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The Trees


Going over the lane at Carrick, Cahir’s arms are on fire. The stone trail is slippy under fallen leaves, rotting brown and orange. His shoulders and forearms burn with the weight of carting two bin bags. Him trying to stop them dragging on the ground. The lane is narrow, like a tunnel, with the hedgerow reaching in and almost meeting overhead. The trees have dropped leaf, snaked with ivy and honeysuckle vine. In the dull of early winter the lane is still wrung with green, spliced with holly and lined in great busting sprays of fern.


He’d have slowed his step if it wasn’t for the buzzing, the hum that has shown up to thrill through his nerves, pulling him tight. He shouldn’t let a living thing dry out. The little stems he carries are the bones of something young, so easy to snap or starve, and Cahir counts the minutes that they’re out of water, pores closed, their drive to suck suppressed. He hurries against the limits of survival.


Living in a battered place, he has learned to see those limits. To notice signs of struggle. Familiar with what’s rough and hard, Cahir has learned to spot where something will grow. The soft and sheltered, protected and fertile strips that weave between ocean cliffs and high mountain bogs. Green corners and flat squares that can be turned to production, that can be fenced off and cultivated. In respite from the salty winds and Inner Seas, sheltered by sand dunes and beaten hills, there are pockets of growth that survive and Cahir hurries toward one of them.


On a stony track he knows well, he is alone, safe. The muscles around his jaw and cheeks soften out of a tiring arrangement. Away from eyes that follow and pick apart, Cahir is bodiless. He floats.


At the end of the lane, at the oxidised gate, he is level with the steeple and the clocktower and the chimneys of the town, stacked, clambering on Barrack Hill, two miles east. With his back to the town, the ground slips down and away from Cahir. A gradual slope to a rocky stream and then a hill lifting quickly, a long ridge, a hump that shelters the town from the brutal west. He knows that the back and shoulders of the hill are covered in heather, turning purple, turning brown, but from the gate he can’t see it. From here it’s only the woods he can see, a sweeping canopy of leaf-bare oak. It climbs over the whole face of the hill. High, thriving and forgotten. A swathe, a slip of what’s untouched, untroubled, rare and good.


Cahir is coming to work at a scrap of rushes belonging to his mother. Five wet acres she was left by poor Sean the Yelper, her virgin uncle. The Yelpers have abandoned the land. Generations and generations dependent on it until finally they could stop working so hard. None of them are farmers now. Teachers and engineers. Civil servants and accountants. They’ve progressed far from the dirt and cruelty of having to survive on the land like that. Marie wasn’t first in line to get Uncle Sean’s bit of earth and the word was that Sean had a soft spot for Graham, a husband blown in from Dunree. Cahir’s mum was happy to have beaten out her cousins but she hardly gave the land another thought. The Yelper inheritance was easily forgotten, thought useless apart from the associated turbary rights and they did cut turf for a few seasons, for the novelty, for the laugh about turning and footing and throwing the sods. Laughing at the bags of turf they dragged home, dried out sticks of hollowed muck. Cahir didn’t think the turf was that funny. He didn’t forget that the hill was owned in common, shared by the landowners under it. That the Yelper scrap of rushes gave them a share of the western hill and the bog-encircled woods.


Cahir isn’t sure his plan will work and until he’s sure he will keep his head down. Keep quiet. In preparation, the best he could do was sit and watch. He sat through years of comings and goings, of the rhythms that mark out the use of a place. The Masters and the Oregons own the neighbouring fields, they share the common hill, but only the Masters keep animals and they don’t stray as far as this. Not when they have so much good grass close to the byres.


Inside the gate and parallel to the lane, there is a strip of thinner darker growth where the fields were torn up for new power lines. A rerouting across the hill so that the supply in Woodtop would be secure. The Yelpers agreed to an easement. They allowed the ESB to come in with a few wooden poles and with twisting heavy wires that track the lane. A brief intrusion and forgotten again. Let back to seed, more grass and rushes. They ripped up some whin bushes when they stuck in their masts and they left them overturned, drying out in heaps, like cinder wood after a fire, a sentry line of dead mounds to separate what’s ruined and what’s whole. That violence is Cahir’s chance. The cleared and churned earth can be put to better use, restored.


Inside the gate, he has hidden his tools. A barrow and spade and a bag of well-rotted manure. A ball of twine and some bamboo canes. A watering can pre-filled to brimming from the iron pump at the main road. Cahir rests the saplings against a stand of rushes. He paces the earth, muck squelching beneath him, and makes for the spade.


They were selling the wee trees at the top of the Church Road, at the High Cross next to the Protestant graveyard. The Cross is a remnant of a holy site and it was an appropriate spot for the assembled crowd, shaping for virtue, competing with the figures chipped into stone, determined and pious, like the Three Holy Women going to the tomb. A notch in the main road, with space to park two cars, it was the site of a monastery and an early church, all trampled and cleared and buried deep under layers and layers of compacted fill. Cambered tar sweeping up from the river, from the town and the school, past the edge of Cahir’s lane and the woods.


Cahir saw salvation proclaimed in the supermarket. A Native Tree Sale by the Inishowen Environmental Society. A limp poster in faded colour and decorated with the bough of a Clipart tree, it’s how he knew to be waiting. Long before the advertised start time, Cahir and a crowd of cunning operators loitered at the Cross, keen to get roots in the ground before the ground froze.


Don’t buy crabapple if you know what’s good for you, they warned each other from under hoods.


I’d count sycamore a weed, one said.


Not right native either, said another.


Cahir suffered their outpourings quietly. He kept busy at the low granite wall where the saplings were laid in black bin bags, in groups according to their common names.


While hovering at a bag of sessile oak, counting stems, a lady sneaked up on him, dying to know was he OK there? Did he know what he was looking for?


Cahir jumped at the noise so close to his ear. He startled at the nearness of her face and her mass of greying hair. A bush, a halo of frizz, each strand of hair coarse and static and unable to lie flat. Cahir quickly arranged a huge smile. I’m fine for now, he said, all sunny. Thank you though.


She wouldn’t catch Cahir as handy as that. They can never just stick to silence. What about a bit of manners? What about don’t be prying? Fucking hell. It’s true, aye, that Cahir has no proven success in horticulture. True, and obvious to look at him maybe, that his record of nurture is short and fatal but if that was her final assessment then good luck to her, the dolt.


Cahir is going to take care of the trees and that’s why it’s not the same as the parsley in the orange pot, which was ages ago, and which was only for garnishes, and which Cahir would never claim could save the world, or any corner of it. The Doherty family just weren’t in the habit of garnishing their plates. They were too eager to get them cleaned. Too hungry. Knives and forks and spoons never resting until every shovelful was swallowed. So the parsley sat on the kitchen windowsill and died. Withered. Starved. Crisped. It was sitting a long time dead before Marie thought to remove it, and Cahir never discovered the exact cause of death, he only knew that there had been some terrible and costly lack of attention. It must be Graham and Marie’s fault that he was thick about these things. If they could have been the kind of parents who put fresh herbs into the dinner, or kept a dog, or cat, or even a goldfish for the boys to practise on, who knows what things the two brothers might have reared. But Graham and Marie never chanced a pet because they were very busy. Too busy for things like pets and gardens. Just look at the hedge up at home, on Molly’s Brae, over-clipped and windburnt. Look at the two haggard shrubs stunted in the gravel, gasping. Cahir and Dan were lucky to come out near thriving.


Cahir went up and down the line quickly, looking to get away in good time. He was turning red, he could feel it. Burning at the thought they might know him, generally aware of him as one of Marie the Yelper’s boys. You know. Her that married your man out of Dunree. They might year by year have watched him take his big fat grown-up shape. It wasn’t fair that they would know him. An asymmetric advantage when he knows nobody. He had to get going. He had to get away quick.


At the bench below the Cross, where pilgrims sit in adoration, Cahir looked at the paper notes in his hand and tried to count what money could buy. He thought sixty euro was a very good price for being sinless. Only one sin mattering to Cahir when the whole earth was on fire. When we have the fires lit and spreading and burning everywhere. Cahir had to say sorry for being bad. For being alive in a world overrun. For the smouldering coals that trail about on his boots, a trampling wrecker. For his every breath in time with all the others, like bellows at an ember. He was going to dig at the ground with all his might, labour at the only small patch he can claim to own. To know if he can make it better. If his hands can do anything but wreck. It was sixty euro out the gate, sixty all in, and if he could keep it to sixty he’d be doing rightly. Sixty would be decent value for a chance to die in grace.


That hope roused Cahir, raised a smile and set him humming, even with the pains in his belly firing as he came to the curving yellow pebbledash of the graveyard wall. A tiny graveyard for Protestants, where left-footers and flat stone slabs weather bare, sinking in and around the monks’ Marigold Stone, and where the footpath curves around the wall, and where its kerb crumbles into dust at the road. Smiling, as he came opposite the long white face of the Masters’ farmhouse, too warm in his blue overcoat and muttering to himself about transpiration. About filtered soot and stuck carbon and general absolution, like you get at the Christmas penitential service. If the trees take, if they survive and grow, his life can be forgiven. If he plants enough of them, he can save Dan too, reclaim innocence for the two of them.


With that thought he battered on, sharpish, hoping to confuse nosey beaks with an air of purpose. There was nothing for it but purpose now the trees’ delicate crowns were brushing the sides of his thighs, now the clouds swole a threat above the Mountain Road.


Cahir steps out the planting area, trying to imagine the trees grown high, as tall as those across the stream, a new canopy rising over the stream border of holly and rowan trees. The idea is that they should form a sort of copse of their own. A natural-looking group like a spur from the old woods. A daring spasm of youth that just couldn’t sit still, that just couldn’t be tied and that leapt over rocks and streams, no bother on them.


That fancy lasts a right while. It’s what got Cahir this far. It lasts right up until the first swing of his spade. Right up until that dull thud.


He should have dug the holes yesterday.


It’s the first of the day’s lessons and the others aren’t slow behind. Cahir soon learns that digging holes is not that easy; holy fuck it’s not easy. It’s an activity for a man wriggling with those wee muscles that harden at your command. A man with coarse skin on his hands. It is going to be a day’s work in itself because everywhere he sticks the spade’s cutting edge is rock. His is a stony, watery sanctuary that would have benefited from a thorough mapping exercise. Or a riven plough. It’s a matter of inching, of standing on the tread of the spade, of finding the spot where the blade will sink.


When he has the rim of a hole cut and the soil tipped, he tries to get his fingers to the flat grey stones, shaking and pulling as if they have roots of their own. He beats down on the stones with the blade and cuts at them from outside the hole, trying to find the far side of them.


With a passable depth excavated he stumbles to his bin bag and pulls out a hawthorn. It can go in first because it only needs a small hole. It is a tiny thing altogether. A spiky wee stalk only as high as his knee. There are no hawthorns in the proper woods but Cahir wants them as a marker. So people know they’re on the edge of something. That they’re leaving behind what’s used up. That there is a limit to the wrecked world.


Cahir has been coming to the woods since Graham told his best story one Sunday on the way back from Buncrana.


His dad said every week that he couldn’t understand, how in this day and age, there wasn’t a swimming pool in a town the size of Carn. As if the day and age were deserving. Marie came the odd Sunday but mostly it was Graham and Cahir and Dan. All the boys rinsing in the showers, swimming caps and goggles and flip-flops to separate them from the white square tiles and the wet, dark, grout. Sometimes there were floats or lilos but even with no inflatables the boys were happy near the shallow end, splashing in the echoing hall and treading water. Cahir had learned how to do the breaststroke in PE class and felt it was important to show Dan what he knew. After the lessons, Dan always wanted to race. It wasn’t fair to race when Cahir was five years older and when Dan was small even for eight years old, but Dan made up for the gap in size with lightness and a serious engine. He would shoot over the top of the water, hardly sunk at all, churning water in a mad front crawl, and if he was trailing behind, he would pull at Cahir’s foot or try and break Cahir’s stroke.


It was a twenty-five metre pool. Graham swam twenty laps every week, and they wouldn’t have stopped him short of a drowning. Since he’d given up the football, Graham had got very into swimming and running. He was training for some kind of long race. Cahir kept a general eye on how many bodies were in the pool. He watched Graham’s laps, counting his every return to the shallow end, his fingertips outstretched and his roll forward to kick out from the wall. Cahir took to the changing room early to get his hair washed and his body dried and hidden while the changing rooms were quiet.


He had to get his bag organised and get into the toilet cubicle before anybody saw. Flip-flops were very important then because there could be piss on the tiles. He folded his clothes on top of the cistern and on the closed seat of the bowl. Space was very limited and it was hard to get completely dry before dressing. Often, he would be pulling socks on to damp feet, wriggling from the horrible warmth of the T-shirt sticking to wet patches on his back.


He couldn’t stay out in the open changing room where the men weren’t covered or smoothed over. Their bare features sticking out under wet hair. The strange contours of their humped backs and sunken chests emerging from clouds of deodorant. Nothing covered up. Not even dicks.


In his mid-forties then, Graham had a full head of greying blond hair and was physically exact in a way which made him look younger. A tall, strong figure of a man, trim and kept from all the running and swimming, he sometimes put on his socks before his pants. Cahir wondered at them all walking about in no hurry to cover up. Relaxed towelling down their backs and in between grisly toes. He didn’t understand how they could show themselves like that. He didn’t believe he could be one of them and the thought that he should be, or that he had to be, was so strange that it must be wrong. It was impossible.


Cahir was allowed to spend a fiver in the tuck shop after the swim and that’s where he headed. Better to get out of the heat of the changing room. Better to forget about bodies and get into the fresh air. A fiver went a long way in that shop. Stinger bars and Refreshers and candy smokes were dirt cheap and there wasn’t a dick in sight. They were so cheap that he would buy one bar for the drive home and one to eat immediately on the wall under the convent school. It was on one of those drives down the Mountain Road, over Lough Namin and the rocky hills crowned King and Queen of the Mintiaghs, that his dad said, Maybe we’ll cut turf this year, lads. What do yous reckon?


Cahir was pretending to read The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and to ignore the fear that reared in him, that he would be too fat to foot turf, too girly and soft, nibbling his bubblegum Refresher bar.


Where would we cut turf? Cahir asked eventually. Sure they were townies from Molly’s Brae, not Craignahorna or Meenahoner.


We used to cut turf over there, said Graham, waving his hand generally across the rolling heather as they came to the mountain lakes. The Yelpers have a stake in that area because of the land at Carrick. Your mum’s land, he said.


Mum doesn’t have any land, Cahir said, eyes now well raised from the page.


And what, your mum was stealing turf, was she? Her and your granny Callaghan?


Cahir was stuck. Snookered. Granny the Yelper was a woman of stout morals and would never be thieving turf.


Dan never lifted his eyes from his console, his thumbs tapping vigorously, frowning, sighing, hissing. Cahir knew Dan was having trouble getting past the robo-pirates. He knew about the different levels and bosses and the general progress of the quest, but he couldn’t settle back into Rayman or Roger Ackroyd now that he was a landowner. Now that he had a share in the wild areas above the town.


Cahir refills the soil around the roots and stands on the loose earth, firming it in around the finger-thick trunks. He likes the sight of them. The three hawthorns set in beside each other, a close triangle that will blossom together, a great mass of white. He stands back and pumps his fist, tripping across the slope in excitement, banging into the metal watering-can, stirring a couple of birds in the high canopy. He watches as they flutter and circle and come back down. That’ll be lovely, he says to himself, quieter. Plausible too, he thinks. Not an obvious fake.


Cahir is tired. Two or three holes might have done for a first day digging. But naw. Cahir tears the bags open and drags them along as he moves across the soil, hunched, wild, staggering them as best the earth will let him. Clawing the holes open with his hands in an imperfect design. Physical labour takes all thought from him and he’ll be easy rocked tonight if he can just own more than a litter of dead things.


Even without his overcoat and his woollen jumper the sweat is lashing him, blinding him, and his heavy twill shirt is sticking to him. The stones he can get out, he uses to weigh down the manure as he heaps it in over refilled soil, stamping into the earth around each stem. A wandering, bare-looking grove of tiny spikes follows him, skinny sticks in pools of black manure, dwarfed by the starved and drying ruins of dead boughs and roots.


Cahir’s hands are filthy, manure and soil are gathered under his nails and the broken and dislodged rubble dyes the creases in his palms. He looks at them until he has a breath back but then he keeps going. That’s what he will say for himself. His knees are soaked and his cords are clattered because he didn’t bring anything to wipe the muck on but he keeps going and he does get them all in the ground; ash and oak, holly, birch and hawthorn, and he waters them in even though rain is forecast and not far away, because they need a good drink.


It is hard to believe it only took three hours. Cahir is in a daze. His face is numb bar a circle of localised tingling. An aura of dots swarms in his eyes. It’s an interesting array of neurological warning signs as the buzzing builds. He hides his bits and pieces at the edge of the lane and walks home with his hands in his pockets to hide the dirt of them. He is smeared in damp soil from the waist down but he can’t hide that. His boots are caked around the edges and dripping muck from under the soles in a trail of incomplete prints. He wipes them on the verge as best he can before appearing on the public footpath. Numb all over in a way that doesn’t feel like triumph, worrying that he did it wrong. He’s worrying about the tingling in his cheek and the waving aura that won’t recede and what Graham once said about high winds and tying down things that you care about. He’ll have to be over weeding and watering them every other day. Forking in compost and bone-meal. Adding to them every year because reproduction is a part of persistence and they are too small to have a strategy. Until they can throw copies on the wind or drop a tempting berry, Cahir is all they have. He’s a required nuisance until they can be sure of lasting, high on the confidence of a three-metre trunk.


Twenty-five minutes’ walk and he’s home, burned through, emptied of the force he needs to kick off his boots. He steps out of his cold, stiff cords, peels off his muddy socks, and throws them in the drum of the washing machine.


He won’t tell Dan about the trees yet. In the spring maybe, when he knows if they’re living or dead. Cahir is the right man for a secret. The great secrets of the world are best kept by fat boys and girls. Fat boys like Cahir with no shortage of capacity or cover or practice, the ones who’ve been hoarding for years, building heft in the quiet when backs were turned.


Cahir can hear Dan in the sitting room, shouting at FIFA. He closes the bathroom door and gets in the shower. Happy to get clean.


The only niggle is the pain in his belly. The strain of walls stretched thin by fullness, of skin pulled taut at the limits of elasticity. Visceral girth is a complicating factor and Cahir has read all about weak spots and herniation. He read that sometimes your gut pops out through your belly button. Cahir is very quick to notice new pain. In general, his life is ordered to avoid it. To be safe even from the fear of it. As the hot water falls and the muck drains away he tries to remember old pains and how long it took them to go away. It’s probably normal after so much digging, he thinks.


He is clean and tired. He stretches side to side, tilting his spine one way and then the other. Resetting after all his work. Content with the new proof of himself and the ground he broke open with a twist of his back.


In the sitting room, Cahir will have to ask a few times before Dan turns off the PlayStation. Then they’ll sit about for the afternoon, the evening and into the night, watch a film maybe. Sometimes they watch two. Dan will read through the options and ask Cahir to pick. In the end, Cahir will make Dan choose. Cahir will cook the dinner and Dan will light the fire. He’ll bring over the logs and the coal from the shed, making several trips to fill the white plastic buckets. He’ll empty the ashes and fiddle the draughts and warm the sitting room even after Cahir says no. Don’t. Pretending that he’s too warm as it is. Roasting. That he’s suffocated with the heat. In a sky too full of smoke already.










The Milkshed


It is the broad a that rings from the landing, the held ending of her name that echoes through the upstairs hall. Lydia doesn’t bother calling back because she can hear Dolly’s footsteps on the stairs, coming to her. She is at the doorway, her face all serious feeling, waiting for Lydia to enquire from the edge of her bed. It’s not a contest her mother can win when the news weighs so heavy on her.


You’ll never guess who’s after dying, she says.


It’s one of Dolly’s games. Not Lydia’s favourite but certainly a classic: Guess Who’s Dead. There must be nobody in the house because Dolly normally prefers to play with Sam or Tom, or over the phone with Charlie in Effish. Lydia has too poor a grasp on local dynasties to be a competent player. They all have too many connections, too many relations, it would take all the space in her head to keep them accurate and updated. She wishes they could settle the rules of the game in advance, like, is there a time limit?


Maybe if you gave me a proper clue for once, she says.


Dolly frowns like this isn’t what she wanted at all. Lydia is making fun and at a time like this. It’s not on. Not when Vincent Tim is dead. Through no fault in Dolly, or the solemnity of her in proclamation, the news doesn’t land with any special gravity. Lydia shakes her head,


Who’s he?


Big Vincie Tim. What a man. Didn’t he sell cattle at the mart with daddy for twenty-odd years? Sure wasn’t he a tonic?


Definitely no and probably not. Dolly is a great collector of stories but not an accurate transmitter of them.


Dead, she says. Dolly finds it hard to fathom how someone can just drop. A massive heart attack, Dr Foley is saying. And poor Kate will miss him wile. Lydia makes the start of a wince and a wince is what’s too much for Dolly.


You’ve met Kate manys a time. You know her, Lydia. I know you know her. She’d be a great big fat woman?


Her with the wile-looking blue rinse?


It’s easier to pretend and Poor Kate, as she shall now be known, was at Slimming World in Moville, trying to count her sins. She told Vincie to get back into bed if he was that sick. You’d say she shouldn’t have gone but Vincie was up and dressed so how was Kate to know? He told her Patsy McCandless was outside waiting with her lift and would she not get a move on? Poor Kate only lost half a pound, Dolly says, and Lydia thinks Patsy McCandless is some bitch to betray Slimming World secrets like that.


Kate was home, says Dolly, coming in the back door when she saw Vincie’s feet poking from under the counter. She tried her might to rouse him but there was no rousing Vincie.


Lydia laughs. Oh my God, Mum, she says, don’t tell it like that.


Like what?


Like it’s funny.


It’s not a bit funny, he was only sixty-eight in May and the men used to céilí two or three nights a week with him. It’s a wake on us anyway.


No way, Lydia says. I don’t know them. Where’s Tom? He’ll go if it’s a farming crowd.


Dolly is deadly serious about a wake. Death and cake are the things to take most seriously. She’s away down now to make tea scones. If in doubt, make a few treacle tea scones because they’ll hardly go to waste. Dolly’s treacle scones are generally acclaimed and she has learned that when asked for two dozen buns it’s better to send two dozen and four.


On the edge of her bed, at the open window, the air has turned fresh. Lydia is wrapped against the cold with her feet in warm slippers. She leaves the window open as often as she can because the glass condenses at the northern end of the house, obscuring her view. Lydia is watching the clouds from a certain height. It’s just the right height to see underneath them and to bet on whether they’ll hold their water or burst. The view of the sky from her old bedroom is one of the things Lydia knows best in the world.


The front face of their house is a public space, the trellises smothered in roses and other climbers, bordering the main road to the sea. They share the site with the yellow Protestant church, the High Cross and the Marigold Stone. They share their land with strange words and figures carved in stone. It’s hard to believe with three roads meeting but this is a pilgrimage site. They say the house was in a bad state when Dolly came from Effish, glory mingling with wedding bells as she arrived under the arch of the front door. That the poor house hadn’t a look in with Sam’s mother dying so young and his father so busy at the cattle.


Dolly wasn’t afraid of a bit of work. In Effish her own mother had taught her and her sisters how to graft. In the yard with the animals, at the fire with the turf, on their knees scrubbing tiles and scrubbing them again. And here at least, Dolly could scrub her own floors in a house worth saving. A six-bay, two-storey farmhouse at the edge of the town. Dolly yanked it up, straightened it out, she put all to right in the house and none of that was any effort to Dolly because she’s a born worker, pulling them in around her and her store of treacle scones.


Lydia was happy before she got the death notice. The cold tightening her into something more like perfect and much less alive. Downstairs, she’ll be forced to warm up, rearrange herself in the heat, assume her old role as the girl who grew up in these rooms, a reliable fixture, a shimmering and consistent image they all know by heart. Warming herself at the open fire, it will be like she never left.


Tom comes in through the kitchen extension. Lydia hears him shake off his boots at the scullery step and open the latch door into the middle kitchen. The lid of the pot rattles on the cooker and he rises a bowl from the dresser. Lunch of leftover soup and a few spuds boiled last night. Big Tommy the Master. He’s the man for you. Accountant, corner-back and part-time farmer. Her brother the dote, he never sits. Their dad still tinkers about the farmyard but he leaves most of it to Tom now. Sam says there’s too much science in it these days. That it’s gone over his head. It’s more that he’d rather his head applied elsewhere. Sam is working on a history of the Carndonagh Mart and the Inishowen Co-Operative Society and has a seat on at least three industrious committees. He tried to preserve the routines he inherited but there’s only so much you can get done in an evening. He milked the cows before work and after work but eventually he switched away from dairy. He closed the petrol pump in the yard and silenced the bell calling to the house because Dolly hated the smell of petrol on her hands. Their right name is Doherty but they get ‘the Master’ after some relation of Sam’s who ran a hedge school in Malin Head. The name suited Sam because he ended up headmaster of the gurriers in Carn and they all take the name now, even when none of them are teachers. Lydia the Master, Tomas the Master, and Dolly too, all on their own piece of the earth, a sweep of mixed ground as far as Moore’s Glen and it is natural for them to stay together when they have so much space.


Tom is working at a boundary fence, Lydia thinks. She saw the coils of shiny silver wire laid out on the grass, waiting to be strung tight between clean posts. On a cool day, with a job of work done, it would be nice to get home for soup and spuds. It would be nice to fit so well in a certain place. Tom is solid and right-looking at the scullery step in his wellies, at the slatted sheds in the yard, at the kitchen table, grinding pepper into his tin bowl.


Dressed and downstairs, Lydia walks past Tom and on to Dolly in the top sitting room, dusting with a bottle of polish. The scones are in the oven already.


Did you tell Tom about your man Vincie?


How could I tell him? He never has that phone on him. I don’t know why he bothers with a phone at all.


Lydia goes back through and sits opposite Tom, tracing her finger over the knots and patterns of the wood.


Did you hear about Vincent Tim?


Naw, what?


Dead. Massive heart attack.


Fuck, he says.


So Dr Foley said. Kate was out at Slimming World and he just dropped. Mum says you have to go to the wake. They’re going as soon as Dad gets in.


I have football, Tom says, but I can go after. Or, what time is the removal?


Lydia calls up to the other room. Mum? What time is the removal?


I don’t know. I was waiting on Dad home.


Lydia finds the confirmation online. You’re not really dead until you’re listed among the Highland Radio obituaries. She stands under the architrave, between the two rooms, and reads aloud to both Dolly and Tom.


The death has taken place at his late residence of Vincent McLaughlin (Tim), Corvish, Carndonagh, husband of Kate and brother of Gary, Joanne and Noel. Remains reposing at his late residence from 6 p.m. Monday the 10th of November. The funeral Mass will take place on Wednesday at 11 a.m. in the Church of the Sacred Heart, Carndonagh, with burial afterwards in the adjoining cemetery. Family only from 11 p.m. to 11 a.m. and on the morning of the funeral. Family flowers only please, donations in lieu of flowers if desired to the Irish Heart Foundation.


You’ll have to go after football, Lydia says.


Tom sort of grunts, re-filling his bowl and putting two more potatoes on his side plate. He peels them at the table and the skin comes off easy. They are big dry floury spuds, made for thickening a bowl of soup.


Would you ever do anything with that house? That’s all Lydia hears from Dolly.


Dolly would love if Lydia had a plan. If she could decide about her life. What she wants and how to get it. She’s old enough now at twenty-four. Dolly would just like to know if Lydia is going to stay. If she’s back for ever.


The cottage needs a fortune spent on it but it could be lovely. A two-bedroom cottage that belonged to her Auntie Bee, Sam’s sister. The only thing ‘of any significance’ she had to leave in her will. That’s what the solicitor said. It’s horrible to be singled out with a gift that can’t be repaid. Lydia’s in the red with Auntie Bee and there is no way to make it up. A debt to the dead was enough to make Lydia research the technicalities of refusal. Disclaiming a bequest. But gradually she understood that Bee had no one else to leave it to. It was the only rational response to the tax code and the favourite niece or nephew exemption. Father Michael would have got it more than likely.


Just keep her in your prayers. That was Dolly’s advice.


Mum, I’m being serious, said Lydia. What will I do?


So am I, Dolly said. That’s what she’d want from you. She hasn’t many others to think of her.


And then Dolly cried for all the good she did. Stern Sister Bee, the matron of the ward, home alone after thirty years in Connecticut to be buried at the bottom of Millbrae. They heard of a man in America at one stage but it’s unlikely he thinks of Bee now, and anyway, divorced Protestants mightn’t know any of the best prayers.


However Lydia considers it, however hard she could make herself pray, it’s an unfair swap for a faltering show of consideration. A back and forth in long-delayed letters and a three-day visit when Lydia went to New York on a summer work visa. There should be a bigger price for lattice windows and carved bargeboards. It’ll take a fortune to save but the ridge cresting might deserve it. It might be worth staying about for and that’s what she’s afraid of. Whatever life Lydia had, wherever she lived it, she might never have four prettier rooms or as big a patch of garden. Big enough for a small glasshouse where she could be picking, potting and hardening on all year. A big stretch of a garden and the field behind it. What they call the Well Field for a spring that bubbles on low ground. The Well Field that climbs in a narrow strip to join the farm at Carrick. Less than a mile from home, on the same sweep of the road and under the same hill, that could be her, Lydia the lottery winner choosing between samples of lime plaster, trying not to be wooed by the cheaper cementitious render.


It’s hard to believe now that she’s home. Fine Art in Belfast. Pissing about with aluminium plates and ink prints, with blown-up rough patches, framed distortions. It’s an embarrassing story now that it’s over. Lydia was able to content herself with charcoal pencils in embossed milk jars because if she hadn’t been left the cottage, then her and Tom will eventually split the home house. Or she’ll be left one of the fields close to the Cross, or a share of the money made safe over years and seasons. They were offered 800,000 euro for a field near the new bypass and you don’t forget figures like that no matter how you try. Lydia can’t apologise for these things because they’re out of her choosing, like the high bones in her cheeks.


You’re my Number One. That’s what Bee used to whisper in her ear, loud enough for the room to hear. Stand there on that diamond, she used to say, pointing to the pink and brown carpet, and then she would grab Lydia and kiss her on her cheek with wet, blowing, unpractised kisses. Lydia would never have taken the backhanded cash if she knew there was a lump sum coming. She tries to forget about the wee house and the lovely bargeboards, but on the ledger of things worth living for, they’re a weight.


Lydia went to Belfast and found that she wasn’t an artist. That she had nothing to say. No response to a place of grizzled movement and trapped nerves. She honestly didn’t care about the pains of war. She retreated into tiny cracks. Pictures of flaking paint and rough plaster. Inconsequential faults blown up so they were like moonscapes. The little wrinkles were what she noticed and she set them in materials that would last.
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