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


  

    When Murdoc and Dominick meet in Chapter One, Drogheda is invested by Irish insurgent forces who rose in rebellion in 1641 against, among other things, (a) the forcible plantation of Ulster by Scots and English; (b) the Act of Supremacy, whereby to be a judge, lawyer or government official required an oath that the King of England was Head of the Church – an impossible oath for Catholics; (c) the Act of Uniformity, whereby Catholics could be fined or imprisoned for not attending Protestant services; (d) the militant anti-Catholic attitude of the Parliament in England who were already in opposition to King Charles and determined to remove all Catholic landowners, Irish and Anglo-Irish, from their estates.


    By Chapter Two, Cromwell is investing Drogheda with his Ironsides, King Charles has been executed, and Irish and Anglo-Irish, Catholic and Protestant, are partly united in a last despairing effort to avert a terrible destruction by a gloomy and pitiless enemy.


    In the event the whole of the country was to be reduced for the first time; the remnants of the powers of the Gaelic chief-tains to be shattered for ever; the Brehon laws by which they lived to be finally abolished; Gaelic judges and bardic poets to sink into poverty and virtual oblivion; all Irishmen to be deprived of their possessions unless they took the Oath of Abjuration, which was an oath of apostasy. So; deprived of their leaders by apostasy or exile, the fate of the nation was to be left in the hands of the little men, who over the centuries and almost from scratch were to build a new nation, tenaciously, slowly, and indomitably, sustained by their hunted priests who ‘cried to God’ in ‘ wood and bower and attic tower on mountain side and bleak sea-shore’.


  

    

      Epigraph

    


    

      

        Seek the fair land.

        
that is over the brow of the hill.


      

        

          FROM AN IRISH PROVERB

        


      


    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    THE MOON shone fitfully through the clouds. It was piercingly cold. The waters of the Boyne carried slabs of ice towards the sea. The heights outside the walls, beyond the Mill Mount, were covered with a white hoar frost, so that they seemed to be part of the fortifications.


    The men moved cautiously through the orchard, putting each canvas-covered, foot carefully on the frozen ground, their weapons gripped tightly in their hands, almost five hundred little white clouds rising from their mouths each time they breathed. The path through the orchard wasn’t large enough for their numbers as more of them came in through the small blind door. There they scattered out, merging with the gaunt, leafless, black, distorted fruit trees.


    The iron gate of the orchard was open too.


    They poured through that now, more quickly. They all found it hard to believe that they were walking in the town itself; that by all the rights of war they had the whole place at their mercy.


    They stood in an unorganized bunch outside the wall of the orchard looking at the buildings all around them silhouetted against the night sky. They didn’t like the buildings.


    Murdoc didn’t like them. He was used to the wide sky, trees and open plains, or the deep woods. Hundreds of buildings one on top of another appalled him. Now, he thought, we should turn to the left and, taking the garrison of the ports guarding the St James’s Gate in the back, wipe them out, and let the besiegers come flooding in.


    He moved in that direction. He could see the gleam of an arch that led into the street of St James in front of the towers guarding the gate. But he was on his own. The mass of men had moved to the right towards the quays and the salt workings near the river. He shrugged his huge shoulders and followed after them. They will make for the bridge, he thought, and get into the north town. But then what about the soldiers behind us? They can take us in the rear. It is more important to get a gate open first. That was the trouble: nobody had believed in this foray, nobody had believed that there would be a little orchard door between the main gate and the river left open at a certain hour. It was only a chance. It might have been a trap. So about five hundred curious adventurers had taken the bait. And now they were in, and there was nobody to lead them. This was the place for the Great Chieftain himself to be, Murdoc thought with a sneer, instead of preening himself miles from the walls.


    He hurried after the bulk of the men.


    There was plenty of room for them at the south quays. They all stood there like cabógs gazing at the water of the Boyne pushing past below, ferrying blocks of ice like white fairy boats. Then they looked across the river where the town rose behind the ramparts of the built-up walls and the Maiden Tower. She was a queer maiden, Murdoc thought. They could see the wooden steeple of St Peter’s gleaming dully in the moonlight, and the houses climbing the steep hills on the far side looked like weary, burthened, back-bent men.


    And then a terrible thing happened.


    From the throats of the men gathered at the quays there arose a great shout. It was a primitive shout of joy, of victory, just a good shout from being in an advantageous position. It’s the reason we never win wars, damn them to hell, Murdoc thought savagely. Like boys playing at soldiers. What kind of a people are we at all?


    He shouted. He had a powerful voice.


    ‘To the bridge, you fools!’ he roared. ‘To the bridge!’


    There was a silence for a moment after his cry, as if the town was holding its breath, and then there came the sounds of a trumpet call, and clang of steel, a musket shot, and the tolling of a steeple bell.


    Murdoc turned and ran right, through the narrow street that backed on the ramparts of the river, and the rest of them followed him, shouting, shouting, damn them, in case people didn’t know they were there now.


    They came into the wide market-place In front of the bridge, swivelled on their running legs there like horses, and then charged across the open maw of the bridge towards the tall tower on the opposite side. Too late, too late, because a thick body of pikemen, half-dressed, sleepy-eyed, but startled into quick awaking, were plunging towards them from under the arch. The two unorganized bodies of men met in the centre of the bridge and soon the sound of cold steel could be heard entering into warm bodies. There were shouts and groans.


    Murdoc, hitting aside the pikes aimed at his body and trying unavailingly to sink the head of his own into the chest of the man opposing him, was cursing the Great Chieftain. Where is the powder and ball, Great Chieftain? Where are decent long handles for our pikes, dear Chieftain? The pike handles were too short. They had cut them themselves in the woods from ash and birch and willow, but they were too short, and as the long pikes of their opponents felt for their chests and their eyes and their brains, they started to fall back across the bridge. Then Murdoc hurled his pike as if it was a spear at the man who was harassing him. It went soughing into his chest, and as he fell Murdoc caught his long pike, reversed it and shouting, shouting, started to beat around him with it.


    The men behind him rallied, and pikes flew through the air like arrows.


    The men before them fell, but as they did so they disclosed behind them the kneeling musketeers. There was just time to see them before the heavy volley sounded, and the smoke-cloud arose, and all around him Murdoc heard the men foiling, and screaming as they fell. A ball plucked the heavy cap from his own head. As they wavered another line of musketeers came through and knelt, and behind them Murdoc could see the white-shirted man on the black horse, waving a sword. He threw himself flat as the next volley sounded, then he rose and ran back and he ran fast and now he had a sword in his hand. The bridge was littered with the bodies of men, groaning or silent. There wasn’t much time. The garrison was now facing them on the other side too. Murdoc cleaved his way through them with the sword. Behind them again the muskets sounded. You could hear the balls ploughing their way into men’s backs, and then they stopped since some of their own had fallen. Murdoc cleaved his way, got past the mouth of the bridge and then, being blocked by the mass of shouting men there, turned right and ran down a narrow lane. Some of the others, the main bulk of them, had turned left, running and fighting their way back towards the orchard.


    He was grinding his teeth. Like rats, he thought, like rats, and not through their being good, but we being bad. Useless. By now they could have been raping this town. We had it like a rotten apple.


    He kept going left and ran into what must be St John’s Street. There were four armed men running up it. Murdoc ran towards them, a tall towering figure, his teeth white in the middle of a black beard. He was roaring like the devil out of hell, they said. He nearly decapitated one man, backswiped with the sword at another, and then was through them. The first archway on his right he went into, hoping it wasn’t a close. It wasn’t. It led into a rabbit warren of lanes; all small stone houses or mud-walled ones with thatch. He had an idea. The poorer the quarter the surer you were that they were Irish. He paused to listen.


    There was great uproar over to the right of him. That would be the men getting back through the orchard door. Some of them would never get through the door. They would be like himself; cornered inevitably and just having to fight until he died.


    He cut through another narrow lane. It was dark in these lanes. Not a light shone anywhere. How would a man know where he might find a friend? If only he could run to a copse. If only it was in the open air. These places smelled to his nostrils of foetid things, discarded sewage, and rotten fish. He closed his lungs on them, got into another laneway, and as he ran past a stone house that must be backing on the river, he saw a gleam of light through a wooden shutter.


    He stopped. He went back. He felt the door. It was a heavy oak door, low, soundly built, studded, iron-clad. Was it too good to be Irish?


    He knocked at it with the hilt of his sword.


    He spoke urgently, penetratingly, in Irish. ‘If you are an O or a Mac, for the love of Our Lady, open the door!’


    He listened, his ear close to the wood. He thought he heard a whisper of movement.


    He spoke again.


    ‘If you are an O or a Mac, for the love of St Patrick open the door!’


    He heard the iron bolts inside being drawn. The test was true then.


    The door opened. It was black inside, the light he had seen was doused. He stumbled on the step as a hand reached out and pulled him in and then the door closed behind him. He could hear the bolts being shot home. He stood there helplessly in impenetrable blackness, feeling like shouting. Listening closely. Maybe he would get a knife in the back.


    He straightened his back at the thought, gripped his sword very tightly. He heard a rumbling as if of some heavy thing being moved, and then something being opened. Then he felt a hand on his arm and heard a soft voice at his ear. ‘Come,’ said the voice in Irish. ‘Watch your feet. Climb down steps when I put your feet on them. Eight until you get below. Stay there. Don’t make any sound.’


    He was led, like a blind man, a few paces. Then he felt the hand leaving his arm and holding his foot, shifting it. He felt a step under it and stood on that, then felt for one below, found that and started to walk down. It was really black. He bent in a futile effort to see and cracked his forehead. He didn’t shout or groan. ‘Best of men,’ said the voice above him, and then Murdoc’s feet felt rock and he stood there. Above him he heard the flap closing and then the sound of a heavy thing moving over it. Murdoc sat on the ground. Stone flags they were. He welcomed them. They felt cool to his hot body.


    He sat there, the sword gripped between his knees, and then he heard the hammering, muffled but unmistakable, on the door above.


    That’s the way to die, he thought, squealing in a sewer. It brought him to his feet. He could smell strange things all around him, spices and leather. He felt around with his hand until he discovered the steps. He mounted them softly, until his head was stopped. He put pressure on the flap. It was immovable. He listened.


    He could hear the bolts going back. The floor above his head thundered as heavy boots walked on it. An authoritative voice was speaking in English. ‘Vermin. Introduced by a traitor. Is this the way we are repaid for our kindness? We will find the one who opened the door and send him to hell without a limb whole on him.’


    That soft voice again. ‘And you would be right too. Mister Ledwick.’


    ‘This fellow was seen coming this way. Two corpses behind him in the street. We will scour and flush the whole Irish quarter until we find him, and we will hang the people protecting him, without mercy.’


    ‘You would be right too. Mister Ledwick. We were sleeping. We heard the shouting and the shooting. There is just the place up the steps. My wife and little girl are there, that’s all’


    ‘Go and look,’ said the other voice. The heavy feet moved on the floor above.


    ‘Don’t wake the child if you can,’ said the soft voice. Funny the authority of that soft voice. It quietened the military tramping a little.


    ‘You have a good name,’ the other said. ‘You have kept it clean in the town, and your lady was a Bolton. Which man among the Irish would do a thing like this? You know them. Which of them would do a thing like this?’


    ‘Any of them, with enough courage,’ said the soft voice.


    ‘Does it require courage to be a traitor?’ the other one shouted rhetorically. ‘You want to take care!’


    ‘Irish or English, they are all one to me,’ the soft voice insisted. ‘Whatever a man is, he has to eat, smoke, and be shod. Beyond that I have only a scientific interest in them.’


    ‘You read too many books,’ the other shouted. ‘As a citizen of the town it is your duty to expose treachery.’


    ‘I’m not a citizen,’ said the other. ‘I’m a servitor.’


    ‘You don’t talk like one,’ said the other with heavy humour. ‘Find the man who opened the door and you will be a freeman the next morning.’


    ‘A freeman with a severed throat,’ said the voice. ‘That would be pleasant. It could be written on my gravestone.’


    Oddly enough, Murdoc thought the other fellow laughed. He shouldn’t be laughing, Murdoc thought, he should be looking for a cellar. The other feet tramped across the floor again. He heard the door closing and the heavy bolts being shot. There was peace then. He didn’t hear the soft-voiced one’s feet on the floor. He must be walking like a cat or else he wore no shoes. He was consumed with curiosity. What kind of a fellow was this to remain so calm in the midst of such bloody events? He must be an old greybeard, to have lived so long with an attitude like this. Suddenly he shivered. He went down the steps again. He felt icy cold. The sweat had frozen on his skin. His fingers were almost stuck to the hilt of the sword. He freed them and stretched them.


    Then he heard the rumbling over his head, the cover of the cellar was thrown back and he was looking into a rectangle of candlelight.


    ‘Come up, mighty warrior of Eireann,’ said the voice in Irish then, ‘until we have a look at you.’


    Murdoc, inclined to anger, started to mount the steps.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    MURDOC ROSE out of the hole in the ground like a giant out of a bottle. He was a huge man. His hair was long and his beard was long and hair and beard were as black as basalt rock. He wore a coat of rough yellow-brown home-spun cloth and a thick leather belt around his waist that held two knives, a sword-scabbard, and a heavy pistol. His legs were covered with trousers of the same cloth. His canvas-covered feet and the ends of the trousers were tied around with rough hemp rope. He smelled of sweat and the smoky oil of untreated wool. He also smelled of pine trees and open spaces, and the man facing him had to look up at him.


    ‘You are very big,’ he said gravely.


    Murdoc laughed. Now I know why that other curmudgeon laughed too, he thought.


    The man facing him with the thick candle in his hand was slight and small, with almost yellow hair, a thin face, extraordinary light blue eyes, and a mouth that turned up at the corners. He wore knee-breeches of fairly good cloth and a white linen shirt, open at the neck. He was well made, all the same, Murdoc thought. The wiry kind. The deceptive kind. He also wore heavy shoes that should have made sound, and that hadn’t so he supposed he must walk like a cat.


    ‘I thank you for giving me didean,’ said Murdoc.


    ‘All Irishmen are entitled to shelter,’ said the other. ‘If I didn’t give it to you, the next man would, but fortunately for you, you knocked at the only house on this side with a cellar.’


    ‘Who are you?’ Murdoc asked.


    ‘I am Dominick MacMahon,’ said the man. He’s young, Murdoc was thinking. Early twenty. Isn’t he very young to be so settled?


    ‘I am Murdoc O’Flaherty,’ he said then. ‘I owe you my life.’


    ‘You owe me nothing,’ said Dominick. ‘If you were a dog I would have done the same. In fact I’d prefer to do it for a dog than a soldier.’


    ‘What kind of an Irishman are you at all, with a name like that?’ Murdoc was mad. ‘Did you know a great man with your name died on the ice of the river a few weeks ago? Were you related to him?’


    ‘I might have been, on the wrong side,’ said Dominick.


    ‘Where is your blood?’ Murdoc asked.


    ‘It’s in my veins,’ said Dominick, ‘and that’s where it’s going to stay.’ He looked at the furious eyes of the other. ‘And you better not spill it now,’ he said, ‘or you’ll have no chance of getting free.’


    Damn him to hell, Murdoc thought as he laughed. A blooming laugh. Then he looked with panic at the shutter which had betrayed the light before. It wouldn’t do so any more. The crack was covered with a strip of cloth. The other’s eyes were twinkling.


    ‘Hindsight,’ he said, ‘ and the walls are thick. Come to the other room with me. It might be warmer there.’ He started to climb the wooden ladder that led to the floor above. Murdoc looked around before he followed him. Bales and barrels. Elusive smells. Foreign ones. The heavy thing over the flap of the cellar was a sort of rough table with shelves in it for holding cloth. Then the light went out of it as Dominick’s candle went with him to the room above.


    Murdoc mounted the ladder.


    He emerged into a more brightly lighted room, and a little warmer. There was a raised place over in the far corner covered with blankets. He could see the straw under the blankets. There was a girl sitting up in this bed looking at him. The sight of her made Murdoc hold his breath. Dominick’s candle was revealing her. Black, black, curly hair and brown eyes and a white skin. The eyes looking closely at him.


    ‘She should be living in the west,’ said Murdoc, ‘ riding a little horse with her hair on the breeze. She is wasted in this rich land.’


    Dominick laughed. Why did I say that? Murdoc wondered. ‘The big soldier is paying you a compliment, Eibhlin,’ said Dominick then.


    ‘Thank you,’ said Eibhlin.


    ‘It’s true,’ said Murdoc. ‘Only good people should live in the west land. Strong people, good-looking people. All these rich land places. No good. That’s why I said it.’


    ‘Why are you here so, man?’ she asked him.


    ‘Anywhere I can get at them, I will go,’ he said. ‘If we kill enough of them there won’t be any of them left and then we will have this land to ourselves again.’


    ‘In other words, you just want to fight,’ said Dominick. ‘Sit on the stool near the fire.’ ‘ Notice there is no fire. That’s your Phelim O’Neill. There’s no food. Until tomorrow. The ships got through yesterday. But we will give you something to drink.’


    ‘That O’Neill,’ said Murdoc, spitting in the dead ashes of the fireplace. ‘A cock on a dungpit, crowing and crawing and scratching. The siege is lost, I tell you that. If it had been Rory O’More. But it wasn’t it’s that other one. If it had been Eoghan Ruadh. But it might be yet. Then we can fight all over again.’


    ‘Fight, fight, fight’ said Dominick, handing him a pewter tankard. ‘What in the name of God would you do if there was no more fighting? Would you set up straw men in a field and start fighting them?’


    Murdoc drank. The spirit was very fiery. It nearly made him cough. It was good to feel it ripping its red-hot way to his belly.


    ‘How did you marry a man like that?’ Murdoc asked Eibhlin. ‘An Irishman with a noble name serving a crowd of lickspittles in a walled town when he should be out abroad in the fields and the woods with a horse under him and the rest of his clan at his back.’


    ‘Too many of his people did that,’ she said. ‘Go and look at my baby,’ she said then imperiously, pointing to the bottom of the bed.


    He rose and lumbered over to where her finger was pointing.


    There was a basket there. A little girl was sleeping. She just fitted the basket. One pudgy arm was thrown back. She was the living spit of her mother, black curly hair. Murdoc chuckled. He straightened to look at them. Dominick was looking at the sleeping child. His face was soft. Eibhlin was looking at Dominick. A terrible black gloom came over the heart of Murdoc as he looked at the three of them. Not that he hadn’t children of his own, wherever they were, and women, not wives. He couldn’t see his children in the womb, which was where he would have to, since he never stayed long enough to see them any other way.


    ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But one day …’


    ‘One day that never comes,’ said Dominick. ‘ I know that. Up in the north we were many. We were planted and so we resisted the planting. Until I was sixteen. Fighting, fighting, living like animals in the woods. Who had I left then? Nobody, nobody at all. All gone. Every single soul gone. Only me. I came into the walls. I’m going to stay in the walls. Let them rise or fall. I’m going to be me and my family, and I’m going to survive. All of us are going to survive.’


    ‘You poor innocent man,’ said Murdoc. ‘ There is worse coming to the towns. Men have told me, who have smelled the wind. There is a new power rising in England. The others will be only lambs compared to them. Listen. Leave the town. Remember I told you this. I tell you, go and seek the mountains. You hear that. No man is really free until he has the Beanna Beola at his back. Then you are free. No man can come at you but you see him. Take off when this is over. Listen to me. Oh, man, seek out the fair land under the Beanna Beola, and you will be free and you will survive.’


    ‘Why can’t you do that, then?’ Eibhlin asked him.


    ‘You see me,’ he said, ‘ what am I? I’m a soldier. I like to fight. I like to be what I am, but always this is a dream. Some day I will go back.’


    ‘You go back and leave us alone,’ said Dominick. ‘ What are their wars to us? We are here, and we will stay here, let the English take the town or the Irish take the town, the little men will always be there, working away, rebuilding what is destroyed. They want us. They need us. They can’t get on without us. We will be all right as long as we let them fight over our heads. Will you go now? They’ll come back again.’


    ‘How will I go?’ Murdoc asked. ‘Could I get over the walls?’


    ‘No,’ said Dominick. ‘ They will be well watched. Can you swim?’


    ‘I can,’ said Murdoc.


    ‘Then swim you will have to,’ said Dominick. ‘Put this in your breast.’ He handed him a small stone jar. ‘It will keep you warm.’


    ‘I owe you my life,’ said Murdoc.


    Dominick laughed.


    ‘It’s not worth much,’ he said. ‘It won’t be long-lasting, I can see.’


    Murdoc laughed too.


    ‘May God befriend you,’ he said, ‘and give you happiness.’


    ‘And you too, Murdoc,’ said Eibhlin. She held out her hand to him. He took it in his own huge paw, a bloodstained one, he saw now. They both looked at it. Then he saw her eyes on his coat. That was bloodstained too.


    ‘I don’t want to smell blood on Dominick,’ she said.


    ‘I hope you never have to, Eibhlin,’ he said. ‘We will meet again under the Beanna Beola, with the help of God.’


    ‘I hope Our Lady brings you safe away,’ she said.


    ‘Come now,’ said Dominick, ‘ soon it will be getting light and it will be too late.’


    Murdoc looked around the room before he followed him down the ladder. It was a happy room. There were gleaming copper pots on the wall, and over the bed there were shelves holding heavy bound books. These made Murdoc shake his head.


    ‘They are the things that made a slave out of a MacMahon, I’ll wager,’ he said, pointing to them.


    Eibhlin laughed. She had a deep bubbling laugh. It was the last sound of her that Murdoc heard before he went down the ladder after Dominick.


    ‘Where now, friend?’ he asked.


    ‘Into the cellar,’ said Dominick, going down. Murdoc followed him. It was a small cellar. It was damp. It was filled with barrels and bales. Dominick left the candle on a barrel and cleared a space near the river side of the wall. He leaned there and pulled and a deep heavy stone came out of the wall as if it was on oiled runners, as it was.


    ‘It will be a tight fit for you,’ said Dominick, ‘but it’s your only way. The tide is in the estuary. It will carry you up the river. When you are free of the walls you can get on the bank.’


    ‘Why is this here?’ Murdoc asked.


    ‘I’m Irishman enough not to want to pay tolls,’ said Dominick.


    Murdoc chuckled.


    ‘I’m glad we came inside the wall, even if we failed, so that I met you,’ he said. ‘I’ll remember you for sure. God be with you!’


    He held out his hand. Dominick shook it.


    ‘The God of war will probably look after you,’ he said.


    Murdoc got on the floor and started to put his legs through the aperture. Then he levered himself backwards with his hands. The sword scraped the stone and he paused. It seemed to make a loud noise.


    ‘Easy now,’ the soft voice of Dominick whispered in his ear. He had the candle. ‘You’ll find your feet in the tide when you stretch your arms. Let yourself in gently and it will sail you away. Come back again, Murdoc, in better times and we will talk to you.’


    ‘I’ll see you in the fair land of the Beanna Beola,’ said Murdoc and then he was gone.


    Dominick listened closely. He could barely hear the splash that Murdoc made as he let himself into the freezing water. Then he pushed back the stone into its position, piled the bales around it, climbed the ladder to the room above and said to Eibhlin: ‘Our big slob of a soldier is safe away.’


    ‘He was a nice man,’ said Eibhlin.


    ‘For a soldier,’ said Dominick, and they both laughed.


    Swimming with one hand, Murdoc felt for the brandy jar with the other. If you thought of how cold it is you would die, he said to himself. He drank all the jar contained, and let it sink empty and gurgling into the water, then he used two hands to swim, keeping close to the quayed walls. The time seemed endless to him until the quays petered out and he smelled the decayed rushes on the river bank. He hauled his way into them and scrabbled his way to safety through the mud and stones.


    Then sitting in the mud he looked back at the town lying smugly under the waning moon and he said:


    ‘May the luck rise with you, Drogheda.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    AT FOUR of the clock on the eleventh of September the first breach appeared in the wall to the east of St Mary’s Convent.


    Dominick was at the third breastwork where it joined the breastwork that curved to cover the towers behind tie Duleek Gate.


    St Mary’s Church was almost in ruins, the broken stones of its steeple had served to make part of the breastwork where he now stood. The whole south of the town was wreathed in smoke, and in places flames which were quickly put out.


    It was a demented moment as the heavy wall opened its chink of light and then burst apart as if it had been hit by the fist of a giant. Through the great crack appearing you could see the cannon belching flame from the Bevrack Mount outside, and the whole area black with the movement of men and animals – like ants they were, covering every hill and mound – and twinkling lights were appearing at the muzzles of muskets, and a harvest sun was gleaming benignly from the fittings of guns and weapons and stores. When he was on the Mill Mount before, he had seen the hosts of besieging men, and behind them the fields waving with golden grain, all but the great avenues trampled through the hearts of the cornfields.


    The breach in the wall was suddenly filled with men. You could see their mouths open in their black faces as they came through and were shot down, and then hacked to pieces by the horsemen who converged on them through the opening in the breastwork.


    Dominick’s bow went twing, not twang as it should have done if it were even a long bow, or quonk if it were a crossbow. What am I doing here, shooting at men’s throats with the short Irish bow that excited the curiosity of Spenser so long ago? Weren’t all governing people the same? Don’t arm the common people, and then when the great emergency arises bring them to the armoury and hand out weapons that have been stored there for a hundred years. When it was too late. He remembered the long evenings in the butts outside Tooting Tower. He was good with the bow. The butts were a relic of the days when the men were forced under penalty to practise the bow. But what use was the bow now against all the metal that was beating the town as flat as an oat-cake on an iron griddle; or taking the bodies of men apart and spreading them to the four corners of the world?


    Twing, and this time he saw one landing deep in the throat of a man. His head was thrown back. Scarlet started to flow on to his russet tunic before he fell.


    Then the opening was wreathed with smoke again as the guns outside, aiming half-pound bullets at the horses, found their mark and the horses screamed and threshed with agony as their blood flowed, and the footmen slipped on it, and the tall Colonel who had been commanding the horsemen fell with half of his chest shot away, exposed, black, and terrible.


    The friars were on the breastworks, about six of them. They had nearly built the breastworks themselves with their bare hands. Black faced, courageous, appealing, encouraging, shouting. The man he really knew. Father Sebastian, a very big man with a thin face, his robes tucked into his girdle, waving his arms, calling, building, appearing through the smoke.


    It cannot last, Dominick thought. They are too many. They can afford to die. But we are not all common men. Our people in here cannot afford to die. They have great possessions. They will want to live on. What is it to me if Englishmen kill other Englishmen, because that is what it amounts to. Because it is my town. Because I have a house here and because my wife Eibhlin is here and my daughter Mary Ann and my son Peter. It’s more than that too. He had been to Dublin since Cromwell had taken it. By sea in the small boat, for provisions. He had heard the hatred. Smelt it. He had seen the tall Puritan divine down on his knees addressing the troops with his arms held wide:


    

      I beg on my hands and knees that you go against them now while the hands and hearts of our soldiers are hot, and to you, my soldiers, I say briefly: Cursed is he that shall do the work of the Lord negligently: Cursed is he that holds back his sword from blood; yes, cursed be he that makes not his sword stark drunk with Irish blood, that makes them not heaps upon heaps, and their cursed country a dwelling place for dragons, an astonishment to the nations. Let no eye look for pity, nor a hand be spared that does pity and spare them, and accursed be the man that curses them not bitterly from the depths of his heart.


    


    He was a gaunt man with a black hat, very tall and thin, and Dominick wanted to laugh at him, but he stopped as the forest of swords were raised in the air, with a great shout, and he and his companion melted away through the noisome filthy back-ways of the city and his blood ran cold at the calling behind him. That was in August, He got back in time to draw his ancient bow and quiver of arrows before the self-same soldiers and the self-same divine sat down before the walls, and prayed to their odd God to help them.


    The banks of a river can only hold a certain amount of flood water: the sea can be only partly contained by buttresses and quays until it is stirred by a mighty wind and unleashes its power.


    Now, almost it seemed in a moment, the breastworks were overwhelmed, overturned, and saturated with blood as a sea of men and horses and guns came through the breaches in the wall; a flood of cursing, psalm-singing, shouting men, cleaving and shooting, dying and killing.


    Dominick was swept away, in the rip-tide of men that retreated in a mass, many of them facing towards their slaughterers to hold them for a moment as the others got away. Some men just threw down their weapons and ran. Dominick was caught in the edge of the tide. His mind was clear. He wanted to work free to get down to St John’s Street and through it to the Irish quarter and his home. But he couldn’t do it. The press of men swept fast and inexorable like the tide to the square in front of the bridge and then over it, to become packed in the middle so that for a moment no man could move, hardly a sword-arm could be raised. Balls from the guns slew them and they remained standing though dead in the press. And then it caved in, almost it seemed again like the magic move of a jester, and Dominick and the others were beyond the Maiden’s Tower, and all the others, their destroyers, were breathing on the far side of the bridge, while drums beat Quarter and trumpets, frightened ones, called shrilly to be spared.


    The cause of it walked almost to the centre of the bridge, and faced his enemies.


    He was a middling-sized man, with long grizzled grey hair. He carried a naked sword in his hand. He wore a damask tunic and velvet breeches and a highly polished long boot on one leg. His other leg had long ago been shot away above the knee and he wore a wooden leg on it, the wood blackened and polished and burnished until it rivalled the sheen of his leather boot. A coloured feather swept back from his hat and waved in the gentle September breeze.


    Calmly and deliberately he walked to the centre of the bridge, almost seeming to avoid the corpses of his soldiers without seeing them or listening to the screams of wounded men. He stood there in the centre of the bridge, alone, in complete command of himself. A thin sunburned face, an aristocratic cast of countenance, Sir Arthur Aston, Bart, of Aston Sutton near Cheshire, veteran of Lithuania, of Poland, of the wars of Gustavus Adolphus, Sergeant-Major-General of the Royal Army, commander of the dragoons at Edgehill, former Governor of Reading and Oxford, and now Governor of this town which he was ordered to burn and evacuate, which order he had refused. What was he thinking about now, Dominick wondered, as he faced the black man on the black horse on the other side of the bridge, a pale-faced black man, squat, with flat features and an inscrutable countenance. Aston was like a yellowhammer facing crows, a colourful, fearless bird.


    Dominick always remembered the silence that reigned then for a short time. He could hear the screams of the gulls fighting for the offal in the river that shuddered as it wound its way through these few hundred yards of town where it was soiled and dirtied until it met farther out the clean sand of the seashore.


    There were birds singing in the trees too.


    ‘I beg you for quarter, sir, for me and my men and the town of Drogheda,’ the clipped, incisive, emotionless voice said, as if he was inviting him to feast in the Tholsel. The other just stood staring at him. There was an officer close to his saddle. He bent his head and spoke to him. This officer nodded, and showed his teeth. He was blood-bespattered, powder-begrimed.


    ‘You will get quarter when you lay down your arms,’ this man said as he advanced with his sword in his hand. The blade of the sword was still bright with blood, so short a time it was taking.


    The man with the wooden leg hesitated, reversed his sword and held out the hilt to the approaching officer. Behind him all the men guarding the towers of the bridge, and the soldiers clustered half way up the steep hill to St Peter’s, threw down their arms. The sound clattered, clattered, clattered on the cobblestones like a noise echoing in the hills, and on top of that Dominick shouted, and it sounded over the clattering of the surrender: ‘No!’ Just one expletive which he couldn’t explain and it seemed that it was like a battle-cry.


    The officer had reached Aston; he took his sword. There were four troopers at his back. He bent down swiftly, caught Aston by the wooden leg and upended him. As he fell one of the troopers slashed with a knife and the wooden leg came free in the hand of the officer. He raised it and crashed the heavy end of it on the head of the man who was elbow-leaning on the ground, the leather straps that had attached it coiling around his arm like snakes. Everyone there heard the crunch of the blow, and saw Aston die, with his brains spattering the cobbles of the bridge; saw all this in a moment of incredible horror, that even in the midst of savage wars a man could die like that, like vermin crushed by a stick, like a snake, like a rat, like anything but a human being, and the defenders knew in a terrible moment of time what was in store for them if this was the way their aristocratic leader died, and they bent frantically for their discarded weapons as in a tide of black, russet, and brown vengeance, Cromwell and his soldiers came after them with horse and gun and sword.


    The hill behind was very steep. It gave them half a chance as the hooves of the horses of the enemy slithered on the blood-wet cobblestones.


    Past the Tholsel Dominick ran, across the mouth of West Street, and found beside him a house whose walls showed gaping holes from the bombardment. This was the north side of the town where the wealthy people lived, where the loot would be rich. They were wooden houses, covered on the outside with lath and plaster, the upper stories projecting over the lower: leaded window-panes. The inside was a shambles where the heavy balls had hit home, and from which the people had fled, probably to the sanctuary of St Peter’s Church on the top of the hill.


    Dominick didn’t stay below. He climbed the narrow wooden staircase that wound to the top of the house and he sought the attic and found it. He didn’t have to find a way out to the roof, the bombardment had taken away half of the roof. He dragged himself through and crouched on the rough-hewn slates, sliding down them into the gully between two roofs. It would be the only way to get home, he had thought. Get to the river across the roofs and maybe then a quick dive into the river. What shelter could there be in the streets? He raised his head to look. He remembered one time when the river had flooded the lower reaches of the town where he had then been living. How the water had come through under the door and then spread its way over the floor seeking every level to fill itself in. That was the way it was below now as the victorious army slashed its way up towards St Peter’s, spread in side-waves through all the streets, and for the first time the screams of women rose in the air, and Dominick shivered. Be careful, Eibhlin. Get into the cellar. He had the cellar prepared, covering all eventualities, in his desire to survive. It was a good cellar. Even now, walking on the flap of it, you wouldn’t know it existed. He had bound it underneath so that there was no hollow sound and he had provisioned it.


    He turned to look at St Peter’s.


    So wonderful on Sunday morning. Was it only days ago? It seemed so long. An amazing upsurging of the people had taken place and they had reclaimed their church, which had been taken from them in the years when the Defender of the Faith had driven them from their churches and their chapels and their monasteries; at last it had come back, for so short a time, and once again the incense had reached to its roof and the rich vestments gleamed in the sunlight that burst through the windows, and the great candles once again lighted the altars and the chant of the sung Mass was wonderful to hear, sending shivers up the back and bringing tears to the eyes of the most hardened as they sung the responses loud and clear with a great wealth of optimism. And in a place of honour at the foot of the altar had been the English gentleman with the wooden leg. His fate was the fate that was to befall the lot of them. His end was the end of their dreams, his death was the death of their brief flickering hopes.


    The way to the church was littered with the dead, freshly killed, so that their blood was actual rivulets flowing down the hill. The doors of the church were closed and it was surrounded and for a moment there was a pause in the screaming and the shouting and the shooting and the clash of arms, and, muffled on the air, from the inside of the church Dominick heard the voices of the people singing, they were singing Gloria in Excelsis Deo, and then the guns shot in the door and the army flooded into the church, beating one another to get in, and at the same moment the wooden steeple caught fire and blazed, and seemed to become a prolonged scream. He saw the people running out of the narrow doors below it and being butchered.


    Once it had been a stone steeple. They boasted of their steeple that it was the highest one in the world, and then the Lord had sent a great wind that knocked it down. That was nearly a hundred years ago. That quieted their boasting, so they built it anew and they built it of wood, and now it was acting as a pyre for the people who sought its shelter.


    He dropped his head and his aching eyes. He raised them thereafter very infrequently. He didn’t want to look. He could imagine what was going on inside the church as the singing became weaker and weaker. Once he saw a woman in a deep red brocade gown running from the front of the church, her long hair flowing. And one of them followed her and caught her hair and swung his sword and waved her decapitated head in his hand. That was a swift death. And he saw one of them come out wearing the vestments of a priest over his bloodstained clothes, and he mounted a horse and they brought a statue of Our Lady and tied it to the horse’s tail and he galloped the horse in the church square and down the hill, through the corpses; and the head of the statue bumped and bumped on the cobbles and the corpses, until it broke and rolled away and the soldier, laughing like a maniac in his torn lace and chasuble, raced across the bridge to the cheers of those who were resting from their work.


    Thereafter he looked no more. He buried his head in his arms. Something happened to him that he didn’t believe possible there. He slept. He didn’t know for how long. He thought he would never be able to sleep again. But he did. He was startled to awareness by the tremendous roar. He saw the church outlined in a great red flash of flame and rubble. And then the rubble settled and the church was a ruin, without a roof, its walls caved in, just one strong wall standing alone. Like an enormous headstone for the dead. It would need no inscription anyhow, he thought. That one ought to be written the minds of men.


    A soft darkness had descended on the town, but there would be a moon to relieve the darkness. That was a terrible thought. Because there was no silence in the town. None at all. He shut out the sounds he was hearing. He didn’t want to identify them. He stirred himself from his position. He was stiff. He was still carrying his useless bow. He wondered if he would leave it. He didn’t. He took it with him.


    He scaled the roof he was on towards the back. He saw the roof of another house built into the back of this one about ten feet below him. He dropped on the top of that, his legs straddling the slope. There was a short row of them going down towards the west gate. He climbed and jumped his way down a line of them until he came to a gap where a street stopped him. It was empty at the moment. From all the houses around there were terrible sounds emerging. He dropped and leaned against the wall, and flattened himself against it as running steps turned towards the place where he was. It was almost too dark to see. But it was a young girl. He saw her teeth and the whites of her eyes. Her bodice was torn down to her waist. She was running silently but she had no hope in her. There was one of them following her. He was roaring. He was laughing. And as he passed, Dominick leaned out and slipped the bowstring over his head and twisted, once, twice, three times. The soldier stopped, and gurgled and fell to his knees. His fingers were scraping at his neck. Dominick got him between his knees and kept twisting until he stopped moving. The girl was gone. Where would she go? There was only one end for her.


    He turned the soldier over and unbuckled the straps of his breastplate. He put his arms through it and pulled it as tight as he could at the back. Then he took the man’s helmet and put it on. It was noisome, feeling the leather of it wet with sweat, smelling of somebody else. He was a trooper, this one, and he wore long boots. Dominick stripped him of them and donned them. These were warm with sweat too and smelled, but he donned them, and took a fallen sword, and left the man there and staggered into the West Street and down towards the Tholsel and under the arch of the Maiden Tower and he went across the bridge staggering and muttering. Mostly he kept his eyes closed. He didn’t want to hear. He turned down St John’s Street and when he was half way down he cut out of it and into the alleys and backways towards his home. He thought oddly then of Murdoc. So long ago. Eight years ago that was, that Murdoc would have been a fugitive down these back places as he himself was now. But it wasn’t the silent street that Murdoc had found. This street was full of terrible things now, with several of the thatched houses blazing and screams and the movements of people and the sound of shots, as the soldiers drank, raped, and shot, and almost outside his own door Dominick stumbled over the body of the woman.


    He opened his eyes then.


    He knew before he got to his knees beside her. O God, no, I beg, he said as he got to his knees, but his prayer was in vain, because Eibhlin was lying there on the street her face to the sky, her black curly hair loosed and lying in the dust. Her breast and stomach had been pierced again and again with the blade of a heavy sword. Her eyes were open. He put his hands on them. He felt her face. It was warm, only cooling. If I had only been a little earlier, just a little earlier, just a little bit. He could see her face in the light of the fires and the ascending moon. Maybe it wasn’t she at all. But it was. Her nose turned up a bit at the tip. Calm she seemed, almost a smile on her face, the small teeth showing. They hadn’t done anything else to her, only killed her. But what did they do to my children?


    He turned. The door of his house, the heavy open door, was gaping on battered hinges. He went over to it. Inside it was wrecked, mutilated, it was torn apart. He looked for the bodies of his children. It was dark, but if they had been there he would have seen them. He ran at the ladder to the room above. That was torn apart too, but his children weren’t there. Did they kill them and throw them away? He ran down to the place below and he leaned on the flap of the cellar. ‘Mary Ann! Oh, Mary Ann,’ he called down through one of the cracks, and held his breath, and then a voice came almost into his ear.


    ‘Oh, Daddy,’ said the voice, ‘little Peter got out the door and Mammy ran after him, and a man hit him, and hit Mammy, but he ran back and I got him and there’s blood on his head and I put a cloth on it and he’s down here, and oh, Daddy, where’s Mammy, and I’m glad you’re home.’


    Her breathless way.


    He didn’t have time to weep. He whispered, ‘ Stay there, Man, you stay there. I will come back.’


    ‘Oh, hurry, Daddy, hurry,’ she said.


    Then he rose and went out to Eibhlin.


    Because he knew what he was going to do. He would put her where she would want to be, on the highest part of this town, and then, well, then he would see, to kill and kill and die or what, he didn’t know.


    He knelt beside her. He put his arms under her body. He had raised her so that her head was resting on his shoulder, struggling into his as she often did, her hair silky on his cheek. Then he saw the feet of the soldier beside him.


    ‘I killed her,’ the voice said. He looked up. A young face looking down at them, hardly down on the cheeks, flaxen-haired.


    ‘They said it was right. That they were only animals. Uncivilized, like.’


    He had a thick voice. He had big teeth, thick loose lips. But his eyes were soft and blue, and a little bewildered. Dominick wondered at himself. What was happening?


    ‘I never killed a woman before. But she is the same as an English woman. She is the same as they are at home. She was a pretty woman. They said it was right. But I don’t know. I came back to see her. I hit a kid on the head too. Just a little kid. He had fair hair. They’re the same as our own. It is right to do this? It’s all right to do it, isn’t it? They’re only like animals, isn’t that all?’


    Dominick rose to his feet. She was quite light. She still smelt like Eibhlin.


    ‘That’s all, friend,’ he said. ‘Just animals. Just pretty animals.’ He started to walk away from him.


    ‘And papists too,’ the other called after him. That’s what they said. It makes it all right it’s the Lord’s work, isn’t it?’


    ‘Whatever way you look at it, it’s the Lord’s work,’ said Dominick. ‘If He didn’t want it to happen, it wouldn’t happen. Carry on the good work, friend.’


    Then he walked away with his burden.


    ‘Oh, you pretty, pretty papist,’ he said to her as he bent his head and put his face against her cheek. Her cheek was turning cold. Like the time when they would walk outside the walls by the river, and her cheek would be cold then too, as he pressed his face to it, kissing her neck, making her gurgle. ‘You’re the prettiest papist of them all,’ he said.


    He carried her into St John’s Street, and into the market-place and across the bridge and at the Tholsel he turned into St Lawrence Street and from that he climbed the hill towards St Peter’s from the back way, and he got in there by the gravestones and the headstones, until he came to the one he needed, a great flat stone raised on four pillars about three feet off the ground, and leaving her gently on the grass, he crawled under this great stone and started to excavate the earth there with his hands. It was soft earth. It came easy.


    And he could have been alone, in this town, in this place. He heard nothing, he saw nothing. He didn’t care for anything, as he dug away at the earth with his hands.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    HE KNELT there at the stone, his head resting on his arms. He felt absolutely nothing. He should have been baying at the mocking harvest moon, like an anguished dog. Here was a thought! One time he had a little black and brown mongrel dog. It was affectionate. It was in the street one day and it had been run over by the wheel of a drayman’s cart. It took a few days to die. And when it died they wept. About a dog. Now he had no tears, no weeping. His heart felt empty. He had no desire to die, no desire to live. It would be quite simple to find death. There were over ten thousand men in the town who would be pleased to show it to him.


    He felt as if he was walking blindly in a tunnel, with no light to be seen in it, stumbling and hitting himself from one side to the other, unmindful of the bruising; the only niggle of light that remained to him was the picture of two children, who in some way belonged to him, hiding in a cellar under the floors of a raped and desecrated house.


    He got to his feet and started to walk away, blindly, falling over grave-mounds, bumping into headstones. He was conscious of nothing except desolation, if this numbness of the mind could be called desolation, and yet when he neared the iron gate that led out of the churchyard, and he heard the movement and the groan, he fell crouched, his hand feeling for the sword that he no longer carried. That is just instinctive, that gesture, he thought as he rose to his feet again and walked towards the movement. It was dim enough in here near the wall, but light enough to see the dark bulk lying behind a gravestone. He approached it. It was the body of a man, a supine body that had raised itself on an arm. He looked over the stone. All the side of the man’s face was covered with dried blood and fresh oozing blood from a sword slash on the left side of the head. Part of the scalp was hanging down over his ear.


    It took him a few moments to recognize the broad shoulders that made the head look small, the big hand rising to hold the side of the wounded head. It was Father Sebastian. He had seen him before at the breastworks with his habit tucked into his girdle. He had retreated with the people to the church. He had probably conducted the singing as they died.


    He saw the whites of his eyes as the priest looked up at him. There was no fear appearing in them, just resignation as he saw a Cromwellian soldier looking down at him. Dominick got on one knee in front of him.


    ‘Father,’ he said, ‘I’m not who you think.’


    ‘Won’t you kill me?’ the priest asked.


    Dominick put his hand in under the breastplate, caught hold of his linen shirt and tore it. He kept pulling at it until a substantial piece came away in his hand. He folded it, gently eased back the flap of the torn scalp and tied the piece of linen around the priest’s head.


    ‘Friend,’ the priest said.


    ‘We’ll have to go,’ said Dominick. ‘We can’t stay here.’


    ‘Where will we go?’ the priest asked.


    ‘We’ll go home,’ Dominick said.


    ‘If that’s the will of God,’ said the priest.


    ‘Can you stand?’ Dominick asked.


    ‘I can try,’ said the priest.


    Dominick helped him to his feet. He was very shaky on his legs. He leaned against a tombstone.


    ‘My strength is drained away,’ he said. ‘Why am I here? I was in the church. I saw the sword falling.’


    ‘We’ll go through the town,’ said Dominick. ‘If we die we will die.’


    ‘No man can kill us,’ the priest said, ‘if it’s against God’s will.’


    ‘We might be better dead,’ said Dominick.


    He was tearing at the lower part of the priest’s habit, so that what remained looked like a tunic held at the waist by a leather belt with coarse narrow-fitting breeches below. He pulled the sandals off his feet. He could have been a wounded soldier divested of his accoutrements for ease of movement. Dominick didn’t care. He did all this as if he was somebody else, his brain moving his hands to actions in which he had not the least interest.


    ‘We will go now,’ he said, putting his right arm around the priest’s waist. ‘Lean on me.’


    ‘God bless you, Dominick,’ said the priest. ‘Dominick MacMahon who lives in the lane of the Irish behind St John’s Street. ‘‘Our enemies encompass us about. They fall on us in their myriads. There is no escape.’’ ’


    ‘So be it,’ said Dominick.


    He led out of the gate. The priest was a heavy man. He stumbled as he walked.


    ‘Listen to the sounds of the town, dear God,’ the priest said, ‘and tell us what we have done to You.’


    ‘Don’t listen,’ said Dominick. ‘ Just don’t listen.’


    How can the moon shine, he wondered? Why can’t dark clouds cover it? Wouldn’t you think the moon would be so sad that it couldn’t look down, here on this night; this pin-point on the map of the universe? Was it because it saw a great space of the world, and in other places people were laughing and making love and dancing harvest dances and singing and there was so much happiness in those places that the moon could be complacent about this one spot on the face of the earth?


    They walked slowly through soldiers and horse-droppings and blood and unlicensed terror. It was the licence that saved them perhaps, men being told that all was theirs, people and places, maidens and virgins and widows and the soft flesh of infants, the gold and silver and precious things and food and wine and furnishings, so that very little men felt as great as God with all these things under their hands to do with as they willed. What an opportunity for man to throw off all the habiliments of civilization and conscience, knowing that what you were doing was right, that your commander had ordered you to do so, that everyone was doing it, and that no matter what you did, you were pleasing God?


    They walked down the hill.


    Everywhere God’s work was going on. Indescribable. The dregs of tattered souls. Who had time to pay attention to a soldier who was foolish enough to take time out from the rape and the slaughter to help a wounded comrade? Nobody. And that saved them for the time. Even crossing the bridge where they were tying people back to back, despite their screams, their pleadings, their soiling of themselves through abject fear, and hoisting them and throwing them into the tide-swollen waters of the Boyne, on which the moon was beaming benignly.


    ‘Oh, no. Lord, no!’ the priest was saying. He could hear the screaming, the terrible fear-ridden pleading that would reduce any man’s stomach to jelly; that and the screams that were drowned in gurglings, and loud laughter and the encouraging of the spectators, shouting down over the bridge. ‘Swim for it, you filthy fishes, swim for it,’ and the sound of here and there a discharged musket.


    Dominick’s teeth were clenched so tightly that his jaw was sore as they walked away from the river. ‘ It would be easy to die,’ was what he said. The priest was dry sobbing. Dominick had a very tight grip on him until they were well past the bridge.


    It was only as they came nearer to his own street that his desire to live survived, perhaps because he thought they had no hope at all of getting this far and they had. Even if it was only a respite from their eventual end, because it was clear now that the whole intention was that there should be no witnesses left alive to Drogheda. And when there are no witnesses, isn’t every man innocent? You have his word, and his word is good indeed.


    His short street was empty. The hurricane had passed through it, the great cleansing wind, the sword of the Lord.


    He got to his door, and over the step, past the drunken doorway. The priest fell to his knees near the counter and supported himself on his hands. Dominick eased up the flap of the cellar.


    ‘Man,’ he called. If only she were a man now, he would need her. That was young Peter, when he started to talk. He couldn’t get his tongue around Mary Ann. He held his breath. Perhaps they had found the cellar. ‘Yes, Daddy,’ he heard her whisper. ‘I’m glad you came home to us. Peter is raving, so he is.’


    ‘All right, love,’ said Dominick, ‘keep away from the steps. We are coming down.’


    He raised the priest to his feet and practically lifted him down, swung him free and let him drop. Then he came down after him, carefully closing and bolting the cellar flap. Then he went down the steps, walking very carefully, went blindly to the niche where the candles were, struck the flint, got the spark, and shortly the cellar was flooded with the dim yellow light Dominick went on his knees beside his son.


    Man had him lying on straw in the corner. His four-year-old face was flushed, his flaxen hair was wet.


    Man said: ‘I washed the cut on him, Daddy. It was bleeding awful.’


    He looked at her. A competent little girl in a red kirtle. Very black hair all curled and very black eyelashes. Her eyes were wide and her red lips held out from her teeth, with her head on one side. Always that way. Intense.
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