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For daughters, lost and found





Prologue


I



Those dying generations






Chief Sandor Zuloff


Clairmont, Upstate New York


Friday, November 25, 1989


They lay together as if they had just disengaged from a long embrace. His right hand was stretched across her breast, his head thrown back, seemingly in laughter, pillow tossed aside. Her right leg was flexed at the knee, and her curved instep showed pale and vulnerable from where I stood at the door, looking at them in silence. The curtain stirred in the slow light, a fall afternoon that had the crispness of a seasonal apple.


The bed was streaked red, deepening to brown around the edges. Her eyes were half-open, as if she were about to speak to the man beside her. The cut on the brown skin of her neck was easy to miss, for around it was a slight necklace, its garnet beads vivid as pomegranate seeds, and her open palm next to it, covered by a film which I knew was dried blood. There was a damp pool in the gather of the bedsheets. The man had less blood around him, although the kitchen knife was impacted in his chest. A thin pencil mark of red ran from his left temple to his right jaw, as if someone had swiftly canceled his face before burying the blade.


A window by the bed had been left open an inch, but there was no sign of its having been forced from outside, nor any footprints or ladder marks or signs of entry from outside. The only prints clearly matched the man’s.


“Chief,” I heard someone calling me from the stairwell. “They’re waiting, the morgue guys.” Young Delahanty, first week on the job, uniform crisp, his manner earnest and uncertain. He’d be talking about this day for the rest of his life. The photographers were done. The fingerprint people had come and gone.


Her secretary had called the police when the female victim, a doctor, had not arrived for a scheduled morning surgery, and no one at home had answered her repeated calls.


They had died together, the husband and wife, unclear in which order. Tomlinson from the medical team had told me the approximate time the homicides had happened. About eleven.


The grown-up daughter was downstairs, brought in a squad car. She had seen the bodies, then stayed downstairs with Caitlin Roach, our female cop on duty. She hadn’t spoken a word.


“I’ll go talk to her now,” I told Delahanty, “alone.” He left. He didn’t babble. I liked that about him. I lit my sixth cigarette of the morning, careful not to drop the ash on the gray carpet.


Nothing was missing from the house, nothing shifted, except the knife from the kitchen below. The daughter sat still as stone on a brown hassock in the study, her bare feet on the hardwood floor, her hair uncombed, her shoes lying forgotten beside her. Outside the window, the deck lay sepia in the afternoon light, octaves darker than the garden behind it.


“What did you fight about?”


She looked absently at me, as if surprised to find me there.


“We didn’t. I was angry. I left the dinner table.”


“Did you have dinner?” I had seen only two smeared dishes in the sink.


“I left before it was over.”


“Who did you quarrel with, your father or your mother?”


“It wasn’t a quarrel.”


“It wasn’t?”


“I was angry with myself.”


“And they end up dead in bed?”


She looked at me, eyes growing wide. Then she said slowly, “You are so wrong,” as if to herself.


“Did I say it was you?” I whispered, shaking my head.


So far we knew that she had stopped for gas on her way home a little after seven thirty and paid with her credit card at Bailey’s service station three miles away. The gas station attendant had recognized her picture. She rented an upstairs apartment in a two-story detached house, like many graduate students in that university town a dozen miles down the road. Her mother, a gynecologist at our nearby hospital, returned from work a couple of hours later, shortly before ten.


The girl, Devika Mitra, had slammed her bedroom door at around eight. Mrs. Sharon Nolan, her landlady, had heard it and asked her to come down for some pumpkin pie of which she was very proud, but Devika had refused. Her car sat in the driveway for the next few hours. Mrs. Nolan had to wake her at around eleven, apologetic for doing so, but Devika’s car was blocking her son’s in the driveway.


Mrs. Nolan had gone to her bedroom, which was right under Devika’s room, and she heard Devika pacing about for an hour after that. She read for more than an hour, unable to sleep, because she had had coffee after dessert, which always kept her up. She thought she might have heard Devika crying, but decided to let her be.


I had let her talk, hoping for some scrap of information: She rambled on about how bad she had felt about Devika, all alone for Thanksgiving. How could these Indian immigrants let their daughter spend Thanksgiving alone! Even the boyfriend was away—gone to New York City to see some relative—she thought Devika had said. Mrs. Nolan was fond of Devika, who was usually cheerful and had helped her rake the fall leaves a couple of times, unasked.


The boyfriend had taken the Greyhound bus to the city on Monday and had not yet returned. Devika had said that he was staying at the Chelsea Hotel. I had NYPD check that.


I stepped outside and, fishing around for a cigarette, realized it was the last one in the packet. I lit the Camel carefully, exhaling in the evening air.


No motive, no unexplained fingerprints, no witnesses. Yet, inside this house in a drowsy cul-de-sac, a husband and his wife, both born half a world away, lay dead in each other’s arms, in my hometown. Three months to retirement, I did not want this case to go cold, to enter the lore of small-town police in upstate New York, and become a private burden I would carry into my quietest moments, knee-deep in some trout stream.


I remembered, as a rookie in the city, what canny old Detective Jim Henderson used to say: “No more than two degrees of separation—if that—in murder cases, unless burglary is involved. Often the unlikeliest connections.”


I felt I had been left one of those old books whose pages would have to be carefully slit open, the separating of each page a deliberate act. I whispered to myself in Hungarian, the only language I knew as a five year-old when I had first come to America, “A konyvek nema mesterek; világos, nint a vakablak . . . feher liliomnak is lehet fekete az ámyeka.” Books are silent masters; clear as a blind window . . . even a white lily casts a black shadow. In this book I knew how just one chapter ended, the last one. The preceding narrative was still terra incognita, its geography yet unexplored.





II



Whatever is begotten, born, and dies






Brendan


Mullaghmore, County Sligo, Western Ireland


1843


I was a small boy when the landlords’ tax men came to deal with those who had fallen into arrears. I remember the fire. So lovely and terrible a hue. What God creates such beautiful color and flickering shapes as it leaps and rules upon a cottage, completing its unroofing and ruin? It is the landlords’ weapon, a different thing altogether from our humble potboilers, grey embers where we cook our potatoes. Its red eye appears, jolly and heartless, as black smoke wreathes and twists about it. And those who lived below that roof—some for generations—stand clenching their futile fists, their cold sweat of defeat warmed savagely by it. Odd it is, this burning—with the hard bullyboys spitting and watching—and the man of the house clutching his woman, the children fearful and openmouthed by the suddenness of it all, waking into a nightmare long predicted.


These are the landlords’ lands, these cottages built stone upon stone, the soddy thatch, all theirs. But it is our tenant lives that are on fire. When they battered and torched our mate Fintan’s cottage, his da stood grinding his teeth, his ma on the ground as if lamed, and Fintan with great round eyes, crying and forgotten, watching the chimney slide onto the broken earth.


From under his cowlick, my best mate, Padraig, watched silent and narrow-eyed as our Fintan’s cottage burned. The fire was the colour of dark rose and madder, climbing rose and gorse—all our Irish colours. And then—for it was our Ireland and our times—everything turned to ashes. The evening mist settled. And there was nowhere to shelter the head in this land that all belongs to the landlords. There were only some planks close by, pulled up and out, to be hauled away by the bullyboys. They would trundle them away next morning when they came with the carts, for they did not want the fire to spook the horses. The planks would turn soft and soggy-like in the blue evening dew. For the last time the family would sleep on the floorboards—at least the children would—Fintan’s da too full of bitterness to lie down under the hard stars. From that day, my friend Padraig and I never saw Fintan or his small brothers anymore.


On that selfsame day I first saw that hard glint in Padraig’s eye, his small palm clasping a stone, eyes taking in that destroying fire. In the following years I realized that his hand would forever seek that hard rock until there would be no holding him back from striking a mortal blow or, in the attempt, fall off the world.


•  •  •


I AM BRENDAN McCarthaigh of Mullaghmore, County Sligo, seventeen now, as addled in love as ever by words and books, and already in a fair way to becoming Mr. O’Flaherty’s apprentice. It’s odd how I became that, with nary a word spoken, as if my love of books and learning found its natural harbour right here, under the old schoolmaster’s benign eye. Even when we were wee ones, Mr. O’Flaherty would open unexpected windows for us. Together in our one-room hedge school, Padraig and I would listen entranced to Mr. O’Flaherty’s tales about the heroes who traveled far, bravehearted, but broke their own hearts forever, Oisin, and Finn McCoul. He would talk of Cuchulain, or about the battles before windy Troy, telling us about our Irish Brian Boru, about Drogheda, about the Druids. He had us staring into the sloping afternoon with wonder in our eyes, imagining ourselves into those old worlds. He would hold us enthralled with the doings and sayings of our own present-day Daniel O’Connell, as if we ourselves were at the very edge of a great beginning in our history.


The Sunday harangues of Father Conlon washed over our nodding heads like cold seawater, and we knew his relentless yellow eye was forever on the collection basket. But the centre of our young lives was not Father Conlon or the gathered prayers of the elders and the black-shawled bent women. That was a habit, like our miserable tithes. No, for us it was Mr. O’Flaherty’s school. A hedge school, it would be called by the English, ’tis certain, for it had no halls and mighty rooms with great benches and a high table for the master. Although our great Daniel O’Connell had brought about the Catholic Emancipation, for us in this far western village near Sligo, there was no other school to attend. The priest got us on Sundays, but the rest of the week we went to Mr. O’Flaherty. Old Malachi he was called behind his back by some fools in their liquor, but to his face, he was always Sir or Mr. O’Flaherty, to one and all.


Our great landlord Lord Palmerston—who extracted his ample income primarily from his vast Sligo lands—came to our Sligo just thrice, each about a decade apart, and seeing no schools the first time about, set one up. But our priests told us that it was a way to turn us from our Catholic faith. No student ever darkened its doorway in Inishmurray. The English schoolmaster stood about for a couple of years, and went back, never having had a single pupil to teach.


Next time Palmerston came across our Mr. O’Flaherty, who never talks at all about his meeting with the English lord, but I have heard tell from others that the peer found a deep and quiet knowledge of books in our Mr. O’Flaherty—even in Latin and Greek. It was understood forever after by his local agent, the English Mr. Arkwright, that he was to leave Mr. O’Flaherty and his little ground on which stood his few trees and potato patch and wheat corner alone, and no rent asked for or given. This Lord Palmerston was a man of sweeping avarice, but also known for the odd act of generosity; he had a great love of books and learning. In short, as full of contradictions as many another mortal.


Mr. Arkwright took his hat off to Mr. O’Flaherty. Our Mr. O’Flaherty simply was one of those men you took your hat off to, and felt better for having done so. Nay, he’d never rant like Father Conlon, for he was always a mild one in conversation. And wherever he stood, with his quiet smile and grey unruly hair and sparse white beard, that space was his, even our poor starving Irish soil.


From many villages around, unlettered folks would walk up to our school and wait for our day to be over. Then, hat in hand, or shyly smoothing aprons, they would ask Mr. O’Flaherty to write their letters, petitions, and such. Mr. O’Flaherty never sent anyone away. His pen gave their humble hopes and woes voice to address the usually stone-deaf ears of bailiffs, the absent landowners in London and the English shires. He wrote the letters—to relatives in distant America and even, I heard tell, to kin who had crossed many oceans to India in red coats to serve the East India Company. If letters came back, Mr. O’Flaherty would read them out privately, and nary a soul complained that her news was bandied about. The old schoolmaster was a deep stone basin, and nothing spilt from it. Rain or shine he wore his thick black coat, the collar turned up almost to his nose, just below his thick glasses. Not much escaped those eyes either.


From our school, a single room of stone-built walls, we could see the edge of one breakwater when the door was left open in fine weather. There we sat: Padraig right next to me from the first day, Charley Keelan, Mikey Williams with his tiny nose and big ears, the O’Toole brothers—Joe, Sam, Brian, Malachi—the other Brendan, Brendan McMahon, Sorcha and Saoirse Colum, laughing Molly Purdy, Brigid from down our lane, and all the other children. Mr. O’Flaherty would stroll in for our morning class from his tiny cottage next door, still holding his chipped enamel mug of tea in one hand and his pipe in the other.


•  •  •


THERE WAS SOMEONE else who would not be absent for a day: Madgy Finn. Mr. O’Flaherty called her by that name. Most in our village called her Odd Madgy Finn—for she used to wander about gabbling words no one comprehended—and was known to all from Dromahair and Collooney to Mullaghmore and Sligo, and all around the harbour and the banks of our Garavogue River. She was Wally Finn’s daughter, the same Wally Finn who would ask to go with the fisherfolk off Sligo Bay when he could stand on his own two feet, and not hanging about in front of the pubs, begging for drinks until the publican shooed him off. With a three-tooth yellow grin on his unshaved face, long dirty eyebrows hedging his rheumy eyes, he would also hang about the poteen brewers back in the glen, hawking and spitting, begging for a swig or two. His wife had died when Madgy was a child. Padraig’s ma said that she was a good seven years older, was Madgy, though shorter than us by far.


We were still small children when her father died after the ceilidh festival down in Sligo Town. He had the poteen and tumbled on the side of the Garavogue River, where his dirty head struck a stone, and he lay facedown, a few feet off the paved path, drowned in six inches of water.


The townspeople gave him a hasty burial, and the only one who attended, apart from the gravediggers, Father Conlon, and Madgy, was Mr. O’Flaherty, who stood hat in hand beside me. I wondered what Madgy understood, but she stood quietly enough until the priest finished the prayers. But when they put Poor Wally Finn in the ground and began to pour the dug dirt on him, she gave a cry and leaped on the diggers and kicked the dirt about to stop them from putting it on her dead da. She fought tooth and nail, until they frog-marched her off the graveyard, but not before Mr. O’Flaherty gave her a piece of bread which she ate with appetite, diverted momentarily from her da and her bitter fight.


Every day after that, Madgy came to sit under the tree across from Mr. O’Flaherty’s door, rocking back and forth when we recited our multiplication tables, clapping with delight, as if we had sung to her. And when Mr. O’Flaherty would teach us, she would fall asleep, stretch and yawn, or wander off. But by the time the lessons ended for the day and Mr. O’Flaherty dismissed us, Poor Madgy would sit until Mr. O’Flaherty would emerge shortly with a couple of praties, or a wedge of bread and a rind of cheese. She would smile up at him, her mouth twisted with glee. Biting into the victuals, she would amble off unevenly, though surefooted she was, in spite of one leg shorter than the other.


As a child, I remember being afraid of Madgy because of her puppet’s staring head, large teeth, and splayed feet that seemed too large for the rest of her. My eyes averted in finicky disgust as I saw her phlegm depending from a nostril. It was only of late I learned to see her through Mr. O’Flaherty’s even gaze.


During the ceilidh festival time in Sligo Town, she would go and dance at the fringe when the bands played. Aye, but her dance was that odd and beautiful, whirling on the balls of her feet, round and round, tottery with the poteen she would beg off people, but never falling, a gyrating mouth-open puppet, squeaking with pleasure and dizziness until she lay spent and panting in a part of the town square, on the stone itself, and sleep till the morning sun and early flies prised her eyes open, runny as they were with something like amber gum. Up she would stand and off she would go, up the slope towards Mr. O’Flaherty’s school, as if she could not bear to be late, and take her place under the tree, rocking with the multiplication tables, thumb wedged in her smiling mouth, a bairn.


It was near Christmas, almost a full year before Padraig got his sudden idea to go off to the great meeting at Clontarf so far away. The festival at Sligo Town had been big and raucous with ceilidh bands and drinking and dancing and stirring about. The harvest had been good earlier and so had the ocean’s catch. Many strangers had come to town, some fisherfolk from as far away as Donegal, some had brought horses for sale from the South—some even from the Isles of Aran—and there were tramps and tinkers and poteen makers from around Roscommon inland. We had no school those days.


The morning after the festival was over, and dogs wandering all over licking the paved stones where people had spilled food or offal, and all the strangers left, and the townspeople were slowly putting themselves back into their ordinary lives, someone discovered Poor Madgy Finn lying behind a paved by-lane like a broken toy, hair matted and reeking from the poteen some jokesters had poured on it, her face torn as if she had been fighting dogs. She had cuts on her hands where some nails had broken off, and she was whimpering.


In ones and twos the townspeople gathered about her in a growing circle. Padraig’s ma too had gone into town that day. She went to see what people were gawking at, and found Odd Madgy Finn moaning on the ground, a drying splotch of blood on the thin dress she had twisted over her crotch.


This put Padraig’s ma in a tearing rage. What she said I did not hear, but the townspeople slunk off and Mrs. Aherne lifted Poor Madgy Finn and cradled her home. She was strong. I followed her at a distance, all the way to her home, not daring to get close. She gave a piece of bread to Madgy, who curled up in a corner, chewing between groans.


A few days later Odd Madgy Finn was back in front of Mr. O’Flaherty’s school. She got no more food than she always did—fruits she got off the trees in season—the wedges of bread from Mr. O’Flaherty, or the praties that Padraig’s ma would give her if she showed up at her shop, sometimes a heel of cheese, and perhaps a bit of coloured paper which Poor Madgy Finn would treasure until it got sodden and sere. But one thing was changed in Madgy. Her stomach bloated and grew as the weeks passed into warming months and late summer, until time came when she could barely stir.


She disappeared for a few days as September ended. No one knew where she was. There was even some relief, I sensed, among the townspeople. But, as unexpectedly as ever, she limped her way back, her dress now filthy with mud and a rusty stain, and one breast lay open to plain sight. On her teat suckled a naked infant, large, like a diminutive man, with a smudge of pasty hair on his blue skull. Padraig’s ma coaxed her to come home with her, though Odd Madgy Finn bridled if anyone, even Mrs. Aherne, came too close to the bairn, let alone tried to dress it. I once saw her trying to feed her newborn some bread. The baby began to choke. Madgy threw the lump down, thrust her teat back in his mouth, and strolled away to the woody copse of elms and rhododendron, where a thin spring burbled from the rocky ground and black-back gulls roosted under Ben Bulben.


When she sensed no one was around she would leave the baby in a small nest-like mess made of moss and furze. I saw it there a few times, returning from school, and heard it gurgling and gooing and a-staring at the branches overhead. Madgy would run off and bathe in the stream, squawking and guffawing in the chilly water, and sometimes took to the habit of hunkering down to defecate on the road itself. And once, stingy Willy McDougall was driving his flock of mangy sheep down when he saw her, crossed himself, and doubled back, and came another day because he thought it bad luck itself to see anyone parting with anything at all on his way to market day.


In a couple of weeks Odd Madgy Finn began to leave it for longer and longer. The dress about her breasts was always wet and glotty with milky ooze, her hair coming off in patches, and she spat about a lot. Some days, she took to walking down to Sligo Town in the afternoon, begging and badgering people for food or a dram, but always returned to wherever she had left her bairn, by the time the light grew westerly and long on Sligo Bay.


And then it happened. Just a month or so after her birthing, she returned one noon and found that the birds had been at it when she was gone. They had pecked and ravaged her boy eyeless and scratch-headed, cheeks torn and flesh-pecked. Madgy had put the bairn to breast, but the creature was past suckling. She set up a mighty howl, and when she stumbled into the open door of our schoolroom with a great cry, we were all that shivered and goose-bumped with horror as she held out the baby to Mr. O’Flaherty, herself smelling of blood and stale milk. The youngest of us, Charley Keelan and Malachi O’Toole, set up wails of fright. Mr. O’Flaherty rushed out, and Odd Madgy followed him—still holding out the mottled bundle. Mr. O’Flaherty, whom we had never seen flustered, made a retching sound and led her out, slamming the door behind himself, leaving us inside in the gasping dark.


There we sat, still as death itself, in the closed schoolroom. Malachi was sniffling and hugging his older brother Joe, and rusty-haired Charley Keelan bent over the dirt floor, his hands over his ears. When Mr. O’Flaherty returned, his face looked old and lined, and he went out again with a piece of black bread in his hand, the door swinging open and shut in the dizzy sea-wind. Madgy put her baby down on the rough dirt of the threshold in front of his laced old shoes, took two lurchy steps back into the yard, bit on the bread, and was gone.


Mr. O’Flaherty picked up the bundle and spoke loudly from the threshold itself, without turning to look at us, as if he were speaking to the far wrinkled sea out there, “Go home, go away today,” was all he muttered.


From the next day Poor Madgy Finn did not show up at school, rocking in time with the multiplication numbers, did not lie in the dirt under that tree, waiting for her morsel at Mr. O’Flaherty’s door.


•  •  •


THINGS LULLED BACK in a few days, as they always did in our corner of Ireland, beneath the prow of Bulben, which faces the Atlantic. To the east, a sandy pebbled arc with a stone breakwater holds the harbour where fishing boats bob beside Mullaghmore village, between the open sea and the high Ben.


From Cairns Hill you can see Lough Gill, which holds within itself isles—one named Innisfree, a calm eye in the lake. Hazel woods east of the lough whisper from early spring into the grey slant of autumn. In the twilight, you can see the twinkle of the village of Dromahair, under a purple vein still bleeding in the sky.


There was water all around us, starting with the Garavogue, right by the harbour. On the slope to Ben Bulben, a stone hut usurped the small storm-bitten green on which it stood. Out on a jaunt, Padraig and I sheltered there once, from a sudden rain. Snug, under the muttering rain on the slate and sod roof, we watched through its door how a tunnel of radiance bore its way from the Atlantic waters, through wreathed mist, until it was all clear. Far out west the Atlantic glittered under a full and falling sun, turning its waves beyond Ben Bulben into layers upon layers of gleaming fish-scales.


During that last spring of 1843, when he was still with us, Padraig used to take me and go, sometimes with Brigid tagging along, toward Rosses’ Point, where there is a small church. Turn left and it took us to seven miniature lakes. Farther along this road we could see Dead Man’s Point and the broad chest of the Atlantic gleaming, the wide rocks like armour. Underfoot, the crawling tides tug to and fro, depending upon the time of day. All we could hear—above the stir of pebbly water and the sudden squawk of a seagull—was the gong of an iron bell swung whimsically when it pleased the Atlantic gust. To the right, Ben Bulben sets the scene, like the master in his house.


During our jaunts, Padraig seemed so much less taken with Brigid than usual. I had him more to myself. Brigid tried to match his carefree mood, but I could feel my sliver of jealousy, how she was waiting to be wooed, and I feeling that small pleasure of his neglect of her. He was my brother in spirit, but it troubled me how much or what I sought of Padraig. I was content with my unwillingness to delve more. I found Brigid looking at me, in unguarded moments, in an appraising manner. We both looked away if our eyes met, but I could tell I was being measured on some inexplicable scale through her woman’s eye, probing to learn the weight on my heart.


•  •  •


PADRAIG AND I had always known Brigid; we had known her as baby and child and girl. ’Tis a mystery how Padraig, who teased little Brigid, almost a year younger, pulled her hair and made her cry, now turned and began to go silent and watchful as she grew tall.


Padraig was the one to go nest-egg hunting, the first to bring in a frog to put in someone’s school satchel. He was also the first to share his praties or give away his slice of bread to a girl or boy without lunch. His flung stone was death itself to the squirrels until one day when Brigid cried, staring at the limp bodies hanging from his bloodied fist. That’s when he pulled her hair, and made a face, to be friends again. But the lass shook her mane of black and looked away. Padraig, who could bear everything but to be ignored, grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her mouth. I saw he was breathless, while she walked off as if indifferent.


The host of children with whom we had first flocked to Mr. O’Flaherty’s school had begun to drift off. Many took to the fields beside their fathers, carrying their hoes and spades at dawn. Some left for Sligo or Boyle, others farther afield, leaving their carved names on tables. Declan Clooney had run away to become a sailorman. One or two would drop by after some years, blinking at our threshold, as if expecting to find their own wee selves writing on the slate, their eyes clutching at the childhood they had left behind, crestfallen that others now occupied their seats. Charley Keelan had been the first to leave when he turned eleven. Then by ones and twos they left until in the next four years none of our vintage was left, but the three of us.


Brigid mustered the wee ones scrawling the alphabet on their slate tablets which she would wipe clean with a wet rag when they were done, Mr. O’Flaherty glad of her help. They clustered around her, and she was content, away from her mean cottage, especially when her da was home, blustering in his poteen fug. Padraig stayed on, discussing Ireland and newspapers with Mr. O’Flaherty, and willingly mend the sod roof of the schoolhouse and the doors, replacing corbel stones on the mossy sides of the lane. With his sharp knife, he would carve wooden ships for the little ones, calling these Grania’s Fleet, ignoring Peter O’Connor’s real one, which sailed from his Garavogue shipyard office, where Padraig said he might one day go to work. He had an inexplicable ability of calculating numbers from large columns of figures, swiftly in his head, instant additions, divisions, and multiplications and such. Mr. O’Flaherty said that Padraig was a rare one, born with that ability: He saw numbers and the answers flocked to him as if at his bidding, like a line of sandpipers flying in to settle on the beach.


“An asset he would be in my business,” Mr. O’Connor had declared, but Padraig kept putting off that plodding employ. Besides, his mother with her tidy shop was glad to have him get more book learning and was in no hurry to bid her boy goodbye. My mate too was reluctant to depart his carefree days. Oh, I was glad he had not left.


By the time Padraig approached seventeen, I knew he was over his head. I understood it bitterly, and ignored Brigid. I watched him stare at the frail neck and the curve of her cheek, and all the letters on his page might as well have been motes of dust swirling meaninglessly, while the sunbeam lit up Brigid Shaughnessy alone.


I began to stay back and talk to Mr. O’Flaherty, so I would not walk with Padraig trailing Brigid, him answering me in distracted monosyllables. Padraig thought me considerate. Nay, angry and bruised, I was—and proud—in my fashion, noticing more than I let on.


The winter had raged into February, and tapered off in rains and mists in March, and the faint, then glorious, sunshine began to speckle and deck our early April Sligo with scatters of bluebells, rhododendron, and forsythia all the way up the Ben.


Sharp and clear as a break in a perfect crystal, I chanced to see Padraig kissing Brigid one day under a crab apple that was at the point of budding. A week later one April afternoon, unexpectedly warm, I spied them entering a shepherd’s broken hut, one of those that lie about the county, abandoned and empty. Padraig took a hurried look around before Brigid’s palm closed over his, drawing him in.


Even from the far edge of the meadow above them, I could see how gentle the clasp of his fingers was—and yet how helpless—as he held Brigid’s palm. My heart and all its veins were twisted within me and hurt, for I knew that Brigid was at that moment closer in his arms than any of our heedless and raucous wrestling contests which Padraig always won, pinning me to the dirt.


Yet it was not I alone who had seen this. Father Conlon had seen it too. How is it that two persons can see the same thing, from great far distances, and react so differently? I resolved to keep the sight as between the pages of my heart’s book, secreted forever. But the priest, in great snorting dudgeon, hobbled fast, even with his weak knees and wheezing breath, and arrived by the longer path—not the steep shortcut we take, half-sliding down the hill—at that same broken shepherd’s hut. He found them entwined, a trace of dirt on her knee and Padraig’s surprised face, sweats mingled, their little dim world redolent with caresses and kisses, fondled half-words and moans—and broke that moment apart.


He dragged them out, naked and seemingly newborn, into the April glare. He was going to tell their mothers, he was going to tell the world, he was going to bellow it to the whole congregation, he would point God’s finger at them. He stood there shouting on the glorious hillside, brandishing his staff, and justifying the ways of God.


Padraig and Brigid, hastily covering their nakedness, did walk hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow, and through that valley took their solitary way.


•  •  •


I SAT FOR a long time on a rock and looked out at the ocean. After what I had seen, I felt a tiredness of spirit. I wanted to sit on the rock and not have to go back, to my sick mother, to my shabby sod-roofed home, to the daily wants, to the smell of sputtery tallow candles under the blackened ceiling, to the barefoot dirt beneath, to whatever sanctimonious mischief Father Conlon had been able to brew.


I saw folks gathered outside their cottages, seeming to mind their own business, but I knew the ways of our villagers. Everyone was straining their ears to every bit of scandal thrown into the air, for Father Conlon certainly prated about Brigid’s shameful deflowering and how he knew about Padraig Aherne’s mischief. Ah yes, his red face and pimpled neck aglow, the priest was surely having his loud say. Padraig’s ma was among a number of people in front of her shop. She was with Brigid’s mother. I wondered where Brigid might be. Padraig was surely inside, miserable that his day in paradise had rotted so. He would be in a rage, for I knew his temper.


It was then my heart sank. There stood Mr. Shaughnessy, Brigid’s father, unsteady on his feet as a heavy hamstrung bull. He came to the village on his erratic trips home from Connemara, where he worked in the boatyard of an Englishman. He drank most of his money, and people—if you heeded them—would tell you worse. Every few months he would show up on our lane and settle some of the accounts at Mrs. Aherne’s shop, and then go for a drunken binge. He would wobble down to Mullaghmore or Sligo harbour making a nuisance of himself, then weave back to his cottage, spitting and retching on the way. He had been warned in Mullaghmore for public pissing. He would stay holed in his cottage for several days, making a terror of himself at home. Brigid could not go to school those days. Then he would get up, put on his shoes without even washing off the flakes of retch, and head back to Connemara, to the relief of all, but especially to his family.


Ay, but now he was back, in the worst of times.


Mrs. Shaughnessy was weeping, her head bowed. Padraig’s ma had her arm around her. Father Conlon stood a little farther away from them and kept looking at the jumble of eager neighbours who had gathered as if by chance.


“ ’Tis your proud way, Maire Aherne, that’s the cause of all this,” said Father Conlon unexpectedly. Mrs. Aherne, who had been speaking quietly to Brigid’s ma, bridled at the priest’s hectoring, and walked right up to the priest and stood before him. “Is that what it is, Father?” she retorted. “And when widowed I returned here, heavy with child, my young husband late gone, what help were you?”


Desperately Father Conlon looked about him. Brigid’s da had reached the crowd—for ’twas a crowd now.


“Come here, Shaughnessy!” Father Conlon called out and grasped the man’s shoulder. “Look at this wronged man, Maire. Can ye look him in the face?”


Mr. Shaughnessy tried to rearrange his stubbly face into the semblance of the righteous. He sighed deeply. The poteen breath made Father Conlon blanch, in spite of himself. He took his fat hand off Mr. Shaughnessy’s shoulder as that man stood swaying, his eyes goggled on one face, then another.


“ ’Tis that odd, Maire, ’tis mighty odd that the English agent Arkwright comes by, wringing every sorry coin from our fists, ranting and threatening to tumble our cottages—but when he comes to ye, Maire, why then does he smile and scrape, and nary a broken farthing does he walk away with? ’Tis always Mrs. Aherne this and Mrs. Aherne that, and old Mrs. Hetty Bunthorne in London did say thus and such,” said Father Conlon, mimicking the English accent. “I wonder what that lordling Palmerston has to say of all this,” the priest tittered. “Your son’s pride is a putrid thing in the eyes of our Lord. Ye don’t see it, Maire. That riddles me.”


“Let your daft head be riddled by other matters then. Is not our Brigid as much a child of mine? Will I see her wronged? You hush, and let us—just we two mothers—deal with this. You prattle of taxes and gibbering nonsense.”


“Gibbering?” sputtered the priest.


But Brigid’s da had had enough of this. He felt cheated of all the attention he felt he deserved. He shouldered his burly way before Padraig’s ma, who refused to yield an inch, never mind the poteen breath.


“Ye say, Mrs. Maire Aherne, your son is all free and clear, having made a darned fool of me?”


“I don’t know, Ruairi Shaughnessy, who is making you a fool. You do it well enough all by yourself. Now hush yourself and listen. You know Brigid is dear to me. And many’s the time I have stood by your wife and child—and you gone for months at a time—and she that sick last time when she lost her poor baby boy.”


Mr. Shaughnessy felt he was losing ground and rolled his eyes and looked around at the people who had closed in to hear better. But the folks suddenly parted, for Padraig had come out of the cottage into the very center of the milling crowd.


“Did I not tell you to stay inside while your ma talks with all the elders?” his mother said directly.


“Aye, you did, Ma. But I am grown and I must speak.”


Mother and son regarded each other as if the crowd, the ugly words had all melted away. Padraig looked at Brigid’s ma, who was weeping into her worn shawl.


“Mrs. Shaughnessy.” Padraig held her hand and said softly, so softly that I could barely hear the murmur from the edge of the crowd, “Mrs. Shaughnessy, will you allow me to marry your Brigid? I do love her.”


No one waited for her answer. Everyone chattered, jostling each other, “Aye, aye, ’tis agreed then. A wedding, a wedding!”


“Father Conlon,” said Padraig’s ma, “what say you?” The priest was waiting for just an opportunity like this.


“What are ye speaking of, woman?” he snorted, “ ’Tis not for the likes of you and your milk-fed lad to make up your mind in this grave matter, is it now? ’Tis the girl’s da who’ll decide if he lets him marry into his family.”


The whole crowd turned to Mr. Shaughnessy, who felt grateful to the priest for his newfound importance.


“Aye, Father, ’tis as you justly say. I’ll take my Brigid back to Connemara with me tomorrow where she’ll stay out of the clutches of this harridan and that blasphemer. I’ll need to think on that matter.” He glared at Padraig and his ma. Then he turned and walked back towards the poteen shack which lay beyond the fringe of the village.


“That’s it then,” Father Conlon snorted, turning on his heel and leaving before anyone could say anything more, happy as long as he had the last word over Mrs. Aherne.


But Mr. Shaughnessy had to return to his cottage thwarted, for the poteen hut had shut down for the evening. I am certain that if it had remained open, he would have stayed up till late celebrating his success and woken in a drunken daze the next day, letting his resolve float away. But he went to bed disgruntled.


He woke early the next morning, and to keep his triumph intact, he roused his wife and daughter. When they resisted his plan, he hit his wife a hard blow across the mouth. Brigid, face turned to stone, gathered her scanty belongings and followed her father so that he would not beat her mother more.


And so our Brigid left for Connemara with her da, before the sun rose and the mist lifted, long before the dew on the spangled grass disappeared.


Before Padraig knew it, Brigid was gone.


•  •  •


PADRAIG RAGED AND was for going after Mr. Shaughnessy, and perhaps getting into a bruising row with him over Brigid, but his ma reasoned with him, as did I. She was still a young lass whose father could scream for the bailiff, and besides, ’twas usual for Mr. Shaughnessy to show up every two months or so, and now with his daughter in tow, did we not expect him to return sooner? Padraig was spoiling for a row, but this once, Padraig listened to us.


But this time, three months rolled by with no news of Shaughnessy, nor any small sum for his wife, which he sometimes sent with Mr. Rafferty, who traveled about on his business on his trusty cart through the neighbouring counties. Instead what he brought this time was disquieting news. He told Brigid’s waiting ma that her husband had left his job and gone off with his daughter. Some said they had headed for Galway, while others thought Shaughnessy had spoken of Dublin itself. But the last bit of talk about that feckless man was his boast that no one would ever find them in America! Now no one rightly knew where they had gone, the obstreperous man and his pale daughter.


Padraig would heed no one and hectored Mr. Rafferty to accompany him forthwith to Connemara. Seeing no way to dissuade him, Padraig’s ma provided the money for hiring his cart and Mr. Rafferty’s familiarity with roads. Within the month they were back, no wiser. Padraig refused to speak of his futile trip, even to his ma. Shaughnessy and Brigid had disappeared, and no one knew their whereabouts, muttered Mr. Rafferty.


It was Mr. O’Flaherty who finally sat Padraig down and talked him to a measure of calm. Shaughnessy had no fixity of purpose and would never be able to stay away completely, reasoned our schoolmaster, and Brigid had the good sense to return as soon as she could get away, for Mullaghmore was the only home she had known, the place in this big world where she knew she was cherished.


In September, five months after Brigid left, Mrs. Shaughnessy stood silently inside Padraig’s ma’s shop, fingering the yarn, touching the wool. Mrs. Aherne took care of her customers and came and stood beside her and let her take her time. Brigid’s ma found a friendly shoulder to weep on for she had need of that surely. She had got news that her only brother, Liam, was sinking, so she was going to Antrim to live at his cottage and take care of him in his last days. Mrs. Aherne knew that she had not really come for advice; ’twas only that she needed to hear, if Brigid came back, Padraig’s ma would send her on to Antrim. It was in Maire Aherne’s nature to offer this simple trust and support. Brigid would be safe.


But Mr. Shaughnessy stayed away, month after month.


While Padraig waited impatiently, his raging mind began to be taken over by his other passion—the news of growing turbulence in our land. I think Mrs. Aherne was relieved, for she believed Brigid’s return was just a matter of time and Padraig’s increasing interest in the unfolding political news kept him away from a bloody encounter should he find the whereabouts of Mr. Shaughnessy.


As the news of Daniel O’Connell’s great meetings across the breadth of Ireland hit us, I could see the growling unrest in my mate. After the departures from our village—Brigid gone in April, then Mrs. Shaughnessy leaving her key with Padraig’s ma—I seldom saw Padraig as fretful as he grew by the third week of September. ’Twas then he conceived of his plan, confiding first to me and then to Mr. O’Flaherty.


We expected Padraig back in a month, maybe a little more, but by the end of October surely, even if he did stop and gawk, for his head was full of stories from our Mr. O’Flaherty and many of the places of those tales lay on his path. He was planning to walk and perhaps take the jaunting car to Drogheda and then to Clontarf, which was a stone’s throw from Dublin, in time for the monster meeting on October 8, maybe even meet the great Daniel O’Connell himself. I would not put that beyond our Padraig.


He did a great studying of maps, and consulted Mr. O’Flaherty, who had been to Kells, to Drogheda, to Birr Castle, and even to Dublin, where he, a young man then, had seen Swift’s house. Mr. O’Flaherty’s da, he told us, had seen the Dean himself, riding by on his carriage when he had gone once to Dublin.





Padraig


Mullaghmore, County Sligo


September 1843


I wanted to strike the blows, aye, bloody and felling, to bring back the old glory days. Brendan loved stories for their own sake, savouring the sweet and sad pith of our Irish tales—but I longed for the sweat and gore of the strife itself. All our Irish songs moved my blood about, and I was so stirred, that lads like Brenfi Clarke or Charley Keelan edged closer, ready to follow me to death. But I knew I would be the first one to charge ahead.


Even our childish games sprang from everything I had absorbed of our history: I would be Brian Boru in the rough-and-tumble games, mock battles among the trees and abandoned shepherd huts as we drove the Norsemen or the English to defeat. We brandished sticks for swords, used stones for missiles. By the time we returned home, we were hoarse and bruised, but victorious.


By sixteen, I went to every last meeting in Sligo, or wherever nearby they speeched about the wrongs done to us Irish, and our undeniable rights. It was always Brendan who would draw me back to earth when I raged against the slowness of time, in our everyday Mullaghmore, and my mother wrapped me in her strong love. I was ready to take up arms in the great uprising everyone said was brewing, but seemed to me to be forever on the pot!


Just last year, I got into an argument with a sailor from Belfast who was jawing fun at our speeches, and though I was only fifteen then, I knocked him about, and he flailing away at me too. We ended in the seawater and kelp by the wharf, and I was for keeping his stupid head underwater until he had a good bellyful of our good Sligo sand, but the watchers all clamoured for me to let him go, for they feared for his lungs and life. So I did, but not before I gave him a black eye for good measure. Och, he scrambled off after his lesson, though he had been full of huff before.


Once the worthies from Dublin or Kerry or wherever the speakers came from were gone, our Sligo would slip right back to its sleepy ways, and us with our daily plod, while I chafed. Mr. O’Flaherty said that the great stir was in the offing.


“When!” I fumed.


“Very soon, Padraig,” said Mr. O’Flaherty, “I pin my hopes on Dan O’Connell.”


“All he has to do is to send out his call,” I grumbled.


•  •  •


AH, BUT THERE was one more tide that threw me about. I would amble over to Brigid’s, and whistle low so her ma did not hear, and Brigid would pretend some chore beyond the haycocks and trees, and I would catch up, and she, breathless and pink, would pretend I was not there. But I was there—and she in my strong surrounding arms.


One day she was near to fainting with pleasure, and after she let me touch that sweet fern between her legs, I knew next time there would be no turning back, and for certain I would be entangled with her, forever and evermore. That time I came home, kissed and bitten, branded like a steer—for in her moments, Brigid was like one possessed, and her rosy lips gripped my soul in a sweet vise of torment.


•  •  •


I WAS BORN in April 1826, some months after my da was dead, but my ma kept our Aherne name bright and ran a good shop, selling dry goods and needles, yarns and pots, wool, seed potato and other sundry things, and hive honey besides. I never wanted for warm clothes, or potatoes and bread, and milk or cheese, which I always shared with Brendan.


My mother, Maire Aherne, stood tall, her flaming hair red-gold, a marvelous tangle to her waist. On those days she washed her hair, it would hang, straight and burnished; then as it dried—and it took time in our Ireland—the natural currents of her hair would begin to crisscross each other, as if in preordained order, becoming a mass of curls. A simple toss of the head, a shake with both her strong white hands, fingers run through the shiny mane, and it was done, as if all her hair had waited to fall into place.


Ma lived as if she were from another, more shining world. Few men had the presence of mind to try her with compliments, for in her manner there was something so direct and clear, so unexpecting of any such levity, that most men who came to the shop would shuffle their feet, and buy, and take their mumbling leave. The women would talk to her about their troubles but stop if any man came in—or any grown child too close.


Oh, she knew how to laugh—aye! —and she was greatly fond of shy Brendan with his head in a muddle of poetry. Our home was not unlike other cottages in Mullaghmore or Dromahair or Lissadel. It was small, but ours was neater, with redder flowers, it seems in my memory. She would make Brendan tell all the poetry. And she, her voice deep, told her favourite poems, which I remember in snatches.


On every pool there will rain


A starry frost . . .


The herons are calling


In cold Glen Eila


Swift flying flocks are flying


Coming and going . . .


Sweetest warble of the birds . . .


Each resting stag at rest


On the summit of the peaks.


That was her favourite. It was a list, a litany, and I do not truly know why it thrilled my heart so:


The stag of steep Slieve Eibhlinne


The stag of sharp Slieve Fuaid


The stag of Eala, the stag of Orrery


The mad stag of Loch Lein . . .


Brigid used to come in with her mother since her childhood. My ma would give her a kiss, and even as she spoke to Brigid’s mother, smoothed the child’s hair, handing her a bobbin or such to keep her little hands busy.


Since I had my first kiss, Brigid became shy of my mother—as if she thought my mother was all-knowing. In time I found her rose-petal nipples, which grew magically taut, and made me stand still and hard. But my ma said not a word, and watched my awkwardness with a smile out of the corner of her eyes, I knew I was growing up and that she knew it and was letting me grow without intruding herself in that strange and new place, and I was that grateful to her.


•  •  •


OUR FIREPLACES KEPT us warm, and in their embers we cooked our sod-grown potatoes, delicious as no other, cool and earthy to the touch, cooked to perfection in our very own sod-fed embers, and a lick of sea-salt dried off our Sligo Bay. That was how home tasted: The warm praties with but just a whiff of the peat and Irish mothersoil. I know it in my heart, my mouth and nostrils.


Yet it was far from tranquil in my heart. Between lessons, Mr. O’Flaherty had always told us something new about Ireland. I sat transfixed, listening to our sad and sorry history, brooding, nursed upon the history of all our wrongs.


When the Eighth Henry broke with the Holy Father in Rome, he began the burning down of all our sacred monasteries. In the past, the pious and outraged voices of our priests would be heeded—or at least heard. Our religion itself was now an anathema, another hard reason for the English Crown to send out its troops and its steel. Our very means of calling to our Heavenly Father was now a pretext to damn us as papists, our faith trodden upon.


People here still swear by the sword of our Irish Queen Grania. She had triumphed on ship and land, around Corraun Peninsula and the slopes of Achill Island. When Elizabeth tried to buy her off with a promise of peace and a title, she was disdainfully told off. No English title could match the one our Grania had already. She died a ruler, and in her own bed, buried royal and peaceful, under the painted gaze of saints on the walls of Knockmoy Abbey. I longed for those lost days of the Irish swords. We heard the stories of later times, complete with songs, and curses: how Sir Frederick Hamilton led the British troops in the sack of Sligo Town. In his Protestant fury, with flaming brand, he tried again and again to burn down Sligo Abbey, once the abode of the peaceful singing Fathers. May his skin rot, mottled by pox, and his eye clutched with sore aches, squint, and motes.


The Abbey walls had figures carved upon them, saints holding tablets, some with gentle palms turned towards the looking folk beneath, benedictions in stone. Though the flames leapt all about, the wall would not crumble or humble, and the holy ones stood, lit by the flames as if shielded within God’s holy palm.


That fire finally burnt low, the sky full of stars until the embers blurred into dust beneath the stony stare of the saints. No one had been allowed to throw so much as a spoon of water. The hard and bitter English soldiery had stood by as the flames leapt. But our stone saints remained unharmed, Daniels in this later burning. Such were our few victories in those iron times.


In dark nights here, after the stories and songs, easy ’tis to imagine the sad-faced giant Finn McCoul a-looking seven long years for his bereft and naked son, or Oisin on his gigantic horse cantering a bronze beat in the gloaming. No such heroes rode into our town to save it on that day. But I longed to be with the warriors of the coming day, among my brother Irish.


•  •  •


TO HEAR MR. O’FLAHERTY tell it, our O’Connell was made of the same stuff as McCoul, the great Boru, Cuchulain, with the very mien of the heroes of old. Dan O’Connell spoke for us all, and his words were fiery. Ah, what dreams these words held for us! I had many by heart, and standing on the slope towards Mullaghmore on my way back from school, I would pretend to be the great O’Connell himself and yelled the words out—as if all the gorse-tangled valley, the rhododendron bushes, even high Ben Bulben were my audience.


“Here I am, calling for justice to Ireland. Will you, can you—refuse? You may raise the vulgar cry of ‘Irishman and Papist’ against me, you may send out ministers of God to slander and calumniate me. I demand equal justice for Ireland. I will not take less. Refuse me if you can.”


When I returned home some days, still high with the brave words, my mother would ask me with a chortle, “Will Mr. O’Connell be wanting his praties now?” But she would want to hear the words too, enthralled as I was, by the sheer rightness of them all.


I went wild with excitement the day I read the announcement of our Dan O’Connell’s plan, a vast “Monster” meeting on a Sunday, the eighth day of October in 1843. He had called upon all Ireland to come to the fields of Clontarf, next to Dublin, where exactly eight hundred years ago, our great Brian Boru had met the alien Norsemen in armed conflict and battered them, driving them brokenback and spentbreath into the sea. Dan O’Connell’s choice of place was masterly. Whoever thought that he was ever too much of a gentleman to roll his white sleeves and pick up the hoe or cudgel for a bleeding turn now thought of the symbolism of the site, the time. My moment had come.


•  •  •


’TWAS MORNING, AND me fretful the whole night before, wondering how and what I’d say to my ma. Finally she brought me my glass of buttermilk and set it on the table by our window, the seaward door open, for it was balmy that September day.


“The whole folk of Sligo Bay think that you are off to Dublin to see O’Connell at his brave meeting. I was wondering if I was going to be the very last to be told.” Her eyes were twinkling as she bantered me about my secret discussions with Brendan, Mr. O’Flaherty, even Woolly Rafferty with his game leg and rusty cart, and I grinned back at her foolishly.


“Come here then, you big silly boy. Give your ma a hug and tell her when you leave. Go see a bit of the world. I went to work younger than you. I don’t worry about the travel. Be careful who ye travel with. And who you speak with, and what you say. The whole world is not Mullaghmore, or Sligo, or Dromahair. There are people of ill will.” Her eyes narrowed. Or did I imagine that? “God keep you safe then, Son, for I can’t surely keep you home forever, can I?”


I laughed with delight. This had been easy indeed. “Drink up your buttermilk,” she added. “Come back after the brave speeches. Remember, Son, it’s to hear you are going, not to speak.”


I left on the twenty-first day of September, well in time for the meeting. I had said goodbye to the others, many of whom marveled at my plan. Brigid had been gone for seven long months. By the time I returned, I was certain that she would be back among us, her da tiring by then of his unaccustomed responsibility. If she had not returned by then, I decided to go again to Connemara.


All Brendan said was, “Come back home when ’tis time, Padraig.”


As I was about to round the corner on the road, carrying the small bag in which Ma had put her best cheese, bread, a couple of shirts, and such, I turned for a last look. She stood at the doorway looking grand, and her smile lit my world. I turned and set upon my road to Dublin, not knowing how long this journey would be.


But this picture of my ma standing before our cottage, the sun in her red hair, I held in my heart forever after.


•  •  •


IT WOULD NOT be difficult to find my way to Dublin, for all I would have to do was to travel east, with a little southerly meandering.


Unlike my good friend Brendan, I do not worry over much. If there be something to worry about, I worry when it arrives, and take care of it after. Even when trouble arrives, I try to whistle my way. My quick temper, Brendan never tires of telling me, encounters more conflicts than a reasonable man can hope to find. But he looks up at the sky and at his cape a dozen times, and worries about not taking it. Then he decides it will rain and returns after a few steps to debate at the threshold again. More often than not, it turns out to be a bright day with perhaps a whiff of mist. For these I would be teasing him, and he chuckling at me.


If I had a fear, it was not for the money, for my mother did skillfully sew a goodly number of shillings into my coat within a hidden hem; with my shirt tucked into my britches, these were invisible. I could easily extract, when need be, a shilling at a time. No, my fear was of the clever people in Dublin who might find me a country dolt.


I headed along the road toward Drumshanbo for the first night’s stay, leaving Lough Gill to my left, towards the south of Lough Allen. I was tempted to visit the tomb of the great Turlough O’Carolan. That blind harpist’s music, Mr. O’Flaherty used to say, could make the very wind stand still. I had heard that he was buried in the old Kilronan Abbey, but I did not want to stray at the very start of my journey.


•  •  •


THAT FIRST NIGHT I stayed at a shepherd’s cottage outside Drumshanbo. When he heard my purpose, he would not take my small coin for the dry pallet and a few potatoes—though he had naught else. I slept well and headed out again next morning, pausing at the ruined abbeys near Boyle along the way. The Curlew Hills rose beyond.


As I trudged east, county by county, I would fall into a daydream. I had a wild picture in my head of an Armageddon conflict, with all the Irish aroused and that angry, stirred by the words of O’Connell, all of Dublin, the counties around, the Boyne valley, the people around Dundalk and Malin Head and down in Glendalough and Wexford would rise as one, and the great rebellion would spread along the valleys of Liffey and Shannon, along Erne and Blackwater, across the Bann, the Bandon, and the Lee. The English would flee before this great wildfire.


The very name, Boyne Valley, rang through my being. Every step I took brought me towards some great name or another: Newgrange, Hill of Slane, Tara, and Mellifont, and then up to Drogheda itself. It was as if I were treading through the great book of Ireland, and not on mere soil and rutted paths between farms and working fields. ’Twas crowded with the history of my race. I knew that O’Connell would give voice to everything that was clamouring in my heart. The mysterious sacred circles on the stones I saw at Newgrange seemed to capture the exultation swirling within my heart. I was sure I would receive one clear sign of the final battle to come.


•  •  •


AS I APPROACHED Drogheda, I began to feel in my heart that tragic core which underlay the green; how death was a part of all Irish tales, whether they are about love or any other matter whatsoever. So long as folks trod on this land and worked out their fates, there was a backdrop the colour of blood, and every step a tap on the vast drum of Irish memory.


What tales had I heard from my childhood about Drogheda and Cromwell! With his head full of stories of Catholic monstrosity culled from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, this Lord Protector descended on Ireland, planning mayhem and calumny. For full nine months in 1649, Cromwell devastated all he could lay his hands on. He besieged the walls of Drogheda. When it fell, he personally directed four days of slaughter. Women, children, the old, and especially the Catholic clergy were not spared.


Was this an aberration in the great man of prayer? Nay, indeed.


When Wexford fell to him, again came his bloody order to put thousands to the sword, children, women, nuns included, even in the sanctuary. “There before God’s altar fell many sacred victims. Others who were seized outside the church were scourged with whips; and others were put to death by most cruel tortures,” wrote the exiled Bishop of Ferns, in Antwerp.


Canterbury had had its one Becket, a name remembered. What were the names in Drogheda and Wexford? There were so many that the very numbers became a matter treated like an Irish exaggeration, drivel and hyperbole from bogs and poteen huts. Drogheda and Wexford were iron nails in our Irish memory.


When first I came to Drogheda, I made straight for the heart of it, up the steep bank of the river, up narrow lanes, from one level of the town to the next terraced stage, flights of steps that took me above the river. I touched what remained of its medieval walls and felt a great organ’s chord ring through my soul as I passed through Butter Gate. In the lowering light, I had the strangest feeling that sounds from the very next lane might not have been made in this century or the last, but further in the past.


Here, in the heart of our Drogheda, I now felt I was truly standing on a stretched skin, a drum waiting to be thrummed. I was ready to wake to a different sky, a different earth. The great meeting at Clontarf was but a few days away. I felt Destiny was sending me an intimation of death or glory, and I would need to step out, beyond our usual Irish strifes and vacillation, to a Gideon’s trumpet that shrilled my being, and shook me down to my shoes.


I sharpened my knife on a Drogheda stone that night. Its sheath was snug and I tucked it behind my shirt and gathered my jacket about me. I was headed for Dublin.


•  •  •


WHEN I REACHED the harbour where the Boyne met the sea, I found a crowd of people already in long, snaking lines. They stood about laughing, chatting, smoking clay pipes, and even a jostle did not bring out ill humour.


They were all for the meeting at Clontarf which, they told me, was a stone’s throw from Dublin harbour. Soon we were being turned away, for the ships were full. The only sour note that struck me was when I heard the angry tones of an old man with his grandson trying to board the ship. “Ye are charging thrice what ye charge for this day’s ferry, and all of us going to our meeting on Boru’s battleground. Are ye not that ashamed, turning a gombeen’s profit on Ireland’s great day itself?” I did not stay to hear the answer, but it was like a drop of ink in a clear bowl of water, its snaky coils invading the surge and joy of the day. We decided instead to walk south to Dublin, and our stream of folks did grow at every village. “Aye, aye,” we would sing out, “we’re for Clontarf and O’Connell!”


A tall man from Armagh, his green cap at a rakish tilt, shouted, “When the Catholic Emancipation Act was passed, King George was forced to sign it, weeping and raging. His royal blue nose did dribble, his baggy eyes did so drip, he needed brandy with the warm milk.” Hahaha, went our crowd, and the walking grew easier, for the mirth was contagious. “The right honourable Peel had to dry off royal tears with his own kerchief, and such was the quantity, he had to have two of his footmen wring out and hang it on the dozy Queen’s head—which Wellington mistook for garden topiary.” Hahahaha. At the end of the day’s walk, we lay down on the meadows outside Newbridge. We cooked our potatoes in communal fires, sharing willingly with those that had none, and all was joy and cheer under the coming stars.


I slept fitfully, exultant and troubled, and had a snatch of a dream: I was about to jump off the cliff-face of some high Ben, and a great wind came and swept me off, but taking me in a different direction from where I had meant to fly. I stretched out my arms in desperation and found that I was sailing on that contrary blast—whirling away over a vast sea in a direction opposite and away from a red setting sun.


So vivid was the dream that when I woke with a jolt, I was astonished to find myself on the ground, beaded with dew. I covered my head, curled up, tired and uncomprehending, and fell asleep again and did not wake till dawn.


•  •  •


IT SEEMED THAT all the world was descending on Dublin. People streamed in to join us from the harbour at Howth. From the north and from the west, people from Fingal and Maynooth joined our column of walkers, waving festoons. As the groups met, we embraced and threw our caps in the air. Some came with their wives and old ones, and a good number had brought children. On a cart, one family even had a goat which the mother milked; her two small boys dipped their victuals, their faces all shiny with milky streaks.


People were coming from the south, with great huzzahs, from Kildare, Glendalough, all the way up from Wexford and Waterford, and hardy folks from Wicklow highlands. I could hear a shrill piping somewhere. I had not known what a heady feeling it was to be Irish—no, not in this way, ever before. I felt that a hundred, two hundred years, from today, the Irish across the world would remember this day. They would paint pictures, imagining this scene. And here it was, before me. Soon we were at the edge of Dublin.


Then we stopped dead.


A wall of red-coated English soldiers stood between us and Dublin, a sanguine wall. An officer came forward on his horse, and after a moment’s rearing and pawing of the hooves, the beast stood still. The rider cleared his voice to announce that the meeting had been banned, so there would be none at all, not now, not another day. Far down the right and to the left, more red-coat soldiers came forward. We laughed defiantly. And then, the news broke like thunderbolt: our Dan O’Connell had backed down.


No one in that great multitude believed it. “Liars, damned liars!” Cries filled the air, “Oh no, no no.”


The officer raised a white gloved hand. “Those who do not believe me, listen to the Dubliners.” The crowd fell silent. “Ask the Dubliners,” roared that voice again.


The line of red-coats was, at most, two men deep, for they were fanned out—not for resistance, but seemingly to spread the word. Behind them ordinary people—Dublin folks in everyday clothes, working men and women, stood in crestfallen groups. The wind seemed knocked out of them.


From our side, a tall man with a green kerchief tied about his head screamed loud and harsh into the late morning air, “What news of our O’Connell?”


The air smelt of hay and manure, trampled mud and laundry lye, the smells of a working day. Then a man stooping to pick up a shovel by a dairy cart from the Dublin side spoke, as if to himself. “He’s bowed to Peel’s command.”


We could have charged at the line of red, horsed as they were, and dashed them to the ground and gone on to the sacred soil of Clontarf, urging the latecomer O’Connell to come to us, rousing him from his nightmare of inaction.


But the moment, suspended in time, fell with a silent crash and died amidst us. Weeping broke out, keening, as if the great crowd had just heard that Ireland itself had died.


“What strange nonsense is this?” barked the tall man from Armagh. “Our Dan has not bowed down to Peel, has he?”


The murmur which had begun in our midst rose and wavered around us.


“But,” I stammered to no one in particular, “but earlier he had laughed off the Duke of Wellington to his face, and called him a doting corporal!”


“Aye, so he did, and called him a screaming liar to boot,” added a man behind me.


“Our O’Connell called that Lord Alvanley a bloated buffoon—and that man the King’s favourite, isn’t he?” rejoined the Armagh man, twisting his green cap in his hands. Between clenched teeth, I nodded in agreement. Cunning Disraeli had called our leader the hired instrument of the papacy, but our Dan treated them all like barking street strays, did he not?


“Oh Lord, what strange malaise is undoing him now?” the man from Armagh said in a strangled voice. We stood staring at the ground, feeling our despair spreading like a fog about us. By the time I was able to raise my bent head, the Armagh man had left. The crowd began to thin in all directions. Some turned back the way they had come. Some stopped and began to cook and rest before they started for home, dejected journeys back to Cashel and Wexford, Ballyshannon and Limerick, to Cork and Kerry.


The world looked hazy and tainted. I was that tired, I could lie down where I stood and fall into a dead sleep. I wanted no food. I wanted no words. I sat where I had stood, now watching the laughing soldiers leave. I had lost all purpose. After an hour I decided to walk into Dublin, find its harbour, ask if any ship sailed to Sligo or Mullaghmore, or anywhere to the western counties. I did not want to walk back across my sweet green land, dragging with me the news of our failure. I wanted it washed out of my memory, cleansed with Irish seawater and rough sea-wind.


I stepped into the city, like a blind man following a smell. I wanted to go home.





Brendan


Mullaghmore


November 1843


Three weeks past, we learnt with dismay the fate of O’Connell’s meeting and our leader haled to prison.


I could not wait to see Padraig back and to hear from his mouth tales of his travels, although he would be sorely downcast about O’Connell. But he had had his travel. For that I was elated for him, aye, and a trifle jealous, but my widow ma was so sickly and nervous that she would never hear of my going anywhere, though I already knew in my heart that I loved stories of far places more than the actual places themselves. My centre was my home, my gum to this earth. I understood the difference between bookish Brendan McCarthaigh and bold Padraig Aherne who had to touch everything, had to go everywhere, had to risk home and hearth—aye, and heart.


Mr. Rafferty had heard from someone passing through here to Donegal, who had seen Padraig in the great crowd heading towards Dublin, but had no other news besides. Mrs. Aherne was at her cottage door a hundred times, imagining Padraig’s tread, restless with growing worry. By the post road, which was some distance from our village, returned another traveler on the fifth day of November.


It was Brigid, belly swollen, far gone in months.


Abandoning her usual composure, Padraig’s ma ran to Brigid, her red hair flying, and held her. ’Twas well she did, for Brigid was near to collapse with that much tiredness, and her weeping was dry and fearful, without tears. There was no Mr. Shaughnessy in sight.


Brigid held her belly beneath the thin dress, her legs seeming little more than bird-twigs. Mrs. Aherne led her in, then closed the shop door for the day.


•  •  •


WHEN MR. O’FLAHERTY heard the news, he sent me over every other day to help out Mrs. Aherne. I could see Brigid by the window behind the shop, the long afternoon beam catching her hair, her palms folded on her lap. Each day since her arrival, Brigid put on the apron to help Mrs. Aherne around the cottage, but by mid-morning she weakened, like the new November sun itself.


Padraig’s ma let me mind her store and coaxed Brigid to come sit with her. Brigid would crane her head at whoever passed the road, and lost interest when she saw it was not who her eyes sought. At night, Mrs. Aherne told me, she would cry in her sleep, whether from discomfort or the months when she lacked any affection and perhaps food too. She would take Brigid into her bed, under a large Galway quilt, and hum some song to her, or tell her stories as if she were a baby again. Mrs. Aherne had written to Mrs. Shaughnessy. Brigid was too weak to travel. Besides, Padraig would be back any day, and he would marry his bride and put up another room right next to his mother’s.


So the days passed, and November grew colder. It would be a Christmas baby, Padraig’s ma told everyone, if asked. She gave Brigid some knitting, and herself fell to sewing quantities of little quilts, tiny clothes, socks and bright caps. But I noticed how Brigid’s hands would slacken, and the ball of wool lie on the floor beside her, untugged, her knitting needles forgotten on her little progress, her head, almost a burden on her thin neck, bent in shallow slumber.


Barely another week later, Mrs. Aherne told my ma she had woken to find Brigid moaning in her sleep. She held her until the pain abated. Brigid slept unwontedly late. Maire got ready for the day, setting up the breakfast milk jug and the bread and praties as silently as she could. When she gathered her nightdress to shake out in the sun that had come out, she noticed with alarm a large scar of brown, damp to the touch, that stood out on the Aran cloth, then rushed to the bed, knocking the washbowl with a crash to the floor, but Maire was oblivious of the sound, the spilt water, or the china fragments. Brigid had not stirred. Mrs. Aherne ran on bare feet to the bed and flung back the covers. Brigid’s gown had ridden up her legs and was gathered about her thigh in a tangle, and she lying like a broken plaything in a lap of blood.


Mrs. Aherne, her wild hair loose and voice frantic, called Brigid again and again. A thread of drool hung from Brigid’s mouth, and then Maire noticed a tear gathered under one eye. She was breathing, small and ragged. Maire reached into a low shelf in the cupboard and brought out a bottle of brandy, which she poured down Brigid’s sputtering throat. She hauled her up and sat her on the bed between pillows and pulled her dress above the waist. The baby was very low on her thin pelvis. Maire felt for her pulse but could not seem to locate it. She let go of the wrist and held her thumb gently on the bluish neck. Ah, there it was: The slow tap of life. Brigid began to groan, wrenched out of her dead apathy.


Maire could tell the pains were coming. The thin knees were drawn up, her pale feet at the end of her narrow legs were jerking up and down unevenly. Brigid’s face was contorted, and she was saying something. Maire bent her head close.


“Padraig, Padraig,” she heard, “O Padraig, what will happen to us?”


“I am here, child,” soothed Maire Aherne, even as it dawned on her that it was still far to Christmas, a good six weeks, and this clotted blood and the ooze that had wet the bed so early was not a good portent. “Aye, so ’tis an early baby,” she muttered, then to cheer Brigid up, she said aloud, “The baby’s in a hurry, like his da, who is always so.”


Brigid looked at her, uncomprehending, then slowly as the pain subsided, she understood. She smiled tentatively at Maire and asked, “Is the boy born yet?”


Mrs. Aherne laughed in sheer relief. “And how did you know that it is a boy?”


“ ’Tis a girl then?” asked Brigid.


“Ah, child,” she said, “birthing is not that easy. It’s the first wave of the good pain. We will not know if a mad boy it is or a wild girl, until some hours now.”


Brigid’s face fell.


“Now save your strength, my girl, and don’t push yet. I will tell you when ’tis time.”


•  •  •


’TWAS NOT TILL much later that I came to know about all this. It was the tenth of November. I had gone as usual up to Mr. O’Flaherty’s school. More and more these days, it was I who taught school while Mr. O’Flaherty would sit on his chair under the tree in front and enjoy a bit of sun on the odd day, puffing on his pipe. I could tell he was enjoying my telling all the stories he used to tell us, when we were children.


Ever since he decided to teach me all the Latin he knew, he gave me half a dozen books in that tongue. After my teaching of the young ones was over, I would stay on for my Latin lessons, which ran into the evening, and he would offer me some of his simple dinner, embered potatoes, buttermilk, an egg—if his birds had laid. I would be that tired by then, my head full with all the good talk and smoking a twist of his tobacco. I would often take his offer of a straw pallet in the corner of his hut. But this day black clouds had swept up from the Atlantic. Once the thick sea-blown rain started, the roads would be impassable for the next few days. Already the prow of Ben Bulben looked hazy in the light as I walked home quickly.


As I was turned the bend on the sloping road into the village, I saw a clump of folks standing in front of Padraig’s cottage. Ah, he has returned, I thought and, throwing my bag of books over my back, ran until I was nigh out of breath at his front yard, when something odd struck me.


In the way they stood about, the neighbours seemed shaken, and there was no talk, nothing lively. What is it? I thought, Whatever could it be with Padraig? There was a bit of struggle of some kind at the front door. I could see the corduroy of strained backs, for they seemed to be pulling something out—and it was surely a bad fit. Then they did get through. What they were grappling out of the cottage was a coffin. I shuddered involuntarily and stood still.


The women had broken into a high-pitched keen but Padraig’s mother stepped out, pale and gaunt, and spoke urgently. “ ’Twill fright and wake the baby,” she said. The women became silent, wrapping their black shawls about themselves. Then all began to follow the coffin box. Father Conlon was there, his head bowed, holding his little black Bible in his left hand, the rosary hanging from it, each bead small as an autumn blackberry ruined by frost.


’Twas a small enough procession that was headed for the cemetery. I followed, numb. We reached in no time, walking through the stone gate on which leant its rusty Celtic cross. The cloud seemed lower now. The hard rain would be upon us in an hour, I feared, with the Atlantic gusts skirling overhead. The keening had started again. The women had all known Brigid from when she was born, and the rocking and the bitter cries rose from their hearts. Mrs. Aherne stood, a little apart from Father Conlon, her grief carved on her sleepless face. She had a look of helplessness. That was the last word I would have thought of, ever, to describe Padraig’s ma.


Father Conlon stepped up to her. “I am that sorry, Maire, for my hard words. Where is Padraig . . .” His voice trailed off. I was amazed to see this, but Padraig’s ma put her head down on his shoulder. She did not weep. Then she stood back and faced the coffin on the ground. The grave had already been dug. After the prayers, the coffin was lowered. Padraig’s ma moved aside and the priest came and stood by her.


“The child’s early, Father, much too early.”


“You are there to take good care of it. I have faith, Maire, you will pull her through, God grant that.”


“ ’Tis hard, Father, for she won’t feed. We tried giving her milk, but her wee face is puffed and broken in a rash. She is too tiny to keep it down and is fast sinking, I fear”—her voice quavered—“and no one here just now to give her pap. Someone heard of a woman beyond Collooney. She has also birthed, but then, even if she agrees, the weather’s turning so, it would take two days at least.”


We could hear the neighbours drop handfuls of sod where they fell with a hollow sound on Brigid’s coffin. The wind was rising.


“Whatever shall we do then?” said Father Conlon. His distress for the doomed baby was written all over his unshaven face. His Adam’s apple moved up and down, and he was close to tears. This was not a Father Conlon I had known either. “Where’s the baby now?”


“Mrs. Hanrahan down the lane is sitting with her, by my fire, till I return.” Mrs. Aherne clutched at Father Conlon’s sleeve. “Will you . . . will you come and give her the last words, Father?”


But before anyone could say a word, there was a wild despairing cry. Startled, I looked and saw an older woman, black shawl fluttering, hobble and run, her mouth open. Her hands were flailing, but her progress was slower than her flinging arms made it look. Padraig’s ma ran towards her, screaming, “Where’s the baby, where? Oh Mrs. Hanrahan, where is my baby?”


The old woman collapsed on the road, panting, words choked in her breathless throat, just pointing back at the direction of the cottage whence she had come. “Aaah, aah,” she panted, bent fingers clawing at her throat. “Aaah . . .” A faint welt, as from a hard blow, was beginning to form on her face.


Mrs. Aherne stood transfixed for a moment, then took off. She was a tall, strong woman, and two nights of sleepless vigil could not slow her. Holding her wide skirts up with both hands, she ran, her feet flying over the stones, and everyone else followed, the men, Father Conlon grunting with effort, the women, and I. But ahead of all of us was the desperate speed of Maire Aherne.


She raced into the dark door of her cottage, her skirts trailing up a swirl of dust from the yard. Motes whirled in the doorway, and then the crowd burst in, jostling to get inside. I stood packed with others.


In the silence of the room with its low red fire, we saw Padraig’s ma on one side of the bed. Then on the bed, as our eyes became used to the gloom, we saw the baby, held in grimy hands, its tiny mouth suckling the nipple of half-naked Odd Madgy Finn, whose eyes were closed in bliss.





Padraig


Dublin


October 8, 1843


As I walked into the unknown city, I realized how one could lose one’s identity here. One could wear any face in its hurrying crowds.


Even such a wondrous variety of bridges to cross the Liffey every few streets amazed and consternated my head. I drank in the sight of the many manners of houses, arches, painted doors, and the variety of colourful awnings.


I spied a tall column with a figure at its very top, solitary at that great height. I read the name: Lord Nelson. Aye, I thought, that’s very like the English to put their hero on a huge height without the benefit of a ladder or even a skimpy rope so he could, of a misty day, fetch himself a nourishing pint!


I walked aimlessly, crossing street after street until I came across a fair building with grand pillars and grounds like a carpet around it. I read the sign in front: So this was the great Trinity College our Mr. O’Flaherty had told me about. It had been the All Hallows Monastery, before it had been snatched by Elizabeth. How welcome are Catholics here? I thought, my heart sore at our humiliation. But another thought struck me. In County Sligo where I was raised, I could name those who were not Catholics on my finger: the landlord’s agent and some of his henchmen. But here, in Dublin, there must reside such great numbers that could fill such a vast college as this. It stopped me short. I looked about me, at all the crowds that flowed past. I could not tell for certain between Catholic or otherwise. The thought also struck me: neither could they.


Nearby, I came across another mighty building. On its gate was a brass plate, shiny enough that I could see myself leaning forward: Bank of Ireland. So this was where they gather our monies before they take it all away.


People loitered before gleaming shop-windows, staring at lavish displays of merchandise, ladies’ dresses in many colours on shiny mannequins, large as folk. Men puffed cigars and pipes, with fine hats and thin canes, not the stout blackthorns of the rural counties. Every part of all the walls that was within reach was plastered with bills and notices. Such a strange world with so much to sell! I thought of my mother’s modest shop, its simple, almost severe, merchandise.


This Grafton Street was fairyland itself. There was a large sign, Jaeger, on a coloured glass above, and within the thick wide panes, jewels and dazzling silver. A little farther, on a sloping awning, simply the word Johnson proclaimed the name of another rich merchant. Fine carriages rolled by so silently that I marveled. Then I understood: Grafton Street was paved with blocks of pine! I thought of the sod thatches and the one-room cottages that dot our counties, whitewashed or weatherbeaten, floors packed with dirt, as were most homes and Mr. O’Flaherty’s school. And we Irish leave our footprints wherever we go, I thought wryly, for we live barefoot on dirt floors, and few can afford to lay boards upon their floors. Here the roads—or at least one—might not be paved with gold, but it was paved with that precious wood itself, so no slush marred the dainty ladies who might, from the looks of some, not be as immaculate as their dresses.


There were more fat people here than I had seen from end to end in an entire lifetime in Sligo, toddling about, bellies like lambeg drums, bloated under fancy waistcoats. A fierce variety of moustaches were also to be seen, waxed, in many shades, coaxed up, combed or curled. No wonder, in this big whirling city, folks could so easily shake off such a matter as the Clontarf meeting, which had seemed so momentous to me. As I gawked at the fine shops, I felt broken into fragments. One part of me wanted to prise off pieces of flagstone and fling them into the grand shops full of dazzling goods and ladies and waistcoated men. Another wanted to own a fine shop—any shop—and count the money in the ringing till. Yet another piece of me wanted to sit down right there and weep after the great failure of Clontarf. But all the parts of me were footsore and wanted a drink. Even a tramp’s poteen would have been welcome, so bedraggled and low in spirit I felt, all alone in this billowing crowd.


Evening was descending and the crowds draining away, as if abandoning the city for the coming of night. I can hardly recall how long I continued to wander the now-empty streets until I came to a dainty bridge, fancifully decorated with iron railwork. I turned right to go across it, but a man intercepted me and asked me to pay a ha’penny.


“Why?” I asked testily, having just walked over any number of bridges without let or hindrance. He chuckled at me for a bumpkin and said, “Because ’tis the Ha’Penny Bridge, of course.”


Not in a humour to be amused by this, I turned on my heel and walked away until I could barely see the high head of the Bank of Ireland. I cared not if I were lost. At the far end of the lane was a streetlamp with a sign that faintly read Dame Street. I saw stairs leading below, the blue waft of tobacco smoke, a few feet standing about on the trampled straw, and heard a hum of conversation. I knew it was a place to drink and I longed to rest my tired legs. Did not a man in a brave new city need a drink, heartsick and addled with sights as I was?


•  •  •


WHY I WANTED my fourth glass of whiskey I cannot tell, for I am not that kind of drinking man—as anyone who knows me from Strandhill to Sligo can vouch. I do like the first warmth of the gullet as it goes down, the feeling of ease. I enjoy the second one’s savour of peat and comfort, and am done. But on this day, there was summat in me which would not be comforted. I despise those who turn over their fourth glass and roll their eyes to cry or look for a fight. But I drank as if from a thirst, and a sense of having to let go of something precious. I also knew that soon I would have to find words to defend my lost dream, yet resenting its failure. What a strange state of mind this was.
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