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“Time to get up Rory,” said Dad softly with a tap on my shoulder jolting me out of a deep sleep. I forced myself out of bed and dozily made it downstairs to the steaming cocoa on the kitchen counter. My dad had lived a life of action and adventure during a childhood in India and later fighting in the jungles of Burma; now he had an office job. A predawn gallop along the beach was a perfectly normal start to his day. Getting up early was a struggle, but I felt proud joining him while cantering down the beach. The darkness gave it a magical quality. He was famously known for his long naps after lunch, meanwhile, I was in constant trouble for nodding off during afternoon classes. My mates in primary school were in awe of the wild stories I regaled them with in the playground and envious of the pony I’d been given on my tenth birthday the previous year. I didn’t tell them how scared I was sometimes, like when my pony stumbled into deep water nearly trapping me beneath the waves.

The tack room light threw off a luminous glow through the thick fog and darkness.

“Rosinante has cast a shoe. You’ll have to go on your own,” said Dad. Sometimes the horses, feeling good, would buck and gallop around the paddock; the consequences could be that a shoe gets pulled off.

“Shouldn’t I wait until the fog clears?”

“No, you’ll miss the bus for school. Don’t cross the river, its high tide. Go for a quick spin along the headland to the old castle.”

We lived in the former gate lodge of an ancient castle now in ruins. It stood on a rocky headland by the sea; some say it is haunted. The main Dublin to Belfast railway line ran parallel to the shore. The sound of the chugging passenger steam train in late afternoon was how we were able to tell it was tea time. A long overgrown laneway connected our home to the beach and on to the castle. To the left flowed a river and beyond that, miles of empty beach. I felt a chill of alarm. I have never gone out in the dark on my own before. I could barely see five feet in front of me; the fog was a clammy shroud. 

My pony walked briskly down the lane towards the shore. I reassured myself that it would soon be light. The briers and hawthorns towered on either side creating a dark tunnel. I kicked him into a trot as we passed under the railway bridge. The sound of hooves echoed off the stone brickwork and metal girders. The railway above us was on a high embankment. Even in daylight I always felt spied upon from above by an evil presence; bedtime tales by the babysitter of the bogey man walking the rails gave me nightmares.

“Arhh!” A scream shattered the darkness.

My pony jinked sideways. I hit the ground with a thump. I was paralyzed with terror and then for real as a pair of gnarly hands clenched on my shoulders. A feral stench stiffens my hackles, my heart pounds. In the near darkness I make out a short bearded tramp in rough tweed. He roared at me splattering spit all over my face. 

“Are ye trying to kill me?” 

“Let me go! Let me go!” I pleaded, struggling futilely.

“I’m sorry... I never saw you,” I stammered.

“Me leg’s killing me,” he said, as he leaned on me tightening his grip. 

“Sorry...it was an accident... I didn’t see you.”

“Where are you from,” I asked hoping he might be one of the local gypsies, some of whom I knew, and not the dreaded bogey man. 

“At the fort on yonder headland... how come ye see me? Tis strange.”

“What are you doing here?” I said, not sure if he wasn’t a relative of one of the kids I hung out with.

“I goes where I want,” he said, with one hand on the reins, the other clenching my arm. It tingled from the cutoff circulation. 

“Okay, okay...get on the pony. I’ll take you there,” I said desperate for release from his vise-like grip. 

“Grand,” he said, as I gave him a leg up into the saddle. 

We reached the castle ruins and he slid to the ground. The place was isolated and exposed to the elements. In the half-light of dawn, I could make out a deeply furrowed face. I shivered with unease and with the cold mist blowing in from the sea. 

“Ye nearly killed me. But, you’re a good lad and showed me kindness. I return the kindness with a wee gift of gold... gypsy gold.”

“Gold? Ya right, you have nothing...you’re just a tramp.” I said. As he slid off the saddle his coat slipped open exposing two rabbits hanging from his belt.

“Hey, you took them from our snares didn’t you.” I tried to grab them, but he twisted away and scrambled over the rocks.

“Ye ungrateful cur. I gave ye a priceless gift: the gift of horses. Now I curse ye... for every success ye have, may ye have ten disasters,” he screamed through the fog bounding away over the rocks. 

I cantered home rattled by the encounter and tried to make sense of it. I felt scared and guilty. The only person I could share this with was my side-kick Liam, the gypsy kid who had set the snares. Liam and his extended clan had an encampment on the edge of the Common. He and his younger sister Siobabh were about my age and although from very different backgrounds, we were kindred spirits. Little did our parents know of the mischief we got up to.

After school, as I was working in the barn, I kept glancing out the door hoping to see Liam on his way to check the snares. There he was, sauntering down the lane way with a distinctive swaying gait from a gimpy leg, the result of a fracture that was never set. 

“Hey, wait,” I ran over to him. “It’s not a fox taking the rabbits, it’s an old tramp living beyond in the castle,” I explained, telling him of the encounter.

“I’ll fix the bastard, I can trap more than bunnies,” he said darkly. “Hey, are you coming to the races on Sunday. Da’s got a runner in the novice race, it’s a sure thing.”

“You know I can’t go to flapper meets. The Jockey Club stewards refuse to give rider’s licenses to anyone who goes near unsanctioned race meets.” 

“Ah, you’re only watchin’, I’m sure no one will know ya.”

I thought quickly, Liam and I are self-styled desperadoes of the old West, inspired by our heroes in the ‘fillums’. There was also the possibility of doubling my scant pocket money.  The race meet was five miles away on the top of the moor. There was a trout stream nearby. It would be no harm to drop a line in the river and if the trout weren’t rising, I could stop by the races. Liam had a tough edge to him and it was a constant struggle for me to prove I was just as lean and wild as he was. 

“Yeah, great, see you there”. 

Sunday dawned bright and I set off on my bike with the dismantled fishing rod and cheese sandwiches strapped to the rear rack. Ramshackled old vans pulling horse trailers passed me on the road, all heading for Tullyesker, the highest part of the moor. Sheep grazed between the dense gorse bushes and rough stone walls. I arrived, stopped and stared. I felt like I had stepped back into the 19th century. There were crowds of country people in homespun tweed, hawkers selling hand-made copper wire jewellery. A huge woman in a billowing skirt selling bananas and oranges shouting her wares in a singsong voice, the aroma of meat sizzling on a grill over a makeshift stove, children taking donkey rides and the sound of a fiddle and penny whistle that could be heard through all the din.

“Ah, here’s my jockey,” said Mick, Liam’s dad, as I approached. 

He was a big burly man dressed in a collarless flannel shirt and leather vest with baggy tweed trousers held up with a thick leather belt. He had done time for violently assaulting a man in a drunken brawl. I felt awes and intimidated in his presence.

“What?” 

“Siobabh sprained her wrist giving Merlin a pipe-opener yesterday. They took the corner too sharp and his legs went out from under him. Liam says you’re the last of the best.”

I stared at the family; Mick, smiling and enthusiastic; Liam, grinning at me giving me the thumbs up; and Siobabh, dark and lithe, staring at me with hard penetrating eyes and a half smile. She was dressed in worn jeans and an oversized red wool sweater. She seldom came on our adventures, but I was totally smitten by her. My heart pounded, I acted the part of being a tough little kid afraid of nothing, now I had to choose. It was just like in the movies – was I real or a was I a fake? These gypsy races had a terrible reputation; the ponies were juiced up on an unholy mix of stimulants and painkillers, and the riders would drink themselves into good fighting trim while the trainers and owners staked hundreds on the outcome. It was a throwback to the gladiator fights of ancient Rome...no., they had rules. It was more like the ancient hill tribes settling a bitter feud. I agonized that I wouldn’t be strong enough to hold him in a pack and I didn’t want to think of the violence that would be unleashed on an outsider riding the favourite. Siobhan stared at me...I couldn’t back down. If she could do it, well, so could I. 

“He’s a real gentleman, an easy ride. It’s early in the season and the others aren’t fit. Siobabh has him as hard as nails working him on the hills,” said Mick.

“Right” I replied, feeling Siobabh”s feral eyes bearing into me. I felt like a rabbit caught in a snare. 

Our race was the third on the card. The course was three times around a mile track cleared of sheep and gorse bushes. An old boundary wall ran across the top of the moor dividing the track into two. Wattle hurdles had been pulled aside to leave openings for the ponies to pass.  We tacked up the pony behind the trailer.

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Merlin,” said Siobabh, as she tightened the girth. I had only ridden rough-haired ponies, never a pint-size half thoroughbred. My throat felt dry, sweat prickled my scalp, my heart thumped. I was totally out of my element, this was way beyond anything I had ever done.

“He’s no good on turns, don’t lose ground, a few taps on the nose with the stick will keep him on the rail,” said Mick, with a pint of beer in his hand.

I badly needed to go to the bathroom. My bowels were churning. It was in a closed off section of the jockeys’ tent. My adversaries were in various stages of undress. It was the first time I had smelt the arid stench of raw fear. I realized they were just as scared as I was. Knowing this gave me an edge.

“Now Rory, there’s only six in our race. Stay just off the pace until the last gateway, then bang sparks off the spurs. Nobody can beat him in a finish. You’re 5 to 2 with the bookies. We’ll win, the money’s down,” said Mick, handing me a blackthorn stick and taking the riding crop from me... “any messin’ ...just smack ‘em across the face.”

The six horses walked in a circle inside the roped off area in front of the bookies. The crowd jostled and shouted instructions. I saw, Johnny, the blacksmith laying a bet. I looked away praying he didn’t recognize me. Siobabh must have read my thoughts as she led us around the ring.

“Don’t worry, we’ve given you a new name.”

I looked up at the notice board listing the riders and horses. Number 5 – Donny Keeotay. I shook my head as she smiled up at me. I glanced at the crowd packed against the rope that defined the ring. There is that man...the tramp staring at me. He held up one crooked finger – we continued walking. I turned and looked back but he is gone. Tingles went my spine: was I seeing things?

“Good luck,” she said and unleashed us. 

We cantered down to the start as a rabble. I glanced at the other riders. They were like bandits gathering for a bank raid. We formed a rough line at the start. The starter raised a large red flag.

“They’re off,” he screamed, dropping the flag.

We charged down the narrow turf track, past the rows of cars and yelling spectators. I was in the middle of the bunch. Merlin pulled like a runaway freight train and I strained hard trying to hold him. The sticks were out and riders slashed each other and their mounts. We screamed for space as the ponies bounced off each other to the sound of stirrups clanging. We were all out of control. Our mounts swung to the left around the first turn. It took both hands on the left rein and all my strength to get him around the turn. We lost ground. I ducked my head to avoid the worst of the stones and clods of turf being thrown up by the flying hooves a few yards in front. Merlin tore after the leaders and my arms burned with the strain of holding him back. We’re laying forth as we turned into the final lap. The leader was three lengths in front and then a pair are neck and neck in front of me. Blackthorn sticks sliced the air like a maniacal drummer as the riders urged their mounts in a last frantic dash. We hurled around the flag marking the last turn. I caught a glimpse of Siobhan’s red sweater she was yelling from the stone wall.  I give Merlin a crack. We came up the inside, and the three of us were head n’ head going into the gateway.

Crash!  The rider on my right slammed his horse into Merlin and we smashed through the hurdle together, wicker flying everywhere. We both lay on the ground for a moment, then he struggled to untangle himself from the shattered hurdle. Spectators ran quickly over and pulled me from the wreckage. I realized how lucky I was. Merlin had taken the brunt of the fall and the wicker hurdle had been more forgiving than the sun-baked, hard ground. 

“Are ye kilt?” said Mick, as I hobbled back to the trailer with Siobhan’s arm supporting me.

“I’m okay,” I lied, feeling shaken and nauseous.

Siobabh unsaddled Merlin. His nostrils flared, sides heaved and a cloud of steam enveloped him. 

“That was grand sport. Jaysus, he runs like the wind. Come on and have a jar,” said Mick going over to the van for more stout. I looked at Liam, my legs shaking.

“Da is in grand form. He had the winner backed. He’ll be into the drink now.” 

“Wasn’t I expected to win?” 

“Ha, ha... sometimes you win by losing,” said Mick, brandishing a thick wad of notes. “Come on and have a bite,” he said handing me a sandwich and a pop, adding, “We’d have rabbit stew if only Liam knew how to set a snare.” 

Liam told about my encounter with the raggedy man and the rabbits.

“He promised me gypsy gold for helping him and then cursed me for trying to take the rabbits off him,” I said.

“Gypsy gold is the kind that glistens in the sun and neighs in the dark; it’s the gift of horses,” said Mick, adding...“It didn’t do us any good today though.”

“That’s not all; he cursed me and said ‘for every success may ye have ten disasters’.” 

“What did he look like?” 

I described him down to his rough tweeds and heavy brogues.

“And when exactly did this happen?”

I relayed the time and place.

“Glory be. He was one of the ‘little people’. I’ve heard tell of how under certain conditions a gap opens in the veil allowing children to pass between worlds.”

“Ahh, go on Da, that’s the drink talking,” said Siobabh.

“No, it’s like the tumblers in a lock, clickin’ one at a time to open it. Rory was betwixt and between. The sea and the land, the fog is half air and half water, the dawn is between night and day, and ponies are portals to the spirit world.”

Siobabh stared at me in wonder.

“Ha ha, we were doomed from the start,” said Mick, laughing. “Me jockey was cursed.”

“Hey, it’s not all bad, you’ve got the gift of horses. You’ll be like Captain Apache and ride anything with hair,” said Liam.

My leg was stiffening up, I had to get home before I was completely crippled.

“I got to get back.” 

“You’ll not stay for the dance?” said Siobhan.

“I got to go, my folks will be worried about me. I said I’d be home for supper,” I said.

“I’ll walk you to your bike.” 

“I’m sorry to let you down, I hope Merlin will be all right.” 

“Thanks,” She said, touching my arm. It felt like a jolt of electricity. I felt pleasure and confusion. I wanted more. But how could I be seeing a girl with a lunatic father who could have killed me just for a handful of cash, a few beers and a good laugh? 

“I better go.”

“Watch out for the ‘little people’,” she said, smiling. 

I sped free-wheeling down the hill with a huge grin on my face, battered and bruised, a girl on my mind, washed in the rush of winning by losing. I stuck my legs out sideways and screamed into the slipstream...Suddenly I slammed on the brakes. There fishing from the river bank was the tramp again. I got off the bike and slowly walked to the bridge for a closer look – it was only a jute sack caught in the briers. I mounted the bike and peddled slowly home thoroughly spooked. I knew I had been given a rare gift and the very least I could do was give a gift in return. The next day I got all my precious pocket money I had been saving up for fishing tackle and bought a small bottle of whiskey. The shopkeeper knew me and buying medicine for mum’s cold wasn’t a problem. When I got home I took the bottle along with some snares and left them where we had set the traps. I knew it was a hopeless gesture, the portal to the other world had closed and I was left with his curse ringing in my ears – ‘for every success ye will have ten disasters.’
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“Rory, we need to sit down and have a talk. Your mum and I are very concerned about your school report, and then there is Tonka. We know how inseparable you two are, but we must face reality. You have shot up in the last year and are now too big for him. It’s only fair for him if we find him a new home,” said dad.

“What!” I said in shock.

I suspected that my school report might not be good, in fact it was awful, although I thought much of it was grossly unfair. My parents had been under the impression that I was doing alright...until they read the report. My earliest schooling was in the local market town under the watchful eye of Miss Butterworth, a buxsom blonde who cared for us like a mother hen. It was here that I was first exposed to writing, sums and the strangeness of the Gaelic language. I muddled along, buoyant with good nature and supported by my friendly classmates. The highlight of the week was Friday lunchtime when the chip truck parked outside and we relished the most delectable chips that I have ever tasted. Three years later I was sent off to boarding school where corporal punishment with a bamboo cane was still in vogue. I became like the ‘grey man’  in spy novels trying not to be noticed. It was an adversarial world of ‘us and them’. My marks suffered.

“Rory, we work so hard for you, you break our hearts. Your grades are disgraceful. The worst thing is your teachers say you don’t even make an effort,”  said mum.

“I’ll do better next...”

“Your Dad and I have been discussing this. We don’t think it would be fair to enroll you in a summer course to catch up on your school work, however, we both agree that a summer job would give your life structure and teach you about the importance of responsibility,” said mum.

The kitchen table meeting that evening left me gutted. The next day was even worse.

“I talked to Gloria De Backle last night. She says you should apply to the Chascomus Hunt and Country Club. They are hiring students for the summer. She also mentioned that her daughter, Penelope, needs a bigger pony. They are going to come and try Tonka,” said mum.

“Ahh, not Penelope, she’s a dressage rider. Tonka’s a free spirit. He would be miserable doing all that ‘inside leg, outside hand’ rubbish,” I said. 

This was all happening too fast. I needed time to think it all through and hear what my friends thought of it. I grabbed my bike and peddled furiously to the gypsy encampment hoping for some sympathy and solace. Liam and his dad Mick where working on a car. His sister Siobhan was skinning a rabbit.

“What’s up with you this fine mornin’ Rory lad,” said Mick.

“Tonka is being sold and I have to get a summer job,” I said.

“And why would this be?” said Mick kindly, he could see how upset I was.

“My school report was bad and my parents say I’ve outgrown Tonka. I haven’t,” I said defiantly.

“They send us to school to become civilized, but civilization shuns us Travelling People. There is no harm in work though. That said, I have to go over to Owen’s to shoe a horse. Jump in the truck. I might need you to hold one.”

Mick and Owen Monet were both horse dealers, however, the similarity ends there. They were polar opposites. Mick was a big raw-boned man with a battered face and wore soiled work clothes. Like a granite outcrop, he is all rough edges. Owen on the other hand, was a chameleon; he could blend into any social setting. Like a water-worn pebble, his smoothness prevented attempts by creditors and lawyers to get a grip on him. However, the real difference was that Owen had transcended the grubby world of horse dealing and knew how to manipulate some people’s unquenchable lust for glory and prestige.

“How’s business?” said Mick to Owen as he stepped out of the truck and continued, “you know Rory, the hell-rider that lives down by the strand? He is cryin’ the blues ‘cos he’s losing his pony.”

“My parents say I’ve outgrown him and the De Bacles are coming to try him out,” I said.
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