




[image: Cover image: The Heather Blazing by Colm Tóibín]










COLM TÓIBÍN


The Heather Blazing


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Picador Collection logo]









Contents


PART ONE


1


2


3


4


5


6


PART TWO


7


8


9


10


11


12


PART THREE


13


14


15


16


17









FOR


BRENDAN, NUALA, BAIRBRE


AND NIALL









PART ONE









1


Eamon Redmond stood at the window looking down at the river which was deep brown after days of rain. He watched the colour, the mixture of mud and water, and the small currents and pockets of movement within the flow. It was a Friday morning at the end of July; the traffic was heavy on the quays. Later, when the court had finished its sitting he would come back and look out once more at the watery grey light over the houses across the river and wait for the stillness, when the cars and lorries had disappeared and Dublin was quiet.


He relished that walk through the Four Courts when the building was almost closed and everyone had gone and his car was the last in the judges’ car park, that walk along the top corridor and down the centre stairway; old stone, old wood, old echoes. He loved the privacy of it; his solitary presence in the vast public building whose function was over and done with for the day.


Years back he would stop for a moment, as he had been instructed to do, and examine his car before he opened the door. Even though the car park was guarded, it would be easy to pack explosives underneath; often as he turned the ignition he was conscious that in one second the whole car could go, a ball of flame. He laughed to himself at the phrase as he stood at the window. A ball of flame. Now things were safer; things were calm in the south.


He went over to his desk and sifted through his papers to make sure that everything was in order for the court. He noticed, as he flicked through the pages of his judgment, that the handwriting, especially when he wrote something quickly, had become exactly the same as his father’s, a set of round squiggles, indecipherable to most others.


He gathered the papers together when his tipstaff told him that it was time.


‘I’m ready when you are,’ he said as though the tipstaff were the one in charge. He put on his robe and his wig, pushing back some wisps of hair before walking out into the broad light of the corridor.


He had learned over the years not to look at anyone as he walked from his rooms to the court, not to offer greetings to a colleague, or nod at a barrister. He kept his eyes fixed on a point in the distance. He walked slowly, with determination. Downstairs, the Round Hall was full, like an old-fashioned marketplace. The corridors were busy as he walked towards the ante-chamber to his court.


This was the last day of term, he would have to deal with urgent business before getting down to read the judgment he had been working on for several months. He looked again through the pages, which had been cleanly typed by a court secretary and then covered by emendations. All the references to previous judgments were underlined, with the dates they had appeared in the Irish Reports in parentheses. This judgment, too, would appear in the Irish Reports and would be cited when the rights of the citizen to state services were being discussed in the future, such as the right to attend a hospital, the right to attend a school, or, in this case, the right to full-time and comprehensive psychiatric care.


He waited in the ante-room. It was still not time. He felt excited at the prospect of getting away. Soon, he would be twenty-five years on the bench and he remembered this last day’s waiting more vividly than the humdrum days or the significant or difficult cases, this waiting on the last day of term, knowing that Carmel had everything packed and ready to go.


They spent each summer recess on the coast, close to where they had been born, where they were known. He had been brought there as a baby during the first summer after his mother died. He had spent each subsequent summer there as a child with his father. He thought about it now in the minutes before the court sitting.


There was a hush when he came into the courtroom and sat down on the bench. He put his papers in order. The court was full, and it was clear from the number of barristers in the front rows that there was a queue for injunctions and early hearings. He felt a sharp pain in the back of his head and a buzzing sound came into his ears. He closed his eyes until it passed, holding the pages of the typescript between his finger and thumb. The heating in the court had been turned up too high; already the atmosphere was stuffy. He looked around, waiting for everyone to settle. There were too many people standing at the back, some of them blocking the door. He instructed the clerk to tell them to come forward.


One barrister in the front row was already on his feet.


‘My lord,’ he said, ‘I wish to ask this court to dispose of a matter which is of the utmost urgency . . .’


‘Is it of such urgency that it cannot wait?’ he asked him. There was a snort of laughter from the barristers at the front.


‘Yes, my lord.’


He listened for a while to the complex story of a company being wound up and its assets distributed. After a time he interrupted to ask if the man would be satisfied with an injunction freezing the assets until the first vacation sitting. He then noticed a barrister from the other side seeking his attention.


‘There’s no need for you to address the court, you can spare your client much expense if you tell me that you will agree to have the assets frozen.’


The barrister, whom he recognized as one of the old Fine Gael establishment, continued to speak, explaining his client’s case.


‘I must interrupt you to ask if you have been listening to me. Have you been listening to me?’


‘Yes, my lord.’


‘Then there is no need for you to explain the case to me. We simply want to know if you will accept the court freezing your client’s assets, until the court resumes.’


‘My lord, I wish to say—’


‘Wish or no wish, will you accept it or not?’


‘Yes, my lord, on condition that we can have an early hearing.’


‘The conditions are for me to impose. Do you understand? I decide on the conditions.’


‘We would be grateful for an early hearing, my lord.’


‘I shall look forward to seeing you as soon as possible,’ he said. ‘In fact, I don’t know if I can wait.’ Again, there was laughter from the front benches.


He listened to several other barristers before reading his judgment; he came to an agreement with each one about early hearings. The barristers left as soon as their business was settled. He began to read.


He cited the facts of the case: the handicapped child who needed constant care and would need such care, in the view of the doctors, for the rest of his life. As far as doctors could judge, his lifespan would be normal. The father was employed and the mother was a housewife with six other children. He tried to set the case out clearly, factually, coldly. He summarized the arguments which the lawyers for the family had made, and then he came to the case for the hospital which wanted to release the child. He had taken notes during the long hearing, but he had tried also to listen carefully to each side and write a summary of the deliberations when he adjourned the court each day.


He began now to summarize the legal precedent governing the state’s duties and the individual’s rights. There was still a group of barristers standing at the door, adding, he thought when he looked up from his judgment, to the clammy atmosphere of the court. He cleared his throat for a moment and then continued. He cited a number of American cases which had come up in the course of the hearing. He went on to explain that there was nothing in the Constitution which either stated or implied that the citizen had an inalienable right to free hospital treatment. The state’s functions and responsibilities had to cease at a certain point; the state had freedoms and rights as well as the citizen.


As he read he became even more certain of the rightness of his judgment, and began to see as well that it might be important in the future as a lucid and direct analysis of the limits to the duties of the state. It had taken him several months, the long afternoons of the spring and early summer in his chambers and then later in his study in Ranelagh, thinking through the implications of articles in the Constitution, the meaning of phrases and the significance which earlier judgments had given to these phrases. He looked through judgments of the American Supreme Court and the House of Lords. He wrote it all down, slowly and logically, working each paragraph over and over, erasing, re-checking and re-writing. Carmel told him that he needed a computer and his son Donal told him the same, but he worked on his judgment in the same way as he had always worked. He would find that a single sentence by necessity expanded into a page of careful analysis; then sometimes a page would have to be re-written and its contents would form the basis for several pages, or give rise to further thought, further erasures and consultation. Or, in the light of early morning, when he read over his work, the argument would seem abstruse, the points made would appear irrelevant, the style too awkward or too dense. He would take the page and throw it in a ball across his office. He would smile then, for that was what his father had always done with paper when he was writing, absentmindedly rolling a sheet into a crumpled ball and throwing it across the room. Years ago in the morning, when he came down and drew back the curtains, he would find these small balls of paper all over the room.


He realized as he wrote the judgment what it meant: the hospital would be able to discharge the child, and the parents would be left with the responsibility of looking after a handicapped son. He added the proviso to his judgment that the Health Board should ensure, in every possible way, that the child’s welfare be secured once he was discharged from the hospital. He noted the state’s account of the social services which the parents would have available to them, and he said that his judgment was conditional upon those services remaining at the parents’ disposal.


When he finished the judgment he saw that counsel for the state and for the hospital were already on their feet, looking for costs. He consulted with counsel for the plaintiff who said that he wanted the court to make no order regarding costs. He caught the mother’s eye, he remembered her giving evidence. She would have little chance if she appealed to the Supreme Court, he felt. He decided to put a stay on costs, and he told the lawyers that he would consider the matter in the new term. One of the lawyers for the hospital said that his client would rather have the matter decided now.


‘I think you mean that your client would rather have the matter decided in his favour now but, as I’ve said, I’ll decide in the new term.’


★


When he was back in his chambers he telephoned Carmel.


‘I have everything ready,’ she said.


‘It will take me a while. I’ll see you as soon as I can,’ he replied.


He put the receiver down and went again to the window. He watched the small, soft delineations between layers of cloud over the opposite buildings, the strange, pale glow through the film of mist and haze. Suddenly, he had no desire to go. He wanted to stand at the window and clear his mind of the day, without the pressure of the journey south to Cush on the Wexford coast.


The murky heat of the day would settle now into a warm evening in Cush, the moths flitting against the lightshades, and the beam from the lighthouse at Tuskar Rock, powerful in the dense night, swirling around in the dark.


He went back to his desk and thought about it: the short strand at the bottom of the cliff, the red marl clay, the slow curve of the coastline going south to Ballyconnigar, Ballyvaloo, Curracloe, Raven’s Point and beyond them to the sloblands and Wexford town.


He stood up and wondered if he had anything more to do; his desk was untidy, but he could leave it like that. He was free to go now; he went over to the bookcases to see if there was anything he should take with him. He idled there, taking down a few books, flicking through them and then putting them back again. He returned to the window and looked at the traffic, which was still heavy on the quays, but he decided he would drive home now, pack up the car and set out.


He drove along Christchurch Place and turned right into Werbergh Street. It had begun to rain, although the day was still bright and warm. He hated days like this, when you could never tell whether the rain would come or not, but this, in the end, was what he remembered most about Cush: watching the sky over the sea, searching for a sign that it would brighten up, sitting there in the long afternoons as shower followed shower.


He had known the house all his life: the Cullens had lived there until the Land Commission gave them a better holding outside Enniscorthy. Himself and his father had gone there as paying guests every summer, and each of the daughters had been what he imagined his mother would have been had she not died when he was born. He remembered each of their faces smiling at him, the wide sweep of their summer dresses as they picked him up, each of them different in their colouring and hairstyle, in the lives they went on to live. In his memory, they remained full of warmth, he could not remember them being serious or cross.


He turned off Sandford Road and pulled up outside the house. He left the keys in the ignition as he went in. The rain had stopped now and the sun was out. He found Carmel sitting in the conservatory at the back of the house with the door open on to the garden. She was wearing a summer dress.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. She said nothing, but held his look. Her expression was rigid, frozen.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘I was asleep,’ she said. ‘I woke when you rang, and then I was so tired I fell asleep again. It must be the summer weather, it’s very heavy.’


‘Do you feel all right?’


‘I feel tired, that’s all. Sometimes I hate packing and moving. I dread it. I don’t know why.’ She put her hand to her head, as though she was in pain. He went to her and put his arms around her.


‘Maybe we could take some of the plants down with us. Will there be room for them?’ she asked quietly.


‘I’ll try and find space for them,’ he said.


‘Sometimes it looks so bare down there, as though the house wasn’t ours at all, as though it belonged to someone else.’


He began to pack the car with bags and boxes, and then he carried out her flowering plants and her sweet smelling lilies and placed them carefully and gently in the boot and the space behind the front seats of the car. ‘One quick jolt and they’ll be ruined,’ he said and smiled.


‘Oh, drive carefully, please,’ she said. It had begun to rain and a wind rustled through the bushes in the garden. He found an umbrella to give her shelter as they went out to the car, closing the door behind them.


He drove away from the house. They did not speak until they were beyond Shankill.


‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ she said. ‘I was going to tell you this morning, but you were too preoccupied. Niamh came over yesterday to say that she’s pregnant. She thought that we had noticed on Sunday when she came for dinner, but I didn’t notice anyway. Did you notice?’


He did not reply. He looked straight ahead as he drove. Niamh was their only daughter.


‘It was the last thing I thought of,’ Carmel went on. ‘She sounded very cool, but I think she was dreading having to tell me. How could she be so foolish! I couldn’t sleep last night thinking about it. I rang Donal but he didn’t know either. You’d think she would have told her brother.’


Carmel did not speak again until later when they stopped at the traffic lights in Arklow. The atmosphere in the car was tense with their silence.


‘I asked her who the father was. I didn’t even know she had a boyfriend. She said she didn’t want to talk about the father.’


When he had driven through the town she spoke again.


‘She went to England to have an abortion, and she couldn’t face it. She was in the hospital and everything; she had paid her money. I told her that we’d do what we could for her, I told her that I was pro-life all the way. I felt so sorry for her. Imagine Niamh having an abortion. So she’s going to have the baby and she’s going to keep it. Eamon, I wrote her a cheque. But it’s a terrible thing to happen, isn’t it?’


‘When’s it due?’


‘November,’ she said. ‘I can’t think how I didn’t notice.’ He turned left at Gorey and took the road south towards Blackwater.


‘Well, what do you think?’ she asked.


‘It doesn’t matter what I think.’


‘It’s so hard to talk to you sometimes,’ she said.


★


He parked the car in the lane and opened the side gate into the garden, letting Carmel go in ahead of him. He had the key. The house had been aired; there was a fire burning in the living room, which their neighbour had lit for them, but there was still a musty smell. Carmel shivered and went over to sit by the window, Eamon carried in the first of the plants and put them in the glass porch at the front. The damp smell had always been in the house, he thought, no amount of air or heat would ever get rid of it fully. And there was another smell too which he remembered now: a smell of summer dresses, a female smell. The women who had taken care of him here. He could almost smell them now, vague hints of their presence, their strong lives, their voices which had been heard in this house for so many years.


The nettles had come back into the garden, despite the weedkiller which had been put down in the spring. The nettles seemed taller than ever this year. He would get one of the Carrolls to put the front garden right. Then there would be a new smell of cropped grass, fresh and sweet with a hint of dampness.


He carried the suitcases and boxes in from the car. By now, Carmel had placed her plants all over the house and was in the kitchen. He went over and smelled the lilies which she had put in the porch. He set up the record player and placed the two speakers at opposite ends of the room. He plugged it in, put on a record and turned the sound up and listened to the music as he unpacked the cases and cleared out the car.


They were close to the soft edge of the cliff, the damp, marly soil which was eaten away each year. He listened for the sound of the sea, but heard nothing except the rooks in a nearby field and the sound of a tractor in the distance, and coming from the house the swells of the music. He rested against the windowsill and looked at the fading light, the dark clouds of evening over the sea. The grass was wet now with a heavy dew, but the air was still as though the day had been held back for a few moments while night approached. He heard Carmel moving in the front room. She wanted everything in its place, the house filled with their things, as soon as they arrived, and he stood up now and ventured in to help her.









2


Childhood. The voice teaching was still vivid in his mind; but he could remember nothing his father said in those early years. Nor could he remember walking from the primary school across to the secondary school except for the bare, creaking stairway to the classroom where his father taught.


He drew on the blackboard with chalk – he remembered this clearly – until he was old enough to sit at the back and listen, or read, or look out of the window at the Turret Rocks and the Wexford Road. He drew maps of main roads and side roads, using different colour chalk; he drew squiggles and matchstick figures. Behind him, the drama of the classroom went on. Sometimes a cheer, a sound like ‘Weee, wooo’, followed by laughter went up from the boys in the class, but soon it would die down again and his father would resume. Sometimes he was bored, he couldn’t wait for the bell to ring. One day he walked up to the top of the class and asked his father if it would be much longer and the class cheered. His father told him to go down and wait in the yard.


He learned to wait, to be quiet, to sit still. And when the schoolday was over they walked home together, the teacher whose wife had died and his son, to the empty house in the new estate up on the hill. A woman came every day, first Mrs Doyle and later Annie Farrell, and made the dinner in the middle of the day, then left them their tea on the kitchen table. His father had work to do, homework to correct, books to read, articles to write. Eamon went out to play, careful not to sit on the cold cement in case he got a cold, and not to get into fights. He was allowed to bring other boys into the house, but they had to play quietly. Often, when they left to go home and have their tea, he felt relieved. He had the house to himself again and could sit opposite his father and work at his lessons. He wondered at his father’s handwriting, the strange, indecipherable script, he stared at each word and tried to tell the letters apart, but it was a mystery to him and he did not understand how anyone could read it.


On Wednesdays after tea they walked down to the offices of The Enniscorthy Echo to collect a copy of the paper, fresh from the printing presses. Once, a man tried to explain to him about printing, but it was the voice and the size of the printworks he remembered, the rattling noise of the machines and the small, thin pieces of metal with words written on them back to front.


His father’s article appeared on an inside page. Scenes From Enniscorthy’s Past by Michael Redmond, BA, B. Comm, the headline said, and sometimes there was a photograph of a face or an old part of the town such as the Duffrey or Templeshannon. Each week when they came home his father would cut the article out and paste it into a scrap book. He brought a cloth in from the kitchen to wipe away the paste which oozed from the sides of the newspaper when it was pressed down against the cardboard of the scrap book.


Eamon must have been eight then, or nine. The war was on. He sat in Father Rossiter’s car at the top of the Shannon waiting for his father and the priest to finish talking to a grey-haired woman at the door of her house. Each time they seemed about to walk down the cement path towards the gate they started up again. Talking. He was allowed to go with them into some of the houses, but not others. They were giving out money and food vouchers from the St Vincent de Paul Society. There was a strange smell in some of the houses. He looked around to see if he could find what exactly made these houses so different from his own: so bare, and often cold as well.


Most of the men were in England; they were in the British Army or they were working in factories. In all of the visits he never saw a man in any of the houses. Some of the women were smiling and shy when they spoke, staring into the fire and leaving awkward silences until his father and the priest stood up to leave. Others were outspoken, full of words. ’Tis God’s truth now, they would say. I’m not telling you a word of a lie. May God forgive me, Father. They had long stories to tell, and letters to search for and then find and offer to the visitors to read. There was one woman who cried, who broke down in front of them and rocked back and forth in her chair, as children his own age sat helplessly watching her, who were pale-faced and suspicious of the two men and the child who had come to the house to listen to their mother telling her story, her face suddenly red and blotched from crying.


★


If they moved the car he would be able to see the town below, follow Rafter Street from the Market Square, along to Court Street and then John Street with its line of trees and then the Back Road, Lymington House, Parkton, Pearse Road and Parnell Avenue. Sometimes, the two men would talk for hours, lighting cigarettes and letting the car fill up with smoke and the smell of sulphur from the matches.


Sometimes they spoke in hushed voices, as though he, the boy in the back of the car, might listen to what they were saying and repeat it elsewhere. He tried to follow the conversation. Agreed, agreed, his father said, agreed. He repeated the word to himself until it lost all its meaning and became just a sound. They were silent in the front of the car. Now, he thought, if he concentrated enough, the priest would start up the engine. But once more nothing happened. Why did he not start it? What were the two men thinking about? They drew on their cigarettes without saying a word; both of them seemed to be thinking about something. He listened as they began to speak. They were talking about a woman, but he could make no sense of their conversation.


‘Is Father Rossiter Fianna Fáil?’ he asked when they came home.


‘Priests can’t join parties,’ his father said.


Soon afterwards, there were more long silences in the car; Father Rossiter would drive them to the door and the two men would sit there discussing something for a while before falling into a long silence. His father began to go down town in the evenings to meetings and Mrs Doyle came over from Pearse Road to mind him. ‘How lucky you are,’ she told him, ‘just to be here on your own. Think of all the houses which have ten or twelve in the family without enough clothes to wear, or even enough food. You’re lucky too that you’re living in this nice house and your father’s a teacher, because otherwise in a few years,’ she said, ‘you’d have to go to England to get a job.’


She left the fire set for them every evening, or if it was very cold she would light it and leave the fireguard up against the hearth so that when they came in from school the back room would be warm. Eamon had to take charge of it, because his father sat at the table absorbed in what he was reading or writing. His father never noticed anything, even a spark on the rug which could, Mrs Doyle said, burn the whole place down. His father would let the fire go out. He would stand up and look at the embers and the ash and then point to the rug, laughing to himself. ‘Rugadh é in Eireann,’ he would say, as he knelt down to try to get the fire going once more.


He remembered the Woodbines in Mrs Doyle’s hand and the smoke in her voice, just as he remembered the long silences in the car, and the radio coming slowly alive with sound, and news of the war, and Mrs Doyle one evening telling him that his father was going to buy the Castle.


He waited until they were walking home from school together.


‘Are we going to sell the house,’ he asked, ‘because I don’t want to live anywhere else.’


‘We’re not going to sell anything,’ his father said.


‘The Castle is too big for us. Is there electricity in the Castle?’


‘What has you going on about the Castle?’


‘Mrs Doyle says that you’re after buying it. It’s too dark and old. No one goes near it.’


‘But it’s for a museum, it’s not to live in,’ his father said.


Soon, as he lay curled up on the back seat of Father Rossiter’s car, he heard them talking about a museum. But the two men mumbled too much for him to catch any more of what they were saying. He asked them, but they continued talking and he had to ask again.


‘It’s for old things, historical things, like old books, old letters,’ his father said. ‘People can come and look at them on display.’


His father wrote an article about the Castle in The Echo which Eamon studied carefully. He tried to remember all the names and dates: the Normans, the English, Edmund Spenser, Cromwell, 1649, 1798, 1916. He asked his father questions about it and his father told him that the Castle was the headquarters of the English down all the years.


★


Mr McCurtin next door showed him a map of the world. Mrs McCurtin said that he should be in his bed, but he waited up to hear the news on the wireless and he studied each country in Europe and down into Africa to see which was in German hands and which was still held by the Allies.


‘He’s too young to be telling him about the war,’ Mrs McCurtin said. His father and Mr McCurtin drank bottles of stout and waited for the next bulletin, the sounds from the radio came in waves as though they were being carried in by the sea.


There was a big reading room in the Athenaeum with a fire blazing and a big table full of newspapers and magazines. There was a rule about silence and even if you wanted to whisper you had to go outside. One day he heard his father telling a man that they were going to buy the Castle from Dodo Roche.


‘Does she live there?’ he asked.


‘When she was younger,’ his father said.


‘I thought that Spenser lived there.’


‘That was in the fifteen hundreds. You’re getting everything wrong.’


‘Is Dodo Roche going to give you old things for the museum?’


His father had the big key to the door in the garden wall of the Castle, and other keys to doors and presses on a ring.


‘Can I carry the big one?’


‘Be careful with it or we’ll all be locked out,’ his father said.


They walked down to the Castle; it was a cold day and the men waiting at the gates were shivering and stamping their feet with the cold. Mick Byrne, who was in Eamon’s class in school, was there too with his uncle. Eamon went up to him and showed him the key before handing it to his father.


‘Is Father Rossiter not coming?’ he asked.


‘No,’ his father said. ‘He’s out on a call.’


It was quiet suddenly when they closed the old heavy gate and stood inside the garden of the Castle. None of them had been here before, except to deliver a message to the side door. Mick Byrne and Eamon exchanged glances as though they were trespassing and could be caught at any moment. When his father turned the key and pushed the front door they could see that it was dark inside. Eamon had expected old furniture and cobwebs; instead he could see nothing. One of the men with his father lit a paraffin lamp, illuminating a huge hallway with a low ceiling. There was a sharp, sour smell.


‘There’s an awful stink,’ Mick Byrne said. No one else spoke. One of the men went across the room and pulled back the shutters on a side window and a pale, dim light came into a corner of the hall. His footsteps echoed as he walked back to join the others who were standing there looking around them, afraid to move.


Eamon stood close to his father. One of the men had opened the shutters of another window and it was now bright enough to see the flagstones.


‘This is the old part,’ his father said as he moved across and pushed a door which led into a room the same size as the hall, but brighter and with a higher ceiling. It was completely empty.


‘This is the part the Roches built,’ his father said.


Another door led into a kitchen where there were still tables and chairs as though someone had been living there. The men who had come with his father still looked suspicious and nervous, and they restrained Mick Byrne when he began trying to open drawers and presses.


‘We can’t go upstairs,’ his father said, ‘because some of the floor is rotten.’


‘There’s a lot of work needed all right,’ one of the men said.


★


As the spring came his father and the priest sat in the car more and more and talked to each other, smoking all the time. Mrs Doyle would go out to look through the front window, and come back shaking her head. ‘They’re still talking. They’re going to talk all night. You’d better go to bed before your father comes in and catches you up.’


Most of the time they talked about the Museum but they also talked about the war. They talked about how difficult it would be to get the work done with most of the men in England. Some of them were now starting to take their families over, Father Rossiter said, even with the danger. He hated to see people emigrating, he said, he hated it. A lot of the men were in the Local Defence Force as well, but if they were ready to give up a bit of their time, the ones who knew anything about wiring and plastering, then that would solve the problem.


They began to run a raffle on a Saturday night and a dance on a Sunday night to raise money for the Museum. Eamon went down to McCurtin’s and waited for the news so that he could check on his atlas and mark any changes in the areas held by the Allies and the Germans, but after a while he lost interest in the radio; there were too many men talking, and sometimes the sound was too unclear, but Mr McCurtin listened all the time; he knew everything about the war.


★


One evening when the sky was bright he went in the car with his father and Father Rossiter towards Oulart. They had put a notice in The Echo asking if anybody had old things in their houses which might be of historical value. People had written to them from all over the county. His father wrote back to each person, putting a tick at the top of each letter he had replied to, and then gathering them in a bundle at the back of his scrap book.


A mile before reaching Oulart they were to turn right, down a lane, Father Rossiter said; these were his instructions. But he was unsure which turn to take. They tried one lane, which became increasingly rutted and overgrown, seeming to lead nowhere, and becoming even narrower as they came to a brightly painted gate. His father got out and opened it, held it as the car went through, then closed it and got back into the car. Gradually the lane began to widen again; they reached a clearing and saw a small farmhouse with a galvanized roof.


‘It’s hard to imagine,’ Father Rossiter said, ‘people living so far from the road.’


A sheepdog ran from the house and started to bark at the front wheels of the car. Two old people were now standing at the door; they were both watchful, almost furtive. The woman was wearing a cardigan and had her arms folded.


He waited in the car with his father while Father Rossiter went to speak to the couple at the door. They were still unsure whether they were in the right house.


‘Do they have old things?’ he asked his father.


‘They have pikes from ’Ninety-eight,’ his father said. ‘That’s what they said in the letter anyway.’


‘Did they find them?’


‘Stop asking questions now,’ his father said.


Father Rossiter returned to the car and motioned for them to come into the house. The dog had now stopped barking and wagged his tail as they passed.


‘We thought that there was something wrong when we saw the priest,’ the woman said when they got inside the small kitchen which had a huge blackened fireplace and a table up against the window.


‘We have no tea, you can’t get any tea around here at the moment,’ she went on. ‘Milk is the only thing I can offer you. We have plenty of that, thank God.’


Eamon sat down beside the table, running his finger along the plastic oilcloth with its pattern of flowers. The woman put a mug of milk in front of him. There were strange web-shaped cracks in the mug, which he inspected first before tasting the warm milk.


‘They came down by here,’ he heard the man saying to his father and Father Rossiter. ‘No wonder they left whatever they were carrying, sure weren’t they bet? Didn’t the English have muskets?’


‘He’s talking about 1798,’ Eamon’s father said to him sternly. ‘You should listen to him now and learn something.’


The sheepdog came stealthily into the kitchen and lay in front of the fire with its eyes fixed on the man as he spoke, and its head resting on its paws. Suddenly, the man shouted at it and the dog slithered off back to the yard.


‘They were hard times all right,’ the woman said. The man went into a room at the side and came back with a wooden pole with two curled metal hooks at the top of it. Father Rossiter and Eamon’s father stood up and examined it eagerly. The hooks looked sharp and dangerous.


‘The wood’s new. I did it myself,’ the man said, ‘but I didn’t have to touch the metal.’


‘Do you have more of them?’ Father Rossiter asked.


‘Aye, I’ve twenty or thirty of them in there,’ the man said.


‘What were they for?’ Eamon asked.


‘For using against the English,’ his father said.


‘Our grandmother now on our mother’s side,’ the woman spoke, ‘she was brought up here. It was the time of the evictions. Sure, they used to own from here out to the road, the whole way, including the two big barley fields. She knew about the men of ’Ninety-eight,’ the woman looked into the fire and then back at the two visitors. ‘She would have been too young to remember it, but they told her about it, or she heard about it, and it was she who always said that they came down this way and that was the end of them then. That’s all I remember now. There was a man used to come here and they used to talk about it.’


The room was filling up with smoke from the fire; Eamon watched a small piece of soot falling slowly through the air and landing on the surface of his warm milk. It had a shape of its own, a curly, black shape. He did not want to swallow it. He studied it for a while as the others talked and then put his finger into the milk and fished it out. He dried his finger on his trousers, having checked that no one was looking at him.


‘Sure, they’re no use to us at all,’ the man said. ‘We’ll be gone soon.’


His father told him to help them collect the metal pike tops and put them in the boot and the back seat of the car. The wall of the room where they were kept was all damp, the plaster had fallen off in places, leaving the bare clay visible. When they had taken all the pieces, they shook hands with the brother and sister, who stood at the door watching them as they got into the car. It was darkening now, and the sky had clouded over. Father Rossiter had to switch on his lights as he drove along the lane back towards the main road.


The following day they brought the pikes down to the Castle, where a few workmen were plastering the entrance hall. They had rigged up a bare bulb in the ceiling so the low room did not appear as dark as it did on his first visit. This time Eamon noticed a small stairway in the corner. He was afraid in the building, its vastness and the extent of its disrepair frightened him, as though each step could lead to a terrible accident. The idea that he would ever be left alone in this building filled him with terror.


The stone stairs were part of the old building, his father said. They led right to the roof, and soon when a few lights were put in they would be able to go up there and view the whole town. In the meantime, the men were starting work on the dungeon. He heard about it first from Mick Byrne at school, but he didn’t believe it. They used to lock fellows down there, he said. Who used to lock them? The English, Mick Byrne said.


The smell in the small dungeon, a cavern which had been eked out of the rock under the entrance hall, was even more damp and bitter than the smell upstairs. It smelt of clay, but staler. The workmen brought the electric bulbs down so that it was all bright. Eamon kept close to his father.


The workman in charge was called Eamonn Breen. He said that there were two ‘n’s in Eamonn.


‘I’m called after Eamon de Valera,’ Eamon said. ‘And he’s the Taoiseach.’


‘Yes, and he’s wrong,’ Eamonn Breen said.


‘You’re not Fianna Fáil,’ he said. Eamonn Breen later told his father what had happened and they both laughed.


They no longer went home after school, they went to the Castle to watch the builders. Eamonn Breen had built steps into the dungeon and fixed a light into the ceiling and put distemper on the walls. There was still a terrible smell, a cold, bitter smell. When Marion Stokes brought him down the cold air filled his lungs. She showed him the place where a prisoner had cut a drawing of himself into the stone, but it was faint and could be made out only if you looked carefully: just a head, a body, two legs and two arms with a sword hanging from the waist. The man had to draw it in the dark, Marion Stokes said. He had nothing else to do all day. She showed him the floor.


‘It’d be cold here in the winter,’ she said. ‘You’d die of the cold.’


Eamonn Breen drew a map of 1798 with red arrows showing the way the armies came. The map was to go on the wall of the 1798 Room with all the pikes around it. Eamonn Breen was going to make wooden handles for the pikes. Father Rossiter carried down all of the old vestments from the Manse and old pictures of bishops and souvenirs he had brought home from Salamanca and he said that they could fill another room of the Castle.


His father met a man who said that he had the figure from a ship which went aground near Blackwater Head. It would have to be treated for woodworm, he said. Later, his father explained to him about the figure on a ship, how they always had the carved figure of a woman on the prow; he pretended that he understood by looking at his father and nodding. His father said that it would be a great thing to have in the Museum.


The summer came; it was almost time to go to Cush. His father travelled to Dublin on the train to get exam papers he was going to mark and he brought them home in a black box.


‘We might have to go to Cush in an ass and cart,’ he said, ‘or on bicycles, because there’s no petrol.’


‘Why can’t Father Rossiter drive us? He can get petrol.’


‘He’s too busy. I couldn’t ask him,’ his father said.


His father arranged that Jimmy Power, who delivered vegetables, would drive them in his old van.


‘Tell no one,’ his father said. ‘He’s only meant to use his van for business.’


In Blackwater, they stopped at Mrs Davis’s pub and the two men had bottles of stout; Eamon had a lemonade. ‘Isn’t the little fellow great?’ Mrs Davis said and grinned at his father and Jimmy Power. She was old and walked slowly, pulling herself along as if it caused her pain.


‘The Cullens will be delighted to see you. There was talk that you weren’t coming, what with the war and the shortages.’ There was silence for a second, and then she continued as though on the same topic: ‘Do you think they’ll invade, sir?’ she asked his father. His father said he didn’t think so. Jimmy Power nodded in agreement.


‘There’s men is ready for them around this way,’ she said.


‘We’ve had enough troubles of our own. Let the English and the Germans fight it out among themselves. Aren’t they well able for each other?’ Jimmy Power said.


‘It’s going to be a long war,’ his father said. Eamon felt the rim of the long-stemmed glass hitting against his teeth. He looked at each of them in the half-light of the bar.


‘It was a fierce cold winter,’ Mrs Davis said. ‘It was fierce cold down here.’
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