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PROLOGUE



 




 


IT’S A MYSTERY why a pub draws a set of people and gets a name for itself. Suddenly, it’s the place to be – until some other pub replaces it. The Antelope in London has had a bit of a shine to it for several years now. The beer, apart from the Guinness, was as good as you’ll find, and the owner decent enough, though he wasn’t too keen to see me after he’d had to call a taxi a few times to bring me home. 


I was well on that day when Augustus John came in. He always came in as if Lear had found a door on the heath. He had some Polish fellow with him by the name of Felix. It was Felix this and Felix that and by the end of the night we were all drinking toasts to Felix, who was as convenient an excuse as any. John, a large, shaggy animal, presided as he always did, always the centre of attention. He’s a fine looking man, and if I looked like him, I’d think the world owed me its attention too. 


‘Oh my God, I don’t believe it, is that Augustus John himself?’ said Séamus when John came in. Séamus is my wife’s cousin from Listowel. He’d been a medical student at University College, Dublin, for ten years, a dark, thin fellow with a pale face and a taste for painting. I always looked him up for a drink when I went back to Dublin, even after my wife got tired of picking me up and bringing me home. When she left me for good, he never held it against me. Séamus had peculiar drinking habits, pale sherry after pale sherry. He drank in that determined and careful way that some Irishmen do, including myself, I suppose. The story he was telling me was beyond belief. 


He’d been down in Kerry on his holidays with another medical student from Dingle, who’d picked up this story about a dead village up in the mountains. ‘There’s more than a few of those,’ I said. 


‘This is different,’ he said. ‘There was a trial that shamed the town. They still won’t talk about it.’ 


Once he’d got my interest, neither would he. He sat there leaning forward, surrounding his drink, cuddling the details he wouldn’t share with me. 


‘When did this happen?’


‘Years ago,’ he said, ‘at the start of the War.’


‘But that’s only fifteen years ago,’ I said.


‘So?’ he said with a shrug. He waited for me to order another drink. 


‘This priest was defrocked,’ he said. ‘A lot of women died. They never got to the bottom of it.’ 


He wouldn’t utter another word, only nursing his damned sherry and nodding sagely and mutely at my questions. Well, as sure as my name is William Maginn an editor is an editor and closer to his magazine than to his wife. I was taking the night train the next day to Holyhead and the boat to Dún Laoghaire, so I thought there would be no harm in looking into it. I meant to go over for a week but as it turned out I spent a month traipsing around. I was born near Dingle – Irish was the first language I spoke – but I’ve no great love for it. When I got the whole story it wasn’t right for the magazine, and I’m not sure who or what it’s right for. But everyone can make of it what they will. You can tell the same story to five people and if you asked them to tell it back, you’d have five different stories. 


I hadn’t been back in Kerry for years – the family moved to Wicklow when I was sixteen, and I was never happy at the thought of going back to it. As they say, home isn’t where the heart is, it’s where you understand the sons of bitches. I made my life, such as it is, here in London, and I’m lucky to be doing what I want to do, editing a ‘literary’ magazine, pushing young poets uphill, squeezing novelists for a part of their next opus, and soliciting occasional political and social commentary from those addicted to it, while making a show that the very epicentre of the world was located precisely where my desk met the floor. I had no notion who this mysterious priest was until I got to Dingle, where many genealogical inquiries – everyone in Ireland is related to everyone else – converged in the photograph on my mother’s side-table. She used to dust that frame lovingly, hug it to her bosom, and say what a lovely man he was, so handsome and a near saint. Never a word out of my father, of course. Fr Hugh was a second cousin of my mother’s once removed, but he lived vividly in my mother’s emotional past. 


‘I hope he’s happy down in Kerry,’ she’d say. ‘Wouldn’t I love to see him again!’ 


A necessarily sublimated passion, I imagine. Sometimes the dark passions of Irish housewives come right up against the white circlet of the Roman collar, and stay there. My mother, now that I can think of her from the ruins of my own untidy passions, was man-crazy and a devout Catholic. In another culture she’d have afforded a great deal of pleasure – as well as mischief – to many. I’m glad she’s not alive to hear the story of Fr Hugh’s fall from grace. 


The answers were mainly voiced from the shards and fragments of my mother’s family scattered in the vicinity of Dingle and North Kerry. The family wasn’t very forthcoming with details, and those outside the family met my questions with a variety of stares, with – from the more sociable – mumbles that ‘some things are best left alone.’ The pub is a great place for unlocking a few secrets. With my desire for real draught Guinness, it was no hardship to take my place at the same stool in the same Dingle pub every night. I was anxious to find Fr Hugh, but no one knew a thing about him. ‘He’s somewhere up north’ was the closest I got. He was up north sure enough when I found him. He was also down under six feet of earth, his name on a small marker let into the ground. No headstone. 


Putting facts together out of rumour and silence isn’t easy. I found out where two of the mountain people – Muiris and Old Biddy – had been put away. I was giving up when I got my hands on Fr Hugh’s deposition, if that’s what you’d call it. It was lost and I found it by accident. I’d been long enough in the town to have made no friends. Questions are never welcome down in the country. I’d made a sort of a friend in the local doctor, a Dr McKenna, and after I met him we took our drinks into the snug every night for a week. A powerful force seems to propel some men away from their wives and towards the warm proximities of the pub. We walked back together each night after the pub closed. There was still light in the sky well after ten. Once he stopped and pointed up towards the mountains. 


‘That’s where it happened,’ he said. ‘That’s where the village was. Don’t you see it?’ he said, irritated, when all I could see was a whale of a mountain with other ones shouldering into it. ‘See the ridge there,’ he said, ‘and the purple rocks?’ 


‘Oh, yes,’ I said to satisfy him, ‘the very place.’


Next night we were back at the old stand. The doctor drank with a deliberation which slowed as he progressed. It was after completion of a slow-motion circuit from hand to glass to lip to draught to return of glass to table, accompanied by a discreet inversion and savouring of the lips, that I got the goods. 


‘There was a whole thing of Fr Hugh’s, poor man,’ he said, ‘a deposition a mile long. He gave it to the local policeman without a solicitor or anyone else around. It wasn’t allowed in court. I don’t know what happened to it.’ 


Of course I was down at the court house and into the records office the next day, where I didn’t get much of a welcome. There were two people there, a man in double-breasted blue serge and tie, as thin and bent as a question mark with glasses, and his assistant, a young girl also with glasses over bright eyes with a figure of definite pneumatic possibilities. I got nowhere with the court clerk or keeper of records (I never knew his exact title) and before he left at twelve on the dot and saw me lingering, he informed the young woman that he had done all that could be done for me. I changed my story for her. I said I was searching for title to a house my mother had left my oldest brother, and that I wished to contest his ownership. 


‘But then it isn’t here you should be at all,’ she said.


We got on so well I asked her if she’d have a drink with me that night. She said her boyfriend would kill her. So we laughed and chatted and I suggested she let me have a peek at the old records downstairs for just a minute before his lordship came back. 


‘It’s a mess down there,’ she said. ‘We haven’t got round to straightening it up yet. Anyway, if I let you down there, he’ll kill me.’ 


‘God above,’ I said, ‘there’s a lot a people want to kill you around here. It’s away with me to London you should come.’ 


‘Now wouldn’t that be wonderful,’ she said, ‘but that’ll never happen.’ 


‘Ah, you’d never know,’ I said, and before a minute was gone I was down in the old records room, which was a chaos of unfiled folders, half-open drawers, and sealed boxes. My heart sank. The young one stayed at the top of the stairs looking down at me, then over her shoulder to make sure her boss wasn’t on his way. 


‘I told you it was a mess,’ she said. The phone rang and she disappeared. 


I found Fr Hugh’s deposition by closing my eyes. It was so hopeless that I did a sampling at each of eight points turning clockwise from the centre of the room, eyes closed. When I opened my eyes at the fourth sampling I had the records of one Peter O’Mahoney, who got six months hard labour for assault while under the influence. Next to it was a thick bent stuffed yellow envelope which I knew was it before I put my hand on it, if you can explain that. I put it under my shirt next to my skin and closed my coat over it and was up those stairs light as a feather. I had a grin a mile wide on my face. 


‘Nothing doing,’ I said, ‘but maybe I’ll see you tonight.’ 


‘Maybe you will and maybe you won’t,’ she said.


I ran into her boss on the main street coming out of a shop painted an eye-splitting orange, and gave him a big hallo. No response. I was on the train to Dublin within the hour. 


Fr Hugh’s long soliloquy is clear enough to me. He was talking to a policeman, who obviously had no experience in taking depositions. Fr Hugh seems to forget his listener more often than he remembers him. He tells his story in his own way, which might be hard for some to understand, so I will assist the reader with comments on Fr McGreevy’s narrative when I deem it appropriate. I leave it to the careful reader to tolerate, perhaps welcome my intrusions which are designed to be useful, thereby avoiding the sententiousness with which footnotes tend to fondle themselves in the page’s basement. I shall not ascend ‘above the line’ until my meetings with two of the protagonists in the final stages of this book. Slothful and careless readers should ignore these footnotes and stay with the good Father, above the line. 


I’m not sure what it all tells us beyond the fact that there are some good people, some bad people, and a lot of people who are one or the other depending on the circumstances. And the day that that becomes news, there will be a blue moon. After all this, I should tell you again who I am. My name is William Maginn, editor of Fraser’s 

Magazine, and a distant relative of the good Father. 






  















THE PRIEST’S STORY



 




 


YOU’LL HAVE TO LET ME TELL IT in my own way, or I won’t talk to you at all. I’ll be as honest as I can in this deposition, and the word can’t help but bring to mind the Deposition of Our Lord Himself from the Cross. For with every word out of my mouth, it’s putting me up on the cross you are, make no mistake about that. 


Here I am suspended from saying Mass by the Church to which I gave my life as my mother’s only son. And think not of my agony but of my mother’s pain, a pain she shares with Mary herself for her only Son. If it’s penance you’re talking about, penance speaks of a guilt that before God I do not feel in my heart. For the circumstances were such that I do more than forgive myself. I take humble pride in the fact that I kept a Christian community together in its extremity, and prevented it, through the grace of God as conveyed by his sacraments, from falling into barbarity. That should not be forgotten. 


Paddy MacArdle’s son, when he was here at the police station the other day, made reference to ‘my role in this degraded nightmare.’ I wouldn’t have expected that from the son of a man who is a distant cousin of my mother’s and a decent man from the day he was born. But I can expect little understanding from lawyers of every stripe, including Paddy’s son, now that he has come back from Dublin to enlighten us. Justice wears a blindfold so that she can’t see lies and falsehood overcome truth on her scales. The scales drop from my own eyes when I see the hatred offered me from this town, let alone the great world outside where the newspapers say that I’ve disgraced the cloth, giving comfort to every enemy this country ever had by proving that we are a degraded people. Truly, this breaks my heart. For if young MacArdle spoke about a nightmare, the nightmare was not up in the mountains. It is here, around me at every turn. That village up there was as decent a community of God-fearing people as you would find on a long day’s march. 


How did it start, you ask me, as many have, but never a moment does anyone believe my answer, or if they do, I can tell from their faces that no explanation of mine will ever change their opinion of what went on. When Bishop O’Farrell, God rest him, sent me up there thirty years ago, I swear he forgot me the instant I passed out of his sight. Nor did he or anyone else pay much heed to the souls in my charge, only when they came down for hurling matches and fairs and the like. And never a great welcome for them either, so dark were they in face and feature. There was talk about how they wouldn’t return a greeting. But how can you give back what was never offered, when all they met were suspicious looks? Only one shop in the whole town would give them credit. On fair day, everyone turned up their noses at their few sheep and cattle. Maybe they weren’t fattened up like others, but there’s little grazing up on the mountain. I remember those young fellows lounging outside Moriarty’s pub who never did an honest day’s work, jeering at old Paddy, God rest him, when he tried to sell his cow in Irish. They hadn’t had their ears boxed enough at National School. 


It was the terrible winter of ’39 – only two years ago but it seems an age – that began it, as you well know. We were so cut off we didn’t see the face of a stranger until May. Maybe there were some attempts at relief, I’ll grant you. When the men came down to the town that summer, I’ll guarantee that it wasn’t for love of you. And you know the welcome they got. 


Why did we stay up there? Why does anyone stay where they are? Because their fathers were there before them, and their fathers before that. Do I have to explain that to anyone who makes a living from a bit of ground, if living you can call it? Do you ask that of the people on the Blaskets? Oh, indeed there would have been a great welcome for us if we moved down here! There are times when I find it hard to live by my vows of charity when I have been offered none, even by the ministers of God Himself, in Whose charity and grace I will trust until the day I die, and may that not be far distant. 


It was that first winter that laid the groundwork for it, make no mistake about that. The wind was cruel that winter. Buried in snow we were. We never saw another soul but ourselves from dawn till dusk. But the calamity the Lord visited upon us passes understanding. It was Máire Rua who went first, the only fiery head among all those dark ones. We put her by the hob for the heat and she died there, where she’d spent most of her waking hours. The cold was such you could hear your own bones clicking against each other. We kept the fire burning as best we could. The turf was sodden so it gave out more smoke than heat. Not a one of us could tell what was wrong with her, except that she couldn’t breathe right. I’ll never forget the terrible look of concentration on her face trying to keep the spark of life going. Near the end, she didn’t know Muiris – her husband – at all, though he never left her. The women gave her inhalations of honey and spirits, though where they got the honey is a mystery. You’d never suspect what comes out of hiding when matters are desperate. It’s easy to say now they stayed too close to her. 


Both she and the fire died in the night, and no sooner was she stiff and cold than one of the other women complained of a pain in her side that wouldn’t leave her. The next night another of the women – Josie Mahon – was labouring away with her breath. There was no way to get help. The snow was up to your shoulders, and you couldn’t see the trace of a path. The whole mountainside looked so different under the snow. You couldn’t tell where one man’s patch of ground ended and another’s began. When the wind wasn’t blowing there was a silence like I’ve never heard. Not a sound, only when a cow or a sheep stirred. 


We couldn’t break a bit of ground to bury the poor woman. We cleared a patch where we always buried our dead, but the spade struck the ice beneath the snow as if it were made of iron. The earth didn’t want our dead, no more than the sky above gave a welcome to the living. As we stood there, the sky over us was the colour of lead and it seemed heavy enough to press on our shoulders. It’s the right of everyone to bury their dead, and to take consolation from it. But there was no dignity in that attempt at all, no way of setting the poor woman in her grave. Little did we know what we had was a luxury compared to what followed. 


I said the prayers for the dead, the body lying there on the side of the hill in that makeshift coffin. We took the boards from old Matt’s barn, old Matt O’Connor who died ten years ago this winter and well out of it he is. There we were, with the dark sky above us, the earth white as a ghost, as if it were giving out the light. The only dark spots were ourselves and the coffin lying on the snow, with the poor woman inside doubly stiff from death and the cold. The shame of leaving her out in wind and weather made us attack the ice and make a kind of ledge for the coffin. Then we half-covered it with snow, hoping to freeze it in, and with a few branches we had broken from the trees. What trees, you may well ask, since you could count them on the fingers of your hand, so scarce and scalded are they by the wind, which bends them to the East. Sure enough, the wind had whipped the branches away the next morning. But at least we did have the wake, if you want to call it a wake. 


The women prepared the body and laid it out with her scapulars on her chest and her rosary beads in her hands. And there were enough spirits to warm us, though I left before the spirits moved them to gossip and singing. Of course, you could never stop Old Biddy talking. They weren’t great talkers, except when they had a drop in or a story to tell. As for Muiris, he said not a word. What his thoughts were then, only he himself knows. But before the whiskey and the porter got going, the women set up a keening that seemed to have no end. The sound went out over the darkness outside, a darkness that pinched those short days into no more than a blink. If you blinked yourself, the day would be half over and another night upon us, so dark you couldn’t even see a glimmer of snow. 


I never cared much for the keening. It always unsettled me. You rarely hear it nowadays. The sound would frighten a scarecrow. It has madness and pain in it and exaltation too, as if its agony was a hurtful pleasure, like that of John of the Cross and Saint Teresa and other saints you could mention. If you’ve never heard it, you’ve no cause to seek it out. It opens a void in me that prayer can’t fill, a void through which the spirit drops endlessly. That sound, rising and falling, those throat spasms putting a hitch in it before the breath urges it forward again, makes you question your beliefs, as if Christ never died on the Cross and all we have is a wilderness beyond reason. It brings back a wildness that the Holy Mother in her wisdom was always eager to moderate but not chastise, for it speaks to a part of our souls that precedes even the birth of Christ. I take my lesson from the Church itself, which acknowledges that what is deep in the people’s minds is dangerous to displace. But it can be joined with the true teaching and adapted to God’s plan. 


The keening did not console me as it consoled them. It always made me a little uneasy, and I felt far from the Diocesean seminary where all those farmers’ youngest sons were preparing to give their lives to the Lord. My mother made a bigger sacrifice with her only son – working herself to the bone to ordain me, selling her little farm and taking on work in the town she should never have looked at twice. What must she think now, close to ninety, to see me without the right to say Mass? When I said the words of the burial service at Máire Rua’s grave, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, de 

profundis

ad



te



clamavi, it seemed to me that the Lord was mocking us, for the earth wouldn’t yield a scrap of soil, burnished by the winter with a shield of ice and the snow over that. It wasn’t too long before there were four more coffins out there beside her, and the last of them you could hardly call a coffin at all. 
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That sickness was like a plague and we prayed to the Lord to have mercy. It would begin with a weariness that the cold didn’t help, and then the breathing would labour, like a bellows that had to be pushed in and out, when normally you don’t give a thought to breathing. Then the throat would hurt so that swallowing was like swallowing a knife. Then you could see them take on a shade of blue that was the shadow of death. We all got a touch of those throats, except for the children, mark you. Strange indeed. 


Sometimes it started with the throat, and sometimes with the breathing. Whatever way it started, it went the same way. Breath is life to us all, and that life was slowly squeezed out of them. Some had trouble breathing in and others had trouble breathing out, and some, most painful of all, could find no ease either way. It was a torture to witness. Sometimes, I tried to match my breath with theirs and had to give up. But they had to go on, and go on they did, according to their natures. Each of us finds our own way to the next life. They were women of great faith and an example to the living. The Lord received them with open arms, you can be sure of that. For there was not a stain on them, who had never done anything but honour their Saviour and keep His commandments, minding their children and waiting on their husbands hand and foot, dragging themselves from one task to the next from dawn till dusk, year after year. It was the children that caused them the most grief, for they didn’t want to leave them, and they told me a hundred times between breaths to take care of them and make sure their fathers took care of them. What could I do but promise on my solemn oath? And you will see how that turned out. 


I had trouble with the confessions when some of them were far gone, for they hadn’t enough breath to spare for a whisper. Their eyes would fix on me with a stare I can see to this day, and they made their penance with the eyes and a nod as best they could. It was because of sin that death came into the world, and yet having heard their confessions over the years, I knew how sinless they were, apart from the usual gossip and white lies. It was a comfort to me as well as to the dying to give them the last sacraments, to anoint each separate sense. ‘Through this Holy Unction and His most tender mercy, may the Lord pardon thee for whatever faults thou hast committed by sight,’ and then anointing the other senses, ‘by hearing, taste, touch, and smell.’ Though what sins are available through taste and smell is a mystery to me. But when I anoint each avenue of sense with the Holy Oils, God’s sanctifying Grace flows along them almost visibly to the spirit within. It seems to calm and soothe them, no matter how harsh their torment. If unbelievers should ever doubt the power of grace, all they need do is to come with me on my rounds to the sick and dying and they will see for themselves. For the oils of Extreme Unction – I had trouble warming them in the bitter cold – heal as much as they reconcile those on the edge of eternity to God’s will. 


When I anoint those suffering eyes and lips and ears with the oils, I can often tell what God has in store. Sometimes I learn their fate from the eyes, when they look at me with a new peace, but from a distance as if their spirits had moved through an invisible door. I know then that they will die as surely as if God has whispered it in my ear. It’s after that they begin the long hard work of climbing to heaven as they slide downhill, a paradox surely, for the body is returning to the earth, while the spirit ascends to its Maker, to be reunited on Judgment Day. When the Lord wants them for Himself, nothing will change His mind. 


But sometimes I see in their eyes a peace that reaches out towards me and the living, and they sleep and sleep as their spirit fastens on to their bodies again, as if putting on a new garment, as indeed they are. For the body is the temple of the Holy Ghost and no matter how ravaged with disease or accident, it should always be treated with the dignity due to it. The hands seem to be a station on the way to eternity. And sometimes on the way back, if that’s the way it’s to be. Either way, getting better or worse, they look at the backs of their hands as if they belonged to a stranger, one examining and rubbing the other. Some say the hands pluck at the bedclothes when they’re going to die, but I’ve never seen that. I’ve seen them limp as two geese at times. And I’ve seen them lift themselves to the eyes for a close look, dangling as if the wrists were broken. But there wasn’t any coming back for these poor women. The pillows got bigger as their faces shrunk to nothing, with noses like beaks. The rest of them melted away like a candle. Their arms were sticks and when we lifted them, they didn’t weigh more than a child. I was almost demented running from place to place without a soul to help. That housekeeper of mine, Old Biddy McGurk, was in her element. You’d almost think she enjoyed the dying. 


The hardest thing of all is at the end, when they lie still as a waxwork, then draw a breath that startles you out of your wits, especially in the dead of night with the candles casting shadows. Then the long delay until the next gasp, and you say to yourself – there’s life there yet. The body won’t let the tired spirit go. So you wait for the next gasp. It comes, as unbidden as a hiccup, and then everything is still as if time had stopped. That’s when you fancy you can feel eternity. And sometimes as time stretches out, you feel you could take it in your hands and pull back the past, recover the healthy woman previous to the poor soul giving her last gasp. 


So there I was, in the long nights of November and December, measuring the length of time until the arrival of the next breath, or next to last, or last. The interval becomes longer and longer, until you don’t breathe yourself for fear you might disturb the passage of the spirit to the next world as it rises off the body and appears before the throne of God. Some say they can see it leave, see a shudder in the air or a glow gone so quickly you think it’s inside your own eye. Then the body is left behind to become as solid as the table or the chair, and the worn face, no matter how old, has a memory of its youth. Then all the pain seems justified, and the anguish of witnessing it eased, I don’t know why. That’s the moment of relief before the pain of loss. 


Five women died that way, except, would you believe me if I tell you, the oldest one of all, that Old Biddy. I’ve had her for the past five years. She was the only one who’d come up and housekeep for me. I was never that happy with her. But I suppressed my irritation with charitable thoughts. Who else would take her? She was always a great one for the herbs and cures. More than once I had to put a stop to her mischief. When all was well, there was no great harm in it. But when the plague was upon us, the men would as soon turn to her as to me. Inscrutable indeed are the ways of the Lord, who took to Him five women who couldn’t be spared, and left one old woman who could. Then one of the men died, old Paddy Meagher, who was always ailing and short of breath with his heart. We thought our time had come. We put him out with the others. 


I missed the moment of Sarah Donoghue’s passing – Jamesy’s mother. Can you imagine this village – if you call a few houses placed every which way a village – in the arctic heart of a terrible winter, with men here and there sitting beside their sick wives, and in Jamesy’s case, by his mother’s bed, all dying at different rates of departure? I was tramping through the snow on a path of my own making, for I recognized my own footsteps made that morning, when I heard a shout out of Jamesy Donoghue (he was a strong young fellow whose voice would wake the dead). 


In I ran and he was holding his mother in his arms and weeping like a child. All the more shocking to me, since these men appeared to have so few passions – they were deep within and never a sign of them except when they were well on. I went down on my knees to start a rosary but Jamesy did nothing but rock her back and forth. It took two of us to release his grip and sit him down. He covered his face with his hands and sometimes looked at his empty hands as if a part of him had been removed, as indeed it was. His mother had kept a tight rein on him. He paid no attention to his young brother who kept pulling on him, a young boy of eight, Tomás, his name was, a bright young fellow and manly enough. Not a tear out of the boy, but he had a face on him between fright and wonder. I haven’t spoken of the children at all, but that’s another story and a sadder story was never told. 


The fathers had a rough way with them so as not to spoil them for the hard life ahead. Apart from Thady’s sickly lad, they were the hardy children of mountain people who don’t complain even when the earth turns against them, and the earth was never as unforgiving and cruel as it was that winter. There were only seven children left. For when they reached the age of fourteen or fifteen, they got restless and many’s the quarrel that would stop when I came in with my God 

save 

all 

here. They didn’t want to stay up the mountain, though some did, those whose parents had a better hold on them. Once they got to be young men and women they were off down the mountain on Sundays to the dances at  Cahirciveen and as far off as Tralee. You wouldn’t see sight nor light of some of the young men for three days, which I can tell you didn’t please their fathers, who had to mind the animals themselves. On a farm every day is a work day. 


Some wouldn’t come back at all and the next thing we’d hear from them would be a letter from England. I’d read the letter to the family, though they could just as well have read it themselves, but my presence seemed to make it more solemn. Simple letters they were too: I’m

in 

London.



It’s 

a 

big 

place. 

There’s 

a 

lad 

from 

Listowel 

I’m

working 

with. 

He 

got 

me 

a 

job 

helping 

him 

laying 

bricks.I’m 

learning 

the 

trade. 

I’m 

all 

right.



Hope



you’re 

all 

well.I’ll 

write 

soon. Sometimes they’d add: I’ll 

send 

some

money 

when 

I 

get 

it.  And send money some of them would. Sometimes I didn’t have the heart to read word for word, for some would say: I 

have 

no 

desire 

to 

go 

back

to 

the 

hard 

ways. 

I 

met 

this 

girl 

from 

Clare 

and 

she 

seems

very 

nice. 

There’s 

always 

work 

to 

do 

here 

and 

well-paid 

too. They’d listen to these letters without a word, though the wife might say God 

help 

us



all  or It’s 

a 

strong 

young 

lad 

he

always 

was  or He 

doesn’t 

give 

much 

thought 

to 

us



here.  The father would say nothing. A silent lot they all were. And more silent after the six coffins were laid out on the snow, covered every morning with a fresh snowfall. 
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There was an endless supply of snow. On quiet days it would fall so gently that if you fixed your eyes on it, it would look as if the earth were rising up to meet it. More often it was whipped hither and tither by the wind, one scarf of snow going crossways to another, so that if you tried to follow the weave you’d get dizzy with the sudden switches and changes. The wind would come in the night and drift the snow up against anything in its way. All you could see of the few trees were the top branches and we were on a level with them, living six feet and more above the ground. Our feet never touched it all winter. The only black thing to see was the underside of the branches. We had to dig down to get into our houses, and dark it was inside with the smell from the paraffin lamps and candles and wet turf, and the snow pressing against the small windows. The snow was always covering our tracks, so when you went out in the morning you didn’t know right from left. If you’ve ever had a familiar place turn strange on you, then you know what I’m talking about. It’s easy to lose your direction when the things you hardly notice that guide your way are gone. One time I was sure I was in Jamesy’s kitchen, and there was Thady, sitting down comfortable as you please. So I said Why 

are 

you 

visiting 

Jamesy 

so 

early, 

and 

where

is 

he?

 Thady said In 

his 

own 

place 

as 

I 

am



in 

mine. You can see how distracted we were with the weather alone, and when you add to that the tragedies that befell us, you’ll have a notion of our distress. 


You’ve heard enough about the weather? It’s doing you all a favour I am to be talking to you at all. The only reason is to help that poor man over in the jail that you’ve all turned against. If you can’t keep up with me, go get someone who can. I’m telling you what happened and you can’t begin to understand what happened until you hear all of it, not the bits and pieces that have people laughing behind their hands and showing a pious face in public. The Lord Himself will make His judgment on them. That will come as sure as night follows day. Then we’ll see what real justice and mercy are, not justice according to the perjurers and liars in that courtroom over in Listowel. 


Keep your pen moving there without any more guff out of you or they can find someone else to set down my story. Where were the animals? Where they always are. The cattle were in the big barn we built when we thought we’d be getting ten more, and we managed to get them all together, ten of them and two calves. The calves died early on. The cattle kept together for heat, and thanks be to God, it turned out that we had enough hay to carry them through that terrible winter. They even gave milk, God bless the beasts, right through to the end, and nothing ever tasted better than that hot milk, especially for the children. Many’s the time you’d hear those cattle mooing and moaning with full udders and it was a torment to get to them through the snow, slipping and sliding and maybe falling into a drift. Their heads were sticking out over the wall of the byre, as you stood on the snow looking down at them. Cattle can’t take their eyes off you, as anyone knows. When you got close enough you could see their big eyeballs, and two plumes of steam forking out of their nostrils every few seconds. 


The sheep? There were fifteen sheep and one ram. The sheep were black-faced mountain sheep so they had their winter coats on. The dogs? Three or four, though we had a wicked tinker’s dog at the end. They lived in or out of the house, depending on the weather. That winter you were glad to have a dog lying across your bed. One morning we found young Jamesy Donoghue’s ewe stiff as a board with her four feet in the air and the others a distance away all huddled together for the warmth. It was a great loss to Jamesy, though he wasn’t as good with the livestock after his mother died. Thady was always a great one to skin a beast, starting at the front legs as always. You’d think he was taking off a coat. Biddy stood by to fill a bucket with the blood to make black pudding. But the blood was frozen and it wouldn’t stir. She had cleaned a length of gut but she never got to use it. It’s bad luck to get the blood of a sheep on your hands, but Biddy never worried about that, though she was so full of other superstitions she must have been born under a whitethorn bush. It wasn’t without its good side for we all benefited from that sheep. Nothing ever tasted better, even though we had a hard time getting a good flame out of the damp turf. 


We made a kind of enclosure for the sheep by laying some poles across the walls of an open barn, covering them with straw, and putting stones on top of that. It didn’t help at all. The wind snatched the covering away in the night and it was open to the sky the next morning. The coats of those sheep were thick with snow and ice. Some of them got out. A few were up to their heads in the snow. All you could see were the black snouts sticking up, snuffling and trying to breathe. I helped out as best I could, tugging them out of the drifts. We searched for one lamb and never found it until the thaw. I remember Muiris coming in with a sheep like a collar around his neck, holding two legs in each hand like the lapels of a coat. 


Sheep are like sheep, that’s the truth. What one does the rest will do as if they had one mind. They go into a panic at the sight of a dog. When a dog looks at you, you know what it’s thinking. It wants to find out what you’re thinking. But when a sheep looks at you, you might as well be looking through plate glass into an empty shop – there’s nothing there at all. Why they say young lads look at girls with sheep’s eyes, I never could tell, unless it’s because they haven’t an iota of sense left. 


By the end of March there were no women left at all, only that Old Biddy in my house, that no germ would touch. Why she was preserved made no sense to me then and it makes no sense to me now. She’s still alive, over in the county asylum and mad as a hatter. I went to visit her and she emptied a pail of slops over me from the top of a fire escape. You’d think they’d keep her where she couldn’t do that to people walking below. But that’s enough about her. It’s only when the women are gone that you realize all the things they do in a house. A man doesn’t ever notice anything until there’s no woman to do it. A house becomes strange without a woman, even a daft one. You can’t find anything. Everything soon gets out of its place. 


Without the women we all seemed out of place. I’ve seen the village go through hard times before. But nothing remotely like that winter. The men had great patience. But this was beyond patience. There we were, cut off from everything and everyone, alone on the side of that mountain and no way of getting out or anyone getting in. Just the children, the men, the livestock and that earth like iron under the packed snow. Why these poor men were the ones to witness this disaster was a mystery to me and a mystery to them. They responded in their different ways. Muiris, who had a great store of stories, was silent after the death of Máire Rua. You couldn’t get a word out of him. He still went about his business, but he looked smaller to me. 


Jamesy cursed the winter – everyone heard him – and confessed his sins to me. I explained that God was singling him and all of us out to redeem the sins of the world by joining our suffering with the suffering of Christ on the cross, with whom his mother and the dead wives were now united in paradise. If you lose the Faith, then you have nothing at all. If faith could move mountains, it could melt the snow. And I prayed that it would. I did the nine Fridays and offered every kind of penance if the Lord would lighten our load. 


I said masses for each of those poor souls on the side of the mountain in their coffins, if you could call them coffins. And I never failed to offer the Holy Eucharist so that no one would be cut off from God’s grace as we were cut off from supplies and provisions. The church – you’ve been up there – is hardly a church at all, and it doesn’t fit what comes to your mind when you say ‘church.’ It’s just a cabin, larger than the others, with a slate roof, the altar at one end and benches for seats and small coloured pictures for the stations. But it served us and those before us well enough. It looked like one of those penal churches you see in illustrations, when worship was forbidden. Very bare, with an earthen floor. But it was cosy in the summer and not too bad in the winter, with the fire burning in the hearth half-way down the aisle. There used to be forty and more grown-ups and children when I came thirty years ago this Easter. There wasn’t much privacy. I put on my vestments in full view of the congregation. But that made them part of the ceremony. We had two kneelers and a curtain for confessions opposite the fire. These people were naturally polite and left a good distance between the penitent and themselves as they waited for their turn. Like every priest I had trouble whenever there was a touch of deafness. Old Paddy Meagher used to share his sins with everyone because he thought I couldn’t hear him unless he raised his voice enough to hear himself. Once I found the children playing Confession, one pretending to be me and the other poor Paddy, the others around laughing at his small sins, exposed out there on the side of the mountain for all to hear, if there had been anyone around. You can be sure I boxed their ears for them. 


The children were on my mind all through that winter. Seven of them – did I say that? From six years to twelve. They couldn’t go to school. What was I to do with them? Before, they always whisked down the mountain with their málas [schoolbags] on their backs, down to the road far below to wait for the bus. Coming back in the evening, you’d hear them a mile away – the lads shouting and fighting and throwing stones, sometimes at each other, the three girls walking along talking and paying no attention to them at all. Muiris’s young boy, Éamonn, walked with the girls. He wasn’t one for fighting. They were stuck up there with the rest of us that winter. There isn’t a bishop in the whole of Ireland that doesn’t think his priests are the best teachers in the world. I’d gather the children in the church from ten till twelve every weekday morning, and at twelve I’d let them ring the bell and we’d say the Angelus. Their mothers would bring them, until the sickness destroyed them. When the snow got too high, the children found it hard to get out of their homes. Sometimes only a few would straggle in. It was a real hardship trying to keep some sort of learning in their heads. After the mothers went, I kept it up. The fathers were good about bringing them around. Some of the fathers were slow to read and write since they had no need of it. They knew well enough how to sell a calf or a sheep and get the best price they could. 


I’d give the children a bit of religious doctrine, reading and writing and sums, though I was never a one for sums. There we’d be, some of the young ones with the pencil in their fists trying to make pothooks and hangers, not a bit of chalk or a blackboard to our name, and only a few used copybooks. The copybooks were the same as in my day – model letters and sentences in perfect writing with a ruled second space underneath to copy them. There was the right width of space for every letter, and lines above and below you couldn’t go beyond unless it was a capital or ‘t’ or a ‘p’ or a ‘g’ or an ‘l’. There were plenty of pencils and would you believe it, not one pen apart from mine in the village. 


The children had a few books, Carthy’s History 

of

Ireland, an English



Reader,

 and a book of tables. I had Saint Augustine, Canon Sheehan’s Apologetics 

and

Religious 

Doctrine  and a Life of Cardinal Newman.1 Any man that could write a poem like ‘Lead Kindly Light’ was a man after my own heart. I believe there wasn’t much affection for him among the bishops, Englishman that he was, but none the worse for it to my way of thinking. The Cardinal founded the university up in Dublin, you know, and it made me smile – one of the few things that did that winter – to think of my tiny university up there under the snow, not far removed from the hedge schools of long ago. 


The only other thing I had – apart from the Old and New Testaments and my breviary – was a book about the four Kerry Poets, in Irish. Piaras Ferriteár2 was always a favourite of mine, though poets are always trouble and at their best when they’re dead, like that rascal Donnchadh Rua3 who caused grief in any place he stopped long enough to recite a poem or get a girl in trouble. There’s no way you can make English out of that poetry. It’s like dragging a cat through a hedge backwards. What’s sleek and smooth gets all ruffled up. The words won’t lie down on the page, or worse, they lie down without a geeks or meeks out of them. 


I found out what it was they were learning down in the National School. For their own language they had Séadna

 by an tAthair Peadar,4 and Pádraic Ó Conaire. That wasn’t too bad. They had a St 

Columba 

Reader  with stories about ‘The First Etain’ and ‘The Magic Well’ and ‘The Treasures of the Lake People’ in which King Conn loses a game of chess to the Queen, who sends her stepson to get the apples of gold, the black horse and the great hound – which of course would send him to his death and put her own son first in line. Fair enough. They’d left most of their books down at school. Why? For fear we might lose them, Father. How did you do your homework then? Not a word out of them. I tried to teach by rote to put some learning into their heads. The memory needs to exercise itself or it’ll forget everything entirely. The best times were when I got them doing multiplication tables, all of them sing-songing it out together – two 

times 

two 

is 

four,



two 

times 

three 

is 

six, 

two

times 

four 

is 

eight – and the rhythm of it gave me reassurance there was some sanity left in the world. When I had them going like that, I’d as often as not step outside in the snow and overhear their voices coming from within. I still had a bit of tobacco and I’d take a few pulls of the pipe before putting it out and saving what little I had left. When I cast my eye around, it looked like the Arctic Circle. 


They weren’t bad children at all, poor mites. I tried to give them some sense of their past and pride in their country. All I had to offer was what remained in my own head, and my memory wasn’t the best, though it wasn’t the worst either. I had a bit of a feel for poetry, and we had a teacher at the Diocesan College who was mad about Shakespeare. Every second word out of his mouth was about how it was as true to human nature now as when it was written. He used to quote what he called Shakespeare’s seanfhocals:5



 sayings that everyone thought were common language. Neither 

a 

borrower 

nor 

a

lender 

be,

he’d say, wagging his finger at us. I had a taste, as I say, for Piaras Ferriteár. I also made them learn a bit of Bán-Chnoic



Éireann



Ó.6



 Maybe as some say the language is going to disappear, with only a few scholars in Dublin able to speak it. But until that day comes, they should keep it as long as they can. Some of them had to learn English when they went down to the National School and the other children jeered at them for not knowing it. 


The life of a language is in its poetry and there’s great poetry in Irish. There are first lines that still set my heart beating – Tadhg Gaelach’s Gile



mo



chroí



do 

Chroíse,



a

Shlánaitheoir

 and Ó Rathaille’s Gile



na



gile



do 

chonaic



ar

slí



in 

uaigneas.7

 There’s no end to the joy of a great poem, scamps though some of their writers were. That Merriman8 is a blight on the language and I never want to hear a word of his from anyone’s mouth. 


I taught them English and Irish. The youngest ones had begun to forget the English after the winter closed us in. Sometimes after teaching them English, when they’d be making tracks for home, black as crows against the snow, I’d notice a strange thing. The words that come into your mind when you look at something shape it. After teaching English, English would be in my mind. When I looked at the mountains in ‘English’ – if you can follow me – they looked less frightening and bare. What do I mean? Is it that there’s a difference between a mountain and a sliabh? Yes, there is. In English, those giant rocks and snow seemed less threatening, as if everything would work out in time and that time wasn’t too far away. A mountain was a mountain and snow was snow and nothing was more than itself. But when I was thinking in Irish, the whole place looked wilder and suspenseful, as if you were waiting for a stone to hit the bottom of a well. You felt that the snow would fall forever to the last silence of the world when there wasn’t a living thing to be found. Then I’d have the notion that the landscape would shake itself like a wet dog – and that if I took my eyes off it, it might. That’s something that English never puts you in mind of. 


There’s a strangeness in the language that always opened up the world in ways that would frighten you if you thought about it. As a priest of God, I know the superstitions that have been banished and the stories that call them back. That Old Biddy McGurk is full of them. She’s full of fairy hostings and dances and hares that turn into beautiful women. Humps jump from back to back, the King of Spain’s daughter is a reward for every simple lad, lost folk turn their coats inside out, arplucas9



 leap out of parched mouths, and the Pooka10



 is at hand for every mischief. Muiris’s stories aren’t like hers. He tells of the Queen and the Bull, of the meeting of Oisin and Patrick, pagan and Christian, as if he were there himself. They say his uncle was a great seanchaí

 [a traditional storyteller]. He always tells his stories the same way. It’s not easy to get him started. She’s off if you give her half a chance. 


There was little to do in the long nights with the wireless out – all it gave out were whistles and crackles – but listen to the two of them. Saturday night was always a night for singing and telling stories, though there was little cause for singing after all we had lost. The auld wan had no manners at all. One thing you never do is interrupt a seanchaí. But Muiris paid her no heed and just went on. He never corrected her, just looked into the fire without a word out of him. He gave respect where he didn’t receive it. These old stories are all very well, and the Béaloideas11



 people love them. So do the gaeilgeoirs12 who come up every summer. But up there listening to the two of them in a dark kitchen with the oil lamp turned low in the window, I missed the news of the world. 


When I left the church one Sunday morning when things were at their worst and looked down on the village, what did I see but Old Biddy, wrapped up like a tinker woman, going from house to house. I knew what she was up to. She fancied herself as a healer, that one. She was a throwback to those times when the auld wans were thought to have some of the world’s secrets under their oxters. No child was born in the village without her. She kept things going until the doctor came up over moor and mountain from the town below. There hadn’t been a child born in the village for a while – Éamonn, the youngest, was six years old, the son of Muiris’s old age. Máire Rua was no spring chicken when she gave birth to him. As often as not the doctor would be late and she’d have the baby out and screaming. The way she was always plamawsing13



 the doctor, you’d think he was a saint come down from heaven. ‘Poor man,’ I heard her say many a time, ‘coming up the mountain in the blackest of night or the crack of dawn. It’s a saint you are, your reward will be in heaven. Aren’t we the lucky people to have a man like yourself? May the Lord increase you and give you the greatest of good fortune, for no man deserves it more. We don’t deserve you at all.’ He seemed to like it. A bawdy old thing she was. I heard her greet him once at the door – ‘God bless you, but there’s nothing better than a man doctor –’ Then she said in Irish, ‘Fear



a 

chuir



isteach



é, 

tógadh fear



amach



é’ and you know what that means [‘A man put it in, let a man take it out’]. He got a great laugh out of that. A right old rip she was and is, making mischief over in the asylum. 


I was coming home one twilight. Darkness fell at four o’clock. I was doing my rounds to the cottages to console the fathers and raise the spirits of the children, who were lost and idle and didn’t seem to know how to pass the time. Idleness is bad after a loss. When I got in, I lit the paraffin lamp. Old Biddy came in soon after and leaned over the lamp at me. Her face looked like a field after harvest. There wasn’t a particle of her face that didn’t have a wrinkle or a bit of stubble on it. 


‘Oh, Saints of Jesus!’ says she. ‘I just saw the dead women passing in front of their houses!’ She put the heart across me. 


I said as stern as I could, ‘Bad cess to your imagination!’ 


‘It’s as true as I’m standing here!’ says she. ‘I saw them as I was coming around the cattle barn, plain as day.’ 


‘As plain as day in the half-light?’ says I. ‘Woman, get a hold of yourself and stop your nonsense.’ 


‘May the Lord strike me dead before morning if I’m telling a lie,’ says she. 


‘Go to the kitchen and put on the kettle and let me hear no more out of you,’ says I. But my flesh was crawling. She had that effect on you. She went off invoking Jesus, Mary and Joseph and all the saints to witness the truth of her story. I shouted after her, ‘I’ll believe you when they come trooping through that door, and leave the Holy Family out of it.’ She had my head tréna



chéile

 [literally ‘through itself,’ i.e., confused]. 


She fancied she had second sight. We all know that’s superstition and nonsense, but in the black of night when you can’t see your hand in front of your face, and a cow breathing in a ditch could be a madman ten feet tall, you can understand how some might come to that belief. I heard her mumbling from the kitchen as they do when they have a grievance. You can’t hear what she’s saying then, only the sound of her sulk. She was always talking to herself. Sometimes I’d hear her arguing with herself and if you didn’t know any better you’d think there’d be two people in the kitchen. She was always talking to the hens and the dogs. You could say it was never lonely with her around, but she was like a wireless you couldn’t turn off that was stuck on one station instead of the three I could get when the wireless was working. A Telefunken it was, like a beehive with a golden cloth in front, covered by diagonal lozenges of brown bakelite, with two knobs below and a third in the middle on a circular gadget you could turn to the numbers that showed in a half-crescent of light. When the number fit in a little wire rectangle at the nine-o’clock position, then you had a lot of howling and shrieking like a great wind before you got a voice or a bit of music from Radio Éireann or the BBC. I don’t know how the thing works at all, it was as temperamental as Old Biddy herself. It had been out since the winter came down on us like a lion. I could get an odd shriek out of it, but nothing more. Maybe the weather was killing it like it was killing the rest of us. 


I got a shock one day that made me understand better what she was talking about when she said she saw ghosts. I was doing my rounds, making tracks in the snow. Coming near Muiris’s cottage, who did I see bending over emptying some slops but Máire Rua herself. It put the heart across me, since I knew she was lying stiff and cold in her coffin. It didn’t last but a heartbeat until I saw it was only young Éamonn wearing her coat and looking nothing like her at all. But though I wouldn’t admit it, I began to see the dead women around the village, glimpses out of the corner of my eye that would vanish into a tree branch or nothing at all when I turned my head. Habit and expectation were deceiving me. How many years had I come across them going about their business? Each time I thought I saw one of them, for a second my heart would jump out of the dull pain of their loss. 


Old Biddy was right. She was seeing the same thing I was, but she didn’t have the education to tell her the tricks her eyes were playing on her. And if I was seeing the dead, what must the poor widowers and children be seeing and feeling? I told Old Biddy not to say a word to anyone about what she called her ‘visions.’ She had a hold on some of the men that is a mystery to me, an ignorant old woman like her. That she hadn’t been carried away by the plague of sickness was a cause for wonder and superstition. I came across her talking to a few of the men in Séamus Mór’s kitchen and when they saw me they went silent, as they often do when a priest enters. But I knew right well what they were talking about and what mischief they were up to. The darkness of superstition is in every soul until it is lit by divine grace. 


I tried to cast out that darkness in my sermons. I spoke about the dangers of superstition to faith, a faith we needed more than ever now. God had chosen us to test our faith in Him, and our sacrifices, the sacrifices of their wives and women, were a sign of God’s infinite love for us. But we couldn’t see that now, with our eyes darkened by the original sin of our first parents. But in the next world, where their wives were waiting for them, the scales would drop from our eyes. 
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There is no torment, I told them one Sunday, that does not have its ending. It was now March and the thaw was not far away. Just yesterday I had seen the beginnings of a bud, a small knuckle on the branch of the tree-top near the big barn. What’s that you say? Of course there were trees on the mountain. Not great trees as you have down here, I’ll allow you, stunted as they were by the wind that never stopped blowing in from the sea. Every tree and bush leaned away from the wind, and pointed after it. Another wind was blowing through our village too. A wind of desolation was bending our spirits towards superstition and fear. But our spirits, if we kept our faith strong, would flourish and flower as surely as the spring followed the winter. God has a reason for everything. 


I’d finished my sermon when a strange thing happened. We kept the door of the church closed against the cold. It opened – softly, without a bang – and there were half a dozen sheep or so, with a dog behind them, crowding into the church. In the country you live with animals and you pay them little heed. A few donkeys, hens and a cock, a few cattle, the ram and fourteen sheep – they were our company. And the dogs of course. The sheep pressed into the aisle. The dog looked in and was gone. The church is not the place for the beasts of the field, even if they’re sometimes sheltered in the lower level of a cottage built against a hill. But there they were and what was I to do? Thank God it was after the Sanctus. I had my back to the congregation. The sound of the door and the rustle of the sheep coming in made me turn around. Now the sacred miracle of the Mass must continue without interruption. I wouldn’t profane the Body and Blood of Christ with an angry word. I pointed to the door. Would you believe one of the boys got up and shut  the door? 


I tried to show no sign of anger. There should be no anger in a priest during the sacrifice of the Mass. When I turned around again to give the ite 

missa



est

 I stood for a long moment, with my hands apart, looking at them. If I stared at them, maybe they would know what was in my mind. Why didn’t I say what was on my mind? I just told you. 


They just looked back at me. If a lot of countrymen have ever looked at you in silence, you know it’s a powerful thing. The sheep were standing there at the back. Had this happened before? The sheep, you mean? Well, maybe a sheep or two would wander in in the summer. But never like this. The men were looking at me and it came to me that they were at the end of their patience – and the patience of country folk is surely patience. They had been through so much, you see. And they were to go through much more – more than anyone should be asked to bear. Then something else happened. 


Did I tell you about Muiris’s son, Tadhg Óg? I didn’t. Well, a fine young fellow he was, always out in the fields, a great worker. He’d do a day’s work in half a day. Ten years ago, one of the boys pegged a stone that hit him on the side of the head. He fell down without a word and was unconscious for three days and three nights. The doctor said he’d come out of it or he wouldn’t. He wanted to take him down to the county hospital, but his mother – Máire Rua – wouldn’t hear a word of it. She said, if you take him there, he’ll never come back. So we kept him, and come back he did, but not as himself. He never did a day’s work after. You wouldn’t credit the change in him. He was always sloping around with a kind of sideways look to him. You’d come across him behind a hedge or a bush. He made noises that were next door to speaking, but most of the time you couldn’t get a good word out of him. He always had a streak of dribble on his chin, no matter how often he wiped it away. It’s a consolation to me the way country people deal with this affliction. When someone is touched like Tadhg, God’s hand is on him and he deserves our special care. That’s the nicest thing I have to say about country people. You’re born and bred yourself in the country, so you know this as well as I. There was never a hard word to the lad that threw the stone, though which one did would be hard to tell for each blamed the other. 


Well, there was the poor lad himself, sitting down in the second row with his father as he did every Sunday. Every now and then, he’d say an odd word to himself which we all learned to ignore. Sometimes he’d say, ‘Rain tonight’ or ‘Give it a puck’ or ‘I’ll tan your arse.’ There’s no blame to him for he didn’t know what he was saying. Most of the time it was just noise that came out of him. This time up he rises and says clear as day: ‘Lamb of God! Lamb of God!’ 


Agnus



Dei,



qui



tollis



peccata



mundi. Lamb of God who takest away the sins of the world. There were the sheep with the steam rising off them. And the men looking at me. And this poor amadán14



 suddenly uttering the sacred words. What’s worse, he stood up – he often stood up and sat down for no reason at all – he stood up and stretched his left hand out pointing to one of the sheep. Which sheep? How do I know. They’re all the same. There was a silence you could hear. I can hear it still. I looked at his father, but Muiris just looked back at me. They all kept looking at me. At least he didn’t say it in Latin. He could have. For Tadhg – before he went soft – was one of my altar-boys and had served Mass like many another. 


Why, of all times, did this pop out of his mouth? When his poor brain couldn’t support a single sentence that made sense? Why am I telling you this? Isn’t it as plain as the nose on your face? The time that was in it, of course. In the middle of Mass, in come the sheep. Then the men pay no heed when I show my displeasure. And then ‘Lamb of God, Lamb of God’ out of this fool. And me provoked and confused. What else could they think, because of the strange times that were in it, their wives out there in the cold, their children motherless, but that someone or something had spoken through young Tadhg? Daft and all as he was. Indeed because he was daft and God’s hand was on him, his words at that moment could be a message. I saw Old Biddy’s face grinning at me from the back of the Church. 


Only the Sunday before I had given a sermon about Christ’s exhortation to ‘Feed My Lambs, Feed My Sheep.’ I spoke about the difficulties of feeding the sheep with the earth covered with snow. But we always found a way. And the Lord, our Shepherd, will find a way to feed us, through Divine Providence, if we have faith. Then the following Sunday, there we were, looking at each other, sheep and all, Tadhg Óg with a run of spit down his mouth. It made a mockery of what I’d said. And it seemed to offer a meaning, as things out of the ordinary do. And that frightened me, because there’s no end to superstition and ignorance. The Devil is always ready to pounce, and he has infinite ways of making himself known. However much I tried afterwards, I had trouble joining future and past over that moment. It always stuck out in my mind. To this day I don’t know what to make of it. 


When I blessed them, off they went, the sheep running out before them. One or two of the men looked at me in that cautious way of theirs, giving a quick twitch to the forehead with a finger, and settling their caps on their heads – old Muiris always wore a hat pulled down on every side like a saucer. They went through the door taking little steps on each other’s heels. I gave the young server a penny, though there was no place to spend it on sweets until the thaw. I folded my surplice and soutane and kissed my stole, washed out the chalice and the patten and put them back in the tabernacle. Or I must have done all that, for I don’t remember a bit of it. But doing what I had done thousands of times in the same order calmed me down. And as I calmed down, I began to understand how upset I was at what had happened. To tell you the truth, I didn’t quite know what had happened. 


I went out the door and looked across the flank of the mountain. There were the six coffins, nudged out of line by the shifting and freezing of new snow, without a bush or a branch on them – swept away by the wind as it came around the next mountain. The men and the children stood among the coffins. The dogs sat on the snow looking at them. And there was the ram looking at all of them. All still as statues. With their hats and caps in their hands. No stranger group of mourners have I ever had occasion to witness. 


I took a step in their direction before something stopped me. The feeling came to me to leave them be. I went to my house, and fell to my knees. With the picture of those coffins and men and children and beasts fresh in my mind, I besieged God to grant us his favour, for I felt a great mischief was about to befall us. The whole thing was a strange experience entirely. It was so close to nothing at all, you see. It depends on what you make of it. 
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We have a way of forgetting the worst of hardships. Not that I’ve forgotten that first winter. I remember it as well as my mother’s face. But when it’s past, it’s past. There are times now, even on the best of days, when I think back on that winter and a shiver runs down my back. And not just from remembering the cold. For my faith in Our Father in Heaven was tested so severely there were times when I was looking into the pit of unbelief. There’s a darkness inside us from original sin, and you wouldn’t want to spend too much time looking at that aspect of yourself. 


It’s the sharpness of the pain and suffering you forget. If we remembered that, we’d never be free of the past. There are times when I think that first winter must have happened to someone else. Then I can bear the memory of it. But it’s never that simple. When I try to remember, I don’t remember too well. When I don’t try, it comes back to me unbidden in ways that tilt the world so that all my level thoughts, if I can put it that way, slide away from me. 


Eager though we were for the thaw, when it came we weren’t ready for it. When you wait and wait for something, and then it comes, it’s not like you imagined it at all. So it was with the thaw. There we were stuck to the side of the mountain, the land paralysed under six feet of snow and ice, crouching over the turf fires, six coffins outside bare to the sky without a pinch of earth on top of them. All of us held in the fist of winter. Looking forward, looking forward to the thaw. 


Its first signals were little beads on the tiny branches. The beads would run one into the other and force a drop out at the end. Imagine grown men standing around watching this? We had a view like we never had of the tree tops. It’s as if we were ten feet tall standing on the shelf of snow. And these little drops seemed like the tears of the Blessed Virgin, taking pity on our plight. To 

thee

do 

we 

cry,



mourning 

and 

weeping 

in 

this 

valley 

of 

tears. And these tears turned into an avalanche of mud. 


Yes, mud. It wasn’t long before it seemed that the whole mountain was sliding down on itself. The thaw came so fast. The small stream – thank Heaven the houses were above it – turned into a raging river and, misfortune on misfortune – away went one of the sheep. Gone. Quick as you can snap your fingers. I saw it myself. Just the black muzzle raised out of the water, no expression on it at all, riding down the river as if on its way to a fair. 


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Before the mud, waking up in the morning, you’d hear the crunch of men walking outside as the thaw softened the ice. It was a slippery, sliding world we woke up to from our long winter. The children loved it, mucking and messing around. The children that had just lost their mothers. They had laid up a winter’s supply of energy that had to be let out. There was a burst of play out of them like you’ve never seen. I even saw them playing around the coffins as if they had forgotten what was inside them. We had a hard time keeping them away from that stream, and going the way of that sheep. Séamus Mór’s sheep it was, and he was there when it was whipped away. He ran after it, and slipped and fell over, then got up and just watched it. There was nothing he could do. An innocent stream it was before it fed on the snow from higher up the mountain. At night, you could hear it smashing against the stones and gargling away as if a giant from one of Old Biddy’s stories was out there clearing his chest. The mud was a terror. It lay like thick soup over the hard ground underneath, so that every step was treacherous. And in the middle of this, the lambs, four of them, born at the right time for them, but the wrong time for us. But more of them later. It’s the coffins I want to talk of now. 


As soon as the thaw came, we tried to bury them again, but it was too early. We didn’t want the coffins to slide away – everything was sliding. One morning we came out and the six coffins were every which way, as if you’d thrown down a handful of matches. We had the trouble and pain, and pain it was, of sorting them out and finding which was Jamesy’s mother and which was Máire Rua and which was Thady’s quiet woman. Old Paddy’s coffin was easy. It had broken open and we could see a bit of his sleeve. The last two we couldn’t make out which was which – Josie Mahon or Peg O’Sullivan. Oweneen made a joke and said ‘It’s a strange husband that doesn’t know his wife’s coffin.’ They laughed, but it was a bitter laughter. That poor half-wit, Tadhg Óg, started laughing too. There were times he’d imitate whatever he saw. He kept laughing until the humour went out of it. The men told him to hold his whist, and he did. 


After the months exposed to wind and weather all the coffins looked much the same. The thought of opening the coffins never entered our heads. Who could stand that? You’d be frightened of what you might find. Even though the bodies must have been frozen ten times over. But with the thaw, it was urgent to put them in the ground. Oweneen made another joke. He said to the other husband, Séamus Mór O’Sullivan, ‘If we never find out, you and I will have two wives!’ Not a smile out of Séamus at that. ‘We’ll have to put flowers on both graves, both of us,’ said Oweneen. The others had enough of Oweneen at that point. There we stood in a silence thinking of what we’d lost. 


Digging through that mud into the hard ground was like hitting the bottom of your plate through a thick soup. Even with a pick the ground wouldn’t yield. The mud would still freeze a little at night. There would be a crust on it in the morning and of course the moment you put a foot on it, you’d go right through it to the hard ground. But the pick began to do the trick. It was something to see the fury of the men attacking the earth. As if they hated it for its harshness. There never was a harder week’s work than it took to bury the dead. It was done, coffin by coffin. No sooner had you dug a hole than it would fill up with water. You’d think it was a boat, the way they had to bail out water. They made a bank of stones and earth above the graveyard to divert the water. You had to go down six feet or you’d regret it. Each time a coffin was let down, I’d say the prayers for the dead for the second time, as if each of them had died twice. The men would take off their caps and Muiris his hat. The prayers soothed us, and I hope soothed the dead watching us as we tried to give our respect to the bodies they had left behind. 


Not another thing was done in the village while this was going on. What were the children doing? They watched the men working, as children do. One or two tried to help and were shooed off. Then it lost its fascination for them and off they drifted. We’d hear their shouts as they played yonder. It wasn’t easy finding the right places to dig in our little graveyard. There were more dead people under the ground than there were in the village. Each grave had a headstone brought up from the town. The freezing and thaw and mud had tilted some of them, and one or two were knocked over. There wasn’t much room betwixt and between. Once, we went down into the ground and, God preserve us, we opened the side of another coffin before we knew what we were doing. We stood there looking down on Oweneen and what he had uncovered – a hand and a bit of cloth sticking out from a coffin that must have rotted away. A hand black as a raven’s claw and not unlike. Oweneen had no joke for that. 


I learned something about digging graves and it’s not something I ever had a desire to learn. As we dug each grave, one by one, we’d have a pyramid of earth beside it ready to go back in. And back it went, after I said the prayers and sprinkled the holy water. Letting down the coffins was a torment, because we were afraid they’d break open. When we lowered the last one, I spied a bit of forsythia down the mountain, the first bit of colour I’d seen since Autumn. I had two of the children go down and fetch a sprig of it and cast it on the last coffin below. What did I learn about grave-digging? I learned that you can put back exactly the same amount you took out and it looks as if it’s too much. And then it’s never enough. For the grave sinks and sinks as if it were being sucked down from below. A strange thing indeed. So you have to find more earth to make it level. 


We finished the burials on a cold blue day when there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. We hadn’t seen a sky like that for many a month. The swifts were flashing across the sky so that you could almost see their trails criss-crossing. The birds were back, and it was a comfort to hear their clamour morning and evening. That blue sky, and the swifts, and the sharp, clear sound of them, made that morning stick in my mind. All winter long you look up at a roof of clouds laden with snow – and when it lifts it’s as if your eye could go on forever into the blue. As the clouds lifted, it took a weight off our minds too. We had buried our dead. And each man knew where his wife was, except the two that didn’t. But at least they knew she was one of two, and I wouldn’t want to make light of that. 


How to find some grazing for the cattle and sheep and donkey in all that mud? There was some between the pools on the upland where a bit of pale grass was showing itself. And the houses and the barns had to be cleaned out as the snow level fell. The runoffs had to be guided to the stream that was draining the mountain. So there was digging and, yes, cursing when the water broke a bank and flooded a house again. A wave of clay had been washed down the mountain in the long slide and with it the gardens around every house. So the men tried to put back a bit of soil and make a garden again, gathering up the droppings for manure to grow the cabbages and peas and potatoes. They also tried to reclaim a bit of the fields, stony though they always were, for a crop or two. That was the first thing they did. There was a terrible fear of the next winter in them, even as the spring was breaking through the earth under their feet. I think a bit of the darkness of that winter stayed in everyone, no matter how bright the sky or warm the sun that summer, and a wonderful summer it turned out to be, a summer when the rest of the world was in a terrible convulsion. We’d hardly given a thought to that. But the dignity of surviving that winter wasn’t long left to us. 
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The first to go down the mountain were Séamus and Oweneen. You always saw them together, even though Séamus sometimes took offence at Oweneen’s jokes, which always had an edge to them. The confusion about their wives seemed to have drawn them closer. We were to take the children down the following Sunday to the convent and the National School. No one came up to find out how the winter had gone with us. There’s always a bit of suspicion between the mountain people and the town. But that you know. As if any of God’s creatures should lord it over another. In His eyes, we’re all the same and the humblest shall be raised in the end and pride will suffer a fall. You know what happened. Séamus had a little too much to drink and got into a fight and ended up in jail. Oweneen tried to calm him and he fought Oweneen too. Far be it from me to condemn either of them. The town must have seemed strange after the best part of five months. Séamus was minding his own business when some of those idle young fellows jeered at him, calling him ‘The Bodach’15

 and making a joke about his coat. 


That’s what I heard from Oweneen and I believe him. They asked if he was still running around on all fours up in the mountain. After the winter we’d had, and the terrible losses! Séamus just went straight at them. There were three or four of them. He’s a big man and he gave a good account of himself, I’m told. Oweneen was let out after a few hours, but they kept Séamus. There’s a queer notion of justice in some places. The young rowdies told the police he was like an animal, and away they walked, calm as you please. 


Séamus gave out our story when he was ranting and raving in the cell about the five women we’d lost, including his own wife, and not a doctor to be had, and if the dispensary doctor knew, he wouldn’t have come up the mountain anyway because he was only half a man and that the worser half. I can hear him say it. He had a temper that would scald a cat. After he left Séamus, Oweneen went to the post office to get all our letters – we hadn’t seen a letter for over four months. He gave that nice woman who works there, Miss Regan – his second cousin, she is – some notion of our troubles. Then he went over to his cousin’s house to tell of the disasters of the winter. No one had any idea of the terrible time we’d had. It’s not that they’re evil people. It’s just they didn’t have any thought of us. 


So the story was told, once in the Garda station and once to Oweneen’s cousin in the post office. You know as well as I that you can whisper at one end of a town in Kerry and it’ll be heard at the other end before it’s left your lips. By six o’clock the whole town was talking about nothing else. After he left his cousin’s Oweneen said he must have met six people who told him how worried they’d been about us. And who do you think they were? The women of course. The men didn’t want to lie to his face. It may be that such lies come easier to women. I don’t know. Guilt is a great provoker of lies. You’d think from what they said to Oweneen that they were hanging on the edge of suspense worrying about us all winter. They even said to Oweneen, ‘The aeroplane went up to drop supplies for the children and fodder for the animals.’ It isn’t as if we were romping around in the mountains and never noticed the plane. What they did – would you believe this? – was send the plane up to two villages farther away, and not a thought of us. Then they said the plane is the Department of Agriculture’s plane and the decision on where to send it was made from Dublin. It was the five dead women that did it. Then they knew something terrible had happened. 


When the story about those deaths got out I believe there was a question asked in the Dáil about it by our T. D. [Teachta



Dála, the member of the parliament (‘Dáil’) for the region]. Where was he when we needed him, I ask you? All through that summer – and a lovely summer it was – people were telling me what a tragedy had happened and how did we stand it at all? They said it was an act of God like a storm or a failure of the crops. Some spoke to me. Others turned their faces away. Ashamed they were, and ashamed they should have been. A disgrace it was to leave us up there with the children with never a thought of us. If the men weren’t too welcome in the town before, you can imagine how welcome they were when the sight of us walking a street or sitting in a pub reminded the town of its own lack of charity. But I’m getting ahead of myself again. 


When Oweneen got back, I went right down the mountain to the parish priest, Canon Moriarty, to get Séamus out of jail. When I got down here, the whole thing had been blown up entirely. I also wanted to talk to the Canon about getting the children down to school as quickly as I could even though it was the beginning of May and the holidays were only a few weeks away. A fine old man the Canon was, as everyone knows to this day. With a ring of white hair, curly at the back, and a red face shining like the sun. Like many another, he was fond of the drop. No shame in that. He always had a kindly, absent air about him, as if he were thinking of something else and couldn’t give you his fall attention. He’d had the same housekeeper for thirty years, a skinny one in black with a vinegar face and a good heart. He was always raising that wide-brimmed hat of his and half-bowing to the ladies of the town. ‘Canon,’ they’d say, ‘how are you?’ Almost genuflecting, I’ll swear. He was a decent man surely. He’s dead six months now, God rest him. Buried up near Sligo. His mother was one of the Toomeys from Tubber. A big farm they had. The three boys all became priests. One was a Dominican and went to Rome. I believe he did very well. When the father died it went to the daughter. She married a waster from Loughrea and he ruined it. You can see some of their children around the town on market day, they must be close to forty now. 


I wanted to talk to the Canon to see if I could get the children in. Some would go to the convent and the older ones to the National School. The principal of the school – a Corkman with a heavy hand on the leather but sweet as honey to the Canon – persuaded him that it was better for the children if they didn’t come back for the last month. I said I’d been keeping them up with their books myself as best I could. ‘It might upset the learning of the other children, and it would be best if they made up for the lost year over the Summer so they’ll be caught up by Autumn.’ And who’s to teach them? says I to myself. The only one he let in was Séamus’s big lad, Brendan, twelve years old and six feet already. I’m sure he just wanted him for football. The nuns couldn’t have been nicer. The fact that the young ones were without their mothers opened their hearts. They took in Muiris’s son, Éamonn, a delicate lad aged six, and little Bridget, Oweneen’s daughter, aged seven, and Séamus’s youngest, Annie, who was six. Thady Kelleher’s little lad, him with the big eyes – I can never remember his name – was taken in too. 


I couldn’t get Séamus Mór out of jail. The sergeant wouldn’t hear of it. I went after that to Judge Murnahan. Everyone has a ‘drop in’ from time to time, I said, and he has two young children without a mother and now they’re without a father too. ‘He should have thought of that beforehand,’ he said. You could talk yourself hoarse to the Judge and you couldn’t shake him. ‘It’s a matter for the police,’ he said. ‘I’ve no official knowledge of it.’ I shouldn’t have gone to him at all. Even the Canon couldn’t shake him. I got Dr McKenna to go over with me to the station and certify that Séamus had a bad pair of lungs – several in his family had died of TB. The doctor talked to the sergeant and did his best. Do you know what the sergeant said? ‘He’ll be better off here safe and sound with three meals a day.’ The long and the short of it was there wasn’t much sympathy for Séamus, who’d been in trouble before. But the doctor said, ‘I know Sergeant Mulally. He’ll keep him for a day or two and if the fuss dies down you’ll have him back as good as new.’ I had a feeling that if the town had its way, they’d lock up the rest of the men with Séamus so they could forget about the whole business. I got the impression that the town thought our misfortunes were our own fault. Can you beat that? Sometimes the cruel nature of people would break your heart. Without God’s grace we’re all in darkness. 


The newspapers didn’t spare the town. You can be sure that publicity didn’t warm the town’s hearts to us. The 

Irish 

Press  put it in the back pages, but the Independent16



 had it on the front page. The 

Kerryman varied its story from one day to the next, because the editor was the cousin of Cornelius Murphy, the solicitor. His office is just a few doors down the street as you know. Of course he didn’t want any bad reports on the town. Oweneen wanted to take an action against the town, but Mr Murphy made sure none of the other lawyers in the town would touch it. That’s the way of the world. Wouldn’t you think there would be a helping hand to set things right? No one took up a collection even though the Canon mentioned it in his sermon. Five pounds came out of it, from the Canon himself and the curates. Five pounds. And all the help that was needed. 


In the middle of this up came a young lad with a message from Dr McKenna asking me to come down and see him. Little did I know this was the start of more trouble than I’d ever dreamed of. When I got to him, he started round-about enough. 


‘Father McGreevy,’ he says, ‘that was a terrible winter you all went through up there.’ 


‘That we did,’ I said, ‘as the whole town knows.’


‘They do indeed,’ he said. ‘It was a terrible affliction that destroyed the poor women. I never heard the like of it.’ 


‘Nor did I,’ says I. You could tell already something was coming. 


‘It’s a mystery why the men and children were spared,’ said he. 


‘It’s a wonder we weren’t all found dead with the coming of Spring,’ says I. ‘Now that would have made a fine story in the papers.’ 


‘A great tragedy indeed,’ he says, nodding away. He was a man about my own age, with three children, two in Dublin at the College of Surgeons. It must have been costing him a power of money. He was a decent man. If there was a bad harvest he never pressed for his money. I remember he came up the mountain in the dark of night when Muiris’s boy, Éamonn, had scarlet fever. He didn’t send his assistant, a half-baked young fellow from Mallow. The old Doctor, as we called him, is well liked in the town to this day. 


‘A mystery indeed,’ says he.


‘I can’t make rhyme or reason out of it myself,’ said I. ‘As the whole world knows, we had a hard time burying the poor bodies. It makes me weep to think of what they went through.’ 


The doctor took a few puffs on his pipe. ‘How did it ail them?’ he said. ‘How did the sickness come on?’ 


I told him as best I could about the way the breath was squeezed out of them, with their faces pinched and blue, and the terrible anguish in their eyes. As I did I heard those slow gasps that I never want to hear again. 


‘The lungs,’ he said, ‘it sounds like a pneumonia. Did they cough at all or get up any spit?’ 


‘A kind of white spit now and then,’ I said.


‘Not yellow?’ he said.


‘Not that I saw,’ I said.


‘It seems like a kind of pneumonia, but I’ve never heard of one so lethal. And only the women. I don’t understand that. If only we’d got to them before things got too bad,’ says he. And then he said, very solemnly, ‘We must make sure this never happens again.’ 


‘There won’t be much likelihood,’ says I, ‘since there isn’t a woman up there now but my housekeeper and no germ would dare go near her.’ 


‘It’s a strange business,’ he said, ‘very strange. I had a ring on the telephone from Dr Aughney – the County Medical Officer – and she was worried, I’m afraid. It’s a great worry to have five women die of a disease we know nothing about. So she’s coming over to talk to you. We have to get death certificates for them. I’m not sure I know what to write for the cause of death. The old man is not a problem. I examined him a year ago and his heart was ready to give out at any moment. I was going to sign for the five women until she called. “Acute pulmonary oedema due to viral pneumonia.” But I’m afraid it’s out of my hands now.’ 


‘What in God’s name are you talking about,’ I said.


‘Only this,’ says he, leaning forward. ‘We may have a disaster that could strike again, here in the town, anywhere. And we haven’t a notion what caused it. Why it should attack only the women is a mystery.’ 


‘Some of us were laid up for a few days with the same thing but it didn’t strike us as hard,’ I said. 


‘There are women here in the town who are uneasy about the next winter. Do you know Dr Aughney?’ 


‘I never heard her name until this minute,’ I said.


‘Henrietta Aughney,’ he said, ‘as County Medical Officer she’s accountable for anything that threatens public health – epidemics and communicable diseases. She’s a very careful woman and she takes her responsibilities very seriously.’ 


‘I’m glad to hear that,’ I said.


‘She’ll be coming over next week,’ he said. ‘She’s over in Tralee now, where a man died last week of measles. He never had it as a child and when you get it late in life it can be a dangerous thing.’ 


‘What does she want with us?’ I said. ‘We’ve enough grief and trouble to last us two lifetimes.’ 


‘She’ll want to talk to you,’ he says. ‘We’ll have to find a way to get those certificates signed.’ 


‘Why don’t you sign them yourself now,’ I said, ‘and we’ll have an end to all this?’ 


‘The word has gone far and wide about what’s happened,’ he said, ‘and Dr Aughney has a report to make.’ 


‘To who?’ said I.


‘To the County Manager and to the Department of Health in Dublin.’ 


‘In Dublin!’ I said, ‘What a great commotion there is now! Where was everyone when the poor women were drawing their last breath?’ 


‘We’ll do the best we can, Father,’ he said. ‘I know we can count on yourself to help us.’ It was as plain as the nose on your face that there was something he wasn’t telling me. 


I passed the graves on my way back to my house. The sun was shining and the world was so calm you couldn’t imagine it being so cruel. There were sprigs and branches of flowers on all the new graves and crude crosses made of wood with the names on three of them. The bright yellow of the forsythia was a pleasure to see. There were a few blue-bells and bits of heather too. The men put them there, but they’d never let you see them doing it if they could help it. They were embarrassed to show their feelings. Usually they got the children to do it. Once I met Muiris with a bunch of flowers he’d just plucked on his way over to his wife’s grave. We stood there talking about the lambing and the planting and the weather. I had enough sense not to mention the flowers. 


The next thing was to get the headstones done down here in the town at Matty Clarke’s. He had a whole gathering of them spilling out into his yard. Jamesy Donoghue must have been to Matty’s already because Sarah Donoghue’s grave had one of those glass domes with artificial flowers under it – like a transparent cake. Flowers that can never die. I couldn’t see the pink and white flowers too well from the condensation clinging to the inside. Those waxy things always upset me for some reason. They make death more deathly. 


I was hardly up the mountain before I was summoned down the next day. Dr McKenna wanted to see me about something very important. That’s what the young fellow said who brought the message. Down the two of us went, across the stream – it was a stream again – past the graves again, down the path to the road and then along that road with a fringe of grass down the middle and cart-tracks on either side lipping up the mud which was now baking in the sun, to where it met the main road into the town. A car was waiting there. I drove into town sitting beside the driver with the young lad in the back delighted with his ride. The driver I recognized as a man who did the gardens for the wives of the doctor and Mr Murphy the solicitor. And for the Canon too, I seem to remember. You’d find all sorts helping out at the Canon’s. A big heart he has surely. 


When we got there, the doctor introduced me to a thin woman with a pale face, about forty-five or so. Dr Aughney. Dressed county-style in tweeds. She had transparent lips and pale eyelashes. The Canon wasn’t there, but one of his curates was, a Maynooth man named Staunton. His people were from Drogheda and he’d spent several years in Dublin. A good-looking man with his hair always done. I don’t know why I didn’t like him. Maybe it’s because you could never get a scrap of news or a laugh out of him. Or maybe because I had the feeling he didn’t like me. Who knows these things anyway? 


‘I hear we have a bit of a problem, Father,’ said Dr Aughney. 


‘And what problem might that be?’ I said.


Dr McKenna rushed in. ‘It’s a great sorrow that has befallen your little community.’ 


Befallen, says I to myself, what kind of language are we speaking now? 


‘Fr McGreevy,’ said the curate, ‘the Canon regrets he can’t be here today. He has a touch of the flu that’s going around.’ 


‘Indeed a bad flu it is,’ said Dr McKenna, ‘especially at his age. But he’ll pull through. He always gets it at this time of year.’ 


Dr Aughney didn’t hesitate. ‘We’ve a serious problem, Father. We have six deaths up there and no cause of death for five of them. We have to find out the cause of death. I’ve been in communication with the authorities in Dublin – the Department of Health and the secretary to the Minister. They’re all very concerned. We’ll have to bring the bodies over to the County Hospital to ascertain the cause of death.’ 


‘But they’re all buried up there!’ I said before I knew the words had left my mouth. ‘They’re all in their graves.’ 


‘Well, we’ll have to get them down. We have the exhumation order here,’ said Dr Aughney. 


You could have knocked me over with a feather. ‘Are you telling me that you want to dig up the remains of those poor women? Take them up out of the earth where they’re lying in peace? It’s a desecration. Father,’ I said, turning to Fr Staunton, ‘do you hear what’s being said here?’ 


‘I do,’ he said.


‘Are you agreeing with it?’ I said.


‘I’m afraid I do,’ he said. ‘It’s out of our hands. Some good will come of it if the cause can be found.’ 


‘That’s the truth,’ said Dr Aughney, uncrossing her legs. ‘It’s not a course of action that I relish myself, but it has to be done. There’s no other solution.’ 


‘Fr Hugh,’ said Dr McKenna, ‘I hope this isn’t too much of a surprise to you. I tried to indicate to you what was about to transpire.’ 


‘I hadn’t a notion of what was on your mind,’ I said. My mind was running ahead. I hardly heard what Dr Aughney said next. 


‘Fr McGreevy,’ she said, standing up and looking out the window. ‘I have to be in Tralee tomorrow, but the sooner this is done the better. I’ll send the exhumation team up tomorrow. Now what’s the best time? Usually early in the morning is best. Then we’ll have the bodies down by the end of the day. We should be finished in a few days. The chief pathologist is coming down from Dublin. The Professor of Pathology from Cork is coming over also.’ 


‘They’ll be back in their graves before Sunday,’ said Dr McKenna. 


It took my breath away. ‘You know this country and you know this town and you know that mountain and the men who live on it,’ I said to the doctor. ‘If someone comes up there and lays a finger on those graves, I won’t answer for what will happen.’ 


‘We’re depending on you, Fr McGreevy,’ said Fr Staunton. ‘The Canon expects you to offer every assistance.’ 


‘Assistance my foot,’ I said. ‘Do you know what you’re talking about at all? Is it gone mad you all are? How would you like it if your own wife was buried and dug up a few months later? Can’t you let those poor men alone after what they’ve gone through? Do you expect them to stand by while their nearest and dearest are exposed to wind and weather in what state of decay God only knows, their burial clothes stripped off and their bodies cut up in pieces? Do you know what you’re asking of these men? If you expect the men to swallow this, God give you sense. We have one of them in jail already and his little girl is with the nuns. We have children up there without mothers. Do you want to leave them without fathers too? These men aren’t like townspeople as you should know. They mind their own business until they’re crossed, and when they let out their anger, there’s no stopping it. Do you expect me to go up there and tell them you’re going to dig up their wives’ graves and they’re going to say “Oh, that’s grand, Doctor, come up and dig up my wife any time you please and you’re very welcome. And please cut her up to satisfy your curiosity.” I won’t answer for what will happen. This very minute, Dr Aughney, you should get in your motor car and go back to your health board or whatever it is and tell them leave us alone in the name of God. Leave us alone, for mercy’s sake, leave us alone. I’m leaving you now. And if you want to pursue this madness, you can talk to the men yourself and tell them what it is you have in mind. For not a word will I say to them. Not a word. And not a finger will I raise to help. Not a finger.’ 


There wasn’t a word out of them. I stood up.


Fr Staunton said, ‘I don’t think the Canon will be too pleased to hear this.’ 


‘I’ve no doubt you’ll be running off to tell him, Fr Staunton,’ I said. ‘And I think you’ll find he’ll have a better way of dealing with this, for he knows these people better than you.’ 


Dr McKenna tried to smooth things over. ‘Fr Hugh,’ he said, ‘your sentiments do you honour and I’m sure in your position, I’d think no differently. Your loyalty to your flock is admirable, and none is more aware of that than I, from what I’ve heard of the way you kept things going this past winter. But these deaths are matters of concern to others than ourselves. What has to be done has to be done. Maybe it’s all in the manner of doing it. That we can talk about, for there’s every wish on the part of all of us here to spare their feelings. I just lost my youngest sister this past year and I know the kind of grief that this causes.’ 


‘Nobody dug her up,’ I said.


‘No, they didn’t,’ he said. ‘But the dead are past feeling anything.’ 


‘The men aren’t,’ I said. ‘Their wives are sealed in their graves with the prayers for the dead said over them not once but twice. They’re in the ground and there they will stay.’ 


All this time, Dr Aughney said nothing. She just looked at me out of those pale eyes. Every time I looked at her she was staring straight at me. I was tired of her looking at me like that. 


‘Father,’ she said at last, ‘I understand your feelings. But some things have to be done that don’t please everyone. My job is to protect the health of the community. There may be a virus lurking up there that’s new to us. You remember the terrible flu that killed millions after the Great War. We lost more than our share of children and old people in this county. Something that killed only the women is a danger to women all over this country. You wouldn’t want to look forward to a country made up of men, now, would you?’ She smiled but she made a poor job of it. 


‘The men were sick too,’ I said, ‘but they recovered. I was sick myself, coughing up that white spit. Why don’t you cut me up instead?’ 
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