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      Chapter One

    


    

      HE WAS SITTING on the stone wall. The field behind him sloped. First it was green, then it became darker green where the ferns were beginning to embrace it.


    He wore grey trousers and a white open-necked shirt that seemed to be blinding white in the sunshine. The wall was a boundary of the yellow road. When he looked left he could see the road twisting and winding back into the valley between the tall hills, until it ended at the lake. The lake was untroubled by wind. It was like clear glass. If he looked to his right he could see the calm sea stretching away to the horizon.


    It was very hot. There were beads of perspiration on his upper lip. He wiped them off with the back of his hand and rubbed a finger along his eyebrows and flicked it. He watched the bead of sweat falling in the dust and vanishing.


    He saw the girl coming out of the valley with the donkey ahead of her. She was a long way away. He paid no attention to her or the donkey. They were a common sight on the road between the big valley and the sea. He was looking blankly at the fields stretching away in front of him. They were neatly divided by stone walls. They were cared-for and cultivated. It was undulating land rising and falling. Some fields were barren and in others the cold stones peered through the thin grass. There were black cows grazing in them, and sometimes they raised a head curiously to look towards the white-shirted figure on the wall.


    His eyes didn’t see all those things. He was listless. He was bored. He barely tasted the cigarette he was smoking.


    The figure of the donkey and the girl came nearer and nearer to him. The donkey’s unshod hooves landed in the dust with a gentle clop. There were two baskets on his back, and as they swung emptily, the straps tying them to the pannier creaked.


    The girl saw the figure on the wall long before she reached him. She knew him. She felt colour rising in her cheeks. The sight of him made her heart beat faster. All because everyone was unknowing. She had heard that he was home. This was June, this was the time when everybody came home.


    She kept her eyes looking ahead, but now and again she would peep out of the sides of them to see if he was noticing her. He wasn’t noticing her. His teeth were bared in a grin of thought. They were white and strong, and looked very white in the dark face. His hair was tightly curled and clipped close to his head. He had a good-shaped head and a thick neck rising out of a round strong chest. She knew what his eyes were like. They were steel-blue in colour and there was always a reckless sort of glint in them. There were some who said they were never without a sneer in them. She passed by the unseeing eyes.


    “Hello, Mister O’Breen,” she said as she passed by. He paid no attention. She was sure he would pay no attention, but all the same she was a little disappointed. Then she heard his voice. It was a deep voice, sort of rusty.


    “Here, Breeda,” he said. “ Come here.”


    She turned. She had to walk back to him. It was a good way. She thought it was a very long way. She was terribly conscious of the eyes on her. Looking her over, taking her apart. She hadn’t her best dress on either. She had only the old blue cotton thing, that had been washed so often it was almost white. But she had outgrown it a bit if she only knew. Her body was shaping it better than she thought. She had good strong sunburned legs and they were bare like her feet. She needn’t be in bare feet, but she liked to be. She liked the silky feel of the dust. Her hair was brown and it was straight, but it always shone. She wore it long around her face. Her face was narrow, her eyes were deep-sunken and seemed to glitter from cover. I won’t blush she thought. I won’t blush. This is one time I won’t blush – but she couldn’t stop it from rising in her cheeks. The blush seemed to start in her toes and rise all the way to her brain. She couldn’t stop her fingers fiddling at the sides of her dress. She was furious at herself. After all she was over sixteen, practically, and he wasn’t a nun who had called you from the body of the class to stand before her blushing and shamed and fiddling with your dress. She should be more poised like the sisters told her.


    She found it hard to meet his gaze, but she raised her eyes. There seemed to be two bits of steel boring into her. His face was big and broad. All strong it seemed. All strong all over.


    “What’s the idea of calling me Mister?” he asked.


    She was confounded.


    “Well …” she said.


    “Well what?” he asked.


    “Well water,” she was going to say, but bit it back. It was so schoolgirlish but it was the answer to end answers when people well-ed you. So she dropped her eyes and scurried her feet.


    “What age are you now?” he asked.


    “I’m nearly seventeen,” she said.


    “You are like hell,” he said. “ You’re probably nearly sixteen.”


    “I’m over sixteen,” she said.


    “All right. I’m nineteen. That’s a three-year difference. Why do I qualify for the Mister?”


    “Well …” she said.


    “What, again?” he asked.


    She laughed and her blush went away.


    “You seem to be a man,” she said. “ That’s why. And when a person is a man he should be called Mister, I suppose.”


    “Where are you going?” he asked.


    She flung her arm out in a gesture. “Down to the sea,” she said. “Down for some seaweed.”


    He got off the wall.


    “I’ll go down a piece with you. I’m bored.”


    He walked beside her. He seemed to be towering over her. He wasn’t, just that he was bulky. He was looking down at her bent head. She had full red lips under a thin nose. He knew from the look of her skin that it would be soft to the touch.


    “You have changed a lot since I saw you last,” he said.


    “That was a year ago,” she said. “I was only a child then.” I mustn’t gush, she thought. Walking like this beside Bart O’Breen was a sort of fulfilment of a daydream. She was thinking that when she went back to school this year, she would really have something to dream about. He was quite close to her. She could smell tobacco from him. His shirt-sleeves were rolled. The bare arm near her was very brown from the sun. The skin was smooth on it. Muscles were leaping in it. “Will you be long home?” she asked him.


    “For ever,” he said.


    “What do you mean?” she asked.


    “It means that I’m not going back there,” he said. “They don’t know that at home yet, but they will, they will.” This grimly.


    “Oh!” she said.


    “It’s all a cod,” he said. “I wasn’t cut out to be a teacher. Can you see me teaching?”


    “I can see you doing anything,” she said. Trapped, she looked up at him wildly. But he hadn’t noticed. He wasn’t even listening.


    “It was the first thing that came into my head, when I was asked,” he said. “Do you know why?”


    “No,” she said. He wasn’t listening to that either.


    “It was your father,” he said. “He was a great teacher. He really knew how to teach and he made it look easy and a good thing to do. You remember him teaching?”


    He had stopped now, looking directly at her.


    She didn’t want to talk about her father. It still hurt her. Did she remember him teaching!


    “Yes,” she said. “ I remember.”


    “That’s why I came this way now,” he said. “ Remembering back. It was a good life those days only for the home we had. I liked school. But it was your father really. Down here.” He turned down a lane that led off the road. It was a little-used lane. There was grass growing in the tracks of the cartwheels. He stopped when she didn’t come with him. “Come on! What’s wrong with you?” he asked her roughly.


    “I don’t want to,” she said.


    “Don’t be neurotic,” he said, going back and taking her hand and practically pulling her down the small lane after him. She resisted a little and then followed him. She thought he was very cruel. She was sorry he had been on the side of the road when she passed by. They came out of the lane. The house was before them. It had been a two-storey house. The roof was half gone. There was no door. It was used as a stable. She felt she was suffocating as she looked at it. There had been a winding gravelled drive. You could barely see it. There was a grand stretch of green lawn. It was still there. The cattle had clipped it and manured it. The windows were blind. There was no glass in them. The rhododendron bushes grew wild, flinging their blossoms in all directions. All the other shrubs had been eaten or destroyed.


    “You see, that’s all that’s left, nothing,” he said. “ He was a grand man, your father. It’s a pity he had to die. All the good people die. Come on,” he said abruptly and turned out of the lane again. She followed after him. She wanted to scream. Or kick him or something. That he should have been so unfeeling. But then he was a Mister no matter what he said.


    Out on the road again, he looked left. It was as if he was expecting something.


    “I thought so,” he said.


    “What?” she asked.


    “Look at him.” He pointed back down the road to the valley. “There’s brother Joseph, like he has the hot foot coming after me. I was thinking she would send him for me.”


    She was bewildered.


    “We will sit and await his coming,” he said, “and see what message he brings from Garcia.” His jaws were tight.


    “I have to get the seaweed,” she said.


    “Sit down beside me, Breeda,” he said, indicating a stone. She obeyed him. Her thigh was nearly touching his. She could feel heat and vitality pulsating from him.


    “The donkey will be happy cropping the grass,” he said. “The donkey is far happier than you or I.”


    “I’m happy enough,” she said.


    “Well, the donkey is happier than you will be some time in the future,” he said.


    The thin figure of the boy was tolling on the hill. His hair was dark and fell over his eyes in streaks, and he would raise a lean hand to push it back over his high narrow forehead. Even though it was a very hot day he wore a black suit and a dark cardigan and a white collar with a black tie. His face was pale. He had a pleasant mouth and his eyes were dark and shy. The two waiting for him to approach knew all this about him.


    Bart was impatient for him. He moved restlessly on the wall. Breeda thought he would get up and hasten Joseph’s coming.


    Joseph was pleased to see them. He had forgotten his message.


    “Hello, Breeda,” he said. “ You are home. I am pleased to see you.


    He was breathless.


    “Well, well, well,” said Bart. “Trot it out. Don’t keep me waiting all day.”


    The smile went from Joseph’s face. His eyes became troubled.


    “Mother wants you, Bart,” he said.


    “I was expecting that,” Bart said. “Did she get a letter?”


    “She did,” said Joseph. “ He just brought it. She told me to go and find you.”


    “Well, you have found me,” Bart said. “Can’t you go home and tell her that you have found me?”


    “She wants you,” said Joseph. “She said to tell you to come home straight away.”


    “Well, I’m not going home straight away,” said Bart, jumping off the wall. “I’m going picking seaweed, with Breeda. Amn’t I, Breeda?” He caught her arm in his hand and pulled her towards the donkey. She had to run to keep up with him.


    “Yes,” she cried, “you are.”


    “Can I come too?” Joseph called after them.


    Bart turned round to look at him. Joseph’s head was on one side. He was looking at Bart appealingly. If he had a tail it would be wagging, Bart thought. “Don’t you want to go home and tell your mother about the disobedience of your half-brother?” Bart asked.


    Joseph just looked hurt.


    “All right, all right,” Bart shouted. “ Come on. We’ll all go and collect bloody seaweed.”


    Joseph caught up with them and walked the other side of the donkey. Breeda was glad. She liked Joseph. She wondered how two boys who were bred from the same mother could look and be so totally different.


    “You know the story about the Joseph in the Bible?” Bart was asking. He bent down and took up a heavy rock and heaved it into the field. It seemed to relieve him. He wiped his hands on his trousers. “He was his family favourite, just like you, Joseph. The very same as you. The old man left him an inheritance and favoured him above the others. Not his father, but his mother. She was the one. You hear that, Joseph? Well, you know what happened to Joseph. He ended up down in a well. Maybe I ought to put you into a well. What do you think of that, Joseph? Will I fire you into a well?”


    “You can if you like, Bart,” said Joseph.


    “A meek Christian,” said Bart. “A goddam turn-the-other-cheeker. I’m sorry I like you, Joseph. Do you know that? I’m sorry. I like you. Sometimes I’d like to do violent things to you and I would, only I like you.”


    “You didn’t finish the story,” said Breeda. “ Joseph in the Bible ended up all right, but the brothers that put him in the well had bad ends.”


    “You’re for him too,” said Bart. “Tell me, what has Joseph got that makes everyone for him? Tell me that, Breeda.”


    “Can’t you leave him alone?” she said. “If you want to hurt someone for something that’s disturbing you, why do you take it out on Joseph?”


    He caught her and twisted her violently towards him. He looked down into her face. Her eyes were angry. A strange thing happened to him then. He felt her breast heaving against him, and he was suddenly conscious of the feel of her bare arm in his palm. Why, this girl is a little woman, he was thinking. The violence went out of him. His body seemed to go rigid. He saw the anger fading out of her eyes and a strange, disturbed, shy look taking its place. The colour rose in her cheeks from her neck and she dropped her eyes. Her eyelashes were very long. He saw them resting on her cheek. She moved and he released her and walked ahead. He heard the two following him. He knew, if he turned, the picture he would see. Tall thin Joseph with his hand on the donkey’s back, and then the donkey with his head bent and the baskets waving, and the girl on the other side with her eyes cast down, red in her cheeks and her breast heaving. He had suffered heaving breasts before. He knew about them.


    He had to alter his picture of her.


    She was a little girl who came to school with her father. He kept her up near the top of the classroom. She had a hard life in school. She was the master’s daughter. But she was cheerful under it. A small scattery little girl with pigtails tied with purple ribbon. Then she was a girl sent away to school and coming home in gym frocks and black stockings. Then she was the tragic little girl in black at the double funeral of her father and mother who had died when fishing for pollack. Now she was this.


    He turned and waited until they caught up with him. He looked at her closely and with interest. She met his eyes.


    “You have changed a lot, Breeda,” he said.


    “Have I?” she asked.


    “Yes,” he said. “ You have. I didn’t know you until now.” He felt excited. The other thing was nothing. That could come later. Have it out with his mother. All that. But this was something new. He recognised the look in her eyes too now that he came to think back on it.


    The road came on to a tarred road that ran straight as men could make it in this rough land. There were no houses bordering the road, just the stony fields, with potatoes growing between the stones, and bare fields with grey ponies or cattle. They walked this road for a bit and then they turned off it on to another yellow road that went towards the sea.


    Joseph was watching the sky. It was a pale misty blue with white clouds on the horizon. The sea was shimmering. There was no wind at all. There seemed to be no life in the day except for an occasional planing seagull. He fell back and walked behind because the laneway was narrow. He liked the look of his brother’s back. He called Bart his brother. He always thought of him as his brother. Bart always said “half-brother.” This hurt Joseph a little. He admired Bart. The straight back now, with the heavily muscled shoulders moving under the cloth of his shirt. The powerful graceful neck with the curls growing low on it. He was pleased to be with Bart. He liked always to be with him, but it happened rarely. The things Bart did were vigorous things in which Joseph could rarely join, because his chest was weak. That was what had his body thin, his face pale. But he was strong enough except for that. He wished he had always been strong. It would have been a great thing long ago, to climb trees with Bart or row currachs with Bart, or ride bareback on ponies across the dangerous ground.


    He knows, Breeda was thinking. Now and again his hand brushed hers as he walked beside her. She could feel a shock going up through her arm. This is very strange. But not so strange. Her world seemed to have always been filled with his big figure, the restless eyes, the white teeth. Vacations from school were going home and maybe seeing Bart, more than just going home.


    “We’ll go out to the cliffs,” said Bart, leaping the low wall.


    “We’ll get down that way to the beach. It’s shorter.” She followed him laughing. “You come after with the donkey, Joseph,” Bart ordered. Then he took her hand and ran. She was a good runner. She was as fleet as himself. He was light on his feet. The field was riddled with rocks and the briars pushing up beside them and the waving bracken, until the place started to rise and they came near the sea. Then the grass was very green and cropped short by sheep. The sheep ran away from in front of them. Rabbits scuttled inelegantly out of their way. Breeda’s hair was out on the breeze like the mane of a pony, but she was laughing and her eyes were glittering. They came to the edge of the cliff. There was about five yards of it cut off by sagging posts held together by barbed-wire strands. He stopped and put his hands under her arms and swung her over the wire. He felt the softness of her. Then he jumped too and threw himself down on the grass with his face out over the cliff. She joined him there, lying on her stomach looking over.


    The cliff wasn’t very high. About fifty feet. The tide was in. It was very calm except right at the bottom of the cliff where it broke over rocks. The rock weed was waving in it. They could see cliffs to the left jutting out too, going back for about half a mile. Gravel cliffs they were. You could see the strata of the different levels where thousands of years ago they had formed the bottom bed of the moving glaciers that covered the land. To the right of them the cliffs ended abruptly and there was a long yawning beach of silver sand, with the tide licking at it, and upended currachs lying above the high-water mark, like shapely black beetles.


    “Nice?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said. “ I always remember this when I’m away.”


    “You remembered me too?” he asked, turning on his side so that his face was close to hers. She had the nerve to face him. “Yes,” she said, “ I remembered you.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, reaching a hand and putting it across her. That alarmed her. She moved restlessly under his hand and turned and sat up. His hand moved with her. “ Let’s go,” she said breathlessly, and struggled to get to her feet. Suddenly he was angry.


    “What’s wrong with you?” he shouted. “ What’s wrong with you?


    “Let me go, Bart,” she said.


    Why should she be panic-stricken? She didn’t know. Maybe it was because she was so young. Suddenly she was afraid of Bart O’Breen, because he was too direct or too vital. He stood up too. He had his arms around her. He felt as if he was holding a struggling bird. His hard jaw brushed her cheek. She screamed. It was like a nightmare. It wasn’t necessary. “Shut up, for God’s sake!” he shouted at her. “Let me go. Let me go!” This she screamed, punching at him with her fists. Joseph had come to the barrier. His eyes were wide at the sight of the two of them seeming to be struggling there inside the wire.


    Joseph went over the wire. He reached between them.


    “Bart! Bart!” he shouted. “ Let her go. What’s come over you?”


    “Damn ye! Damn ye! Damn ye!” Bart shouted. “Leave me alone!” and he pushed himself free and the two of them were gone. They went in a sort of slithering as three feet of the green grass and the gravel under it carried them away. He heard her scream. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked over. He saw the two bodies hitting the water far below, and then holding his nostrils with his fingers he stepped off and jumped so that when he landed he would land clear of the boiling place that covered them.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    

      FOR ONE SECOND before he hit the water, he thought: Suppose I land on a rock. He imagined the impact of it against his legs. He imagined his legs breaking off at the knees. Then he felt the water. There was no rock. He wondered if Breeda had hit a rock; if Joseph was dead.


    His feet and his body hit the sandy place below. It wasn’t very deep. There was no undertow. He kicked himself to the top and turned. He saw Joseph. Joseph was swimming. He looked bewildered. There was a fresh stream of blood pouring from a wound in his head. Then he saw Breeda. She was out of the water, her face to the sky, and she was being dragged towards the foot of the cliff by a single crashing wave. It caught her and took her and he saw her head being stopped by a rock that came from the water and gleamed wetly in the sun. Then she was gone, but he reached her and went under and found the stuff of her dress in his hands. He hauled her to the top and holding her with one hand clung to the rock with the other. The waves were washing at his back and crashing over his head.


    “Are you all right, Joseph?” he shouted.


    Joseph nodded his head, then Bart turned and hauled himself and Breeda around the rock. He swam a bit under the cliff, and made towards the gaping stretch of silver sand around the turn. It wasn’t far. It wasn’t difficult. Soon he felt the sand under his feet, so he raised her in his two arms and walked clear of the tide. He laid her on the sand. She wasn’t dead. She was breathing freely.


    He remembered vividly her head being bounced off the black rock. He got on his knees beside her and raised her head in his palm. He felt the wet of the sea and a stickiness. He turned her over on her side. His palm was sticky with scarlet blood. He parted her hair. The cut right at the back of her head was deep and bleeding freely. He hauled his wet shirt out of the band of his trousers and tore a strip of it away. He went down to the sea and wet it again in case it wasn’t wet enough, and came back and kept bathing the cut until his piece of shirt was no longer white. He took another strip and did the same. A good part of his shirt was gone before the wound stopped bleeding. He didn’t dare press his hand around the cut. He was afraid he would hear the creaking of bone. Joseph was standing beside him, looking down at the girl stretched at his feet. The water was dripping from him. He was shivering.


    “Go and get the donkey, Joseph,” Bart said.


    Joseph nodded and trudged up the strand. His shoes were squelching, so he sat and took them off and the dripping socks and walked stiff-legged holding them in his hands.


    “Breeda! Breeda!” Bart was calling her, as soft as his rusty voice would allow. He was sitting on the back of his legs. Her head and shoulders were resting on his thighs. Her hand rose. Went up to her forehead.


    “Breeda! Breeda! Are you all right? Tell us you are all right.” His voice was urgent.


    “My head is paining me,” Breeda said. “ I can’t open my eyes with the pain in my head.”


    “It’ll be all right, you’ll see,” he said. “ It was only a crack. You have a hard head. All the Boola Valley people have hard heads.”


    She sat up. It hurt her. She gasped and brought her two hands up to her face. “Oh!” She sucked in her breath. “What happened, Bart? Why have I such a pain in my head?”


    “It’ll be all right,” he said. “Listen, Breeda, I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened to me up there. I’m in a fever, I tell you. About things that don’t matter. Breeda, I wouldn’t have frightened you for all the money in the world. I didn’t mean it. You know I didn’t mean it.”


    “All right, Bart,” Breeda said. “ It’s all right. It’s all mixed up. It was my fault maybe. I don’t know what happened. But I wish I hadn’t such a pain in my head, Bart.”


    “Here,” he said, helping her. “Get up and it might go away. Walk about a bit at least. Even in the hot sun you shouldn’t be lying still in wet clothes.”


    She got to her feet. She took her hands away from her face. He noticed that her fingers were long and slender. She opened her eyes. They were wide open.


    “Bart,” she said, and there was fright in her voice. “I don’t seem to be able to open my eyes.”


    Bart felt his heart missing a beat. Her eyes were wide open.


    “You will,” he said, “you will, Breeda. There’s a cut on the back of your head. We’ll have to get to a doctor. It’ll have to be stitched, that’s all. Here, I’ll tie a bandage around your head and we’ll get away.” He rolled a piece of his white shirt into a pad. He placed it over the cut. Then he bound a wrapped-up piece all around her head, covering her eyes and the pad, and tied it off at the side of her head.


    “I’m covering your eyes,” he said. “That way you won’t feel the pain. It’s better to keep them shut. Come on, Breeda, we’ll go and meet Joseph.” He caught her and swung her into his arms and headed up the strand. What remained of his shirt was flapping around his body. There was terrible urgency in him to get home. It was a long way home. But he didn’t rush. He only rushed home with his mind. He didn’t want to frighten her.


    What kind of a person am I at all? he was thinking. What end can there be for a person like me who can do violent things like I have done?


    “You’re very strong, Bart,” Breeda was saying. Even under the bandage he could see her face creased up into wrinkles of pain, even though he was very careful about her head. It was on his shoulder. He could feel her wet hair on his skin.


    “I’m not strong enough, Breeda,” he said. “ It will take me a long time to forgive myself for today.”


    “What did they do to you, Bart?” she asked him.


    “Nobody did anything to me,” he said “It’s what I do to people. There was a teacher at the training college. I didn’t like him. He was a sneerer. He was a superior sneering bastard. So I hit him. I wanted to wipe off the sneer, that’s all. That’s why there’s no more college. But I took it out on you, Breeda. You know that. That’s the terrible thing, that is.”


    “Oh, no,” she said. He saw tears coming from under the bandage down on her cheeks, beside her nose. “It’s hurting awful, Bart,” she said. “ Sure it’s not bad, is it? Sure it’s not bad?”


    “No, no,” he said, “on me oath. It’s only a scratch, I tell you.”


    Joseph was coming down with the ass. “ You better sit on the back of the donkey, Breeda, It will be quicker. We’ll get home quicker.” He put her down. He tore the baskets from the panniers and raised her on to the padded straw. “Hold his mane,” he said, “and bend forward. Let your head hang, just as if you were an ass.”


    “I am an ass,” she said. Her hair was in streaks. It fell around her face below the bandage. Bart hoisted one of the empty baskets on his shoulder. Joseph took the other. They weren’t heavy. They turned on to the road. Bart was behind. He hit the donkey on the rump, “On with you,” he said. The donkey went on obediently. Joseph stayed at his head leading him.


    “How is Joseph?” Breeda asked. “ Is Joseph all right?”


    “I’m fine, Breeda,” Joseph said, turning back to her as if she could see him. There was dried blood on the side of his face. He hadn’t wiped it all away. It was only a scratch anyhow, he knew. He had scraped a barnacle on the side of a stone when he was coming up from below.


    God, what a picture we are! Bart thought savagely.


    They had to go through the main street of the village. There were only ten houses in it, five on each side of the street. Four of them were thatched and six of them were new grant houses with blue slates on them. The doctor lived in the far slate house. He was in. His car was in front of the door. He opened the door to them. Bart had lifted the girl from the ass. She was standing there.


    “We had an accident,” Bart said. “ We were up on top of the cliff below and it caved. She has a deep cut at the back of her head.”


    “I’ll look after her,” the doctor said. He was a thin man with grey hair. He had a grey suit on and his collar was crumpled and thick horn-rimmed glasses fell down on his nose. “ I’ll look after her. Go up and tell her aunt to get her dry clothes down here as soon as she can.”


    “It’ll be all right,” Bart said. “Everything will be all right.”


    Then the doctor had taken her in and he was looking at the closed door.


    As soon as it closed it opened again and the doctor put his head out.


    “Here, you,” he said to Joseph, “I see blood on you. Are you all right?”


    “I’m all right. Honest, I’m all right,” Joseph said. His hands were behind his back and he was stepping away.


    “It’ll only take a second to look at it,” the doctor said.


    He caught his head in his hands and pressed back the hair. He probed it with his fingers.


    “All right,” he said. “Put iodine on it when you get home. Don’t forget.”


    The door closed on him again.


    I should have brought him in, he was thinking, and dressed it for him, but he was too worried over the girl He was looking at a coloured chart of the skull. Principally he thought of the occipital lobe and thought confusedly about visuo-sensory and visuo-psychic agencies. “In here, Breeda,” he said, leading her into the white-walled room. There was a couch and bottles, big and small, and glass-fronted cupboards with more bottles. He called “Mary’’, and his wife came in rubbing her hands on her apron. She gasped when she saw the soaked and shivering figure of the girl. “Take her into the kitchen and dry her off and give her something to cover her,” he said.


    “Come on, dear,” Mary said. She tried to cheer her. “You look like the daughter of an Indian chieftain,” she said. “Do you know that, Breeda?”


    “I don’t feel as hot,” Breeda said, her teeth chattering.


    “Stand in front of the fire,” Mary said. “It’s as hot as hell. It’s such a hot day out and I have to do the washing. That’s why the range is going.” She quickly had the dress over her head, Breeda felt her hands on her. The hands were warm, but they were hardworking hands. Then she felt the towel rubbing her all over. It was a soft towel. It seemed to bring heat back into her body. All the time I will think only of things like that, and maybe the terrible panic in my stomach will go away. She was afraid if she thought too much that she would vomit. It was queer to have her eyes covered so that she couldn’t see, only feel, and the terrible pain in the back of her head was as bad as ever. Then Mary was carefully putting the opening of a soft silky dress over her head. “It’s one of my own summer frocks,” she was saying. “ It’s just right for you and imagine it’s only three years ago that it was right for me. I’m getting a terrible figure and God knows I don’t know why. I work hard enough to keep slim. John says I eat too much.”


    Breeda laughed.


    “Sit down now,” Mary said, “ in front of the fire.” It was odd that you should try and look around before you sat down, but that didn’t matter now. The doctor was in the kitchen. She felt him raising her hand and putting a glass into it. “Drink this,” she heard him saying. It was hot. It was faintly spirituous, she thought, and had to laugh a little and then almost gagged as it caught her throat. “I’ll deal with the bandage now,” she heard him saying. She felt his fingers at the knot Bart had tied. Where’s Bart? I wish Bart was here. Then when she thought of Bart, she felt air under her feet and she was falling, falling, and afterwards something hit her on the head. The bandage was off. She felt him removing it. But he couldn’t have removed it altogether, because there was still some of it blocking her eyes. “ You still have some of it over my eyes,” she said. The doctor avoided his wife’s eyes. He knew the look of shock and horror that would be in them. His wife always suffered more for his patients than the patients themselves did. He lied then. “I’m just leaving it on for a little time more, Breeda, then I’ll take it away.” He wasn’t sure yet anyhow. He couldn’t be sure. “I might have to cut some of your hair,” he said. “ Will that offend you?”


    “You can take it all,” Breeda said “ It’s only like rats’tails anyhow.”


    “It is not,” said Mary indignantly. “It’s beautiful long silky hair. I have always admired your hair, Breeda.”


    “You are very kind,” said Breeda. What was that note in the voice of the doctor’s wife? An odd note. Pity? It was kind of her, but it was only a little cut. It didn’t feel half as bad now, so it didn’t. The doctor was glaring at his wife. “We’ll go back inside now, Breeda,” he was saying. “ Mary, you bring the water.” His hand was on her arm guiding her. He didn’t make it too noticeable. She felt the edge of the couch at the back of her legs and sat down. “Bend forward now,” he said. He hurt her. He seemed to be a very long time swabbing and swabbing. Even though his hands were kind his probing seemed to be inexorable. “ It only took two stitches, Breeda,” he was saying then, “you are lucky. You can straighten up now.” She sat up straight. He was shining the concentrated light of a pencil torch into her eyes, but she didn’t know this and his heart was sinking very fast. It may not be, it may not be, he was hoping, but he knew. Anyhow, he thought, the final business can be put off. Who am I to say? There are the eye doctors in the town and X-ray photos. “ I’m putting a fresh bandage over your eyes,” he said.


    She could feel the touch of the cotton on the sides of her face. “I’m going to College next year, doctor,” she told him. “ Guess what I’m going to be?”


    “A teacher,” he said, “ like your father.”


    “No,” she said, “ I’m going to be a doctor like you.”


    “What put that thought into your head?” he asked.


    He felt her then stiffening under his hands.


    “You didn’t take off the old bandage,” she said.


    What could he say? He was silent.


    Breeda had a good brain. She had a very fast one. Her thoughts whirled around in her head. “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t put on that one. There was no old bandage at all. It was just that I couldn’t see. Tell me the truth now.”


    “There was no old bandage,” he said. He saw the smooth face that was as soft to the touch as the petal of a flower pull itself into crinkles. The deep-sunken eyes were very wide. But they could not see. But they could cry. The doctor fell very sad. He felt very helpless. Her head fell.


    “Look, Breeda,” he said “You can never tell. We’ll go into the town in my car as soon as your aunt comes and we’ll get X-rays done. It may be just the shock. You never know.”


    She raised her head. Her face was fiercely eager.


    “I don’t believe it is serious,” she said. “It couldn’t be. It was only a small bash. I don’t believe it. Things like that don’t happen all the time to the one family. It can’t happen. It was enough that thing that happened to Daddy and Mammy. It will be all right. It will come back. I know it will. I even see a bit of light now, so I do.”


    “We’ll go when your aunt comes,” he said. “ First we can have a sup of tea. Will you make tea, Mary? Mary!” He spoke to her very sharply because she was standing there above the girl crying and wiping tears away with the edge of her apron. She was always like that. As soft as feathers. And she loved young people. Not that she was very old herself, but they had no children. Who knew why? Because both of their sides of the families had been as prolific as rabbits.


    Breeda wanted to say, “Let’s go off now before my aunt comes. I want to be gone before my aunt comes.” But she couldn’t say that out. You didn’t say things like that out.


    Bart was talking to her aunt.


    He had to go down the street and cross over the stone bridge and instead of going straight ahead to their own place turn up to the left along the yellow road that wound. He paused at the cross.


    “You go home, Joseph,” he said. Joseph didn’t seem to hear him, was walking along beside him still holding the donkey’s bridle. “Joseph!” he called.


    Joseph looked back at him. There was a vague look in his eyes.


    “Yes, Bart?” he said


    “Are you all right?” Bart asked.


    “Yes, I am, honest I am,” said Joseph. He wasn’t all right. He had a frightful pain in his head and his wet clothes drying on him in the hot sun were making him shiver almost uncontrollably. I should go home with him first maybe, Bart thought, and then thought of the girl in the doctor’s. “ You go home, Joseph,” he said, “and change your clothes and if you feel bad get into bed.”


    “All right, Bart,” Joseph said and turned off obediently. When his face was hidden from Bart he squeezed his eyes closed and said over and over with his lips barely moving: “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, help me.” It was his infallible remedy for everything that beset him. People didn’t know he prayed. They would meet him and salute him and he would be gone a bit before their greeting penetrated to his mind, then he would turn back slightly confused and say, “Oh, hello, yes, it is a grand day, isn’t it?” Some said he was cracked. Others said he had a slate loose. Some were slightly awed by his introspection. “Ah,” they said, “he’s going to be a priest anyhow and that’s what’s wrong with him.”


    Bart watched him for a moment and then he threw his leg over the donkey’s back and clucked with his tongue and hit him a blow across the ears with the thick rope of the reins. “ Up our that!” he said. The donkey was startled and raised his ears, but when he got another blow from the rope he ran. It was uphill, the road, and the weight on his back was very solid, but he didn’t like to be beaten about the ears, so he ran. The remnants of Bart’s shirt were fluttering in the breeze. He thought what a figure he must cut. There were some people in the fields at the hay. Most of them were away in, but the nearest to him were the Brendans, young Willie with the black hair and his big brother, Suck. Suck was leaning on the handle of a hay-fork. That’s why they called him Suck. Nearly every time you saw him with a spade or a sle-n or a fork in his hand, he was leaning on it, so they said he was a great man for giving suck to the spade, meaning every time you saw him he wasn’t working. But he was a big man and he could do more work in an hour than another could do in a day and he could afford to give occasional suck to the spade.


    They were near the road.


    Willie shouted, “Hey, Bart. We can use you as a scarecrow.” The bastard has no reticence, Bart thought. He has to say out everything he notices.


    “Ha! Ha! Ha!” Bart said savagely. “Very funny.” Then he hit the ass again and they went over the hill in a cloud of dust.


    “What’s up, I wonder?” Willie asked his brother.


    “Something odd,” his brother said, and they remained for a long time looking after the tattered figure on the donkey. All the pleasure was gone out of work for them. They had to know.


    Bart knew that the whole valley would be buzzing. There were faces at the windows in the houses in the village. He was thinking all these things to keep his mind off Breeda. He thought of her aunt. What he would say to her. A few hours ago, Breeda was a slight girl he saw but rarely noticed. Now his whole life was going to be coloured by her and what had happened. It was nothing. It was just all the shock. By God, it would be indecent if anything had happened to her eyes. That would really fix things up.


    The house was surrounded by a neat stone wall. It was very white. It was very simple. A slate roof and another neat wall separating it from the out-offices and the hen houses. He tied the donkey to the gate and went in. He nearly sneered walking up the cinder path. There was cut grass on each side and flowerbeds. Imagine here in this bleak land where a wind from the sea in March would wither anything in its path. The door was open. He went in. There was nobody in the kitchen. It was wide and clean with the concrete floor level and well-scrubbed. Her husband had been a good handyman. He had built the house himself, laid the floors, and was just in time to have it all finished for his funeral, they said. There’s some finger on these people, there’s no doubt. He called.


    “Mrs. Heron! Mrs. Heron!”


    His voice was deep, it reverberated through the house. The delph rattled in the cupboard.


    “Yes, yes,” he heard the soft sibilant voice. She was in the room. She came down. She stood, blinking. She couldn’t quite believe the sight of her eyes. Young Bart O’Breen standing there in her kitchen, with the shirt tattered on him, his trousers wrinkled and bedraggled, so that she had to turn her eyes away from the shape of his thighs and his body. But his big bronzed chest was very visible too. His eyes seemed to be looking at her body from over the big jaw. Dear, dear! They called her Dear. Her name was Bidelia. It maddened her if anyone shortened it to Biddy or Delia. She wanted all the syllables in, so she did. “ What’s wrong? What happened, dear?” she asked.


    She was in her early thirties. She was well built. Her face was smooth, her hair was brown with no grey in it and it was settled around her face from a loose bun at the back. If she kept her mouth shut she was the picture of a good-looking, physically attractive woman. But that sort of sharp sibilant voice ruined the whole effect, he decided.


    “Breeda had an accident,” he said.


    Her hand went up to her mouth. She gasped. He knew she would do that. “Oh no,” she said, feeling around for a chair. She sat. “She’s dead.”


    “No,” he said impatiently, “she’s not dead. We were on the cliff. Part of it caved. We fell. The three of us. Breeda and Joseph and me. She got a cut on the back of her head. She’s at the doctor’s. You better go down.”


    “Oh, my God,” she said. “What it is to be mixed up with the Coopers! It’s true what people say that the finger of God is on them. First her father and mother. Both together at once, and then my dear Pat. He was the brother of Breeda’s mother, you know. I’m dry of tears. Honest, I’m dry of tears. If Breeda had been dead I wouldn’t have a tear left. Is she bad? What’s wrong with her?”


    “A cut she has on her head,” Bart said loudly in case he would shout at her for God’s sake to get moving. “But she was wet. Bring her some clothes to change into. She will be all right. And hurry, ma’am, for God’s sake. Will you take the ass?”


    “No, dear,” she said, “I’ll run.”


    She went fussing. He started counting. He knew all the fussing she would do. She went five times into a room when once would have done. Then she fiddled around the kitchen. She was ready with a parcel of clothes and her own coat over her dress and the coloured apron. Then she had to take off the coat again to take off the apron and then she had to put on the coat again. He shut the door behind her and closed the gate. He told her to walk ahead and he untackled the ass in the yard and drove him into the mountain field behind the house. The donkey didn’t like him. He shied away as soon as the bridle was off him. Bart threw the bridle on the wall and ran after the woman.


    How in the name of God did I become involved in this? His own story about the collapse of the cliff was beginning to sound right to his ears. It was the only feasible way it could have happened.


    Down ahead he could see the lake shimmering in the sun. That was Boola. It was a big lake. There were seventeen tree-covered islands on it. It wasn’t as big as the Corrib lake further below, but it was big. On the left sloping away was the great Beann Boola mountain. It seemed to rise sheer up from the lake. You’d think only flies could stick to it. But you could see the white dots that were sheep and an occasional black bullock cropping. Opposite the mountain, on the other side of the lake, the land rose to a plateau and it was bisected by a gorge in which you could see a white stream that fell rather than flowed from the Upper Boola. All this on the left and then on the right the road and river running six miles to the sea. He didn’t want to think of the sea. He felt shut in. He felt things were taking hold of him.


    The woman was talking, talking.


    “My darling, my darling,” she was saying. “ If anything happened my darling I would die. She is all I have left of the lot of us. So happy we were, the two of us, in the little house and the few acres. What would happen?”


    She is a big soft pluddery woman, he was thinking. She has no control. He thought of Breeda. Breeda had control. It would be terrible if she was like her aunt. But then she wasn’t her real aunt, but one by marriage.


    He walked with her to the doctor’s house.


    The doctor was glad to see Bidelia. “Oh, you have come! Come in! Come in!” Bart didn’t go in. He stood there until she was gone. Then he said harshly, “How is she?”


    The doctor resented him. He felt that whatever had happened Bart was behind it. Whenever anything out of the way happened in Boola you could take it for sure that Bart O’Breen was behind it.


    “She’s not good. I think she has lost her sight,” he said.


    “Oh, no,” said Bart. “ That’s not possible.”


    “Ah, so,” the doctor said, his lips tightened.


    “What are you going to do?” Bart asked.


    “I’m taking her to the town,” the doctor said resentfully, “to have them confirm by X-ray something that I am certain of already. And if I were you I would go somewhere and pray that I am wrong. I don’t know who was to blame for what happened, but it is going to cause many people a lot of unnecessary suffering.’


    He closed the door then.


    Bart turned and walked away slowly. He put his hands in his pockets and then pulled them out again. The pockets were wet and soggy.


    He can’t put troubles on to me, he was thinking. I have enough troubles of my own.


    Then he went home to face them.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    

      DESPITE THE PAIN in his head and his discomfort, Joseph didn’t like going in home. His steps dragged as he approached the house.


    It wasn’t one house. It was a conglomerate lying at the foot of the mountain. One time there had been two houses here; the farmhouse of Dempsey O’Breen. That was a two-storey slated house, stone built, and a good house against the weather. On the left of this there had been the shop of John Willie Baun. Now they were joined by a narrow two-storey edifice that had been erected between them to make them an awkward ugly one. The shop was two-storey but all the upstairs rooms were now used for storing goods. The fronts of both rooms were whitewashed and gleamed in the sun. On the front of the shop two tin advertisements had been nailed, one advertising a brand of stout and the other advertising cigarettes. One was scarlet and the other was green. Some of the enamel had been battered from the tin and they were rusted in spots, and careless whitewashing had left drops which had eaten into the enamel. The whole front of the place was a cobble-stone yard. Sometimes you would have to cover your ears with your hands to shut out the noise of ironshod wheels rattling on the cobble-stones. All the doors and windows were painted a dark iron-oxide red. Joseph could see a blue trail of smoke rising from the kitchen chimney. It was the background of the towering mountain behind that made it easy to see the smoke.


    He hoped his mother was in the shop as he lifted the latch to go into the kitchen. He liked his mother very much, but there were times, and this was one of them, when it would be better if she didn’t see him, because it only meant more trouble for Bart.


    She wasn’t in the kitchen. Katie was there. She was fixing the turf fire on the hearth. She was humming and bending down and presenting an enormous backside to his eyes. Her legs were bare and fat and the shins of them were raddled with ABC’s. She turned when she heard the latch. The tongs were still in her hand. Her eyes opened widely and then her mouth. She had some teeth missing, her mouth was big and a great laugh emanated from it.


    “Beggars!” she screamed. “Who put you through a mangle?” She slapped her thigh. It made a dull clucking smack. She laughed again. “God, if you could see yourself! You’re like a dog comin’ out of a drain.”


    He was used to Katie. Katie had no inhibitions. She had no figure. Bart said to her face that she was like a gowleog of hay somebody had stuffed into a sack. Clothed any old way. Hair any old way. But she was a good worker and she had a good heart.


    “Where’s mother?” Joseph asked.


    “In the shop, I suppose,” Katie said. “Here what happened? There’s dried blood on your head too.”


    “An accident,” Joseph said. “We fell into the sea. Give me a basin of hot water, will you?”


    “Fell into the sea!” she echoed. “What kind of going on is that? I’ll bet it was Bart. Did he fire you in or what? That fella is up to anything. Wait’ll your mother gets him. Over the letter.” All the time she was pouring the water into a white enamel basin. “Here, I’ll get you a clean towel. What kind of childer are ye at all? Yeer all grown up now or did ye know it?”


    “All right, all right,” he said, taking the basin. “ Don’t say anything to mother about me,” he cautioned her as he went into his room.


    “Divil a fear of me!” she called after him. “Not that it’ll be any good anyhow. She’ll know all about it anyhow.” She laughed after that.


    It was a small bare room. A single iron bedstead, a table with a white cloth to match the white quilt on the bed. There was shining lino on the floor and the walls were boarded and painted dark brown. There was a white washstand and a large jug with a red rose painted on it standing in another basin. He poured the hot water into this and started to strip off his clothes. It was a great relief to get out of them, but every time he bent down his head whirled. He didn’t want to think of Breeda. He tried to keep her out of his mind. As he rubbed and rubbed himself with the towel his eyes fell on the little altar over the table. He prayed that Breeda would be all right; that nothing wrong would happen, that his mother wouldn’t be too severe with Bart. He dropped the towel around his waist as the door opened and Katie came in. “You forgot the soap,” she said. She took her fill of the thin body in front of her before she backed out. She wasn’t embarrassed about seeing him. “You haven’t a pick on you,” she told him now with a measure of disdain. “You want to ate more stirabout and red meat. I think your mother is coming in.”


    She closed the door.


    He quickly turned to the basin and using the corner of the towel he wiped away all the dried blood from the side of his face and his hair. He could see a small cut on top of a large bump. That was all. There was a curtained cupboard in the corner where his clothes were. He started to change into them. He was in his trousers and buttoning up his clean white shirt when the door opened and his mother filled it.


    “What happened?” she asked.


    “Nothing much,” he said. “ Just we were on the cliff and it caved and we fell into the sea.”


    “It was his fault, wasn’t it?” she demanded.


    “No,” he said, “ it was nobody’s fault. It just happened.”


    “You’re covering up for him again,” she said. Then she noticed the towel with the bloodstains on it.


    “You’re hurt,” she said. “ What happened to you, Joseph? Is it bad?”


    She came over to him. She caught his shoulders in her hands. She was taller than he. He had to look up into her eyes. There was a smell of the shop from her, spices and stout and bran and corn and red soap.


    He tried to free himself. She wouldn’t release him. “ No, mother, honest, it’s only a scratch, I tell you.”
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