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In an autumn long ago, the Foleys crossed the country into the 

west like the wind that heralds winter. Where exactly they had 

come from is uncertain. The family’s origins vanish in the lost 

pages of Ireland’s history. There was Francis Foley and his four 

sons. They rode horses through the night, travelling with all 

their possessions in raggle-taggle fashion, leading a small cart on 

which lay a large wooden telescope. The midnight creaking 

of the cartwheels, and the clattering of the hoofs on the road 

stirred those who slept on the edges of their beds in thin 

dreams. The Foleys fled through the fields of Tipperary and 

across the wide green of all that country until they reached the 

river. Then they stopped and slept beside their horses beneath 

the hidden October moon, their breaths misting on the darkness 

like visions and their eyes in sleep seeing the home for ever lost 

to them now.


The father did not sleep. He lay back on the cart and 

unfurled the green blanket to look at the telescope they had 

stolen from the landlord’s house. He ran his fingers down 

the polished mahogany and up to the brass rim that held the 

eyepiece. He did not know its history. He did not know it to 

be one of the treasures of science. For Francis Foley it was 

simply the means by which to see the parts of the universe he 

would otherwise not see. It was something which he had taken 

in an act of revenge. Within it lay the limitlessness of space, the 

way to feel freed from the narrow confines of the history of his 

country. For amidst the stars there were no landlords.


Francis looked over at his sleeping sons. None of them was 

yet out of their teens. Teige, the youngest, was twelve years old. 

He had a gift with horses. He knew them intuitively. He knew 

more than men five times his age, and yet in sleep he lay with 

the innocent posture of a child who curls beneath the canopy 

of the night certain the skies watch over him with goodness. 

Finan and Finbar, the twins, were sixteen years, simple and 

distant and still sharing the one soul. While their father watched 

them they moved in the blanket of a sour dream, first one and 

then the other kicking at the same frightening vision as if it 

were a ball and could fly off across the dark. Tomas, at nineteen 

the eldest, was not quite sleeping. He was already the barrel-chested, 

flaxen-curled replica of his father. He had the same 

turn of lip, the same even curve of eyebrow that gave him the 

handsome expression of one who knows he is invincible. There 

was nothing from which Tomas Foley would ever step back. 

He had his father’s recklessness, that stubborn indefatigable 

belief inherited from grandfathers lost that a Foley was as good 

as anyone and better than most. He no longer slept, but lay and 

watched his horse sleeping, and when it stirred or a sudden 

quivering passed along the muscles of its neck, he spoke to it 

from where he lay on the wet grass until its ease returned and 

the strangeness of the place was forgotten.


Francis Foley turned from them. He angled himself up 

in the dark on the cart that held all their possessions in the 

world. He was a large man in a small time, or so he believed, 

and his frame made the wagon creak. A tin pot fell free to the 

ground and the red fox that was circling through the copse of 

sallies skirted away. The old man did not pay it any attention. 

His mind was away. He had lifted and propped the telescope 

at an angle to the heavens and now stretched and lay sideways 

so he could tilt his head under the eyepiece. Then he 

looked up into the vastness of space, watching for the clouds 

to move and reveal the stars where some imagined all lives 

were explained.


When the boys woke they watched the dawn like a caress 

travelling the heavily misted veil of the river valley, and they 

supposed that they were near the landscape of their new home. 

Their father gestured them to breakfast, and they stood around 

the grassy space where they had passed the night and ate hunks 

of bread. A mist rain was falling softly. Softly the air was 

moving in opaque windblown patterns that the previous night 

Francis Foley had convinced himself tasted of the sea. He had 

never seen the Atlantic. His understanding of the country’s 

geography was that across the plains of Tipperary the land grew 

more rocky and wild and the population more sparse. He 

believed that in the west was a place beyond magistrates and 

bailiffs and agents, a landscape unruly, shaped by sea storms 

and where, like many a man whose soul was full, he would find 

a place to live in that was empty.


But he had not calculated correctly. When he squinted into 

the mist that obscured the width of the river that morning he 

feared that they were in fact not halfway across Ireland.


‘The country is enormous,’ he said. He spoke in Irish, his 

words dropped into the air around his silent sons. ‘The mapmakers 

have it wrong. It is a plot. They have drawn the country 

small to make us feel small.’


He looked at where he wanted the sky to brighten and urged 

it to do so with the set expression of his face. He wanted the 

mist to lift and tried to stare it away, then he asked his sons if 

they could smell the sea.


The twins sniffed the air and smelled the deer that were not 

far up the river. Teige looked at Tomas, who was angled 

forward on his horse and like him he pressed his face outward 

to kiss the invisible. He paused a moment then sat back.


‘Is that the sea?’ he said.


The old man did not know. The scent of the morning was 

not bitter as he had expected. Though the small wind came 

from the west it did not burn the wound in his arm. There 

was no salt in the air, and although he told his sons this was a

victory, that their discovery of the size of the country was 

heartening, his spirit fell with the awareness of his own ignorance. 

The River Shannon, that on the map in the landlord’s 

house where he had seen it was a thin blue line snaking 

south-westwards to the sea, was that October morning a wide 

grey swirling torrent whose width was unknown.


‘If we follow it we will be too far south. We will cross it,’ 

said the father.


He said it and broke away from the breakfast, as if between 

words and action there was not the slightest room for hesitation 

or debate. Not the slightest room in which one of the sons 

might have said, Father shouldn’t we wait and find a bridge? 

For they knew their father well, and lived in the shadow of 

him like smaller animals. They could not take the bridge for 

the same reason that they did not cross the country by its main 

roads, for the telescope would be seen.


None of them could swim. There were three horses, the 

great chestnut that Tomas rode, the grey gelding upon whose 

back the twins sat together, and the black pony of Teige. The 

cart was pulled by a long-haired mule. In the poor rain-light of 

the dawn the Foleys rode down to the water’s edge. The river 

ran past them, laughing. The horses caught the flash of the 

salmon silvering beneath and flared their nostrils and stamped 

at the bank and were stilled but not calmed by Teige. He 

dismounted and talked to each of them.


‘It is not deep, it is only fast,’ said the father, though he 

could not know and could not see the far bank. He had drawn 

from the mound on the cart a collection of ropes.


‘Tomas!’ He called the boy without looking at him. His 

eldest son came quickly and took one end of the rope.


‘There,’ the father said and pointed to one of the twisted 

trees that grew nearby.


Tomas secured the rope. Teige and the twins watched him 

in admiration. He had a kind of cool expertise, as if nothing in 

the physical world daunted him. He pulled the rope taut and

quickly mounted again and without pause plunged his horse 

into the river.


It took him in its swiftness and at once he was swept 

sidelong. But while his brothers watched with that mixture of 

horror and awe in which they always beheld him, Tomas yelled 

and yahooed, his eyes wide and white and his body on the 

horse twisting with the power of the river. His horse thrashed 

and flared and swam with its neck, pushing his nose upward 

into the air and tilting its eyes as if afraid to see below it. The 

river swept them away, but not far. And still Tomas worked 

the horse, riding it the way horses are ridden in dreams where 

the world is infirm and progress seems at the whim of God. He 

rode the river and let the rope run away behind him. He rode 

it while the twins cried urgent cheers and Teige looked away 

and felt only the terror of the crossing ahead of him. The old 

man stood mute and patient without the slightest evidence of 

fear or pride. Tomas rode himself invisible. He crossed into the 

mid-river waters where they could no longer see him and passed 

as if through portals into some incorporeal world that existed 

beyond the midpoint of the Shannon river.


They did not see where he had gone. The mist hung between 

them. They did not hear him. Francis stood like the ghost of 

a father and did not move and did not show his sons the 

slightest uncertainty. The rope that Tomas held did not move 

but lay in the water. The sky had not brightened. The day was 

improperly born. Blotches of wet fog obscured its shape, there 

were loose long sinews of mist that hung and made blind and 

confined the space. It was raining and not raining. The only 

sound was the sound of the old river running in that green 

place where the family would come asunder. No birds sang. 

The river chuckled past and they waited, watching the washed-out 

light that was wet and thin and like gauze between them 

and the eldest brother.


‘Tomas!’ Finbar shouted.


Finan roared, ‘Tomas!’


‘Stop it,’ their father said. ‘He cannot hear you.’


They stood there and waited. The world aged in them 

another bit, each of the younger brothers feeling the impotency 

of their roles in the drama, mute witnesses to stubbornness 

and folly. They waited for their father to ride into the river and 

save Tomas, but he did not move. The rope was loose in the 

Shannon. The twins sank down on the ground. The old man’s 

eyes stared at the wall of the mist as though he could burn it 

away, as though he didn’t need anyone or anything and that 

the rescue of Tomas was in his gift and would happen without 

his moving from that place by the shore. They waited an 

impossible time.


Then the rope stretched taut.


They saw it lift and watched the line of it rise and drop the 

dripping river water back into the river. The old man moved 

quickly. He laid a hand on it and shook it and tested it for 

firmness. Then he tied another to a different tree and brought 

it over to the twins. ‘Here. Go on, you,’ he said. ‘By the rope. 

Bring this one.’


The twins looked at each other and half-grinned, both at 

the danger and at the opportunity to imitate their eldest 

brother. They pulled back their shoulders and put out their 

chins and were like minor versions of their father.


‘Go on, Tomas has made it easy for you,’ said the old man. 

‘By the rope, go.’


He stood and watched, and carrying the second rope they 

rode down into the water, trailing behind them a line loose and 

wavering. The gelding tried to swim with its head impossibly 

high. It angled its long nose upward and snorted and opened 

its eyes wide and baleful and at first jumped at the current 

washing against it. Teige called to the horse. He said sounds 

in no language until the twins and the horse were gone out of 

sight into the wet brume and the only sign of them was the 

second rope running backwards out of the unseen.


Then there was stillness on that bank once more. After a

time the second rope was pulled taut. Now two parallel lines 

stretched, bridge-like, over the river.


Quickly the old man tied Teige’s black pony to the cart. 

Then, with loops of rope and a leather belt, he attached the 

pony and the mule, one to each to rope, so the cart was linked 

on either side to the airy bridge that led into the mist. He called 

his son to get up and ride the pony and calm the mule and 

coax them into the rushing river. But Teige did not want to 

move. He had sat down on the ground and was turned away 

from the river. He was running a finger in the brown mud.


‘Teige, come. Now.’ The father’s voice was large and full 

and like a thing solid in the air. Teige sat.


‘Teige?’ the old man said again and saw his son turn his 

face further away as if to study some distant corner of the 

mist.


The father said nothing for a moment. He looked up in the 

air then he cursed loudly.


‘Get up!’


But Teige did not move. The river ran.


‘I tell you now for the last time. Get up, come on.’ The old 

man sat on the cart with the reins in his hand. He turned from 

his youngest son and looked away at the grey river and the rope 

lines running across it.


Still Teige did not move.


‘You are afraid. Have you not seen your brothers cross it?’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Because you are a coward.’


‘I am not. It won’t work. The pony knows it. Look.’ He 

pointed to the black pony whose ears were back and whose 

sides heaved.


‘She is afraid because you are. It’s your fear not hers. Did 

you see your brothers? They were not afraid. Get over here. 

Now, I tell you.’


Teige sat on the mud and studied the patterns he drew 

with his finger. His brown hair fell forward over his brow. The

drizzle of rain made his cheeks glisten. His eyes were still, the 

world reduced to the two feet of mud about him. As if such 

were a door in the world for his escape, he stared at it. Then a 

blow knocked him on his face.


‘Get up.’


Teige did not cry out or weep. He lay with his eyes open 

and his mouth bleeding into the ground. His pony stamped 

and turned and looked about with bewilderment.


‘Get up,’ his father said. ‘Get up now and get on that pony 

and lead it into the river.’


The old man turned away from him and studied the thin 

light in the air and cursed wordlessly. In the wet emptiness of 

that clearing the year took another soft step towards dying. 

Teige did not get up. His father went over and went to kick at 

him but stopped short.


‘Get up,’ he said again in Irish, a single word in a sharp 

whisper. He was looking away, looking at some place where he 

raged against the world for not fitting his map of it. His blue 

eyes burned and his brow furrowed and his lips pressed against 

each other in a thin line of resolve; he would make things fit.


‘I want to stay here. Leave me here,’ Teige said.


‘Because you are a coward? I will not,’ Francis Foley said. 

‘I will knock you into the river if you don’t get up.’


‘I will stay here and wait for my mother!’ the boy shouted.


‘Your mother is gone. She has left us.’


‘She has not!’


‘She doesn’t want to be with us,’ he lied. ‘She has gone off 

and now there is only us. Now do what I tell you and get up!’ 

said the father. He waited a moment, and though it was brief it 

was long enough for him to consider going back to try to find 

her and then for pride and the knowledge that the law was 

pursuing them to banish the thought. No, they would go on. 

They would find a new home. He would make happen what 

he’d always told her, and then go and gather her up and bring

her there and she would see. None of this he said, for he could 

not reveal his own rashness. ‘Get up, eirigh!’ was all he said.


Teige said nothing and the air stilled and in the stillness 

there was only the beating of their hearts and the rain now 

falling. The pony’s tail whisked the morning, her foot stamped 

the ground.


And at last, without another word, but with a grey look of 

shame, Teige stood up. He did not face his father, but in a flash 

the old man had spun him around by the shoulders and holding 

him there an instant shook him hard, trying to contain the 

desire to knock him down. In his great hands the thin boy was 

like a bag of broken things. He shook him and saw the boy’s 

spittle fly out of the twisting blur of his mouth. He saw the 

eyes flash past and lose their focus and sicken with fear and 

powerlessness. Then the vomit flew pink and curdled on to his 

shoulder and he let the boy go and watched Teige fall like a rag 

at his feet. The old man swallowed hard on the emotion that 

rose in his gorge, and his fists trembled. He looked away at 

where the spirit of the boy’s mother was watching him. And he 

did not strike him again. This was not how Francis Foley had 

wanted to treat his son, it was not what he meant or wanted to 

do. He told himself it was how a father had to behave and he 

ignored the idea that his treatment of Teige was coloured by 

how much the boy resembled his mother.


‘How are you going to live in the world?’ he asked his son. 

‘Tell me that? How are you going to be a man and live in the 

world? If your father asks you to jump with him into the fires 

of hell you jump. If he asks you to swim in the sea when he 

knows you cannot swim and he cannot and the waters are filled 

with devils, you swim. Do you understand me?’


Teige did not answer. He stood up slowly and his father 

pushed him ahead of him back to the pony. The telescope was 

wrapped in a blanket and tied on the top of all their things. 

There were pots and tools and pieces of wooden furniture and

cloths and rugs already tattered and various sticks and irons of 

uncertain purpose.


‘Now!’ said Francis Foley and swiped the air above the 

animals with the reins. They rode into the water and the whole 

cart swayed down-river at once. It was as though the world had 

suddenly been turned on its side and everything fell. The father 

stood on the cart and shouted at the mule and slashed at him 

with the reins and cursed the universe and cried out to Teige 

to keep them all between the ropes. The ties he had secured 

snapped like the river’s toys. The whole of their belongings 

and the stolen telescope swung away. The animals tried to keep 

their direction, but were pulled backwards and sideways. They 

jumped and thrashed at the water. Then the lines that held 

them to the cart gave, too.


In a moment it happened. The cart sailed free and swung 

about and pressed against the rope of the bridge and snapped 

it. Francis cried out. In the river Teige looked over his shoulder 

and saw the old man falling back and clutching his precious 

cargo, the great telescope. Water spilled through the cart grey 

and fast and the old man was kicking away at it, making a small 

white splashing. Teige was ahead of him in the river. He tried 

to ride the pony back and over to his father but could not for 

the cart was floating away and was on the back of the current. 

The mule was swept forty yards then more and then was gone 

like a ghost dissolving from this world. Teige saw his father 

look with fury at the animal a last time, and then the telescope 

seemed to roll from its moorings and the old man pushed aside 

some of their things to keep room for it. Pots, shovels, bowls 

sailed away downriver. He clung to the telescope. He saw that 

he was drifting from Teige and that he could not be reached 

and he did not jump from the raft of the cart. He defied the 

world to drown him. He cursed it and shook his head and 

shouted out something that Teige could not understand. Then 

Teige called to him, and his words too were lost in the rush of

the river water. The father did not hear him ask where was his 

mother, or if he did he did not answer. He looked back at the 

boy and then the whole cart sailed down the river and into the 

mist and vanished out of sight.


When Teige reached the far side none of his brothers could 

speak. They seemed paralysed. They did not greet his safe 

arrival nor move from that spot on the bank. They looked into 

the foggy river at nothing. It was as if their father had been 

erased and, momentarily, they were unsure if this was good or 

bad.


Teige looked back. ‘I knew someone would die,’ he said.


There was a pause and the brothers watched the river. It 

seemed to run without sound now. The twins turned and 

looked at Tomas.


‘No one has died,’ he said. ‘Come on.’


‘Come on!’ said Finbar, in echo and perfect imitation and in 

this was joined by Finan, each of them mirrors of the elder. 

They mounted and rode and Teige came with them. They 

galloped along the grassy western banks of the Shannon river. 

They rode along the edge of the first light of that morning and 

found that no matter how quickly they moved the river moved 

quicker. They could not catch sight of the old man. All day the 

Shannon was sleeved in a fine mist and they could see nothing. 

After a mile the river was no longer even a river but had become 

a great lake that at first they mistook for the sea.


They rode the three horses all that day in search of their 

father. They scanned the grey waters where sometimes they 

thought they caught sight of him. At last they came to where 

they could ride no more and where the last sighting of Francis 

Foley turned out to be a singular lonesome swan riding the low 

waves.


‘He is gone,’ Tomas said.


The breath of the horses misted and faded. They sat 

crouched forward as though beneath a burden. The landscape

thereabouts was a green and rumpled stillness. The silence grew 

heavy. Then Finbar said, ‘He is gone to America,’ and laughed 

a small laugh that faded away.


Finan looked at Tomas to see what he would say, but he 

said nothing at all.


They watched the waters.


‘He is not,’ Teige said at last, ‘he is become a swan.’
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Thin pale daylight fell out of the sky. Curlews flew over the 

water. The wind waved the reeds in a slow rustling where 

Tomas feared to find the body of their drowned father. But 

he was not there. He looked up at the bank where Teige and 

the twins were then making camp. He looked out at where the 

swan moved in the brown waters and the evening was falling. 

What was he to do now? Defeat was not in his nature. Yet in a 

few days he had lost almost everything. The vision of their 

home burning flared in his mind and he knew they could not 

go back there. He did not understand what had happened 

between his parents but from it felt an obscure guilt, as if it 

were the boys’ fault. He wanted to go back and could not. He 

had to be the man now. He stood there a time and watched the 

river and the darkness coming. He wanted to be able to repair 

their losses. He wanted to right the crooked world, to go and 

bring back the dead. He wanted to rescue someone. He stood 

and then grew restless and came up to the others.


‘The place he wanted us to go was further on,’ he said. ‘It 

was at the sea that has waves. We’ll go on there tomorrow.’


‘We have to go back,’ Teige said.


‘We cannot. They will arrest us. We have to go on and find 

a place and then I will go back myself,’ said Tomas, looking 

away at the air above him as if to see how his words sounded.


Finan groaned then and rubbed at his stomach. ‘We have 

nothing left, we have nothing to eat.’


‘We’ll eat the swan,’ his twin answered and grinned.


‘We’ll not!’ Teige said, and raised his chin and seemed 

momentarily pugnacious.


Tomas calmed them with the command to stay camped 

there by their horses while he went down the river to the town 

to get food.


‘Don’t be acting fools while I’m gone. There’s only us now,’ 

he said.


He left them in the darkness and rode away. The clouds 

blew eastward and the stars revealed themselves. In those days 

the night skies of that country were vast canopies of deepest 

blue, all the created stars glimmered there like the diadem of a 

king. There were none lost to surrounding light for there was 

none, and the patterns of the constellations were each clear and 

perfect as though drawn by a great hand in the depths of the 

heavens. As the cold of the night-time came around them the 

younger Foley brothers huddled together. They put the pony 

and the horse in the gap of the wind and gained a small shelter 

from the air that was blowing from Norway. They watched the 

stars.


‘Do you think our father is dead?’ Finbar asked.


But none of them answered him. They sat there in the 

night. Teige thought of his mother Emer and looked in the darkness 

for the image of her face.


After a time Finan said: ‘Tell us one of the stories, Teige.’


‘Yes, tell us one,’ said Finbar.


And so, not to make the time move faster or slower, but to 

make it vanish altogether, to create the illusion that it did not 

exist and that all moments were the same, Teige told a story he 

had heard his mother tell. It told of the Queen Cassiopeia and 

her beautiful daughter Andromeda. He spoke in Irish and in 

that language the story seemed more ancient even than the 

versions of it first told in Mesopotamia or Greece.


‘Who could say which of them was the loveliest? Cassiopeia 

or Andromeda?’ he began. ‘Queen Cassiopeia was full of pride

in her daughter and in herself and announced that they were 

lovelier even than the sea-nymphs, the Nereids.’


‘The Nereids?’ Finan had forgotten who they were.


‘The fifty daughters of Nereus, the wise old man of the sea.’


‘Fifty?’ Finbar asked.


‘Fifty.’


‘Oh ho!’


They watched the stars and imagined.


‘The sea-nymphs were offended, they complained to Poseidon, 

god of the sea, who struck the waves with his trident and 

flooded the lands and called up the monster Cetus.’


‘I love Cetus,’ Finbar said.


‘The king, the husband of Andromeda, was told that the 

only way he could save his queen was if he sacrificed his 

daughter to Cetus the monster. So Andromeda was chained to 

the rocks at Joppa.’


‘She was eaten.’


‘She was not,’ Teige said.


‘She was!’


‘Stop it, Finbar!’ shouted Finan and punched the other and 

the two of them fell to wrestling there and rolling over each 

other while Teige sat and waited. When they had stopped he 

told of how Perseus came and rescued Andromeda and took her 

for his wife, and made Cassiopeia jealous, and how Cassiopeia, 

in her jealous fit, helped arrange an attack on the married 

couple. How Perseus defeated the attack.


‘Then Poseidon the sea-god, hearing how the queen had 

plotted against her daughter, cast her into the heavens for all 

time.’


‘Upside down,’ Finbar said.


‘Upside down,’ said Teige.


The story ended, they huddled there beneath the stars that 

were the same stars since for ever. And the longer they watched 

the skies the clearer they could see the kings and queens and

jealous lovers and sea-gods and drowned fathers and vanished 

mothers and they forgot that they were cold. And after a while 

they could not tell whether they were in sleeping or waking 

dreams in that empty and merciless world where they were now 

alone.
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Moments before dawn, Tomas returned without his boots from 

Limerick town. He dismounted his horse with a light jump and 

when his brothers raised their heads and stared at him he swung 

his coat on to the ground and fell down upon it. His body was 

exhausted but his spirit was elated.


‘God!’ he said, and astonished the others by rolling there on 

the ground.


‘Are you sick?’ Finbar asked him.


But Tomas did not reply. He shouted out a cry of no 

language, raised his bare feet and banged them on the ground. 

He let out a groan and wriggled in the mud.


His brothers did not dare to speak to him. They had never 

seen him in such an agitated state, but erroneously supposed it 

was the loss of their father and the new responsibility of leading 

the family. They lay there beside the flowing river and watched 

hungrily while the dawn rose in pink and blue ribbons.


In the dark Tomas had ridden his horse into Limerick town 

with the intention of stealing something for his brothers to eat. 

But from the moment he arrived on the hardened mud of the 

side-streets his resolve weakened. At that stage in his life, it was 

the biggest town he had ever seen. Dimly in the distance he 

saw the bridge named Wellesley with its elegant arches. The high 

steeple of the ancient cathedral appeared above the rooftops, 

and across the river were the neat plantations and well-made 

fences of the land of the Marquis of Lansdowne. He tied his 

horse and brushed the dirt off his clothes and walked into the

night town. The smells of the outer streets were the smells of 

stout and whiskey and urine and cowdung. Cats and ragged 

dogs ran and stopped and sniffed at dark muddied pieces of 

nothing. He passed on into the town. From rooms above him 

he heard men’s laughter and music from a piano. He was not 

sure where he was going. He was walking in the world for the 

first time without the shadow of his father. He let his hand rub 

along the fine stone of the buildings. He stood against one of 

them to let his back feel its perpendicularity and then looked 

upwards to see the straight line it cut in the dark sky. He 

paused there and gathered himself and thought for the first time 

that they did not have to follow their father’s plans now. They 

could go anywhere. It would be up to him. We could come 

here, he thought. We could go anywhere. The country was 

suddenly big with possibility. He moved out of the shadows 

and walked the full length of the street that ran parallel to the 

wide river. At the far end of the town, when he was about to 

cross and walk back along the far side of the street, he saw a 

woman in a yellow dress.


She had bare arms in the cold night and a bracelet that 

glittered.


She was lovely. Her hair was high and pinned.


‘Here I am,’ she said. Her mouth was small and red, her 

eyes shining.


Tomas Foley had not known the company of women. He 

looked behind him in the street when the woman spoke, and 

when he saw there was no other, he imagined that the woman 

had spoken to him out of some distress.


‘What is it?’ he said.


And she laughed and covered her laugh.


‘You’re a sweet one,’ she said and she moved to him and 

smiled.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked her.


She touched his face with fingers cool and soft and his head 

spun.


‘Kiss me,’ she said. Then her arms were around him and she 

was kissing and biting at his lips. She ran her hands along 

his chest. His eyes rolled. His head swirled within the cloud 

of cheap honeysuckle water that was her scent. She ate at his 

neck and then said, ‘Come on, love,’ and led him up the worn 

boards of a stairs to a room that was not far away. In that same 

astonishment, the same dumb innocence with which he later 

interpreted that simple act of economics to be the rare and 

absolute majesty of Love itself, Tomas found his clothes taken 

off and his body admired in the yellow candlelight.


The woman reversed the world he had imagined and told 

him he was a beauty. He stood there and she looked at him 

and saw the innocence that had once been hers and she asked 

him had he ever been with a woman?


‘I have not,’ he said.


She caught her lower lip in her teeth. Though she was not 

much older than he was her eyes showed an ageing sorrow as if 

she knew that she was always doomed to the fakery of love, its 

manner and appearance, but not its heart.


‘You have a truelove?’ she asked him. Then quickly said, 

‘No, don’t answer me, come here.’


And he did then. And she reached and touched him and in 

an instant he forgot everything but her. She drew him down on 

the narrow bed and caressed him with such a ferocity that her 

movements could not be called caresses and the air in the room 

grew damp and white sweat might have dripped from the walls 

and the cracked ceiling. She loved him for two hours, then 

collapsed back on the bed, where suddenly she turned her head 

to the side and wept. It was an ancient if underused stratagem, 

and came from her own need to see him again. She did not 

know such performance was unnecessary with him. Tomas said 

nothing. Then, at the time when she feared he would be rising 

and pulling on his trousers and leaving his money by the door, 

he turned and stroked her hair.


She was a woman who did not believe any more in the

existence of tenderness. She had been a girl on the streets since 

she was fourteen years old. And when Tomas did not leave, 

when he lay there in the room that became cold as the night 

sky cleared, she asked him what he was doing.


‘I love you,’ he said.


She leaned up on her elbow. She drew the cover up across 

her breasts and shook stray hair from across her face to look 

more clearly at him.


‘There is no need to lie,’ she said.


‘No. I am not.’


‘You are,’ she said, her voice turning hard and cruel from 

hard and cruel experience. ‘You think saying that to me you 

won’t have to pay me. You think I am some stupid witch.’


‘I would give you everything I have in the world,’ Tomas 

said.


‘Pay me then.’


‘I have no money.’


The woman shrieked and kicked out at him and kicked 

again until he came out the other side of the bed.


‘I knew it!’ she screamed, ‘I knew it! A liar!’


The fierceness of her was a measure not of the loss but of 

her own anger in having, however briefly, believed in his 

innocence. She hated him then for having reminded her of a 

world she knew long ago.


Tomas stood and told her that he had nothing and she 

reached up and swung her right arm and caught him full in 

the face. His nose pumped a thick crimson.


‘I love you,’ he said and stood there bleeding.


On his declaration she let out a high long wail and got up and 

at him as if beating at the old lie of Love itself. Tomas did not 

move. He took her blows like proofs of something else and stood.


When at last she had surrendered and stopped in a wheezing 

breathlessness on the side of the bed, she heard with astonishment 

the handsome Foley repeat his vow of love. He stood 

there naked by the window and told her.


‘Stop it!’ she said. ‘Stop it!’ and held her hands over her ears 

and looked for a time like a young girl again. ‘Don’t even say 

that. Not you.’ She turned away and looked at where the wall 

was flaked and cracked. ‘Do you know how many times I’ve 

heard men say that?’ she said.


‘This is me,’ said Tomas. ‘I love you.’


She sighed and rolled back over on the bed so that she was 

near him. She looked at the beauty of his body and weakened. 

She looked at his softened sex and wanted to take it in her 

hands.


‘If you love me . . .’


‘I do,’ he blurted.


‘If, I said.’ She reached up a hand and touched his stomach 

and drew it away again. ‘If you love me you will pay me,’ she 

said, and watched him for the dodge she knew would be 

coming. A bell in the town rang two o’clock. She should have 

been out on the street again. She heard it and waited, and then 

on the end of its second pealing heard Tomas Foley offer her 

his boots as payment.


‘Here, I have no money. I will get some and bring it to you 

tomorrow,’ he said. ‘These are good boots.’


She took them in her hands. ‘They are.’


‘They show you,’ Tomas said.


‘I’d almost believe you,’ she told him then, and with that he 

turned and walked to the door of that small room and picked 

up his clothes and put them on. ‘They show you I love you.’ 

He stood in his ragged trousers and held his shirt in his 

hand. He looked at her a final time. ‘What is your name?’


With his boots in her hands, the woman, who through his 

eyes had seen herself again a girl in a time before the tarnishing 

of all such notions as truth and love, said her name was Blath, 

meaning flower.


 





4


With their eldest brother lost in the seas of love, Finbar and 

Finan woke in the dawn with hunger eating at their insides. 

They opened their mouths on the damp air to see if the pangs 

might escape. They did not. They sat up and wondered what 

to do. With Tomas sleeping they seemed grown in stature and 

got up and stood with legs apart and stern faces as if serious-minded 

captains. They walked about to the horses and back. In 

manner they were minor replicas of their father and in the green 

tranquil morning they were restless and impatient. They looked 

for something to command. Finbar went over and pushed Teige 

roughly.


‘What is it?’


‘Wake up. We have to get food.’


Teige sat.


‘Light a fire,’ Finbar said.


‘Yes, light a fire,’ said his twin sharply. ‘We’ll catch some 

fish.’


They stood and watched him a moment, as if to see their 

command taking shape. Then they went and from the small 

collection of their things that were salvaged from the river took 

a ball of line and a pin bent hook-shaped and walked away to 

the water’s edge.


The morning opened with ponderous clouds of pewter 

coming eastward across the sky. Teige went to the horses and 

spoke to them and then gathered sticks of ash and twigs and 

dried leaves. All of us are like in a dream, he thought. Like

nothing has happened and we are just here in this place by the 

woods. He went deeper within the trees and walked across 

the softened brown floor of fallen pine needles and leaves long 

decomposed. He stopped and listened for birdsong and heard 

such whistled in the roof of branches above him. He stayed 

there with sticks in his arms and all seemed gone for the place 

was so greenly empty. He thought of how easily he might be 

lost there, and then he thought of his mother. Quietly into the 

screen of trees he called to her. He said the name he had for 

her. He said it in such a manner as one might use to speak with 

ghosts or others invisible. Then he stopped and stood and 

listened as if listening deep in the air for the slightest footstep 

or noise in which might be traced her presence.


When he came out of the trees the twins were already 

waiting with two trout.


‘Where were you? Come on, light the fire!’


They threw commands and showed off their catch and had 

an air of swagger.


When the fire was lit they cooked the fish. Tomas was 

sleeping. Teige went and threw the heads and tails to the swan 

that had not sailed away. The morning in that place beside 

the river moved slowly as the clouds came on and dulled the 

light. Thin smoke rose in furls. A veil of misted rain fell without 

seeming to be falling.


When at last Tomas woke he arched his back like a cat and 

caught the after-scent of trout.


‘I could eat a horse,’ he said.


‘We need to go back,’ Teige told him. ‘We have to find our 

mother.’


Tomas flushed. He looked away in the woods.


‘We need to stay here – move into the woods for a few days 

until I get us somewhere in the town,’ he said.


‘We’re supposed to be finding a place by the sea and then 

going back,’ said Teige.


‘Well, we’re not. We’re staying here.’


‘It was father’s plan.’


‘And he’s dead. So.’ Tomas paused and in the rippling of 

the river water heard the name Blath meaning flower. ‘I have to 

go. Make something there,’ he said, and waved his arm at the 

edge of the wood. ‘I will be back later.’ Then he went and took 

his horse and rode back toward Limerick town.


His brothers did not know what had got into him, but they 

were too afraid to ask. Secretly the twins were pleased at his 

absence and thought of things they could get Teige to do.


They sat there, abandoned again, then Finbar said, ‘We need 

to make a better camp by the woods.’


‘Yes,’ Finan agreed. ‘A good camp, a fort.’


‘That’s what I said, a fort.’


They looked back at the trees. They knew stories of many 

that had disappeared in such forests, ones that had wandered 

off trails and vanished into the kingdom of fairies.


‘At any moment something could come out of there,’ Finan 

said.


They watched where the trees and their shadows met and 

dissolved in dark.


‘It could, and it will,’ agreed Finbar at last, drawing his 

knees up to his chest and turning to wait for when his prediction 

would come true.
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While his brothers waited there that empty day, Tomas arrived 

back in Limerick. Along the route he had stopped at a number 

of cottages and stolen from cabins and yards what he could. 

He had an axe and a shovel and a number of irons. He had 

a blanket of coarse hair, and wrapped in it a fire tongs and a 

number of empty blue glass bottles. For himself he had lifted 

the eggs from hens and sucked them dry. He had eaten wild 

blackberries that grew in tangles in the hedgerows three miles 

outside the town. By the time he had encountered the ragged 

traders who were camped on the edges of the market, he had 

the wild look of one unstable with emotion. The traders were 

travellers from all corners of the country and they recognized at 

once the desperation in his bootless figure, and the tainted air 

of stolen goods. Squint-eyed, fox-headed fellows, they poked 

with their fingers at the little assemblage of things wrapped 

in the blanket and, while considering their value, measured it 

against the value of betraying him to the law. Nevertheless 

it was with a handful of coins that Tomas rode on toward 

Limerick town. He tied his horse outside an empty cabin with 

fallen thatch and washed his face with fingertips wetted in a 

trough. In the daylight the town was less than beautiful. A 

dreary rain fell. In the side-streets open sewers ran by broken 

footpaths and fouled the air. Tomas decided at once that their 

father had been right, the town was not for them, they would 

go to the sea. He hurried on, his feet cold and muddied. Small 

boys stopped baiting a rat and watched him pass.


He walked up the town to the place where he had met Blath 

the night before. But there were only two men worse for porter 

sitting on the street. One of them looked up at him and then 

grinned with an empty mouth.


‘You’re lookin’ for ’em?’ he gummed. His companion shuddered 

alive and dropped a loop of bloodied drool in the street.


‘A woman,’ Tomas said.


The first man began a laugh that became a cough. He 

coughed until his eyes ran.


‘D’ya hear tha?’ he said to the other. ‘A woma.’


‘No no no, you want to see de man,’ Gums said. ‘He’s over 

dare, forty tee, up tairs on the lep. He pays ya for yer teet, 

look.’ The two men opened their mouths at the same moment 

and showed Tomas their raw inflamed gums empty of teeth. 

‘Five pence the la.’ They smiled, as if they had passed on to 

him some extraordinary felicity.


‘The women will be here tonigh, after dar,’ said the drooling 

man.


Tomas did not want to wait until darkness. He went directly 

to the room where he had made love the previous night but the 

door was locked. He walked up the town and down again and 

it was still not past noon. He weighed the coins in his pocket 

and briefly considered whether to buy food or boots. But in 

the end he did neither. He decided that he would give all the 

money to the woman called Blath because he had told her he 

would give her everything he had in the world, and she would 

give him back his boots. Then he would rescue her and take 

her with him back to his brothers and onward to the place 

where they were going to live by the sea. He did not include in 

the calculations that the rescue of Blath would in some way be 

the redeeming of other losses, the empty space that was his 

mother. But such existed, too, in the depths of his mind.


He walked up and down Limerick town. He saw fine 

coaches arrive and depart. He heard men talking in English. He 

watched a river rat run the length of the main street chased by

small boys. He walked until his bootless feet ached. He walked 

the way a man walks when he is walking to meet a woman who 

is already lodged in the space before his eyes. Then, when he 

had reached the top of the town for the umpteenth time, had 

patted his horse and spoken to it, he sat down and waited for 

darkness.


Years later, when life had hardened the last softness of him, 

when he was living in another country and those days would 

seem to take on a fabled unreality, he would think of that 

afternoon. It would come back to him like the younger ghost 

of himself, and he would be walking the streets of a town where 

none knew his history or name and suddenly that afternoon’s 

wait for the darkness would arrive in his heart like a spear.


If he could he would have given a year of his life to move 

the clock forward four hours.


But as it was, the time was much longer. It was long enough 

for all of his childhood, boyhood and adolescence to revisit 

him. All the battles of the small two-room house on the lord’s 

estate where his father had knocked him down to make him 

grow up. Tomas sat and was revisited by them all while his feet 

froze.


When darkness fell at last he moved quickly down the cold 

pathway of the street. When he arrived at the place he had met 

Blath the night before she was not there. There were other 

figures in the shadows. Tomas went up the steps of the house. 

In the doorway there stood a woman. He thought at first that 

she was wearing a mask, for her eyes and lips were painted and 

shone glossily beneath the lamplight.


‘Love,’ she greeted him.


But he was already past her. He was already bounding the 

stairs two at a time. He was already at the bedroom door itself 

and turning the knob that was locked, making him knock 

at the cheap door with such fierce insistence that it was 

instantly clear he was not going to turn away. He stood back 

and then thumped at it with his shoulder, and then again until

it splintered down the centre and two boards fell apart and he 

pushed his way on in to the room of love.




The smells were the first thing to strike him. They were the 

smells of the night before, the smells he had lost on the ride 

back to his brothers and tried in vain to recover. Now the 

perfume assailed him. That there was another man in the bed 

with Blath did not arrive in his consciousness for a moment. 

There was a brief pause, a frozen nothingness. Then all proceeded 

as in bizarre phantasm and took the form of quickened 

nightmare and Tomas saw the arms of Blath lying by her sides 

and saw the man on top of her in his shirt. And she was trying 

to get up and get him off her and he was making a low moaning 

and hurrying as if in some desperation to finish even as he knew 

the other had crashed in the door. Then there was noise and 

cries of alarm and more people coming from rooms down the 

hallway. There was sudden pandemonium, floorboards creaking 

and some hastening away and others arriving down to where 

pieces of the door hung. But none of these mattered to Tomas. 

‘Stop, stop,’ he heard Blath say. He saw her fists come up and 

hit the man on his sides, but then Tomas swung and cracked 

open his head with a plank from the door. The crack was loud 

and sharp and the fellow fell sideways and blood shot on the 

wall and there were cries and shrieks and the very air of the 

room itself seemed to pulse and beat. Blath screamed and sat 

up and held to her the blanket and she saw it was Tomas and 

was shaping some words to him when the painted woman 

arrived in the doorway with a pistol. The woman aimed at the 

broad back of Tomas and Blath shouted to her to stop and in 

the same instant still Tomas was dropping the plank and 

drawing from his pocket the money and spilling it on the bed. 

His breath was heaving. The bloodstain dripped on the wall. 

He wore the look of a man mad without comprehension yet of 

the violence and passion that had risen inside him.


‘All I have, I said I would give it you.’


He said the words and may have imagined from them would

follow the rescue, and may even have thought they could both 

walk from there. But then through the door came a man called 

Maunsell with bald head and wide reddish sideburns who saw 

the dead man and the coins and called stop and grabbed the 

pistol from the woman in the door and fired it just as Tomas 

dived sideways. There were screams, there were yells from down 

the hall and men and women running. The room surged with 

people and then Tomas leapt through the window and shattered 

the glass and arrived bleeding in the street.
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In the emptiness of that same day, Teige conversed with the 

swan. He knew the various mythologies of the swan that had 

been passed to him in the form of stories told by his mother. 

He knew of the daughters of Lir who had been banished into 

swanhood on Lough Erne for nine hundred years. He knew 

the tale of Leda and the swan that was Zeus, and the sons of 

God, the twins who were stars, Castor and Polydeuces. So he 

realized that the transformation of his father into the white 

bird that sailed by the shore of the river was neither unique 

nor fearful. It was almost fitting, he thought. For his father 

would have taken a kind of natural pride in at last becoming 

part of legend. So, while the twins hunted for sloeberries in 

the woods, Teige came down to the riverside and told the 

swan in plain Irish that he was sorry for what had happened 

to him.


‘I knew we should not have crossed the river,’ he said. ‘I was 

not afraid of it, but I knew. As you know now,’ he added. ‘Let 

that be the end of it between us.’


Wind made the river into waves that lapped softly. The 

swan did not sail away. It stayed while Teige fed it the heads 

and tails of trout.


‘Where is my mother?’ he asked, but heard only the slow 

soft lapping of the waters.


‘I suppose there are advantages in being a swan,’ Finan said 

when they had returned with berries.


‘Indeed there are,’ his twin agreed, but could not think of

any until Teige told them: ‘For him there’s no time now. He’s 

in the everlasting.’


‘Here?’


‘Yes, here, and anywhere he chooses to go. He can swim 

into the past or the future and be a swan there.’


‘But not a man again?’


‘No,’ Teige said, and the three sat and pondered this and 

watched the inscrutable eye of the swan and the way its feathers 

ruffled sometimes when there seemed to be no breeze.


The darkness that night was deep and damp and starless. It 

painted the woods at their back into the sky and made the river 

before them into a black slickness that licked the air. The 

brothers waited for Tomas in the half-sleep of those who know 

trouble is on its way. The world turned with them lying but 

not sleeping beside their horses in the wetness of the night. 

They listened to Teige tell them the story of Orpheus and the 

Underworld. Then afterward they listened to the wind in the 

woods and heard there the voices of ghosts and fairies and other 

spirits who had nowhere else to be. They heard them and 

shuddered in the fear that a hand might reach out and arrive 

on their shoulders at any moment, and that it would not be 

the hand of agent or landlord but the inviting gesture into the 

underworld of the dreamless dead.


So, when they heard the first hoofbeats they did not move. 

They were huddled together in a grey blanket. Their eyes were 

wide. Though their horses neighed and moved about and beat 

at the ground with the smell of terror that was coming, and 

though soon the rider shouted out to them, still they did not 

move from the paralysis of fear. It was not until Tomas had 

ridden to within twenty feet of the bank of the river that Teige 

knew they were in reality.


The eldest brother’s arm was dangling limply from his shoulder 

socket. He was slumped forward and his face was bloodied.


‘Quickly now,’ he said, ‘we have a few moments, no more. 

They are behind me.’


The Foleys were used to flight. It was a family habit from 

the time before their great-grandfather. The twins were on their 

horses the moment they stood up. Teige ran to the river’s edge. 

He called some words to the swan then came back and he too 

was on his pony and they were racing into the darkness.


They stayed ahead of their pursuers, riding with the abandon 

of the lawless. The younger brothers did not even know why 

they were being chased, but supposed that whatever the reason 

it was unjust and deadly, and was another event in the long 

catalogue of inequitable grief that was the family’s history. The 

twins, riding together bareback on the grey gelding, became 

wild in the chase. Rather than seek the silent protection of the 

darkness, they yahooed in the air and shrieked loudly enough 

to rouse the birds from the tops of the trees in the great wood. 

Soon there were blackbirds flying, scattering the last dead 

leaves from the oaks and filling the air with a fluttering falling 

that in the darkness traversed like flakes of feeling, wild and 

ungathered. The twins yelled out. Finbar rode on the rear of 

the horse and waved his arms wide like a demented bird. 

Tomas was tilted forward on the chestnut, his arm like a rag 

and eyes glittering with the broken pieces of Love as he led 

the way into the nowhere that the Foleys sought for a new 

beginning.


They rode for ever. The pursuit was dogged, fuelled with 

whiskey and the twisted righteousness of those who know 

themselves equally guilty. The bald figure of the Law squeezed 

the flanks of his horse until white foam fell from its mouth. 

His men chased on, riding on a hot bed of lust, seeing in the 

capturing and killing of Tomas Foley a way to release what was 

twisting and burning inside of them.


How many of them there were the brothers did not know. 

They surged on through the darkness, racing blindly through 

screes where the gorse and hawthorn prickled and clawed and 

made scarlet ribbons of blood across their cheeks and arms. 

They rode down to the river’s edge and found at once their

progress slowed by mud. Teige’s pony began to tire. Then in 

the water he saw the white gleam of the swan.


‘They’ll catch us,’ Finbar said.


‘Feck, they won’t,’ Tomas told them. His face was twisted 

in a mask of fury and pain and remorse.


They stopped in indecision.


Then Teige said, ‘I’m not afraid of the river.’


They tied the horses loosely to each other and Teige spoke 

to them and told them they must fly like their horse ancestors 

into the darkness and lose the ones who were chasing them. 

Then he blew his scent into their quivering nostrils and smacked 

them free.


The brothers stepped into the Shannon. Teige floated on 

one side of the swan and Tomas on the other. Then, with the 

twins flanking them and holding on tight, they moved out into 

the river, and at once were borne away on the current.
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And we can leave them there a moment. The part of the story 

that is the courtship and marriage of Francis and Emer Foley 

is told on winter nights when stars flock into the sky. It is told 

by the old to the young in cautionary tones. Sometimes the 

courtship alone is told and seems a story out of Arcadia. As 

tales of great-grandfathers and mothers are, it seems a thing 

unreal in a time of innocence. She was the daughter of a hedge-school 

master. His name was Marcus O’Suilleabhain. He was 

from the County Galway and had come eastward with his 

family when Emer was still a child. They lived in a place not 

far from Carlow. Sometimes he taught her Latin and Greek and 

spoke in those languages with an ease and eloquence that made 

him seem a figure from ancient times. He was blue-eyed and 

wore a grey beard. His fingers were long and thin as his 

daughter would tell, and by yellow candlelight he would sit in 

the evenings and dip ink and write words and say these out 

loud as he did so. He had rolls of scripts and other amber-coloured 

scrolls tied with frayed ribbons. He had books 

leatherbound and a few edged with gilt. He told his daughter 

stories in Irish and Latin both and made in this way obscure 

connection between times long distant and those of their living.


He loved the fair-haired girl, his only daughter, for the 

semblance she was of her mother and for the high-spirited way 

she had and how she held her head back when she walked 

in the street as the daughter of the master. He schooled her in 

pride and told her stories of proud falls and tragedies. When she was not yet twelve years old he first told her the legends of 

the stars. He sat with her and told her these though her mother 

thought she should be at bread-baking or other such things. 

Marcus O’Suilleabhain did not care. He had no sons. He had 

this beauty of a daughter. He sat by her bed and talked her into 

sleep. And just so, between her waking and her dreams, there 

walked on the mud floors of their two-room cottage Apollo and 

Artemis, and Pallas Athene, Hermes, Dionysus, such figures. 

She had been born in Virgo, and when in the spring and 

summer her stars could be seen, Marcus recounted to her the 

legends of the winged virgin. She was the Queen of the Stars, 

he said, the Goddess of the Corn. She loved one who was cut 

down in his prime, and she had to travel through winter to the 

Underworld to bring him back. But she did. For, see, the winter 

ends and she returns with him every spring. The master told 

her there were many names for her, the lovers were Venus and 

Adonis, or Isis and Osiris, but whichever there were always the 

grief and the journey and the promised return.


Like Virgo then, the independent and free, Emer grew more 

beautiful and fiery still. She sat at the classes her father held in 

an open cabin whose thatch leaked drowsily and sometimes she 

taught the very youngest ones. Then her father died. The school 

like a figment or a thing of air vanished overnight, its students 

gone. Emer lived on with her mother and then took work 

washing in the house of landlord Taylor. Her childhood and 

girlhood were like linen, taken up and folded away.


She was a young woman beautiful and proud and silent 

unless provoked. Then her anger would flash out in fierce 

indignation. Her mother caught fever in the wet autumn of 

Emer’s twentieth year and died before Christmas. She was 

alone. For the natural elegance of her bearing she was moved 

into the position of dining maid and given a small room in the 

attic. She lived there some years and attended the table of 

people who ate lavish feasts served from silver tureens and 

platters and drank from goblets of crystal. There was a sorrow in her manner that beguiled the gentlemen. They spoke of her 

when she left the room. Some tried to draw her with remarks 

and soft flatteries but always she turned them away.


In the April of a year, Francis Foley saw her in the market 

of Carlow town. She was standing at a stall. Her hair blew 

about her in the breeze. He did not speak to her. He studied 

her until she turned and took her purchases and went back 

through the town and out along the road to the big house. 

Briskly he was behind her. He left his horse and went on foot 

and was a short distance back, as if it was she leading him, like 

a tame pony, leading him out of one life into another.


As a young man Francis Foley had been outlaw and rebel 

for his country. His father had been hanged for participating 

in treasonous and bloody plots. He had grown up hiding in 

woods, taking instruction from white-faced thin fellows who 

arranged attacks on magistrates and agents and spies. He had 

lived seemingly without life of his own, yet he was strong and 

powerful. He assisted at the assassination of plump men scented 

with cologne. He stood with others and stoned the gaoler 

MacCurtin in his bed for crimes of betrayal, and ate oaten 

porridge in the kitchen of the spy Lynch moments after he had 

slit his throat. In his youth, he had walked in the footsteps of 

his father, grandfather, and more great-grandfathers than he 

knew. He rode with his brother, Aengus, taking vengeance to 

be justice and thinking they were righting what was wrong in 

the history of the country. Then, on a failed raid on a barracks 

in Tipperary, Aengus was shot and died afterward beneath a 

hedge in a field wet with rain. Francis Foley lost his spirit then. 

He grew silent and went off by himself and did not again meet 

with those who promised freedom was near. He took work for 

short term in the harvest or spring. Anger still rose and bloomed 

within him sometimes. Sometimes he saw inequity and injustice 

and had to keep his chin set and knuckles deep in his pockets. 

Such times when he thought he should return to the life of a 

rebel he thought of Aengus in the field, and the anger did not so much pass as turn into grief. So his life was, working

itinerantly and travelling between farms and estates, until the

noon he saw Emer O’Suilleabhain at the market.


He followed her.


‘Ailinn,’ – ‘Beauty’ – he called after her when she turned in 

at the gates of the house.


She stopped in the road. She had known he was following 

her. She had already weighed the possibilities of the moment 

like pebbles in her palm and, with the intuition gifted her by a 

grandmother who spoke with fairies, knew that her life would 

roll from her fingers into those of this stranger.


‘Is it me?’ she said in Irish, turning her face into the fall of 

her fair hair.


When he came to her, Francis Foley fell into the first 

reverence of his adult life. He lost at once the hoop of words he 

had expected to throw over her. He said nothing. Emer smiled. 

The soft April noontime touched them both, then she said: 

‘I suppose I shall see you tomorrow on this road.’


There was no reply, though the air between them was 

already eloquent. Emer walked on. Francis lay himself in against 

the weeds in the ditch. The following day he awaited her there. 

When she arrived a thin rain was drizzling and a scarlet 

headscarf covered her hair. Without slowing her walk she passed 

along by where he stood and then felt the presence of him in 

her stride. It was as if she had collected him, and he her, and 

they were in each other’s air already. So, without words, they 

walked off the road to the town and into the damp new grass 

coming in the meadows.


From the first, Francis Foley gave Emer his dreams. The 

dreams he had once dreamed for his country now became the 

condensed but powerful dream of a perfect place for this woman 

to live and bear their children. He imagined it fiercely. He told 

Emer the home he would make for her. He described it like it 

was its own republic, as if he hoped now to step outside the 

reality of history and find a place only theirs. Emer raised her eyebrows at him yet loved the way he made her feel again a 

queen. When she went out with him in the night-times after 

the dining was done and the ware washed he made her forget 

the disappointments of her life.


She lay back on his coat in a field under the night sky.


‘Do you know the stars?’ she asked him.


‘Some of them I know.’


‘My father told me their names and stories,’ she said, and 

then told him something of the old master and of the stars’ 

names in Latin.


He listened and loved her more still and in the following 

days went and asked of a schoolmaster thereabouts names of 

further constellations and these he brought to Emer like the 

gifts of courtship.


‘I want a place for us,’ he said to her.


‘There are many places. Where will we go?’


‘We’ll have a house of our own.’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘A fine house. A house with a yard and 

garden and hens.’


‘I will make it for you. I will make the finest house any man 

ever made.’


‘You won’t be able to.’


‘I will.’


She angled herself on her elbow and looked into his face 

pale in the night.


‘You are a man who thinks he can change the world.’


‘Of course I can,’ he told her and took her in his arms.


They married in May. Emer ran to him at the end of the 

avenue when the sky was releasing its stars and the night 

sweetening with scent of almond from the furze. The May 

night was warm syrup. The tenderness of the air, the hushed 

green of the world that was luscious, sensual, primordial, the 

soft low light, the sighing breaths of beasts in the fields, all 

these entered their memories that night as if such things were 

themselves the guests at the wedding. They met the priest at the roofless ruined chapel of Saint Martin’s and were married 

with a twist of Latin over their heads like a cheap, invisible 

corona. When the priest had slipped bat-like into the shadows, 

Francis Foley and Emer clung to each other. It was long 

moments before they moved. Then they ran down the road and 

across the night-time fields to a stone cabin for cattle, empty 

now, and which was the first house of all those that fell short of 

Francis Foley’s vision of paradise.


They began a home there. She left her work. He would not 

have her going there, and she herself was glad to walk in with 

her head high and say she would not be back. Then there was a 

brief blue summer of three weeks before the weather turned 

around and came at them from the east. The wind burned the 

hay. Seeds did not come to proper fruition, trees lost their 

leaves in August and by September a fierce winter had already 

arrived. Emer carried their unborn son like a promise of new 

spring and watched the dark days for signs of light. Her 

husband, who had dreamed so extravagantly, had to hire himself 

at fairs. He disappeared before dawn and did not return until 

the physical exhaustion of his body was brought about by those 

who paid him less than the cost of feeding their horses. Slowly, 

so slowly, a sour disappointment seeped into the cottage. Tomas 

was born in January when the snow was lying thick on the 

fields and there was no work even at the fairs. They ate small 

birds and berries. In the deep silence of the one dim room their 

marriage staggered under the impossible weight of dreams. 

Words were a reminder of other words and so went unsaid, but 

the vision of the place that had first been conjured remained. It 

lingered like a shadow in the corner, and soon Francis Foley 

could not look at the leaking thatch, or a place where the mud 

floor puddled, without hearing the reproach and mockery of his 

own words. Years slipped past them. The twins were born. 

Francis lay in the low bed at night and listened to the scouring 

wind and then for the first time in his adult life said a prayer to 

God for guidance.


He was too rash and independent a man to wait long for 

reply and the following morning when none had come he 

loaded his wife and family on their small cart and moved them 

north-eastward into the wind. Emer did not want to go.


‘This is madness,’ she said.


‘Nothing is gained by sitting still,’ he told her as the gale bit 

off his ears. ‘This is not our home.’


‘It could be.’


‘No it couldn’t. Look at it. We are going. This is not what 

I promised you.’
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