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1


October 1891


Michael Carty walked across the muddy yard and up the narrow lane. He was going towards the village of Ballyduff hoping to meet his father who had been in Dublin at Parnell’s funeral. It was beginning to get dark. There had been a lot of rain, and the ditches were lush with long wet grass and nettles. Brambles stretched along the sandy ground in front of him. He was sixteen years of age. He had been lonely in the house on his own while his father was at the funeral.


He came out on to the open road of the townland of Kilbride, and walked quickly uphill past Grogans’ house and the marl pond. A water hen skimmed across the pond and disappeared into bushes. He walked down the hill and turned on to the low road. He couldn’t stop thinking about Parnell who had died of a broken heart because the Irish people had betrayed him. They had called him their Chief, the Uncrowned King of Ireland, but then they had voted against him to please Gladstone and the bishops.


There was one star in the sky and when he came to the cross he was delighted to see his father coming slowly towards him on the road from the village.


“I was thinking you’d come to meet me,” his father said. There were two or three days’ growth of beard on his face. They walked back towards home.


“What was the funeral like?” Michael asked.


“I never saw such a big crowd. The people of Dublin stood by Parnell. The whole city came out to walk past his coffin,” his father said. He was moving slowly, and Michael walked slowly too.


“How did you get on without me? Were you lonely?” His father was short of breath and stopped on the road to ask the question.


“I went down to Mrs Murphy every day for my dinner, and I went to Murphys’ at night as well,” Michael said. He had been going in and out to Murphys’ since he was a child. Mrs Murphy had been friendly with his mother who had died when he was young. He couldn’t remember his mother. His father never talked about her, but Mrs Murphy sometimes did. His brother Jim, who had gone to England, would never spend as much time in Murphys’, and used often give out to Michael about going there so often.


“Mrs Murphy has always been like a mother to you,” his father said.


The wind was rustling through the trees. Michael was a step or two ahead as they turned to go up the hill. He waited so that he would be beside his father. Suddenly his father shouted in pain. “Aaaaaaaa.” He staggered sideways and arched towards the ditch. “Michael,” he shouted as he slumped down. His head banged off the road.


“What’s wrong? Are you all right?” Michael bent down over his father and then knelt beside him. “Are you all right?”


His father didn’t answer. His eyes and his mouth were closed. His right arm was lying on his stomach.


“Are you all right? We’re nearly halfway up the hill. We’ll go very slowly,” he said, moving along the ground on his knees until he was kneeling close to his father’s head which was propped up a little by a rise in the road. “Have a rest for a while and we’ll walk very slowly. There’s no hurry.”


His father didn’t move but Michael knew that he could hear him. He was probably very tired after the long journey from Dublin and all those days away. He looked as if he had fallen asleep. The best thing was to get him home. He shouldn’t be lying out here in the cold.


“Wake up. We’re nearly home.” He lifted his father’s arm. It felt limp. He put it down gently. He knelt there for a while, looking at his father, not sure what to do. There was a stone digging into his knee, hurting him. He looked up and down the hill, hoping to see somebody. He wished his brother Jim was there with them. He wished Jim had never gone to England. The sky was pink and a dull yellow around the setting sun.


“Will I go for Joe Grogan? Joe could bring you home on the cart.” He knew his father could hear him. His face was moving a little as if he was smiling. “Answer me. Say something. I’ll go for Joe.” He stood up. He saw his father’s hat on the grass at the edge of the road. “I’ll be back in a minute.”


He could hear his own voice. It was strange to be talking like that out on the hill in the dusk with his father not answering. He stood looking down at him. It didn’t seem right to leave him, but Grogans’ house was only a short distance away, over the top of the hill. The wind was whining, and the ash trees were swaying. He wouldn’t be a minute. He ran up the hill but when he got near the top he knew that he shouldn’t have left his father. If his father was dying someone should say an Act of Contrition into his ear. He turned and ran back down the hill. He slowed down when he got close to him. He must be cold lying there on the damp ground. He told himself that his father wasn’t dying. He knelt beside him and touched his hand. It was warm, and his mouth was moving. All the colour was gone from his face. He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t going to die.


“Are you all right?” He tried to sound calm. He didn’t want his father to know that he was afraid. He gripped his arm. “We’ll go home in a minute.”


His father’s face was peaceful but suddenly his mouth opened to let out a strange sound. It came from somewhere deep within him, out through his mouth. His eyes flickered but stayed closed. Michael knew that the sound was the sound of his father dying. He looked around him. The ditches on both sides of the road looked terribly dark. He touched his father’s forehead and head. He bent down close to him and began to whisper. “O, my God, I am heartily sorry for having sinned against Thee …” But he knew that his father was dead and couldn’t hear him.


“What am I going to do? I’ll get Joe Grogan. We’ll bring you home.”


He stood up and walked away. He was on his own in the world now, completely alone. His father was dead. Jim had cleared off to England. He didn’t know how he would manage on his own, or what would happen to him, but he didn’t care. He turned to look back at his father. There was just a dark shape, lying on the road close to the ditch. But he could see his father, still alive. He could see himself and his father, a few minutes before, walking along the low road coming towards the bottom of the hill. They were walking along the road talking. It was as if he was above them both, or walking towards them, as if he wasn’t just himself but another person as well, watching himself. He could see the two figures coming along the road towards the bottom of the hill, walking slowly, hunched down against the cold.


He ran up over the top of the hill and into Grogans’ yard. His father was dead. He would have to get Joe Grogan to bring down the cart. The sheepdog barked loudly and Joe opened the door before Michael knocked on it.


“It’s my father. He’s after falling. He’s down the hill. Will you bring the horse and cart?”


He couldn’t look at Joe. He turned and ran out of the yard. He knew that he shouldn’t have left his father for so long. He ran down the hill.


“Michael. Wait for me.” It was Joe’s wife, Nora. He stood on the road as she ran towards him.


“Joe is getting the horse out.” She put her arm around him.


He ran and she ran after him.


He was still lying there, awkwardly sprawled out on the hard road. Nora knelt down and touched his father’s face and lifted his arm.


“Kneel down beside me, Michael, and we’ll pray,” she said, blessing herself. “He’s dead, Michael. You know that your father is dead, don’t you?”


She gripped his arm so tightly that it hurt. He nodded and, turning away from her, he began to cry. He wanted his father to open his eyes and to talk. He wanted him to get up and to walk home. He could go to bed and he would be all right in the morning.


The cart came rattling and banging down the hill. Nora got up and walked over and began whispering to Joe. He knew that his father was dead but he wanted to stay here beside him for as long as he could. He wanted Nora and Joe to stay whispering at the cart. He didn’t want anyone to come near him.


Joe came over. “We’ll bring him home, Michael,” he said. “We’ll lift him up on the cart and we’ll bring him home.”


*


The neighbours gathered in the house as soon as word spread that his father had died.


He sat at the fire while the women laid his father out in the bedroom.


“This is terrible, Michael,” Mrs Murphy said, bending down and shaking his hand. There were tears in her eyes. “You’re on your own now but you’ll come often to visit us, won’t you?”


The house was full of smoke. Nora Grogan had lit the fire and she had put too much turf on it. Joe Grogan had gone into the village to get the priest.


“I can’t believe that he’s dead,” Mrs Murphy said to Nora. “He was in our house two or three nights ago and he was in the best of good form. You know how funny he could be. You’d never know what he’d say. I always had to listen very carefully to make sure I kept him on the straight and narrow.”


He went into the bedroom to see his father. There was a candle and a crucifix on a chair at the head of the bed, and a bowl of holy water and a leaf. He stood at the side of the bed and looked down at his father. The colour was gone from his face. It was pale now, the colour of mud dried by days of summer sun. He was wearing a brown shroud. A heavy cream sheet covered his body. His hands were joined as if he was praying, and there was a rosary beads entwined around his fingers. He touched his father’s hand but he was afraid of touching his forehead in case he would hurt his father although he knew that he was dead and nothing could hurt him.


People came in and took up the leaf and sprinkled holy water on his father. They blessed themselves and stood with their heads bowed, praying. One of the women gave out the sorrowful mysteries of the rosary. Two of the men carried a bench in from the kitchen and leaned it against the wall. He sat on the bench when the rosary was over. People sat with him and he told the story of his father’s death again and again.


He could hear laughing in the kitchen. There was a huge crowd at the wake. The women started to pray again taking it in turns to give out the different mysteries of the rosary. Then he noticed that the talk in the kitchen had stopped. He could hear whispering. Maybe Father Roche had arrived.


He went to the door. He couldn’t see Father Roche, but Joe Grogan was back, standing close to the fire talking to Nora and Mrs Murphy. The people in the kitchen were watching him as he went over to Joe.


“Father Roche won’t come out,” Joe said. “He says that your father was a Fenian, and that he was excommunicated from the Catholic Church. He had plenty of chances to recant but he never did. He won’t allow your father to be brought to the church nor to be buried in the cemetery. It will be a lesson to all Fenians, he says.”


“It’s ridiculous,” Nora said, “but you’ve heard Father Roche yourself lambasting the Fenians from the altar. Hell is not hot enough, nor eternity long enough to punish them for not accepting the law of the land and the authority of the Catholic Church. Your father never got on with Father Roche.”


“God will be my father’s judge, not Father Roche. I think priests should stay out of politics. My father never harmed anyone,” Michael said angrily.


“I won’t hear a word said against poor Father Roche,” Mrs Murphy said. “He has to do what the bishop tells him. Father Roche is a good man. It’s all this talk about politics that caused the trouble.” Mrs Murphy always supported the clergy.


“Maybe Father Roche will change his mind,” Nora Grogan said. “If you went into him in the morning, Michael, and asked him, he might change his mind.”


“That’s the best thing to do,” Mrs Murphy said. “We’ll go into him in the morning. He’s a good man. He might see things differently in the light of day.”


Michael was shaking with anger but he knew that it was best to say nothing. He didn’t want to annoy Mrs Murphy by attacking the clergy, but there was no doubt that the bishops and priests were wrong, not the Fenians. How could it be wrong to fight for freedom and justice? Father Roche was siding with the British against his own people. He had refused his father absolution unless he renounced the Fenians and his father couldn’t do that.


“We’ll go with you in the morning, Michael,” Joe said. “Maybe he’ll change his mind.”


He nodded at Joe, but he didn’t think Father Roche would change his mind. He had deprived Michael’s father of Communion and confession for years.


“Sit down at the table, Michael,” Mrs Murphy said. “You’d want to eat something.” There were two plates of brown bread on the table and dishes of blackberry jam. Over near the hearth there was plenty of turf and big blocks of wood. People always brought things to a wake. Mrs Murphy cut some apple tart and put it in front of him.


“Forget about the funeral until the morning,” she said. “The less said about all that the better.”


“Where …” Michael began, but then he decided not to ask the question that was in his mind. He didn’t want to hear the answer. Where would his father be buried if not in the cemetery? Would they dig a hole in a ditch, or on some boggy land, and throw him into it, like an old dog?


The people around him were talking and laughing. Joe Grogan was pouring whiskey. Michael had taken money from the rent box and told Joe to buy whiskey in the village. His father would have wanted a proper wake.


Suddenly he needed to get away from everyone. It was too hot in the kitchen. He slipped out into the yard. The wind had died down and the moon was high in the sky. He felt a huge surge of anger towards his brother Jim. Jim was five years older than him. It was Jim who should be here to deal with all of this.


He walked across the yard to the top of the lane. There were puddles here and there, and the ground was muddy. There was a bank of grey cloud, low in the sky. He could see part of the road, and then blackness. The trees on the lane looked unreal, like shadows in the darkness. He could hear a buzz of talk from the house. He would have to go back inside or it would look as if he didn’t care that his father was dead. He went slowly back across the yard although he wanted to walk and walk, to walk anywhere away from the house where his father was being waked.


*


Clouds raced across the sky and smoke from Father Roche’s chimney billowed down towards the village. Michael was walking behind Mrs Murphy and Joe Grogan when his father’s death hit him again, taking him over, filling him with hopelessness and a kind of rage. During the night of the wake he had almost forgotten at times that his father was dead, and when he had remembered he had kept the thought of it away from him, at arm’s length, out of his head. But sometimes, without warning, the horror of it came rushing through him. As he walked past the oak front door of Father Roche’s house he wanted to howl out loud because his father was dead.


They walked around the side of the big, two-storied house. The greyhounds in the outhouses began to bark ferociously. Father Roche’s greyhounds were well-known all over County Wexford. They often won prizes at coursing meetings in Enniscorthy. The back door scraped along the kitchen floor and Father Roche came out into the yard.


“Go away down,” he shouted at the greyhounds, turning around to face the outhouses. He was wearing a black soutane which was blowing in the wind. “Go down.” The saplings quietened but the pups in the outhouse nearest to them continued their squealy barking. “Shut up. G’up.” His voice was hoarse and rough. They heard the thump of the saplings landing on the timber bed. The barking stopped as Father Roche walked towards them.


“I’m sorry for your trouble,” he said, shaking Michael’s hand. His face looked red and almost scalded as if he had got a bad burning from the sun. “I’ve been praying for you. I remembered you this morning when I was saying Mass.” He gripped Michael’s arm but his bright blue eyes moved their gaze from Mrs Murphy to Joe, and back again. “It’s hard to understand why your mother was taken from you first when you were young, and now your father, but God’s ways are not our ways. These good people here are helping you. God often shows His love for us by giving us good neighbours.”


“We came to ask you could the funeral come to the church tonight, Father,” Mrs Murphy said. Her voice was gentle and quiet. She held her head sideways. There was a slight smile on her face.


“But I told you about that last night, Joe,” Father Roche said, frowning. “The funeral can’t come to the church. I’m sorry but I’m only following instructions. I have to do what the bishop says.”


Michael wanted to walk away and never see Father Roche again.


“It’s very hard on young Michael, Father,” Mrs Murphy said.


“It is indeed.” Father Roche nodded. He bustled forward and then backwards. He was getting cross with them for challenging him so much. “But I’m sure God will give Michael the grace to be strong at this time. I know the difficult time he’s going through. I offered up the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass for him this morning.”


“You’re very good, Father,” Mrs Murphy said.


She was different when she was talking to the priest. There was no one else that she would give in to like that. Father Roche wasn’t good. He was getting his revenge for all those Sundays in the churchyard when Michael’s father had refused to acknowledge him. Father Roche walked among the people after Mass on Sunday. Everybody wanted to talk to him. The women would bow their heads as they saluted him, and the men would doff their hats and caps as they wished him good day, but everybody knew that Sunday after Sunday Jim Carty walked proudly past as if the priest was a man of no importance. Michael had seen the anger on Father Roche’s face after he was shunned like this in front of everybody and he had asked his father would he not speak to the priest, would he not pretend that he liked him?


“No. I won’t,” his father had said, laughing. He laughed every Sunday as he talked about how much he loved ignoring Father Roche.


“Shut up.” Father Roche had turned his head towards the outhouse where the greyhound pups had begun to bark again. “Fenians cannot be buried in consecrated ground,” he said, jutting his mouth and jaw out in determination. “I’ll have a hole dug in that patch up past the cemetery between the two parishes where the unbaptised babies are buried. He can be buried there whenever ye like. Good day to ye, now.”


It was as if his father was a dead dog, lying out on the road, in the middle of everyone’s way.


“He could have pretended he didn’t know my father was a Fenian,” Michael said as they got back on the cart at the top of the village. “That’s what the priests in Enniscorthy do. The Fenians in Enniscorthy are given absolution and they receive Communion.”


“I felt sorry for poor Father Roche,” Mrs Murphy said. “He’s only following orders. Surely you don’t expect priests to tell lies.”


“They’d tell lies quickly enough if it suited them,” Michael said.


He was worried about what the Fenians who had been gathering all the morning at his father’s wake would do when they heard that Father Roche was still refusing his father a Christian burial.


Ten or twelve of the Fenians were standing beside the ditch under the bushes when they arrived back in the yard in Kilbride. Charlie Walsh, a Fenian from Ballyduff, was among them.


“Will you look at those Fenians,” Mrs Murphy said. “They’re terrible troublemakers. Standing out in the yard, making a show of themselves.”


The Fenians came over to the cart.


“What did Father Roche say?” Charlie asked.


“He said that we can’t bring him to the church or bury him with …” Michael hesitated. He couldn’t say the words “my mother”. He never did say those words out loud. Sometimes he said them to himself, and tried to imagine having a mother. But he didn’t remember her, and saying the words would be as if he was laying claim to something that wasn’t his. “He says Fenians can’t have a Christian burial. My father can’t be buried in the cemetery.” He got out of the cart.


“God blast him,” one of the men shouted. He had a pale complexion and extraordinary bags of flesh under his eyes, like small extra cheeks. “Why can’t the clergy deal with religion and leave politics to us?”


Mrs Murphy sighed as she got down off the cart and went inside, without looking towards the Fenians. Joe turned the horse over to the corner of the yard.


“May the priest roast in hell,” the tall man said. There was a strong smell of whiskey off him. “May he never see the face of God.”


The Fenians all shouted loudly and angrily against the priest. Michael nodded in agreement at a small man with brown-rimmed glasses who said that it was a sad day for Ireland when the Catholic clergy had turned on her.


“That tall man,” Charlie whispered, turning his back on the group and facing Michael, “is Mogue McCabe, the centre of the Fenians in Enniscorthy.”


Michael had often heard his father talking about McCabe. He had been involved in the Fenian movement from the beginning. He knew all the top men, and had suffered like them in English jails. McCabe, still talking loudly, began to walk towards the ditch and the others followed him. Michael thought about McCabe being tortured, then shackled to the wall of a damp dungeon, shivering in the cold and dark, a diet of bread and water, no one to talk to. McCabe turned around, and it was his eyes that Michael looked at. They were intense and alive, like the spirit of the Fenians. The British could never break the spirit of a Fenian. Michael hoped that he too would be strong enough to suffer like that for Ireland.


“I don’t give a tinker’s curse about priests or bishops,” McCabe was saying, shaking his clenched fist. “We’ll go in after dark and give that blackguard a right fright. We’ll get Jim Carty a Christian burial. The clergy have betrayed the Irish people before and they will betray them again. We will fight the British with or without the Catholic Church and we will win,” McCabe continued. The anger and excitement of his talk lifted Michael’s mood and he wanted this speech to go on forever. “Our struggle against the British has gone on for centuries, but the day is coming when the Fenians will drive them, like you’d drive a herd of cattle, out of this land, and Ireland will take her rightful place among the nations of the world.”


He stopped abruptly and moved on towards the ditch. Michael looked after him. He wished McCabe would keep on talking. He felt let down after the speech ended as if there was something in him, or in his life, suddenly gone missing. He wanted to cry. The sun was shining behind the trees and some of the leaves looked yellow in the sunlight. A few leaves fell, twirling slowly to the ground. The Fenians had followed McCabe and they were all talking again, standing under the ash trees. He was on his own in the middle of the yard when he remembered that his father was dead. He pictured dead fingers but he didn’t let his father’s dead face come into his mind. He leaned one foot heavily on the ground and pushed it forward so that the mud squished out on either side of his shoe. He wanted to be in the middle of the Fenians again, listening to them, forgetting about himself.


He heard horses coming down the lane. Two men on horseback came into the yard. It was Doctor Guilfoyle from the village but the man on the second horse was a stranger to Michael.


“That’s Willie Redmond, MP,” Mogue McCabe said as the two men got down off their horses and tethered them to a tree in the ditch. “What’s he doing here?”


“Willie Redmond often comes to visit Doctor Guilfoyle,” Charlie Walsh said. “The two of them are friendly for years. They were in school together, in a big college up near Dublin.”


Doctor Guilfoyle and the stranger went into the house.


“Those MPs should stay over in Westminster, licking Gladstone’s arse, and let us bury our own dead,” an old Fenian said. “What’s he coming down here for? He wants to have his finger in every pie.”


“Don’t take any notice of Willie Redmond,” McCabe said. “Let him go in there and say his prayers. We’ll deal with Roche. We’ll pick a few of the younger lads and send them in after dark with sticks to get him to change his mind.”


“But we couldn’t violate the body of an anointed man of God. The priest’s body is consecrated to God. It would be a mortal sin to hit a priest,” one of the Fenians said quietly.


“When priests interfere in politics they lose the protection they usually have,” McCabe shouted angrily.


Other voices were raised in argument and Michael turned away and moved slowly towards the house. He couldn’t bear to listen to a row and Willie Redmond might want to say something to him. He didn’t want the Fenians to beat up Father Roche. Mrs Murphy would go mad, and nobody in Kilbride would like it.


There was the smell of tobacco in the kitchen. Willie Redmond and Doctor Guilfoyle had gone into the wake room where they were talking to Aunt Mary, Michael’s father’s sister, who had come from Enniscorthy to the wake. Michael stood looking around him. He knew where he was, inside the kitchen of his own house, but in a strange way he felt he wasn’t there. He could see Mrs Murphy fixing the fire. There were men sitting around the kitchen but they were strangers to him, Fenians probably, or Parnellites. Some of them were drunk. But everything seemed very far away from him although he was standing close to it. He didn’t feel he was inside his own body or head. It was as if most of him was gone off somewhere else. He wished he could get back to normal, that whatever was gone from him would come back.


Most of the people from Kilbride had gone home. They had stayed through the night but as soon as the house began to fill up with Fenians they had left. As he moved towards the wake room one, of the Fenians who was drunk grabbed his arm and said something to him which he couldn’t understand. Willie Redmond was kneeling at the bottom of the bed with brown rosary beads in his hands. Doctor Guilfoyle tapped Redmond on the shoulder and whispered something to him. Blessing himself, and kissing the crucifix of the beads, Redmond stood up and came over to him. He was tall and broad, like Doctor Guilfoyle.


“I’m sorry for your trouble,” he said, shaking Michael’s hand, and gazing intently down at him. “I met your father once or twice at meetings. What were they saying in the kitchen about the priest not letting the funeral go to the church?”


“Father Roche won’t let him be brought to the church or be buried in consecrated ground because he was a Fenian, and all Fenians are excommunicated,” Michael said.


Willie Redmond shook his head in disbelief. “That seems a bit harsh.” He turned around to Doctor Guilfoyle. “I met Father Roche once in your house, didn’t I?”


“You did,” Doctor Guilfoyle said. “He sometimes comes to us for dinner.”


“Maybe I’ll go in and have a word with him,” Redmond said, gripping Michael’s arm. “It would be a terrible pity if a great Irishman like your father couldn’t get a Catholic burial.”


“Father Roche’s nephews are in school in Clongowes Wood College,” Doctor Guilfoyle said. “I often tell him stories about my time there. He loves talking about Clongowes and the Jesuits.”


“We’ll talk about Clongowes,” Redmond said, “and would you invite him to dinner tonight? That’s what we’ll do first – invite him to dinner.”


Doctor Guilfoyle laughed.


Michael sat down on the bench and listened to Willie Redmond announcing to the people in the kitchen what he and Doctor Guilfoyle were going to do. He was worried in case the Fenians would blame him for allowing Redmond to go in to the priest. Most of them wanted to beat up Father Roche. He heard the horses clomping out of the yard. He thought about the Fenians for a while, and Mogue McCabe, but then Willie Redmond came into his head. He pictured him on horseback, turning the corner at Clearys’, going up the hill, then down, and on towards the village. He could see it all clearly in his mind, as if he was there, too. The darkness of the marl pond, sceachs growing out on to the road. He felt as if he was on the road with Willie Redmond, but he also felt that Willie Redmond had taken him over and was inside his head and his body.


Aunt Mary came over and sat beside him. He was very fond of her. He had been going with his father to her house in Enniscorthy for as long as he could remember.


“You’ll have to come in often to see me,” she said. “Your father always came to visit when he was in Enniscorthy. I’m going to miss him terribly.”


She started to cry. He didn’t know what to say to her. Willie Redmond was probably at the cross now, turning towards the village, going down past Bolgers’ shop.


After a while Mrs Murphy called him out to the kitchen for something to eat. She began to cut one of the big cakes of bread the women had brought the night before. The knife made a rasping sound against the wood. Two of the Fenians went outside. The drunken man, who had been trying to talk to Michael earlier, was slumped down on the table asleep.


“Will everybody from Kilbride come back? Nearly everybody is gone,” he said to Mrs Murphy.


“They will, of course,” she said. “They went home to do the work.”


The Fenians outside were arguing loudly. He couldn’t make out what they were saying but every now and again he could hear Mogue McCabe’s voice raised above the others. He could feel the tension of the argument in his stomach and sometimes he shuddered when a voice spoke angrily. Where was Willie Redmond? Why didn’t Willie Redmond come back?


He ate some bread and an egg which Mrs Murphy fried for him. The Fenians at the table were talking about Parnell and the split.


“Tim Healy should be horsewhipped for what he said about Parnell,” one of them said angrily.


“Shshsh,” Mrs Murphy said. “Mr Redmond and Doctor Guilfoyle are coming back.”


The Fenians began to crowd into the house. Willie Redmond made his way through them and stood with his back to the fire. He looked solemn, like a priest on the altar.


“I have good news,” he said. “We explained to Father Roche that Michael had said an Act of Contrition for his father. Doctor Guilfoyle was sure of that. There was no doubt but that James Carty repented of all his sins before he died. Father Roche said that since God would always welcome the repentant sinner home, he, as God’s representative on earth, would do the same. He will receive the remains of James Carty at the door of the church in an hour’s time. The funeral Mass and the burial in the cemetery will be tomorrow morning. But, lads, he says no marching, no guard of honour.” Redmond shook his head slowly. “It has to be a simple country funeral.”


“We’d have to give Jim Carty a guard of honour,” one of the Fenians shouted. “That’s why we came here. We’re not having Roche telling us what to do.”


Two or three other voices shouted in agreement but most of the Fenians said nothing.


“I agree with you, lads, and I’d love a guard of honour too, but for Michael’s sake, I think we should go along with Father Roche’s terms,” Redmond said.


“We’ll have a guard of honour,” Mogue McCabe said, moving into the kitchen, “until we get to the outskirts of the village and then we’ll break it up. What Roche doesn’t know won’t hurt him. We’ll fire a volley of shots here at the house.”


“All we want to be sure of, lads,” Redmond said, “is that there’s no trouble. For Michael’s sake.”


“A guard of honour as far as the village,” Mogue McCabe said.


The Fenians began to talk excitedly, all agreeing with McCabe.


“We’ll try to avoid trouble,” Redmond said, moving towards the wake room. “The women will want to start the prayers now. We’ll have to say a rosary before we go.”


Mrs Murphy started the rosary. Michael went into the wake room and knelt beside his Aunt Mary at his father’s coffin. He hated being reminded that his father was dead. He had to look down at the corpse, the hands joined and the rosary beads entwined around the fingers. The people were praying together, making a rough sound like the shuffling of feet. This would soon be over and they would all be gone. He would be here on his own. When the rosary was over people began to move out into the kitchen. Joe Grogan and Dan Murphy, Mrs Murphy’s son, put the lid on the coffin and took out nails and a hammer. He wanted to cry out as Joe nailed the lid on to the coffin. He stuck his fingernails into the palms of his hands and he thought of Christ being nailed to the Cross, the men hammering nails into His hands and then hammering a nail through His two feet.


Mrs Murphy took up the candle and Michael helped the men to carry the coffin out through the kitchen. His father was leaving the house for the last time. He would never see him again in this world. The wind was cold and there was an awful silence among the people standing around the yard. Even the Fenians were quiet. It didn’t seem right to speak. Michael remembered running down the lane into the yard shouting loudly, only three or four days before, shouting to tell his father the news that Parnell was dead.


“I’ll have to go to the funeral,” his father had said. “I’ll go into Enniscorthy. There will be people going from there.”


But he had delayed a while before leaving. He had talked about Parnell. He used to often talk about how hard things were on the land at the end of the seventies, before the Land League. Falling prices, bad weather, poor yields. Michael didn’t remember much of it. He was only three or four at the time. There were evictions, his father said, and eviction notices. Some people were starving. It looked as if the country was going to be destroyed again like it was the time of the Famine.


“Parnell and Davitt started the Land League. That was what saved us,” his father had said. “But the people crucified Parnell in the end.”


He pushed his father’s coffin along the floor of the cart. Huge drops of rain began to fall. The Fenians were putting on black armbands, getting ready to form the guard of honour. He turned to look for Mrs Murphy. He wanted to walk with her and his Aunt Mary. He went over towards Mrs Murphy who was in the middle of the yard talking to Willie Redmond.


“The people all gather in my house at night,” she was saying.


“People who gather others together are much to be admired,” Willie Redmond said.


Doctor Guilfoyle was standing beside them with his arms folded. They didn’t notice Michael although he was close to them. Aunt Mary was back at the door of the house, talking to Mogue McCabe who had his head bent down listening to her. There was no use in going over to them either.


He went and stood on his own behind the cart. They were all too busy to talk to him. His father was gone for good. Jim was in England. He was on his own, and he didn’t care if he never loved anybody again, ever in his life, after this day.
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He tried to get used to living on his own. He cried the day he wrote to Jim to tell him that their father had died. Sometimes he thought of leaving Kilbride and going to meet Jim in England, but he didn’t think it would be right to leave a farm of land behind, although it was only a few acres, and they were in arrears with the rent. He planned each day carefully. He only allowed himself to go to Murphys’ once during the day, and again at night. If he went too often they would get fed up of him.


He got up slowly in the morning. There was no use in rushing. It was winter, and there was very little work to do. He would milk the cows first and later he would bring the milk to Murphys’. Mrs Murphy had always made their butter along with her own. After the milking he sat at the table and ate his breakfast. Then he read one of his father’s books but he found it hard to concentrate. He would go out and bring in fuel although he didn’t light the fire until closer to dinner time.


He liked cooking the dinner but he dreaded the hours afterwards. There was nothing to do, and he was on his own. He missed his father. He visited the Grogans’ every two or three days and they always seemed glad enough to see him. If the forge was open he went in there. No one ever came to visit him.


He carried the bucket of milk down to Murphys’, circling around a puddle near the gate. Mrs Murphy was out in the yard, scattering meal for the fowl. Strands of her greying hair were blowing in the wind. “Chuck … chuck … chuck …” she was saying, holding her apron up around the basin of meal, as she walked around the yard. “Michael,” she said. She sounded surprised to see him although he called to the house every day. “Chuck … chuck …” she said again, tilting the basin to scatter the last of the meal. He could see by her that she was in good humour. She was probably looking forward to the day out tomorrow at the fair in Enniscorthy. He was hoping that she would ask him to travel with herself and Dan. He would go on his own if she didn’t ask him but it would be nicer to have company for the journey. The hens pecked the ground and strutted around, cackling.


“Come in,” Mrs Murphy said. “I have eggs for you.” He followed her into the kitchen and put the bucket of milk on the kitchen table. She put the basin under the sink and wiped her hands on her apron.


“I’ll put fuel on the fire and then I’ll get the eggs for you,” she said.


She took a big block of wood from the fuel basket and put it at the back of the fire. Old Tom Murphy’s chair was empty. He’d had a bad turn a few years before, and she never let him get up until after dinner.


“Will you bring in fuel for me?”


“I will of course,” he said, going over to the hearth and taking up the fuel basket.


It was starting to rain. He opened the bolt of the shed. The door had come off one of the hinges and he scraped it carefully along the floor. He didn’t know whether she wanted him to go to the fair with herself and Dan or not. He didn’t want to ask in case she said no. The first Sunday after his father died he had thought of asking could he go to Mass in Ballyduff with them, and he was very glad that he hadn’t. She didn’t want to be seen talking to him in the churchyard there. She looked away when he came near, and once she had even turned her back on him. He stayed away from her in the churchyard now. She stood waiting to talk to Father Roche. She was trying to get friendly with him again because she realised that she had made a big mistake by going in to ask him to change his mind about the burial.


He filled the fuel basket with turf and blocks of wood. Some of the hens had followed him into the shed and he shooed them out and bolted the door. He should never have let her come in to Father Roche with him that morning. They shouldn’t have bothered going. It had been a wasted journey. He carried the fuel back into the kitchen to her. She might ask him to go to the fair with them. The fair was different to Mass in Ballyduff. Father Roche would hardly be at the fair.


She had put the eggs in a bag on the kitchen table.


“We’ll go early to the fair tomorrow,” she said. “I want to get a good stand in the Market Square, get everything sold and get back here before dark. Will you come up here at first light?”


“I hope I’ll wake up in time,” he said, pretending he had known all along that he would be going with them.


“I’ll send Dan down for you if you don’t come up.”


He walked back up the lane, delighted that she had asked him. It was only because of Father Roche that she didn’t want to be seen with him in Ballyduff. She still liked him. It wasn’t until the day of his father’s burial that they realised that she had made a mistake by going in to Father Roche. It was old Tom Murphy who said it to her. He wasn’t able to go out and he was always bitter when she stayed away from the house for too long and left him on his own.


“I don’t know what you had to put your oar in there for,” he had said when they came back from the funeral. “It’s all over now. It was all solved without you. But it will be a long time before Father Roche calls to this house again.”


She stood still in the middle of the kitchen. She looked shocked. “You don’t think he’ll hold it against me, do you?” Her voice was low and weak.


“He will, of course. He won’t have the likes of you challenging him.”


“I only went in to him because I thought he’d expect me to go in,” she said. “He often told me that he thought I was great to be looking after young Michael when his mother died and there was no one else to teach him right from wrong. But you think I made a mistake.”


“Michael is after getting you into trouble,” Tom Murphy said, laughing jeeringly. Michael knew that Tom Murphy didn’t like him.


“We won’t talk about the funeral anymore,” Mrs Murphy said quickly. “We’ll forget all about it.” She went over to the dresser and took down the milk jug. “Go out to the dairy and bring in more milk for me, Michael.” She stretched the milk jug towards him but kept a grip on it with her two hands even after she must have known that he was holding the handle. “We won’t mention your father’s funeral again,” she said. “We’ll settle back down to our ordinary lives.” She had seemed weak before but now speaking to him seemed to give her back her strength. He had always loved the unusual deep gravelly tone of her voice, but now he could hear a hissing and a rattling in it that sounded awful. “I’ll talk to Father Roche after Mass next Sunday,” she said. “I’ll make sure he knows that I’m on his side.”


He had gone out to the dairy. He couldn’t believe how tough Mrs Murphy had been. He had never noticed her tough strength before, and he despised it because it was so narrow. In a way he despised all the people of Kilbride. If there was a Rising not one of them except himself would take part in it.


But he was glad to be going to the fair with the Murphys. They were his friends. If he fell out with them he would have nowhere to go at night in Kilbride. He lit the fire, and took potatoes out of the sack in the corner. His brother Jim had never been as close to Mrs Murphy as he had. Michael used to call into her every day on his way home from school. An odd day Jim would go with him.


“You go in first,” Jim would say when they came near the door.


“Why?”


“That’s the why. She likes you better than me.”


It was nice to have Jim following him because Jim was so much bigger. It was great to be sure that Mrs Murphy was going to want to see them when Jim wasn’t sure.


“Michael,” Mrs Murphy would say. Then she would hesitate, “Oh, and Jim,” but her voice would become a bit sharp. Maybe Jim was right to be cautious about Mrs Murphy.


He woke early in the morning and went up to Murphys’ in the dark. The horse and cart was in the yard. There were buckets of eggs and boxes of butter on the cart, and he helped Dan to lift up a churn of milk and push it to the back. Mrs Murphy came out and inspected everything. It was beginning to brighten by the time they reached Ballyduff.


“I’m going to call to see Aunt Mary,” he said, “I haven’t seen her since the funeral.”


He was sitting with Mrs Murphy on the floor of the cart. Dan was on the ledge, holding the reins.


“You should keep in touch with your Aunt Mary,” Mrs Murphy said. “It would be a pity to lose contact with your relations.”


They passed through Killaloe which was deserted in the early morning. There was a cold wind, and Michael crossed his arms and rubbed them with his hands to stop himself shivering. They came to the outskirts of Enniscorthy, near the side of Vinegar Hill. An old woman walking along the road waved at them. They passed a row of little houses, and turned the bend at the walled cemetery. Donohoes’ big shop was at the other side of the road. He loved going to Enniscorthy and looking at everything in the town. He could hear the squealing of pigs from the bacon factory. There were big, tall grey shops in Templeshannon. They went over the bridge. The river was wide and rushing noisily along. He saw swans on the island. He thought that it would be great to live in Enniscorthy. There were always people walking around. You’d probably get to know them after a while, and you’d always have someone to talk to. It wasn’t like Kilbride. There was no one of his own age in Kilbride. Dan Murphy was ten years older than him.


They got down off the cart and walked up Slaney Street. A man was selling milk from a churn in the middle of the Market Square. Three or four carts were pushed in against the footpaths, and some people were standing around. But it was early still and there was plenty of space for them. Mrs Murphy pointed to a spot and they unloaded the cart. Dan unyoked the horse and left the cart leaning down against the path.
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