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FOR
CLIFFORD TUCKER




Bring not grey Europe’s silk or gems –


A candid soul is ample dowry,


Where Freedom laughs at diadems


Beside the thunder-toned Missouri.


Come! Let us fly to Freedom’s sky,


Where love alone has power to bind us.


There honoured live, lamented die,


And leave a spotless name behind us.




I


CONNEMARA


IT WAS on my fifteenth birthday, I remember, when Ma started her pains with Melody, the next child, which put the place upside down and me especially. I knew the dates of the Beast Cromwell’s landing, I could recite part of the Act of Union with the best Irish historian, but I didn’t know much about the delivering.


‘She shouldn’t be producing yet,’ I said to Karen, my big sister. ‘She said she was due in June and this is the middle of April.’


‘She’ll produce when she pleases,’ said Karen. ‘Go and fetch water.’


I picked up the bucket. ‘D’you think she’s got the date wrong?’ I asked.


‘You are talking of things you don’t understand,’ said Karen. ‘Away with that bucket and set it on the fire.’


‘It could be the gripe,’ I said. ‘It was a pretty strong rabbit she had last night and she did herself well on it. Is the pain bad with her?’


‘I’ll tell you one day,’ said Karen. ‘Where’s Hosea?’


‘Down in Galway with the cans and pegs,’ I replied. ‘And I’m away up the hill for a hare, for a labouring woman needs feeding.’


‘Ach, you sweet thing,’ said Karen, and kissed me. ‘I’m worried to death, you see. For your mother’s inclined to the breech birth. We should be setting the caravan towards home, for Patsy O’Toole’s the best turning woman in Connemara.’


This set me faster across the meadow to the well, for I knew even less about the breech birth. Halfway across it I saw the Turvey caravan and Barney, our gipsy neighbour, sitting in the ditch near by with his feet up. Back teeth awash, poaching cap over his eyes, he was snoring in fumbles, dreaming of the inns of Galway, so I lowered the bucket and fished out my spoon. Mind, I’ve spooned out easier ones than Barney Turvey, for he was a man most sensitive to heat and cold, and cold spoon on the thigh could bring him wide awake and roaring. Sitting in the ditch beside him I lightened him by twopence. With the spoon well down into his pocket I was fishing for a sixpence when Karen howled like a dog on the other side of the meadow.


‘Jess O’Hara!’


She was standing by our caravan with her red hair flying out in a wind from the sea, and the language she gave me was enough to singe Satan.


‘Bless me soul to hell!’ she cried, at last. ‘Is there any justice? There’s me relieving yer mother and not a pint of hot water between here and County Clare. Where the devil have you been?’


‘Spooning out the Turveys.’


She threw up her hands. ‘Och, the O’Haras are plagued with thieves and pugilists. And I’ll be breaking the back of that big oaf Hosea when he lands home. There’s me been working since cock-crow while he’s leaping beds with the trollops of Galway.’


‘He is not,’ I answered sharp. ‘He’s fist-fighting, for money.’


‘And where’s Michael?’


‘Away somewhere with the Fighting Irishmen.’


Hands on hips, she surveyed me, foot tapping. ‘So this is what I’m landed with – three useless gunks of brothers.’


‘How’s Ma?’ I asked, to sweeten her.


‘The poor soul’s wracked. Fetch that water this minute, or I’ll damned fry you, big as you are.’ She kicked the bonfire into a blaze and just then the window of our caravan went back and Ma’s head appeared.


‘Karen, is that water coming to the boil?’ she shouted.


‘It’ll need a couple of minutes, Ma,’ I shouted back.


‘Right,’ she cried. ‘Come in here, Karen, and help me strip the beds, for I’m starting the monthly wash.’


‘What about your labouring?’


‘Changed me mind,’ said Ma. ‘Dear God, I’d give me soul to lay hands on himself yer father. Hanging was too good for him – landing me with a seven-month child.’


The hills above the caravan field were bright in sunlight that April evening, the grasses spear-tipped with diamonds of rain below the gallows where Tim Rooney was dangling, the first of the grain-raiders to hang in 1875, poor soul.


There is a loneliness about a hanging man; swinging black against stars in the music of chains; fluttering his rags in the breeze of morning, dew dropping cold on a gaunt, tarred face. Rosa Turvey, Barney’s daughter, was sitting with her back to the gallows, a queer old place for a girl. I knocked up my cap.


‘’Evening, Rosa Turvey.’


‘’Evenin’, Jess O’Hara.’


Her knees, I remember, were brown against the ragged hem of her dress. Never seen knees like Rosa Turvey’s before – like wrinkled crab-apples in winter and as smooth as brown ivory in summer, and there was a dark sweetness in her gipsy glance that butterflied the stomach. She said:


‘You come up to meet me?’


‘Got enough women back home.’


‘Is it true you’re walking out a girl from Galway, Jess O’Hara?’


‘If I answer that you’ll be as wise as me,’ I replied.


‘Not even a whistle for me, then? Your big brother Hosea whistled my big sister Rachel.’


‘I’m whistling for a hare,’ I said, and jerked my thumb. ‘Try giving the eye to Tim Rooney up there, girl, you’ll get more from him than me.’


‘Pig.’


‘You’re welcome,’ and I went over the hill to the glade.


There was a hum of honey-bees here, a shine of blackbirds, and five hares were kicking up their legs and nudging each other as I came, for there’s nothing so daft as a March hare in April. Ears rose behind hillocks, the long grass waved to cloven feet. Taking off my coat, I put it in the middle of the glade, not the least interested in hares, then walked round it in circles, every circle bringing me nearer to the hillocks. Petrified by curiosity, they sat. Wandering up, I took my pick of a big fella, belted his ear and took him up the hill to the gallows.


‘Can I see the hare, Jess O’Hara?’ asked Rosa.


‘Unless you’re blind,’ I answered. ‘I’m away home to cook me mother’s supper – would you have me tarry with you, and her comin’ to labour?’


‘Then go to hell,’ she said fuming.


‘Pull your dress down, woman. D’you think you’ve the only decent legs in Galway?’


The Turveys, like us, were a tinkering family, and wherever we O’Haras went they followed, though the quality of their cans didn’t match ours. They were the spawn of the devil, said Karen, with Rachel fishing for Hosea, Rosa winking at me, and Barney, their Pa, giving our mother the eye from the other side of the meadow.


‘Trash gipsies,’ said Karen now, when I got back to the bonfire. ‘Didn’t I see that Rosa going up Rooney’s Hill just now?’


I threw down the hare. ‘You did. And is there a law against it?’


‘There’s not, but d’you mind explaining where you’ve been for the last ten minutes?’


‘Hunting this hare,’ I said.


‘Are you sure you haven’t been rolling that Rosa?’


I stared at her. ‘Has your brain gone soft? It’d take me ten minutes to get her horizontal – do I work like bloody lightning?’


‘No bad language,’ said Karen, her finger up. ‘You keep that nose off Rosa’s, or I’m nipping off the end of it. It’s bad enough to have that fool Hosea moonlighting with Rachel Turvey – I’m not having two in the family.’ She flung more wood on the fire and shot me daggers from her dark, slanted eyes.


Ma came squeezing through the door then, barged about with washing, stripped it over the hedges and pegged it on the lines and then set herself down beside the fire in grunts and wheezes.


‘There’s me sweet wee Jess,’ said she, patting me. ‘It’s a fine big hare indeed for me supper.’


‘And eat it easy,’ I said, ‘the last one fetched the wind.’


‘Did you cross yourself when you passed Tim Rooney, boy?’


I nodded, and she sighed. ‘Ach, there’s no justice. There’s better men on ropes than on the soles of their feet these days. Where’s my big son, Hosea?’


Karen was shaving at pegs. I glanced at her and she looked away.


Sweat was on my mother’s face as she peeled the hare. Her black hair was tousled, her face as a hatchet of ugliness, but there was a softness in her for sons. Now she was great in the chest and stomach and carrying enough milk for the famines of Connemara. I watched, loving her.


‘Will nobody answer me? Where’s me darlin’ son?’


‘Down in Galway with the cans,’ I replied, and Karen looked at the stars.


‘For the brawling and drinking, eh?’ said Ma, and sighed deep in her throat. ‘Ah, Jess, listen. The drink is the leaven of malice and wickedness. There’s some pretty long gullets hanging in tap-rooms in our family, and Hosea’s got his share – taking after himself your father. D’you see the spite it brings to woman?’ She flung the entrails on the fire. ‘So I mated for a girl this time, for I’m tired of hairy chests and fists.’ She smiled. ‘Though he’s a fine big boy, my Hosea, save for the drinking and women.’


Karen said, ‘Rachel Turvey will settle him, Ma.’


‘He wouldn’t give that bitch a second look!’


‘Would he not? Haven’t you heard him say that any woman’s worth a fumble after a quart of Galway porter, and he’s winking at Rachel dead sober.’


‘It’s a lie!’ I said.


‘So it’s a lie, is it? Haven’t you seen the flouncy swing to her lately? The fella’s off his food, too, haven’t you noticed?’


I hadn’t. He was sinking enough these days to drop twin elephants.


Ma whispered at the fire, ‘God save us. I’d rather see him filling a house with screechin’ children than hunting the taverns for winsome witches like Rachel Turvey.’ She glanced up. Karen had a leg in the air, drawing on a long black stocking and tying it at the thigh with a bright, red garter.


‘Are you away, then?’ asked Ma.


‘Aye, for the dancing,’ replied Karen.


I said, ‘We can’t leave Ma – not till Hosea gets back, or Michael.’


‘If we wait for Hosea or Michael we’ll be waiting a fortnight.’


‘We’re not leavin’ Ma,’ I repeated.


‘Ach, away to your dancing,’ said my mother. ‘The Connemara dancers haven’t missed an evening market from Bantry to Wicklow – there’s good money to be earned, and we need it. If you see either of your brothers, tell them I’m waiting for them.’


‘Mike’s down with the Fighting Irishmen,’ said Karen, ‘he’ll not be back till the dawn.’ She went to the caravan and came back in the scarlet dress she wore for her dancing, and I sensed the itch in her as she tossed me my fiddle. Ma drew me aside, whispering:


‘It’s a big hunting moon tonight, Jess, so keep her off the fellas, remember,’ and she kissed me. ‘Children, children,’ she mumbled to herself, ‘it’s enough to kill a labouring woman.’


Barney Turvey was squatting outside his caravan, jaws champing on his clay; behind him, in a gleam of caravan brass, stood Rachel and Rosa, watchful as ever.


‘Don’t spare them a glance,’ hissed Karen as we passed. Down the field we went and through the bulging, dusky streets of Galway and the Spanish Arch to the sea.




II


HERE, beyond the quay, the pennants of the transportation hulks were as stiff as bars in the wind and the coffin ships bound for America rolled and heaved at their moorings in the thump of the Atlantic breakers. Fine ladies and gentlemen were gathered here for the evening market, treading daintily among the clogs of herring-wives, whose hands were flashing among circling knives and passing bright bodies into baskets. The wind was sweet with the smells of Galway. Urchins, rags fluttering, barged among the crowd; dandies doffed their hats to stately ladies. Bow-legged, the riff-raff of the taverns lurched from one inn to another.


‘It’s a fine big crowd,’ said Karen, ‘it’ll be worth half a sovereign.’


Lorgnettes went up, shawls were pulled aside as we went into the crowd. With my fiddle under my arm I followed Karen, watching the bed-stares of the dandies and the old men craning their necks like animals scenting a mate. For the wind had got her red hair now and was flinging it about her naked shoulders. She winked at me and I chinned my fiddle. Laughing, chattering, the people formed a circle about us. Head bowed, Karen stood in the middle of it, slowly raising her skirt; higher, higher, and showed her red garters. I took a swing at the fiddle and she linked her hands above her head, slowly pirouetting; now spinning, flaring her skirt. I scraped out the lilt of the reel and she began to dance. Roars of joy from the people now as a beefy sailor leaped in beside her, his clogs clattering. Next came a buxom herring-wife with a fish in each hand, shrieking with delight, her great breasts shaking. And soon the quay was alive with dancers. Other fiddlers got the tune now, pennies were rolling and chinking and the urchins scrambling after them, and I worked like a nigger booting them out of it. With my hands full of coins I rose and came face to face with my brother Michael. Gripping me, he pulled me out of the crowd.


‘Did you have to choose tonight?’ There was a trembling in him as he looked towards the Spanish Arch.


‘Ma sent us dancing,’ I said.


‘Quick, Jess, take Karen home, there’s going to be trouble.’


‘If there’s trouble coming I’m going to be in it, man.’


Fine and arrogant he looked standing there watching the Arch; two years older than me, but a man. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘she takes her chance, and you do, too, you brat. Where’s Hosea?’


‘He’s fist-fighting in Ennis,’ I said, and his eyes glowed in his face.


‘There’s a fine patriot,’ he breathed, and left me, shouldering his way through the crowd. Not all the men were dancing, I noticed: some were standing stiff-legged, like men with cudgels down their trousers, and all were turned to the Spanish Arch. Then a woman screamed faintly from the town, and the dancers faltered. Again she screamed, louder, and the fiddles scraped into discord, and stopped. The crowd froze into immobility as from the Spanish Arch came the clank of manacles and the slither of naked feet. Then Redcoats spilled on to the quay in a gush of colour and brass, and between their ranks came the prisoners.


The felons came four abreast, and all were women. With their arms crossed before them, some chained, some roped, they walked bare-footed to the transportation ship. Nearer, nearer they came, and the crowd was muttering. Sailors were spitting on their hands, fish-wives rolling up their sleeves. And suddenly the people near the Arch went down on their knees, forming a block between the prisoners and the ship. Uncertain, the Redcoats hesitated, staring down, and the people stared back: like tomcats meeting on a wall.


It was then that I saw Beth O’Shea.


Roped by the wrists, she was drooping beside a tattered matron. The shadows were deep in her cheeks, I remember, her shoulders were bare and wealed with beatings. Then a command rang out and the soldiers began to force a path, callously thumping with their muskets, but their slanting eyes betrayed their fear as they neared me, for the herring-women were around them now and knives were appearing. I saw Michael’s dark head among the crowd and the Redcoat beside him suddenly upended. Bedlam! One moment market day, next a riot. Helmets were coming off and cudgels coming down, muskets waving, knives flashing, a mêlée of commands and shrieks, a fine old Irish brawl. Out-numbered ten to one, the soldiers panicked, sinking in a scramble of arms and legs, with Karen quickly in the thick of it with a clog in her hand, tipping off helmets and cracking English skulls. I was after her in an instant


‘Come out of it, woman!’


‘Ach, away!’ she cried. ‘It’s the best fight I’ve seen since the Tipperary riots,’ and she went round stamping on fingers and filling the air with shrieks.


I ducked a swing from a soldier, flattened him into the crowd and gripped Karen, but she fought me off. Over my shoulder I saw the gangplank of the prison ship rear up and crash and the great square rig above it heel against the sky. Hawsers were splashing into the sea, halyards and strainers snapping as the ship came loose from her bollards. Lurching before the wind, she was sweeping fishing-boats from their moorings and crashing against the jetties. Sensing victory, the crowd bit deeper into the soldiers in cries of victory and forced them to the edge of the quay. Arms flailing, shouting, the Redcoats floundered into the sea as Michael and his comrades got among them.


‘Right,’ I shouted, ‘now run!’ and I dragged Karen to the shelter of a wall.


‘And I’m ready,’ she gasped, ‘for I’ve just caught a fella’s boot. Have we won, Jess?’


‘Run!’ I shrieked, and watched her gallop for the Spanish Arch, skirts up, hair streaming. Flattened against the wall, I looked for Beth O’Shea.


Men and women were dashing past me towing freed prisoners. A priest checked his headlong flight to snatch at a child, and ran with her, his gown billowing. Fish-wives had their thick arms around girls, sailors were dragging at grandmas. Diving among them, I scrambled through a tangle of ropes to the edge of the quay where Beth O’Shea was kneeling, gripping a capstan.


‘Come on!’ I shouted, and seized her wrist, but she arched her back, feet skidding.


‘Run, girl, run!’ called the priest, dashing past us, and she came instantly. And the last thing I saw of the quay was the Fighting Irishmen flooding through the Arch with the crowd helter-skelter behind them. Arms and cudgels littered the flagstones, baskets were overturned and herrings flapping to the thieving descent of the gulls.


‘Quick,’ I whispered, and we ran on, snatching at breath till the cottages of Galway thinned and the fields rose up through the night mist. On the track that led to the caravans we rested. Panting, Beth turned on her elbow.


‘Where are you taking me? You’ve got the stink of the bogs on you, man – are you decent?’


‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ I gasped. ‘With you being transported and me as free as a lark.’


She wept then, tearing at the grass, and said, ‘They got me for thieving in Clare. I stole bread, and the dragoons came. …’


‘So you’re a thief, is it?’


This sat her up. ‘If stealing for hunger is thieving. Have you heard of them dying in County Clare? And you fat and well fed. Ah, to the devil and back with you.’


The wind whispered, the grasses sighed, the clouds dropped a drape over the bright April moon. She wept again, and I pitied her.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked.


‘No business of yours, fella. I wouldn’t have come at all if it hadn’t been for the priest. What’s yours, for a start?’


‘Jess O’Hara.’


‘Sure, that sounds like a woman. Mine’s Beth O’Shea, and if you think you’re having sport with me you can think again, me darlin’.’


‘Why, I’ve no such intention.’


‘Then where are you takin’ me?’


‘Back home to Ma.’


‘So you’ve a mother?’ She wiped back her hair. ‘Whee, jakes! I thought you were a vagrant.’


‘There’s a cheek. A vagrant, is it? Have you ever heard tell of the fighting O’Haras?’


She peered at me, kneeling.


‘That’s us,’ I said. ‘We were around Clare in snow-time selling the kettles. So if you’ve never heard of the Big O’Hara there’s no holes in your ears. Didn’t he finish your Bull Macalteer in sixteen rounds last January, and him the champion of your county?’ I waved in disgust and lay back on the grass. ‘And me sister Karen’s the finest dancer in the whole of Ireland, I’m telling you.’


‘Is that right, Jess O’Hara?’


‘It couldn’t be truer. She’s a riot. And my second eldest brother’s the biggest revolutionary since the dear, dead Daniel O’Connell himself.’


‘Who’s that fella?’


I sat up. ‘D’you mean to tell me you’ve never heard of the fine Dan O’Connell? Even the beasts of the fields still talk of him. And I’ve another brother over in Americay working the Pittsburgh iron and I wouldn’t be surprised if he ends up governor of the State of Texas.’


‘God bless the Pope,’ said she, all eyes. ‘Have you a relative in America?’


‘I have. The name of O’Hara is ringing from Wexford to Clifden, and we’re the finest people in Connemara, that’s agreed. And I’ll tell you something free that you’d better remember. If you’re comin’ home with me you’d best keep clear of me brother Hosea, for he’s a holy devil with the women when he smells of the poitheen.’ I got up. ‘Are you coming?’


‘If he keeps clear of me,’ she said, ‘for I’m sick of the sight of men, you included, for telling me a pack of bloody lies.’


‘Rest your soul, woman, you must be in the arms of Satan,’ I replied. ‘Sure, you wouldn’t believe the truth if I was smitten with the tongues of angels. Are you coming or staying?’


Bats and blackness were dropping over the land as we went up the crest to the caravans. Ma’s bonfire was winking red as we crept past the Turvey caravan where Barney was ripping up the night with snores. And I thought, as I led her into the glow of the fire, that I’d rather be called a liar by this new one than a saint by Rosa Turvey, for there was a bit more to it than crab-apple knees.




III


I SAT by the embers of the bonfire long after the women were abed and peered through the mist, waiting for Hosea and Michael. The buzzards were mewing like cats for cream, the hoar-frost pin-sparkling the grass, but the beauty of that night was sullied for me, despite the pages of my beloved Plato which a wayside priest had given me to read. For Hosea was spilling his manhood in the claws of a cat, and I loved Hosea.


I hated Rachel Turvey and her dark, slanting eyes; the wreath of black hair over her shoulders, the shadows deep in her breast when she washed in the morning to give us a treat. Hating, I nodded over the fire, dreaming of cats and purrs and sweeping hands, and awoke to the whisper of feet in grass, and straightened.


‘Where you been?’ I asked.


Hosea stood on the other side of the fire, his brown face waving as disembodied in the glow.


‘Where you been?’ I repeated, and he showed his white teeth in a grin, and bowed.


‘I’ve been going about me lawful business. Do I have to account to a nip of a boy for every minute?’


‘You been lovin’ that Turvey woman!’


‘Bless me soul, hark at that,’ he answered, double bass. ‘Shall I tell you me movements? First I went down to Ennis and took their Will Murphy in five rounds for a sovereign, and then I came back to Galway to watch me brother and friends cracking the chins of the bloody English. But I wasn’t in a state for much fighting myself then, for I was full to the ears with porter.’


‘And then you had that woman, Rachel Turvey.’


He grinned wider, and came round to me, hands on hips, his great bulk blotting out the stars. ‘Dear God, Jess, did you see those fighting Irish? Did you see that fisherwoman stripped to the waist. D’you know something? If you could put the spunk of Galway into the rest of the towns of Ireland you’d have the country booting Victoria instead of spouting the odds about the Repeal.’


‘Why do you fither with that Rachel Turvey?’


‘D’you think we’ll get the Repeal of the Union, Jess? I think we’re wasting our time, for we’d be having fat pensions and titles all over again if we gained it. The English Parliament’s graft to the eyes, but it isn’t a patch on the old Irish one – God, what a country.’


‘Ma will have her in strips,’ I said. ‘She’s trash Irish.’


It angered him. ‘And aren’t we all trash Irish – you included? Living like pigs with no settled home.’


‘We’re O’Haras!’


‘Christ, that’s a fine one! With Karen a pickpocket and you a poacher?’ He spat. ‘Ach, away to hell with your great ideas – your nose is so high you’d drown in a rainstorm.’ He jerked his thumb at the caravan. ‘You’re raking at me because I chase a decent skirt – haven’t you a woman in there, or did I see double?’


‘A prisoner,’ I said.


‘And did you save her for the love of humanity or the love of Jess O’Hara?’ Watching me, he chuckled. ‘Is she a pretty wee thing? Ah, she couldn’t be otherwise for me favourite brother. How’s Ma?’


‘She had a turn today, but she’s steadier now.’


‘Thanks be to God. We’re on the road at first light tomorrow. She’s not birthing in a ditch, the sweet thing. Is Mike back yet?’


I shook my head, and he whispered:


‘Is there any sense in it? He can keep his Irish revolutions – I’m planning to work the roads with the cans, not march for the honour and glory of Ireland.’


‘You’ll march one day,’ said Michael, wandering up.


‘Eavesdropping,’ said Hosea; ‘we leave that to women.’


Michael sat on a log and stretched his long legs. ‘Ach, you fool, you can be heard for miles.’


There was an inborn dignity in Michael that claimed respect. Hosea was like a crag, drunk with strength, hateful of arrogance. In height they were equal. One day, I thought, they might try each other for weight. Michael said:


‘They tell me you took Murphy in Ennis today.’


Hosea waved and turned. ‘Murphy couldn’t lay a swing on a two-month baby.’


‘Joe McManus?’ Michael glanced up, smiling.


‘McManus ducked out of Galway the day we came in.’


‘D’you blame him? Would the champion of Ireland break his hands on your thick head when he can pick up real money against people like Milligan? You might land him a lucky one, but it would take you a week to do it.’


‘Aye? Then would you like me to land one on you this minute?’


I rose, gripping a log, but Michael only grinned, and crossed his legs, saying, ‘Anyone can thump, Ho. And when we’re ringing the bells of freedom we won’t have the likes of you to thank. Will you spin me for a bed in the van? I’m sick of being under the thing.’


‘There’s no spare bed,’ answered Hosea. ‘This Plato fella’s got a woman in it.’


‘What woman?’ Michael swung to me.


I told him.


‘And you’re the one with the brains,’ he whispered. ‘You damned fool, Jess – would you have us all swinging up there with Rooney?’


‘So you can free them, but you can’t house them, is it?’ laughed Hosea.


‘I’m raking her out and kicking her back to Galway,’ whispered Michael.


‘Then try your raking and kicking at me first,’ said Hosea, and barred his way.


‘Ma!’ I wailed, and the caravan window went back and Karen’s head came out.


‘What the hell’s happening?’


‘Mike’s going to kick out Beth O’Shea,’ I cried.


‘Is he? If men come in here we’re clouting with the nearest thing handy. Under the van with the three of you, or I’ll be out there shedding blood, your ma’s dog-tired.’


At dawn, with the attics of Galway looped in sunlight, we harnessed the mare and jingled west for Connemara, with the Turveys following, as usual. Hosea was at the mare’s bridle, his steel-tipped boots ringing on the road. Drooping against Michael on the foot-board with the reins in my hand I looked at the sky. Thunder clouds were gathering in the peaks of the mountains, shouldering across the canyons of the sky with a threat to flay us alive. I remembered again the famines of the granite land, the billowing smoke of the Quaker field boilers, the hiss and spit of the Indian meal on my hands and the bottomless coffins of the famine dead. The wind comes briny along the road to Connemara, the granite slabs glower at the Bay of Kilkieran, the fishing-boats curtsy along the rotting quays. Sitting there, I dreamed in the clanking hooves of the mare; felt again the swinging tugs of the herring on the lines: heard the curlews crying on wet, misty mornings when Hosea and me turned our boat through the foaming troughs; smelled the tar and seaweed, the fly-blown ribs of the wrecked schooners whose sailors were moulded in the sands of Rossaveal. I loved and hated this savage land that made me a part of its scream of freedom.




IV


TWO DAYS LATER we arrived at our two-acre plot of ground near the shores of the Bay of Kilkieran, unharnessed the mare and tethered her and set up home for part of the summer.


Most summers we came back to the Kilkieran plot to tend our crop of potatoes on Squire Rochford’s estate, for you could never tell when the selling of kettles and cans might dry up and put you in the workhouse. The sun exploded over the mountains a day after we got settled in, dripping its liquid fire over the bay, and in its incinerating heat the famine people of Mayo straggled in thin, black lines along the road to Galway, their land of promise. It rained at night, as if in recompense for the sultry days; the red clouds of evening splitting themselves apart in vivid flashes. The rivers heaved, the brooks spewed up in the blood-red soil, cascading over the plains to the blue, mother sea. I was stripped to the waist and hoeing up the spuds when Hosea wandered over from the caravan and sat on a boulder, watching.


‘I’ve been doing some thinking, Jess,’ he said. ‘She’s a sweet wee thing, that Beth O’Shea. If I hadn’t a woman in tow already I’d be walking her down the road to Screeb for a look at the scenery.’


‘You can give her five years,’ I said, ‘she’s too young for you.’


He chewed on a straw. ‘Ach, there’s nothing like catching ’em young, and she’s as clean as a new pin around the place. D’you know she bathes naked in the spring water every morning over in the Hollow? It’s a fair sight to see, I’m telling you. The last time I saw it done was Liza Gallagher, and she was beef to the heels.’


‘You shouldn’t be watching,’ I said. ‘How’s Ma?’


‘The sickness is on her again this morning, and the child’s kicking with boots, she says, but I wasn’t discussing Ma. Are you gone on Beth O’Shea?’


‘My business,’ I answered, hoeing away.


‘Sure, and it’s mine, too. Put that thing down and listen to me. Was it wise to bring a winsome girl like that out of the Galway trouble, Jess? She’s enough to rise a man’s blood with her skirts above her knees and a bedding eye on her.’


‘You’re the same with all the women,’ I said, sighing. ‘You’re like a stallion with his tail up in a thunder-clap – you stick to Rachel.’


‘But she’s enough to tempt the Angel Gabriel himself, Jess. Even Mike’s giving her the eye and forgetting about his Irish revolution, and I’m not having murder in the family. Are you sweet on her, tell me?’


I said, looking at the sea, ‘Keen enough, for I’m having her before the priest in the year I’m sixteen.’


He shook his head. ‘That’s a pity, Jess, for I was hoping to lose her. If the Military get on to her we’ll be lucky to be transported, and if we start the grain-raiding again this summer she’ll likely prove a drag.’


‘Meet that when it comes, Ho. With Ma coming to her time she’s another pair of hands for Karen.’ I changed the subject. ‘When are we raiding?’


‘Mike says in a fortnight. There’s a grain convoy going through Twelve Pins in the middle of the month, and he’s after some of that.’ He nodded towards the road where the famine people were lurching under their bundles. ‘God, it breaks my heart to see those people. There’s not a clam or periwinkle to be found between here and Belmulle – they were after the fishermen’s bait down in Rossaveal last night, and one got hooked like a fish.’


‘Is the convoy armed?’ I asked.


‘Mike reckons it’s got an escort of six, but there’s likely to be more, for they’re starving them to death in Clifden.’


‘There’s talk of the food depots opening,’ I said. ‘Is it true?’


He wiped the sun from his face, and rose. ‘There’s always that talk, but they never bloody open. It’s the Relief Committee – they can’t get a permit from Squire, and he can’t get one from the Queen of England. God, what people! Can you imagine the old priests of Wexford standing for it?’ His voice rose. ‘There’s beefy Irishmen standing watching the convoys and not lifting a finger. And what’s the Church doin’? Nothing! While it’s singing the praises of God Almighty there’s Irish children spitting on the Virgin for a bowl of stirrabout meal and the Protestants collecting good Catholics for a hunk of black bread.’ He spat. ‘And there’s Fighting Irishmen and Molly Maguires stretching their necks over the length and breadth of the country – the priests turn out for that, right enough.’


‘Steady,’ I said.


‘Steady, me eye! I’m sick to me stomach. And I’m shaking the dust of this land off my feet the moment I hear from me brother Shaun in Pittsburgh.’


‘And would you be happier there?’ asked Karen gaily, coming up. Beautiful, she looked, with her red hair flowing out and her ragged dress pulled in at the waist the size of a dog collar. Cross-legged, she squatted on the grass. ‘America’s the land of the Redskin heathen, d’you know that? And you a Church man!’


‘I was a Church man,’ Ho grumbled.


‘Then you can’t change your God overnight, boy.’


‘And I’m not changing me God!’ he bellowed. ‘If the Lord Jesus could light down among this lot He’d cauterize the Church with brimstone and fire. Didn’t He feed the people with bread and fishes? I’m doing likewise for a Christian country.’


She swept back her hair. ‘Then you’d best stay in old Ireland, Ho, me boy. Didn’t Shaun write and tell of the American women uncovered in the breast and dancing naked with the virtue fans? And there’s rye whiskey going down their gullets like the Irish sink porter.’


‘Not true,’ I said, ‘I’ve read about the fine America.’


‘So you say Shaun’s lying is it?’


‘I’m saying Shaun’s mistaken,’ I replied. ‘It might be like that in Pittsburgh, but he can’t speak for the whole of America. It’s been a Christian country since the Pilgrim Fathers and there’s a thousand good Catholics to the mile today.’


Up on her feet now, blazing. ‘Are you the be-all and end-all of it, then? Are you believing the lies you read in your books? If you know so much about it, d’you mind telling me who discovered the place?’


‘Christopher Columbus,’ I said.


‘And didn’t he write a book on it, then?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Well, I’m telling you he did. He was as Irish as Shaun, and I’d rather believe Columbus than that fella Plato.’


‘Was Christopher Columbus Irish?’ asked Hosea uneasily.


‘As Irish as me,’ said Karen. ‘His ma was born in Derry and his father came from Cork.’


‘Good God,’ I said. ‘Who told you that?’


‘Old Peg Doherty. Isn’t he the historian round here? He was on the quay at Wicklow when the man set sail.’


‘I give you best,’ I said. ‘Where’s Mike?’


‘He’s out gathering watercress with Beth O’Shea – I’ve just seen them down in the Hollow.’


‘If there’s cress down there it’s the first I’ve heard of it,’ muttered Hosea.


Karen walked off with a wave of disgust. ‘Ach, leave them be. It’s the first girl Mike’s taken walking and as good an excuse as any. Leave him be, I say – you stick to Rachel Turvey, Ho – she’s more your sort.’


I looked at Hosea after Karen had gone and he lowered his eyes.


‘You didn’t mention that,’ I said. ‘Is it Michael keen on Beth O’Shea, or you?’


‘I’ve got me own girl, Jess. But I’m not having trouble – not between you and Mike, remember it.’


‘Not unless he asks for it, Ho, she’s my woman.’


‘Listen,’ he said softly, ‘she belongs to the one she turns to, no other.’


‘We’ll see,’ I said.


‘Aye, indeed, and I’m telling you this. The first fist raised between you and Mike brings me in with mine and hammering – the pair of you. We’ve got enough trouble on our plate with the grain-raiding and Ma. Mike’s eighteen, Jess. You’ve got years in you yet before you need think of women.’


He left me, going down to the strand, and I flung down the hoe and walked over the heath to the Hollow. It was empty, the great, stone slabs standing like gravestones in the still air. Away beyond it the sea lay flat calm and hazed, the islands of Lettermore thin gleams of yellow in a sea of burnished sun. Black the promontory, spreading west in the blue expanse, the giant jaws of a lizard, and above it the gulls were wheeling like a handful of wood shavings flung into wind. Anger and loneliness came to me, then bitterness as I turned inland and looked towards our little red caravan where Karen’s coloured washing drooped on the lines. For beyond it, high on the hill, Michael and Beth O’Shea were coming hand in hand. The wind moved on the sweat of my face, bringing the sound of their laughter. Fine and handsome they looked together, steeped in sun and loving. Seeing me there, they waved, but I did not wave back. Turning, I went over to the caravan and threw myself down on the hot, damp grass and thought of my brother Shaun, and America. Karen was down on the road, handing out meal to the Galway travellers – the meal we had taken in the grain-raids last summer. She turned and waved, calling me, but I did not go.


We ate our dinner of boiled maize and pepper in the caravan that evening, for the sun outside was too hot for Ma, who was being taken short with the child again, said Karen. So silent my mother lay on the bed by our little square table, her eyes closed, the Bantry blanket heaped high on her stomach and her hair wet strands on the pillow. We spoke in whispers, for fear of disturbing her, and I saw the fear leap to Karen’s face every time my mother groaned or shifted to the pain of the child. And, after the meal, we still sat together; Michael and Beth sitting side by side, staring at the sea, longing for the loneliness of lovers. Ho was smoking his clay, Karen staring at my mother, and I was sewing. I had the arse out of my trews and if you left it to the women in our place you’d be falling through them.


‘Dear God, I’m fearful,’ whispered Hosea. ‘Isn’t there a doctor in the whole wide country?’


‘Not for gipsies,’ said Karen. ‘With the priest charging two shillings a time for last rites on the famine people there’s no hope for a doctor at under two pounds.’


‘Have you found that Patsy O’Toole yet?’ asked Michael.


‘You’re late in asking that,’ I retorted. ‘Didn’t you hear us say last night she’s away up north with her relations?’


‘Then can we help Ma sitting here?’ he replied. ‘I was thinking of taking Beth for a row in the currach – she’s a mind to see Lettermore.’


I watched them. Hand in hand they sat, with their eyes full of promised sweetings and down from feather mattresses blowing up between them, and they sickened me. Their very presence was a stain on my mother’s pain, it seemed. They were aware of nothing but the growing bond between them. Karen said:


‘Away with you, then, but don’t be late back in case you’re needed,’ and they were up off their seats and through the door like ferrets. I said:


‘And is he the fella who is planning the march on London, God save us?’


Hosea turned and looked at me, his face expressionless.


‘Do they care if Ma lives or dies?’ I said.


Karen glanced up. ‘Leave him! No harm in a bit of a row, Jess, Ma can only hold one hand at a time,’ and she raised my mother’s hand and pressed it to her lips.


‘Are we just sitting and waiting, then?’ I asked. ‘Shouldn’t we be out looking for a labour woman.’


‘There’s one in the Turvey caravan,’ mumbled Hosea. ‘Won’t you give a thought to Rachel, Karen? She’s fine strong hands for the child-birthing – there’s women down in Rossaveal who’ll swear on that.’


‘Would you have me pollute me own mother?’ whispered Karen, eyes glowing.


‘Hush,’ I whispered back.


‘And hush yourself! Would you throw a Christian woman to the hands of a savage – all beads and bangles, she is, and showing enough breast to murder a bishop. Can you imagine the palaver when Ma opens and sees that Rachel Turvey serving her?’


‘She’s a sweet, gentle creature; that Rachel,’ said Hosea.


‘Ah, with the men – and man-huntin’s all she’s fit for, so don’t mention her again.’


I said, to smooth things, ‘Isn’t there a midwife down in Rossaveal now?’


‘I’m away down there to see,’ said Karen, rising. ‘Here, you sit with Ma.’ She tied back her hair with red ribbon. ‘And you get down to Cashel, Ho – there’s new women come in on the estate, you might find a helper there.’


‘Aye,’ said he, and rose, grunting.


‘You take the mare, Karen,’ I said. ‘You’ll be back that much quicker.’


Now, outside the van, I waved to Hosea and watched Karen bare-back on the mare going like a mad thing down the road to the village. And in the red sunset I saw Michael’s currach out in the bay, rowing for Lettermore. There, on the islands, were the deep, sandy inlets, the little caverns where we had stored the grain stolen in the raidings. Deep-sea mariners had rowed there among the barbs of night, cut-throats had duelled there, hostages spilled blood. Carved into fury by night, the sand dunes glowered at the bay, their vetch grass standing on end, a fine, fierce place for loving. All this I had planned for Beth O’Shea, and now she was Michael’s. Weary, I went back into the van and sat by Ma. Somewhere in the sunset a blackbird was singing, his notes liquid and pure, and the barn owls were ripping up the night for prey. My mother groaned deep, shifted, and opened her eyes.


‘Jess,’ she said, and smiled.


‘I’m with you.’


The sun was staining the window and she turned her head to its redness, sighed, and said, ‘Jess, fetch Karen.’


‘I will, Ma. She won’t be long. She’s away down to the village to fetch a woman who knows about the child-birth, give her an hour.’


‘Fetch her now,’ said my mother.


I stiffened in the chair. Her face, in that red light, was suddenly haggard with the gauntness of pain, her eyes coming alive and moving brightly in the sunken shadows of her cheeks. And even as I watched, my mother pressed her fist to her mouth and bit it, whimpering. ‘By the holy Jesus. … Karen, Karen!’ and she turned herself on the bed and cried aloud, thumping it.


In sudden terror I bent to her and she seized me, pulling down my face to hers, and as the labour bloomed within her she gripped me harder, forbidding breath, then flung me off and rose in the bed, her eyes wild, smiling in pain, which is a woman’s courage.


‘Ah, Alannah!’ she said. ‘Oh, me sweet Jess, curse your father, curse him! For the love of God fetch Karen!’


‘Ma, she’s away. She’ll be back. …’


‘Then shut the door and leave me!’ She wept. ‘Och, it’s a murderin’ labour is this one, dear God!’


In horror I raced through the van door and across the fields, shouting down the road to Cashel. Scrambling up the hill, weeping now, I shielded my eyes from the sun, but the road to Rossaveal was empty. And then my mother screamed once, loud and clear, and I ran in panic back to the van. Bursting in, I stared down at her. Ma was lying still and white on the pillow, eyes closed, and I put my hands to my cheeks and sobbed down at her.


‘Is there somethin’ up?’ asked a voice, and I swung round at the door. Rosa Turvey was standing there with a face of innocence, all dirt smudges, black curls, and gipsy bangles.


‘It’s me mother,’ I gasped, ‘she’s comin’ to child.’


‘Then accept me congratulations,’ said Rosa. ‘To be sure that’s a fine event for the family. Is it a boy or a girl you’re after, Jess O’Hara?’


‘And Karen’s away to Rossaveal and Hosea’s five miles down the road to Cashel!’


‘Why, there’s a useless set of gunks. And where’s that Beth O’Shea at a time like this?’


‘She’s away for a row with Michael, to Lettermore.’


‘God save us,’ exclaimed Rosa. ‘I told you she’s no good to yer. Have you brought out a child before, Jess O’Hara?’


‘Be gad, no, I’ve never attempted it.’


‘Then you’re attemptin’ it now, man, for me sister Rachel’s over in Screeb, so it’s you or nothing,’ and she pulled her dress over her head and tied back her hair.


‘Rosa, the child needs turning,’ I whispered, and she opened large, rebellious eyes.


Just then my mother wakened, and seeing a woman before her she put out her hand to her, and Rosa gripped it and said to me:


‘You leave the turnin’ to me, O’Hara – outside and fetch water.’


I sat on the patch, shivering with fear, watching the sun sink into the sea red and hot with him in hissing and steaming. And the two women in the caravan made no sound till a third wailed thin and plaintive in the moonlight, and they called her Melody.


It was warm and sweet within me for Rosa Turvey then, to hell with Beth O’Shea.




V


AND SO, with Michael still loopy over Beth O’Shea, I first made love to Rosa Turvey in June. When I had finished loosening the patch I went down to the strand to fetch a dog-fish for Ma, for there was nothing she liked better than one roasted on tongs. I was sitting on the prow of Michael’s currach baiting a hook when Rosa came down. Cleaned up a bit these days was Rosa Turvey, with a red shawl over her shoulders, a black skirt well pulled in, and enough white trembles above it to raise blood-pressure. Things were different between the O’Haras and Turveys now, the first time for generations, with Ma bowing to Barney Turvey and people dropping curtsys.


‘Hallo,’ said Rosa, looking glorious, bracelets rattling.


‘Hallo to you,’ I said, for the surest way to lose a fish is to prove too keen.


‘Are you going out fishin’?’


‘I was considering it.’


‘If you asked me proper I’d consider coming with ye, you know?’


Into the currach with her before she changed her mind, rocking, squealing in a flurry of brown legs. Never been in a boat before, will I be drowned? One shove and I was away with her.


Got her.


I leaned back on the oars and we carved the bay like a China clipper, with the June sun blinding the sky and the currach heaving through the rollers. On, on to Lettermore, where the gulls were wheeling, down into the last, green trough, tossed high on the tip of a breaker as the sand came up. Higher, higher, we were turned upside down and landed spreadeagled in six inches of water. Soaked, we held each other, laughing at the sky, and the next roller in hit us full-blooded and carried us high up the beach in a tangle of arms and legs, and we shivered together, but not with cold.


‘No,’ said Rosa, pushing.


The gulls screamed above us, sensing the offal of our stillness, the sun beat down.


‘Eh, Jess, stop it!’


I saw through a rift of her hair the hill of the island blazing with sun as I turned her to my lips.


‘Eh …’ she said in the darkness of kissing.


I do not think a man is alive until he has followed a bare-footed woman and put his feet in her imprints in sand. And it seemed that I knew each swaying step as Rosa broke into a run. Reaching an arbour of rocks she skidded round, her hair flying.


‘Arrah, that made you gallop!’


I dashed up, gasping. ‘You save your strength when you’re cornering the Turveys.’ Seizing her, I tripped her, and we fell together in deep, brown sand. The wind hammered secret places, the gulls screamed. Panting, she smiled, closing her eyes. And the loneliness and brine was as a wreath about us, her breath gusty in her wet shawl as I kissed her again. We lay together, listening to the incoming tide.


‘And what now?’ Rosa whispered. ‘Have I collected half a man?’


‘You’ll see,’ I whispered back.


‘Faith, you O’Haras are all the same,’ said she. ‘If you saw an inch of a knee you’d be away and throwing stones at it.’


‘Show me yours, and see,’ I said.


‘Bad cess to you!’ Pushing and wriggling now. ‘D’you take me for a scarlet woman? Would you have me drummed from chapel and your ma coming after me with clogs? Won’t you tell me you love me, before you take the liberties?’


I looked at her. Much of the Karen in this one, I thought; the same curves and slanting eyes of the Spanish Irish. I said, ‘Sure, I don’t know. The women are scarce round these parts and you have to take what’s coming.’


The waves were swilling into the cove now and the restless birds were flaying the cliff face, shaking down their beds for dusk. I kissed her again, and what began in calmness ended in heat and quick breathing. Rising, I drew her to her feet and pulled her towards the nearby cave.


‘Ah, no,’ she said softly, ‘it isn’t as easy as that, Jess, but I’ll race you down to the sea for a bathe.’


‘For bathing? The moon’s coming up, woman!’


‘Will you catch your death, then?’ She swung back her wet hair. ‘You’re soaked now, man – take your things off!’ and she dragged at my shirt.


‘For the love of heaven,’ I whispered. ‘I’d never have believed it!’


‘Ach, there’s nothing indecent about it, Jess, it’s only in your mind. Clothes hold dark secrets – didn’t Adam and Eve get up to tricks the moment they put on furs?’


‘You first, then.’


And she did no more but strip off her clothes, flinging them about, and run down to the sea as naked as a faun. Hair flying, she dived, and came up streaming.


‘Come on in, you loon!’


In panting haste I flung my shirt high, dropped my trews, and raced in after her, leaping the breakers, a mad thing diving for her legs. Crying out, she was away, but I was after her, upending her in the moonlit water, my hands slipping on her smooth, wet body. And we plunged and floundered like demented things till the moon rose high and painted the island silver.


The tide had taken my clothes and flung them high on the sand by the time I came out, so I took them within the cave for warmth, and began to dress, wondering at the beauty of a naked Rosa. The cave mouth was alight with the moon, I remember, the shadows beyond it black to the seaweed fringe. Dressing in gasping haste, I heard a twig snap, and straightened.


Rosa was standing in the entrance of the cave, and the sea-lights were playing in her hands and running in vivid streams over her hair and shoulders. Rigid, I stood, carved into stone by the naked apparition.


It was silent within the cave save for the dripping of unseen springs and rivulets swirling for the tide. Cold, too, the only brazier being Rosa, and her warm enough to heat the pair of us as I turned her into my arms, seeing beyond her the granite crags of Kilkieran gashing a patterned sky. But she moved from my arms into deeper shadows, and I stood there listening to her breathing until she whispered from the blackness. I found her in dim moonlight that streamed in from a crevice of the rocks. Smiling, she stood there, as slim as a boy, with her black hair over her shoulders and the upward tilt of her breasts making her into a woman.


‘Come,’ I whispered, and drew her against me.


Instant the fire, kindled by the kiss with unknown muscles raising the riot of youth, and Rosa’s sighs and gasped provocations heightened the tumult as I moulded her in sand. Lithe and quick was she as I cleaved unto her in the heat and strength of it, and we lay together in the dusk of the cave till the sounds of the island crept back, one by one. Her eyes, I remember, were large and glittering in the strange light, moving in secret reproach over my face, and then she smiled. Brilliant that smile as she pushed me away and sat up, smoothing back her wet hair.


‘Moses love us,’ she said. ‘That was a step in the wrong direction.’


I heard the distant thumping of the breakers; the scream of shingle I heard, and the piteous wailing of the gulls, and Rosa giggled.


‘Just imagine old Karen arrivin’ in the middle of that one.’


Rising, I went to the entrance. ‘Don’t remind me of her, for God’s sake.’


The moon was round and high over an emblazoned sea, the cottage lights winking along the distant shore. Hosea, I thought, would be down in the village with Peg Doherty, sinking his porter; Ma would be rocking Melody, the child; Karen would be at her stitching. I did not turn to the warmth of Rosa beside me. Michael and Beth, I remembered, would be out together in the wild places, under the same moon, seeking the same fierce loving, in joy.


‘You happy now, Jess?’


I turned to her. ‘Aye, Rosa.’ Beautiful she looked in the ragged dress, her hair tangled, her face upturned.


‘First time for you, Jess?’ and I nodded.


‘Not for me,’ she whispered, looking away. ‘You think I’m a free girl?’


‘No.’


‘Us Turveys got a terrible name, you heard?’ She smiled sadly then, and suddenly she turned me to her and kissed my face. ‘Oh, Jess, it’s a terrible loving. And they should stop it for the rest of the world, and keep it for you and me. Just you and me for ever, Jess, for it weren’t the same before – just Jess and Rosa?’


Bending, I kissed her, thinking of Beth O’Shea.


Hosea was standing on the shingle as I ran the boat in, hands on hips, glowering.


‘’Evening, Ho O’Hara,’ said Rosa, dimpling.


‘You get back home,’ he replied. ‘Your pa’s out looking for you with a riot cudgel.’ He took the painter and pulled up the currach. ‘Where the hell you been?’ he whispered to me.


‘Sure, I’ve been out for a dog-fish, is there any harm in that?’


‘Was I born yesterday?’ He gave me a queer old look and a sigh. ‘You watch that Rosa, the Turveys are mad for it – she’ll be having you before the altar before you rise to a man. …’


‘And you’re a fine one to talk!’


‘And you’re a fine one for promises,’ he retorted. ‘D’you realize we’re due down to the village with Peg Doherty at moonrise to talk of the raiding – there’s Mike down there already eatin’ his heart out.’


‘Where’s Beth, then?’


‘She’s in with Karen and Ma cooing at the baby – you can’t get a word of sense out of the three of ’em.’


I hated Peg Doherty, the man behind the raiding, but he was a man of quality when it came to feeding the starving, and the best politician in the county since he was buried alive with five dead children during a Mayo famine. He knew the progressive policies of Dan O’Connell and the fortune of the Queen of England; had traced the ancestry of the grave-digger who buried him and proved him a bastard twice removed – because he was digging when he should have been filling and brought down his spade and cut Doherty in two. And he wasn’t partial to me either, since I took him for the wheelbarrow. ‘Fetch the muck-shifter,’ called Hosea, ‘it’s away down the patch.’ And there was Peg Doherty on the pail at the bottom with his peg legs sticking through the door, and I’d got him halfway up the path in the blackness before I knew it was Doherty, and him fighting with his bags and tucking in his shirt and playing hell with Connemara gipsies between here and Wicklow.


‘So you’ve troubled yourself to come, O’Hara,’ said he now as I entered his shop, and he raised himself another quart of porter and peered with welted eyes. ‘God help old Ireland indeed, God help her. With the country going to hell and damnation you’re ripping the skirts off the trollops of Connaught.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘Then may we begin, your worship?’


‘Ach, indeed, sir,’ I said.


Most severe he looked, then turned to Michael. ‘D’you mind I told you about the Clifden convoy, man?’


‘Aye, six weeks back, and we’re still awaiting it,’ answered Michael, sullen.


‘Then you’ll keep for another minute while I tell you that I’m the fella in charge of activities and you’ll not cast an eye on an English dragoon till I say the word. They were dragging a galloper-gun, and you’d have come in ten pieces before you’d have crested the rise, me son. Now then.’


‘When’s the next one?’ asked Hosea.


‘Sure, it’s due through Maumturk the day after tomorrow.’


‘Sunday!’ exclaimed Michael.


‘As God’s me judge. O’Hara. And shall I tell you something else? There’ll be two tons of the stuff in carts and more than ten fat heifers following on the hoof, and not a dragoon within miles. The only escort with them is six jumper Irishmen from Clifden.’


‘Protestant Irish,’ said Hosea, and closed his hand.


‘Aye, God help ’em! They change their religion as often as they change their shirts, so if they went to their God too soon St Peter himself would put a tick against you in the name of holy justice, d’you see?’


‘No killing,’ said Hosea.


‘Is it killing to step on a louse, O’Hara? Bless me soul, wouldn’t it be an act of God to put them out of their misery, for their bodies are fat for the eternal fire.’


Michael shook his head.


‘Ach, where’s the spunk to yer?’ whispered Doherty. ‘In my day they’d be wearing the blazing cap of the Hessians and wishing themselves dead for the evil, stinking things they are. And you’ll be hung for grain-raiding as quick as for murder, so you’ll have the satisfaction of dying for something decent.’


‘Who’s with us?’ asked Michael.


‘There’s just the three of you and your sister Karen. D’you want a regiment of guards to take six Irish jumpers, boy?’


‘What time?’ asked Hosea.


‘They’ll be in the Pass at dawn, nearabouts.’


‘Where do we deliver the cattle and grain, then?’


‘Same place as last time – Pat Mulligan will be down on the shore with his boat. He can take the grain to Lettermore and we’ll slaughter the cattle here.’


‘Dangerous,’ whispered Hosea, and in the light of the lamp I saw the humped shadows of his eyes and the gleam of his teeth.


‘And is the belly goin’ out of ye, Hosea O’Hara?’ whispered Peg.


‘Sure, ’tis not!’ I retorted. ‘But it’s one thing snatching the grain and another thing driving cattle on the hoof, for they’ll bellow to wake the vile Lord Clare himself, and that fella’s dead.’


‘Quiet,’ said Michael, and Doherty arched himself. ‘Shall I give the job to others, then? There’s fighting men up in Clifden who’d lay Victoria at me feet, never mind ten heifers, and not question it.’ He pointed down to the beach. ‘D’you know there’s a hundred starvers to the hour passing down there with rumbling bellies. They’ll pick the bones of those heifers cleaner than vultures, it’s no risk. Are you on?’


Strange how we both looked at Michael.


‘On,’ said he.


‘And you’ll not be needing help, me boys?’


‘We do it alone,’ said Michael.


‘That’s the fellas!’ Doherty rubbed his hands, his little eyes shining in his ravaged face. ‘And may the Lord attend your efforts for showing the power and glory of decent Irishmen. Bless me soul, O’Haras – if your brother Shaun was here this night instead of scratchin’ for money in the heathen Americay, he’d be kneeling at your feet.’


Hosea said, glancing up, ‘Will you bridle your tongue when speaking of me brother?’


‘Indeed to God I meant no harm, son,’ cackled Doherty, patting him. ‘It’s just that we could do with a few more like him, d’you see? He’d serve the country better fighting at home instead of foolin’ his time away in foreign parts.’


‘Isn’t he fighting with the Molly Maguires?’


‘Aye, but …’


‘And d’you expect more of him?’ Hosea’s voice rose. ‘There’s the likes of us padding the bellies of a few famine travellers and him raising an army to fight for Irish freedom, and like as not die for it.’


‘No offence, lad.’ Doherty raised his mug. ‘Shall we drink on the memory of the fella? God alive, I’d not take issue on the fine Shaun O’Hara, for I’d bleed to death for the likes of him and all he stands for, d’you get me?’


‘Shaun, me brother,’ said Michael, and raised high his mug.


We drank, and I watched Peg Doherty. Through the length and breadth of the secret country he was a respected man, but I did not trust him. He sat at night in his shop and organized the raids. He knew the names of every Fighting Irishman, Fenian and Molly Maguire in the west, but sat at home while we took the risks, with more money under his floorboards than a Protestant bishop. Useless talking to Hosea, for he was thick in the head. Dangerous to mention my fears to Michael, it would surely end in a fight. So I sat and watched Peg’s little shifty eyes, and feared.


‘Are we away, then?’ asked Hosea, and stretched to his full height.


Michael slapped down his mug. ‘Sunday,’ he said.


‘And you bring the cattle here,’ said Doherty. ‘Good night.’


Bright the moonlight as we walked home, the three of us, unspeaking, till the red bonfire of the van came up from the crags. And there was Karen sitting beside it mashing up the meal for next day’s dinner and Ma on her stool crooning at the baby, but no sign of Beth O’Shea. Hosea said:


‘Are we taking that one with us this time, Mike?’ He nodded at Karen.


‘Why not? She’s better than a goose when it comes to danger, and we need a keen look-out.’


‘Have you forgotten the child?’ I asked.


‘What’s the child to do with it?’


‘If the four of us collect it Ma will be left to fend, with no labourer on the land,’ I said. ‘Would you take Beth O’Shea instead?’


‘I canna risk the danger to her,’ whispered Michael.


‘Is there no danger to Karen, then?’ asked Hosea, stopping him.


‘Ach, away,’ I said, pushing. ‘It’s the bloody love-light in him, Ho. He’d see the family strung up and dangling and fight for every hair of her head, am I right?’


‘One day I’ll clip that tongue,’ said Michael.


‘Will you try clipping it now,’ I said, ‘for there’s no time like the present. You’ve been going damned looney over the woman the moment she showed her face, and I’m sick to death of you.’


He swung me one, but I ducked it and Hosea caught my right on his shoulder and it spun him, but he gripped my arm and twisted me behind him, facing Michael.


‘Keep off,’ he whispered.


‘Loose him,’ breathed Michael, white-faced, ‘or I’ll flatten the pair of you.’


‘Keep your hands off the young ’un or you’ll have me to contend with.’


Michael said, trembling, ‘Then tell him to shut his mouth or I’ll be shutting it, Ho. He’s been shooting that tongue at me for the last three weeks.’


‘And don’t you know why?’


I brought up my elbow into his ribs. ‘Heisht!’ I whispered, and he took another grip on my arm, and said, ‘Because you’ve got his girl. You’ve got the pick of the women in the county and you have to whip his.’


‘God save us! Is the lad moonstruck?’ Michael slapped his thigh and bellowed. ‘Would a decent Irish wench spare a glance for a wee rapscallion the size of that thing when there’s six-foot men out roving?’


‘He was bigger than six foot when he pulled her out of Galway,’ said Hosea, ‘and he’s inches bigger than you for all your size.’ He twisted me before him, and I stood there blazing, hands clenched, hating both of them. ‘Now listen,’ he said, his voice bass. ‘You’ll bed your women spare time, but you’ll not mix ’em up with the raidin’. We’ve got enough fighting coming with the six jumper Irishmen without raising fists in the family, d’you hear me?’


‘He can have her, and welcome,’ said Michael.


‘D’you mean that?’ asked Hosea.


‘Sure I mean it. She’s not a woman for loving at all, at all, for I’ve tried her, and if he can billow her skirt in the Sunday heather he’s a better man than me. If she said yes in her life it’d be for her dinner, God help us.’


The moon was on his face and I saw his handsome eyes, his teeth shining white above the square cut of his chin. Hosea groaned, and said, ‘Satan spare us. You’ll be having it out some time over a pesky bit of a woman, Jess, and more credit to you, or you wouldn’t be O’Haras.’ He tickled Michael under the chin. ‘D’you see that now? You’ll be keeping it clear of Beth O’Shea henceforth, or I’ll be bouncing it. Now away, the pair of you, the women are raising supper.’
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