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      The Beginning of the Story

    


    

      I

      F YOU WANT to begin any story at its proper beginning you would have to go back to the time of Adam and start from there. Wiser men have done this and taken the story into recognizable times. So the story of man now has to begin at a point of time in the memory of the man who tells the tale.


    So this one begins on a stormy night in the Mountain at the wedding feast of Donn Donnshleibhe.


    Built in a scoop of the hills, the village of the Mountain on this night in September was being peeled by the west wind and scoured by the slanting rain. People whose front doors faced into the wind had sodden sacks outside their front lintels to stop the rain flooding their kitchens.


    This was the kind of night it was, but it didn’t stop them from going to the feast of the only son of the Lord of the Mountain.


    There the house was at the end of the road, built like the gowleog you would use for a catapult, a long low branch to the left where they lived, the bit in the middle where the porch was that led into the shop, and the long room on the right, with the lights blazing inside and all the window glass befogged and dripping with the breath and the sweat of the rejoicing people.


    It was hard to get in there. Many young men stood at the doorway looking into the big room. There were three oil lamps hanging from the ceiling clouded with waves of blue tobacco smoke. At the far end there was a wooden table with three tapped half-barrels of porter on it.


    The fiddler and the melodeon player were hidden behind this table. Sometimes they were silent, but when the music came the young people went to the centre of the room and they danced. There were very few sober people in this room, because it was now nearly midnight, the talk was loud, the sound of hobnailed boots on the concrete floor was harsh and in one corner drunken men were in a huddle singing come-all-ye’s, out of key, in opposition to all the other noise.


    The young Donn was backed up against the wall watching all this. He could see it all because he was very tall and powerful. He was not drunk. He might have been better off if he was. From his height he looked around him at all this and it brought him no joy. He looked at his father, a man as tall as himself, a big rangy man with thick white hair combed back over a well-shaped head. He was sitting on a high stool. He was shouting at times, singing at times, clapping people on the back at times, turning now and again to put his huge arm around the frail shoulders of Martin MacGerr, the father of the bride. This man’s hair was thin, his eyes were very blue, and they made an odd contrast, the big lusty-looking Donnshleibhe and the scholarly-looking MacGerr, a wisp of man with dreamy eyes, more bewildered by his surroundings than by the whiskey that was being forced on him by his new and unexpected relation.


    Donn moved his tongue in his mouth. It was dry. He would have to make up his mind soon. When a girl put her hand on his chest and asked him to dance, he remembered to smile down at her and shake his head. But always his eyes went back to his father. The resentment rose in him, the longer he looked at him.


    He knew the title Lord of the Mountain was derisive as it was used now, but the old man made it his own. He was a lord of his own choice, who saw no opinion but his own. His judgments were decisive and without appeal. This feast should not be here in this house of his, but down in the small cottage at the foot of the hills where MacGerr lived his life with his books and the copybooks of his scholars.


    His hands were clenched behind his back. He felt them hurting him and took them and looked at them. They were big hands and the nails had made deep indentations in the palms.


    Suddenly he pushed himself away from the wall and started to move out of the room. He had to force his way. He heard the banter over the noise and the sweat and the fumes, but it glanced off him. He wanted to get out into the air. The faces of all the young people he knew refused to come into focus. He just smiled and said ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ Their shouts and encouragements were slightly obscene, but this wasn’t unusual. He broke through them, went off by the porch and stood in the rain.


    It was drenching rain. He was wearing a new navy-blue suit and a white shirt. In seconds he felt the water pouring from his hair and down his face into the collar of the shirt. He rubbed his face with his hand.


    He knew that the thought in his mind was terrible, but he didn’t see how he could do anything else.


    Abruptly he walked to the right, where the family rooms stretched and he went to the window of one room and looked in. There were lace curtains. He could see vaguely through them, but where they were parted in the centre he had a clearer view.


    His mother was there and some of the ladies, and Meela, his new wife, was there, in her neat blue dress with the white collar. She was right opposite him. He could see her clearly if he wanted to. He didn’t let his eyes drop below her forehead. He had found himself doing that, even when they were being married in the Chapel of Ease at the foot of the hill this morning, not looking into her eyes, just looking at her forehead where it curved out from under the jet-black hair. Nor now, nor now, because don’t mind father, don’t mind circumstances, she was the focal point of his resentment. The others would only be wounded in their pride, but it would be different with her.


    He tried to tell himself that she deserved it. She wasn’t the force that had brought the marriage into being. He could have said no, couldn’t he? If he had been courageous, he could have even shouted down the roarings of his father. He hadn’t done so, and what had been love and affection seemed stale now and brought the taste to his mouth, the dry bitter taste. His mother wouldn’t mind. She was there with her flowered blouse held by a cameo brooch, a plump woman with no lines on her face, insensitive to suffering, insensitive to life, who loved wounded birds and helpless things. She would have something to nurse now.


    He pulled away from the window, and thought.


    He went back to the porch.


    The young men were jammed in the doorway, looking in, shouting, hurrooing. He passed by the back of them and tried the door to the shop. It was open. He went in. It was feebly lighted by candles stuck in bottles. All the oil lamps were in the big room. The place smelled of spices and food and stale spilt drink.


    He went behind the counter.


    He pulled out the drawer with the brass handle that was built under the lower shelf. He felt in here. There was money in it. He didn’t take it all, just a fistful of pound notes. He stuffed those into his trouser pocket, turned and left the place, got by the backs of the young men without being noticed and went out into the rain.


    He pulled up the collar of his jacket, and grunted ruefully at its ineffectiveness.


    Bicycles were thrown against the wall in untidy heaps. He picked the one nearest to him, freed it from its neighbour, and wheeled it out to the road.


    He stopped a little here. His eyes went back to the room where Meela sat, obediently drinking tea and eating porter cake, wondering no doubt why Donn hadn’t appeared to see her in hours. She was a blurred picture to him as he looked, then he mounted the bicycle and headed down the road from the Mountain with the heavy gale at his back.


    It was a bad road. He seemed to be flying. From here the road went down and down, winding and twisting, the dirt greasy with the rain, like riding on a river, wobbling in the ruts made by all the cartwheels.


    When he tried the brakes he found that there were no brakes.


    He was glad. It was a wild ride. He could have fallen on any yard of it for six miles, before it became reasonable where it got near to the main road into the town.


    A grand way to start the mí na meala, the month of honey, they would say. No month of honey for him. They would all know that the month of honey had been before it should have been. He had had a terrible desire to cry out in the church: Yes, yes, it is as you suspect, if we waited this could have been a christening. He heard the voice of his father roaring in his ears, while he just stood and said hypocrite, hypocrite under his breath. He was lacking in courage. Was he lacking in courage? He could have said like others said before him: Well, I wasn’t the only one. There was no law. But he hadn’t because he knew that this wasn’t true.


    He was twenty-one. He had a mind of his own.


    The water weeped from him as he cycled along the road to the big town.


    He would leave the bicycle there at the railway station.


    He tried to console himself that it was her fault, that she ought to have known. She ought to have begged him not to go through with it. He would have been for ever up there in the Mountain, like a sheaf of oats under his father’s flail. Wouldn’t she know that? He couldn’t do it. She ought to have used her intelligence.


    It wasn’t running away. He would prove this. That it wasn’t lack of courage. Just that they pushed him into a corner, all of them pushed him into a corner. What time did he get to think?


    Well, there would be plenty of time to think now.


    There was a war breaking out in Europe wasn’t there?


    That would be the place where you could prove what you were made of, provide a feeble reason to them, for his flight in the night of the storm.


    He didn’t care.


    His big jaw was tight as he saw the faint yellow of the lights of the town. He imagined the gleaming steel rails running away from it, and beyond over the sea, where he would be free, and leave them behind him, for ever and ever and ever.


    He was his own man, for ever and ever and ever.


    But while a man lives there is no for ever.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    

      H

      E SAILED INTO the Bay on an April evening.


    He leaned against the wheelhouse of the Spanish trawler, not conscious now of the throb of the diesel engine under his boots. The sea was calm. When he turned his head left he could see the sun sinking beyond the islands, a great red-coloured orb reflecting itself as far as the wake of the boat. The far-away mountains were coloured blue and purple, and some of the windows of the houses that faced that way were winking redly at the dying sun.


    He felt the presence of the man beside him. It was José.


    ‘This is yours, eh?’ he asked in Spanish.


    ‘Not this, beyond,’ Donn said, pointing towards the hill that rose out of the town.


    ‘It is good to come home,’ José said. ‘Always I like to go home.’


    Donn didn’t answer.


    José had a home, on the Atlantic coast, in a small village mainly consisting of a row of houses going down to the harbour, with its mass of rocking masts, a littered garage, two bars with the odd smell in them, a few shops and all the time in the world. José had a wife, and she was Irish, and three small children. His wife had been so pleased to see Donn, to talk English, but it was frustrating too because he did not know the place she came from and so could not tell her about such a one or such a one. She was disappointed in him.


    ‘You see your father, your mother?’ José asked.


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Donn.


    ‘A long time since you see them, no?’ he asked.


    Donn thought. He remembered the wild bicycle ride down the wet road, sitting in the train waiting for it to move; the absurd feeling that any minute his father would come running along the platform shouting: Hey you! Come back you!


    ‘It must be about sixteen years,’ he said.


    José tsk-tsk-tsked.


    ‘This is too long,’ he said. ‘ Life is short, no?’


    ‘Sometimes life is long,’ said Donn.


    A bell tinkled below. Manuel shoved his big head out of the wheelhouse and shouted something at José. José said: ‘Yes, yes, Manuel!’ and went back.


    ‘So we bring you home, Señor Don Don!’ Manuel shouted.


    Donn laughed. He had a hard job getting them used to his name, Donn with two n’s. It was an impossible task for them so they settled for Don Don, and tacked on a Señor for good measure.


    ‘And made me work hard for my passage,’ said Donn.


    Manuel laughed.


    ‘A big fellow like you,’ he said. ‘If we do not work you then your joints rust up like idle iron.’


    Donn laughed. His Spanish was not good. Bog Spanish like they used to say bog Latin when they were at school. But he gave them great occasions for laughter with his pronunciations.


    ‘Soon now,’ said Manuel, ‘you will be in front of a fire in your father’s house and you will kiss your Momma and Poppa.’


    Donn thought of kissing Poppa. He had to laugh.


    ‘Yes, yes, Manuel,’ he said. They were nice simple people. If they had character complications he didn’t know of them. They had very good manners and families were important to them. They could hardly be expected to understand his.


    ‘Soon, soon,’ said Manuel, going back to his task.


    The engine had slowed. They were gliding past the island with the lighthouse on it, already beginning to flash its beam at the hills and the island-broken horizon. He felt the muscles of his stomach tightening. He wondered why in the name of God he was coming home. Only partly home, he decided then. He could go to the town, and after that he didn’t have to go any farther if he didn’t want to.


    Why? What instinct was it? He had been sitting in the warm sun on the many-housand-year-old bricks at Ostia when the thought had come into his head. Here in this town dug out of the past, with its houses, temples, long, long chariot roads, it suddenly seemed to him looking at it that the life span of a man was very short. He was imagining this nobleman’s house with its stately halls peopled by ladies and children and servants in light whispering robes, and there at the end of the hall was a small room with a toilet built over what had been a drain, and the toilet seat was made of shaped marble. So little difference to modern life. Men and women who had lived that long ago, and to them at that time life was important too, and there seemed no end to it, that it would go on for ever. Now they were dust and their marble toilet seat remained.


    As he went back to Rome, he felt the call of the hills and this place that had been his home. It was like no other place in the world for that reason, and the thought had come to him: It is time to go home. He argued against it, fervently, but he kept being pushed.


    It took him until March to make his way out of Italy, across France and down into Spain. But he was a seasoned traveller by now, and he found this trawler that would call at the port for supplies in the middle of their long fishing expedition.


    He was almost disappointed because he would never have bought a ticket with home as its destination. He just played the cards and they fell out this way, and now he was nearly home.


    The boat was turned in towards the dock.


    He left the deck and went below to the cramped quarters. There was nobody there, so he put the last of his things into the big duffle bag. He looked around. He had to keep bending. They had photographs tacked up, of wives and children, all smiling in the sunshine, the dark-haired black-eyed smiling girls who were the novias of young Juan and Gonzalo. Looking at them made Donn feel very old and very experienced and very sad.


    He went up on deck again.


    He went to the raised prow of the ship and stood near the winch. He saw the feeble lights of the dock fighting against the afterglow. He could feel the boat yaw a bit as they met the stream of the river. But she righted herself powerfully and edged in towards the pier where men were waiting to catch the ropes that were coiled by José and Gonzalo. They heaved, the men ran to the bollards, the side of the ship nudged and then snuggled against the iron-bound wooden baulks, and she came to rest.


    This was the part Donn didn’t like, saying good-bye to the men of the trawler. He reflected that this was always a trouble when you had wandered as far as he had. In wars it was separation by death, or feebly waving hands from stretchers. People were the raw meat of the world, feeding it. His inclination was to swarm up the ladder and run down the pier. But he couldn’t. They came around him. All of them had to look up at him.


    ‘You were very kind to me,’ he said. ‘I thank you. I hope we will meet again.’


    ‘If God wills it,’ Manuel said, shaking his hand. ‘It was a good diversion for us to have you with us.’


    ‘But we are not your family,’ José said. ‘We hope you will be warm in their embrace. They will be joyed to see you.’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Donn.


    Juan and Gonzalo clapped him on the back.


    It was dark now. He could not see their faces, just their eyes in their dark faces reflecting the dock lights. He abruptly swung away from them and climbed the iron ladder. The tide was full, so he didn’t have far to go.


    He was blocked by a blue-uniformed figure at the top.


    ‘Hello,’ he said, ‘trying to get ashore without searching?’


    ‘Oh,’ said Donn, ‘ is there no place without you?’


    ‘You are not a Spaniard?’ the other said in surprise.


    ‘No,’ said Donn, ‘ nine-carat Irish.’


    ‘Let’s see your bag,’ he said. Donn handed it to him. He followed him over under a light.


    ‘Brandy, tobacco, wine, cigarettes?’ he asked.


    No,’ said Donn.


    ‘Most unusual,’ he said, squeezing the bag expertly. ‘No solids in here anyhow. Have you a passport?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Donn, taking it from his hip pocket. It was well tattered.


    The man glanced at it, whistled as he ruffled through the pages. ‘It’s nearly stamped to death,’ he said. ‘You have been around.’


    ‘I have been around,’ Donn agreed.


    ‘Most unusual,’ he said, ‘but I suppose it’s all right, otherwise you’d have to see the police. Are you from here, or where?’


    ‘From near here,’ said Donn.


    ‘All right,’ he said, looking at him curiously. He had to look up at him, a big fellow with unshaven face, thick brown hair, wearing a sailor’s jersey. He wondered about him. There was no clue in his face. He went to the side then and, bending, shouted down ‘Hola, Manuel, what are you trying to smuggle this time?’


    Manuel shouted something up at him in Spanish and he laughed, and Donn shouldered his duffle bag and walked away.


    Home is the sailor, home from the sea, he thought. No flags out. The docks were deserted. One small ship had been unloading fertilizer. He could smell it as he passed, his boots were powered by it as he walked the quay. No bands playing Here the Conquering Hero Comes. He was a hero, he thought, grinning wryly. He had medals to prove it. But then they were foreign medals which would cause no wonder at home. If he told them they would just say: Ah, so, and tell me did you hear that Bartley Folan lost a sow in 1939, the year of the war?


    At the end of the docks, he paused indecisively. If he wanted now he could go home, at once. It wasn’t that far. He could hire a hackney or if it went to that he could walk it. He would be there before the dawn. Now that he could do it, he didn’t want to. It would take a bit of thinking out.


    So he turned left and went up one street and into another one and turned out of that and mounted the broad stone steps into the hotel. There was only one young girl with fair hair at the reception desk.


    ‘I want a room,’ he said, and she raised her head, and having seen him couldn’t hide the disquiet that came into her eyes.


    ‘I can pay for it, in advance if necessary. Does my appearance shock you?’


    Now she was confused.


    ‘Oh, no, sir! No, sir!’ she said, looking around, hoping that somebody in authority might appear.


    ‘You just imagine me shaved, and washed and wearing a collar and tie,’ he said, leaning on the counter, ‘and you’d be writing me fan-mail.’


    She was very young. She thought over what he had said, and then she giggled.


    ‘So?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, giving him the book to sign. She watched him as he signed it. His face was bronzed. In April? He had very regular features. For her he was very old, over thirty, she imagined, but he was interesting. She giggled again, and then rang a bell.


    ‘You’ll have to stop giggling,’ he said. ‘You will never make a cool receptionist. You must be slightly stern, with a little condescension, a touch of hauteur, crushing insolence with a glance.’


    She blushed. So they still do that, he thought.


    ‘I am joking,’ he said.


    There was a little uniformed fellow beside him. He was looking from the duffle bag to the big man, with his mouth open.


    ‘Will you be able to carry that?’ Donn asked.


    ‘Why the hell wouldn’t I? I mean yes, sir,’ he said, lifting it in his arms.


    Donn laughed. ‘On our way,’ he said.


    The little fellow was too young to quell his curiosity.


    ‘Are you off a ship?’ he asked.


    ‘Yes,’ said Donn, ‘a submarine that got wrecked off the coast. I’m the only survivor.’


    ‘Go on,’ he said, ‘do you think I’m a kid, or what?’


    ‘What makes you doubt my story?’ Donn asked.


    ‘Arrah, we’d ha’ heard about it,’ he said. ‘Did you really come off a ship?’


    ‘Can’t you smell?’ Donn asked. They were in close proximity in the lift. The little fellow used his nose, actively.


    ‘Fish,’ he said.


    ‘Well, there you are,’ said Donn.


    ‘A bloody oul trawler,’ he said. ‘I knew there was no submarines.’


    ‘Ah, but you were hoping there was,’ said Donn.


    ‘I’m not an oul eejit,’ he said, scornfully. ‘Submarine, me eye!’


    ‘You are growing old too young,’ said Donn.


    But the half-crown pleased him and he grunted thanks as he closed the door.


    Donn sat on the edge of the bed. He had been in many hotel rooms. They were as impersonal as an undertaker’s. He wondered why he had come. He thought of the Spanish fishermen, and how attached to them he had become. He thought of many other people to whom he had become attached to. Why? Looking for somebody close, clinging to them because they could never become really personal. A father was a father whatever kind of a father, a mother was a mother, a home was a home and, this was the thought that disturbed him more acutely, a wife was a wife – or was she?


    He started to strip. Now he could smell the fish himself off his clothes. He shaved the bristles off his face, painfully, and he washed himself in the bath, and as he dried himself in the steamed-up room he saw himself in the mirror. He looked at his big body briefly. It was carved with the machine-gun bullet that had ploughed down his chest and the knife wound that had skittered along his left rib cage. Not pretty. They made him feel old and scarred. What had he learned from them? That it was good to be alive? What was good about it? That was what he had set out to see. He was impervious to sentiment, he thought, and what was this but sentiment that was bringing him home?


    But he didn’t have to go home.


    He kept this thought in his mind. He dressed himself in the white shirt, tie, and the lightweight suit, and the shoes. He piled the other, fishy, clothes in the bag. They would have to be cleaned, some time somewhere.


    He paused at the desk in his glory and waited until he had attracted the girl’s eyes.


    ‘Well?’ he asked, turning for her inspection.


    She blushed again, he noticed, but she was more courageous now.


    ‘You’re gorgeous,’ she said, smiling, and then put her small hands in front of her mouth to stop a giggle.


    ‘Never judge the book by the cover,’ he said, laughing, and went into the dining-room.


    His dilemma was with him as he ate. He didn’t notice the other diners. It was with him when he went into the bar and drank. This didn’t solve it for him. It was with him when he went to his room and looked out at the star-studded sky. It was with him when he slept. It was with him during the night when he awoke, and thought over it, and had to smoke several cigarettes before he could sleep again. The trouble is that I have cut myself so completely off, he thought. Body and soul. You don’t do a thing like I did then stroll back and say: Well, I’m home! What a situation. What would be the reaction? He sweated as he thought about it.


    Finally, he thought. I will leave it until the morning, and then it will be the train or the road.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    

      H

      E STOOD HALF-WAY between the station and the bus.


    He couldn’t make up his mind. He was in a state of anger with his own indecision. On each side of him there were people running for the train and people running for the buses.


    He said: Make up your mind, stupid.


    Why had he come this far just to turn around and go away again? He went suddenly and swung on to the bus. It wasn’t filled. He threw his bag on an empty seat. He felt better. He let the tension drain out of his body. He wiped sweat off his eyebrows with his forefinger. Just shows you. It was a pleasant morning. There were shafts of sunlight shining though white fleecy clouds. His clothes were light.


    The conductor pressed a bell and they moved slowly from their stand and into the town.


    He sat back. I am committed now, he thought. He put his head back and closed his eyes. It was an old bus. It rattled. There was no heat. They went down through the town, stopped to pick up two more passengers, which made three in all and himself. They stopped once more and then they were out of the town and into the countryside.


    He tried to keep his mind a blank. He didn’t want to think. All the places he passed had associations for him. He didn’t want to think about them.


    He paid his few shillings.


    The conductor talked as he pinged his ticket on the little machine he wore.


    ‘Tourist?’ he asked.


    ‘Native,’ said Donn.


    ‘Home on a holiday?’ he asked.


    Donn grunted.


    He passed on.


    The fields looked good. They were wearing the new green of spring. The turned earth of the ploughed fields looked fresh and wholesome. The lakes were reflecting the blue of the clear sky. So what? Everywhere you went there were green fields and blue skies with lakes reflecting the sky. He had seen skies that were limitless on the great plains; lakes that were like inland seas. You couldn’t see the shores of them, and fields of wheat where twenty combine-harvesters would be lost in their vastness.


    He craned his head to try to see where the mountains began. He could get glimpses of them as the road started to wind. The bus was very bumpy. Every imperfection of the road jolted his body. It was like a very aged man.


    Even the gentle greening bushes were familiar to him. They were just a little larger, he supposed. The blackthorn bushes were white with blossoms.


    Imperceptibly the bus started to climb and he could feel it in his thighs. How many times had he cycled this road, sometimes at three o’clock in the morning coming home from dances in the big town.


    They stopped in a street town. The conductor got down to deliver bags and newspapers. He knew every shop in the place. There were four of them. There seemed to be no people he could see, or who might recognize him.


    Several miles later the bus stopped again. He got his bag and stepped on to the road. He paused for a few seconds, then hoisted the bag to his shoulder, walked from the tarmac to the dirt road that set off into the hills, and didn’t look back.


    Big surly bastard, the conductor thought as he pressed the bell.


    The road was well pot-holed. The pot-holes were filled with water. The rain of last night had not yet time to soak away. The road rose ahead of him in a series of lazy inclines. There were a few houses near the roadside. The front doors were closed and smoke rose from the chimneys. He saw no people, but he was sure he wasn’t passing unknownst to them. They would speculate about him, talk about him. He was an odd figure to see on the road of an early April morning but still only a dog came over a wall and barked at him. Like all sheep dogs he was barking with his mouth and wagging his tail at the same time.


    He was soon clear of the houses and the green fields until on each side of him there were only the bogs stretching away towards the hills, and beyond these were more hills. The boglands were broken up by outcrops of giant granite boulders.


    It was a very bleak land and yet it was attractive. His eyes were adjusting to its oddness. He knew that in another four miles the road would cut to the right, towards the ever-rising hills, and there he would walk the road into his own place, about another four miles where it seemed to the eye that no road had a right to be. He became impatient to get there and stepped up his pace.


    What was the quality that made up the desire for your own place, he wondered? He had met men weeping into their beer on three continents who were crying because they were separated from their own place. They had the opportunity and the means to go back, but they didn’t. Maybe because they knew they would be disillusioned, that the place of their dreams did not exist, or couldn’t possibly come up to their dreams. Some of them had gone back, been shattered by the difference between the dream and the reality, and had come away, blotting out the reality and holding fast to their dreams, which they added to and built upon so that they could have no place upon the earth.


    He wouldn’t be this way. He knew that to expect. He hadn’t wanted to come home anyhow. He had been driven, for some strange reason. Of course there was a reason, but his mind shied away from it. He would be an alien plant in this place, he thought. He had travelled so far and experienced so much, that there would be no hope of him setting down his roots. This was sad. He had never had roots, since he left anyhow. From place to place, country to country, working until he was bored and moving on, finding it all dull after the fighting had ceased, feeling too old after a time to take any part in the unceasing small wars. This was the way some men were meant to be, wanderers, dissatisfied. This would be only another experiment. He knew what its outcome would be already. The only smidgen of philosophy he had garnered from the years was that men were the same everywhere, whatever their colour or breed. And that wasn’t a very startling revelation. He could have stayed home and sat on a rock all his life and worked that but without moving a foot.


    So he allowed himself to become a little excited as he turned off on his own road. It was a very bad road. It wasn’t public, so the people had to look after it themselves. Once a year they would open up the coarse gravel pit and bring out the horse and cart belonging to Jack Tumelty and throw a few loads in the pot-holes and clear the drain on each side of a year’s collection of rushes and scum and silt.


    It rose inexorably and it wound execrably. It had originally been a sheep track, widened by the feet of men, and when it had been made into a road, it had to follow the hard ground between the soft bogland, or it would have been swallowed up in no time.


    His mind brought every inch of it back to his knowledge. Here and there on either side of the road were fertile round hills like the breasts of a woman. Here there was green grass and the very same sheep and cattle that had been there when he left seemed to be there now, raising their heads to look at him. The strange streams came tumbling down from the hills, gouging their way over the granite beds of the streams, making little impression after thousands of years, and when in a mile’s time he had cleared one hill and looked down into the shallow valley he could see the water of the first small lake on his left, the first of many that ran to the sea like beads of a rosary.


    One mile more and he walked the last of the hills. Here there was a gap between two giant clusters of rocks – a marvellous place for an ambush, his mind told him – and from here the road descended into the Mountain.


    He was breathing hard. He was sweating. He took a cigarette from his pocket and sat on his bag with his back to a rock and looked down at it.


    It was a perfect saucer. The hills facing him were higher than the one he sat on. It blocked off the view of the sea. The hills rose all around the valley in an almost perfect round. The chain of lakes on his left had a river that pierced the hills in its joumey to the sea, but you couldn’t see it from here. He thought that it you put a bronze door in the gap where he sat you could close out the whole world for ever. The hills across from him were ten miles away. About three-quarters of the whole valley was made up of bogland, heather and sedge growing thickly, making a good bed for the grouse. The valley floor was dotted with the houses and the fields, each a sort of green fortress in the brown bogs, land that had been made green over hundreds of years by toil and sweat. He wondered how many skeletons had gone to the making of the green fields. And each green hill was crowned with a thatched cottage, its whitewash almost blinding in the April sunshine. Most of them had trees backing the house. He thought of the west wind that came sweeping down the hills in the winter-time. The road went through the valley like a white thread. He looked at the houses. There were about thirty of them, and experimentally he tried to name them. He was halting at first, but then they all came out. He had associations with every one of them.


    Great God, he thought, it hasn’t changed at all!


    Outside, the whole world was feverishly renewing itself, tearing down, building up. He had even noticed coming in the bus that many thatched cottages had disappeared, and that tiled cottages had taken their place, with electricity poles crossing the fields with ignorant arrogance. Oh, but not here, not in the Mountain. There was absolutely no change, no change at all.


    He remembered his father’s boasting. Hundreds of years ago, in the flight from Cromwell Donnshleibhe had come from the north down here with all his people. By some sort of conniving he had purchased this valley, and through thick and thin had retained it for his descendants and had only lost it early in this century when cold-blooded civil servants had taken it from them at two shillings an acre and invested it in the tenants. That was when the Donnshleibhe had to become a merchant, he thought, as a picture of his father came into his mind.


    It sobered him.


    I must go down, he thought, rising to his feet. He couldn’t see his own house. The sight of it was blocked by the belt of trees, but he could see the fat belly of the blue lake on the edge of which it was built.


    It was beginning to amaze him that he was seeing no people. They might be on the bogs cutting turf, of course. Few of the cottages were built near the road. They were all set back from it and their neighbours, fiercely independent. He thought of Spain, where the villages were one place and the fields another place, and in the mornings you would see the people driving in the carts to the far away fields or walking with implements on their shoulders, and coming home in the evenings tired, but with their eyes directed at the cluster of cottages where they lived. Not here! They wouldn’t have anything like that. If there was a mountain for each of them they would have built on it.


    The first person he saw was a girl.


    At this twist of the road, there was a mountain stream on his right that came battering its way down, making white lace in a ten-foot fall before it was swallowed by a gullet under the road. On each side of the stream the grass was very green, and daisies were plentiful. Here, this girl was kneeling and collecting daisies.


    He stopped to look at her.


    She was splitting the stem of a daisy with a pin and then she would pull the stem of another daisy through the split. She was very intent on this and she was humming. Already she had a daisy-chain around her neck. He thought she was too big to be making daisy-chains.


    ‘Hello,’ he said.


    It seemed to take a little time for his voice to penetrate to her mind. Then she looked up, and when she saw him, she stood up. She would be about fourteen or fifteen, he thought, but she was very well developed. She was in her bare feet. She wore a dress with white dots, a blue dress. Also a cardigan. Her hair was brown with golden glints in it. It was long hair falling down her back. She had regular features that were somehow hauntingly familiar.


    ‘Who are you, now?’ he asked.


    She put her head on one side as if to hear better.


    ‘I asked, who are you?’ he repeated.


    ‘Nan,’ she said. ‘I am Nan.’


    ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but Nan who?’ – running over the features of the people in his mind. She would have been born after he had left. It was an intriguing exercise to pin a father’s face on her.


    She came towards him.


    ‘You would like the flowers?’ she asked. She took the chain from around her neck and held it out towards him. Now he could look into her eyes and he saw that the intelligence in them was not the intelligence of her age. This girl is afflicted, he thought, and this is a terrible tragedy. She was very handsome.


    ‘Thank you,’ he said, taking the chain.


    ‘Will you put it on?’ she asked.


    ‘Yes,’ he said. He dropped his bag on the ground and put the chain around his neck.


    ‘I don’t hurt the flowers?’ she said. It was a question.


    ‘How?’ he asked.


    ‘When I stick the pin in them?’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘ You do not hurt them.’


    ‘I do not,’ she said. She shook her head in agreement. ‘Are you going to see Mammy?’


    ‘Who is Mammy?’ he asked.


    She laughed at his ignorance.


    ‘Why, Nan’s Mammy, of course,’ she said. She laughed.


    ‘Yes,’ he said.


    ‘I can’t come now,’ she said. ‘I have to make the daisy-chain, of course, another one, haven’t I?’


    ‘You have,’ he said.


    ‘So I will come later on,’ she said, walking back again, kneeling down and taking up her task. The waterfall was above her. The sun caught it and made a rainbow for a few seconds around the falling water. The girl seemed to be in the middle of the rainbow. She was humming again. In the sky a climbing boglark was singing. It was an odd scene, unreal. He shook his head, blinked his eyes. It was like being welcomed to the valley by a beautiful girl who didn’t exist.


    He picked up his bag and walked on. He wondered who she could be. He paused to look back once and she had raised her head. He waved at her and after a pause she raised a hand, and moved it up and down in the action of a child who waves Day-Day to you.


    He went on.


    Away off on his right he could see people up at the turf banks, small figures resting from their labours to look down on him. They were too far away for recognition, so he kept going. He was wondering what kind of reception he would get from the people themselves. What would the passing of the years have meant to them? Would his going the way he did have faded from memory like the ink on paper that is left out in the weather?


    He shrugged. It didn’t matter. He was gone long past caring what people thought.


    He paused again when he turned down the road at the end of which the house lay. Behind it he could see the sheen on the water of the lake, a small tidy lake with last year’s rushes rustling in the slight movement of the air. That’s all it was. There was no wind.


    There were some bicycles heaped up outside the wall. He wondered why this should be. It wasn’t a special day.


    He felt a repugnance now about going in. He had to steel himself to the effort it would require. He hadn’t come this far to boggle at the last few feet. He walked towards the doorway. There was a sort of porch and inside that the two glass doors guarded by brass rails across them which would open at a push. He pushed and went in. The shop was crowded. There were many men and women there. It was hard to see their faces in the fog of tobacco smoke. They hadn’t been talking loudly. This was surprising. All their eyes were turned to him at the opening of the door. He didn’t look at them. There was a young man behind the counter with a white apron on him. It was dirty. Donn went to the counter, lifted the flap and walked through the door behind. The young man was looking at him with his mouth open. He could feel the silence of the people.


    Then he was in the big kitchen. There was a young girl at the big table, kneading dough. She looked up and when she saw him her mouth opened too. He could feel the heat from the big range in the great open chimney. The range was new, his mind registered, as he opened another door on the left. This went into the parlour. The last time he had seen it, he had been looking in the window from the rain outside.


    It was well filled now with people, mostly old ladies, some of them running rosary beads through their fingers. They looked at him in amazement. He searched their faces. She wasn’t there.


    He walked past them to the door that led into the passage. This was a narrow passage on the right. He closed the door after him, shutting off the buzzing of sudden talk. There were two doors now. The first one was the big bedroom of his father, the one at the end where he used to sleep.


    He opened the door on his left and went in.


    The curtains were drawn. There was not much light. He looked at the big brass-railed bed. His father was lying on it, his mouth open, the breathing coming hard from his throat. The white quilt was pulled up to his chin. There were two candles burning in brass candlesticks on a small table, which held a crucifix, a white jug.


    On the other side of the bed a woman was kneeling. She was praying. His abrupt entrance startled her. She raised her head, and slowly came to her feet.


    Her features were shaded by the dim light, but he knew her. It was she.


    They stared at one another.


    She spoke first.


    ‘Your father is dying,’ she said. ‘Who told you?’


    ‘Nobody,’ he said. ‘Nobody at all.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    

      H

      E KNEW HIS father was dying. He had seen a lot of dying men in his time. He noticed that his hair was still thick right down to the broad forehead. There were still a few streaks of fading brown in its whiteness. The sunken cheeks emphasized the Asiatic-looking flat cheekbones and the big jaws.


    ‘He has cancer,’ he heard her say. ‘He is in a coma. He won’t come out of it.’


    He wondered that he had come home at this time, the compulsion that was on him each time he had resisted. But what good was it? What would they have talked about anyhow? They had never been able to talk to one another.


    ‘He always said you would come back,’ he heard her say, ‘before he died.’


    Her voice wasn’t filled with enthusiasm. She was just passing on a message she thought he should know. He was aware of this.


    ‘Where is my mother?’ he asked.


    ‘She died six years ago,’ she said.


    ‘Why didn’t I come back before she died?’ he asked.


    She didn’t answer him.


    They heard the sound of a car coming up the road and stopping. They listened. There was silence in the room, so that the laboured breathing of the dying man was very audible. Donn thought: He is young enough to die. He is not sixty. He heard the opening of the doors and the feet in the passage and then the bedroom door opened and a young priest came in. He was a medium-sized young man with fair hair and thin features. He came over to the bed and bent over to look.


    ‘I will give him Extreme Unction,’ he said. Two ladies had come into the room after him. They knelt on the floor. As Donn turned to go out, more of them came and went into the room. They were filling the passage. He didn’t look at them. He went through into the kitchen and crossed it and opened the door into the big storeroom where they had celebrated his wedding. The windows were dusty, but there was good light in it. Shafts of sunlight were pitting it with a million motes. He sat on a tea-chest. He could see the rim of the hills outside stretching half-way up the window, and over them the blue sky with piercingly white clouds ambling across, like fat bubbles.


    He heard her light footsteps coming in behind him, the opening and closing of the door.


    ‘Why did you go?’ he heard her asking.


    ‘They were compelling me,’ he said. ‘ It was nothing to do with you. I was here in this room, and I felt them squeezing me. What was love, did I know. Was I an animal? Just that. I had no practice in love. My mother was a vague pious dream. Never made contact with her. Treated like a doll for her when small, then grown-up, grown past the dolly stage for her. Too big. Too difficult. Just get rid of him like an overgrown dog, a little puppy that turns out to be an Irish wolfhound. Send him off to school. Give him goodies. Give him everything but never love. What did I know about it.’


    ‘Your mother wasn’t quite normal,’ he heard her say.


    ‘She wasn’t feeble-minded,’ he said.


    ‘I wasn’t asking why you went then,’ she said. ‘I was asking why you left your father now.’


    He turned on the chest to look at her. She was over near the door. It was the first good look he got of her.


    Her face had been thinner than it was now. He remembered with a catch in his stomach how in the darkness he had often traced it with his fingertips. Now her face had filled out. She had an Irish face, long and proportioned, creamy-coloured skin framed by the black hair.


    Her eyes met his probing gaze indifferently.


    ‘I got nothing from him,’ he said, ‘except scorn and the back of the hand across the face. Only his opinion counted: you will do this. You will do that. Even at that school, when all the others had their parents calling with parcels of food and things, did he ever come? I might have been a bastard for all I saw of him.’


    ‘You are a grown man now,’ she said. ‘Why are you talking as if you were still a child?’


    It shocked him. It was true for her, but he wanted to make it plain. He knew he wasn’t a child.


    ‘Unless I am feeble-minded too,’ he said, showing his teeth. It didn’t affect her. ‘I have been away a long time. I have seen and done many things that should have blotted out all this, made me indifferent to it. It hasn’t. The boy is father to the man. I have been asking why, why, in the strangest places. But about you and what I did to you, I am speaking. Other things I don’t mind, just to try and understand. I know now after a long time, that what I felt for you was love, not lust, not romping. But they were making me do this thing, holding a false moral gun up to my head, and I couldn’t do it. I had to go.’


    ‘It’s so long ago,’ she said. ‘ It is in the past. It’s what’s happening now at this moment that’s important. Your father is dying.’


    ‘I feel nothing,’ he said. ‘ I have seen many men dying. He could be just another one of them.’


    ‘It’s just in case his eyes would open, for a few seconds,’ she said, ‘and they would rest on you. He was a good man. It would be a joy to him to see you. He would die and say, I told you he would come back.’
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