare shirt, jacket and pants away towards drier ground. He pushed the log out with his toe and plunged into the water. He gasped and spluttered, clinging to the log with a stick-like arm, his nerves rebelling against the outrageous cold. He had to get moving, warm himself from the inside out. His free arm reached and pulled, reached and pulled, his legs kicking, propelling him sluggishly outward. It took him ten minutes. He scrambled up and beat his arms about him in the warm August sun, then hurried through the trees and the shrubs towards the eastern tip of the islet.


Owen emerged and looked into the black depths of the water. For months in this spot he’d baited the fish, a trick his father had taught him: maggots were frequently cast into this dark pool at the isle’s tip, giving the fish a taste for them, drawing them to the spot. He retrieved the long straight wooden pole he’d secreted behind a rock. It was wrapped about with his mother’s strongest thread; a bent pin was his hook. From the pouch around his neck, he spilled a handful of maggots. As he busied himself with the line he imagined his family back in their tiny cottage, his father, brother, sister, the only ones left now, probably cursing that he hadn’t returned with food. In so many ways he felt he’d been a disappointment to his father. Couldn’t dig a potato pit for all his worth. Cut the turf too thickly. Thatching not tight enough. Too weak to lift a rock. Run home to your mother. Hide your face inside a book. It’s all you’re good for.


His father had never said any of these things to him but Owen could hear him saying the words behind his furrowed brow. And then his father would turn to Thomas. Give your brother a hand, Thomas, he would say. Thomas wearing a crooked grin as he sauntered across the hillside. ‘Made an arse of it again, spalpeen?’ And he would ruffle his younger brother’s hair, Owen shrugging him off. Yet he loved Thomas deeply.


He set aside the plumpest half-dozen maggots and cast the rest into the water, watching as they twirled and faded one after another into the darkness, then skewered one of the others on to the hook and exhaled some warm breath on the tiny doomed thing. It immediately began to wriggle furiously, as though brought to life again by his breath. He quickly cast the line while the maggot convulsed; its death dance would hopefully prove irresistible to the prey. He sat and studied the water, his naked legs dangling over the edge of the rock, and prayed that God would look kindly on his endeavour.
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Until the moment when Owen’s mother, Honor, died early in ’46, he’d never seen his father weep. Weakened by childbirth and hunger, Honor faded before their eyes into a tattered rag. Patrick, the infant, had somehow survived, but only briefly. Barely nine weeks passed before they had laid him too in the earth, his father questioning God’s reasoning for bringing the child into being at all.


But their father had eschewed bitterness, remained stoical. He refused to entertain any rebellious inclination towards their British rulers or resentment at their landlord or his minions. It was the early days of the famine then and many persevered in the hope that the next potato crop would bring an end to their misery. Battling with his pride, he reluctantly accepted so-called ‘outdoor relief’, nourishment provided mostly by the Quakers in the form of soup kitchens. Then the Poor Law known as the ‘Gregory Clause’ (the ‘Gregory Curse’ to the peasantry) had dictated that this relief would be denied to any cottier holding more than a quarter of an acre of land. The Government had effectively given them a choice: give up your land or starve. It was believed far and wide that this clause was simply a means of facilitating the eviction of tenants so landlords could grow more profitable cash crops or turn land to pasture. Michael Joyce refused to surrender his land, clinging to the hope that they would turn a corner. And despite their misery he had resisted recourse to hatred. The British hadn’t brought the potato blight. Some malevolent twist of nature had thrust it upon their heads. And their treatment at the hands of the landlords was simply the lot of their kind the world over. Thomas became increasingly deaf to his father’s pronouncements. And the truth was that Owen couldn’t suppress his own resentment at their predicament.


Then his sister Bridget had taken ill the previous September, in the third year of the blight. The fever. Typhus, they called it. Too weak to do battle with the sickness, she had lain on the straw, by turns wailing in a tortured screech, shivering, sweating, shielding her eyes from the dim light. Each of them had cried at her side as they had listened and clasped her hand. Thomas had become enraged and dared to charge his father with finding some help. But his father hadn’t rebuked him or struck him, he’d simply stared back across the smoky space for some minutes before departing into the fading evening light.


He returned some hours later and, with unmasked impertinence, Thomas asked where the hell he’d been. His father struck him with the back of his hand and then immediately sought to comfort his eldest born, a gesture shunned by Thomas.


Owen knelt over Bridget’s prone form and spoke through tears. ‘She’s weak, Father. The pox has spread everywhere. Look at her legs. And she can’t breathe.’


Michael Joyce stared at them and spoke with rage bitten down in his words. ‘I went to see Harris, to plead for help. When he learned that Bridget had the fever he drew a pistol and threatened me. Geraghty escorted me beyond the gates. He told me not to return. And he said to make sure “I burned the bitch’s body.”’


A snarl forming on Thomas’s face withered before it could rise, as Owen, conscious of a stirring in his sister’s body, uttered her name aloud. Bridget whimpered and turned her head. She opened her eyes and smiled at Owen, then drew another tortured breath, the last of her twelve years of life.


The two boys sensed a shift within their father, deprived now of his wife, his infant son and his eldest daughter, a re-ordering of the rules that defined his world. He would mumble to himself that God had tested his faith beyond endurance. In those lightless days after they laid Bridget into the earth, it seemed that in his father’s mind a more basic law superseded even those of God, that of survival.


It was October and winter was approaching. Once again the blight had turned their crop of potatoes to a fetid mush and the unfamiliar turnips had been ignorantly sown, their yield a fraction of that expected. Their meagre rations would hold out a month if they were lucky. Owen had been fishing from that same favourite spot in Derrintin Lough when his father had appeared from nowhere, a hundred yards away on the northern shore. He’d been on the point of calling out, but something checked him. Owen recognised that, like a timorous animal, his father was skulking. Crouching and watching, he saw Michael Joyce pull an object from beneath his jacket, grip it with both hands, pivot and swing, sending whatever it was twirling skyward, defining an arc towards the lough’s glassy surface, the crisp hiss of the splashing water reaching his ears a moment after the event, the object lost to man’s knowledge in the inky blackness of the lough.


His father fell to his knees as he pulled off his coarse woollen jacket and plunged it into the water, then his shirt, every action punctuated by a glance over his shoulder. He washed his face and splashed water on his bony chest. Owen puzzled most at the washing of his hands. If he did it once he did it six times, each time studying his palms as though for some unyielding stain. His father finally wrapped his face in his palms and across the stillness of the water, Owen shivered as the sound of sobbing reached him. He knew then that whatever malign stain troubled his father, it was not to be found on his hands.


For days after, his father was withdrawn, residing in some dark recess of human existence. And unexpectedly there was meat on the table. Boiled in the pot, a thin, flavourless broth, but greeted with jubilance. The broth was produced first on the very evening that Owen had seen him by the lough. He’d been to Drummin, he’d said, three miles to the north, a fair hike on matchstick legs and a hollow stomach. He’d bartered some venison from a traveller in exchange for an old ring. Owen thought better of questioning the implausibility of this. It seemed inconsequential when set next to the feeling of food in one’s belly. Michael Joyce warned them that the subject of the meat was not to be discussed with their neighbours; desperate people, he’d muttered, were capable of anything, violence even. Owen remembered his father’s eyes seeking those of Thomas as he said this, the pair sharing a brief conspiracy of thought.


A local found the gamekeeper Geraghty a week later, his body dumped beneath Tullynafola Bridge over the Glenlaur River, not a mile away. Word was about the hillside that Harris’s lackey had been beaten to death with his own musket.


Four constables turned up the next day in their flat caps and dark green uniforms. The landowners harboured fears of a surge in agrarian attacks and the return of the scourge of the Ribbonmen. The Irish Constabulary had been charged with ferreting out any so-called secret agrarian societies and stringing them from on high as an example. The policemen dismounted as Michael Joyce met their eyes, then answered their questions. They searched their home, Sally looking up at them with vacant eyes as the men overturned the family’s meagre possessions and held lanterns into every crevice. Michael Joyce stood stock-still and watched. The boys waited outside. The constables had been looking for the musket, Owen learned later. Find it and they find their man. But their search proved fruitless and they moved on to the next dwelling along the hill.


They subsequently learned from neighbours that the constabulary believed Geraghty had stumbled upon a poacher, had fired and missed, and the murderer had overcome him before he could reload. The attack had been frenzied. Some said Harris’s gamekeeper had been struck twenty times. An unhinged mind moved among their community. A lunatic. A savage.


The subject of Geraghty was never spoken of again. To the land agent, Harris, his gamekeeper’s death had been an inconvenience, nothing more. An Englishman, Burrell, had taken Geraghty’s place. No one was arrested, although the constabulary did question a man by the name of Pádraig Walsh from up the valley, a suspected Ribbonmen sympathiser. But he had an alibi and no other evidence had revealed itself.


It had been a bitterly cold winter, but somehow they’d all survived. It was during this baleful period, a week shy of Christmas, that a pair of kindly Quakers appeared at their door on horseback. Owen had heard that the Quakers and others like them were often willing to provide food to the hungry for the price of their religious beliefs – to fill their bellies they must first empty their hearts of the Catholic faith and embrace Protestantism. The priest, Fr Lally, had recently warned them to resist all such temptation; it was better in the eyes of God to endure the pangs of hunger than to renounce one’s faith for a bowl of soup. When the priest departed, his father spat on the floor behind the clergyman, to Owen’s shock.


Yet these two Quakers made no such demands. They urged Michael Joyce to hasten to Westport workhouse or his children would surely perish. He responded that he would rather see them perish than watch their last grain of dignity stolen in such a place, begging for scraps of mercy thrown on the ground by an institution of the British Crown. The two Quakers shook their heads and handed his father a small sack of oats, not charity of the British Crown they hastened to mention, but a gift from their society on the occasion of their mutual Saviour’s birth. Michael Joyce had looked at Thomas, Owen and Sally, standing shivering outside their dwelling in the crisp December air, then nodded and gratefully accepted the oats.


As the months had passed his father became more and more withdrawn. Their financial debt to Harris had long since passed beyond their means ever to repay it. This year’s payment was almost due and there was no potato crop to meet it, let alone to feed them. Bridget’s death had finally broken his father. Whatever last sparks of forbearance and restraint he had within him had been stamped out. His bitterness smothered his grief. The English race were bastards all, rich and poor alike, commoner and king. The Irish, their subjects, were mere chaff in their realm. Each day tons of grain were transported from Ireland’s shores while her people starved or were driven onto emigrant ships. As Ireland’s people had known for centuries, Michael Joyce spouted, the English only understood one language when it came to Ireland, that of the pike and the sword and the pistol. And Thomas had listened with eager ears as each spit of venom had spewed from his father’s lips. Owen had felt only fear.


When Geraghty had died, Owen’s fears seemed to be realised. Michael Joyce’s vitriol had finally taken form. From the moment Owen learned of the manner of the man’s death, he suspected that what he’d witnessed that day at the lough was his father disposing of the murder weapon – and a new sense of dread overtook him. His father, and by association his family, had crossed a line – on one side of which they were victims, on the other transgressors, sinners, murderers even. As he recalled the twirling musket fracture the glazed serenity of the lough’s surface, his own innocence was shattered. The water had settled and regained its placid form, but he feared the disquiet in his own heart would ripple on to the end of his days.
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The water rippled again now and he awoke from his reverie. The air had chilled and the sun was low in the valley behind him. The fishing line twitched and darted to and fro. He played out some slack and allowed the fish a momentary illusion of freedom before he began to ease the creature towards the surface. Gently he gathered the line, looping it about his hand until finally he caught sight of the fish’s frenetic struggling. As it broke the surface he heaved upwards. The fish arced through the air and landed, flapping, a few feet away on a boulder. He’d landed a bream, barely a pound in weight. He quickly unhooked the line, re-baited it and cast, hopeful the fish had been one of a school. The sun was dipping and he still had to make his way back up the hillside, but one fish would not suffice.


An hour later and twilight had coloured the valley red. He had just crossed the boreen with his paltry catch of the bream and a small, glistening eel concealed under his jacket, when the distant sound of a scream pricked his ears. His gaze was drawn to the sight, up the valley, of black smoke creeping skywards and lingering in a brooding cloud. He understood immediately what it meant. Evictions. Harris, Burrell and their men were throwing the cottiers onto the mercies of the world. He was pondering with dread how many weeks it might be before they themselves were evicted when a voice startled him.


‘Please sir. Please, in the name o’ God help me.’


The frail female voice froze him to the spot. His first fleeting thought was that no one had ever addressed him as ‘sir’ before. He looked back to the track where a woman had risen from behind a rock. For a moment he believed God or Satan had again given life to the pitiful wretch he’d buried on the hillside earlier that day and felt a trickle of piss gliding down the inside of his leg. She was about thirty and wore the familiar mask of the wasted, along with a black scarf and a ragged dress of dark blue. In her bare arms she clutched a child of maybe six. The woman moved towards him with a pitiful gait, each step steeped in pain. He stood still.


‘They’ve thrun us out…everyone…me home. This little one is all I have left. Me babies are dead. Me husband, he went te England te work. Please have mercy,’ she wept.


‘I can’t help you, I’ve nothing.’


‘Please, sir, please, I beg ye. Tim went te England. Their harvest is near done now. He’ll be home with money and I’ll repay any kindness.’


‘I haven’t anything.’ He turned to leave.


The woman’s wail pitched higher, panic hastening her words. ‘Please, if we can only get te Westport. He’ll come. She’ll die soon if I don’t feed her. Me name is Maebh Connor. Maebh Connor. From Glenummera, up yonder. Maebh Connor.’


Owen tried to compel himself to flee but couldn’t manage it.


‘Maebh Connor,’ she whispered again, her voice losing hope. She sank to her knees and with horror he believed she was about to grovel for his charity, but instead she simply sat back on her heels and rested her head against her daughter’s.


Owen realised he could hear his own breathing. He glanced over his shoulder up towards his home and then pulled the tiny eel from its hiding place.


‘This is all I have.’


She looked up at the proffered food, reached out and snatched it. Owen watched as she bit directly into the raw flesh. She chewed and spat the mush into her hand, then began to push the half-chewed fish between the child’s lips. The girl moaned and coughed, parted her lips and allowed her mother press the morsels onto her tongue.


‘I have to go.’


He turned away and set off up the hill as quickly as his bony legs would permit. He thought he heard the woman call something out to him, but it was carried away on the cool evening breeze that accompanied him up the hillside.
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As he approached the cottage through the deepening gloom, he could spy the flickering of a candle between the cracks in the half-rotted wooden door. With pride, he pulled the fish from beneath his jacket and held it aloft as he stepped through.


Thomas sat by the far wall, Sally cradled in his arms. His father sat on their sole three-legged stool, staring blankly into the empty hearth. Owen felt an instant chill as he stepped into the space, his arm slowly drooping as though the weight of the fish was too much to bear.


‘She’s gone,’ Thomas said.


‘But I’ve brought food,’ Owen said pathetically, as if that could right anything. His father never stirred.


‘She died an hour ago.’ Thomas hugged his sister tighter as though afraid someone would steal her from him.


The string slipped unknowingly through Owen’s fingers, the fish making a slapping sound against the hardened earth of the floor.


Thomas sniffed, stroking Sally’s matted hair. ‘You should have been here.’


‘I went to get food.’


Thomas looked up and Owen saw rage in his brother’s eyes. ‘She liked you the best. And ye ran away.’


Owen fell to his knees and reached out to touch his dead sister. ‘I went to find food,’ he pleaded, tears spilling freely down his face.


‘Ye left her dyin’ te us,’ his brother muttered bitterly.


‘I didn’t. I–’


‘No food could have saved her. Ye knew she’d be dead when ye came back.’


‘Why are you saying that? I wouldn’t have gone if–’


‘She was callin’ for ye.’


Owen wept bitterly. ‘Sally…’


Michael Joyce spoke then without turning his head or raising his eyes. He continued to stare into the blackened ashes of the hearth.


‘We’ll bury her in the morning,’ he said.



















CHAPTER 2







Achill Island is a treeless place. There are mountains beyond mountains lying against the sky, heather clad or mossgrown; there are small lakes lying at the foot of mountains or between mountains; there are dreary expanses of bog stretching for miles on each side of the road between us and the mountains, and rising out of the bog are wee bits of fields and most horrible habitations.


–The Letters of ‘Norah’ on Her Tour Through Ireland, Margaret McDougall, 1882


I may mention that Mr Boycott is a Norfolk man, the son of a clergyman, and was formerly an officer in the 39th Regiment. On his marriage he settled on the Island of Achill, and farmed there until he was offered some land agencies. After some twenty years’ residence in Achill, he elected to take a farm on the mainland.


–Bernard H Becker, special correspondent of The Daily News, October 1880








 


APRIL 1856


Captain Charles Cunningham Boycott dismounted his bay thoroughbred and landed on the Achill earth with a jubilant bounce, turning to observe as his brother, Arthur, galloped to a sliding stop ten yards away.


‘Major Boycott, I believe I was twelve the last time you defeated me,’ he laughed, face bright with the flush of victory.


Arthur, effulgent in his uniform of scarlet tails adorned with golden epaulets, shared the lightness of the moment and chuckled as he dismounted.


‘You truly are a scoundrel, Charles. You knew full well when you challenged me that my Hanoverian was no match for your beast. This is an army horse, not a racehorse.’


Annie Boycott watched from the window as her husband Charles, Arthur’s younger brother by two years, became incensed, the grin rushing from his face, shoulders sitting back as though an affront had been done to him. In the two years since their marriage she’d witnessed his abrupt mood swings and bouts of temper only too often.


‘Are you suggesting I cheated?’


Annie was pleased to observe that Arthur’s ebullient good humour doused the spark of Charles’s emotion, as he slapped him on the shoulder and bellowed a hearty laugh.


‘Charles, you really do take these things too seriously.’


A young stable hand approached and loitered, his cap clutched in front of his waist, eyes to the ground, clothing threadbare and filthy. Eventually Charles became aware of his presence and handed him the reins, barking something at the youth that was unintelligible to Annie, although she did notice a grimace flit across Arthur’s face. They turned and approached the house and, anxious not to be observed peeking, Annie retreated, as quickly as her heavily pregnant form would permit, towards an armchair. She gathered her crochet things and looked up in feigned surprise as they entered the room.


‘Annie!’ Arthur roared, never a man to observe strict formalities. He held his arms wide as he strode across the room, Annie requiring both hands to push herself up as she rose to greet him. Her brother-in-law was a broad-shouldered, tall man, quite unlike her husband, yet his embrace was gentle and considerate of her condition. She laughed at his jollity and the refreshing air of honesty with which he could fill a room. She had been so looking forward to his visit. Even the limited social contact she’d had on Achill had been curtailed as her pregnancy advanced, and the brightness of Arthur’s character would provide a pleasant contrast to Charles’s reserve.


‘My, oh my, Arthur. A major, no less.’


‘Oh never mind me, look at you! As beautiful as ever you were. I believe that the Atlantic air has made you sixteen again.’


Annie sat, blushing despite herself. ‘Sixteen indeed. More like a basking shark.’


Charles tapped his cane against the floor. ‘Enough of this nonsense, Arthur. You and your smooth tongue. It caused you no end of trouble with Father.’


‘I know it only too well, Charles.’


Charles yanked the cord to summon the housemaid, Deirdre, who appeared promptly.


‘Bring tea for Mrs Boycott and a decanter of brandy, girl.’


Deirdre curtsied and fled without a word, and Arthur raised his eyebrows at the sharpness in his brother’s voice. Annie dropped her gaze from his and pretended to straighten the folds of her dress over her knee.


Both men took armchairs, Charles sitting forward, his cane clutched upright between his feet. His face was suddenly alive with anticipation.


‘So, Arthur. How was it? The Crimea, I mean?’


Arthur’s boyish grin vanished. ‘Really Charles, I don’t wish to be rude, but if you don’t mind I’d rather not discuss the war. Perhaps another time.’


Charles looked at Annie in search of support for his mild indignation but she quickly turned away and regarded Arthur from the edge of her vision. She was aware that twenty thousand young British men had perished in that terrible war, many through tactical blundering. She rushed to move the conversation along.


‘How is Emily? She must be a young lady by now?’ Annie asked of the men’s sister.


Arthur’s smile returned. ‘Sixteen and very pretty. Quite the book reader. I believe she wishes to pursue a profession.’


‘How wonderful.’


‘Absolute rot. Father would have no time with such nonsense. I hope you’ve done your level best to dissuade her, Arthur.’


‘Charles. I’ve been away for two years. And Father has gone to his heavenly reward. So I’m afraid if Emily, or William or Frances for that matter, decide on a thing there’s little to be done. Anyway, it’s not so rare these days, women taking a profession.’


Charles grunted dismissively. ‘Where is that maid?’


‘I’m afraid Charles doesn’t like change. He believes in “the constancy of order”, as he calls it,’ Annie remarked.


‘And I’m right!’


A gentle rapping on the door preceded Deirdre’s entry. After a sharp reprimand from Charles for her slowness, she skittered away, tears near to the surface. Annie closed her eyes, fearful they would lose Deirdre, not least because she might need the girl’s help as the day of the child’s birth drew near, but also because they’d gone through four maids since their marriage.


‘Do you know, Annie, I still cannot quite believe that my scoundrel of a brother persuaded a girl of your beauty to marry him. How on earth did he accomplish it?’ Arthur said, handing Annie a cup of tea.


Annie laughed unconvincingly and dropped her gaze. She’d had occasion herself to wonder how he’d accomplished it. The truth of it was that while she had found some degree of contentment in her marriage, it was far from the fulfilling relationship of which she’d dreamt. His regiment had been posted to Queen’s County, where she had then lived with her parents, and she had been first attracted to his uniform, his gentlemanly ways and his ambition. Her parents had thought him a fine prospect from a respectable background and so their influence had hastened her up the aisle at the age of nineteen, quite before she’d known where she was.


She forced herself to enthusiasm. ‘Oh, you’d be surprised how charming he was. And he promised me that one day we’d be like a lord and lady of our very own manor. What girl could resist?’


The talk turned to the intervening years since Arthur had last seen them on their wedding day. Arthur’s good spirits were infectious and Annie became effusive in telling humorous tales of their honeymoon in France and Italy. Her enthusiasm betrayed the remembered excitement of young lovers first granted the freedom to indulge their passions and she reddened a little when she glimpsed the smile on Arthur’s lips. Yet the memory of those very early days was precious to her, when Charles had for once surrendered his innate reserve and opened his heart, at least a little, and in that respect the honeymoon was wonderful, new experiences of the mind and body tripping over themselves to delight, terrify and educate her.


Through all of this Charles sat with a vaguely embarrassed expression, yet Annie could tell that there was a hint of pride in his occasional dismissive grunts, a satisfaction taken that he, the younger and less handsome sibling, was capable of impressing a woman so. Such was the nature of men, of boys, certainly of brothers.


‘And how did you find things when you returned to, well, to this remote outpost of the empire?’ Arthur smiled, unfastening the top buttons on his tunic.


‘Well, I have to say that I was startled at the energy with which Charles set about the business of managing this estate, such a passion to succeed. Isn’t that right, Charles?’


She was keen to entice him into the conversation, as she was fearful of being too open, he being of such a private nature. But on this occasion he seemed keen to impress.


‘Well, I’ve always believed that if one wishes to succeed in an enterprise one must devote oneself to it with discipline and single-mindedness. Two thousand acres and sixty tenants demands a great degree of dedication.’


‘Sounds like the Charles I’ve always known,’ Arthur chuckled.


Charles rose with a decisive tap of the cane. He pulled his watch chain free of his jacket. ‘And on that subject it’s almost six o’clock and I still have work to do. If you’ll forgive me, brother, I’ll leave you in the good hands of my wife.’


Arthur rose and Charles snapped a military salute as though still a captain, a position he’d vacated three full years ago. Arthur returned the gesture and his brother spun on his heels and exited without further exchange.


‘Charles still pines for his days in the army, I’m afraid.’


‘Still wants to play at soldiers,’ Arthur said reflectively as he watched his brother through the window, marching with purpose down the path. He turned to Annie, his expression abruptly serious. ‘It can’t have been easy for you, these last few years.’


Annie stiffened a little, then shrugged away his concern. ‘Achill? Oh I know it’s remote, but it’s very beautiful. Just wait until you see the cliffs at Croaghaun. They truly are spectacular, highest in Europe some say. And Moyteoge Head is …’


‘I’m not just referring to the island, Annie. I do hope Charles has been…’ he stumbled over his words and Annie guessed he was about to drift into a well-meaning, but ill-judged heart-to-heart about their marriage and feared she might find herself in a position of acute embarrassment. She struggled to rise before Arthur could continue.


‘Arthur, if you don’t mind, I need to lie down for a time. If you would call Deirdre for me and perhaps assist me towards my room, she’ll see to your needs.’


‘Of course. You’re worn out trying to entertain a fool soldier.’


‘On the contrary, Arthur, I’m so pleased you’re here. Charles is away from the house so frequently that when he returns I think for a moment a stranger has entered my home,’ Annie said jokingly.


‘Yes. I can understand that,’ Arthur replied, but the smile, she noted, was absent from his tone.
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Deirdre helped her to undress and she lay on the bed in her chemise, relieved to be free of the constrictions of her clothes; though they were designed for maternity wear, fashion and decorum still demanded a certain rigidity. The maid then arranged a jug of water and a bowl on the dresser and checked that the bourdaloue was conveniently placed beside the bed. Annie observed the girl as she fussed about without comment, gaze perpetually fixed in a downward slant. She was a timid, homely girl with a coarse complexion, and was missing several teeth. And despite being relatively well fed in her capacity as housemaid, she remained as thin as a rake, a legacy of a childhood lived during the famine.


‘Thank you, Deirdre. That will be fine. Please go and inquire if our guest needs anything before preparing dinner.’


Deirdre curtsied silently and turned to leave.


‘Deirdre…’


The girl stopped in the doorway.


‘Deirdre…please don’t become too upset when Mr Boycott raises his voice.


He doesn’t mean any harm. It’s his army training, you see…he…’ she was at a loss where to go, unsure even that she should make excuses for Charles with a servant, yet she was keen to retain Deirdre’s services. The maid gave an uncomfortable nod, then withdrew.


Annie heaved a sigh and closed her eyes, opening them an instant later in response to a kick from within. She pulled up her chemise, exposing her drawers and the taut curve of her pregnant form. Her hand felt cool against the warm skin as she searched for contact with the unborn child. And there it was again. A gentle tap beneath her palm. Her own flesh and blood, not yet born to the world yet reaching out to her. Annie’s smile turned to an audible laugh and then almost as quickly to a sob, yet she was at a loss to tell if she felt happiness or sadness. Her emotions had been chaotic these past months, but the doctor had assured her that during pregnancy a woman’s mood was apt to shift with the frequency of the Achill winds.


The truth was that her emotional confusion had begun soon after she had married. Even now as she lay looking out through the grey evening light at the boggy field in front of their home, she found it hard to grasp she was where she was: married and pregnant. It seemed like she could simply blink and she would be a girl of twelve again staring out the window of her parents’ fine country home with a view of their estate of some nine thousand lush, fertile acres – and not leased like this barren Achill Island earth, but owned by her family for centuries. Oh, the happy years she had spent there in the company of her sisters and brothers, or the times her father, Victor Dunne, had brought her along as he toured the tenants’ homes. Quite unlike her husband, he had always treated the tenants with respect, and with great charity during those terrible famine years. But when she had witnessed the hideous suffering of others on neighbouring estates she felt a profound guilt at their wealth.


How she missed her parents now – how she wished her mother could have travelled to Achill and kept her company as her time drew near. But her mother had been ill these past weeks with an infection of the lungs sufficient to keep her bed-bound.


Through the walls she heard the sound of muffled voices. It wasn’t Charles, whose voice carried through walls of any thickness, but probably Arthur talking to Deirdre. There was a clang, as though an enamel basin had been dropped, after which Arthur said something and she heard Deirdre giggling, the first time she had heard the girl actually laugh. Arthur, she reflected, was so unlike Charles it was hard to credit they had the same father and mother. As different as leaf and stone. Looks, temperament, tastes, all so at odds. Their only points of commonality being, as far as she could tell, that they each had a military connection and both had lengthy, twirling moustaches, but this hardly counted. Arthur was much the taller. At over six feet he positively towered over Charles’s five feet, eight inches. In terms of looks, he towered no less, having been blessed with handsome, manly looks and blue, gentle eyes. Charles was neither handsome nor ugly, simply in between, unremarkable. And, as she was learning, he was a small man in so many other ways.


As she listened to Deirdre’s voice, Annie considered that it was the brothers’  natures that most set them apart, for her husband would never allow such familiarity with a servant. Arthur was charming, charitable and gregarious. Charles usually concealed any feelings he might have within a shield, only rarely lowering his defences, such as those early days of their courtship and the precious few times on their honeymoon. Or when she had told him she was bearing his child. As the months passed, he’d increasingly existed in a closed world where order and discipline were paramount and no quarter given to the enemy, whom she often suspected included most of the rest of humanity.


She heard a door close followed by Deirdre’s footfalls and then there was silence but for the spits of rain that had begun to pepper her window. The baby kicked again. She wondered if, when the child came, she might be granted sight of another chink in Charles’s armour, a fleeting beat of his heart that she could share. Perhaps, she prayed, the child’s presence might open his heart as never before. She had heard such things were possible.


Annie closed her eyes and fell asleep.
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Several days passed before the weather improved sufficiently to reveal the island in its natural glory. Charles, who had been avoiding giving him the grand tour, citing the demands on his time, finally agreed after his elder brother’s repeated requests, yet Arthur had the distinct impression he was an inconvenience.


Their path took them in a winding curve up the steeply sided Croaghaun Mountain across a landscape of uneven, boggy earth and rock and Arthur quickly realised why his brother had selected a sturdy, agile Irish Draught horse for the journey. A number of times his Hanoverian almost stumbled, unused as it was to the terrain. The sky above was a mosaic of blue dotted with puffy clumps of white cloud and the April air felt crisp. The Atlantic wind had abated and the mist being absent, he was afforded a magnificent view across the expanse of Clew Bay towards Mayo’s Sheeffry Hills and the mountains of County Galway beyond.


‘It’s majestic, Charles, this place. I fancy there are few places on this earth that could compete with such a canvas of sea, land and sky.’


His brother grunted. ‘I need to make a brief stop,’ he said.


Arthur’s musings on the scenery were interrupted by sight of a crudely built cottage set into the hillside ahead. It appeared to be a single room, windowless and with a thatch of gorse through which a plume of smoke rose into the bright sky. A low wall of rough stones defined a field in front of it in which a lone man toiled, his back to them. As they approached, the peasant turned and Arthur recognised alarm on his face. A woman in a soiled dress stepped from the cottage and from within he could hear an infant’s cry. Despite the natural wonder of the place, Arthur was struck by how different a view these people would take of their surroundings. The tiny field would barely support the needs of one man, let alone his wife and child, and he imagined every mouthful of food they ate must be teased and coaxed from the unfertile earth.


‘Captain Boycott, sir,’ the man said, removing his cloth cap. He threw a nervous glance in Arthur’s direction.


‘Kilbane. Clearly our conversation on the subject of your sheep made no impression upon you. Yesterday the wall bordering my turnip field was disturbed and two rows of new plants were either eaten or trampled. There were sheep tracks everywhere and they led directly up here.’


‘But sir, there are five tenants with sheep on the mountainside. And besides, sir, with respect…’ the man said, an audible tremble in his voice, Arthur observed.


‘What?’


‘Well, sir, ye graze a herd of sheep yerself…’


Charles rose in his stirrups, his face turning red. ‘How dare you suggest that my animals were responsible! My sheep-herders assure me my flock was nowhere in the vicinity. And as I have informed you, the tracks led in this direction.’


‘But I checked me four animals last evening and they were on the western slope, near the cliff. That’s more than a mile–’


‘Don’t you dare contradict me.’ Arthur’s brother’s voice carried far across the hillside. ‘The penalty will be a fine of two days’ extra rent, the first day to compensate me, the second as a deterrent to you.’


The tenant took several steps forward, his hand running over his head, alarm written across his face. He made a desperate appeal for leniency. ‘But sir, Captain Boycott, I can barely meet the rent now and feed me wife and child.’ He gestured towards the cottage. ‘Please don’t take the food from their mouths.’


Charles wheeled his horse about and looked over his shoulder at the man. ‘You should have thought of that before you let your sheep roam wild.’


As the horse turned Charles found himself subjected to the admonishing gaze of his brother. For a brief moment the two men were children again in Norfolk, Arthur reproaching him for some ill-treatment of the local peasant children or for disrespecting the men who laboured for their father. Charles’s resolve seemed to weaken and he dropped his gaze. He brought the horse about and looked down at Kilbane. ‘This will be your final warning. One more incursion and the fine will stand, do you hear?’


‘Thank ye, sir, thank ye.’


Charles grunted, kicked into the horse and took off up a barely discernible path, Arthur following with a shake of his head. The incident had revived uncomfortable memories of their father’s domineering, intolerant nature.


Charles led the way, single file along the narrow track. They travelled in silence for several minutes before Charles spoke without looking back.


‘I can sense your reproach, Arthur. You believe I was harsh with the man. But I have my reasons. The rules must be obeyed, discipline maintained, especially in an environment such as this. We’re both military men. We both understand the absolute necessity of knowing one’s station in life and acting accordingly.’


Arthur almost laughed aloud at his brother’s categorisation of them both as ‘military men’. Their backgrounds in that regard could hardly be more different. He’d left home to join the army aged seventeen to escape their father’s determination that he should enter the ministry and follow in his footsteps. He’d travelled the world, encountering countless cultures, learning to respect them, seeing unspeakable horrors and unwavering courage from comrade and foe alike. With Arthur gone, Charles had become the focus of their father’s ambition, but the reality was that Charles didn’t have the intellect to succeed with the theological studies required. A visiting brigadier had persuaded their father that the army could provide the self-discipline that would help Charles stay true to the path to God. Having little or no say in the matter, Charles was enlisted in the 39th On Foot regiment at eighteen and remained in the army for three years. He never saw action, and hardly ventured beyond the drill yard aside from his posting to Ireland when he met Annie. But he did embrace army discipline like a man possessed. Essentially, Arthur reflected, the army had broadened his own horizons immeasurably and narrowed Charles’s even further.


‘The thing of it is, Charles, you’re not in the army now. And your tenants are hardly the enemy.’


No response was forthcoming and the matter was dropped.


Their route took them above Lough Accorymore, a beautiful lake nestling in the mountainside. Charles paused briefly to point out the almost palatial Corrymore House below, where he hoped one day to reside. But Arthur found he had to muster enthusiasm in his response. Up still they went, the unevenness and gradient of the ground forcing them to dismount, until finally the land vanished and Arthur found himself staring out at the vastness of the Atlantic Ocean. He secured the horse to a rock and walked to the edge, his brother coming to his side a moment later as he stared dizzily down at the sea crashing with ferocity against the rocks two thousand feet below.


‘The western edge of the British Empire, Arthur. Incredible when you consider it, really. One could travel east from this spot all the way to New Zealand and still be on British soil. The magnificent order of it all.’


Arthur turned and regarded him. He could tell that his brother took a personal pride in the part he played daily in maintaining that order. The view, if anything, exceeded what he’d experienced that morning but the joy of it was lost on him, the earlier encounter with the tenant having left an unsettling feeling in his gut.


‘A tiny barren island on the most western fringe of the empire. Yes, Charles, you truly have isolated yourself from the world,’ he said as he turned away.
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After another of her now-daily afternoon naps, Annie awoke to the sound of knocking on her door, the threads of vague dreams of her mother unravelling as she realised that the room had grown dark and the air had chilled. She tried to sit up.


‘Who is it?’


‘Deirdre, ma’am, with your tea.’


The girl entered bearing a lamp, poured the tea and handed Annie a cup.


‘What time is it, Deirdre?’ Annie asked through a yawn.


‘Seven, ma’am.’


‘Are Mr Boycott and his brother ready to dine?’


‘The gentleman’s in the parlour, ma’am. Mr Boycott’s just returned.’


‘Only now?’


The maid shifted uncomfortably on her feet.


‘Thank you, Deirdre.’


Arthur had been with them a week and yet the three of them had barely shared a meal together thanks to her husband’s insistence on working until the last rays of sunlight had drained from the sky. Charles had made no effort to entertain his own brother and at times she suspected he’d tired of his presence, perhaps unable to bear Arthur’s broad-mindedness and light-hearted manner. But then he was much the same when anyone visited. Even when her parents were here he’d seemed at the edge of his patience until they’d left. On a number of occasions she and Arthur had dined together and while she found his company most agreeable, once or twice talk had again drifted towards her marriage and she had hastened away from the subject. Why, she did not know. Perhaps because he was a man and men were not famed for their understanding of the female heart. Or was that simply an excuse she’d contrived? Was she embarrassed to reveal her fear that she had blundered terribly in marrying a man seemingly incapable of genuine love?


She washed and dressed, then walked towards the parlour, her gait awkward, a hand clutching at the underside of her belly as though to hold the baby inside. She was halted in the narrow hallway outside the room by the sound of somewhat upraised voices from within, their tones almost acerbic. Charles and Arthur were arguing. She lowered the lamp to a table, hesitated as her conscience was momentarily pricked, then leaned her ear close to the door.
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‘For God’s sake, Charles, is there no Christian charity in your heart?’


‘Charity and business don’t mix, Arthur. You’ve been a soldier all your life, you’ve no idea of the realities of running a business, especially in a place like this.’


Arthur rose from his armchair and decanted a glass of brandy without bothering to ask his brother’s leave. ‘That’s precisely it. The land here is extremely poor. As are the people who work it. And yet I’ve seen you treat them with contempt.’


Charles uttered a curt laugh. ‘That’s ridiculous. I no more hold the peasants in contempt than…than I could hold a sheep in contempt. I run this estate precisely according to the terms of the contracts of agreement. The peasants know what is expected of them, as do I. It’s the pre-ordained way of life.’


Arthur sat again and stared at him. He sighed and shook his head. ‘My God, Charles, you’re turning into Father more and more each day.’


Charles raised his metal-tipped cane and cracked it down on the wooden floor. ‘And what’s wrong with that, brother?’ he snapped.


Arthur fell silent for a time, twirling the brandy glass slowly in his hands as he stared reflectively into the amber liquid. Although their father had been dead some three years, the memory of his strict authoritarianism was still fresh in Arthur’s mind. William Boycott, vicar, and Patron of the Living of St Mary’s Church in the village of Burgh St Peter, had been a man of rigid self-discipline who had tried to impose his moral philosophy on every member of his family and congregation by means of verbal and physical intimidation. He had no time for anyone that he referred to as ‘beyond his class or cloth’, and treated the men and women who laboured in the small bakery and pottery workshop they kept as one would treat beasts of burden. Their labourers and tenants had once been so angered by his treatment that a near riot had ensued and over a hundred people had besieged the rectory before order had been restored. Several generations back, their family name had been Boycatt, French Huguenots who had fled the repression of their Calvinist beliefs by the Catholic Church, or so their father had reminded them incessantly. William Boycott not only preached strict Calvinist doctrine from the pulpit, or at least his narrow interpretation of it, but each day their family was told that only the special few had been predestined for salvation, relegating all others to the status of something less than human. Any questioning or dissent was rewarded with the birch and the strap.


Arthur frowned at his brother’s readiness to leap to the man’s defence. He recalled that as a child Charles had been taciturn, preferring his own company. But there were times when they played together in the meadows of South Norfolk, or spent long hours fishing on the banks of the Waveney River, when Charles had opened up, laughed, talked excitedly of adventures beyond the horizon that they might share when they grew to manhood. And then their father’s shadow would loom over them and Charles would retreat within himself like a clam. Self-isolation increasingly became his sanctuary.


It was their father’s passing and Charles’s substantial share of the will that had provided him with sufficient funds to leave the army and take the lease on Achill. He had hoped that somehow, with their father’s death, Charles might begin to find a better path. And when he met Annie it seemed for a time that this might come to pass. Her warmth of character, intelligence and generosity seemed to open the doors within Charles that their father had slammed shut. Then they’d moved to Achill and Charles had found himself in a position of authority and responsibility. Perhaps his only means of coping was to resort to his father’s ways. And when he thought about his brother now, Arthur could feel only pity.


‘Charles,’ he said softly, ‘our father was a very bigoted man and a tyrant.’


‘How dare you speak of Father in that mann–’


‘Oh stop it, Charles. You know I’m right. He turned Mother into a trembling shadow. I could almost see relief in her face when he went to his grave.’


‘That is outrageous!’ Charles rose and took several steps towards Arthur, levelling his cane at his brother’s face. ‘Withdraw that remark and apologise immediately, sir.’


Arthur didn’t move. He met Charles’s gaze and then a smile slowly crept into the corners of his mouth. ‘Charles, do you really think you can bully me?’


Charles slammed the cane down hard. ‘I won’t have Father spoken of in–’


‘Oh Father, Father, Father!’ Arthur was abruptly on his feet, towering down over Charles. ‘The great William Boycott, Patron of the Living,’ he said with a mocking sneer. ‘Patron of the intolerant, the despotic, the supercilious, more’s the truth.’


Startled at the sudden vehemence in Arthur’s voice, Charles took an involuntary step backwards, but didn’t respond. He stood there open-mouthed, too shocked to speak.


‘The people of the Burgh St Peter’s feared and despised him in equal measure. So did our mother. And Emily and Frances and William. And so did I. That’s why I left to join the army at so young an age. I didn’t wish to be infected by his pathetic dogmatism. And at least Mother found some peace in her declining years.’


‘What are you saying? That you were pleased at his death?’


‘Yes, damn it!’ He almost expected Charles to lunge at him in rage, well aware of the ferocity of his brother’s temper. But he remained silent and instead presented his back to Arthur.


‘I will never forgive you for that hateful statement.’


‘You fool, Charles. You imbecile. You refuse to see the truth of what is happening in your own home. And if you continue along that road you will surely end up as Father did, despised by those closest to him.’


Charles turned then, his expression one of puzzlement and suspicion rather than rage. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘Annie, of course.’


‘Annie? What has she said to you?’


Arthur laughed without humour. ‘She’s said nothing. She’s too loyal or self-less to speak. But any fool could see how utterly lonely she is. Not only have you isolated yourself from the world here on Achill but you’ve even succeeded in isolating yourself from the woman who loves you and whose love you purport to requite.’


‘That’s preposterous.’


‘Is it, Charles? I can see it in her eyes every time we speak. She deserves better.’


‘I refuse to discuss matters of such a private nature with you. To be perfectly frank, our marriage is none of your damn business!’ Charles made to leave the room.


‘Charles, wait.’


He paused and Arthur heaved a sigh and forced himself, if only for diplomacy’s sake, to become penitent.


‘Charles, forgive me. I apologise for the statements I made regarding Father. They were said in the heat of the moment and I withdraw them.’


His brother regarded him as though weighing the sincerity of his words.


‘I know how much you admired him,’ Arthur continued, ‘I’ve had enough enemies on the battlefield and I have no wish to make one of my brother.’


After some seconds his brother’s features softened. ‘Very well. But I’ll thank you to not intrude on my private life.’


‘Very well, Charles, but I must say one last thing. If you truly love Annie, I suggest you tell her so. Before it’s too late.’
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An awkward silence lingered over their meal that evening, even with Arthur mustering his best efforts to engage Annie in bright chatter about the months and years of mothering that lay ahead. Her husband, clearly distracted, barely uttered two sentences.


Annie had heard almost their entire exchange, stepping across the hall to the safety of their bedroom a moment before Charles opened the door. Her improper eavesdropping had yielded some reward, although she was already quite familiar with their father’s legacy. What had surprised her was the vehemence with which Arthur had derided the man, and his accurate observation of her dissatisfaction with her marriage, which she had done her best to conceal for appearances’ sake.


Later, as she lay in the darkness of their bedroom, she prayed that Arthur’s prompting might produce some change in Charles, however small. The man who now slept soundly by her side had at least been made aware of her feelings, though in all likelihood his stubbornness would result in denial that any problem existed. She felt a moment of despair well up in her heart and then a brief stab of pain in her abdomen. She clutched at the point of pain just below her naval and moaned softly in discomfort.


Immediately he was alert and sat up. He reached out and touched her arm.


‘Annie, dear. Are you ill? Is it the child?’


Annie was shocked at his alertness. She sought his face in the blackness of the room but could discern only a vague outline.


‘No. I’m fine, Charles. This baby isn’t ready to see the world just yet. It’s just a small pain. I believe they are to be expected.’


‘Very well. Goodnight then,’ he whispered hesitantly and she felt the weight of his body press into the mattress once more.


The cold stillness of the night descended again. She sensed his wakefulness and wondered what thoughts he entertained. Was he contemplating the baby’s arrival and speculating on its future? Or was his head, as usual, filled with columns of profit and loss? Or, given the argument that had passed earlier, was he reflecting on his father and his life under the man’s fierce hand?


‘Annie?’


His whisper, so soft she wondered for a moment if she’d imagined it, caused her to turn her head towards him.


‘Yes, Charles?’


She felt a brief swell of hope in her breast, of expectation.


‘I…’


Somewhere off in the folds of the mountain a wind swirled and growled, its sound lonely and desolate in the far-off darkness. Some seconds passed before he spoke again.


‘I…nothing really…I merely wanted you to rouse me should you experience any further pain.’


‘Of course, Charles.’


There were many forms of pain, she wanted to tell him, but she said no more to him that night.
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Unused as he was to idleness, Arthur decided to avail of the following day’s bright spring sunshine to escape the confines of the house, and at breakfast asked Charles if he would be good enough to guide him part of the way towards Saddle Head. His request was met with a frown.


‘I really have rather a lot to do today, Arthur. Perhaps another time.’


‘Such a shame not to take advantage of the weather, Arthur,’ Annie sympathised.


Arthur gave her a confident smile and surreptitiously winked, then turned to his brother. ‘Charles, I have some knowledge of the terrain but I wish you merely to guide me to the gap overlooking Lough Nakeeroge. I can find my way from there. That won’t inconvenience you at all, will it?’


Arthur’s forthright tone left his brother in no doubt that he wasn’t about to take no for an answer. He muttered an irritated ‘very well’, rose from the table and stomped out.


Arthur grinned at Annie. ‘Since we were children I’ve found that sometimes with Charles it’s simply a matter of letting him know who’s in charge, standing up to him. Remember that, Annie dear.’


Annie, somewhat surprised at the brief interchange, returned his smile.


‘I will, Arthur.’


He kissed his sister-in-law on the cheek and hurried out to the horse pen before Charles’s impatience got the better of him. He followed his brother on a path to the north-east around the lower slopes of Croaghaun Mountain, leaving Charles to his business after several miles (much to his brother’s relief, he sensed) and continuing alone towards Saddle Head, where he luxuriated in the glory of the uninhabited landscape, gazing in awe back at the towering sea cliffs that plunged towards the indefatigable Atlantic waves. Much as he treasured the experience, he could not help but feel that it would be so much finer shared with another.


He felt a degree of pity for Charles because, although he might look upon such a scene, he would never truly see it or feel it stirring his soul as others might. Indeed, his brother seemed to regard the world through narrow eyes that never really saw anything but the fulfilment of his own purpose and ambition. His inability to perceive nature’s beauty paled by comparison to his lack of appreciation for the plight of those who filled his life, and not only Annie, but the unfortunate peasants who had to endure his antipathy. Thanks to their father, Charles believed that the will of God had pre-determined his place in the world, a belief that sadly deprived him of the ability to ever imagine that world through others’ eyes and granted him the luxury of an existence almost empty of compassion.


As he stood there a tall ship appeared in the distance beyond Achill Head, bound no doubt for America. Despite the famine’s end some years beforehand, the exodus of Ireland’s sons and daughters had continued on a massive scale, now escaping not famine, but the insidious grip of poverty. And he was reminded again that his own brother played an eager part in maintaining that hold. He sighed, growing weary of his own thoughts, and drew his horse about. It was time to leave this place, leave Achill. Poor Annie, he thought as he carefully picked a path across the uneven ground. He felt a tinge of guilt at abandoning her to her life here, to a life with his brother. He could only hope that Charles might mellow with maturity, but it was a vain hope, he suspected.


An hour later he came upon Charles again near the village of Dooagh, as he needlessly reminded an unfortunate tenant that he faced eviction if his rent was not paid on time. At a second cottage he informed the woman of the house that two of her chickens were to be confiscated as the birds had encroached on his fields and pecked at his seedlings. The woman’s shrill pleas for leniency were waved away.


Clearly their argument the previous evening had had little effect. As they trotted away, Arthur’s reticence finally prompted Charles to speak.


‘You still believe I’m harsh with my charges, brother.’


Arthur could find no response that would not betray his continued disquiet.


‘Look, Arthur, maintaining order out here demands the strictest observance of the rules. I’ve no wish to burden these people unnecessarily but if I let one tenant off lightly I’ll have to let another. So I treat all of them with equality and they respect that. You know, I’ve only evicted a handful of tenants. Others have evicted many more. That’s because my tenants know precisely what is expected of them. I can’t say fairer than that.’


‘That’s all very well, but besides the stick, haven’t you heard of the carrot?’


‘Liberal nonsense. If you wish a peasant to do your bidding there is only one motivation they…what the blazes?’


Arthur turned in the direction of his brother’s gaze and saw a rider approach at a gallop from the west of the island.


‘I believe that’s Cromwell! My finest animal. And by God that’s the stable hand riding her into the ground. I’ll have his skin!’


They watched as the rider veered off the road below and moved towards them.


‘He’s coming this way, Charles.’


A few seconds later the breathless youth pulled the animal to a lengthy skid, almost colliding with Charles’s horse, causing it to recoil.


‘What are you doing on that damned horse, you ignorant whelp?’


‘I’m sorry sir, but the doctor ordered me te take the animal and find ye.’


‘The doctor?’ Arthur asked with alarm.


‘What’s going on, boy?’


‘We couldn’t find ye, sir. Been looking for hours,’ the youth blurted out, trembling from fear and exhaustion.


‘Calm down, lad,’ Arthur said, ‘what is it?’


‘It’s Mrs Boycott, sir. There’s something wrong I think.’


Charles’ jaw dropped open and he snapped his head about towards his brother, eyes wide with alarm. He may not have been as demonstrable about his love as his wife might have wished, but in that moment Arthur saw how very real it was. His brother took flight with such abruptness and energy that he sideswiped the stable boy’s animal and sent it tottering on its side into a ditch. Arthur hesitated enough to see that the youth was unharmed, then took off in pursuit, praying to God that Annie and the child had been the benefactors of His mercy.
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Annie’s memory of the past hours was of her small bedroom awash with blood, and of dread, pain and the sound of her own screams. She lay there now, exhaustion trying to pull her towards sleep. But she so dearly wanted, needed, to see her husband, for in this moment she knew she would see the truth of his nature. But he was nowhere to be found.


Barely had he and Arthur departed that morning when, seated at the dining room table, she had been engulfed by a wave of agonising cramps. There followed a warm rush of fluid between her legs and, to her horror, the sight of blood seeping through her dress. Her screams went unheard by Deirdre, who had gone to pump a bucket of water, and Annie had tried to stumble her way towards the bedroom, collapsing on the floor in the doorway, pain coursing through her body, tears and snot streaming down her face, panic overwhelming her. She was certain she would die in that spot. Then Deirdre was there, screaming herself, and Annie had a vague memory of seeing the metal bucket drop from the maid’s grip, sending a wave of icy water splashing against her.


‘The midwife, Deirdre,’ she moaned as the girl tried to haul her towards the bed. ‘Send the boy…don’t leave me…’


The hours that followed were an anarchic mix of pain and nausea, drifting in and out of consciousness, faces whirling about her, voices, sheets soaked red. She had a distinct memory of being suddenly possessed of an irrational certainty that the infant would emerge a misshapen, deformed creature. Then at some point she was pushing, wrenching against the will of her body. Deirdre’s ugly face, God forgive her for slighting the girl, was almost pressed to hers, crying out to her. And then it was over, a relief so indescribable, followed at once by a terrible fear for her child, her flesh and blood.


There was a man then, but not her husband, not Charles. A tall, refined man with a greying moustache. There were flashes of metal and cold, probing things, and she felt a terrible violation as she swayed between oblivion and the light and life of the room, all the time crying for an answer, desperate to know if her child had lived or died.
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‘This is your daughter, Charles. This is Mary.’


Annie smiled and pulled the swaddling cloth free of the newborn’s head, revealing a puffy red scrunched-up face, a few strands of black hair matted to its skull. He stood by the bed and stared down at the infant, his face an unfamiliar mix of fear and anticipation.


‘The doctor says she seems healthy. She surprised us all, coming early…’


Her husband leaned forward and swallowed mother and daughter in a gentle embrace and Annie felt moisture as his cheek pressed against hers. He then fell to his knees at the bedside and clasped at her hand. ‘My God, Annie, I almost lost you, they say. I can never forgive myself for leaving you alone in the house with just the maid.’


For the first time she could recall, her husband’s voice was trembling.


‘You had no way of knowing, Charles, Mary came almost three weeks early. Here. Take your daughter.’


He pulled back. ‘I don’t know how…’


‘Just hold her like this, support her head.’


Annie pressed the infant into his arms and the child made a sucking movement with its lips. He laughed almost inaudibly and Annie could see the joy in his face, a face rarely lightened by any of life’s events. He touched the baby’s cheek with his finger.


‘A daughter. And you named her?’ He looked up at Annie now.


‘I hope you aren’t upset, Charles. These past days I’ve dreamt of my mother again and again. No other name but my mother’s seemed fitting. But if you wish to…’


He was shaking his head. ‘My grandmother was Mary. It’s a fine name, dear. Mary. Mary Boycott.’


He handed the child back, his pride evident.


‘Charles. I must tell you. Something went wrong during the birth. The doctor said there was something amiss inside, some rare condition. We were lucky to survive. But he says I can’t have another child. I’m so sorry, Charles. I can never give you a son.’


‘We have a healthy daughter and I have a healthy wife. That is my only concern.’


Arthur was permitted a brief visit and was typically effusive about the infant and in his expressions of joy.


‘We’ll leave you to rest,’ Charles whispered as they turned to depart. ‘Besides, I really should see the doctor and midwife as I owe them for both your lives.’


‘Actually Charles, one of your tenants, the Ruanes, also had a baby born to them this morning and the midwife was occupied there. She and the doctor only arrived after the birth to help with…with other things that needed to be done.’


‘So how on earth…?’


Annie reached for the bell cord above her bed and a few moments later Deirdre stepped into the room. ‘Deirdre, could you return Mary to her basket, like a good girl?’


Deirdre whisked across and did as requested.


‘Charles, it is this girl here, Deirdre Feeney, that you must thank. She brought your daughter into the world. Had it not been for her we would both surely have perished. Deirdre delivered her younger sister’s baby last year and attended many other births.’


Charles’ mouth hung open as he stared at the maid, who stood stock-still, a look of terror on her face. After a time, he nodded firmly. ‘Well, thank heavens she was here.’


Annie glanced at Arthur, who met her eyes with a smile. ‘Charles,’ she said.


‘Yes?’


‘I believe you’ll want to thank Deirdre for what she did. And reward her accordingly,’ Annie said with authority.


He shifted from one foot to the other, inhaled sharply and set his shoulders back. It seemed to take an age before he could bring himself to meet Deirdre’s eyes.


‘Deirdre,’ he finally uttered with an accompanying cough. ‘I wish to thank you for your assistance this day. I’ll…I’ll see you are…rewarded…in your wages.’


‘Thank ye, sir. Thank ye,’ she replied and scurried away.


Annie smiled and then felt her eyes grow suddenly heavy. She yawned.


‘I’ll leave you, Annie. Warmest congratulations again,’ Arthur said softly.


‘And my thanks to you, dear Arthur.’


His brother departed and as Annie slid down beneath the blankets, Charles peered into the basket once more.


‘Mary,’ he whispered. ‘Mary.’



















CHAPTER 3







In a neighbouring union a shipwrecked human body was cast on shore; a starving man extracted the heart and liver, and that was the maddening feast on which he regaled himself and perishing family.


–J Anderson, Rector and Vicar of Ballinrobe, County Mayo, The Times, 23 May 1849


It is indeed painful to consider the state of Ireland. In a land teeming with plenty and abundance we have a famine. More than two million Irishmen are starving while we export more provisions than would feed five times our population. Our state would be much improved were those who derive large incomes from this country to expend at least a portion of it among the people from whom they receive it.


–The Anglo Celt, 1 May 1846





 





OCTOBER 1848


A leaden sky hung over them as they manoeuvred the body into the shallow, sodden grave. Appropriately, funereal clouds shrouded the mountaintops all around them in a sombre grey, and a drizzle, fine and penetrating, moulded their clothes to their bones.


Fr Lally lurched up the hillside, Tawnyard Lough a barely discernible backdrop in the mist. Like most of his flock, his frame was gaunt and ravaged and his progress was interrupted time and again by the weakness of malnourishment and pauses for heaving breaths. They were lucky to have him at all. His duties of late demanded his recital of the last rites at a rate beyond measure, calling him to the gravesides of young and old spread across the entire parish of Oughaval.


Thomas and Owen set about completing the interment of their father in the boggy earth just a stone’s throw from their home. Michael Joyce had died two days earlier, leaving his sons but one possession each in the world, that of a brother. They took turns shovelling the brown earth into the grave, the exertion of every swing of the shovel bringing savage protestations from their bodies. The soft beat of the rain on the tattered blanket that served as their father’s winding sheet made a sound that reminded Owen of the distant patter of approaching horses.


‘Stop, Owen.’


Thomas had fallen to his knees beside the shallow grave. He reached out and laid a hand on the cloth, wet and sagging upon his father’s face, searching for a final mortal link, a last sense of Michael Joyce as a man and not some disembodied spirit or, perhaps worse, nothing but rotting skin and bones. The tears came again then. So profuse had Thomas’s weeping been these last days Owen wondered how he had not withered and shrivelled like a dead flower.


His own tears had subsided soon after the end, replaced by numbness and near-insentience. For hours he’d sat and stared into eternity, even wetting his breeches in his utter torpidity. Fearful for Owen’s state of mind, Thomas had tried to return him to consciousness by striking him hard across the face and Owen had a faint recollection of lying on his back, his brother astride his chest, his face a mixture of rage and grief. Strange, but it was the taste of his own blood trickling from a split lip that finally awoke Owen from his stupor. It had seemed so long since any taste had enlivened his tongue. It was the most nourishing thing to enter his gullet in days.


And so he came back to the land of the living, or at least the half-dead. Thomas told him that they must bury their father. He rose from the floor and looked about him, for a brief moment expecting to see his father, mother and sisters, but there was no retreat this time, no soporific curtain to hide behind. They were all dead except his brother. The room felt as hollow as his gut. But there would be no more tears, for the well had run dry.


Finally Thomas rose from the grave, wiped his face with the back of his sleeve and in a blink replaced his wretched, grief-stricken expression with one of anger, his teeth showing through barely parted lips. He then began hurriedly to shovel the earth over the shroud until the last of the corpse had vanished under the Mayo soil. Owen caught a fleeting glance of his brother’s eyes ablaze with hatred. Owen’s retreat had been into senselessness. He now saw that Thomas had chosen refuge in a much darker cavern where his only company would be malevolence and loathing.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Fr Lally’s unusual taking of the Lord’s name in vain broke their gaze and the brothers turned in his direction. The priest’s chest was heaving, his hand clutching at his heart. ‘Why in God’s name didn’t you bury him in the graveyard yonder?’


The priest was referring to the improvised cemetery that had been established on the valley floor where the others of their family had been laid to rest.


‘Sorry Father,’ said Owen weakly, ‘we hadn’t the strength to carry the body.’


The priest shook his head and looked about. ‘Are you boys alone now?’ he asked.


Thomas glared at him with undisguised contempt. ‘How could we be alone when there are two of us?’ He tossed his shovel away. It clanged against a rock.


‘Thomas…’ cautioned Owen.


But Fr Lally simply nodded and pulled a crucifix and a book of prayer from within the damp folds of his robes. ‘Forgive me, lads, but time prevents me saying a mass for Michael. I must be in Leenane by nightfall.’


The brothers said nothing. The reality was that they wanted the heartbreaking ritual done with as soon as possible. The priest made the sign of the cross and they lowered their heads respectfully as he began to speak in a deliberately mournful enunciation.


‘O God, by Your mercy rest is given to the souls of the faithful, be pleased to bless this grave. Appoint Your holy angels to guard it and set free from all the chains of sin the soul of him whose body is buried here, so that with all Thy saints he may rejoice in Thee forever.’


Fr Lally turned a few pages in his Bible, leaning over it to shield its fragile paper from the drizzle, then resumed, speaking in Latin.


‘Requiem æternam dona eis Domine; et lux perpetua luceat eis. Requiéscat in pace.’


Thomas raised his head. ‘What does it mean?’


‘It means: Eternal rest grant unto him–’


‘No,’ Thomas interrupted. ‘It’s meaningless. Everything’s meaningless. You and your God.’ He guffawed as though the very notion was hilarious.


‘Thomas. Stop.’


The priest was calm. He wiped his face clear of rain again. ‘Sometimes our faith is tested sorely, Thomas. Your father would–’


‘Tested? Tested?’


Owen seized his brother’s arm, restraining him.


‘I’ll finish up and leave you to your grief.’ Fr Lally stepped forward and looked directly across the grave at the young man who mocked him. ‘Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”’


So cold and cynical was Thomas’s expression as these words were spoken that Owen saw the priest hastily avert his gaze. He added a final line to his jumbled, expeditious rite. ‘Michael Joyce, In paradisum deducant te Angeli. May angels lead you into paradise. Amen.’ He made the sign of the cross over the grave and put away his book. Owen blessed himself, while Thomas stood impassively.


‘Goodbye, lads,’ Fr Lally said as he began to depart, casting thoughtful glances around at their small patch of land. ‘You know, lads, Harris won’t let you stay now. You’ll be evicted. You have to go to the workhouse, it’s your only chance to survive.’


‘There’ll be no workhouse and it’s no business of yours what we do. We’ll starve before we go there,’ Thomas snapped.


The priest sighed. ‘Then you’ll starve,’ he said and walked away.
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The rain stopped during the night and Owen now sat on a rock bathed in milky morning sunshine, staring at the small wooden cross that marked his father’s final resting place. He wasn’t feeling tearful or angry or guilty, only the colossal apathy of the inevitable approach of death by starvation. Cramps gripped him again and he tightened his arms around his stomach, expelling rancid gas from his behind. He remained doubled over for some time, head between knees, eyes fixed on the muddy ground between his feet.


Thomas’s voice disturbed him. ‘The fuckin’ smell of ye. Here.’


He looked up. Thomas held in his palm about seven blackberries. He studied them as though they were illusory; most of them looked half-rotten and none was larger than the tip of his small finger. He grabbed the berries and devoured them as one. As he felt the painful swallowing convulsion, a notion struck him and he looked up sharply.


‘Did you have some?’


‘Doesn’t matter now, does it?’ Thomas fixed him with a judgemental stare, then turned away.


Their ears were pricked by the sound of approaching horses and they looked to the east where the road wound around the curve of the mountain. Two riders appeared and rested their horses a few minutes, the beasts worn from the effort of the climb up the steep, mucky road. Thomas pulled Owen to his feet.


‘It’s Harris, the land agent, and some other bastard. Listen, we’ll go te the field and pretend te be workin’. Father’s away visitin’ a sick relative.’


‘But–’


‘If he finds Father’s dead he’ll evict us right now and we’ll be dead in a week.’


Owen was too weak to argue. Thomas pulled him by the arm to the wasted patch of land that still exuded the stench of the blight. The hillside was scarred with long ridges known as ‘lazy beds’ – the soil was so thin and peaty that to grow anything it was necessary to place a seed potato on the surface and fold a sod of turf over it – and it was across these ridges that the two now stumbled, surrounded by the withered, blackened stalks of the blighted potato crop. Owen stood there like a scarecrow for a few seconds until his brother pushed a spade into his hands.


‘Pretend to dig.’


He walked a bit away and did likewise, both of them watching the men as they approached at a trot up the slope. Two bays, black manes and tails, all muscle and sweaty fur, carried the men to the Joyces’ threshold. The beasts snorted as their masters pulled back on their reins, hooves dancing in the mud.


Owen recognised Harris at once, the other man he assumed to be Burrell, his lackey. He mustered his strength and tried to turn over a sod.


‘You! Boy!’ Harris called to Owen, he being the nearer. Thomas walked over and looked up at the land agent with his striking amber eyes, his face a mask as he struggled to contain his animosity. Harris sported long sideburns and both men had wide, wispy moustaches, their ends curled in the popular fashion of their class. Burrell wore a formal short riding jacket and a shiny bowler hat, while his master’s attire consisted of bright jodhpurs, a black short-tailed jacket and top hat. Owen thought both of them looked as out of place on an Irish mountainside as a snowfall in July.


‘You, then. What’s your name, boy?’


‘Thomas Joyce.’


‘Yes, yes, and your father is Michael Joyce? Fetch him immediately, boy.’


Thomas snarled. ‘My name is Thomas Joyce, not boy.’


Without hesitation Harris raised his riding crop and struck Thomas across the chest. The horse danced away a little at the movement as Thomas staggered back clutching at his breast, his face aflame. Owen found the energy to speak as Thomas weighed his spade in his hands as a potential weapon.


‘Our father’s away, sir. Leenane. A relative is ill.’


‘Away, is he?’ Harris chuckled over his shoulder at Burrell, who didn’t smile. ‘He’ll be away a great deal more, I venture, if he doesn’t have his rent next week. Tell him that, when he returns. If not I’ll be back with a force of constables to serve you with a lawful notice of eviction.’ Though he spoke in answer to Owen, his eyes never left Thomas and a supercilious grin never left his mouth. Revelling in his elevated position, he manoeuvred his horse sideways so that he cast his shadow directly over Thomas. ‘Remember what I said, boy.’ The final word was protracted, designed to provoke.


‘Sir, we should be on our way, we’ve much ground to cover,’ Burrell interceded.


To Owen’s surprise, Thomas simply met Harris’s gaze and replied in a restrained tone. ‘I’ll let my father know ye were here.’


The land agent tutted in disgust and whirled away with a spray of mud.


Owen, swaying on his feet, said weakly, ‘I thought you were going to hit him with the spade.’


‘Some day the likes of him will get more than a spade,’ Thomas muttered, turning his back and walking towards the edge of the once luxuriant field. He looked up and down the dying valley as though considering where next to turn. He heard a ‘whump’, like a pile of sacks being thrown on a floor, and looked around to see that his brother had collapsed face down in the mud and was lying there as still as death.
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Thomas mopped his brother’s brow with a rag soaked in bog water, fearful that Owen had been gripped by the fever. Like one skeleton dragging another, he managed with a monumental effort to haul his brother inside to the bed of straw.


Owen was alive, but for how long? He recalled again his father’s final private words to him, emanating on a breath so foul it seemed his father was already rotting inside, the voice pleading with him to look after his brother. ‘I love ye both, Thomas, but Owen…ponders too much…ye’re the strong one…ye’ll need to act.’ In the next breath he had begun to converse with his dead wife’s imaginary form. Thomas had shivered at the notion of his mother’s unseen ghostly presence, then dismissed the idea as imbecilic superstition more befitting of a keening old hag. Both brothers had watched as their father had faded from life in the flickering light of a candle. He’d given up life’s struggle, Thomas considered, and simply allowed himself to slip away, perhaps in his mind to find his wife and children in eternity, unburdening himself of the mantle of family provider and protector, handing it to Thomas like a poison chalice. As much as he’d loved and admired his father, now he somehow hated him in equal measure.


Owen moaned and blinked awake. ‘What happened?’ His voice was like a rusty hinge. Thomas held a cup of water to his lips. He sipped and spluttered.


‘Ye fell over in the field. It’s not the fever though, not like the others. Ye’re just…’ Thomas was at a loss to offer an explanation other than the obvious. Owen tilted his head away and began to sob quietly.


‘Stop it! Stop it!’


Owen looked at him. ‘What are we going to do?’


Thomas didn’t reply.


‘Father Lally was right. We have to go to the workhouse.’


‘Ye fuckin’ thick. Not while I’m breathin’. And anyway you haven’t the strength te walk te the door, never mind te Westport.’


Thomas rose and wandered around the room, absent-mindedly picking up his father’s blackthorn stick. Without warning he raised the heavy stick and brought it crashing down on a cracked old earthenware jug, shattering it into a hundred pieces, projectiles shooting in every direction, the water spilling across the hardened earth.


Owen was startled into a sitting position. Thomas stared down at the mess, his back to his brother, and then he threw the stick to one side. It clattered across the floor, rocked for a moment on a protruding nub, and settled into the silence.


‘I’ll find us food.’


‘But where?’


He swung about. ‘How in Christ’s name do I know?’ He picked up his jacket and walked towards the door. ‘I’ll be back. You lie there.’ He had to check himself from adding ‘it’s all you’re good for.’ He slammed the door behind him and it rattled in its frame.


Owen called after him as loudly as his body would permit, but Thomas was too far gone to hear.
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Thomas had no clear idea of where he might find even a morsel of food. The lake below was as barren of fish as the earth was of potatoes. Even the sky had been near stripped of birds. Year on year as the famine progressed, the adult birds had been snared, lights thrust in their eyes in the bushes by night, a blanket thrown to forestall their flight, then their nests emptied of eggs, robbing each successive season of new young until they were all but obliterated. The lands were practically picked clean of wild edibles and you could only get by for so long eating dandelions, dock leaves and dog roses. He turned and started down the hill as the early evening approached, putting the sun to his back. He followed the road as it rounded the mountain, with a cliff dropping sharply into the valley on one side. He could just make out the point about two miles distant where the Glenlaur and Owenmore Rivers became one, flowing back through the Erriff Valley and far beyond into the Atlantic, a course he feared he might soon have to take himself, although he had no desire to depart the country he loved dearly, beyond being driven away by starvation. Fleeing on an emigrant ship, he felt, was like holding up a white flag and handing their land with absolute finality to a foreign tyrant. Thomas believed, as had his embittered father, that this had been their strategy all along, to deliberately use starvation to strip the land of people, of resistance, and leave Ireland ripe for utter subjugation.


He drank his fill of the Glenlaur River’s icy mountain waters under Tullynafola Bridge, reflecting that this very spot had been the scene of the gamekeeper Geraghty’s demise. The road now swung northeast, under the shadow of Tawnyromhar Mountain. He looked up the mountain slope, and much as he dreaded the mammoth effort of walking up a steep hill, its foliage offered a slightly greater chance of locating food. Tawnyromhar’s slopes were also home to a few other tenant farmers, if any remained, and there was a chance he might beg a few morsels of food from them. He grimaced at the notion of how pitifully low he’d been dragged, stripped of the pride that his father and grandfather had handed down to him like they were passing on a fragile heirloom.


After a tortuous ascent up the slope, he paused and looked around at the foliage. Grass and heather, heather and grass. Up higher where the incline grew into another precipitous cliff he could see the brightly blooming furze bushes clinging to the rocks, their gay, yellow colours at odds with the mood of the land. Flowers all around him but not a bite to eat. Dismayed, he cast himself to the ground to rest and as he sat there gazing wearily across the depleted landscape, he spotted what looked like a gargantuan worm moving along the road that skirted the southern side of the valley. It snaked along the road that followed the base of Maumtrasna Mountain’s vast bulk, seeming like some vile creature that had crawled from the earth to add to Ireland’s woes. Suddenly the sound of a gunshot echoed with great clarity across the valley, over and over, bouncing from Maumtrasna across to Tawnyromhar and Tawnyard Hill and then fading to a whisper. He strained his eyes at the sight and realised he was looking at an immense caravan of men and carts. It had stopped moving, and he could identify tiny figures bustling about it, hear the whinny of horses and the barely audible sound of many voices shouting and laughing. Soldiers. Most likely assigned to guard the carts, probably filled with Irish grain and animals bound for ships in Westport. He’d witnessed these caravans before, although never on such a scale. When he realised what he was looking at, his bile rose once more. To consider the hunger pangs in his belly, Owen lying near death for want of a morsel of food, his family, his countrymen one by one starved into an early grave, to consider all that, and to watch as the English conveyed from Ireland enough food to feed thousands; he dearly hated that race and swore that if fate decreed that he should somehow survive he would pay them back in kind for all the misery and blood that dripped from their hands.


He began to walk again, his eyes drawn repeatedly to the caravan, fires now springing up along its length as they made camp for the night. He briefly entertained thoughts of attempting to steal food from one of the carts, but so well guarded were they, he would surely end up with a bullet in his head. They’d already let half the country perish, what was one more worthless Irishman?


Thomas followed the curve of the mountain until it arced around into the smaller Cregganmore Vale, an offshoot of the main valley. To his left, despite the fading light, he could see all the way along the vale, the waters of the meandering Owenmore River white in places where it bounced over rocks and boulders, the fields newly harvested of wheat, their riches probably long gone on a ship to a foreign shore. A few cottages nestled in boggy hillside, high above the fertile soils.


Exhaustion forced him to slump to the ground again, his bony rump sending a ferocious ache through his body. He could just close his eyes, he thought, and let the fading light take him, drifting off to death in harmony with the setting sun.


But he wasn’t prepared to surrender yet. The sight of the English fires across the Erriff Valley was the impetus for renewed rage, as was the sight of Harris’s double-storied, semi-palatial dwelling directly north across the vale, which was named Oughty House after the hill in whose shadow it rested. Oil lamps burned brightly in its windows, mocking his desperation. On the road below he could make out the school that had once held a dread for him as each day dawned. Yet if time’s door opened that moment, he would gladly step back and embrace those days of thrashings and incoherent lecturing and hour-long treks in the foulest of weathers. Because those days offered one other inducement. Food.


His recollection of schooldays set him thinking of his brother and how he had thrived at learning, among a select few in school chosen for special attention. Thomas, on the other hand, despite possessing a reasonable intelligence, had struggled. His defiance of their teachers and their cruelties seemed the more important battle to wage than that against ignorance.


Owen had a way of looking at the world, Thomas could acknowledge, that he’d never consider himself. Almost everything Thomas knew had been drilled into him, but Owen knew things he’d never been taught. He reasoned and pondered until the answers presented themselves. That was all Owen ever seemed to do – spend his days staring into empty space, thinking, dreaming, dithering. His brother was smarter than him; this was indisputable. But Thomas believed there were all sorts of intelligence. There was the book-reading kind, the seven-times-eight-equals-fifty-six kind, the Latin and ancient Gaelic scripts and Brian Boru defeating the Vikings, and all of that useless horseshit that was battered into them in school. And then there was the intelligence of survival; the intelligence of the fox to outsmart the hound; the intelligence of understanding the nature of man himself, instinctively to sense friend or foe and to know when to deceive, to feint, and when to strike. Whether his father’s seed had carried in it Thomas’s looks or hair colour he knew not, but he believed it had carried his father’s guile. The world may need its thinkers and dreamers but they owe their very existence to the doers, the workers and the fighters, all the people who clear the paths on which the dreamers tread in quiet reflection, considering the whys and wherefores of some old bollocks. The doers were people like his father, Michael Joyce. The man who would traverse the earth for his family, who would work all of God’s hours to feed them, who would die for them, or kill for them. As he had.


Geraghty. The land agent’s gamekeeper. It was as vivid in Thomas’s memory as if it had happened an hour ago. He’d just snared a small deer, a rare sight, when he’d felt the cold muzzle of a musket on his neck. Geraghty had outsmarted him, his foul breath sniggering with glee at the back of Thomas’s head, promising prison, transportation, flogging. The sadistic gloating had been interrupted by a loud crack and Thomas had turned, trembling, to see his father standing there with a heavy, bloodied branch. They would flee, he’d said, leave the area, run, get a ship. This was his father’s startled thinking. Scurry away like rats, was Thomas’s interpretation as he stood there, the Glenlaur River’s babble a backdrop to the deepening coldness of his thoughts.


‘We can’t,’ Thomas had cried. ‘We’ve no money, nothing, nowhere to hide. They’ll catch us and hang you!’


Michael Joyce had listened in silence then turned away and with his father’s gaze momentarily averted, Thomas had lifted Geraghty’s musket and swung it over his head, about to strike at the prone gamekeeper. His father had grappled with him then and forced him to the ground, pinning him, kneeling above him.


He’d raged and ranted at Thomas. No Joyce would ever commit that terrible sin and be damned to eternal hell.


It was the only way, Thomas had countered, over and over.


At which point Geraghty had stirred in near consciousness. Tears had spilled from Michael Joyce’s eyes, falling on to his eldest son’s face. He had shaken his head violently as if doing so would keep at bay the terrible conclusion that was rushing upon him. That his son was right. Should Geraghty live, they might well hang Michael Joyce anyway, or at the very least lock him up for the rest of his days, a living death, alive but tortured daily by the thought of his family abandoned in the world. He had exchanged a look of terrible conspiracy with his son, seized the musket, and with an agonised yell had beaten the final, clinging nuances of life from Geraghty’s skull. Thomas remembered thinking, as he watched his father kneeling and sobbing beside the lifeless body, that now, finally, he and his father truly shared the same blood.


Darkness was near upon him. He turned his head and looked towards the cottages further along the mountainside, his last, desperate hope. The sun was gone but its afterglow still cast a faint light across the heather. But he had barely shifted his wearied legs when voices gave him pause. Fearful they might be Harris’s men, he threw himself flat on his belly and crept behind a small boulder. Just down the slope, three figures stood with their backs to him, looking away towards the lamp-lit windows of Oughty House. One of the men turned and spoke, leaving Thomas in no doubt as to their designs.


‘Harris may have an armed guard outside. The bastard might even shoot on sight. So we have to approach carefully. It’ll be completely dark in twenty minutes so we should be able to get close without anyone seeing us.’


‘What about Uncle Éamon?’


That voice, a boy’s, rang familiar with Thomas. The man spoke again.


‘You hurry to Éamon’s and tell him to meet us at the schoolhouse at Drummin in two hours. We’ll all make our way up the track to Oughty House together. The more of us there are the better.’


‘What about me? I can come along and–’


‘It’s no place for a lad.’ The other man’s voice.


‘Jimmy’s right, son. Harris could start shooting before we get near his door. But that’s a chance we have to take. It’s this or we all starve.’


‘But I–’


‘Don’t argue with me!’


Thomas’s mind raced. They were planning to attack Harris in Oughty House. Maybe kill him. Jesus Christ! They hadn’t a hope of getting away with it. Half the fucking English army was camped across the valley. Were they insane?


‘Go now. Quick as you can. Remember, two hours, the schoolhouse.’


The young lad, a broad bulky youth, turned and walked away with a disgruntled  mutter, affording Thomas sight of his face. Tim Walsh. He lived on the other side of Tawnyard Hill, in the Glenlaur Valley. His father was Pádraig Walsh, once suspected in the murder of Geraghty, a real rebel by all accounts. Éamon Walsh was his brother and Jimmy was probably Jimmy Burke, a neighbour of theirs. The bunch had hatched a plan to do away with Harris, probably with Burrell too. They’d leave no witnesses. Bloody murder would be visited upon their land again tonight. No, not murder; bloody justice.


Walsh and Burke set off down the hill, fading into the swelling mist. Thomas lay in semi-shock for some minutes before resuming his trek, his mind a confused miasma of fear, excitement and hopelessness. He staggered on until he stood in the focal point of a semi-circle of cottages, most black and dead to the world, their thatch hacked out or burned. Yet one cottage remained intact. A low glimmer of flickering gold danced on the floor beneath the wooden door. A shadow interrupted the fire’s capering light. Thomas looked up and saw a whirl of smoke drift up through a hole cut in the thatch, enlivened by an occasional spark. And escaping on those rivulets of turf smoke was that other smell, aromatic in the dampening Mayo air, exotic, rare and priceless: the smell of roasting animal flesh.


He strode towards the cottage door, the other dead houses seeming to watch him, to bear witness to whatever act he might perpetrate, because some part of him had resolved not to leave this house without a fill of meat and he would do anything he had to to fulfil that resolution.


He pushed at the door and found it barred or bolted. The inhabitants had something to protect and he knew full well what it was. Thomas gritted his teeth and hurled his bony shoulder against the door, which shifted inwards a few inches and allowed a wider wedge of light to escape into the night air. The smell of cooking meat rushed at him like a surging wave, swelling his nostrils and lungs, startling his flimsy muscles into renewed life. He heaved again and the door swung inwards, the bench that had been pressed against it toppling sideways with a thud. He stepped into the room and stared to his left at the sight of a man of maybe thirty, maybe sixty, his age lost in the ravages of starvation. He stood with his back to a crackling fire. His left hand clutched a bone chewed almost to whiteness but for a few bits of ragged, burnt flesh that clung to its balled end. In the other hand he held a poker, still faintly glowing, its tip pointed at Thomas, though it wavered in his tremulous grip. The man’s lips shivered too, despite the overpowering heat of the room.


Thomas took a step forward and the cottier gasped, his breath heaving as though in mortal fear that hell was about to claim him. Or already had.


‘You’ve got food.’


The man didn’t respond.


‘You’ve meat. If you share it, I’ll be on my way. I need food for my broth–’


‘I had no choice. Jesus!’ The man started to weep bitterly.


Thomas thought the man looked mad, driven to insanity through hunger. He glanced around for a weapon should he need it.


‘Just give me some meat and I’ll leave.’


The man raised the bone in his left hand and stared at it and Thomas saw his opportunity to strike. A small three-legged stool rested nearby – he could grasp it and brain the mad old bastard before he knew what was happening. But before he could lurch at the stool the man spoke again through a babble of sobs.


‘May God forgive me…oh Jesus…but she was dead already…I swear before the Almighty…’ With that he threw the bone into the flames, sending a shower of sparks skywards. He then raised his eyes and allowed them to flicker over Thomas’s shoulder to the other end of the room.


Some awful truth began to seep into Thomas’s consciousness, a terrible, sickening reality he desperately wished to deny. He looked behind the door where a mouldy, ragged curtain divided the room in two. A clattering startled him and he looked and saw that the man had dropped the poker. His entire body seemed to sag, shoulders slumping, chin almost to his chest. Thomas turned his back on the cottier and walked to the curtain. As he reached out he was conscious now of his own quickening breaths. He grasped it, stepped forward, pulled it to one side.


He didn’t know how long he stood there. His mind was having difficulty processing what he was looking at; his heart was pounding. Shame, revulsion, terror, rage and a thousand other feelings swelled until it seemed his very brain might explode. On the floor lay a ragged, bloody mess. He could barely discern the remains of a human body entangled in a filthy, dark green dress, some parts of limbs still attached to the torso within the garment, other parts cleaved and hacked free. On the floor beside the body lay a bloodstained knife.


A mass of tangled black hair drew his eye and commanded him forward. He released the curtain, which fell back into place behind him, isolating him with the ghastly tableau. He reached down and pulled at the hair, turning the head to one side. It was a girl of perhaps fifteen or sixteen, wasted as were they all, but familiar nonetheless. Her eyes stared blankly out at nothing, her lips were slightly parted, as though in surprise. Her name: it was Etain O’Casey. She’d been one of the ‘bright’ ones in school that had been selected for special attention along with Owen. He released her hair and her head fell back against the ground with a faint slap. He picked up the knife, he knew not why, perhaps somewhere in his mind intent on imposing justice on the cottier for this abomination.


Then came a sob, imploring some release. ‘I had no choice. May God forgive me.’


There was a shuffle and the clatter of something falling. Thomas flung the curtain aside to witness the cottier’s final death agonies as he desperately scratched at the loop of rope around his neck, his feet kicking wildly as they tried to locate the ground. Thomas stood riveted, his shock too intense to motivate any attempt to rescue the man. He stood there, mouth agape, staring at the pleading face, now turning purple. The clawing at his neck, the kicking, the spreading stain on his crotch, the creaking of the rope against the timber, endured for what seemed an age until finally Thomas’s mind snapped and he ran from the cottage out into the blessed relief of the black night air.


Three or four steps were as far as he’d progressed when his feet entangled in each other and he went sprawling onto his outstretched hands and knees. He remained thus for five full minutes, sobbing and gagging, atavistic moans escaping his throat as his mind struggled desperately with the scene to which he’d just borne witness.


Finally he calmed somewhat and sat up on his haunches, staring out over the pitch-dark vale, his breaths easing, dots of colour still dancing before his eyes. He ran his jacket sleeve across his face and erased some of the snot and spittle and wetness.


They had come to this, he thought, his race reduced to the wanton savagery of a wild animal, starved not only of food but now also wrung dry of all humanity. Robbed of their very dignity as men. Ireland had been thrust back into a primeval age where the only rule was survival and morality was revealed to be nothing more than a mask of convenience. The cottier had no choice, so he’d said. And after a while Thomas began to accept it as truth.


And he himself was no different. The hunger still remained in his belly, the weakness in his every muscle. Were his brother not dependent upon him, he too might consider the option of exiting this world to sweet oblivion. But he truly did have no choice. Whether madness was taking him, or his actions were those of the perfectly rational, he couldn’t have said.


He rose to his feet and turned to face the cottage. Through the open door the dead man’s shadow moved back and forth, ever so gently accompanied by the slow creaking of the rope on the beam, like the sound of a boat on a lough surface straining on its line.


He glanced down at the bloodstained knife he still clutched, walked back into the cottage and looked up at the dead man.


He had no choice.
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