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    Walter Macken was born in Galway in 1915. He was a writer of short stories, novels and plays. Originally an actor, principally with the Taibhdhearc in Galway, and The Abbey Theatre, he played lead roles on Broadway in M. J. Molloy’s The King of Friday’s Men and his own play Home Is the Hero. He also acted in films, notably in Arthur Dreifuss’ adaptation of Brendan Behan’s The Quare Fellow. He is perhaps best known for his trilogy of Irish historical novels Seek the Fair Land, The Silent People and The Scorching Wind. He passed away in 1967.


  

    

      Epigraph

    


    

      We are the silent people.
How long must we be still,
to nurse in secret at our breast
an ancient culture?


      Let us arise and cry then;
Call from the sleeping ashes
of destiny a chieftain who
will be our voice.


      He will strike the brass
and we will erupt
from our hidden caves
into the golden light of new-born day.


      

        

          

            Flan McCarthy

          

        


      


    


  

    

      The Union

    


    The Irish House of Commons, although a sectarian and unrepresentative Assembly, was still an Irish voice. It was destroyed by William Pitt, who succeeded in having the Act of Union passed in 1800. From January 1st, 1801, Ireland was represented in the United Kingdom Parliament by 100 members in the House of Commons and 32 Peers in the House of Lords. No Catholic could be a member of Parliament although four-fifths of the Irish nation were of that Faith.


    O Connell was always opposed to the Union. When elected to Parliament, after the passing of the Catholic Emancipation Act in 1829, he devoted the remaining part of his life to the Repeal of the Act of Union, hoping once again to see an Irish Parliament sitting in Dublin.


    

      Catholic Rent

    


    The expenses of organisation being ovemhehning, the Catholic Rent was inaugurated. Each person paid one farthing a week, or one shilling a year, to the Rent, which was collected at Parish level. By this means O Connell (who was earning £8,000 at the Bar in 1828) could abandon the law and devote all his time to the cause of Catholic Emancipation. When this succeeded, the same device was later used to support the cause of the Repeal of the Union.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    HE MOVED through the fair.


    It was early October. The midday sun was shining brightly from its low arc behind him. The small street-town of Fairche, shaped like a Y, was as congested in its heart and its extremities as a colony of ants under a stone. There was a faint passage in the centre where he threaded his way. His eyes were shining. He was very pleased. He was very interested in all that went on around him. Even so, his tongue and palate were exploring and savouring with exquisite care the small penny piece of white bread that he had bought at a stall. That expenditure had exhausted his finances, but he thought it was worth it as he chewed and swallowed, oh, so carefully.


    There was more room to move at the crotch of the Y. He stood here, his bare feet widely spread, catching the last crumbs of the bread from his fingers with the tip of his tongue. The pedlars had their stalls set around in a ring, and a gentle breeze from the west was stirring the gaily coloured ribbons tied on slender sticks and erected high to be seen, and to flutter, so that they would arouse desire for possession in the hearts of the girls.


    He smelled around him. Very mixed up. Pleasant and unpleasant. There were pigs with ropes around their hind legs, squealing each time they tried to move away and got a chuck from the rope. Small black cattle, meaty after the summer mountain-feeding. Most of the houses were low and thatched, huddling close to each other for consolation, and from some of them loud noises came, as the successful sellers tippled away a little of their money. All round him men were spitting and cursing and arguing. They had sticks in their hands and they would emphasise their points by beating the stick on the dung-covered road, or hitting the bony hip of an inoffensive cow who would jump and move and cause all the closely packed animals to jump and move too, men with bare feet pushing at them and pulling back in case they should step on their toes. It is not pleasant to have the hoof of a beast rest on your bare toes.


    Most of the women and girls were around the stalls. The older women had baskets covered with white cloths. They had eggs and yellow butter wrapped in cabbage leaves in the baskets.


    A girl called to him. She was small-sized so she hopped up and down like a jumping rabbit.


    ‘Dualta! Dualta!’ she called.


    Smiling, he made his way over to her.


    She was standing in front of the ribbon stall. It was a gay stall filled with coloured ribbons and rosary beads and pictures and glinting knick-knacks.


    ‘Dualta, my darling,’ the black-haired girl said to him, catching his arm. ‘Will you buy me a blue ribbon?’


    ‘Oh, Sorcha,’ he said, ‘ at this minute I couldn’t buy enough ribbon to colour the left leg of a sparrow. And even if I could what would your father say?’


    ‘My father loves you,’ she said. ‘He would welcome you to our house.’ Her face was close to him.


    ‘Don’t be teasing,’ he said. ‘Your father has so many in his house now that the dog has to leave his fleas outside the door.’


    ‘We could live together up the chimney,’ she said.


    ‘How could we make love in a chimney?’ he asked.


    ‘Who said anything about love?’ she asked. ‘We would be just chimney friends.’


    They laughed. She pressed his arm. She looked down at her feet, raising the hem of the heavy petticoat.


    ‘These cursed shoes are killing me,’ she said. She had quite small feet. The shoes were heavy, but shapely and very new.


    ‘Why have you to be elegant?’ he asked. ‘Why didn’t you leave the shoes at home? You’ll spend hours scouring the fair off them.’


    ‘I have to get a husband,’ she sighed. ‘They won’t look at you any more unless you are wearing shoes.’ He laughed. ‘Well, it’s true,’ she said. ‘You are not civilised if you do not have shoes.’


    ‘I’d take you without them,’ Dualta said.


    She sighed.


    ‘You would be a good huband,’ she said, ‘if you weren’t seventeen and if you had something to offer. What have you to offer?’


    ‘Beauty,’ he said, joking, lifting his face, ‘ one shirt, one small-coat, two trousers, books, words of love, a stout body and two good feet.’ He stamped his feet in the mire. He splashed. She screeched and pulled back from him.


    ‘You’ll ruin my clothes,’ she said. ‘Come over visiting tonight. We will have fun. Propose to my father for me. Let’s hear him wriggling out of it, praising your Uncle Marcus.’


    ‘I’ll do that,’ said Dualta. ‘I’ll give him a few more grey hairs.’


    ‘I have here the small-coat of a noble lord,’ a loud voice suddenly shouted in English. It brought a hush over the fair. They turned their heads. It came from a beefy man standing on a box at an old-clothes stall. He was holding up a coat of red cloth with brass buttons on it. ‘You can dress and go and dine with the Lord-Lieutenant in it. You can drive the cows in it. You can go to Mass in it. You can get married in it. You can be buried decently in it. You can hand it on as an heirloom to your great-grandchildren. What am I offered for it? Who’ll propose sixpence for a start?’


    Sorcha and Dualta laughed. Most people didn’t understand the English, but the pedlar mimicked all the virtues of the coat.


    ‘Sorcha! Sorcha!’ a voice was calling.


    ‘There’s my mother,’ she said. ‘ I will go to her. Don’t forget to come over. There might be a stray fiddler from the fair.’


    ‘I’ll come,’ he said. She left him.


    He was making his way to the stall of the old books when his eye was attracted by the pedlar who was holding up a little girl figure, gaily bedecked with greens and yellows. There was a little handle on it and he was twisting this and the figure was going through the most extraordinary movements, legs flailing, arms flailing, and the brass decorations on it were attracting the rays of the sun and glinting. It was fascinating. He stood there watching, smiling, absorbed. He didn’t see the horseman coming from his right, impatiently forcing his way through the crowd.


    He was a tall young man sitting very straight on his horse. The horse was a heavily built fawn-coloured hunter with pink nostrils. The man carried a tapered flexible whip in his right hand. It was loaded with lead shot and as he moved he used the whip on animals who blocked his way and, indeed, flicked it occasionally at a human back that was turned to his passing. Both animals and humans winced under the flick of this whip. His coming brought silence, and when he had passed the taken-up talking was not as loud as before. He was followed by a beefy rough-faced man on a plodding farm horse, and other men who carried sticks and whose feet and bodies were splashed with mud. Some of them carried dead hares whose broken necks were dangling.


    The horse and man were finally blocked by the figure of young Dualta standing there smiling at the dancing doll. The horseman regarded the face of the youth. Light-brown waving hair growing long, a thin sensitive nose and red lips pulled back over white teeth. An intelligent face. The horseman waited. He wondered what was making the boy so absorbed. He didn’t look. His stomach was sour. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot from last night’s pre-fair session. Suddenly a wave of distaste and frustration came over him. He raised the whip, and, harder perhaps than he had intended, he brought it down across the face of the youth.


    One moment Dualta was dancing in his heart with the little doll girl, his mind fitting a fiddler’s tune to the gyrations of her limbs, and the next moment he was in agony, a searing pain shooting through his whole head as the blow of the whip opened the cheek-bone near his eye.


    He gasped with pain and bent forward, his hand covering the pain. He squeezed it. Then he turned to look for the source of it. He saw the grim young face looking at him from the horse, lips tightened in a handsome face. Of course Dualta knew him. He was the Half-Sir, the son of their landlord, a young hard-drinking, reckless-riding, reckless-living young man. He knew who he was and yet he did what he did, because he was flaming with anger. The polished riding boot was near to him. He caught it and he heaved with all his strength and the young man flew from the saddle and landed on the other side. He landed where the dung of the fair was deepest, and he landed on the side of his face. Dualta ducked under the belly of the horse. He wanted to lay his hands on him. The horse reared as Dualta reached for the man. The horse was frightened and ran, and the Half-Sir’s foot was in the stirrup and the horse dragged him along the ground, scouring the street with his body and head. You could already see the stains on his red coat, the brown splashes on his white breeches.


    Dualta wasn’t satisfied. He set out after the frightened horse, but hands caught at him. He was aware of a great silence and confused shouting, and he fought against the hands that held him, shouting, ‘Free me out! Free me out, I tell you!’


    But they didn’t free him. His squinning body was passed from hands to hands. Rough powerful hands, one of them was even clapped over his mouth to stop his shouting.


    Then he was inside a house where it was almost dark, just lighted by the flare of the turf fire in the open hearth. There was a powerful smell of whisky and the crowded bodies of men.


    He heard the voice speaking urgently.


    ‘Easy! Be easy, for God’s sake! Easy! Easy!’ The cloud left his head. He could see. The face of Sorcha’s father.


    ‘You saw what he did to me? You saw what he did to me?’ he asked.


    ‘Dualta,’ said the strong grey-whiskered face, close to his own. ‘You have no time. What have you done, boy? Listen! Are you listening?’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ said Dualta, rubbing his hand on his cheek, seeing the scarlet blood then on the palm.


    ‘Little time, Dualta. Get out the back way, and flee home, boy. See your Uncle Marcus. He’ll tell you what to do. The others may not know it was you. But they’ll know soon enough. You hear, Dualta, you have no time. Go! Are you easy?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Dualta. ‘I’m easy now.’


    The back door was opened and he was pushed out. He stood there bewildered for a moment. What had happened to him? He was so happy. The yard was small. It was filled with chickens and ducks. The ducks looked at him with their heads on one side and quacked doubtfully. The wall wasn’t high. He leaped over it and crouched on the far side. He was still bewildered. He looked at the Mount, towering up in front of his eyes. They lived on its left shoulder. He would have to go there. There were many green fields and hedges between him and home, many open spaces where a running figure could easily be seen. He could hear uproar now in the street. I can sort it out later, he thought. Now I must go home. He ran straight across the field in front of him and then, breaking through a fuchsia hedge in the next one, he ran left, knowing that he was hidden for the time being from searching eyes.


    The people gained as much time for him as they could. The Half-Sir’s men had run after the horse. They had to pacify it, stop its rearing, hold its nostrils, while the others freed the young horseman. He wasn’t a pleasant sight The side of his face had hit stones. His beautiful clothes were soiled and filthy. He was standing for some time on his feet. His legs were trembling.


    ‘Who was it? Who was it, sir,’ he heard them asking.


    ‘A boy,’ he said. ‘Some boy. He had brown hair and white teeth.’


    He turned and went back abruptly. The men with the sticks followed him. He stopped near the place of the dancing doll. He looked around him at the heavy faces. They were as blank as white walls.


    ‘Who was it? What was his name?’ he asked in a loud voice. He picked a specific face. He went closer to it. He pointed a finger. ‘I give you two seconds to tell me his name,’ he said.


    The man shook his head.


    ‘I do not understand. I do not understand the English,’ he said in Irish.


    ‘Farley!’ the Half-Sir shouted then, and the thick-set man who had been riding the rough horse came close to him.


    ‘Ask him! Ask him who it was,’ he demanded.


    Farley broke into Irish.


    ‘Who was it? Who was it did it to the master? Do you want us all in trouble?’


    ‘I don’t know, Farley,’ the man said. ‘I saw nothing. I was in the other place drinking a happoth of whisky. I came out when I heard the ree-raw.’


    ‘He doesn’t know,’ said Farley in English. ‘He doesn’t know, sir. He wasn’t here.’


    ‘Well, ask somebody else! Ask somebody else! Some of them know. They couldn’t all be as blind as they are stupid. Ask them!’ He was pale with anger.


    Farley asked. But nobody knew. Nobody had seen anything. They weren’t there at the time.


    ‘I’d love to do something to them,’ said the Half-Sir. ‘They know damn well. Here, Farley, who in the whole place has a young man with brown hair and a thin face? He’s tall and well set up.’


    ‘Unless it’s the nephew of the schoolmaster Marcus,’ said Farley. ‘Maybe it was him. If he isn’t here. Did you leave a mark on him?’


    ‘I left a mark on him.’


    Farley shouted in Irish.


    ‘Is Dualta Duane here at the fair?’


    There was no answer. It was so silent you could hear the song of the birds. Farley and the Half-Sir looked at one another.


    ‘Right! Bring my horse,’ he said. ‘We will go and have a look at this Dualta, and if he’s the one he’ll show it and by God he’ll pay for it!’ They brought his horse. He got into the saddle. He looked down at them. Their faces were blank. As stupid-looking as bloody bullocks, he thought. Then he brought the whip down on the horse’s flank and the horse ran. A path cleared for him like magic and he galloped down the bad road towards the Mount, and his retinue followed after him roaring and shouting, and all of the mass of people looked after them silently. Sorcha was biting her knuckles and there were tears in her eyes.


    Dualta approached the village from the south. It was easy to take advantage of the many folds in the fields as they crept up the Mount. Some of the fields were soft with grass, some of them had the stubbles of the cut oats on them, and they were hard on his feet. Others had wide beds of dying potato stalks, where tall fading thistles grew among the stalks and pierced his legs. Beyond the fields there was a patch of cut-over bog with sedge and coarse grass that was slippery from the recent rains.


    When he came within sight of the village he went on one knee, breathing hard, and looked at it. Below, the street-town seemed empty but he couldn’t see into the streets of it, just the dots of people who remained on its outskirts, but at the demesne side of the town he saw horsemen galloping on the road and men running after them, and beginning to jump walls and cross the fields to keep up with the horsemen.


    The doors of the houses in the village were closed. So unusual, that. Some child must have got ahead of him running the straight way. There were about ten houses, built in a semicircle around a sort of green where a few pigs wallowed. The houses were built with their backs to the north, seeming to be half set into the stony, ground. Some of them were straw-thatched, some sedge-thatched. One or two of them were stone-built packed with lime-mortar. The others were built from dobe mud. Half of them had chimneys from which smoke was lazily rising. From the others smoke came through the unglassed windows. His uncle’s house was at the apex, higher on the hill, looking down at all the others. The door was open. But he didn’t want to go directly to it. He felt he didn’t want to pass by the closed doors, the green bereft of children. He went to the left working his way to get to the back of his uncle’s house. From here the Mount started to rise to its high swelling proportions. Panting from his exertions, he reached this height and sank down behind it. By putting his head over the top he could nearly look down into the chimney of his uncle’s house, but he ducked again quickly when he saw the horseman rounding the hill and galloping towards the green.


    The Half-Sir pulled up outside the house of Marcus. Behind him Farley was beating the slow plough-horse to come close to him. Already some of the field runners were closer than he. They formed around the horseman who was calling: ‘You inside, come out here! You, whatever your name is, come out here!’


    They waited.


    ‘Come when you are called!’ shouted the horseman impatiently.


    There was a movement in the doorway and then a big man came out into the sunlight. He was wiping his hands on a rag. His shirt-sleeves were rolled over big arms. His corduroy breeches were neat over grey woollen stockings and heavy brogue shoes. He had a strong sunburned face with muscular jaws. His spiky hair, once ginger in colour, was going grey. He loooked at the horsemen with calm eyes.


    ‘You are Marcus the school-teacher?’ the Half-Sir asked.


    ‘I am,’ the man said.


    ‘You have a nephew?’ the other asked.


    ‘Yes,’ said Marcus.


    ‘Where is he?’


    ‘He is not in my pocket,’ said Marcus.


    ‘Be careful of your speech,’ said the Half-Sir, his hand tightening on the whip.


    ‘I am,’ said Marcus.


    ‘See if he is in the house, Farley,’ said the man. Farley got off the horse. He went towards the house. He looked at Marcus, who was taller than he. Marcus stood blocking him for a moment and then stood aside. Farley went into the house. They waited. He came out. ‘There is no one there,’ he said.


    ‘When your nephew comes here,’ said the Half-Sir, ‘I want him. If he has a mark on his face he is in the worst trouble he ever was in.’


    ‘What is he supposed to have done?’ Marcus asked.


    ‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ said the Half-Sir. ‘Farley, divide the men up. Send some of them to block the way to Cong. Let others of them shut off the road to Connemara and Mayo. In the meantime I’ll go home and collect some hunters and dogs. You hear that, school-teacher?’


    ‘I hear that,’ said Marcus.


    ‘Then heed it,’ said the Half-Sir. ‘He won’t get out of here. I’ll pluck him out of the bottle. If you have sense you will find him and bring him to me. That way he might find a little mercy, but if I have to hunt him and find him he will never forget it.’


    He turned his horse then and went away. Farley talked to the men with the sticks and they split two ways, one party of them going north and the other south, straight across the land. Then Farley followed his master and Marcus was left looking after them.


    He stood there for a moment thinking, and then he turned abruptly and went into the house.


    Dualta waited until he could hear no sound, then he eased himself over the height and slithered down. He was behind his house, hidden from view. He stayed there a short time, and then walked carefully around the blank wall, which held neither back window nor back door, rounded the gable end, looked, and walked swiftly into the house.


    Marcus was doing a strange thing. He was taking books from a shelf over the fireplace and putting them into a sack. There was only the light of the fire in the kitchen and the opaque light that came through the window which, instead of glass, held a stretched, scraped sheepskin fitted in the frame.


    Marcus turned when the light from the door was blocked.


    ‘Come in closer,’ he said in Irish, ‘until I look at you.’


    Dualta did so.


    ‘You have a mark on your face,’ said Marcus.


    ‘I have a mark on my face,’ said Dualta, putting his hand up to feel it tenderly and wondering that he was still consumed with rage.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    IT WAS a one-roomed house. The floor was the rock of the hillside. It had been chipped and levelled and worn smooth by the passage of feet for many years. There was a wooden box pegged to the wall that held a few crocks, a few plates. The chimney was of wickerwork plastered over with mud, and whitewashed. The two beds were bags of straw neatly folded and placed in the corner with two brown blankets draped over them. There were two long crudely-built forms for the scholars. That was all.


    When Marcus had the hooks put into the sack, he went over to the wooden box and started to place the crockery carefully on top of the books.


    Dualta said to him: ‘What are you doing?’


    Marcus said: ‘ I’m packing.’


    Dualta said wonderingly: ‘Where are you going?’


    Marcus looked over his shoulder at him. Then he put the sack on the floor and came over to him.


    ‘Dualta,’ he said, ‘what have you done?’


    ‘He hit me,’ said Dualta. ‘I only tumbled him off his horse.’


    ‘You only tumbled him off his horse,’ said Marcus. ‘Ah, well, that’s not much. He’s only the son of the landlord.’


    ‘Was I to stand there and be beaten and do nothing?’ Dualta asked.


    ‘That’s right,’ said Marcus. ‘You should have tumbled him off his horse in your head, Dualta.’


    ‘Am I a slave?’ Dualta asked angrily. ‘Are we all slaves?’


    Marcus considered this.


    ‘What is a slave? If you remember what I have taught you, there was a slave once called Spartacus. He didn’t think he was a slave. You know what happened to him?’


    ‘This isn’t then, it’s now,’ said Dualta. ‘There’s no man on God’s earth going to hit me as if I was an animal.’


    ‘That’s grand,’ said Marcus. ‘ So you are free. You did what you had to do, and now I have to pay the price of your victory.’


    ‘It’s nothing to do with you,’ said Dualta.


    ‘There are some potatoes boiled in the pot,’ said Marcus. ‘You better eat a few of them. You haven’t much time.’


    ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Dualta almost shouted. ‘ I’m staying here.’


    Marcus looked at him.


    ‘Do you know what will happen to you?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t care,’ said Dualta. ‘If I have to die, I will die. They won’t take me without blood. I tell you. There’s law. He hit me first.’


    Marcus rubbed his big hands over his head. He sat on a form.


    ‘Listen to me, Dualta,’ he said. ‘There is law. Maybe it’s good law, I don’t know. But you cannot interpret it. I cannot. They are the people who say what the law means. They are the magistrates. They are the ones who say what right is. Right is on their side. Nothing else matters. They take you. They will beat you within an inch of your life, and then they will transport what’s left of you for seven years to Australia. Maybe you want to be beaten. Maybe you want to go to Australia. If you do, all right, all right. As long as you know.’


    He got up and went back to his sack.


    ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Dualta almost plaintively. ‘ What has it got to do with you?’


    ‘I’m your uncle,’ Marcus said. ‘What do I own? I own nothing. I built this house but it isn’t mine. I grow potatoes in a two-rood field but it isn’t mine. Use your head. I’m going because I have no option. If I don’t go I will be put. If they can’t get at you, they will get at me. One must accept these things when one can’t fight them.’ He looked at the bewildered face of his nephew. He went over to him. He put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You should have accepted the blow, Dualta. We have no weapons, except patience and sufferance, and talk about tomorrow. Go and eat some potatoes.’


    Suddenly the anger left Dualta. He felt cold. He felt miserable. He thought how he had been so happy only a short time ago in the sun, at the fair. It had all happened so quickly. He crouched over the black pot where the potatoes rested in their split jackets. He reached for one. It was hot. He threw it from hand to hand to cool it. He looked at the big back of Marcus. He felt his stomach falling.


    ‘Will we go together then?’ he asked.


    Marcus paused before he answered him.


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘We have to part, Dualta. I will go back to my brother in Connemara. I will go along the spine of the Mount where I can be seen. They will be sure I am going to meet you. It might draw them away from you. You will have to go down to the big lake and cross at its narrow part and get to Galway and go south.’


    He watched Dualta’s bent head. He was easing off the skin of the potato with his thumb-nail.


    ‘I have another sack. I will put your possessions into it and a few potatoes to carry you.’


    He took Dualta’s folded clothes from the window-sill, his cloth breeches and stockings and the small-coat and two shirts, and a pair of brogue shoes from the corner.


    ‘The best thing about being a slave is that you have so little to take with you when you go,’ he said cheerfully, watching the bent head of his nephew. He placed the sack beside him.


    ‘I have two implements,’ he said then. ‘We will share them. The spade for you and the manure fork for me.’ He laughed. ‘See, with this spade I give you a livelihood. Here is a spade and go into the great world and make your fortune.’ He tied the ends of the sack around the handle of the spade, left it against the wall. Then he went to where his small-coat was hanging from a peg. He put it on him and the battered beaver hat. It sat rakishly on his spiky hair. He felt in the pocket of the coat and pulled out a small leather purse. He opened it and tumbled the coins it contained into the palm of his hand. He put some back into his purse. He bent down to Dualta.


    ‘Here,’ he said, holding out his hand to him. He put money into his palm. ‘ Pocket that,’ he said. ‘It’s just three half-crowns, half of what I possess.’


    ‘I cannot do this,’ mumbled Dualta.


    ‘You have to,’ said Marcus, peeling a potato and biting into it. They ate.


    ‘Hurry now,’ Marcus said. ‘Get movement under you. We haven’t long to wait.’


    Dualta stood up.


    ‘Keep high enough on the Mount where the horses can’t climb,’ said Marcus. ‘Don’t let the dogs get the wind of you. Move down towards the fall of night, and get across and hide in the hills on the other side. You hear all this?’


    ‘I do,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Then get up and go now,’ said Marcus.


    ‘This is not right,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Will you go for the love of God, Dualta?’ said Marcus.


    Dualta went to the spade. He raised it, pushed the sack down and put the spade on his shoulder. He went to the door. He looked at the village. There was no sign of life in it.


    ‘Like rabbits,’ he said aloud bitterly. ‘ You see them on a sandhill darting into their burrows at the sound of a footfall.’


    ‘Don’t blame them,’ said Marcus. ‘They are holding on to life.’


    Dualta paused. So many things in his head he wished to say to this man who had been his mother and father for so long.


    Dualta said: ‘God be with you, Uncle Marcus,’ and went out of the door and turned right and scrambled up the place behind. Then, not turning again, he speeded his pace and moved towards the towering bulk of the Mount.


    Marcus stood there motionless, looking at the blank doorway. He felt like wailing. But that wouldn’t do. Soon now, Dualta would have to go some place. He was too bright to stay with his uncle. Marcus had taught him most of what he knew himself except the wisdom and acceptance that come with maturity. He remembered him after the 1817 famine and fever had hit them. Dualta was the only survivor of his house – mother and father, sisters and brothers, all gone. Nine years ago, a thin fever-racked boy, not a pick on him, just eyes like the beginning of a fish. Marcus had brought him from there to here and he was as his son. A picture in his mind of the famine funerals, then, the women wailing, their thin screeching piercing the sky.


    He shook himself. This wouldn’t do. He wrapped the blankets around his sack and tied them neatly with a few whangs so that he could carry them hanging from his shoulder like a pedlar’s budget. He lifted the potato-pot and the wooden water-bucket and carried them outside and left them in front of the house. The neighbours could have them, he thought, first come lucky. Then he went back and looked at the inside of his thatch. He got the manure fork, raised it and pushed away some scraws from the blackened wooden supports until he could see the straw of the thatch. He poked at that with the fork until he broke through and he could see a little sky. Then he upended one of the forms. It was long. It reached to the opening he had made. He put the other one on top of it. At the foot of these he emptied the bed-sacks and piled the straw around them.


    Then he went to the door and looked down. He couldn’t see, but he could hear the barking of dogs and the voices of men, so he went back and, using the fork, he carried the live burning turf of the fire and laid it on the straw. It smouldered and sizzled and burst into flame. When the flame rose and started to lick at the wood of the forms, he shouldered his budget, hefted his fork, sternly quelled the outrage that rose in him at what he was doing to his little home, and then he went outside, pulled the door closed behind him and stood there waiting for the horsemen and the pack of dogs that, shouting and barking, had turned into the approach of the village.


    Only the one horseman came towards him. The dogs surrounded the horse’s legs. Many breeds, brown and white beagles and one or two deerhounds, big shaggy friendly fellows with lolling tongues, and also some of the local collies who had joined the dog-pack.


    Marcus looked at the Half-Sir. He didn’t try to hide the distaste he felt for him. It didn’t matter any more.


    ‘We know how it was your nephew, school-teacher,’ he said. ‘We found somebody not unwilling to talk.’


    ‘Even Eden had serpents,’ said Marcus.


    ‘So where is he?’ the man asked. He had changed his clothes, Marcus noticed. But the side of his face was pitted and sore-looking. His eyes were glinting.


    ‘You go and find him,’ said Marcus. ‘He is one, you are many.’


    The man dismounted angrily, swinging his whip and facing Marcus. He was surprised then to find that the other man topped him almost by a head. He saw the smile on the face of Marcus.


    ‘I have a mind to chastise you for your nephew,’ he said.


    ‘You better forget it,’ said Marcus. ‘He was a boy. I am a man. If a boy could do what he did to you, what could a man do?’ The prongs of the fork were winking in the sunlight. They caught the eye of the Half-Sir. He looked at the eyes of Marcus. They were cold eyes and anger was beginning to peep from them. The Half-Sir didn’t feel self-assured. He turned and waved at the horsemen behind him. ‘Come here,’ he called. There were five of them. They came, flogging their horses, pilling up and stopping, the horses rearing.


    ‘What’s to do, Charles?’ one of them asked. They were young men. The Half-Sir looked at Marcus.


    Marcus said. ‘You feel safer now.’


    Said Charles to them: ‘He knows where his nephew went. Will we beat it out of him?’


    A young fair-haired man frowned distastefully.


    ‘You do it, Charles,’ he said. ‘You beat it out of him.’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Marcus, ‘you do it, sir.’


    ‘I want you to hear this,’ said the Half-Sir. ‘This man is hereby evicted, and anyone who shelters him will suffer his fate. You hear that, school-teacher?’


    ‘I do,’ said Marcus as suddenly from behind him there was a loud swoosh and the roof of the house turned into a high blaze, roaring and smoking into the blue sky. The horses shied. Their riders pulled them back. ‘ I must have forgotten to quench the fire behind me,’ said Marcus. ‘ In that field there are two roods of potatoes. They are yours. They will pay my rent, I owe your father nothing then.’


    ‘Where is he? Where is your nephew?’


    ‘Find him,’ said Marcus.


    ‘Come on, Charles,’ the fair-haired one said. ‘ What’s the fun if we know where he is? He has to be somewhere on the Mount.’


    Charles looked again at Marcus, then at the burning house.


    ‘We’ll find him,’ he said. ‘There’s no place in Ireland that will be safe from me.’


    Marcus said nothing. The Half-Sir mounted slowly as if to show that he was not afraid of turning his back on the big man, then men, horses and dogs raced to the opening into the village where they paused, split in two and, turning right and left, headed towards the sun to scour each side of the Mount.


    Marcus stood there.


    When the noise was ended, some of the doors of the village opened and children appeared from them. They looked frightened. They came a few yards from their doorways and looked back at the burning house and the man standing there. They kept looking at him.


    He recognised them. All faces and shapes of heads that he had rapped knuckles on: girls with long hair tied with ribbons, boys in petticoats and boys in ragged breeches and worn shirts, they just stood there solemnly looking at him. Suddenly the lids of his eyes were hot. He had liked it here. He had liked what he was doing. He had liked the people. Why, oh why, Dualta, couldn’t you take a blow from a whip?


    He raised his hand in the air to them, and then he scrambled up the height behind the house. They watched him until he had disappeared and then silently they moved up towards the burning house. Here and there in the doorways some of the women appeared and watched their children sadly moving to the pyre of the house of their learning. The face of the descending sun was smudged by the black smelly smoke that filled the air.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    ON THE SHOULDER of the Mount, some hundreds of feet short of its peak, Dualta lay full length in the crudely built sheep-shelter and looked out through the gaps in the stones. The sun was getting low. The sky was the burnt golden colour you would see on the top of a wood-mushroom. He could see back beyond the furthest mountains. They seemed small from here although they were bigger than the Mount. The sides away from the sun were coloured a deep purple and the lakes between them were like shimmering sheets of silver. And out beyond them was the sea and its islands. If only he was a bird and could fly. The horsemen and the dogs were below him to the left.


    He turned on his side and, looking up, saw his Uncle Marcus climbing to the peak of the Mount, moving slowly and methodically, the way he did everything. Dualta knew that the hunters were watching him. Uncle Marcus knew they were watching him, hoping that he had a place set to meet Dualta. If they kept watching him they might leave gaps through which Dualta could slither.


    His Uncle Marcus had reached the crest and was walking there silhouetted for all to see, bravely, almost swaggering you thought, with the fork on his shoulder; and then he bent and moved and shouted and fired a stone and Dualta almost smiled to see the two hares racing away from him, down the Mount in the direction of the dogs.


    He watched closely. He saw one of the dogs raising his nose into the air. He saw him getting the scent and then he was off baying and the whole pack of dogs followed him. The horsemen whistled and called but the dogs paid them no heed. Very few dogs can resist the scent of a hare, so the horsemen had no option but to follow them. It was bad ground for the horses; thin soil over a covering of shale, but they slipped and recovered and chose their ground and raced up the Mount after the dogs.


    It was Dualta’s chance and he took it. He crossed down behind them having taken one more look at his uncle on the Mount. He chose the ground that gave him cover in its folds, and ran swiftly. He was thinking: This crowd will go around the Mount, but the others will come this side from the north of the Mount, so I must get to the river before that. He took chances. Out in the open places he raced down the side of the hill with the strides of a giant. If one of the horsemen had turned his head, he would have been seen and captured. Because he was reckless he got away with it. In his heart he didn’t really care if they did find him. He would hurt someone before they subdued him. He thought of the face of the Half-Sir and he hated him, blindly, grinding his teeth, gripping the handle of the spade, seeing the iron of it cleaving skulls. And he was ashamed of this feeling too, that he should be capable of it, and blaming the Half-Sir for having engendered it in him.


    When he reached lower ground he was safe from being seen for a while, shut off by a satellite hill that tried ambitiously to rear itself from the boggy ground. Ahead of him were green fields rendered lush by the river that flowed through the valley. He rested here, breathing hard. The sun was lower. It was sending up giant despairing rays from behind the mountains. The clap-light was about to fall, and in October it fell fairly swiftly, but over his left shoulder there was a giant harvest moon, a huge yellow globe like a big turnip. This did not please him. He crossed two fields, jumping the low stone walls, and then sank down when he heard the harrooing. He dared to look. Both parties had joined, and now spread out arc-like, covering a wide area and coming down the river valley scouring it like a flood.


    Now what do I do? he wondered. Should he give himself up and take what they have to give, looking at them scornfully, bleeding defiantly, like the great Irish heroes of the sagas? Who would care? Who was there left to make a great poem about him? Who would care to make a poem about him, an obscure youth, even if there were any great Gaelic poets left, which there weren’t, his uncle claimed, only proud beggars who turned thin jingles, as weak as water-spits? He laughed a little, thinking of himself as a great hero of a new saga. What would it be called? The Boy and the Beagles? He looked high up for his uncle then, but there was no sign of him against the sky. So he was on his way. He had done what he could.


    There was a wall near him running down the incline towards the river. He reached it. It barely covered him as he crouched and ran down beside it. The river was wild and deep after the recent rains. It was a very clear colour, sort of grey. He was away below where it could be crossed with dry feet, so he didn’t hesitate. He went into it. It was deeper than he had thought and the current was stronger, but he kicked with his feet and grabbed the fading rushes on the other side. He pulled himself into there. He could feel the grey sticky mud around his legs. His body was warm from the running, but it was soon cold. He held the sack free of the water, but he had to sink it when he heard the sounds coming nearer. So now everything was wet. He sat in the mud. He could feel it oozing through his clothes. He thought of being dragged from the mud like a rat. Would they shake him to get the mud off him before they beat him?


    He turned to look up the river. He saw them. The dogs and one horseman. Not the Half-Sir. Coming very close. Could the dogs smell his head? Would they get his scent from the place where he had entered the river?


    They might have if a hare hadn’t burst from a form almost under their noses. He felt like getting up and cheering. Baying and shouting and cursing that faded away. He gave them time to depart before he dragged himself from the mud. The far bank of the river was high. He crawled up there and looked over. There were two horsemen this side. They were looking after the baying dogs. They paused and consulted and then went away towards the road below and the rude bridge that crossed the river. As soon as they left, he left, straight away from the river, running across the fields where the ground rose on the other side to a range of hills that ran down to the spot in the big lake where he had to go. He gained the shelter of these hills and, finding a patch of fading heather, he rolled in it as a horse rolls in sand, kicking and rubbing, trying to squeeze away the mud and the wet and the bleakness.


    He looked for his enemies. They had been going in the right direction, away from him, but now they had all turned and were coming back this way, whether they had lost the hare or turned him, he didn’t know. The horsemen on the road had turned too and were coming back. He scrambled over to the sunside of the hill and started running. He ran towards the spot where the road was curving madly like a worm impaled on a hook. This was his last fling, he knew. He would have to reach this before them or he was finished. He was young and he was strong but there wasn’t much breath left in him. And he was hungry. He was conscious of all these things. The blood was pounding in his ears. But he reached the furze-lined road and broke through and gained the other side in a few leaps and rolled and tumbled down the far slopes and lay there completely exhausted, a long briar tendril wrapping around one of his legs and lacerating it. Above him he heard the sound of the horse-hooves on the rough stone road.


    He got to his feet. Tenderly he unwrapped the briar from his leg. It was dark down here now, but there was a long path of moonlight on the water of the great lake. He limped down to the shore. He was walking in the curve of a bay. His feet crushed the wild mint and waves of it rose to his nostrils. He saw the wooded point out from him and he stumbled towards it. He couldn’t be seen, but that did not make him safe. There was no inch safe now for him on this side.


    When he reached the point and looked at the short stretch of water between him and the other shore he knew that he couldn’t swim that far. It was only a few hundred yards, but he was too tired and he had never swum that far before. So wearily he went back into the wood. He searched it in the moonlight until he found a fallen tree that would suit him. Lying there for a year or more it was well rotted, the outer part had broken away, but its core was sound. He managed to raise it on his shoulder and stumbled with it to the shore. Much of it fell away, rotten, but enough remained. He waded with it into the deep water. He got it under his oxters, held the spade and the sodden sack free of the water and kicked out with his feet. The water was calm. There was little wind. In about ten minutes he was free of the path of moonlight and yard by yard the dark bulk of the far shore came nearer to him.


    He thought of the giant pike of the lake about which the fishermen told such tales. He wondered if one of them would come up for a look and snap off one of his feet. This made him laugh weakly. It’s just the proof of how unsafe land animals feel once they are on the deep water.


    The shore came closer and closer until he felt stones under his feet when he let them down, so he freed himself from the almost sinking log and stumbled and fell and rose again until he felt the coarse sand, and then his heart sank as the bulk of a big man rose from the grey rocks where he had blended and came towards him. He had a big stick in his hand and he spoke in Irish and he said: ‘Well, boy, it took you a long time to get here.’


    Dualta just dropped the spade and sack and sat down drearily on the sand.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    DUALTA SAID: ‘Weren’t they cunning to send you to wait for me here? I didn’t grant them that much brains.’


    ‘Who’s this you talk about?’ the man asked.


    ‘Them, over there,’ said Dualta, nodding his head at the opposite shore, looking innocent and pleasant under the subtle moonlight.


    The man spat.


    ‘The curse of the devil on them,’ he said.


    Dualta was surprised. ‘You mean they didn’t plant you?’ he asked.


    The man laughed. ‘ The only one who will plant me is the grave-digger,’ he said. ‘Stir yourself from that. You must be wet. You’ll die of the fever.’


    Dualta rose to his feet. Now he felt his whole body shivering. ‘I don’t understand. I thought you were one of them.’


    ‘I was at the fair with a little pig,’ the man said. ‘ I saw. It was a brave but foolish thing you did. When I came home I climbed the hill behind. It was good. It was like a story you can see. You on the Mount and the horses and the dogs. I could see it all until the sun went under. I saw the way you were moving. I would have crossed to you with my old thing of a boat, but I was afraid they would see that on the water and be guided to you. So I waited.’


    ‘But how about your gentlemen? Won’t they know?’


    ‘Let them scratch their own skin. Come. The house is a piece away. The walk will warm you. I will carry your spade.’ He took it from him and set off walking. Dualta followed him. The wet clothes were cold on him but his heart was warm. He felt like laughing. If this wasn’t a trick! Could there be such deceit in such an open countenance? He stopped still. He could run away. The man had close ears. He turned and looked at the motionless figure. He seemed to divine the thoughts of Dualta.


    ‘No, no, man,’ he said. ‘It won’t do. You will have to take to people. Would I betray you? My name is Joyce.’


    ‘It is a good name,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Our portion of it was never dirtied,’ said the man.


    ‘Over there nobody raised a hand or a voice for me,’ said Dualta, ‘only my uncle, the schoolmaster.’


    ‘He was a good man,’ said Joyce, ‘and it was his duty. Why should the others pay a penalty for your spirit?’


    ‘You are,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Not me,’ the man laughed. ‘I teach foxes their tricks. Your passing will leave no more on me than a soft summer wind on the water. Come with me, for God’s sake, or you will perish with the dampness.’


    He turned then and walked on.


    Dualta followed him, calling out, ‘Forgive it to me that I doubted you. I am not wise.’


    ‘Who is?’ the man asked, raising his voice. ‘Máirtin is my name.’


    ‘My deep thanks to you, Máirtin,’ said Dualta.


    ‘Save your wind,’ said Máirtin. ‘It’s a stiff climb and you must by this time be weary.’


    It was a stiff climb, through deep heather and fading thick sedge and soft places where he sank to his shins in brown slime and only with an effort plucked his feet free. He was tired, so the climb took it out of him, but at least it warmed his body and set his clothes steaming. The thick-set bare-footed man ahead of him walked casually as if he was on a level place with a fair surface.


    Dualta was pleased when they came into a declivity where a house was built by a tumbling mountain stream. The moon shone on the whitewash of the house, and the spilled waters of the stream flashed like precious stones. Behind the hill was a cliff, deeply indented by the stream.


    Máirtin waited for him at the door of the house. He saw that the house had no chimney, just a hole in the thatch through which smoke came and was flattened by the twirling currents of air.


    ‘You are welcome,’ Máirtin said when he reached him. ‘Go in and stand in front of the fire.’


    Dualta ducked his head and entered. The place was lighted only by the flames of a roaring turf fire on the open hearth. His nose was assailed with smells, smoke and children and, yes, pigs. There was a sow lying on straw in a corner to his right, penned in by birch poles on short trestles. He looked around. He saw many eyes glinting at him. His eyes became accustomed to the light and he began to pick out the children. Very small, and up. They all seemed the same. He could only tell their sex if they had grown a little big for their tattered wool petticoats. A bigger girl with a dress and a barefooted woman standing near the fire lifting the lid off a steaming potato-pot.


    ‘God bless all here,’ Dualta said.


    ‘You are welcome,’ the woman said, straightening up.


    Máirtin spoke from behind him.


    ‘This is Dualta, the nephew of the schoolmaster,’ he said. ‘He is as wet as a trout. Pull the clothes off him, Máire, and let him stand in front of the fire.’


    ‘God bless us,’ the woman said, ‘he looks drowned. Go away, children. Pull down, Dualta.’


    Dualta was embarrassed. He heard Máirtin chuckling.


    ‘Go back up in the room, girls,’ he said then, ‘and let the man dry out without your eyes on him.’


    Four persons detached themselves from the shades. They disappeared behind an opening near the hearth. He heard murmured words and giggles as they vanished. He started to strip himself. It was wonderful to feel the warmth of the fire on his body. Máirtin took his wet clothes and hung them from the iron crooks in the hearth. They began to steam like himself. Then he felt the woman rubbing at his back with a coarse cloth. She was clucking with her tongue. ‘ How will you live?’ she asked. ‘You’re destroyed with the dampness.’ He relaxed.


    ‘Here,’ said Máirtin, ‘will we empty the sack?’


    ‘Do that,’ said Dualta. ‘The things in there must be destroyed too.’ Máirtin loosed the neck of the wet sack from the spade and reached for the contents. Very pitiful. His extra clothes, his shoes and a pair of woollen stockings. Máirtin hung them all, shaking his head. Then he took out two books. They were wet but one of them had a leather binding and it had saved them. Máirtin looked at them. ‘This is the English writing, is it?’


    Dualta looked. It was a copy of Goldsmith’s History of England, Rome and Greece. ‘It is,’ he said.


    ‘You read and write then?’ Máirtin asked.


    ‘I told you my uncle was the schoolmaster,’ said Dualta.


    ‘That’s a wonderful thing, powerful,’ said Máirtin. ‘ We have no teacher here yet. Some say the priest will get one soon. If you had time you could teach us all to write, or maybe just the little ones. We are ignorant. It is very sad. Maybe the young ones will be better off?’


    ‘Maybe they are better off now without it,’ said Dualta.


    ‘No, you are wrong,’ said Máirtin. ‘This is an English book too?’ He was holding up a wet book. The pages were stuck. He was gently releasing them.


    ‘Yes,’ said Dualta. ‘That’s one about the travels of Gulliver.’


    ‘I’ve heard some of the stories of him,’ said Máirtin. ‘The old mother knew a lot of tales. She is dead now, God rest her.’


    ‘You are well dry at the back,’ said Máire, handing him the cloth. ‘Now rub yourself. I will turn out the pot.’


    He took the cloth and rubbed himself. He felt better.


    Máirtin looked at him. He will make a fine man, he thought, not too big but big enough.


    ‘You will be like this Gulliver yourself now, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘You will have to travel farther than malice.’


    ‘Wrap yourself in this and sit,’ said Máire. She put a thin blanket around his shoulders and at his legs he felt the round cut from a tree. It was seasoned and worn smooth and was a good stool. He pulled the blanket around him and sat.


    ‘You can come down now, girls,’ Máirtin called. ‘The man is visible.’


    They came down from the room huddled close together, shyly as if he was going to murder them. The other small ones had come closer to him, sitting on the stone floor, their eyes glinting.


    ‘How many have you?’ he asked.


    ‘Nine, thank God,’ said Máirtin. ‘Four girls and four boys and big Páidi that’s out visiting. He’s tracking a girl but she’ll have none of him. He has nothing and her father has six cattle.’


    ‘Maybe the girl prefers Páidi to the cattle?’


    ‘She does not,’ said Máirtin. ‘She has a head on her shoulders. Sell trout and eat salted herrings.’


    Máire was turning the drained pot of potatoes onto a flat round kish. They steamed in their big pile. Some of the jackets were open invitingly.


    ‘You must be weak with the hunger,’ said Máirtin. ‘Take up and eat.’ He crossed himself. Some of the small children were already reaching. They had to pull back their hands reluctantly and cross themselves and listen to their father thanking God melodiously for the pot of potatoes. Then they grabbed.


    The potatoes were red hot. They had to dance them from hand to hand as they skinned them. Máire put a tin of coarse salt beside the kish and handed Dualta a tin mug of buttermilk. He bit into the potato and supped the buttermilk. Bit and sup. Bit and sup and he was as hungry as an animal, but had to restrain himself from eating too fast.


    ‘Páidi will miss his meal,’ said Máire.


    ‘Let the girl pay for his company,’ said Máirtin.


    The children laughed and the girls giggled, but nobody stopped from reducing the big pile of potatoes. The sow behind them woke from her snoozing and grunted hungrily as the smell of the fresh boiled potatoes reached into her subconscious.


    Dualta felt warm, and safe, and the happenings of the day no longer seemed such a nightmare.


    He woke with a start, frightened. Over his head in the loft a cock was crowing. It was a weird sound in the enclosed space of the kitchen. He heard a voice calling, and arms were reaching with a stick. There was an indignant fluttering of wings, a seeming waterfall of feathers as the cock and the chickens flew down from the loft and were chased, protesting like titled ladies, into the dawn. All this he could see without opening his eyes. He felt very tired still. He heard the sow protesting then and grunting like an old gentleman as she too was driven from the warm place and out of the door. The straw and its covering where he slept were warm. Beside him the four little boys were sleeping, head to toe like oat-sheaves in a cart. They looked very young and innocent, their hair tousled, their young faces and brows untroubled.


    Then he saw Máirtin at the door. He came over to him.


    ‘You are awake,’ he said. ‘Rise up fast. There are boats crossing the loch.’ Dualta felt his heart sinking as he pushed aside the blanket. The little boys slept on. He put the blanket back over them. He was wearing his own dried shirt. It didn’t take him long to get into his breeches. ‘I have all ready for you,’ Máirtin was saying. ‘All packed away. Páidi is keeping an eye on them. We have some cold potatoes that will take the edge off your hunger as you go. I will call him. He will be with you.’


    Dualta didn’t answer him. Máirtin went out the door.


    Máire, who had been listening to them, suddenly sat on the stool and dropped her head in her hands. He could see long streaks of grey in her brown hair. She wasn’t an old woman. Her shoulders were heaving.


    ‘Tell me what is wrong?’ Dualta asked. ‘Have I upset you?’


    She shook her head.


    ‘Páidi is going away,’ she said.


    ‘He will be back at Christmas,’ said Dualta.


    ‘He will be missed,’ she said. ‘He is very lively.’


    ‘It’s not as if he was going away for ever,’ said Dualta. ‘You have eight others.’


    ‘That makes no difference,’ she said. ‘ Miss one, miss all. Each one is a new bit of your heart. When he goes it is taken away.’


    Máirtin was at the door again.


    ‘Are you all but ready?’ Máirtin asked.


    ‘Yes,’ said Dualta. He looked at Máire. She had blue eyes. One time she must have been beautiful. She had regular features.


    ‘I thank you,’ he said to her, trying to express all that he felt in a few words. ‘May you be blessed.’ He went to the door and into the light. The sun was barely over the horizon. Here they were shut away from its light by the hills behind. He saw the young man running towards him. He was jumping wet places like a goat. A big young man with thickly muscled bare legs, unruly brown hair, big white teeth in a generous mouth, and well-worn patched clothes.


    He stopped in front of them.


    ‘They are halfway across,’ he said. ‘ You must be important, Dualta. They want very much to get close to you. Maybe they want you to marry one of their daughters. Did you injure her?’


    He thought this was funny. He laughed, slapping his thigh.


    ‘You better go if you are going,’ said Máirtin. He spoke gruffly. He didn’t meet his son’s eyes, Dualta noticed.


    ‘Yes,’ said Páidi. ‘I will get my things and say farewell to the family. Are the young ones awake?’


    ‘They seem to be still sleeping,’ said Dualta.


    ‘That’s as well,’ said Páidi, ‘otherwise they would be making noises like bonhams. Anyone would think I was going away for ever.’


    ‘If he didn’t go and earn a little at the digging,’ said Máirtin, ‘how would we pay our rent? Isn’t it better for him to go for a little than for the lot of us to be tramping the roads for ever?’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Dualta.


    ‘When they grow up anyhow,’ said Máirtin, ‘ it’s cursed little of them you see. To eat is all. Other times they are chasing girls or playing cards or dancing at cross-roads. Isn’t it very little of them you see anyhow? They might as well be away. Páidi will get you across the hills. He is to meet other diggers on the far side and you can travel south together.’


    ‘That will be good,’ said Dualta. ‘They say down there that there are men who are not afraid of their landlords. They even kill them.’


    Máirtin was silent.


    ‘Take it easy,’ he said then. ‘You are too young to feel that way. There is great talk of a man called O Connell. He is only a Munsterman but there might be some good in him.’


    ‘I have heard of him,’ said Dualta. ‘He talks. He doesn’t do anything.’


    ‘The gift of the talk might be better than a charge from a gun,’ said Máirtin.


    Páidi came running out of the house with a spade on his shoulder and the bundle tied to it.


    ‘Come on,’ Páidi called. ‘Are we to be here all day? Shouldn’t we have miles of the road over us by now? Women and children! Listen, I leave you well, father. I will be back with the Christmas and some gold guineas in my pocket. You hear?’


    ‘I do,’ said Máirtin. ‘Don’t stand there talking about them. Be off with you and may the luck rise with the both of you. Here’s your spade and things, Dualta. I nearly deprived you of them.’


    There was a sound of soft wailing coming from the house.


    ‘Come on! Come with me!’ said Páidi, suddenly moving away. Dualta looked at Máirtin.


    ‘Thank you from my heart, Máirtin,’ he said and then followed after. Páidi set a murderous pace. He jumped the stream from rock to rock, his bare feet gripping the wet stones like suckers. Then he turned right and started climbing the hill. He looked back once. Máire was at the door and the girls were clustered around her like chickens. They were waving their hands.


    ‘You’d think a man was going away for ever,’ Páidi was saying. Then he said no more. The climbing took all of their breath and attention. Halfway, they rested. The sat in the heather. They could no longer see Máirtin’s house. They could see the edge of the lake and the place where three boats were pulled up on the shore. Below them they saw groupings of houses clustered together in valley villages, up on the sides of hills, where they had been forced to carve fields from stony ground and boggy land.


    ‘You needn’t worry,’ said Páidi. ‘In a good cause, the biggest and most expert liars in Ireland live down there.’


    ‘How did they know I crossed?’ Dualta asked.


    ‘Somebody the other side must have seen you,’ said Páidi. ‘We better get over the crest. The lads will be waiting on the road on the far side. You won’t be alone any more, Dualta. We’ll get through to the south, don’t fear. I wouldn’t mind if we had to spill a bit of blood doing it either.’ He looked back once more and was sorry he had done so. Some of the young ones had climbed a shoulder of a hill and were standing there waving. You could see sadness in their waving.


    Páidi turned away and began furiously to climb the hill.


    When they topped the great hill and before they moved down they could see a thousand lakes stretched at their feet. Páidi searched the ground below with his eyes. Dualta could make out the winding ribbon of dirt road going in and out between the lakes like a snake. Páidi shouted. He professed to see a cluster of men moving on the road. Dualta couldn’t make them out, Páidi said, laughing, ‘You wouldn’t do in the Revenue,’ and set off running.


    It took them nearly an hour to reach the rough road below where ten young men were gathered waiting for them. As they came in sight, they shouted and waved, calling, ‘Run! Run, you devils!’ and Páidi and Dualta looked at one another and smiled and started to run. It was hardly fair. Dualta was slender and less heavy. If you roll a light rock and a heavy rock down the side of a hill, which gets below first? I don’t know, but Dualta was the first to reach the road.


    ‘Oh, you are getting weak, Páidi,’ one young man said. ‘ It must be all the courting.’


    They laughed at this.


    Páidi, almost breathless, said, ‘ This is Dualta. He is coming with us.’


    They welcomed him. They were roughly dressed in homespun clothes. They carried spades, and some of them had their shoes tied around their necks. They were well burnt by the sun. One of them was sitting at the side of the road tying a rag on a bloody big toe.


    ‘Were you dancing, Fursa?’ Páidi asked him. They laughed.


    ‘I hit me toe against a cursed rock,’ said Fursa. Tenderly he patted the brand-new shoes hanging around his neck. ‘ Wasn’t it a damn good job I wasn’t wearing my new shoes.’


    They laughed hilariously at this old joke and then in a group they hefted their spades and their sparse possessions and set out for the distant town, the bottleneck leading to the south.


    It was a fine day and the sun shone on them.


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    THEY WERE sitting on stones outside some of the thatched houses in the liberties, putting on their shoes, when they saw the long procession coming from behind them. They had been about five hours walking, but Dualta had felt the road short on him. All the diggers were young. The eldest of them wasn’t yet twenty-one. They were light-hearted and they joked and they sang and they told stories about the odd people in their own places. They talked about how much they might earn in the south. Some held that they might get up to tenpence a day. Others were more pessimistic. They thought maybe fivepence with a meal of potatoes. Fursa said it was a pity they couldn’t have made the trip in August when they could have gone to Dublin and crossed to Scotland. He said one of theirs who had to return because he had lost three fingers with a carelessly swung sickle had been making over a shilling a day, and after paying his way on the boat he had two pounds fifteen shillings when he got home. Wasn’t this wealth in a short time?


    ‘He had to walk and work for it,’ said Páidi.


    Tomás Mór was walking carefully on the road trying to get the feel of his shoes. He was hobbling.


    ‘God, they are killing me!’ he said. ‘They are murder. I’ll never abide them. Curse them! I’ll take them off again.’


    ‘You won’t,’ said Fursa. ‘Do you want to make a disgrace of us walking the town in your bare hooves? Don’t they think little enough of us as it is?’


    Dualta tentatively walked himself. It had been many months since he had worn shoes. They were made big for him, but the woollen stockings and the pressure of the hard leather were compressing his feet so that they felt like hot coals.


    ‘Watch what’s coming up the road,’ said Fursa. ‘What’s happening?’


    They looked. The procession stretched in a long file. It was headed by a carriage drawn by two horses. Behind that were men on horseback, then people walking and a few common carts with people sitting up on them, more people walking, and the rear was brought up by further men on horseback.


    ‘I declare it must be an election. There must be an election in town,’ said Fursa. ‘Hey,’ he called to a man across the street leaning on the half-door of his house. ‘What’s up in town? Is there an election?’ The man cupped his ear with his hand. Fursa went halfway across to him. ‘ Is there an election, I asked?’ he shouted.


    ‘Oh, yes, yes, yes,’ said the man. ‘ Why don’t you talk proper Irish?’


    Páidi laughed. ‘You hear that, Fursa,’ he said. ‘Take the turf out of your mouth.’


    ‘I’ve a good mind to go over and break your mouth,’ said Fursa to the man.


    ‘What you say?’ he asked.


    ‘I hope it’s an election,’ said Tomás Mór. ‘We might get a few free drinks by stealth.’


    ‘I said I’d like to give you a kick in the belly,’ said Fursa, whose face was red. The rest of them laughed, watching his rage.


    ‘I don’t understand a word you’re saying,’ the man said. He was genuinely exasperated.


    ‘You ignorant bostoon!’ Fursa shouted.


    ‘Ah,’ the man said. ‘I know what that means. You can’t come from the bog and talk like that to your betters. Get on about your business or I’ll go over and chastise you.’


    Fursa was dancing with rage in the middle of the rutted road.


    The carriage was level with him. It slowly passed by. There was an upright gentleman sitting in it. His hands were resting on a stick. He had a tall grey hat on him. He kept his eyes strictly in front of him, never looked out of the window.


    Then Páidi started calling sheep.


    ‘Ma-a-a-a! Ma-a-a-a! Ma-a-a-a!’ The rest of them took it up too. People came to the doors of houses grinning to see what it was about, and they too started calling sheep.


    Dualta watched the leading horseman. You could recognise the agent and behind him the bailiff, attended by satellite bailiffs with thick blackthorn sticks in their hands. They were walking. There were at least thirty people walking or riding the carts. These didn’t like the calling. Some of them flushed. Some of them just looked straight ahead. Some of them dropped their eyes.


    Dualta felt sorry for them. It wasn’t their fault. They were the forty-shilling freeholders, who were neither free nor holding anything. They did look like sheep, gathered into the fold, tended by shepherds who told them there was an election and when and how they were to go and who they were to vote for. It was as simple as that. If they didn’t do what they were told, their houses would be pulled down about their ears and they would be given the road. Dualta wondered what he would do if he was a forty-shilling freeholder. It didn’t mean anything anyhow. It was just a device created by the landlords to make things look good. The more freeholders they had whom they could make vote in the right way, the greater their chances for patronage in a sea of corruption.
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