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PROLOGUE


It was then, as it is now, a land of grey stone.


Then, as now, the Burren, on the western seaboard of Ireland, was a place that had been stripped of almost all soil. The fields were paved with stone: broad slabs, or clints, of it; the mountains were cones of rough rock, or spiralling terraces of gleaming limestone. But among those swirling mountain terraces were tiny, stunted bushes of juniper and of holly; and in the fields, between the clints, rich, sweet grass grew, winter and summer. Then, as now, the cattle were fat and their owners were prosperous.


Everywhere the stone had been used. Thousands of years earlier the people of the Burren had built themselves vast tombs: court tombs, cairns, wedge tombs and huge dolmens, silhouetted against the sky like the tables of some giant race. They built miles of stone walls to enclose their small stony fields, and they built great fortified dwelling places: cathair, lios, or ráth, and, later, monasteries, churches, tall, grey crenellated tower houses and small oblong stone cottages, some in the fields, and some within the encircling walls of a cathair.


Over 400 ruins of those ancient cathairs, or forts, still remain and in the year 1509, many were still occupied. On the west side of the kingdom was Cahermacnaghten whose great stone walls, ten foot wide and twenty foot high, enclosed a law school. The exquisitely written documents penned within its walls tell the story of a community, living by the ancient laws of their forebears in the stony kingdom of the Burren.


  To the east of the kingdom stood the mountain of Mullagh-more. The great sheets of ice that swept across the west of Ireland almost a million years ago had gouged out terrace piled on terrace of gleaming bare limestone, and left Mullaghmore towering over the flat stone pavements in the south-eastern corner of the Burren. This high and lonely hill was, from time immemorial, an ancient place of pilgrimage. The Celts climbed it to celebrate their great festivals: Lughnasa, Samhain, Imbolc and Bealtaine; and the descendants of the Celts continued to climb it on the Christian festivals of Lammas, Halloween, St Brigid’s Day and May Day.


On the eve of the first of May, in the year 1509, people from all over the Burren, young and old, climbed the mountain. The young men carried bundles of hazel rods for the bonfire and heavy leather bags filled with strong Spanish wine. The girls wore flowers in their hair and carried baskets of food. Many carried fiddles, horns or pipes and all sang on the slow climb up the stony terraces.


When the moon rose to its midnight height they lit a great bonfire and danced and sang until grey dawn came, and the singing of thousands of small birds joined the chorus of human voices. Then, young and old, they went back down the mountain and made their way home to cathair, lios, or ráth, to the tall grey tower houses, or to the small oblong stone cottages.


But one man did not come back down that steeply spiralling path. His body lay exposed to the ravens and to the wolves on the side of that bare mountain for one whole day and two nights and no one spoke of him, or told what they had seen.


And when Mara, Brehon of the Burren, a woman appointed by King Turlough Donn O’Brien to be judge and lawgiver to that stony kingdom, came to investigate she was met with a wall of silence.






 









ONE


BRITISH LIBRARY MS VELLUM LEAVES:
EGERTON 88





Notes and fragments of early Irish law, or Brehon law, transcribed by law scholars, in the mid-sixteenth century, at Cahermacnaghten law school in the barony of Burren, west of Ireland.


One older document, dating from the beginning of the sixteenth century, consists of judgement texts and case notes from the time when Burren was a kingdom under the rule of King Turlough Donn O’Brien. These notes are signed by Mara, a female judge, or Brehon, from this era.
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EARLY SUMMER IN THE Burren has a glory about it: in the valleys a glory of soft greens, creamy hawthorn blossom and purple foxgloves; on the sparkling limestone of the uplands tiny jewel-like flowers of purple, yellow and blue sprinkled in the grykes between the flat, shining slabs of stone. Orange tip butterflies swoop among the cuckoo flowers, vibrant blue-green dragonflies



haunt the crystal waters of the spring wells and larks soar high above the contented cattle.


The sky, on that morning of the eve of Bealtaine, 1509, was a clear bright blue with wisps of bog-cotton clouds drifting slowly across. There had been rain during the night, but the heat of the sun was already strong enough to draw a fine mist from the clints that paved the fields, turning the limestone from blue-black to silver-grey and warming the massive stone walls that enclosed the scholars’ house, the farm manager’s house, the guest house, the schoolhouse and the kitchen house of the law school of Cahermacnaghten. No one was awake there – no sound of scholars’ voices, no clatter of breakfast pans, no clank of the water pump. All was silent except for the excited high vit, vit, veet call of the swallows and the distant lowing of cows, knee-deep in the golden dust of the buttercups.


A hundred yards away from the law school was the Brehon’s house, a substantial two-storey building of well-cut stone with a wispy plume of aromatic peat smoke drifting from the central chimney. Around the house was a garden of about one acre. From the front door to the gate ran a path of stone flags lined with pots of lilies. A small woodland of hazel trees to the west protected the plants against the strong salt-laden winds from the Atlantic. To the north was a hedge of gleaming dark green holly, tall white flowers growing in its shelter. To the east and the south were low hedges of perfumed lavender and in the centre a gently curving bed crammed with tiny blue gentians twisted and coiled through the garden.


In the garden Mara, Brehon of the Burren, was kneeling on the path pulling out weeds from among her gentians. She was a tall woman, still slim despite her thirty-six years of hearty eating, and her raven-black hair, plaited and coiled at the back of her neck, showed no signs of grey. She wore the traditional linen léine, a creamy-white tunic which suited her dark hair and her

 

olive skin. Over it she wore a green fitted gown, laced up at the front, its flowing sleeves caught in tightly at the wrist.


Mara was an immensely busy woman with responsibility for the law school as well as for maintaining law and order in the stony kingdom of the Burren, so these few moments that she spent every day in her garden in the early morning, or late evening, were very important to her. However, she was also a very sociable person who enjoyed a chat with her neighbours so when footsteps sounded on the stone road that ran between Cahermacnaghten and Baur North, she looked across the wall.


‘You’re out early, Brehon.’ The voice was familiar and with a smile of pleasure Mara stood up, abandoning her weeding.


‘It’s a beautiful morning, Diarmuid,’ she said.


‘Yes, it’s a beautiful morning, God bless it. The grass is beginning to grow fast now with the strength of the sun. It’ll soon be haymaking time.’


‘Would you like a cup of ale?’


‘No, no,’ Diarmuid said, shaking his head.


Mara said no more, just waited. Diarmuid O’Connor would not be walking along the road past Cahermacnaghten so soon after dawn just to discuss the weather with her. Something else was troubling him.


‘I was hoping I might see you,’ he said eventually, avoiding her eyes.


She surveyed him carefully. He was about her own age, a man of medium height and red-blond hair, his skin covered with freckles from daily exposure to the clear skies and the fierce winds of the Atlantic. She had known him since they were both children; she knew him to be trustworthy, a good neighbour, loyal to his clan, to his neighbours and a self-sufficient man. He lived alone on a farm in Baur North, about a mile from Cahermacnaghten.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.




 He fidgeted uneasily. She suspected that he would have preferred to go on talking about the weather.


‘Well, you know there has been a bit of trouble between our kin-group and the MacNamaras?’ he asked after a while.


‘Yes,’ she said encouragingly.


‘Well, my brown cow was missing this morning,’ he went on. ‘I went to look at her first thing. I thought she might have dropped a calf last night, but she wasn’t there.’


‘Was she out in the field overnight, then?’ asked Mara.


Diarmuid shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I put her in the little cabin just next to the house last night. I knew I’d hear her there if she was distressed. It’s just beside my window. She was shut in securely. There’s a latch on the door and there’s a bolt on the gate to the yard. This morning I found the door was wide open, and the cow was gone. She was stolen; there’s no doubt about it. And I can guess who stole her.’


Mara frowned. This was bad news. At best, an uneasy peace existed between the O’Connors and the MacNamaras. Absent-mindedly she dusted the earth from her fingers.


‘Walk down to the schoolhouse with me, Diarmuid,’ she said. Smoke was beginning to drift up from the kitchen house within the law school enclosure and they could hear a few raucous boyish shouts from the scholars’ house. The corners of her mouth relaxed; she always enjoyed her scholars; their high spirits and their energy kept her young.


‘I’ve disturbed your peace,’ said Diarmuid with his usual courtesy.


‘No, no,’ she said as she replaced her small fork in the willow basket beside her and walked towards the gate. Then she frowned again. The shouts were silenced by a scolding, slightly high-pitched, masculine voice. Colman was so stupid, she thought vehemently. Why couldn’t he leave them alone? He would have more authority with the boys if he allowed them to indulge in

 

a few high spirits when it didn’t matter. Why did I ever take him on as junior master? she asked herself for the hundredth time.


‘I’ll send my assistant Colman to take notes,’ she said quickly. ‘We’ll go and get him now and you can tell him everything. I’ll hear the case at today’s judgement day.’


This will be something for Colman to do this morning, she thought with relief as she walked down the road at Diarmuid’s side. Once the young man had finished his studies and graduated from Cahermacnaghten she should have let him go off as a wandering aigne, or advocate lawyer. He was clever; he would have made his way. He would have earned far more than she gave him. It had been weak of her to agree to his suggestion that he do a year’s teaching at the law school to broaden his experience before he left. She had been worried about him; that was why she thought another year under her influence would be good for him. Now it seemed that she was forever inventing ways to get him away from the boys for a while, and relieved whenever he absented himself to go to Galway.


‘You’ll come in and have a cup of ale while you’re waiting for him, won’t you?’ she asked Diarmuid when they reached the law school.


‘Just a doiche an dorus, then.’ He followed her through the great iron gate of the law school and into the enclosure. The six law scholars were dashing out of the scholars’ house and calling out greetings to her with broad smiles on their faces. They all looked unusually neat and tidy, she noticed, faces shining from soap and water, damp hair showing the ridges of the combs that had been ploughed through the tangles, leather boots shining with polish. The night before Brigid would have put out the clean léinte, tunics of bleached linen, for them. Today was an important day for the law school of Cahermacnaghten. Today was one of the four big judgement days on the Burren, the eve of Bealtaine.


Mara eyed them affectionately. From eighteen-year-old



Fachtnan to ten-year-old Shane they were like a family to her, closer in some ways than her two grandchildren in Galway. She noticed with concern that twelve-year-old Hugh looked a little tearful. There was a red mark across one of his cheeks and at that sight her lips tightened in exasperation. She had told Colman again and again that there was no need for him to hit those boys; they were all so motivated to learn and to succeed at the difficult profession of lawyer that a withdrawal of privileges was the only punishment ever necessary. Hugh’s mother had died a few months earlier of the sweating sickness, picked up on a visit to the city of Galway, and Hugh had been nervous and anxious ever since. Colman should know that. She would speak to him later, she decided, but she would say nothing in front of the scholars. She could not undermine his authority.


‘Colman,’ she said coldly, ‘will you take your breakfast quickly and go with Diarmuid. He has had a cow stolen. Make notes of the case and bring them back to me as quickly as possible so that I may study them before we go to Poulnabrone at noon. Hugh,’ she added gently with a smile, ‘will you bring our visitor a cup of ale and one of Brigid’s oatcakes?’


‘Just a doiche an dorus,’ repeated Diarmuid, standing carefully by the heavy wooden door of the kitchen house to prove that, quite literally, this was just to be a drink at the doorway. He tossed down the cup of ale that Hugh brought to him and disposed of the oatcake in two rapid bites. Colman grabbed a couple of oatcakes for himself then went rapidly out of the kitchen house and crossed the stone-flagged enclosure.


Mara followed him into the schoolhouse. She found him packing some leaves of vellum, a quill and an inkhorn into his leather satchel.


‘Take careful notes, Colman,’ she said. ‘Do a drawing of the house and the cabin where the cow was and the position of the gate. Look for any footmarks.’ She walked towards the door and then added over her shoulder, ‘Come on, Colman, Diarmuid is waiting for you at the gate.’


He fidgeted a little, obviously wasting time, filling the horn with fresh ink from the flask, rejecting the first quill and then selecting one more to his liking, leafing through some of the scrolls of judgement texts from the shelves. ‘Would you ask him to go ahead, Brehon?’ he said with his usual smooth politeness, but with a slight trace of panic in his light-toned voice. The tightened lips of his narrow mouth distorted his pale, small-featured face. Mara looked at him in surprise and then his cheeks flushed with blotches of red.


‘That will give him time to lock up his dog,’ he said, nervously running his fingers through his yellow hair.


Mara concealed a smile. So that was it! Of course, she had forgotten about the dog. Diarmuid’s dog was famous for its ferocity and Colman, a sly, undersized, nervous child, had always been terrified of dogs; he had even been frightened of her big wolfhound, the mother of her present dog, Bran. He had been a strange child: a very hard worker, obsessional about making lists of tasks to be done, studying continually and shunning the play activities of the other lads. Even when he was older, he never petted or played with Bran, the gentlest wolfhound on the Burren, in the way that the other scholars did. She looked out at Diarmuid, still waiting patiently at the gate, and swiftly made up her mind. Colman would not do justice to this case if he were worried about Diarmuid’s dog. He would just accept Diarmuid’s explanation that the missing cow had been taken by a member of the rival clan and then get back to the law school as soon as possible.


‘I’ll come with you,’ she said aloud. ‘I think I should look into this case myself. You can take the notes.’


He bowed stiffly, looking angry and humiliated, but she ignored him and glanced across the cobbled yard of the enclosure. ‘Fachtnan,’ she called and the dark-haired boy ran out of the kitchen and across the enclosure, still stuffing an oatcake into his mouth. She looked at him with affection. He was the exact opposite to Colman, she thought: tall, broad-shouldered, kind, open and honest, with a thatch of rough, dark hair and a pair of gentle brown eyes. He had always been a great favourite of hers.


‘Yes, Brehon,’ he said indistinctly.


‘Fachtnan, you organize a chess tournament for the lads,’ said Mara. ‘Tell them that there will be a prize for the winner – some silver to spend at the fair this evening.’ I’ll have to make sure that Hugh gets a prize, she thought, and little Shane also. These two had been with her since they were five years old and they had a special place in her heart. She would probably end up giving prizes to everyone, she thought wryly, but it would be worth it to keep them clean and tidy until noon.


Mara joined the farmer. ‘I’ll walk down with you, Diarmuid, I may as well take a walk. I’ll be sitting for most of the afternoon and perhaps the early evening. There are quite a few cases already for judgement day and we may have yours to add to them also.’


He smiled with pleasure and she smiled back. She was fond of Diarmuid and at times she suspected that he was more than fond of her.


At that moment a huge white wolfhound came lolloping across the road to join them. ‘No, go back, Bran. Stay at home, good dog.’ Bran’s tail drooped; he was a very sensitive and devoted dog, but he obediently turned back and went towards the kitchen house.


‘Yes, better not take him,’ said Diarmuid, ‘my dog is a bit of a fighter. A lovely dog to me, but he doesn’t like the rest of the world too much. Is King Turlough Donn himself coming today for the judgement day?’


‘He is, indeed,’ said Mara, smiling with satisfaction. She always enjoyed a visit from Turlough Donn O’Brien, king of three kingdoms: the large kingdom of Thomond and the two smaller kingdoms of Burren and Corcomroe. They would have supper together after the judgements were over – Brigid, her housekeeper, had orders to cook a couple of wild duck and they would have a fine flagon of French wine to go with it.


‘You won’t be going up Mullaghmore tonight, then?’ said Diarmuid after they had climbed a few unstable stone walls and set off striding across the stone pavements of Baur North. The heat of the sun was bringing out the sharp bittersweet smell of the ground-hugging juniper growing in the grykes between the slabs of rock that paved the fields.


‘No, I won’t,’ said Mara, neatly jumping the gryke and then bending down to pick a few needles of juniper. She pinched them between her thumb and forefinger nail and then held the little bundle to her nose. ‘I’ll have to entertain the king. Colman will look after the lads for me when they are on the mountain,’ she said, trying to include her assistant in the conversation. Her consciousness that she disliked Colman, and that she had always disliked him, made her make more efforts with him than she did with Fachtnan. ‘Are you going yourself, Diarmuid?’ she asked.


‘I thought I might,’ he admitted. ‘It’s time that I gave the old fiddle an outing. The evening promises fine.’


‘Of course I knew you would be going; they wouldn’t be able to do without you. I’d dance myself if I heard a tune from your fiddle,’ she said with a smile. Colman, she noticed to her annoyance, was staring into the middle distance with his usual air of slightly despising the company that he was in.


‘Rory the bard has made up a new song – there’s a bit about your garden in it; the garden from heaven tied with a ribbon of blue, he calls it in the song – and I’ve been practising a tune to go with it,’ said Diarmuid. ‘It’s a great tune, as lively as yourself. Are you sure you won’t come tonight? You do every year.’


‘I’ve promised King Turlough a good dinner, otherwise I might, just to hear your tune,’ she said. ‘I can hear your dog bark,’

 

she added. ‘He knows there are strangers coming. I always hear him if I go along this road.’ She half-glanced at Colman to see if he had picked up the clue, but no trace of interest showed on his narrow face. No doubt he wished he were back in the schoolhouse studying Latin or the wisdom texts, she thought. He would not make a good Brehon. Probably he would be better off staying in a law school as an assistant master. Not my law school, though, she thought with exasperation. She wondered whether she could get Fergus, the Brehon in the kingdom of Corcomroe, to take him on.
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Diarmuid’s dog was huge: huge and ferocious. Mara surveyed him with interest, avoiding eye contact so as not to excite him too much. He lunged against the gate and his bark reverberated off the slopes of the Aillwee Hill. She turned away, but the dog still continued to deafen them with his barks. Mara nodded to herself. Yes, she was right. This was not a rival clan raid.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Diarmuid. ‘I’ll shut him up in the cabin.’ He squeezed his bulky frame through the narrow gate, taking extreme care not to allow the frantic dog through, and then shut the gate carefully after him. It had a large bolt on the inside, just at the top of the gate, noticed Mara, easy enough for a man to open it from the outside, but then what man would dare to do this with such a ferocious guardian inside the gate? The dog, she noticed with interest, was not barking now but was jumping wildly around Diarmuid, licking the man’s hands and wagging his tail as a puppy would. He was a beautiful dog, almost as tall as a wolfhound, black and tan in colour with an enormous ruff around his neck, pricked-up ears and a large domed head.


‘Where did you get him from, Diarmuid?’ she asked, speaking softly and keeping her eyes averted from the dog so as not to provoke another storm of barking.


 

 ‘I got him from my cousin, Lorcan,’ said Diarmuid.


Mara gave herself another congratulatory nod. Her memory had not failed her.


‘Lorcan had him for a year,’ continued Diarmuid, ‘but he was getting too much for him. He was great with Lorcan himself; you can see what a loving fellow he is with his own family. But he’s a difficult dog and Lorcan wasn’t good at fencing him in. He did a lot of damage and people were scared of him. He’s half-wolf, you know. Lorcan had a big sheepdog bitch that was in season so he staked her out by Mullaghmore, there where the lake is, at the bottom of the mountain. A wolf mated with her.’


‘Took a bit of a risk with his dog, didn’t he?’ said Mara tartly, furious at the thought of the unfortunate dog left staked out there at the mercy of the wolves. But she knew from long experience that everything she said or did was of great interest to the people of the Burren, who were proud of their woman Brehon. Her slightest word was taken up, inflated and blown all over the Burren. So, as she had done so often, she bit back the angry words and watched Diarmuid fondle the wolf-dog.


‘You could say that,’ agreed Diarmuid. ‘You see, the puppies were all too big for the poor bitch. They all died except for this fellow, and the bitch died after she had given birth.’


‘What’s his name?’ asked Mara.


‘I call him Wolf,’ replied Diarmuid. ‘He looks like a wolf, though he’s finer than any wolf that I have ever seen.’


‘And he didn’t bark last night,’ stated Mara.


‘No, he didn’t,’ said Diarmuid with surprise. ‘How did you guess that?’


Mara smiled. ‘I think we’ll take a walk down to Lorcan’s farm, Diarmuid.’


‘But . . . but what about the cow?’ asked Diarmuid, staring at her in bewilderment. ‘Don’t you want to see the cabin? And what about Eoin MacNamara?’


 

 Mara smiled sweetly at him. ‘Come on, Diarmuid, you know what I’m like about dogs. I’d like to find out more about Wolf. Let’s go down to Lorcan; it’s not far. I’m not forgetting about your cow, I promise you that. You come, too, Colman.’ There had been no need to add that, she thought. Colman would not have liked to stay there with that ferocious dog, called Wolf.
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Lorcan’s farm was at Cregavockoge, a lush valley below the flat, high tableland that spanned the three miles between Cahermacnaghten and the dolmen at Poulnabrone. The grass in this valley, growing thickly in the well-drained rich soil that lay above the limestone, was a deep, soft green. There were several small farms there, but Lorcan’s stood out from the rest by the dark brown muddy fields and the broken-backed walls. His cottage was small, as were most of the cottages on the Burren. Lorcan’s cottage, however, was not snowy-white like the other cottages, but a dingy grey with moss growing on the badly thatched roof. It looked as though he had not repaired the thatch nor limewashed his walls for years. Mara looked at it with interest. Lorcan O’Connor was obviously a poor farmer. The fields were over-grazed and thistles and ragwort had seeded themselves everywhere into ugly clumps.


Lorcan himself was in his yard. Mara moved quickly, striding out ahead of Diarmuid and Colman. She passed the bemused Lorcan with a friendly smile and went confidently through the filthy yard to the small cabin beside the house. There was a cow there. It was a handsome, well-fed large brown cow, quite unlike the small dark cattle that she had seen in the fields. The cow was obviously in calf.


‘Diarmuid,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘What do you think of this cow?’


Looking puzzled, Diarmuid came forward. He still suspected nothing, thought Mara. He was an honest man himself and he expected the world around him, especially one of his own kin-group, to be equally honest. The cow, however, had no doubts. She gave a robust ‘moo’, lumbered out of the cabin and put her head affectionately on Diarmuid’s shoulder. Diarmuid patted her absent-mindedly and stared speechlessly at his cousin.


Mara looked at Lorcan. ‘Can you explain what Diarmuid’s cow is doing in your cabin, Lorcan?’ she asked quietly.


Lorcan stared back at her but said nothing. There was a flare of panic in his widely opened eyes.


‘Well,’ said Diarmuid. Words seemed to have left him and it took him a few minutes before he said with dignity, ‘I’m sorry that you did a thing like that, Lorcan. It wasn’t very neighbourly and it wasn’t very cousinly. I’ll be taking the cow back to my place now and it will be a miracle if her calf is born safe after all of this.’


‘I found her straying,’ muttered Lorcan.


‘No, you didn’t,’ said Diarmuid scornfully.


‘And, Lorcan, I’ll see you today at Poulnabrone,’ said Mara firmly. ‘I’ll hear the case and I’ll apportion a fine.’


‘I’m a very poor man, Brehon,’ said Lorcan piteously. ‘The young master here knows that,’ he added, looking at Colman.


‘That’s true,’ said Colman unexpectedly. Mara shot him an irritated glance, but kept a firm grip on her rising temper. She marched back out of the dung-filled yard and waited at the roadway. Diarmuid followed, leading his precious cow carefully with a handful of hay to her nose. Colman, noticed Mara, had stopped for a quick word with Lorcan before picking his way carefully out to join them. She concealed a smile as she watched him. His rather sharp nose was twitching uneasily and his narrow shoulders were contracted as if he shunned his surroundings. It was easy to see that he had never been a country boy.


‘Well,’ said Diarmuid heartily when they were out of Lorcan’s hearing, ‘I don’t know how you guessed that, Brehon. You’re a great woman entirely. That was the last person that I would have thought of. My own cousin!’


‘Ah, well, it was easy,’ said Mara modestly. ‘That’s a good dog you have there, Diarmuid. Some day when I have a bit of time on my hands I’ll come over and try to make friends with him. I’d say he would have been better if you had had him when he was a puppy. He needs to learn to trust people that you trust. He needs to get out and about a bit more.’


While she spoke, Mara’s mind was busy with the problem of Colman. It was odd how he was only now beginning to show himself for what he was. It was as if, while he was a student, he had kept a close guard on himself and tried his best to fit in with her way of thinking. Otherwise, she would never have appointed him. Luckily it was only for a year and the year would end soon. I’m not going to have him behave like this, though, she thought with determination.


After they had parted from Diarmuid and his cow, going shoulder to shoulder down the road to Baur North, Mara said mildly, ‘It was not a good idea to agree with Lorcan there, Colman. You can rely on me to apportion a just fine. Now he may think that he can twist and wheedle his way out of anything.’


‘I was just following your instructions to be sympathetic and understanding to people, Brehon,’ said Colman smugly.


Mara tightened her lips, but said no more. They walked in silence along the road and then turned into Cahermacnaghten.


Cumhal, Brigid’s husband, was sweeping the flagged surface of the enclosure. Brigid herself was scrubbing out the kitchen and singing loudly and the schoolhouse rang with the shouts of the boys playing chess in their usual exuberant way.


‘Thank you, Fachtnan,’ said Mara as she entered. She could see that Fachtnan had worked out an intricate tournament on the whitewashed piece of board that she used for her lessons. Each boy was allocated points according to his age. Unfortunately

 

Fachtnan had managed to get some black specks from the charred stick, which he had been using to write on the board, on to his clean léine, but no doubt Brigid would manage to make the tunic presentable before the judgement session.


‘You touched your castle; you must move it now,’ yelled Shane.


‘No, I didn’t,’ yelled Hugh. ‘My hand just hovered; it didn’t touch.’


And then, quite suddenly, Hugh caught sight of Colman emerging from behind Mara. His eyes locked on Colman’s with the look of panic that comes into the eyes of a baby rabbit in a snare. What had Colman done to that boy? thought Mara. She scowled and then her lips relaxed into a slightly vindictive smile. Let Colman have a taste of his own medicine. It would do him good to know what it was like to be terrified. At least she would get rid of him for the rest of the morning. She turned to her assistant.


‘Colman,’ she said. ‘I think we should probably have the dog at the judgement session, don’t you? After all, he may be an important witness. Go back and tell Diarmuid to bring him to Poulnabrone. Wait with him. Stay at the farmyard all the morning and take note of the behaviour of the dog when strangers come near to him. Come with Diarmuid to Poulnabrone and you can give evidence, and of course you will be able to help Diarmuid to control the dog. It’s an interesting case.’


This should amuse King Turlough Donn, she thought with a smile. This case may go down in the history of judgement texts. The case of the silent witness: the dog who did not bark.


 



 









TWO


CASE NOTES AND JUDGEMENT TEXTS FROM MARA, BREHON OF THE BURREN, 15 MAY 1509





Judgement day: last day of April 1509. On the eve of Bealtaine I judged the case between taoiseach Garrett MacNamara and his kinsman, young Feirdin MacNamara. Garrett MacNamara swore that his kinsman’s behaviour was so wayward that he should be kept in the close custody of a male cousin. Feirdin’s mother, Gráinne, pleaded that her son be allowed to live with her and that she be held responsible for his behaviour . . .





[image: secimage.jpg]





THIS WAS THE CASE that worried Mara the most. And so, on that morning of the eve of Bealtaine, she left Fachtnan to look after the younger scholars for a little while longer and went across the fields to Caherconnell. She wanted to see Malachy, the physician, a distant relative of hers, and she wanted to discuss this boy, Feirdin, with him.


Malachy’s house, at Caherconnell, was a handsome two-storey building set within the rounded enclosure wall of an old cathair. Several other old forts lay around it, all in a ruinous state. In the near distance was an ancient circle of thirteen tall stones.


Nuala, Malachy’s daughter, a pair of small sharp shears in one hand and a basket in the other, was working in the herb garden at Caherconnell when Mara arrived. Nuala was a tall girl for thirteen, her skin tanned to a deep brown and her glossy black hair neatly braided into two long plaits. Her face was intent and serious as she industriously sheared off the soft grey-green tops of the rosemary in her herb garden, but she lifted her head at the sound of footsteps and when she saw Mara she ran to open the gate, her brown eyes shining with welcome.


‘Mara, I was hoping you would come,’ she said with pleasure. T really need your help in talking sense into Father. You will talk to Father, won’t you? He’s got this idea in his head that he doesn’t want me to be a physician. He’s been talking about Mother all the morning, about how she had planned this marriage with Naoise O’Lochlainn as soon as I was born. He wants me to get married on my fourteenth birthday but I don’t want to! It’s all so stupid. Just because we are second cousins! Why can’t I decide for myself?’


The words poured out of her and Mara smiled. Nuala was always like this, always bubbling over with excitement, anger or fun. Mara was very fond of her. However, she had to remind herself that this was Malachy’s daughter and that this marriage would have to be his decision.


‘Well, your mother’s wishes would be very important to your father,’ she said diplomatically. ‘You know how much he misses her.’


‘At least he’s stopped drinking himself silly in alehouses now,’ said Nuala sternly. ‘And besides’ – her clear strong voice wobbled slightly – ‘I miss her too.’


‘I know,’ said Mara, putting her arm around the slim shoulders. Mór O’Connor had died of a malady in her breast over a year ago. She had only been twenty-seven years old and her death, though a merciful release from intense suffering, had had a devastating effect on Malachy. Strong drink seemed to be his only way of enduring the unendurable. The people of the Burren, compassionate towards a man who had suffered such a great loss, had looked after him, taking him home night after night and making sure that no harm came to him. Even Colman, she had heard, had been seen taking him home one night.


The effect on Nuala must have been great, although the housekeeper had done her best to shield the child. Nuala herself had seemed to deal with her mother’s death with a show of almost frightening maturity, but Mara had kept an anxious eye on her.


‘Be a sensible girl, now,’ she said, stroking the shining hair. ‘Say nothing, and leave your father to me. He wants the best for you. Your happiness is the most important thing in the world to him at the moment.’


‘Well, he must be pretty stupid if he thinks I will be happy married to that stupid Naoise,’ said Nuala with her usual forthrightness. ‘That stupid boy thinks of nothing but hunting. He’s such a show-off, too, and he has nothing to show off about. He’s just stupid.’


‘That’s three “stupids”,’ said Mara briskly. ‘If you are going to be a good physician, Nuala, you must learn to judge people less harshly. Everyone has their own way of conducting their lives.’


‘Oh, do you really think I might be able to be a physician?’ Now Nuala glowed with excitement, ignoring the reproof. ‘Oh, please do tell father that he must allow me.’


‘I think you could be a good one,’ admitted Mara cautiously, ‘you certainly cleaned that nasty cut on Fachtnan’s arm very well. It was beginning to go bad, Brigid said, when you put a green paste on it and then it healed up very well. Now, bring me in to your father, like a good girl. I have a few things to talk over with him before the judgements at Poulnabrone this afternoon.’


Nuala led the way indoors. ‘It was a paste of goosegrass that I used on Fachtnan’s arm,’ she said seriously, ‘I think that works very well. I read about it in one of father’s old scrolls. I’ve read every one of them about six times now. Father is in here in his still room. I’ll go in with you. I want to get some twine to tie up the woodbine.’ She added in a whisper, ‘You won’t forget to talk to him about me, will you?’


‘Take some of my tape,’ said Mara, producing from her pouch a strip of pink linen tape that she used to bind her documents. It would be easier to tackle Malachy on her own.


Nuala slipped away with a quick smile, while Mara took a deep breath, prepared for battle, and opened the door of the still room. Malachy was a very tall, dark-haired man of almost forty, a strong-looking, handsome man, thought Mara, wondering whether he planned to remarry and have a son to carry on the long line of physicians at Caherconnell. Perhaps that was why he wanted Nuala off his hands. She felt irritated at the thought. He owes Nuala his full attention and affection now, and there is no reason why there should not be a female physician at Caherconnell, just as there is a female Brehon at Cahermacnaghten. She looked at him sternly. He smiled a welcome and then held up his hands in mock surrender.


‘I know, don’t tell me,’ he said in his pleasant, deep voice. ‘You’ve come to persuade me to allow Nuala to become a physician and to postpone her marriage to Naoise.’


‘Actually, I came to talk about Feirdin MacNamara,’ said Mara, sinking down on a stool and looking around her with interest. She had not been in this room for over a year. It was hung with fragrant drying herbs and the shelves that lined the walls were filled with flasks and jars, all labelled in Malachy’s untidy scrawl. Tiny black seeds were drying in one shallow dish and fat white ones in another. An iron brazier, burning lumps of charcoal, stood in the middle of the floor and a pot bubbled with something that smelled sweet and pungent.


‘Seaweed, honey and a few berries of juniper,’ said Malachy, following her glance. ‘Just a cough syrup for summer colds.’


Mara nodded. ‘I’m worried about this boy, Feirdin,’ she said, coming quickly to the point. ‘Garrett MacNamara thinks that he might be dangerous. I can’t find any evidence that he is, but he has frightened a few people. He seems prone to great fits of anger. Garrett, of course, is in the right. He is taoiseach, so he is responsible for the behaviour of his clan and if the boy is insane he has a perfect right to place him under the care of a cousin, Eoin MacNamara. The boy’s mother would not be strong enough to restrain him. What do you think?’


Malachy hesitated, stirring his brown mixture around and around with a wooden spoon. Mara tried to control her impatience. She herself was quick at everything, could usually conduct a conversation and at the same time do some gardening or cooking, or keep an eye upon her scholars. Malachy, however, waited until his mixture boiled and thickened and then he moved the iron pot to the stone beside the heat before speaking. He put down the spoon carefully and turned to face her.


‘I’m not sure,’ he said reluctantly.


‘You can tell me,’ said Mara encouragingly. ‘You know I will speak of it to no one else.’


‘No, no,’ he said quickly, ‘it’s not that. I know that I can always trust you. It’s just that I don’t know what to say. He’s a strange boy, quite shy, and perhaps he is just a bit melancholic. I went to see him at Garrett’s request. He never looked at me once while I was talking to him. I stayed quite a long time, chatting to his mother just to try to put him at ease, but he wouldn’t speak to me at all.’


 

 ‘I see,’ said Mara thoughtfully. ‘Mind you, a lot of boys are shy and tongue-tied at that age – what is he? Nineteen?’


‘He did say something before I left,’ said Malachy, knitting his black eyebrows in a puzzled frown and not answering her question. ‘I was just going out the door when he said, quite suddenly: “You know what’s wrong with me? I’ve got a little man in my head and he keeps spending all of my silver.”’


Mara looked at him with startled attention and Malachy nodded.


‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘Gráinne and I had been discussing the silversmith, Cian – you know Cian, the father of young Hugh at your school – and it may be that the lad tried to make a joke.’


‘Sounds strange to me,’ said Mara, brooding over all of the young boys that she had known. ‘It sounds like a joke, but it sounds like a joke that a seven-year-old might make, not a nineteen-year-old. Perhaps the boy is just slow and the frustration of that makes him explode into tempers. What do you think? Should we leave him with his mother for the moment?’


‘I’ll keep an eye on him if that is what you decide,’ said Malachy.


He’ll leave the decision to me, though, thought Mara. Well, it has to be my decision, I suppose, although this is more a matter of medicine than of law. She looked at him carefully. He was not looking well. His dark skin was sallow and there were black wells of anxiety or melancholy under his brown eyes. He can be no more than forty, she thought, and yet he is beginning to look like a man nearing sixty. She thought about the third case on her schedule for the day and decided against discussing it. He had enough on his mind and his advice would probably not be too useful, either.


‘So,’ she said abruptly, ‘what about Nuala?’


Malachy grimaced though he tried to force a smile. ‘I knew she would get you on her side,’ he said.


 

 ‘She’s very young for marriage,’ observed Mara mildly. He must know how often these thirteen – and fourteen-year-old children died of bearing a child too big for their young bones.


‘Her mother wanted it, this marriage with Naoise,’ he said stubbornly.


‘Wanted it, yes,’ said Mara. ‘But would she have forced it?’


‘She was married herself at fourteen,’ he replied. ‘And so were you,’ he added.


‘So I was. And a mother at fifteen. And divorced at seventeen!’ She smiled to herself, thinking back. ‘I don’t suppose that I was forced into it, though. He was quite a handsome young fellow, Dualta, the handsomest at the law school. I had my eye on him from the time that I was thirteen and I pestered my father to allow me to marry him. He wasn’t too keen. He didn’t care too much for Dualta even though he had been a scholar at Cahermacnaghten law school since he was seven.’


Malachy laughed but his face was slightly embarrassed. The people of the Burren had long memories and the story of Mara’s divorce would never be forgotten. Divorce was quite common; the law was very clear on this subject, but normally it was just used for cases of adultery or impotence. Her divorce had shocked everyone.


‘Well, it all ended well for me,’ she said happily. ‘I had my beautiful baby daughter. I got my divorce and I kept my coibche, bride price, as well,’ she added with immense satisfaction. She returned to the subject. ‘This is a different matter entirely. Nuala does not want this marriage and she dislikes Naoise. She’s not a girl to change her mind easily. You know that.’


Malachy’s eyes were anxious. ‘The O’Lochlainn is in favour of this marriage,’ he said. ‘He has promised to give Naoise a good farm.’


Mara nodded. The O’Lochlainn, Ardal O’Lochlainn, taoiseach of the O’Lochlainn clan, had been Mór’s brother. It was only natural that he would take an interest in the future of his niece and be happy to see her make a good match with another of the clan. Nevertheless, Mara doubted whether Ardal would spare much thought for Nuala’s happiness.


‘Won’t you think about it?’ she asked gently. ‘At least allow her to finish her studies and qualify as a physician so that she has that to fall back on if this marriage does not work out. Naoise will want her to be a farmer’s wife and that may not suit her.’


He did not reply. His brown eyes were full of pain. He looked at her appealingly. ‘I just want someone to look after her. If anything happens to me she would be alone,’ he said.


Mara considered this carefully. Perhaps he, also, was ill. Could those growths pass from one person to another? She didn’t know. She prayed inwardly to God to give her the right words, but knew that it was for her own brains to say the right thing. The thought of all that burning intelligence and ambition within Nuala being confined to a mountain farm made her indignant, but she knew she had to handle the matter carefully. After all, Nuala was Malachy’s daughter and he probably was sincere in his wish to do his best for her.


‘If anything ever happened to you,’ she said solemnly, laying her hand on his arm, ‘I would look after Nuala. After all, I am a distant cousin of yours. Nuala would be a daughter to me. I swear to that, and I will draw up a legal document if you wish. Let her go on studying, Malachy, and then you can think again when she reaches fifteen or sixteen.’


His face cleared. ‘Do you really mean that?’


‘Of course I do. Did you ever know me to say something I didn’t mean?’


‘I’ll do that, then,’ he said. ‘Do you want to tell her?’


‘Tell her yourself,’ she said gently. ‘She’ll prefer to hear it from you. I’ll go now, Malachy. Don’t bother coming with me.’


That was a waste of time, she thought as she made her way out, with a quick wave to Nuala who was industriously tying up the straggling stems of the woodbine in a shady corner of the garden. I would have been better off to see Feirdin myself and now I don’t have the time. Still, it wasn’t a waste of time to have managed to persuade Malachy not to sacrifice his clever child to a disappointing marriage with that brainless Naoise O’Lochlainn.


She resolved to make up her mind when she saw Feirdin MacNamara at Poulnabrone that afternoon. Her experience was that boys are funny creatures at that age. They can be up and down. The chances were that Garrett MacNamara was making a fuss about nothing. He was a fussy individual. He reminded Mara of the pot that Brigid kept on the fire, full of wholesome soup for the scholars – perpetually bubbling and from time to time suddenly over-boiling. Feeling more cheerful at this mental picture of the pompous Garrett, she hitched up her calf-length léine, or tunic, and swung her leg over the stone wall that separated the townland of Caherconnell from Kilcorney.


Once across the wall, Mara stopped for a moment, running her hand over the rough slabs of sun-warmed stone set in a herringbone pattern, each huge slab dependent on its neighbour for stability. A few gentians, like tiny specks of dark blue jewels, were sprinkled on the south side of the wall. She bent down to touch them gently and then drew in a breath of triumph. Yes, there was a purple one among them. These were very rare. Mara looked all around to find some landmarks that would identify this site again to her. She would gather seed when the flower faded and then next year she would have purple pools in the blue river of gentians in her garden. Between the stone circle in the townland of Kilcorney and the thorn tree in the townland of Caherconnell, she thought, making a mental note, and then narrowed her eyes.


There was a small, thin, frail figure standing motionless inside the stone circle. She knew immediately who it was. It was Father Conglach, the parish priest of Kilcorney, and she knew that he had seen her. Reluctantly she raised her hand in greeting. She watched him with distaste as he came to the edge of the circle and beckoned to her. The sight of him reminded her of the fourth case on the schedule of this afternoon. A child of twelve in the parish of Kilcorney had possibly been raped and had undoubtedly produced a dead infant and Father Conglach had refused burial in the churchyard to the baby. Mara was suddenly filled with hatred for the man. How could he have refused the request of that unfortunate child? How could he have refused to bury her stillborn baby? She herself was not a religious person; her prayers to God were perfunctory and mechanical – she usually worked out a few law problems during the weekly obligatory Mass – but she could never have done what he did. Nevertheless, he was an important part of the community of the small kingdom of Burren and she had decided a long time ago that peace within the community was one of her main aims in life. So, although she was tempted to give him a cheery wave and then ignore his summons, she turned aside from her path and joined him at the stone circle.


People called this place Athgreany, the Field of the Sun. It was a huge circle about forty yards across, made from thirteen tall stones plugged securely into the grykes, or crevices, of the limestone beneath. On the north side of the stone circle, even taller than the stones, was a cairn, its rounded sides covered with small white pebbles of quartz. In the centre of the circle was a flat slab of gleaming quartz, placed on top of two white limestone boulders, like a vast altar, and Father Conglach had moved across to stand beside this altar when she reached him.


‘Look,’ he said commandingly, and she saw what he was pointing at. There were some dark stains on the white stone and a few flies buzzed above them. Mara bent to look, but she knew immediately what it was.


‘Blood,’ she said calmly.


‘Of course it is blood,’ he said furiously. ‘You know what’s been happening here, don’t you? Devil worship, that’s what’s been happening.’


More likely some silly youngsters bored and looking for excitement, thought Mara. She would have to defuse his anger or his unfortunate parishioners would be harangued for months to come. She continued to pretend to study the bloodstains and the area around them intently.


‘It’s just a fox, Father Conglach,’ she said after a minute. ‘Look,’ she pointed at the ground near to his feet. ‘That’s fox fur.’ She picked up the small piece of golden-brown fur and held it out to him. ‘No human sacrifice,’ she added, smiling.


He glared at it. ‘The sin is just as great,’ he said stiffly. ‘The Lord God sayeth: “Do not place false gods before me.” Who are these sons and daughters of iniquity who would do such a thing?’


‘They probably meant no harm,’ said Mara soothingly. ‘It was probably a fox from a trap. He would have been dead already.’


‘That doesn’t concern me,’ he replied loftily. ‘Sin is my concern. Whoever has been here and taken part in these filthy revels has a sin on his soul and that sin must be cleansed through penance and suffering.’


And what about your soul? thought Mara. Have you no sin on your soul for the anguish that you caused to that poor young girl, Nessa? What does God think of you refusing to bury her dead baby in the churchyard, refusing a blessing, or even a prayer, for the poor little mite?


‘I want you to bring this matter up today at Poulnabrone,’ he continued. ‘I want a full investigation and the people concerned brought to justice.’


‘I can’t do that, I’m afraid,’ said Mara. ‘My office is to investigate breaches of the law. There is no law regarding the killing of foxes.’


‘There would have been dancing and singing and other matters going on,’ he continued, ignoring her. ‘I saw Rory the bard near here late last night. He had a girl with him. I couldn’t see who she was as she had her head turned away – but I have my suspicions. And I distinctly saw Roderic the horn player with the young girl, Emer. What do you think that they were up to?’


‘What indeed?’ murmured Mara. She sighed theatrically. ‘Young people!’ She tried not to let a smile creep out. Had he ever been young? she wondered. But no, he would have been swept out from the world and immured in some monastic establishment before he knew what the world was about. He was of the Roman school of ecclesiastics; the Celtic church was milder and more forgiving, and, until fairly recently, priests had married. One of the Heptads, she remembered, stated that the wife of a priest must keep her head covered in church.


‘I require you to investigate this matter, this morning if possible, and ring the culprits to justice,’ he said angrily. ‘There should be a heavy fine for all of them.’


Mara shook her head firmly and allowed a note of iron to creep into her voice. ‘No, Father, I can’t do that,’ she said. ‘I’ve studied the law since I was four years old and I’ve never come across a law that prevents the young from singing and dancing and enjoying themselves.’


‘I’ll report you to the bishop,’ he snapped. ‘Bishop Mauritius of Kilfenora will be most angered to hear about this.’


Mara shrugged. ‘King Turlough Donn O’Brien will be here himself today at Poulnabrone. You can speak to him if you wish,’ she said coldly. T am his officer and it is for him to tell me what to do. Bishop Mauritius is in the kingdom of Corcomroe. Now, I must say farewell to you and get back to the law school. I have my scholars to care for.’


‘I hope none of them were involved in last night’s devilry,’ he said spitefully. ‘There are things going on near your own law school, you know. I’ve heard sounds from that cave. I’ve watched them. You should take better care of your scholars; you should keep them harder at work, Brehon. The devil finds mischief for idle hands to do . . .’ And then, when she said nothing, he called after her, ‘I am going up Mullaghmore Mountain myself tonight. The bishop requires a report from me. He is thinking of banning these pagan festivals like Bealtaine and substituting a Christian service in the church in honour of Our Lady.’


Mara had turned away but now she faced him. ‘I’m going up myself, also,’ she said, making an immediate and swift decision. ‘King Turlough will come too.’ The king would probably not be too happy, she thought with an inward chuckle, but he would enjoy his dinner all the better after the exercise and it would do him good. After all, he was not yet fifty – not too old. No need to go right to the top and no need to stay until the bonfire at midnight. They could just climb the first few terraces, and then come back. The important thing was to be seen to do it. Even the bishop would be wary of interfering with a custom sanctioned by the king himself.


That gave Father Conglach a shock. He stood staring at her, his grey eyes as cold as those of a raven.


‘The king!’ he said, and then he rallied. ‘I’ve heard that the king is a man of poor judgement.’


‘He is a man of warmth and integrity,’ said Mara evenly. ‘And I am surprised to hear you criticize your king.’


The priest knew he had gone too far and he tried to retract. ‘All of us can make mistakes,’ he said loftily. ‘If the king’s chief advisers, his Brehons, do not give him the right counsel then he may be led into deeds unworthy of him.’


Mara was walking away, but then she stopped. She took a deep breath. Would she ignore this or retaliate? Retaliate, she decided immediately. She whirled around and walked back to him.
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