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      Chapter One

    


    The seagull soared in the sun-misted air, high, high over the village of Killaduff, and far from his comrades resting lazily on the weeded rocks, or planing languidly over the summer-warmed seas of the Atlantic.


    The boy lying stretched on his back, cradling his head in his arms, regarded the seagull and thought that it would be a good thing to be able to fly effortlessly like that, if you could get used to keeping your wings outspread. The boy was dressed in the coarse white ‘ bainin’ coat, an open-necked, striped shirt and homespun ‘ceanneasna’ trousers stopping short at the shin. His build made him look much older than his ten years, and the big chest and well-filled coat arms gave promise of great strength and bigness. His eyes were as blue as the cloudless sky, but it was probably the yellow colour of his fair hair which attracted the seagull. From his great height he may have mistaken it for a patch of the Ourish sand, planted miraculously on a brown Connemara hillside.


    However it was, he came down from the vault of the sky like a star falling from the firmament, and then climbed again screeching shrilly as the boy rose to his feet. Stephen O’Riordan laughed, because he thought it very funny to see the flooster that descended on the frightened gull, who had indignantly spread his wings, turned his tail on the human being, and headed back to his usual haunts.


    Stephen stretched himself and then looked back at the schoolhouse to see if there was any sign of his friends. It was a very ragged-looking schoolhouse lying there under the colossal shadow of the mountain that was known as the Brooding Hen. It was one-storeyed and you could clearly see where the two slates were missing from the roof. The roof had been patched up with something, but not sufficiently well to stop the rain-water from percolating and staining the wall inside a dirty green, like the colour of Ireland on the map that graced the opposite wall. The interior of the school house was very shabby and decrepit, like an old grandmother who is living alone, waiting to die, and existing on a hand from the neighbours now and again. But indeed the teacher, Andrew McCarthy, was as decrepit as the school and was the reason why Stephen was waiting, quite patiently, for the release of his friends Paddy Rice and Thomasheen Flannery.


    Ten years ago when he had first come to Killaduff, McCarthy had been a much different man. Fortunately for himself he had no photographs of himself as he was then, or, looking at the dapper, small, neatly-dressed young man in a blue pin-striped suit, with glossy black hair and a friendly smile, and comparing this with the very fat, sloppy, badly-dressed unshaven edition of today, he might have been tempted to end it all, or to become a worse boozer than he was at the moment. It was a pity about McCarthy in a way. He might have gone places, because he was a well-read man. He had married unfortunately, more because his wife had a large family of fierce brothers who, when he had committed an indiscretion, insisted on an early wedding, than from love. His wife was probably the most stupid woman in Connemara, and that’s a great boast, and she bore children with amazing regularity, so that before poor McCarthy was properly aware of it, he was bound to Connemara with chains he didn’t have the courage to break; so he settled down to go to seed, drinking fairly heavily, when he could afford it, and beating the devil out of the scholars at school as an outlet for his repressions. But he was wise enough and he never beat them indiscriminately. He would judge what their status in local society was and hammer them accordingly. Paddy Rice now, was the son of Rice the man with the pub and shop in Killaduff, so, although everybody knew that Paddy was the devil himself on two legs, he got off fairly lightly. Thomasheen suffered more but not too badly, because everybody was aware that he was his father’s favourite, and since Thomas Flannery was a very big man with a temper to match, McCarthy thought discretion in his case would pay dividends. If it had been any other two who had done today what they had done, they would have found it difficult to sit down for a week. They had annoyed McCarthy’s eldest son Padneen, a big stupid lout who took after his mother, had become involved with him, and, while Thomasheen held the school-bags Paddy had delivered a sound trouncing in a fair fight. McCarthy was secretly delighted that his son had taken a beating, because he had one day heard the Padneen, who gave promise of turning into a strong man like his uncles, say that he only wanted to grow up so that he could hammer a job on his oul fella. Instead of beating the combatants McCarthy had kept the lot of them in after school to do extra lessons, thereby punishing himself more than them, because his throat was parched and he was longing for a pint.


    Poor old Bigbum, thought Stephen, turning away from the school to look down into the valley, I wonder if he knows that we call him that. Only too well did McCarthy know, since Padneen had called it to him to his face one day after he had been severely beaten.


    Looking at the land spread at his feet, Stephen felt dimly that he was looking at something that could not be put into words. The road on his left was a yellow ribbon meandering down into the valley. You could see Ourish Island way out in the distance, separated from the mainland by a two-mile stretch of sand, coloured like ripe oats. Below, at the bottom of the Brooding Hen, lay a small tree-dotted lake which drained the silver streams coming down from the mountains. The floor of the valley was dotted with other lakes and streams, broken up by the interlacing flint roads, brown cultivated patches of earth, and some small green pastures clinging desperately to the sides of the brown rocky mountains. Away in the distance Stephen could see his own house at the side of the road leading to Ourish Strand. It looked like a toy house down there, long and white with a yellow thatched roof, and the green fields around it which had been carved with courage and tenacity from a reluctant and stony earth.


    Looking at his house made him think of his mother, Martha, who was the reason that the people thought that the young Stephen O’Riordan fella was different – talks just like the mother, not a Connemara woman at all, a Dubliner, if you don’t mind. Martha had told Stephen how she had come to Connemara, and it sounded good to him although a bit sorrowful in spots. She had been educated in an orphanage in Dublin by nuns, and the chaplain to the orphanage had been a certain Father O’Riordan, a most unorthodox priest by all accounts, who had taken a great interest in Martha. He had set out to educate her, starting her on the most peculiar books about pirates and robbers, with bad fellas who were very bad indeed and good fellas who were sickeningly perfect. From those he had progressed her to better books, to histories and classics and plays and poetry, so that when her time came to leave the nuns she had a better education than a first-year university student. She had formed the habit of grading people according to her early reading, and if a person wasn’t a Pirate with her, he was a Hero, or a mixture of both was a hybrid known as a Piro. Stephen gathered that Father O’Riordan had a very poor opinion of the world in general and of mankind in particular, and since he moved such a lot amongst mankind he ought to have known.


    Anyhow, he had got a few jobs for Martha in Dublin, and then one day his brother from Connemara, Martin O’Riordan, had come to the big city looking for a girl who would come back and work in his house for him.


    Father O’Riordan had allowed Martha to take the job, reluctantly, because he was not very sure of his brother. They had seen little of each other since the day they were born, and what little they had seen they were not so keen about. Martin had been in America for many years, and when their father had died, returned to run the farm in Connemara, and appeared to have amassed plenty of money in the meantime. But Father O’Riordan thought that Martin was carrying something in his mind that was weighing him down. In the end, Martha, who was keen on seeing Connemara, won the day and she came to work for Martin, and according to the rest of her story, which was always short, she had fallen in love with Martin and married him and lived happily ever afterwards. Stephen wasn’t so sure. All he knew was that his mind always shied away from thoughts of his father.


    What Martha didn’t tell him was that she no more loved Martin O’Riordan than Martin O’Riordan loved her. When he had met her at the station at Galway and taken her to Clifden in the train, which at that time plied a leisurely course through the most beautiful scenery in the world, she had been attracted by the bigness and the silence and the good looks of Martin. It had not taken her long to realize that that was all that lay between them, a physical attraction that vanished almost overnight. She might never have been content to remain if she had not fallen heavily in love with Connemara, with its barrenness, and its strength and cruelty, because there are no half-measures with this place. You either loathe it or love it, and that’s that, and whether or which, you are going to have a fight on your hands, a fight for existence with your body, or the fight of your lungs against the air and the weather. It seemed to suit Martha. And then Stephen had been born and that clinched it for her. He had not been born without trouble. She had had to have an operation, as a result of which Stephen could be her only child. This seemed to alienate Martin further from her. She had found out that he drank quite a lot, but that he was better humoured when he had taken a drop. He was a surprisingly good reader of good books, and had built up a respectable library. He did not seem to be very keen on his only child. With a consequence that Martha lavished on Stephen everything that she had in herself, but even so life with her husband was not easy. Eleven years ago, when she had come to Connemara first, she was a tall girl with jet-black hair and regular features. She was still tall, and her features were still regular, but the hair at each side of her head was as white as the inside of a cloud and her race was not free of lines.


    Stephen turned back to look at the school again and saw the figures of the two boys chasing out of it as if the devil was on their heels. He picked up his school-bag from the ground and waved at them. This served to increase their speed, so that when they approached him they were breathless.


    Paddy Rice was low-sized, with a mop of unruly black hair and the restless eyes and limbs of the true harum-scarum. He was dressed like Stephen, and kept shifting impatiently from one foot to the other.


    Thomasheen was an engaging youngster. He was tall and thin, and woefully untidy. Instead of a bainin he wore a knitted jersey, which was rent here and there to show the clean striped shirt he wore underneath. His trousers, despite the best efforts of his mother, seemed to be always needing buttons. He had a great tuft of red hair, and fair eyebrows over wide innocent eyes which gained him forgiveness from all for the most heinous crimes.


    ‘Ora, Stephen,’ said he breathlessly now, ‘oul Bigbum had a rale grind on today, so he had. I was afraid a me life he was goin’ t’ clatter the divil out ’f ’s.’


    ‘Don’t mind ’m,’ said Paddy, throwing himself on the grass. ‘Anyhow, I’ll be lavin’ ’m after the summer. The oul fella is sendin’ me to a secondary school somewhere.’


    Stephen and Thomasheen were dismayed.


    ‘You mean you’re goin’ to leave Killaduff?’ Stephen asked.


    Paddy was uncomfortable.


    ‘Yen,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I am.’


    ‘Jay, that’s terrible, so it is!’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘It’s me oul fella,’ said Paddy, in explanation. ‘What can I do? He’s makin’ me go, so he is.’


    ‘Ah, jay!’ ejaculated Thomasheen again.


    ‘Arra, cheer up, Thomasheen,’ said Paddy, slapping him on the back, ‘ I’ll be comin’ home on holidays, won’t I, an’ we’ll kick up murder like always.’


    ‘School won’t be the same,’ said Stephen, ‘ with you out of it.’


    The school will be a very flat place without Paddy all right, he thought. Nobody with the courage to cheek McCarthy or to stand up to him, tempering the other children’s great fear of him. Stephen himself was not in the least afraid, and McCarthy treated him decently enough, but he could never wave an invisible banner of revolt like Paddy, nor restore the scholars’ self-respect with a well-aimed Paddy Rice jibe. Then another aspect of Paddy’s departure struck him suddenly.


    ‘Look, Paddy,’ he said, waving a hand in front of him, ‘won’t you miss all this when you go away?’


    ‘All what?’ Paddy asked, surprised.


    ‘I mean all this down there, the mountains and rivers and things … well … it’s hard to say … just all that …’


    ‘God, that’s a quare wan,’ said Paddy. ‘Miss that dirty oul mountain is it, and thim oul streams and a few oul houses that should ‘ a’ been knocked down years ago. No fear! It’s me for the big towns, boy! I was in Galway once, remember? Jay, they’s somethin’! Talk about people and boats and big houses, an’ pictures an’ thin’s an’ trains an’ motor cars an’ everythin’. Jay, that’s where I want t’ go always, not t’ be stuck in an oul hole in the wall like here.’


    ‘Will yeh see all thim thin’s?’ Thomasheen asked, his eyes wide.


    ‘Yeh, sure,’ said Paddy, starting to strut. ‘Jay, wait’ll I get at’m! Just wait’ll I get at’m! Come on, an’ I’ll chase ye down to the ind a the road.’ With a whoop they started off, Paddy having taken an unfair advantage.


    The road was dusty and their bare feet raised clouds-of it in the air. They approached a turn in the road, their school-bags floating out behind them, and Paddy started to imitate a motor car, turning an imaginary wheel and making honking noises. They flew around the bend of the road close together and burst like an exploding bomb on the figure of a man who was trudging up the hill. The four of them collapsed, the man with a shout of fear that was strangled as he fell. The three boys were quickly on their feet and they retired to a suitable distance so that they could beat a hasty retreat if their victim turned nasty. They looked at him very warily. They saw a smallish man, dressed in a bainin coat, ceanneasna trousers, and a high-necked blue jersey, the whole topped by a black Connemara hat which he was now dusting carefully. He had a small wizened face, creased with wrinkles and tanned by the suns of fifty years to the colour of old mahogany. He looked at them with one of his eyebrows raised.


    ‘Well, the curse a the seven blind bastards on ye!’ he said in a low, clear, venomous tone.


    The boys remained completely unmoved.


    ‘So is your oul mother!’ Paddy answered rudely, and the three of them prepared for flight, but to their amazement the man on the ground laughed and started to haul himself to his feet.


    ‘A chip of the oul block, hah,’ said he. ‘Now I bet you’re oul Paddy Rice’s son from over beyant.’


    ‘Mebbe yer wrong now,’ said Paddy, visualizing the hard hand of his father descending on him.


    ‘I couldn’t mistake that oul dial,’ said the other. ‘ What in the name a God are ye chasin’ over the country like that for, knockin’ down oul men left, right, an’ centre?’


    ‘We didn’t know you were coming,’ said Stephen.


    ‘And I bet you’re a son a Martha O’Riordan’s, are yeh?’


    ‘Yes,’ answered Stephen. ‘She’s my mother.’


    ‘Fair enough,’ answered the man, ‘and a damn fine woman, too, and I’m ashamed teh see a son ’f hers committin’ assault an’ battery on a poor oul man.’


    ‘You’re a quare poor oul man,’ said Thomasheen. ‘I know yeh well. Yer Michilin Fagan from Crigaun an’ me father says yer the toughest oul ram this side a the Twelve Pins.’


    Michilin laughed loudly.


    ‘All God, isn’t that something! Outa the mouths a babies. Is that a nice way for yer father teh be talkin’ about a Christian?’


    ‘Ah, he likes yeh all right,’ said Thomasheen, looking at him in wonder, as if trying to find out why on earth his father should like an old reptile like this.


    ‘Ah,’ said Michilin, ‘ yer father an’ mesel’ had great times long ago. We had indeed, Thomasheen Flannery. I never thought he had a big fella like you. Tell me,’ he said, seating himself on the green bank at the side of the road and pulling out an old briar pipe, ‘where are ye off to now?’


    ‘Ah, we’re goin’ home after school,’ said Paddy, closing up a little.


    ‘Is that so now?’ said Michilin.


    ‘What do you do?’ asked Stephen, also coming closer.


    ‘What do I do?’ reiterated Michilin. ‘ Oh, well, I fish mostly out on the sea near Crigaun.’


    ‘Me father,’ said Thomasheen, ‘says that yer the biggest poacher this side a the Maam valley.’


    Michilin let a great laugh out of him again.


    ‘Ah,’ said he, ‘ wait’ll I see yer father, sayin’ things like that about me. He oughta teach yeh teh keep yer mouth shut, me boyo.’


    ‘Don’t mind Thomasheen,’ said Paddy. ‘He’s always shovin’ his foot in it like that. Nobody can tell’m nothin’ that he doesn’t tell.’


    Thomasheen was indignant.


    ‘Well, I didn’t tell yer oul fella,’ said he, ‘that yeh whipped a tin a biscuits outa the shop last Saturday.’


    ‘Now, for God’s sake, shut up, Thomasheen, will yeh! D’ye want teh ruin me, d’ye?’


    ‘Ah, I’m sorry,’ said Thomasheen. ‘I oney wanted teh show that I could keep a secret, that’s all.’


    ‘Do you do any poaching?’ Stephen asked Michilin, with interest in his eyes, and sitting down beside him on the bank.


    ‘Well, now, it depends what you call poaching,’ Michilin answered.


    ‘He means,’ said Paddy, coming over and sitting down as well, ‘do you be stealin’ salmon an’ sea-trout outa the lake and the river beyant.’


    ‘Look,’ said Michlin, ‘they’s no such thing in Ireland as stealin’ salmon an’ sea-trout. Now lisseu, ye do history at school, don’t ye?’


    ‘We do,’ they answered in unison.


    ‘Well,’ said Michlin, ‘if ye had any sinse ye’d realize that it’s all a pack a lies from beginnin’ t’ ind, and that the rights a the common man is bein’ jilted on’m left, right, and centre. Let me tell ye somethin’. The good God didn’t make the world and put salmon and sea-trout and brown trout into the lake and river down there so that some oul shenanager from England’d be comin’ over an’ takin’ it from the people that has the rights to it be justice and humanity. Whin God med Connemara He med it for the people, an’ when He said t’ the oul salmon and sea-trout t’ flock into the lakes at the proper season He never told nobody that you have t’ have a licence t’ grab a few a them, or that some fella from the back a beyond’d be able t’ stop yeh from takin’ a fish out oo a river that passes be yer own front door. No bloody fear He didn’t!’


    ‘But sure,’ said Stephen, ‘it isn’t a man from England that owns the fishing at all. Isn’t it some man from Dublin that owns it?’


    ‘Some oul maker a tin cans, with more backside than brains, says he owns it,’ said Michlin furiously. ‘ But how in the name a God can yeh own somethin’ that belonged t’ nobody in the first place? It’s like the haws on the trees, I tell ye, or the blackberries plucked from a bush at the side a the road. God put thim there because they were necessary for the birds and the people, so that they could have a stab at them whin they’re hungry, and it’s just the same with the fish in the rivers as the fish in the sea, and don’t ever let anybody tell ye any different.’


    ‘Ah, but jay, that’s stealin’,’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘Look, will yeh have a bitta sinse?’ said Michlin. ‘It isn’t stealin’t’ take what belongs t’ yersel’ be rights, and let me tell ye that any man in the whole a this diocese that had a bitta sinse’d be down there whippin’ an oul salmon any time he felt like it.’


    ‘Will you take me fishing with you sometime?’ Stephen asked gravely.


    ‘Heh, Steve, they’d put yeh in jail!’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘On bread and water,’ added Paddy.


    ‘Have you ever been caught, Mister Fagan?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘No,’ said Michlin judiciously. ‘I have never been caught with a salmon in me possession.’


    ‘You see!’ said Stephen to the others. ‘What’s the harm if you won’t be caught?’


    ‘Ah, that’s the story,’ said Michlin, amused, and rising to his feet with a laugh, ‘that’s the Tin Commandments biled down to a nutshell. Don’t be caught! Well, goodbye, lads. For God sake look where ye’re goin’ anymore, will ye? The next fella ye run inta’ll kick the guts outa ye.’


    ‘You never said,’ insisted Stephen, whether you’d take me fishing with you or not.’


    ‘Well, now,’ said Michlin, rubbing his chin, ‘I’ll see about it. Most of me fishin’ is done at night, yeh see, and little boys don’t be up and about the time a night that I do. What time do yeh go to bed now?’


    ‘Oh, about nine or so,’ said Stephen.


    ‘There, yeh see,’ said Michlin, ‘you’d be a poor partner for me, because I’d be oney startin’ me business about that time. We’ll wait a little longer until you grow up more. What about that, hah?’


    ‘But you won’t forget,’ said Stephen.


    ‘No,’ said Michlin seriously, ‘I won’t forget.’ Then he swung on his heel and commenced the climb up the hill. The three boys followed him with their eyes.


    ‘I never heard that kinda history in school,’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘That’s a bitta Irish history he med up himself,’ said Paddy.


    ‘Maybe his is the true version,’ said Stephen.


    ‘Ah, come on with your law-dee-daw,’ said Paddy, recommencing the charge down the road. Thomasheen took up the chase. Stephen turned once more to look after Michilin, who, he found, had turned around. Stephen waved a hand at him before turning to follow the two lads.


    They were almost breathless when they came to the end of the hill and turned off for the road home.


    ‘Jay, I’m hungry,’ said Paddy. ‘I could ate a bullock.’


    ‘Me too,’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘Would you really go out with me man?’ Paddy asked.


    ‘Yes, I would,’ Stephen said. ‘I like him.’


    ‘Ah well, every dog likes another dog. Look, lads, what’ll we do after dinner?’


    ‘Ah, I have t’ go out an’ give a hand on the bog,’ said Thomasheen disgustedly.


    ‘Nobody has t’ do anythin’,’ said Paddy.


    ‘You don’t know my oul fella if y’ say that,’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘All right so,’ said Paddy, ‘ you can go to your oul bog. What will we do so, Stephen?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Stephen. ‘Sure we’ll do something or other.


    Call around to my house, will you. Maybe we would go into Ornish. The tide will be down by then.’


    ‘All right so,’ said Paddy, ‘I’ll call around for you.’


    ‘I’ll see ye tomorra, lads, won’t I?’ said Thomasheen hopefully.


    ‘Yeh might,’ said Paddy, ‘if yer oul fella doesn’t be makin’ yeh do somethin’ else.’


    ‘Ah, no he won’t,’ said Thomasheen breathlessly. ‘On me word, I oney have t’ go t’ Mass. That’s all.’


    ‘Right, we’ll see yeh after Mass so. Maybe we’d go over a bit a the road an’ bate up the Crigaun fellas.’


    ‘Ah, jay, that’ll be great,’ said Thomasheen.


    ‘Well, I’ll be lavin ye here so,’ said Paddy, turning to swing up the by-road. ‘ I’ll whip a couple a fags outa the shop afterwards, Stephen, an’ we can have a few pulls.’


    ‘Ah, lads, keep an oul drag for me, won’t ye?’ implored Thomasheen.


    ‘We might,’ said Stephen, ‘if you don’t get sick like the last time.’


    ‘Ah, no I won’t, on me word,’ said Thomasheen. ‘I’ve been practising with turf mould in a bitta paper since an’ I can put it through me nose now. Honest I can, fellas!’


    The both of them laughed, at this picture.


    ‘All right, Thomasheen,’ said Paddy, ‘we won’t forget,’


    Stephen and Thomasheen turned on their own road.


    ‘It’ll be kind of lonely without Paddy, won’t it, Stephen?’ Thomasheen asked.


    ‘It will, all right,’ Stephen said, ‘and when he goes away once, he won’t have any time for us when he comes back.’


    ‘Ah, no, he wouldn’t do that,’ said Thomasheen. ‘I hope Mister O’Riordan won’t send you away to a school, Stephen.’


    Stephen looked at Thomasheen’s wide-eyed face and laughed.


    ‘No, I don’t think I’ll be going to school, Thomasheen,’ he said.


    He was almost sure he wouldn’t be sent away to school because he thought that there was not enough money in his family to let them send him away. Apart from which, Stephen thought, looking around him, I don’t think I’d like to be sent away from here even for a short time. He couldn’t imagine waking up in the morning and not being able to see the Brooding Hen outside his window and all the familiar things about him. Although it might be nice for a while to see what a big town was like. He’d like to see the Dublin that his mother talked about to him, even though she didn’t seem to like it much. But then he wouldn’t like to leave his mother, even for a short time. It was funny that he could just think of his mother and he saw her before him, her features exact, and she smiling always because she never seemed to do anything else but smile at him, and then she would smile with her whole face. He automatically quickened his pace when he thought of her, and slowed it again, when he thought of his father.


    Stephen did not know what to make of his father. He was used to other boys’ fathers. He saw Bigbum in school beating hell out of his four chickens, and he appeared to hate them. That was real enough. You knew where you stood there. Your father hated you, and he knew that Padneen McCarthy hated his father, and that the one ambition of the child was to grow up big and be able to wallop his father.


    Then Thomasheen was a great favourite with his father. You couldn’t but help liking Thomasheen anyhow, but it was obvious that Mister Flannery had a great gradh for Thomasheen, the way he was always fighting with him and threatening every five minutes to take off the belt and give it to’m. But he never seemed to have time to take off the belt, and it was not unusual to see big Thomas Flannery rolling in the field with his little son Thomasheen, tickling the life out of him, and both of them laughing helplessly. Then if he saw you looking he’d get real rough with Thomasheen and he’d say, ‘Get up outa that! What are yeh doin’ wastin’ yer father’s time like that for?’ and he’d walk away from him to whatever he was doing. But everyone knew that he was soft about Thomasheen.


    Paddy Rice’s father was somewhat the same, only Stephen didn’t think there was as much affection between them. Paddy’s father would be strong and weak betimes. Sometimes when he lost his temper he’d raise his hand to him, but Paddy always fought back. Then at other times he would be very weak with him and Paddy would make hay. Stephen thought that that was why Mister Rice was sending him away, because he thought that Paddy was wild and he was not able to control him, since Paddy’s mother died when he was a child. The father never married again and Paddy was the only son. Stephen felt he understood, in a dim childish way, the other fellows and their fathers, but he was at sea when it came to his own father, Martin O’Riordan. Martin hardly ever spoke to him, except to say now and again, ‘Hey, hop off to bed, you now!’ or ‘Hurry up now; do you want to be late for school?’ or things like that. Stephen just saw him at meal-times really and sometimes on a Sunday when he wasn’t working about the farm. There was something about the silence of his father that stopped him from making overtures to him. When he was younger he remembered hazily trying to say ‘Look, Daddy!’ when he found something interesting, and he remembered being hurt or surprised when all he would get was an impatient. ‘Yes, yes!’ before his father went back to reading a book or a paper maybe, and then his mother would come and say, ‘Show me. Isn’t that grand now, and weren’t you the great fellow to find that all by yourself?’ He had learnt to leave his father alone, but it would be a great thing to have a father like Thomasheen who would do things with you.


    Thomasheen’s father was waiting outside the gate.


    ‘Didn’t I tell yeh before, Thomasheen, not t’ be dawdlin’ comin’ home from school. Hurry up an’ get yer dinner before I take the belt t’ yeh!’ he shouted.


    Thomasheen remained unperturbed and ran up to him.


    ‘Hey, father, we ran inta Michilin Fagan,’ he said breathlessly, ‘an’ he was tellin’ us great yarns, an’ he’s goin’ teh take Stephen fishin’, an’ Paddy Rice is goin’ away t’ school after the summer an’ sure y’ won’t sind me away teh school?


    ‘Divil a fear a me,’ said Thomas, laughing, ‘not unless yer oul aunt dies in America an’ laves us a fortune. What did yeh think a Michilin, Stephen?’


    ‘I liked him very much, Mister Flannery,’ said Stephen.


    ‘You were right, too,’ said Thomas. ‘Michilin is a great lad. Hey you, get inta dinner teh hell before I knock sparks off yeh! Don’t yeh know we have, t’ go t’ the bog, don’t yeh?’ He said this giving Thomasheen a gentle kick on the backside.


    ‘So-long, Stephen,’ said Thomasheen, running in.


    ‘Goodbye,’ said Stephen, and watched them into the house before he turned down the road where his own house lay. He paused there at the wooden gate, which his father had made last autumn. The pony and cart were not there so his father was not home from the bog yet, or Danny. Just then he saw his mother’s face at the window. She waved a cheerful hand at him, so he raised the latch of the gate and raced up the path.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Martha was waiting at the door for him, and as usual, when he had been a time away from her, he felt the bubbling that always came up in him when he saw her at the door. It was very seldom that she would take him in her arms or kiss him, because she seemed to know instinctively that that was something ten-year-old boys could not abide. But she embraced him with her eyes. He liked the look of her, because in comparison to other fellas’ mothers in Connemara she was up at the top of the class. She was always so clean, and she always smelled of the scented soap that lay on the saucer by the side of the washing-table in the kitchen. Not for her the big, dung-stained boots that other Connemara women wore in the fields or feeding the pigs, nor did she stride around as the others did in their big bare feet, red and raw from the weather. Of course, he thought, she could afford to be different, because they were, for Killaduff, comparatively big farmers.


    ‘Is there any sign of your father, Stephen?’ she asked him.


    ‘I don’t see the car coming, Mother,’ said Stephen.


    ‘Well, how did you get on at school today?’ she asked, following him into the kitchen. You could see Martha in everything in the kitchen. To quote some of the less lucky neighbours, ‘you could eat your dinner off the floor, so you could’. The open fireplace was painted a startling white like the walls. The fire always seemed to be tidy, despite the all-pervading ashes of a turf fire. The delf on the dresser shone with cleanliness. The chintz curtains on the window were bright and cheerful.


    ‘Oh, the same as usual,’ said Stephen, throwing his bag of books on the table which was laid for the dinner, and sitting on the wooden stool in the far corner of the fireplace. Martha reflected that she was probably spoiling Stephen, as she took the bag and left it on the table near the dresser, where basins and milk-pails lay in orderly rows. Maybe, she thought, it’s because he’s the only one, and because I love him so much. He is like myself then, and anyhow I had no mother to spoil me when I was his age; and as well as that, she comforted herself, if your nature is bad, it’s bad and that’s the end of it, but if you are good, then there’s nothing on earth that can make you bad.


    ‘Mother,’ Stephen said suddenly, ‘do you know a man from Crigaun called Michilin Fagan?’


    ‘I do indeed,’ answered Martha, ‘ and he’s a Pirate if ever I met one.’


    ‘Do you mean that he’s a bad man, Mother?’ queried Stephen.


    ‘No,’ said Martha, laughing, ‘but I mean he’s what you’d call a good-bad man. Did you meet him or what?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Stephen, ‘we saw him today coming home from school and he was saying most funny things about salmon belonging to the people, and that you couldn’t call poaching stealing because you were simply taking back something that belonged to you. Is that true?’


    ‘As far as Michilin is concerned, it is true,’ said Martha.


    ‘But do you agree with that?’ Stephen persisted.


    ‘I’m afraid that I do,’ said Martha; ‘but that doesn’t mean that the other side is wrong either, because I have always been on the side of the filibusters, and then I have always liked men that hold certain beliefs and that are willing to do anything on earth to uphold them, even though they may be wrong ones. Isn’t that a terrible thing for a mother to say to her child?’


    ‘I don’t think so,’ answered Stephen judiciously, ‘because I’m not sure that I understand it. I suppose that Father Michael out there would say that Michilin is a thief, would he?’


    ‘I’m not sure,’ answered Martha, ‘ because it is well known that the Father often has a plump salmon for his dinner on a Friday in season, when his only source of supply could have been the brave Michilin; but if it was your uncle the priest in Dublin now!’


    ‘What would he have said?’


    ‘It isn’t what he would have said, but what he would have done. He would have been out at night with Michilin learning the ropes, if I know him rightly, and then preaching sermons on a Sunday about the rogues that went around stealing salmon at night.’


    ‘When will I see Father O’Riordan, Mother?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Martha. ‘He doesn’t like leaving Dublin.’


    ‘He came to marry you, didn’t he?’


    ‘Yes, but that was different,’ she answered. And so it was. He would never forgive his brother Martin for having married the little orphan child whom he had sent to him as a servant. It was obvious that he and Martin did not agree. When he had heard about the wedding, he had come down on them like a roaring white-headed lion, and had called his brother for everything in the calendar. He had done his best to persuade Martha to come back to Dublin, but she had made her choice and she was obstinate enough to stick to it. He had to agree in the end, but he had said to Martin:


    ‘I know you, Martin. You’re a brooding dog. There’s been something laying on your mind ever since you came back from America and I know you have an indulgence for the black bottle; but look, be good to this Martha, do you hear, or you’ll have to account to me for her; and remember, Martha, there’s no backing out of marriage. When Connemara finally gets you down and you begin to hate the sight and sound of everything to do with it, you can’t run away from your husband. You’ll have to stick to him, come hell or high water. Have you thought over all that, have you?’


    She had thought over it, and as she had said to him, not only was she marrying his brother Martin, but she was also marrying Connemara, because she knew that it had got into her blood, everything to do with it, and that anaemic existence in the cities or plains of Ireland no longer held any appeal for her. She wasn’t sure of her husband, but she was sure of Connemara.


    ‘Did you know, Mother,’ said. Stephen, ‘that Paddy Rice’s father is sending him to a college somewhere after the summer?’


    ‘Yes,’ answered Martha, ‘Mister Rice was telling me. He finds Paddy is a bit of a handful and he’s going to let the priests have a shot at moulding him.’


    ‘I suppose there’s no chance of me going, is there?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘Do you want to go?’ said Martha, as something caught at her heart.


    ‘Well, not exactly,’ said Stephen, ‘but I’d like to be more educated when I grow up and Mister McCarthy can only teach us so much, and I wouldn’t like after that just to have to stop and never learn anything any more.’


    This surprised Martha, because you never stop to think of ten-year-old boys worrying about higher education. But then she supposed that she would be partly to blame for sedulously pouring these thoughts into his head since the day he was born. Maybe she had treated him the wrong way. She had talked to Stephen always as if he had been her own age. She thought she had been right, but then again maybe she had been wrong. Maybe she should have given him some of the soft talk that children expect, because now, to her, he seemed much older than his years. But, she consoled herself, it would have been very hard to have soft-talked to Stephen when her husband was around. She could imagine the silent contempt and impatience it would have aroused in him, the deliberate exit he would have made.


    ‘Look, Stephen,’ she said, ‘I’m afraid, we are not like the Rices. I’m afraid that your father would not have enough money to send you to a boarding-school, but you will have your education.’


    ‘How, Mother?’ he asked.


    ‘Well, this is how it is. Because you go to colleges and do exams is no reason to say that you are educated. Suppose you leave the secondary school and go higher to the university and become a professional man. That is no guarantee that you will be educated at the end of it. There’s many a doctor for, many an engineer turned out of universities and they are as ignorant, educationally, as bull’s feet. Because a man has been through a university is no guarantee that he is educated, and some of the greatest writers and thinkers that ever lived never saw the inside of a university, unless they were on a conducted tour. So what? So you educate yourself. You wouldn’t call me an ignorant person, would you?’


    Stephen considered this, with his head on one side.


    ‘No,’ he said finally, ‘I wouldn’t, Mother. I think you are more educated than Mister McCarthy even, and he’s the most educated one I know.’


    ‘Well,’ said Martha, pleased at the doubtful compliment, ‘I was only educated up to sixth standard in the convent and then Father O’Riordan took me in hand and educated me.’


    ‘But how, Mother?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘He gave me books to read,’ Martha replied, ‘all kinds of sizes and sorts of books. He made me read books that educated people are not supposed to read, and then he made me read the books of the writers of all the peoples in the world, the English, the Americans, the Germans, the French, the Scandinavians, the Russians, the Arabians, the Chinese, the Japanese. He made me read representative and non-representative writers of each country, as well as histories that nobody ever heard about, geography books, and it wasn’t enough that I should read them but that I should assimilate them as well. When I had read one, he would ask me about it, and question me upside-down about it, and if he wasn’t satisfied with me he would make me read it again before he would give me the next. He gave me those, and he gave me a dictionary and he said, ‘‘There you are, Martha, I present you with education.’’ And I think he was right. I learned a lot that way, Stephen, and I am still learning. I have a lot of those books still and your father has more. They are all here for you, as well as the dictionary, and when you have mastered them I think you can say at the end of ten years that you are more educated than Paddy Rice will ever be, with the priests and teachers beating hell’s delight out of him in order to get him into the university. What do you think of that?’


    Stephen was silent for a while, and then he looked at her where she was standing in front of the fire about to lift the lid from the potato pot, and he smiled.


    ‘Mother, I think that’s it,’ he said, and there was an eager note in his voice. ‘Because then I wouldn’t have to leave here at all. That’s what I want – to know things; but, Mother, I hear McCarthy talking about classical education and saying he’s the man with one. What does he mean by that, and would I be it after all the reading?’


    ‘Not with the reading alone,’ said Martha, testing one of the potatoes with a fork. ‘You’ll have to learn Latin; but we’ll get over that too, because I’m sure that Father O’Hagan up there in the Church would give you so many hours a week when you leave the school.’


    ‘Would he, Mother,’ asked Stephen, ‘do you think would he?’


    ‘I’m sure he would,’ said Martha, ‘because he was teaching Latin and Greek in a diocesan college before he was shifted out here, and it would be like old times to him; and besides he’s a great butty of Father O’Riordan and he likes me, I think, and I’m sure he would do it.’


    She lifted the pot off the crook, and carrying it to the back of the kitchen she drained off the potato water into the tub holding the mashed food for the pigs.


    ‘So there,’ she grunted, ‘will be your education and I’ll bet a penny to a pound that you won’t be disappointed with yourself when you grow up and mix with dacent people.’ She looked up. ‘Your father is coming now, I think.’


    Immediately, as if it was a signal, a mask seemed to come over both their faces. That was the effect Martin always had on them. The years had not improved him conversationally. A cloak of silence seemed to have gathered itself more closely around him with the years.


    They heard the pony and cart coming into the yard and stopping; and soon the clump of Martin’s boots on the cobbles outside the door. He was carrying his short coat on his arm and he threw it on the back of the chair when he came in. The intervening years had left a mark on him. Not so much on his body; which seemed to have become even more heavy and powerful, but a lot of his hair was gone and what remained was streaked like the coat of a badger. His eyes had gone a little further back into his head, and permanent lines around his mouth were the result of tightly closed lips. He was wearing a grey woollen shirt which opened at the neck and disclosed bulging muscles covered with hair coming up almost to his Adam’s apple. He gave a kind of a grunt for a greeting, and sat in at the table.


    Martha turned out the potatoes on a large plate and brought up the other plates from where they had been resting by the fire, covered with the lids of tin cans to keep the heat in them. It was bacon and cabbage dinner; and a very good dinner too, because in that part of Connemara meat of any kind was the exception rather than the rule. Because the O’Riordans were a little better off than their neighbours they had meat at fairly frequent intervals. Martin speared a big potato on his fork and commenced to peel it with a large hand holding the knife. Not for the first time, Martha noted with a slight tremor the hair that thickly adorned the backs of his fingers. She went to the door and called out:


    ‘Are you coming, Danny?’


    A voice from without answered immediately.


    ‘Coming in a minnit now, ma’am, whin I tie up the oul nag.’


    Martha laid Danny’s plate in front of his chair and then sat down herself.


    She was glad Danny sat down to meals with them. He came in presently, an older, more compact edition of what he had been many years ago, when he had come with the trap to Clifden to take herself and Martin home to Killaduff.


    ‘Sit down, Danny,’ she said. ‘ It’s all ready.’


    ‘Ah, the blessin’s a God on yeh,’ said Danny, sitting in to it. ‘I have a hunger on me like a stallion. There’s nothin’ like bein’ out on the bog to put an edge on yeh.’


    ‘Did you do much today?’ she asked.


    ‘Well, we weren’t idle,’ said Danny, ‘but there’s a lot to be done yet. It’ll be a relief whin me man here is big enough to come out and give’s ah oul hand with it.’


    ‘I’ll go now after dinner, if you like,’ said Stephen.


    His father stirred himself.


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘ You’ll be time enough.’


    His speaking put an end to the conversation, and they all got down to the business of eating. Thank God for Danny anyhow, Martha thought. She had often questioned him as to why he remained with them. She couldn’t for the life of her see why. a young man like him would be content to stick on a farm in Killaduff, drawing about fifteen shillings a week in wages, instead of going somewhere and making something of himself. Danny always protested that the life suited him, and that the job suited him, that he was without ambition, that he was saving a bit of money and that some day, with the help of God, he would buy a small place for himself and pass away the rest of his life in a little cottage down by the sea. Martha still protested that she couldn’t understand him, and Danny asked her if she was content with her lot, if she would like to leave Killaduff, and she, answering, said no, but that it was different for her, she was married and settled down and she liked it. Well, if you like it, said Danny, why shouldn’t I like it too? He didn’t say why he really remained. He remained because he could never get out of his mind the vision of her as he had first seen her.


    He could never forget that. When she had come to work for Martin he had hopes that some day, maybe, she would take a look at him, and see that he wasn’t so bad maybe, and that … but then she had married Martin O’Riordan. Danny tried to make himself go away then. In his own room he had all his things put together, but then, when she had called him to do something for her, he had gone to her call and looking at her he knew he couldn’t leave; that there was something that was going to make him stay and feel pain in him for ever, maybe, instead of being sensible and clearing off to hell like any normal fella would. But he didn’t. He remained. And he liked to look at her betimes, when she wouldn’t notice him, and think, maybe, that what she was doing now, she was doing for him instead of that black silent bastard that was her husband, who never opened his mouth to her, hardly, from one ind a the day to the other, and never seemed to know that he had a small bit of a son that she had given him. So Danny remained, and Martha, clever and all as she was, never suspected.


    Martha was glad Danny was around. He was someone to talk to. He told her things that happened in the village, and what this one and that one was doing, because Martha had never succeeded in getting close to the Connemara people. She didn’t know why. They were very nice to her, and would go out of their way to help her, but there was always a barrier between her and themselves which she could never climb. She couldn’t understand why. The reason was very simple, and very silly, but that’s the way it was. She was unfortunate enough to speak correct English, which the inhabitants called an accent, and considered that she was a wee biteen up on a horse and saddle, where they’d be riding bareback. They just couldn’t somehow be ‘natural’ with her. They couldn’t bring themselves to call her Martha, except when they talked behind her back, when she was generally referred to as ‘that Martha O’Riordan’.


    So Danny was a great help. Then, wherever he got it, he had a fount of wisdom in him, a faculty for hitting the truth on the head first shot, a kind of an understanding of people which was almost incredible in a man who had never been out of Connemara in his life. She was fond of Danny, and now she was afraid of her life that he would leave them, because she knew that marrying Martin had been a mistake.


    She had got a glimmering of that when she had been suffering with the birth of Stephen, but she didn’t really realize it until she had come home after being operated on in the hospital in Galway. She had returned from there no longer able to be a mother of children, and from then on Martin’s interest in her seemed to wane. It was as if the element of the risk or pleasure of being creative being no longer there, the game wasn’t worth the candle, so he lost his physical interest in her. As for Martha herself, she realized all too clearly that the animal magnetism which had inclined her to her husband had departed for ever, and that absolutely nothing remained.


    She had tried to interest herself in him in other ways. She knew he was very well read. Any money which he didn’t spend on drinking he spent on procuring books, all kinds of books, for which Stephen would be later grateful. So she tried to talk to him about those things, but his non-committal grunting defeated her. Then she gradually realized that there was some agony behind his silence. Sometimes on peculiar occasions you would see him, with a book clenched in his hand, with his eyes staring in front of him, his face pale, beads of sweat on his forehead, and his lips pulled back, like the snarl of a sheep-dog, over his teeth. Or she would wake up in the night and find him gone from his place beside her and she would hear him below in the kitchen, walking, walking.


    But as husband and wife, she realized that they were poorly matched. So she had her son Stephen. While often resentful, she was nevertheless grateful that Martin took not the slightest interest in him, was uncomfortable when Stephen was looking at him with those calm blue eyes. And she loved Killaduff. She loved the mountains around it, the lakes at their foot, and the sea below at the end of the road, with the most magnificent strand of golden sands in the whole world. It was hard to bear with the silence of her husband. Many nights of restlessness and days of moody thought had driven the white into her temples and lines around her eyes, but she had Stephen, and he was now at the stage where she could begin to mould him, where he would take up her spare time, and she could forget all the rest.


    The dinner over, she cleared away the plates and poured out the tea. She noticed that Stephen had eaten a very good dinner. He had a big appetite, but then his body was big too. He would be even a bigger man than his father is now, she thought, and thank God, he had never been really sick.


    ‘I better go an’ harness the oul horse,’ said Danny, rising, blessing himself, and putting on his cap all in one movement. ‘ That was a grand cup a tay.’ He paused at the door. ‘I think the weather’ll stay put like this now for a while, thank God,’ he said as he left.


    Martin had his cup held in his two hands and was staring out the window. He was thinking that he had better call in at the pub on the way down and have a drink before going on. His throat was parched and his thoughts all day had persisted in going back to that, no matter what he had done to switch them. Every time he had swung the slean into the soft bog he had seen the face in the bog-hole below him, and he would have to throw a clod into the water to dispel it, but the circling ripples seemed to drag it back together again inevitably and he would have to hand the slean to Danny and go spreading the wet turf for a while until he got a hold on himself again. It was only a drink of something that had power to dim the eyesight of his brain sufficiently to kill the memories and to dispel the faces.


    ‘You were in America, weren’t you, father?’ asked Stephen suddenly out of the blue, and Martha held her breath, because she knew that whatever was haunting her husband was an American ghost.


    The breath whistled through Martin’s teeth as he turned to look at his son.


    ‘What’s that you said?’ he asked in a tense voice.


    ‘I asked you if you were in America, because the teacher was talking today about Niagara Falls and he said to me, ‘‘You ask your father all about them when you go home, O’Riordan.’’ ’


    Martin’s face paled as he laid down the cup, and then the most terrifying look of hate and fear came into his eyes.


    ‘You bloody little bastard!’ he said.


    Martha was on her feet in a second.


    ‘Shut up!’ she shouted at him, her face as pale as his own.


    ‘No,’ said Martin, on his feet and his arms out from his sides. ‘This is you! You tell him things he shouldn’t know. Why don’t you leave me alone? Why should he say that, if you hadn’t put him up to it? What do you want to do to me? Amn’t I bad enough that I had the misfortune to marry a convent get!’


    ‘Shut your filthy mouth!’ said Martha. ‘There’s a child here!’


    Martin’s eyes were staring and his breath coming in short gasps.


    ‘No!’ he shouted in his high voice, ‘I won’t. He’s yours, isn’t he? He’s all yours, isn’t he? I never interfered with him, did I? I don’t want him, do I? Just keep him quiet, will you, keep him out of my way. I don’t want to see him. I hate the sight of him!’


    ‘You’re his father,’ said Martha.


    ‘How do I know that?’ shouted Martin. ‘ How do I know that I’m his father? You didn’t know your father, did you?’ How do I know that you hadn’t the tendencies of a streetwalker like your mother?’


    ‘You ghost-ridden swine!’ said Martha in a slow, vicious voice, and then she bent double and almost fell as Martin hit her on the left breast with a powerful clenched fist.


    ‘You bitch!’ he said. ‘You bitch!’ and then staggered in his own turn as the little body of his son was flung at his legs like a raging she-cat. With all the power in the immature body of him, Stephen caught hold of his father’s trouser-leg with one hand and hit and hit with the other, while all the, time his bare feet were kicking ineffectually at his father’s shins.


    It woke Martin up. What really appalled him was the silence of his son. He had attacked his father without an exclamation of any kind and he was hitting and kicking away now without a word out of him. Just silent and deadly. Martin bent down and lifted him up on a level with his face.


    ‘Don’t do that, do you hear!’ he shouted. ‘Don’t do that!’


    But Stephen seemed to be in a silent trance of fury, and he lashed out with his small fists at his father’s face. Martin raised his free hand and slapped him hard. Then the boy stopped and his father could see the tears squeezing themselves through his clenched eyelids. Martin laid him down on the ground then, not roughly, gathered his coat from the back of the chair and went quickly out of the house.


    Martha had been powerless to stop what had happened because the breath had been knocked out of her. When the pain had departed a little, still bent double, she looked across at the door to where her son was standing facing her. He was looking at her. He was not making any noise at all, but the tears were pouring down his cheeks. She felt around, found the stool behind her, and sat on it. Then she said:


    ‘Come here, Stephen!’


    He came over to her slowly, stood between her knees, and then buried his face in her, with his small arms thrown around her. She let him sob away. Gradually his sobs subsided, and his body stopped trembling.


    ‘Listen, Stephen,’ she said, speaking very slowly because she found it hard to get the words out, ‘ your father didn’t mean it, do you hear? Stephen, you must believe that! He didn’t mean it, I tell you! He has something on his mind, Stephen, and when you spoke about America he couldn’t help himself.’


    Stephen looked up after a while.


    ‘But he hit you, Mother,’ he said.


    ‘Stephen, listen! Your father never raised a hand to me ever in his life and he never will again. Stephen, there are some things in life which we can’t understand. Your father is not the man he should be. There is something worrying him, Stephen. He is a kind man, Stephen. Nobody has ever seen your father raise his hand to any animal that ever was. Driving in the trap or the cart, nobody ever saw your father raising a stick to a horse. He isn’t cruel, Stephen.’


    ‘But, Mother,’ said Stephen, ‘he hit you.’


    ‘Stephen, don’t judge your father because of today. There is a time in all our lives when things become too much for us and we have to lash out at something, the nearest thing to hand. And it was my fault too, I tell you. I shouldn’t have lost my temper. It would never have happened if I hadn’t answered back. He was sorry, Stephen. Honest, he feels it more this minute, I tell you, than either of us do. I tell you, Stephen, he would give anything at this minute if it had never happened!’


    Stephen straightened himself.


    ‘Are you hurt bad, Mother?’ he asked.


    ‘No, it’s nothing at all,’ Martha answered, rising to her feet with a great effort which she managed to hide from her son’s critical eyes. ‘Look, he only knocked the breath out of me, that’s all.’ She even managed to take her hand away from her breast.


    Stephen turned away. Have I convinced him? she wondered.


    ‘Try and forget what happened, Stephen,’ she said, a note of entreaty in her voice. ‘That will never happen again. Please, Stephen, don’t think about it, and don’t let it change you towards your father. Do you hear me?’


    ‘Yes, Mother,’ said Stephen, ‘I hear you, and I’ll try to forget it.’ He didn’t turn to her.


    It will remain in his mind, she thought, like a red poker laid across the flesh, because when you are ten you remember more clearly than when you are much older. You live your life in a series of flash-backs that come to your mind all the way, a high-light now and then. Please, God, don’t leave him, with this to remember. She breathed a sigh of relief when Paddy Rice’s perky head was poked in the door.


    ‘Here I am, Stephen,’ said he. ‘Hello, Mrs O’Riordan.’


    ‘Hello, Paddy,’ she answered.


    ‘Can Stephen come out?’ he asked.


    ‘I’m sorry, Paddy,’ said Stephen before she could answer, ‘ but I have to stay at home and help my mother.’


    ‘Hah?’ said Paddy, and you could have put a sod of turf into his opening wondering mouth. Martha had to laugh at his expression.


    ‘Don’t mind him, Paddy,’ she said, ‘he’s going out with you.’


    ‘But, Mother …’ said Stephen, turning to her.


    ‘That’s enough now,’ she answered him. ‘There’s nothing you can do to help me with here. You’d only be in the way. Go on! Off with you now!’


    ‘All right so,’ he answered reluctantly.


    ‘Where are you going, Paddy?’ she asked.


    ‘Oh, I do’ know,’ Paddy said; ‘into Ourish, mebbe.’


    ‘That’s right,’ she said, ‘and you might have a look in there and see how the carrageen is drying.’


    ‘We will for sure,’ said Paddy. ‘Come on, Stephen!’


    ‘Coming,’ said Stephen. ‘Goodbye, Mother.’


    ‘Goodbye, Stephen, don’t be late for tea.’


    They departed. She sat down again for a moment and bent double to relieve the pain. Her face was contorted. She raised herself after a time and went out to the door. She looked down the road that led to the sea.


    There they were, quite a distance off. Paddy, as was usual, was hopping and halting and starting, stooping down to pick something up from the road and throw it at a passing seagull, which swerved away indignantly. Stephen was walking along quietly, his hands in his pockets and his head bent. Paddy said something to him and then started running down the road at speed. Stephen looked after him, looked back the road, saw his mother standing in the doorway, waved at her, starting trotting sideways after Paddy, and then turned and took up the chase at full speed. She could hear has shrill shout wafted back on the breeze, ‘Hi, wait, Paddy, wait!’ Then he was off like a hare and she reflected that, thank God, when the mind was young the load was light, and she turned back into the kitchen to tackle the washing-up.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Michilin Fagan stood on the height above the lake and, shading his eyes with his hand, looked across the bogs and heather that separated the waters of the lake from the road. Away in the distance he thought he saw the figure of Stephen bowling along the road at a nice pace, so with a grunt of satisfaction he took out his old pipe and cushioned himself into the clump of heather. It was a day in early May and the warmth of the sun was lessened by the heat-haze in the sky and a nice gentle breeze blowing in from the west. So it ought to be a good day for the fishing.


    Well, the clock has turned all right, Michilin thought to himself, even though it has taken a very long time for it to do so. The Dublin man who owned the fishing in Killaduff had died on a bed of pain, and for some reason unknown – a sop, maybe, to get him into Heaven – in his dying he had left the Lake of Shandra, in the Parish of Killaduff, to the Parish Priest for the Time Being of Killaduff, and it was to remain the property of the Parish Priests of Killaduff for all time. It was a nice gift enough, Michilin thought, but the oul divil could have left them a bit of the river as well, which was the place where all the good fishing was, although now and again an odd salmon had been known to find its way into Shandra.


    ‘What, in the name of God,’ said Father O’Hagan to Michilin, ‘am I to do with an oul lake? The only interest I have in fish is to see one of them nicely served up to me on a Friday. But I suppose it’ll be a nice draw for the young curates when I get them. It’ll while away the time for them, I suppose. Is the oul lake any good, Michilin?’


    ‘Well, now,’ said Michilin, ‘it isn’t too bad at all. There’s a very nice class of trout in it and they are big too, mind you. Many’s the time I managed to lift a two-pounder out of it when conditions were right.’


    ‘What you mean, you old blackguard,’ said the Father, ‘ is when the bailiffs weren’t around. Well, look, Michilin, I’m no good at fishing now, and divil a hair of me wants to know anything about it, so for the love of God will you have a try at it and see what you can do of a Thursday about getting a trout for the Friday dinner out of it? It’ll be a nice change for you anyway, to be fishing legitimately.’


    ‘Fair enough, Father,’ said Michilin, laughing, ‘ I’ll get the fish for you.’


    ‘And look,’ said the Father severely, ‘I wasn’t born yesterday. I don’t want any fishing done in that lake except the right kind. I want none of this otter-board business, or crossline stuff, now, d’you hear me?’


    Michilin was outraged.


    ‘Father,’ says he, ‘ will you have a bitta sinse for God’s sake! Do you think for a minnit that I’d lay an otter-board out on that lake when it belongs to ourselves? No fear!’


    ‘Hah!’ grunted the Father. ‘All right so. Go to it now, and I must put that poor man, what’s-’is-name, into the Mass for being so kind as to leave it to me.’


    ‘I’ll bring Stephen O’Riordan with me, I think,’ said Michilin. ‘That fella is turnin’ into a rale good fisherman.’


    ‘He’s a good boy, that Stephen,’ said Father O’Hagan. ‘I’ve been at him with the Latin now for three years until he’s nearly as good as myself. I’ll have to have him sayin’ Mass one of these mornings for me if they don’t send me a curate quick.’ He chortled away at this, his hands sunk into the pockets of his cassock. ‘I hope you weren’t teaching him any bad habits, Michilin.’


    ‘Not at all, Father,’ said Michilin piously. ‘I took him out in the oul currach to show him how to pot the oul lobsters and throw a long line. All straight business, snarin’ a few oul rabbits here and there and so on.’


    ‘H’m,’ said the Father dubiously, ‘I see! Well, now you have a lake, so teach him the straight way of doing things. I’ll expect results on Friday now, mind!’ and off he went down the road, pulling out his breviary, and his white hair flapping in the breeze.


    So Michilin was waiting for Stephen to come on the lake, his first legitimate fishing expedition. There had been plenty of the other kind, because Michilin, somehow, had never forgotten the intent young face of the boy who had asked him if he could go fishing with him. When Stephen had bade farewell to old McCarthy, three years ago, he was twelve years of age; Michilin and himself had met somehow, and they had both gone on a few excursions ‘during the season’. There was very little now that Stephen didn’t know about the correct way to ‘lift’ a salmon. He could wade with a net as to the manner born, and his eye was quick in the use of the gaff, or the deadly snatch. Also he had the born poacher’s knack of concealing himself from the hawk-eyes of the bailiffs. Oh, a grand lad, thought Michilin, and a natural born poacher without any vicious traits in him. Michilin poached for profit. He had a market for his wares which brought him in a nice income every year, but Stephen had a conscience, which he probably got from his mother, God bless her, and he would never take any money; so, whenever he was in Clifden or further afield, Michilin always made it his business to buy him a book of some kind or another, although he had to be careful about his choosing, because, as far as he could see, Stephen had read everything under the sun by this time. The best choice that Michilin had ever made for him was Williamson’s Salar the Salmon. Stephen had never ceased thanking him for that. Michilin himself had never read a book. He said himself that he knew all he wanted to know. Take Salar the Salmon for instance, the wonderful story of the birth, life, and death of a salmon; well, Michilin, if he had been able to write, could have written down nearly everything that was in that himself, from the knowledge he had acquired over a period of years. It was the same way about the essential things, fish in the sea and in the lakes, and animals and boats and birds.


    His thoughts were interrupted by a loud hail from Stephen, who was charging across the knee-high heather like an Irish setter. Michilin rose to his feet and waved a hand at him. He’s growing up fast, he thought. At fifteen, he was as tall as Michilin himself and very nearly as broad. There was a lot of the immature youth still left in him, the way his large wrists grew out of the sleeves of his bainin jacket; and his long legs, now shoved into boots, were too long for his breidin trousers. He was tanned and healthy-looking, and had a shock of fair hair which was eternally untidy. Michilin smiled at him affectionately. If he had ever married himself (which the good God forbid), he would have liked to have a son like Stephen.


    ‘Ah, this is a change, Michilin,’ he said, laughing. Imagine Michilin Fagan fishing on the legitimate. I nearly died laughing when I heard it.’ He threw himself down on the ground.


    ‘Ah,’ grinned Michilin, ‘it won’t be the same at all, so it won’t. Imagine hookin’ an oul fish an’ not givin’ a damn if any a the Finnertys is around to see you doin’ it.’


    ‘Malachai won’t like it, I’m thinking,’ said Stephen.


    ‘He can go to hell,’ said Michilin.


    ‘I don’t think that Malachai likes you, Michilin,’ said Stephen.


    ‘He doesn’t,’ said Michilin, ‘ because he can never say he found me takin’ a salmon, and all the time he knew that I must be doin’ it.’


    ‘You’d want to be careful of that fella, I think,’ Stephen said. ‘He looked like a bad bit of business to me on the few times I saw him.’


    ‘The three of them are bad eggs,’ said Michilin, ‘and they smell up to the high heavens. They haven’t one person in the whole parish that’d say a good word for them. They don’t go to church or chapel, and I’m sure mesel’ that Father O’Hagan’d have been out after me hammer and tongs over the bitta poachin’ if it wasn’t that himself, no more than anyone else, can’t put up with the Finnertys.’


    ‘Is there only the three of them?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘They have a young sister over there living with them too,’ said Michilin. ‘As nice a little girl as you ever laid two eyes on. She keeps that house a theirs like a new pin, so she does, and little thanks she gets for it, I say.’


    ‘Does she go to Mass and things?’ Stephen asked.


    ‘She does indeed,’ Michilin answered, ‘and she’s always about to lend a hand to her neighbours if there is any trouble around.’


    ‘Well, come on,’ said Stephen, rising. ‘Or are we going to stay gossiping here all day.’


    ‘And who the divil,’ asked Michilin indignantly, ‘kept me waiting here? Everything is ready. I have the boat below and the two rods fixed up. The wind is right, so if we don’t kill them today we’ll never kill ’em.’


    They went down to the boat. It was a heavy double-oared fishing-boat, painted grey. They got into it and slowly pulled out towards the small tree-grown island in the centre.


    ‘We’ll take a drift from the far shore down be the island first,’ said Michilin.


    ‘All right,’ said Stephen, bending to the oars. They were soon in position and turned the boat lengthwise to the wind.


    ‘They’s a grand wave,’ said Michilin, and so there was. The water rose in large waves like the rustling of a silk cloth. The top of the waves did not break.


    ‘What have you on?’ Stephen asked, picking up a rod.


    ‘On that one,’ Michilin answered, ‘I have a Connemara Black on the tail, a Butcher on the middle dropper, and a Blue Zulu on the top, and if they don’t kill fish then I don’t know anythin’ about fishin’.’


    ‘Here goes,’ said Stephen, loosening the line from the reel and taking a tentative cast at the water. On his second cast, a fish broke water at his tail fly and he struck at him. He missed.


    ‘Well, the divil scald yeh,’ said Michilin, ‘ can’t yeh hould on t’ yerself, can’t yeh? Can’t yeh strike ’ m quicker, can’t yeh? He’d ha’ spitted out eight flies be the time y’ struck ’m.’


    ‘Don’t get excited, Michilin,’ said Stephen, laughing. ‘This is almost the first time I have ever fished legitimately so you can’t blame me for being slow on the uptake.’


    ‘It isn’t an oul snatch yer swingin’ now,’ Michilin said, ‘ so, for God’s sake, whin he rises, hit ’m, an’ they’s no need to be pullin’ up the bottom a the lake.’ He was casting himself by this time. ‘All yeh have to do is t’ give ’m th’ oul flick a the wrist.’ Just then a fish rose to his own middle dropper. Michilin, whose attention had been divided, made a desperate effort to strike him in time, and missed.


    Stephen nearly collapsed in the boat laughing.


    ‘There, now,’ said Michilin viciously. ‘Yeh see what happens when yeh make me be talkin’ to yeh! That was a grand fish, too! Ah, God, he had a tail on ’ m as big as the sail ’f a boat. Will yeh watch what yer doin’ now, for God’s sake, and let me be doin’ the same.’


    ‘I never said one word, Michilin,’ said Stephen.


    ‘All right, all right,’ said Michilin, ‘that’s enough now.’


    They commenced fishing in earnest then. As they drifted just off the island, Stephen rose and hooked a fish. A pause, and then the reel screeched as the trout took it in a great run. Stephen felt his heart leaping. Ah, this is the life, he thought, as he tightened on the fish and started to entice him to the back of the boat with the tip of the rod.


    ‘Be careful now! Be careful now!’ Michilin shouted. ‘ That’s a two-pounder at least be the way he took yeh.’


    So he proved to be, and a great fighter into the bargain. When they finally netted him and gave him the coup de grace on the head with the ugly little priest, he lay in the bottom of the boat, a fat, well-fed fish, changing his golden brown to the speckled, many-coloured hues of a landed trout. Stephen felt good looking at him.


    ‘Now amn’t I good, Michilin?’ he asked.


    ‘Oh, the bee’s knees,’ Michilin answered. ‘ I couldn’t a done better meself, but it’s a pity you couldn’t a got that first fella. That was a great fish, so he was.’


    Who could live better than this now? Stephen thought, as he cast again and looked around him. It was a perfect day. All the mountains were hidden behind a blue haze from which an outline peeped now and again in case you could forget that this was the land of the mountains. Wouldn’t it be terrible if something happened and you had to leave it all behind you, if you had to go somewhere flat, with none of the high mountain air to compress your lungs? Wouldn’t it be terrible not to be able to smell the heather charged with the salt breeze that came in from the sea below?


    ‘How is your mother, Stephen?’ Michilin asked him.


    Stephen came to himself with a start.


    ‘Mother?’ he said. ‘I don’t know, Michilin. I think she looks very tired or something, but she was saying herself that it is the summer; that she always feels washed-out, and has no energy during the summer.’


    ‘She’s not looking good, Stephen,’ said Michilin. ‘I saw her there the day before yesterday and I thought she was looking pale like.’


    ‘She was in bed for a few days last week,’ said Stephen. ‘I never knew her to do that before. She never had a cold or anything that I remember before, but she says you can’t go all your life without something.’


    ‘Maybe she wants a change,’ said Michilin. ‘She’s not a Connemara woman born and bred, and sometimes the mountain air isn’t good for anyone that wasn’t born in it. Maybe she ought to go away somewheres for a rest or somethin’.’


    ‘That’s what I told her, but you might as well be talking to the wall,’ said Stephen. And God knows, he thought, she could do with a change, because his father had not improved with the years. The terrible incident of five years ago had never been repeated. Even now when he thought about it, Stephen got a shaking feeling in his stomach and his heart would thump quickly, like it did on that day. There hadn’t been much affinity between his father and himself before that incident occurred, but afterwards, they just avoided one another. Martin had become more taciturn than ever, and now that Stephen was older and could understand better, he realized that his father was seldom sober.


    He had a certain amount of money in the bank in Clifden. Every Saturday he received a registered letter with the bank’s name on the outside of the envelope. Everything they ate, except meat, they got from their farm, but for any extras like clothes or boots his father would go to Clifden and purchase them.


    It was only recently that Stephen had noticed his mother was not looking well. She had always been a fine, straight, tall woman, but now that he thought of it, he realized with a shock that all that straightness had departed and that his mother seemed to be constantly bent forward from the waist, just a little, and there did not seem to be as much of her. Her arms were thinner, her hair was whiter, and her face was always the colour of used ivory chessmen.


    ‘There wouldn’t be anything wrong with her, would there, Michilin?’ he asked out loud.


    Michilin looked at him, and, hearing the anxious note in his voice, hastened to reassure him.


    ‘Not at all!’ he said. ‘What would be wrong with her? It’s just that I tell you, that she wasn’t born in the mountains and they take a toll of you unless you go away and forget them for a while. If I were you, I’d get after her to hop off to Dublin or somewhere for a change, so I would.’


    ‘I’ll do that,’ said Stephen determinedly. ‘ I’ll do that the minute I get home.’


    Just then Michilin hit another trout and their attention was taken up with him. By the time they had gone back and taken two more drifts, the sun was lower in the sky and they had landed five decent-sized fish, so they stopped at the shore, secured the boat, and proceeded to eat their lunch. In Michilin’s case that consisted of a few bottles of stout, which he declared were ‘as flat as oul Rice’s backside, bad luck to ’m!’ and this led them to bring up the subject of Paddy.


    He had been away at school for three years now, and every time he returned he presented a more gorgeous appearance. The last time Stephen had hardly recognized him. He was going to collect a cart of turf and he was standing up in the cart bowling along when he saw this elegant young man coming towards him. At first Stephen thought he might be one of the visitors who of late years had begun to infest the Ourish Strand during the summer, and it was some time before he recognized Paddy.


    He was wearing a neat blue suit, creased to perfection, with a white collar and a rainbow-coloured tie, and his hair was greased down until it stuck to his skull like a barneach to a rock. Stephen pulled up abruptly.


    ‘Hello, there, O’Riordan,’ said this vision, and his face became very red and annoyed when Stephen doubled up with laughter.


    ‘What’s so funny, you peasant?’ he asked after a while.


    ‘Ah, I’m sorry, Paddy,’ Stephen said, after he had recovered, ‘but it’s an awful shock to see you turned out like that.’


    ‘If it’s that funny,’ said Paddy, ‘ come down from the cart and I’ll bate the head off yeh, so I will!’ forgetting his college accent with the excess of his hurt feelings.


    ‘Right you are,’ said Stephen, jumping down, and Paddy realized with a slight shock that Stephen had grown about twice as much as he had in the intervening years. Nevertheless, he took up a fighting stance which his gym instructor in school had taught him, and he prepared for battle. Stephen, looking at him with his ‘chin tucked into his shoulder, right arm close to the side, left hand held well forward’, had to laugh again, and Paddy, regaining his sense of humour, also laughed, and it ended up with Paddy removing his beautiful coat and going along to help Stephen load the cart of turf.


    ‘Paddy will be home soon again to us,’ he said to Michilin with a laugh.


    ‘That’s a gas man for you,’ said Michilin, ‘a rale wild boyo. I’m sure the poor fellas in the college of his must be havin’ a terrible time tryin’ t’ quieten him.’


    ‘According to Paddy,’ said Stephen, the whole lot of them are eating out of his hand.’


    ‘Ye were always great butties at school, weren’t ye?’ Michilin asked. ‘Yerselves and poor oul Thomasheen.’
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